Literature review

The issue of police resignation rates in the UK being linked to mental health is a complex and multifaceted one (Demou, Hale and Hunt, 2020). While there isn’t a single definitive answer, several factors contribute to this correlation. The mental well-being of police officers is critical to their ability to carry out their role effectively and without detriment to themselves, given the stress and trauma they often experience on the job (Liakopoulou et al., 2020). Providing a supportive environment can help reduce stress, prevent burnout, and promote a healthier work-life balance. Primary research conducted by the Police a federation (2023) shows new officers make up 70% of the total resignations by officers. This is off the back of a Morale survey stating 18% of officers planned to resign within two years or as soon as possible (Police Federation, 2022). The Home office (2023) confirmed the number of resignations and percentage of officers resigning is at its highest level since records began.The leaving rate for police officers is at its highest rate of 6.6% since records began equating to 9,912 police officers in 2023 (Home Office, 2023). There is currently no specific data for individual police forces, including South Wales, regarding those who have resigned or those who have considered resigning. However, current research does not provide reasons for resignations, whereby most have ‘Unknown’ or ‘Other’ categorised as their reason for leaving (Police Federation, 2023). Furthermore, the nature of the role whereby most officers have been exposed to a traumatic event, most during their job, (Shaw, 2019) is one of numerous stressors (Charman and Bennett, 2021) that has increased the prevalence of  stress and anxiety, psychological distress (Liakopoulou et al., 2020) and reduced overall mental well-being of frontline serving officers (Syed et al., 2020). Whilst it is reported that mental health issues are often underreported (Demou, Hale and Hunt, 2020; Syed et al., 2020).

Sickness leave taken because of stress and anxiety doubled between 2014 and 2019 for all officers (Telegraph, 2019). Furthermore, the nature of policing states the officers' exposure to stress including experiencing violence (Kerswell et al., 2019) makes them more likely to suffer from psychological distress Liakopoulou et al., 2020). 


Police officers are regularly exposed to a variety of stressors and traumatics events, in which 95% of officers have attended a traumatic event (Shaw, 2019). Attending these events are interwoven into the fabric of their role, from responding to emergencies and dealing with violence to witnessing accidents officers regularly encounter distressing situations (Home office, 2019). Police officers face high-pressure scenarios whereby they must take snapshot decisions, this can take a toll on their mental well-being (Kerswell et al., 2019). Exposure to a single event could impact an officer’s well-being alone (Edwards, 2020). However, the cumulative effect of exposure to these incidents over time can contribute to mental health challenges like anxiety, depression, and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) (Shaw, 2019). This is echoed by the Police Fedication whereby over 25% of Police Officers surveyed have taken sick leave, whilst 65% went to work despite their poor mental state (2016). This, combined by recent findings whereby 730,000 sick days were taken in 2022, up from 320,000 in 2012 (Police Federation, 2023a). Syed et al. states there is currently substantial health concern among police officers as psychological difficulties will remain as long as there is not significant, systematic intervention (2020). Shaw furthers these claims by identifying 20% of Police officers who experienced traumatic events in work experience symptoms associated with PTSD (2019). Furthermore, research by McCarty suggests officers burnout through emotional exhaustion as a result of the events they are exposed to and their role (2013). The Police Federation Morale survey identified 92% of officers had negative mental well being that was caused, or made worse by, their work (2022). Despite this being strong evidence to suggest mental wellbeing of officers is compromised, there is no data to confirm the actual number of officers seeking support for their mental well-being or who have diagnosed mental illness.  

The Front line review stated organisational issues have left many officers not feeling supported despite structures in place to theoretically support officers (Home office, 2019). Additionally, the organisational culture within police forces can influence officers’ willingness to seek help for mental health issues (Edwards, 2020). Historically, there has been a stigma surrounding mental health in law enforcement (Kerswell et al., 2019), with some officers fearing that seeking support may be perceived as a sign of weakness or may negatively impact their career prospects (Home office, 2019). Charman and Bennett research states officers resigned over a lack of support and poor leadership which fosters a culture resulting in poor mental wellbeing (2021). Officer’s failure to seek support for their mental well being is attributed to a masculine environment (P. McCarty, 2013) and culture of disclosing mental health concerns being ‘career destroying’ (Demou, Hale and Hunt, 2020). This stigma can create barriers to accessing mental health resources and lead to underreporting of mental health concerns (Regehr et al., 2019). A protective factor against negative mental well being, is supportive managers; sergeants, inspectors that directly manage police officers on a daily basis (Demou, Hale and Hunt, 2020). This is reflected in findings by Charman and Bennett (2021) whereby officers perceived a lack of autonomy, high demand on the service and insufficient support from the policing organisation, causing a deterioration of officer - manager relationship. This can intern worsen mental well-being and illness cases within individuals (Liakopoulou et al., 2020).

Moreover, the demanding nature of police work often translates into long hours, irregular shifts, and limited opportunities for rest and recuperation (Taylor, Merat and Jamson, 2019). The requirement of night shifts alone has a significant negative impact on mental well being (Brown et al., 2020). Often, the nature of the shift work, inability to control finish times in addition to altered sleep patterns has a negative impact on officers personal relationships ( Police federation, 2023). Most officers complete a ‘rolling’ shift pattern whereby they change shifts within a given cycle (Edwards, 2020). Taylor, Merat and Jamson’s findings suggest the rolling pattern of shifts impacts their cognitive abilities (2019). The combination of physical exhaustion and emotional strain can exacerbate mental health challenges and contribute to burnout among officers (McCarty, 2013). In a profession where the ability to make split-second decisions can be a matter of life and death, the consequences of mental fatigue and cognitive impairment can be particularly significant (Demou, Hale and Hunt, 2020). General population studies reflect reduced cognitive function has a negative impact on psychological well being (Llewellyn et al., 2008). This may be exacerbated within the policing role due to the requirement to make professional decisions in stressful situations under fatigue (Demou, Hale and Hunt, 2020).

The high levels of stress and burnout experienced by police officers can also impact their relationships, both at work and at home (Sousa et al., 2023). Kinman, McDowall and Cropley support this stating difficulties in communication, emotional detachment, and a sense of isolation are not uncommon among officers grappling with mental health issues (2012). Both agree the strain on personal relationships can further exacerbate the challenges faced by officers and contribute to feelings of disillusionment and discontentment with their careers (Kinman, McDowall and Cropley, 2012; Sousa et al., 2023). Despite research showing personal relationships can positively affect mental well being (Liakopoulou et al., 2020), they can exacerbate issues as officers feel guilt due to the responsive nature of their role making them physically and emotionally strained (Sousa et al., 2023).

Currently the Police forces across the UK have enforced a number of structures following the Bluelight well being framework (College of Policing, 2024). This framework established by the College of Policing suggests its use as a way of assessing and then implementing structures that are required by the individual force. This allows for fundamental needs of the organisation, including the officers, can be consistent whilst considering the needs for each force (2024). Police care UK endorse the framework whilst supplementing the areas of need identified by the framework through a range of resources (2023). Furthermore, the lack of sufficient mental health support for active police officers can exacerbate the problem (Home office, 2019). Police care UK, a police specific well being charity, identify while all forces have implemented peer support programs, counselling services, and mental health awareness training, resources may be limited or inaccessible to all officers in different regions, departments and teams (2023).  Desire these structures being in place, mental health is underreported therefore despite potential health being supported there is a disconnect needing to be overcome (Syed et al., 2020). Furthermore, despite structures and awareness of methods that positively impact well being, insufficient time is given to prioritise mental well being undeimining any structures in place (Home office, 2019). Edwards suggests an officers’ reaction to stress is significantly improved through education and awareness surrounding mental health (2020). However, the culture around mental health is still negative suggesting the education in place is not enough within the forces to change the culture and attitudes towards factors such as mental health as reflected in ‘The Front line review’ whereby officer well being, moral and feeling valued by the police institution was a concern of the organisation (Home Office, 2019). A leadership commitment to addressing mental health concerns, creating opportunities for open dialogue and peer support, and implementing policies that promote psychological safety and resilience (Home officer, 2019). In consideration of this, Managerial level changes have been deemed essential (Edwards, 2020). Inadequate support structures can leave officers feeling unsupported and isolated in dealing with their mental health challenges  (Demou, Hale and Hunt, 2020), ultimately contributing to higher resignation rates. The Police need to prioritise mental health awareness and undoing stigmatisation within police organisations (McCarty, 2013), ensuring access to confidential and culturally sensitive mental health support services, implementing evidence-based resilience training programs (Regehr et al., 2019) and promoting work-life balance initiatives (Sousa et al., 2023). Moreover, fostering a supportive and inclusive organisational culture (Edwards, 2020) that prioritises the well-being of officers is essential (Police Federation, 2022; 2023).


The Police Federation (2023) stated officers with less than five years service accounted for 70 percent of all resignations (12 months to March 2023). Considering factors discussed above, targeted research around how new officers, those with less than 5 years of service, feel about their role, support, mental health and whether they’ve considered resigning. The federation identified reasons for resignation were often unspecified (Police Fed, 2023). The research should seek to find out whether they have considered resigning from the role along with factors that may or may not have contributed to this decision to determine whether there is a direct relationship between stressors at work, feeling supported or mental well-being and consideration of resignation. Reviews in 2019 and 2023 by the Home office have stated organisation support mechanisms are in place, but organisational issues are showing officers.  Although the Police Federation (2023) has conducted questionnaires, the data is collected from all officers, not just those within the first five years of service. Furthermore, the data has not been compared for statistical significance. Therefore, an area for exploration is the possible reasons officers resign, particularly those with less than 5 years service. 

Addressing the issue of police resignation rates linked to mental health requires a comprehensive and coordinated approach (Regehr et al., 2019). This research is designed to understand new officers' thoughts around their role, well being and the extent at which they feel supported. Furthermore, understanding whether mental health and well being infrastructure currently in place is accessible and suitable for the unique role, schedule of a police officer. The hope of identifying and addressing these factors by prioritising the mental health and well-being of police officers, we can work towards reducing resignation rates and creating a healthier and more resilient police force in South Wales, with the hope of lessons to be learnt across the UK.
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