2319896 - Chapter 2 – Literature Review
2.0- Introduction
The purpose of this chapter is to examine existing key literature on the perception of organisational and operational stressors and their impact on officer’s mental health and wellbeing, and how this directly impacts retention.
A literature review is crucial in highlighting the comprehension of a particular area of study as it allows for a broader familiarity of the academic literatures used and further allows for critical evaluations, supporting the successes and failures within the field (University of Illinois, 2022). The review will be completed using a variety of research methods such as the UWTSD library, Google Scholar and relevant force materials.
2.1– What is Occupational Stress?
Frontline policing is notably recognised as a high-stress role due to the frequent exposure to traumatic situations, the responsibility of public protection and the heavy workload (Purba and Demou, 2019, pp. 1-2). Stress has been widely studied and theorised and so there is no one definition. However, the World Health Organisation (2023) have simplified this and said that stress can be looked at as an impermanent state of mental tension, often caused by a difficult situation. This is further supported by Del Giudice et al. (2018, p.1), who states that “stress occurs when a biological control system detects a failure to control a fitness-critical variable”. 
On the other hand, occupational stress is more easily defined, and The Information Resources Management Association (2019) have defined occupational stress as “stress that specifically stems from work-related activities”. Purba and Demou (2019), have established that occupational stressors are prevalent within policing work and this often has a detrimental impact on officer’s mental wellbeing. Occupational stress is often categorised into both operational and organisational stressors. 
2.2 – What are Organisational and Operational Stressors
Organisational stressors tend to initiate from the workplace culture and structure. These may include, but are not limited to poor support network, poor working environment, bureaucracy and inadequate resources (Purba and Demou, 2019, p.1), often having a significant impact on officer well-being. Purba and Demou (2019, p.2) noted that organisational stressors are the greater cause of stress and mental health issues for police officers, as they are typically perceived to be unnecessary, unavoidable and out of the control of the person that is impacted by them. 
On the other hand, operational stressors typically stem from the demands of being a frontline officer, which are often more frequently perceived and accepted by officers.  Again, these may include but are not limited to, exposure to job related violence, and trauma (Purba and Demou, 2019, p. 2). These stressors are not limited to South Wales Police and are experienced within police forces across the world, as highlighted by Kostas, Vlastos and Theofilou (2024) who found that police officers in Greece were moderately impacted by occupational stress. 

2.3 – Perceived Organisational and Operational Stressors Impact on Mental Health
Organisational and operational stressors are identified to be a large strain on frontline officers’ mental wellbeing. The way that these stressors are perceived by officers could be viewed as crucial to the maintaining of positive mental well-being and staff turnover. 
Referring to operational stressors, having consistent exposure to traumatic and distressing incidents, is said to cause a significant breakdown in well-being over time – further leading to significant mental health conditions (College of Policing, 2018). A study carried out by Police Care UK (2023), found that “90% of police workers (…) had been exposed to trauma” and notably reported that because of this exposure, one in five had experienced symptoms in accordance with post-traumatic stress disorder. 
Despite this, there’s significant supporting evidence to link organisational stressors as the main cause in poor mental wellbeing. A review carried out by Purba and Demou (2019, p.2) found that organisational stressors were often perceived to be associated with the likes of burnout, anxiety and emotional exhaustion, more than operational stressors, highlighting how crucial it is that wellbeing comes from within an organisation. 
Davies et al. (2024, p.12) noted that the role of organisational stress has a direct and significant impact on officer burnout, depression and poor mental health, further supporting the argument that these perceived stressors have a detrimental impact on officer wellbeing. 
2.4 – Perceived Organisational and Operational Stressors Impact on Retention
Retention has become an increasingly growing concern across UK police forces. There is a significant amount of evidence that suggests that organisational and operational stressors are playing a big part in officer mental well-being and the decision to leave the force. 
Policing has been and remains a challenging and high-pressured working environment, but evidence suggests that operational stressors are typically not the primary cause of police leavers, but organisational stressors are, leading to people to decide to leave prior to reaching retirement age (TVP Federation, 2019). TVP Federation (2019) have reported that 59% of officers who left the job in 2024, did so due to the job’s impact on their psychological health, and Davies et al. (2024, p.9-10) noted that the main contributing factor to police retention is the lack of job satisfaction. This indicates that stressors that come with policing can have a detrimental impact on officer well-being, further leading to early resignations of their role. 
A study from the Institute for Fiscal Studies (2016) shows that of all police resignations, voluntary resignations equate around 27% of these. The study finds that of this 27%, these leavers are commonly those within the early stages of their career. In Wales specifically, the number of voluntary leavers can be seen as 4-5 per one hundred officers, which is less than the UK average (Crawford, Disney and Simpson, 2016). Statistics produced by The Home Office (2025) found that the total paid Police Workforce had a decrease of 0.2% between 2024 and 2025, with this decrease being driven by a fall in police officers. However, The Home Office (2025) did find that the voluntary leaving rate between March 2024, and March 2025 was slightly lower than the previous year. 
Evidence of officer perceptions on organisational and operational stressors reinforces this and TVP Federation (2019) found that of all leavers, they stated that changes to working environments, welfare improvements and appropriate staffing levels, would make them reconsider their decision. This further reinforces the argument that organisational stressors have a detrimental impact on retention in addition to this, a study conducted by Fright, Davies and Richards (2023), further reinforced this and they found that the causes of high exit rates are typically because of organisational stressors such as high workload, poor management, and unsociable hours. This report also stated that “workload and responsibilities was cited among almost half of all police as having a major effect on their intention to leave” (Fright, Davies and Richards, 2023). 
Singh (2019) reports that while attrition can have a negative impact, it does bring the ability for positive changes such as advantages of new knowledge and the ability to create a more innovative team, which is especially beneficial to a working police force.
2.5 – Retention Impacts on Remaining Police Officers
TVP Federation (2019) reports that police retention is necessary due to the multitude of negative impacts that will follow mass attrition. One of the main points highlighted is that should there be an increase of officer’s leaving their roles, it automatically places the remaining officers in a situation of increased pressures through both organisational and operational stressors, such as increased workloads and longer working hours. TVP Federation (2019) acknowledges that the remaining officers are then perceiving an increase of operational stress, leading to burnout, stress and possible early resignation.
Fright, Davies and Richards (2023) also highlight the importance of maintaining a positive workforce, as without it, retention is less likely to take place. Fright, Davies and Richards (2023) indicate that poor retention has a detrimental impact on public services as it leads to a decline in experienced staff and in turn, service quality. In addition, to that, they go on to highlight that poor retention creates a burnout cycle which exacerbates those remaining staff members due to the increase in workloads, leading to added stress, lower performance and increased absences – bringing it full circle to the next member of staff. 
Furthermore, TVP Federation (2019) have recognised that retention of officers is vital to continue to pursue an effective police force, to prevent any further attrition.
2.6 – Wellbeing support
Due to the massive increase of officers being directly impacted by mental health in one way or another, forces have had to adopt well-being and support initiatives. Looking at South Wales Police, they have made it priority to protect “the health, safety and wellbeing of its officers” (South Wales Police). 
While South Wales Police have a number of internal supports, such as occupational health, counselling and trauma risk management (TRiM) to support officers who are perceived to be at risk of occupational stressors, there’s minimal information available to suggest that the organisation is tackling any proactive prevention towards organisational stressors and retention, which could in turn, increase the strain on the services available to them due to underlying issues not being effectively managed. 
The Home Office (2025) highlighted officer concerns that specifically highlighted that while forces have several wellbeing documents available to them, they remain inconsistent across forces. Also raised within this document was the fact that there is a grave concern for officer’s welfare linked to their increasing workloads, as well as their inability to accessing said services due to the demand of their responsibilities, further reinforcing the link to perceived stressors and officer wellbeing. The Home Office (2025) raised that these same issues have continued to be raised each year, leading to the question of whether organisational changes are being made, or whether they are simply ineffective. 
Davies et al. (2024) further reinforces this and goes onto state that the organisation “should pay close attention to the organisational culture and structure when trying to address issues of officer wellbeing and retention” (Davies et al., 2024, p.9). 
2.7 – Conclusion
Overall, the literature reviewed strongly indicates that organisational and operational stressors are a key element to the way that officer’s wellbeing and force retention is maintained. Organisational stressors are a large cause to officer’s poor mental wellbeing and the inability to retain staff, and there’s limited information available to indicate that any preventative measures are being taken across police forces, although it is a known prevalent issue. 
Additionally, there appears to be limited information on how officers perceive the way that they are experiencing these stressors following attrition. 
The next chapter will seek to focus on the methodology of my study. This chapter will identify the most reasonable research approach and conduct a primary research survey surrounding the observed gaps that have been identified. 
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