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What impact can the challenges of operational policing have on individual and group wellbeing? Why is it important to manage mental wellbeing in policing? 
Your answer must be based on academic research rather than personal experience. 
Word limit – 2000

Operational policing refers to the activities and responsibilities of police officers in their day-to-day work including roads policing, air safety and stop searches (Police Federation, 2024). 
There are many challenges faced by police officers daily as a result of operational policing such as the pressure of having to conduct an investigation to the highest quality whilst responding to the high volume of emergency calls. Each individual challenge can have an impact on both the individual and group wellbeing of those officers and sometimes the impact is so large it has a massive effect physically and mentally on that officer. This can lead to a wide range of mental health problems which an officer may be struggling with every day whilst still having to conduct their job to the best of their ability. Maintaining and managing mental health is vital to a police officer because it’s so easy for them to overthink incidents they attend and see a rapid decrease their mental health which not only has a massive effect on their work life, but their home life too. 

Lack of experience within the police force can bring a multitude of challenges to officers whilst conducting their daily duties and as a result, can impact an individual and a groups wellbeing. Policing is widely recognised as a challenging and demanding profession (Anderson et al, 2002) as officers regularly encounter unpredictable and violate situations (Finn, 2000). Frontline police officers place great value on being led by senior officers who have considerable direct experience of street-level police work (Rowe, 2006) and Caless (2011) found that perceptions of leadership by senior officers believe that there is an exclusivity in policing that can only be understood if you have done the job and where credibility depends on experience of hard learned and hard-earned knowledge. In July 2019, the government announced plans to recruit 20,000 police, officers in England and Wales by the end of March 2023. (National Police Chief's Council, 2024). This was known as Operation Uplift and was successful, introduction thousands of new officers into the force. This was essential in providing high staffing levels to be able to attend the multitude of calls officers receive from the public every day, however left those officers having to attend difficult calls independently with little or no experience. The lack of experience officers have can often lead to stress and the feeling of being burnt out, which can be detrimental to officers. The reactions to this stress can intensity irritability and drain officers energy which is necessary to preform essential tasks like chasing suspects and writing up investigations (Roberg et al, 2005). 

Territo and Vetter (1981) suggest that the stressors affecting police officers can be grouped into four different categories; organisational, criminal justice, public and police work itself. Organisational stressors can stem from inadequate training, overtime demands and issues with managers and peers (Duran et al, 2018). Organisational stressors have been linked to a range of issues including reduced performance (LeBlanc et al, 2008) and occupational stress which can have an impact on an individual as they are less likely to perform to the best of their ability and struggle completing day to day tasks. This then negatively impacts their performance and how effectively they are able to investigate crimes because they will lack motivation and not have the time or training to be able to complete an investigation. This also has an impact on the wellbeing of their team as the other officers may not want to specifically work with the one who is struggling because they know he isn’t performing to the best of his ability and so might make mistakes and not reach the desired outcome. This can then lead to further mental health issues such as the anxiety over realising the team doesn’t want to work with you as often as they used too which can result in a rapid decline in their wellbeing. It can cause a feeling of not being wanted and creates a sense of loneliness and research shows that people who are lonely are more likely to experience depression (Avenaim, 2024). It’s important that police officers and staff form a ‘psychological contract’ (Noblet et al, 2009) with the police organisation itself. If officers believe their expectations of the job are being met by their management, they are more likely to experience higher levels of satisfaction and lower levels of anxiety (Conway and Briner, 2009). 

The police force itself is a large challenge officers have to face every day and it can have a detrimental effect on their mental health and wellbeing due to type of calls they are expected to attend and just deal with. Police officers are exposed to traumatic calls on a daily basis and repeat exposure to these stressors may be associated with development of mental illnesses such as anxiety, depression, and post-traumatic stress disorder (Jetelina et al, 2020). Officers do not only have to witnesses the distressing and disturbing incidents that occur but are expected to effectively and efficiently act upon them to reach an appropriate outcome. This is definitely a challenge officers face within the force because it can be difficult to come to terms with things they have witnessed and experienced which can play on their mind and cause mental health problems in the future, as an officer with increased exposure to critical incidents is more likely to experience signs of post-traumatic stress disorder (Carleton et al, 2019). This demonstrates that officers who attend distressing incidents on a daily basis will experience repercussions such as PTSD, anxiety or depression in the future. This is supported by Penalba et al, who states that the police work environment has many occupational stressors and exposures that can lead to increased risk of mental health morbidities (2008). A survey in 2019 found that 79% of officers say they have felt feelings of stress and anxiety within the last month and 94% stated these difficulties were caused by their job (Mind, 2019). 

The police work environment has many occupational stressors and exposures that can lead to increased risk of mental health morbidities (Penalba et al, 2008). It’s important that officers recognise that they are struggling with their mental health as they are used to solving other people’s problems and helping others with their mental health, that when it comes to their own health declining, they are unable to accept the fact that they need help. This is a transition that many officers find difficult to face (Hackett and Violanti, 2003). They therefore struggle to admit they need help and sometimes as a result never seek it, causing their mental health to decline.
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