What impact can the challenges of operational policing have on individual and group wellbeing? Why is it important to manage mental wellbeing in policing? 
Operational policing is an extremely demanding profession that exposes police officers to unique situations and challenges that can be very taxing on their personal wellbeing. These situations may start as a personal challenge for officers, but without dealing with the effects on their own wellbeing, this can spill over and start to affect the cohesion of the whole team. This essay will be exploring the impact that operational policing has on individual and group wellbeing, as well as looking at the reasons why it is important to manage your mental wellbeing when working within the police service. This essay will begin by delving into the different types of impacts the challenges could inflict on an officer’s wellbeing and will then move on to discuss the different forms of mitigating strategies to help to cope with those challenges.

Wellbeing is defined by Psychology Today as the experience of health, happiness and prosperity. They go on to state that wellbeing comes from your thoughts, actions and experiences and that it can be broken down into five different types, those being emotional wellbeing, physical wellbeing, social wellbeing, workplace wellbeing and societal wellbeing (Davis, T. 2024).

During their tours of duty, police officers will regularly face traumatic events from resolving violent domestic abuse, to protecting abused children, chasing an armed criminal, or having to console, or support colleagues that have been through traumatic events themselves (Papazoglou, K. and Andersen, J.P. 2014). Studies show that repeated exposure to these severely emotionally taxing scenarios can have long lasting effects on the attending police officers and can lead to them developing post-traumatic stress disorder. A study by Stephens and Long in 1999 stated that between 12 and 35 percent of police officers suffered with post-traumatic stress disorder (Craddock, T.B. and Telesco, G. 2021). Another example of how the general feeling from police officers is one of discontent regarding their own mental health, is shown in the 2023 survey by the Police Federation of England and Wales, where it is reported that out of over twenty-nine thousand police officers that took the survey, 22 percent of those police officers wanted to resign from their role within the next two years, or as soon as possible, with 73 percent of those police officers stating that mental health and wellbeing was one of the main contributing factors. The survey also showed that 82 percent of those police officers that had taken the survey had noted that they had experienced states of low mood, stress, anxiety, or other problems with their mental health over the 12 months prior to the survey (Police Federation of England and Wales. 2024). A study led by the University of Cambridge, however, stated that when police officers feel like they are supported by colleagues and feel that the work they are doing is meaningful, they showed rates of a form of post-traumatic stress disorder that was around half the that of the national average for police staff (Burchell, B. 2022).
Factors that stem from the organisation itself, including the shift patterns that police officers work, the ridiculously high workloads and the constantly diminishing numbers on front line roles, also have an effect on the mental wellbeing of police officers. The 2023 survey from the Police Federation of England and Wales showed UK police forces were showing signs of burnout, with 86 percent of those that took the survey stating that they did not feel there were enough police officers to meet the demand of their team or unit and that 64 percent had stated their workload was either ‘too high’ or ‘much too high’ over the 12 month period prior to the survey, with 39 percent stating that this is having a detrimental effect on their mental health and wellbeing (Police Federation of England and Wales. 2024). The issues with the lack of sufficient staffing on front line policing and the lack of resources available to those police officers, means that those officers are regularly having to work overtime on top of their already hectic working schedules. This then throws the officer’s work-life balance off, which is a critical way to manage their mental health (Hughes, R. et al. 2019). A lack of managerial support further raises levels of stress, as police officers begin to feel that they are undervalued and unsupported.
The culture within policing often discourages police officers from seeking help for mental health issues, be that from recognised support agencies, or internally from managers, or colleagues, which continues a cycle of untreated stress. Research from Bell and Eski (2015) suggests that there is a ‘macho culture’ within the police service which is normalising suppressing negative emotions, making officers reluctant to show their weak or vulnerable side. This unhealthy habit by police officers can lead them to having untreated mental health conditions, adding further strain to individual and group wellbeing.

The challenges of operational policing affect both individual officers and the team cohesion, slowly wearing away at both officer’s personal health and the police force’s efficiency. On an individual level, if the officer’s do not address their mental health issues, they could have the potential to manifest into serious health risks from alcohol or substance misuse to suicidal thoughts. Police officers are at a far higher risk of suicide when comparing them to the general public, which was researched by Papazoglou and Tuttle (2018) who noted that this comes from the cumulative impact of attending potentially traumatic incidents and other organisational stress over a 30 to 35 year career where officers are estimated to be exposed to at least 900 potentially traumatic incidents throughout those years. There is also a correlation between poor mental health and poor physical health, with ailments such as high blood pressure and cardiovascular disease being prevalent (Hartley, T.A. et al. 2011).
The effects of individual officer’s stress also extend to the overall team cohesion. If an officer is feeling stressed this may be expressed through being irritable, aggressive, impatient or wound-up (MIND, 2022), which will have a knock-on effect regarding the team dynamic. Policing relies heavily on collaboration and trust between officers and when mental health issues start to eat away at these core elements, the overall effectiveness of the team can be damaged.

Proactive mental health management provides police officers with the coping mechanisms required to be able to deal with the unique stresses of their role. Many, if not all, police forces in the United Kingdom have their own protocols when it comes to helping their officers to deal with these stresses, which include programmes to help to build up officer’s resilience and psychological debrief protocols such as the Trauma Risk Incident Management (TRIM) protocol. The TRIM protocol is designed to effectively manage the needs of police officers that have been exposed to any traumatic, or potentially traumatic incident during their tour of duty, through welfare led assessments, with the aim of reducing the risk of those officers developing any long-term psychological problems, including Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (Kent Police, 2021). By gaining a stronger mental resilience, officers will be better equipped to make more well-informed decisions in high pressure situations and therefore improve the overall operational effectiveness of their team.
Mental health issues are a leading cause of sick leave in UK police forces, with stress and anxiety accounting for a significant amount of those sick days. A total of 75 percent of the sick leave taken in UK police forces is attributed to mental health issues (Police Federation of England and Wales. 2024). Better management of police officer’s mental and physical wellbeing would mitigate these issues, helping to vastly reduce ‘absenteeism’ and ‘leaveism’ and the costs associated with this. Additionally, prioritising mental health issues could have positive effects on police officer retention rates, as officers that feel they are being supported would be less likely to leave their job during difficult times, which would help to address the terrible staffing shortages faced by police forces across the UK and hopefully lower the 22 percent of survey respondents that stated they had intentions to leave the job within the next two years (Police Federation of England and Wales. 2024).

To address the mental health challenges inherent in policing, the police forces across the UK have got to implement evidence-based strategies. This includes a shift in the mindset of organisational culture, providing easy access to targeted interventions and support systems, and supporting leadership techniques that prioritise officer’s mental wellbeing. Combatting the stigma surrounding mental health requires a massive cultural shift within the police service. Initiatives such as Oscar Kilo 9, which aims to help reduce stress in police officers and staff by attending stations across the designated forces with a wellbeing dog for officers to spend time playing with, as well as having the wellbeing dog handlers that are trained in mental health first aid, who can help sign post support to the officers that need it. This is currently being utilised by 30 UK police forces and fire and rescue services across the country (The National Police Wellbeing Service 2024).
Easy access to mental health services, such as counselling and police officer assistance programmes, are pivotal in helping officers to find the support they require when they need it. Police Scotland has a programme called ‘Your Wellbeing Matters’ which brings together all the psychological, physical, financial and social wellbeing support that they offer into one place, to make it as convenient as possible for their officers and staff to find that support and assistance (Police Scotland, 2024). 
Being able to create a culture of positively looking after your own personal wellbeing is a key feature of effective leadership. The hierarchy within the police service must show off healthy behaviours, promote open communication between staff and support networks and ensure that positive mental health is a force priority at all levels of the organisation, regardless of whether you are a police officer, or police staff. Training all supervisor roles, especially sergeants and inspectors, to be able to recognise early signs of stress within their officers and be able to effectively provide appropriate support, helps to reduce the time taken between officers requiring the support and the officer’s eventually seeking out and receiving that help (College of Policing, 2022).

In conclusion, the wide variety of unique challenges within the world of operational policing exert significant pressure on both the mental and physical wellbeing of police officers, with huge consequences not just for the individual officers, but their whole team. Exposure to trauma, organisational stresses and the organisational culture of having to put on a brave exterior, combine to create an extremely demanding environment that requires officers to actively work on maintaining their positive mental wellbeing. By implementing evidence-based strategies, police forces are able to mitigate these challenges helping to build resilience in their officers and enhance their performance. By making positive mental wellbeing a force priority, this not only benefits the individual police officers, but also the long term retention and sustainability of the force. As the demands on the police service continue to grow by being expected to keep doing more with less support, addressing mental health issues must remain one of policing’s key priorities, ensuring that those who continually provide support to the public, are also being supported themselves.
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What lessons have been learned from recent high-profile critical and major incidents, and how have these translated into best practice for policing?
Your answer must be based on academic research rather than personal experience, but you may refer to recent examples of high-profile critical and major incidents.
Recent high-profile incidents in the United Kingdom, that include terrorist attacks, widespread protests from nonviolent activist groups, and tragic events such as the Grenfell Tower fire, have highlighted numerous critical lessons for the police forces across the country. These incidents bring to the forefront the importance of adaptability, community engagement, crisis management and the ability of the police to collaborate with other agencies. This essay will examine the key lessons that have been learned from these high-profile critical and major incidents, and how they have updated current best practices in policing. This essay will be using academic research throughout, alongside examples of recent high-profile critical and major incidents.

The first high profile incident this essay will look at is the Manchester Arena bombing on the 22nd of May 2017. The Manchester Arena bombing claimed the lives of 22 people, physically injured over one hundred people and psychological and emotional trauma was a lasting effect for many more. This incident emphasised the gaps in counter-terrorism strategies as well as the coordination by emergency services, including the police. The Kerslake Report, which was an independent review into the incident, identified numerous issues such as the failures in communication and the delayed arrival of emergency services (Kerslake, R.W. 2018). The police service was also found to be lacking sufficient preparedness for a terrorist attack of this scale.
The Grenfell Tower Fire on the 14th of June 2017, which resulted in 72 people losing their lives and over 70 people being injured, exposed the need for better community trust and communication during crises. The Independent Review of Building Regulations and Fire Safety highlighted systemic failures that stretched further than just the lack of fire safety, but also showed that the police service and other emergency services displayed an inadequate level of communication during a crisis situation (Hackitt, J. 2018).
Nonviolent protests by groups such as Extinction Rebellion, Insulate Britain and Just Stop Oil, disrupted major cities and exposed the challenges of balancing public order with the right to peacefully protest. The strategies used by police officers during these incidents were often criticised for being either too soft, or excessively forceful, thus highlighting inconsistencies when attending and dealing with civil disobedience (Doherty, B. and Heyes, G. 2019). 
The final high profile incident that this essay will look at is the kidnapping, rape and murder of Sarah Everard on the third of March 2021, by a serving Metropolitan Police Firearms Officer, Wayne Couzens, triggered a national outcry regarding women’s safety and police accountability. This case highlighted the importance of addressing internal misconduct in the police and rebuilding the public’s trust in the police service (HMICFRS, 2021). 

The first lesson learned is the importance of community engagement. Community trust is a cornerstone of effective policing, as was evidenced by the public reaction to the Grenfell Tower fire and the Sarah Everard case. Research indicates that procedural justice – people being treated fairly and justly through policing processes by those in a position of authority – enhances public cooperation and trust (Tyler, T.R. and Huo, Y.J. 2003). Policing roles such as neighbourhood policing teams, community liaison officers, and Police Community Support Officers have become an integral part of the police’s efforts to rebuild and sustain the public’s trust in the police service by maintaining a visible, physical presence in the community and working closely with key community bodies and individuals to improve community cohesion (College of Policing, 2024).
The second lesson learned comes from the Manchester Arena bombing, where it was highlighted that there needed to be a far greater coordination amongst emergency services when they attend major and critical incidents. Studies reveal that inter-agency collaboration improves situational awareness and resource allocation during crises (Bryson, J.M, et al. 2015). Through the adoption of the Joint Emergency Services Interoperability Programme (JESIP) this lesson has been worked on, as it emphasises the use of shared protocols and communication channels (JESIP, 2024). A key issue that has been addressed since the Arena attack is the care gap, which is the time taken between an incident occurring and when medical care can be given to victims. This has been addressed through the creation of the ten second triage tool. This tool has been supported by all emergency services and aims to increase the number of casualties being triaged on scene, to identify those that are in urgent need of life-saving care sooner, to hopefully reduce the number of fatalities (Vassallo, J. et al. 2023).
The third lesson learned centres around the effectiveness of communication and transparency during crises. The Grenfell Tower fire demonstrated how a lack of effective communication and transparency can exacerbate public distrust. An investigation by the IOPC found that during the incident, the National Police Air Service (NPAS) was deployed to the tower, causing residents to believe it was a rescue helicopter, which some police call handlers failed to convey to those in the building, potentially causing residents to make ill-informed decisions regarding their actions (IOPC, 2020). Best practices now emphasise clear and timely information to be disseminated to the affected communities.
The fourth lesson learned also comes from the Manchester Arena bombing, as this incident also identified numerous gaps in the sharing of intelligence and rapid response units. Since the incident there have been initiatives brought in to improve and enhance counter-terrorism strategies like the Counter Terrorism Policing Headquarters (CTPHQ) which is at the centre of a network of 11 regional counter-terrorism units and intelligence units, which co-ordinate national projects and programmes and provide one clear voice regarding counter-terrorism (Counter Terrorism Policing, 2024).
The fifth lesson learned is relating to the institutional misconduct which was rife throughout the Sarah Everard case. The Sarah Everard case accentuated the need for internal reform within police forces throughout the United Kingdom. Studies link organisational justice - which is employee’s perception of how fair or unfair the treatment they receive from their workplace is - with ethical behaviour and accountability, with Wolfe and Piquero (2011) showing that there is a strong link between organisational justice and several forms of police misconduct. It highlighted that if supervisors were clear in their communication with their team of officers regarding policies and procedures and allowed the officers to voice any concerns they have, it would reduce the number of officers that display misconduct issues surrounding those policies and procedures. Another key area that is essential to overall policing reform is the updated vetting codes of practice which aims to support police forces in identifying and eliminating unacceptable behaviour from people before they accepted into a policing role (College of Policing, 2023). 

Translating these learned lessons into best practices starts with police training and professional development. Policing agencies have focused on creating tailored learning programmes which are designed to train and support police officers in key aspects of their policing roles on subjects like ethical decision making, cultural competence and crisis management. Following on from the Sarah Everard case, the national Police Chief’s Council (NPCC) has introduced several mandatory training packages focused on violence against women and girls. This is not to state that violence does not also happen towards men and boys, but that the figures are heavily weighted towards women and girls (NPCC, 2024).
The next best practice for policing is through technological innovations. Through utilising and integrating modern technology into front line policing, making use of body worn cameras and predictive analytics, operational efficiency and accountability have been improved drastically. Research has shown that the current role of technology has had a significant effect in reducing use of force incidents compared to the days before police officers wore a body worn camera when attending scenes. It also states that technology has enhanced the gathering of key evidence when relating to domestic related incidents, leading to more arrests, more charges, more cases going to court and more cases ending with a conviction for the perpetrator (Maskaly, J. et al. 2017).
Another best practice is within legislative and policy reforms. Legislation such as the Counter Terrorism and Border security Act 2019 clearly shows the commitment shown by the UK government in tackling an ever-evolving threat that is terrorism. The act ensures that police officers and other law enforcement agencies, together with intelligence agencies, have all got the powers they require to prevent and respond to any threat that is posed by terrorism and hostile states (Home Office, 2019).
The next best practice is an emphasis on mental health within the police service. Recent incidents have shown there are massive challenges with metal health not just for the police officers, but for the general public too. The best practice is now for mental health teams to be the first option for the general public, but in the instances where officers have to attend those calls, they have to try to offer mental health crisis intervention as soon as is appropriate, by ringing 111 and selecting option 2. This then allows the person requiring help to be able to speak to a mental health professional over the phone, who will be better placed to provide the support and care, as well as signposting to other services, than the attending police officer (NHS, 2023). 
The last lesson that has been translated into a best practice is regarding proactively policing public order incidents. The previous handling of Just Stop Oil, Insulate Britain and the Extinction Rebellion has brought about new guidelines encouraging a proportionate response along with constructive communication. The College of Policing (2022) supports balancing the right to protest with public safety through negotiation and de-escalation techniques. They suggest that the Public Order Public Safety (POPS) commander should attempt to jointly communicate with the event organisers, other emergency services and local authorities to make sure that everyone is updated with the latest information, to make sure all decisions are coordinated and understood by all parties.

There are, however, some challenges in implementing the best practices. Although it is clear that progress has been made, limited resources and in some cases, an unwillingness to change, will undoubtedly slow down the implementation of any changes. Also, addressing systemic issues such as misogynistic and predatory behaviour within the police service will require a sustained effort from all officers and staff and will require a cultural shift across the country, not just those in the police force HMICFRS, 2022).

In conclusion, the lessons learned from the recent high profile critical and major incidents in the United Kingdom have had a meaningful impact in shaping current policing practices. From the work done prior to events occurring with enhanced community engagement by neighbourhood teams, to the prevention work done with counter terrorism teams, to the work done on the scene of incidents using inter-agency collaboration and crisis communication, these are all now integral parts of policing strategies. Whilst there will still be challenges ahead, the constant integration of academic research into policing practices suggests a more effective and accountable future tor UK police forces.
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