Literature Review

An evaluation on whether police officers are more at risk of suffering with poor mental health than the general public, and ways to improve officer welfare and resilience.


Introduction

Mental health within recent years has become more wholly recognised and accepted by communities and the national health board as a medical condition. It has been so recognised that WHO ( World Health organisation), has set a “Comprehensive mental health action plan” (WHO 2022) ) which dates to 2030. The purpose of this literature review is to review and reflect upon the research which has been published by other recognised authors, on how susceptible police officers are to suffering with poor mental health, compared with the average public. Studies show that the lifetime prevalence of anxiety and depression in the United States is approximately 18.4%, where a recent survey has shown from a sample size of 2,833 Police Officers, that 39% of the sample group experienced depression and anxiety ( Black 2024)- This was stated within the research to be specifically down to work related stress.  This shows a direct correlation to the research which was conducted in Canda, which suggests the research from Canada can give valuable insights and produce comparable data for police forces to utilise within the United Kingdom. 

Within the review I will also endeavour to review research on how specifically police officers can improve their own personal welfare and resilience. I will look how my own personal research can fill the gap within research, making it beneficial to police officers of the future. 
To do this I will be utilising numerous sources, such as Google Scholar, which is allows myself to access literature from other researchers and students, where I can view books, patented academic articles and other papers relevant to my research. I will also utilise the UWTSD online library and resources, the SAGE journal, with numerous studies which look at the well-being of police officers within the United Kingdom. This research is acknowledged by many forces which have implemented some recommendations which came from the research. Alongside this I will use many other open-source documents and information which I believe is necessary in the research which I am partaking, ensuring that the information has been reviewed and is of a professional nature. 

What is Mental Health and stigma surrounding it
Mental health and mental illness cover a large umbrella of disorders regarding to mental health, some common ones are, Schizophrenia, Bipolar, Stress, Grief, Anxiety, Depression and drug/substance addictions( Rusch et al 2012). Research showed from ( Rusch et al 2012) that stress, anxiety, and depression was seen in a more negative light within workplaces opposed to psychiatric disorders such as bipolar and schizophrenia. This shows that there is stigma which surrounds suffers of all mental health, as they are seen in more of a negative light from colleagues within the workplace. This research does not state what workplaces were analysed therefore may not be a direct correlation to the police service.  Further research from ( Stuart 2006) states that a lot of the negative stigma which is attached to mental health is due to the media, portraying sufferers of this condition as attention seekers and medication bound individuals. This furthermore shows that there is vast disconcerted ideas regarding mental health and the issues the condition can present to an individual. The research was conducted in 2006 which may be outdated due to the recent surge in campaigning and anti-stigma training which has been conducted over the recent years. MIND who is a leading organisation which specialises in helping individuals with mental health disorders, has stated due to their ongoing anti-stigma campaigns that attitudes have improved in over 5 million adults within England regarding mental health(MIND 2019). The NPCC ( National Police Chiefs Council) has reported in 2024 that there is numerous ongoing campaigns within the police, and recommendations which have been put into place to help reduce the stigma and improve awareness regarding mental health struggles ( NPCC 2024). This shows the ongoing work the NPCC are attempting as they recognise the great risk posed to police officers being exposed to mental health trauma.

Mental Health within the Police ( Operational stressors) 
Numerous studies have been conducted which shows that the traumatic and diverse nature incidents police attend and have to deal with lead to the development of post-traumatic stress disorders, depression, anxiety and suicide ideation ( Valazquez et al 2019). This study was conducted in the USA however traumatic calls within the police will be very universal in terms of the incidents, such as attending suicides, road traffic collisions and nasty assaults. Other organisational stressors which were reported by over 15,150 police officers were the lack of support from the organisation, long working hours and shift work and job pressure (Purga et al 2019). The stress factors shown above may differ from police force to force, however many stressors will be relevant to all police officers as all officers are subject to working a shift pattern (unless flexible working patterns have been approved). The study was conducted over four continents also, which helps reduce bias’s from certain forces and increases validity within the data. A further publicised article from Scotland police in 2020 ( Demou et al 2020), stated that working hours, culture and organisation pressure and poor leadership was the 3 main stress factors observed from speaking to officers in Scotland.

Physical factors such as fatigue were noted due to long working hours and shift work, which can increase insomnia, cardiovascular problems, changes in mood, and other related factors within their life such as martial problems and lesser social interaction skills due to tiredness ( Moore 1993). There have been more recent studies which have produced the same results as the one from 1993, stating how shift work and long hours have a detrimental effect on the cognitive function on the human brain, affecting memory, attention, and general happiness (Leso et al 2021). This literature was published in the Environmental Research and Public Health journal, which are peer reviewed by experts in the chosen field, helping ensure high quality data, and increase the validity to the publications submitted. The journal is indexed within certain high ranking and reputable databases, such as MEDLINE and Others, also increasing its validity. A further study published within the SAGE JOURNAL has showed that a few U.S department have implemented different shift patterns with a trial of work hours and fatigue management systems to help improve health, safety and job satisfaction (Villa et al 2002).  Although this report appears to be out of date, new research shows that this strategy to change shift hours and adapt shifts to reduce fatigue, shows that officers reported less stress, less sleep disturbances, less fatigue, and better social interactions then maladapted shift workers ( National Institute of Justice 2024). Up to date research provides a basis for change, as recent research can help develop change and provide policies to be implemented to help improve the physical and mental health of police officers. 

Mental health within the police ( Organisational stressors) 
Studies shows that many organisational stressors such as the bureaucratic challenge, with the high demand of paperwork and the high level of administration needed for each incident, can cause mental health problems such as anxiety and depression( Obodovskiy 2019). There is further research, which was conducted from Police in Canada in 2023, which stated the sheer volume of paperwork and administration duties needed for incidents, decreased morale, increased frustration, and caused stress within individuals (Ricciardelli et al 2023). There have been surveys provided by the Police Federation of England and Wales where it has shown that 64% of police officers reported their workload was too high and negatively affected their mental health ( Police Federation 2023). There is a strong correlation between findings from the United Kingdom and Canada, which suggests the Canadian findings could provide valuable insight and allow for data to be compared between the two different continents, to help understand the ongoing challenges and how to address these. 
Research from ( Black 2024) states that organisational stressors tend not to come in isolation, but all have a knock-on effect onto each other. Poor leadership will create understaffing, understaffing will create higher workloads, higher workloads will increase hours worked, with all this increasing the risk of causing stress and anxiety on the officer having to deal with this workload. Research shows that organisational stressors are linked to both PTSD, and burnout, however it is extremely to find a solution to this due to how most stressors are interlinked ( Ugwu et al 2024). This research demonstrates the same finding as (Black 2024), showing how most stress factors within the job of being a police officer are connected, meaning management within forces need to break the cycle of interconnected stressors to help improve the mental health of employees. 
Staffing levels are one organisational factor which induces large amounts of stress due to interlinked stress of higher workloads on individuals. This is not only being seen by police, but out of 9,400 firefighters and paramedics, 58% and 53% retrospectively state they do not have enough staff to answer emergency calls ( Team 2023). Within the research from ( Team 2023), it shows that 67% ( Firefighters) and 51%(Paramedics) are saying their stress level is directly affecting their mental health due to low staffing numbers and the effects that come with it. Although this research does not directly correlate to the police, the sector in which the services answer emergencies and must deal with demand is very similar, which allows from great cross over of research to my literature review. 
Organisational culture within the police shows that there is a lack of support within the police from their own peers. A nationwide study of 12000 police officers suggested that they did not feel supported by there colleagues and had a negative effect of their mental health inducing disorders such as PTSD (Lewsey 2022). To counteract this, a study has shown that 72% of law enforcement professionals believe talking about traumatic incidents to colleagues will be beneficial to their own mental health (Make It Safe 2019). This highlights the needs for change within the police service, ensuring suitable time is put aside for colleagues to be able to discuss incidents they have been to with colleagues, allowing them down time from there everyday duties, to help protect their mental health. 

Ways to improve mental health and resilience

Resilience is critical within the police to helping maintain an individual’s mental health. Resilience training within law enforcement such as the Coherence Advantage Program is one way the police can help reduce the negative impacts of the job on individual’s mental health, which focuses on personal traits, understanding the importance of peer support, and learning further coping mechanisms(Moreno et al 2024). This program is not directly used within Gwent Police service, however the generalizability of the information makes it applicable as many stressors found within one force are extremely similar to another force. 
Engaging within physical activity and improving physical health can help have a positive impact on a person’s mental health, a report from 2008 from the Physical activity Guidelines Advisory states that exercise has a protective factor in helping prevent anxiety and depression, while enhancing psychological wellbeing(Dunn et al 2010). A large-scale survey was conducted from 1.2 million individuals, where the data showed that the group which exercised had showed a 43.2% reduction in having poor mental health compared to the group which did not exercise(Chekroud et al 2018). The research stipulated that the two groups were closely matched on their age, social backgrounds, and physical health. This shows and importance for police services to allow for protected time to allow officers to engage in some sort of exercise/activity to help improve mental health. Further research would need to be done to establish the most efficient duration/frequency that exercise should be implemented to allow for the best improvement in mental health. 
Access to mental health services which are confidential and extremely accessible is essential to helping assist police officers in crisis by allowing them to receive professional help from specialists, who specialise in police trauma and mental health (Jetelina et al 2020). One key aspect found from this research was that out of 434 police officers, only 17% had sought after mental health services, but a high percent of further officer stated they would be more likely to use the service if they were able to guarantee confidentiality. Other research confirms that’s confidentiality allows for an individual to feel safe and allows a space for people to open and be honest as they have the assurance their troubles will not be spoken about in other environments affecting their personal life(NHS 2022). This needs to be a key priority within all police services, to allow for police officers to feel safe and able to reach out. 

Gaps within literature & Conclusion 
The literature which I have produced has been produced from a number of police forces, which array from numerous continents. My own research will show the effects of policing on the mental health within my police service( Gwent), which will be slightly different due to different cultures and systematic approaches to mental health within my own police force. 
The literature which has been produced has been very essential in understanding the key stress factors within policing and how to improve mental health. However, my research will focus on the current up to date risk factors which are presented to them daily, such as focussing on lack of support, technology, equality and inclusion, leadership, economic impact and preventative measures which are most effective and should be expanded upon. The research will analyse each area of concern and review the impact it has on officers’ mental health. The research can help identify the main, certain risk factors which are highly prevalent, allowing for proactive approaches to be taken to implement preventive strategies to target reduce the areas of most concern. Understanding the current most frequent problem area which induces high levels of stress and anxiety is important as it can highlight the area most needed form change, to allow for greater officer mental health well being. 
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