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Literature Review

The Impact of Frontline Policing on Mental Health and Interpersonal Relationships

This chapter of work aims to critically examine and review the existing body of research on how policing in the UK can affect the mental health of officers and how that will further affect the interpersonal relationships between officers and those in their social network. Both officers and members of the public are subjected to high stress and emotional interactions on a daily basis given the nature of police work. The psychological effects of policing have received far more scholarly attention in recent years, however the extent to which these effects can extend into personal and relational circles has received considerably less attention. This chapter will aim to serve three purposes. Firstly, it will investigate how the role of policing can directly affect police officers and the publics mental health. Secondly, it will investigate the many ways these mental health outcomes can indirectly impact the intimate partnerships and family life of officers. Lastly, this research will look to highlight the gaps in the literature and potential directions for aiding mechanisms and the expansion on existing study. This chapter will lay the groundwork for the current goal by reviewing existing research. 

Policing and its Effects on Mental Health

The detrimental effects of UK policing on mental health are well documented. Repeated exposure to violent and often traumatic events and experiences such as violence, sudden death and general human suffering is often considered a defining feature of policing. Existing research often shows that police officers will usually have higher than normal levels of depression, post traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and anxiety. According to Gullon-Scott & Longstaff (2022) a study focusing on the relationship between stress levels and length of service within the force which involved 177 serving police officers from varying forces showed many of the officers had rates of depression and anxiety around six times higher than the general population. Another survey by the University of Cambridge (2022) showed that during a study of over 12000 officers, 12% of them showed symptoms of complex PTSD.

According to existing research, police officers are consistently exposed to traumatic events, these events are often exacerbated by organisational stressors, these stressors are but not limited to, long working hours, erratic shift patterns, staff shortages and a lack of support from management, all of which serve to elevate stress levels (Jackman et.al, 2021). Additionally, existing research proposes that an existing policing culture will discourage officers from seeking support for their psychological needs and maintains a stigma that is associated with suffering from a mental illness. The act of resisting help for mental health can only raise the risk of developing long term mental health issues and the delay of recovery. 

Some literature also suggests that psychological stress may be significantly worsened by a poor balance between work and personal life, officers who experience a limited control over shifts and a low recovery time between them, will often report a poorer wellbeing in their mental health, this would suggest that the outcomes of mental health issues are not only be shaped by the officers’ exposure to the frontline but the conditions within the organisation in general, this is often referred to as the Job Demands-Resources model (JD-R), this model is described as a framework which would help to understand the well-being and performance of an employee by taking into account various work conditions, it takes into account both the job demands and job resources in an attempt to understand how these affect job outcomes (Demerouti, E. & Bakker, A. B., 2011).

Mental Health Effects of Policing the Public  

There is a psychological impact on the public that stems from interactions with the police; however, this is still being explored and is receiving an increased amount of attention from scholars. Existing research would suggest that encounters with police that are considered unfair or discriminatory have a profound impact on the psychological distress of the receiving individual. 

Agnew-Pauley et al. (2025) state that arrests, uses of force and stop search practices have been directly linked to increased fear and trauma related symptoms, this is particularly prevalent within marginalised communities who tend to have disproportionate contact with police. It is important to mention that research also suggests that mental health for the public will not only be affected by the amount of police contact but the quality of that contact. 

McLeod et. Al. (2020) conducted a review of existing research based on the connection between black and ethnic communities, dealings with police officers and the resulting mental health outcomes. It was found that there was a significant association between people who have had interactions with police suffering from poorer mental health outcomes compared to those who had little to no interactions with police. In recent years, surveys have been conducted that found that the public’s confidence in police has reached in lowest level which is believed to have a variety of negative mental health effects within officers, Baker et al. (2023) claim that officers are “literally worried sick about poor police-public relations”, implying that the officers are developing mental health issues just from the worry about dealings with members of the public. Even though this research does not directly link with this papers research topic, it helps to provide an understanding of how police interaction affects those around them, whether in inner social circles or the general public. 

Disrespectful encounters with police are far more likely to result in negative outcomes which reinforces the importance of respect within policing. Adverse interactions can cause resentment or a withdrawal from community engagement, although literature will often focus heavily on these public relations with officers rather than their interpersonal relationships, it is possible that these behaviours and practices could subconsciously influence the trust and wellbeing within the officers’ social networks. 

The Link Between Policing and Personal relationships

It is believed by some researchers that the consequences of mental health issues within policing can extend far beyond the individual officers, leading to them indirectly affecting both family members and intimate relationships. Occupational stress and high trauma exposure can and usually will in some way spillover into the officer’s home life, this can greatly influence emotional availability, communication and relationship satisfaction, this process is often described as Secondary traumatic stress (STS). STS refers to the psychological condition that arises from indirect exposure to traumatic events, typically through repeated hearing or engagement with the traumatic experiences of others (Hensel et al., 2015)

Shift work, unpredictable shift patterns, job demand and pressure are often claimed to be key stressors (Purba & Demou, 2019) that can alter parenting roles and routines within the family. Partners of police officers appear to suffer with increased emotional labour and feelings of isolation. These feelings can often cause those partners to adopt coping mechanisms such as emotional withdrawal; these ways of coping could potentially cause further relationship strain within a domestic setting. There are several coping mechanisms that serve to alleviate the symptoms of STS, one being to use adaptive coping strategies, benefiting from flexible family roles and intentional communication. These, according to existing research have been found to reduce the impact of STS within a home environment (Schwartz et al., 2025). Literature suggests that over time, unresolved feelings of resentment and stress, mixed with the lack of organisational support from police forces can serve to erode a relationship. This would ultimately lead to a risk of conflict and therefore relationship breakdown. A study by Friese, K. M (2020) confirms the theory of STS by studying a group of 171 law enforcement officer spouses (LEOS), his study found that 70% of individuals reported significant stress, related to their partner’s work. Also claiming that the respondents reported using negative coping strategies twice as often as positive ones.

The negative culture within a police force would of course play a crucial role in shaping the mental health outcomes and thus the effects of spillover. Studies show that supportive leadership, access to mental health and peer support can mitigate long term psychological harm. However, when cultures discourage seeking mental health support in fear of seeming weak, there is a risk this could cause further distress. There are a number of support initiatives in place however, these tend to differ from force to force, the more prevalent support initiatives include a range of online resources, training and assessments implemented by the National Police Chiefs Council (NPCC, 2019) as apart of the National Wellbeing Service (2023) also available is therapy dogs and the introduction of therapy rooms. According to Harkin et al. (2025) the home office claimed that “by 2021, policing will ensure that every member of the police service feels confident that their welfare and wellbeing is actively supported by their police force” even though the above is nice idea, this outcome still remains to be seen almost 5 years later, with a study claiming that only 39% of 17,000 officers receiving help for their mental health issues linked to police work.

With poor organisational support systems in place this can affect the officer’s ability to maintain their homelife relationships. Therefore, the support systems implemented by the organisations, or the lack there of, are key when linking policing with relationship outcomes. The spillover model can provide a useful basis for understanding how traumatic events can affect personal relationships and is particularly relevant for individuals within policing given the emotional intensity and unpredictable nature of the role. The literature does support the view that unmanaged stress and trauma can negatively affect good family functioning and personal relationship quality.  


Sharp et al. (2022) provided a systematic review of a number of studies that showed that the children of first responders, including police, would often demonstrate higher rates of PTSD and mental health issues, often up to 10.8% of them compared to 1.9% with no emergency responders in the family. Children’s emotional and behavioural issues have been connected to parental trauma, even though police parents’ PTSD had a severe impact on the wellbeing of their children. Furthermore, some research indicates that emergency responder families have a higher likelihood hood of adapting coping strategies that serve to lessen the negative outcomes on the family’s mental health. This review draws attention to the limited evidence and the need for more research and study on the topic of occupational stressors linked to family dynamics.  

Gaps within Existing Literature and Summary

Despite the growing amount of research surrounding the link between mental health issues in policing and the knock-on effects on family and friends, there appears to be several gaps that remain. Firstly, there seems to be a lack of long-term studies conducted within the UK, those studies that already exist seem to be focused on short term outcomes with a limited cross-section of participants. Secondly, there is limited amount of research that takes into account the variation of stress levels based on such things as rank and gender and how these may affect the outcomes. 

Addressing these gaps is crucial for learning and adapting a new, and more comprehensive understanding of the effects on police officers, this understanding can help to create more in-depth support mechanisms for both the officers and their interpersonal relationships.

This chapter has reviewed existing literature that examines the effects of mental health issues on personal relationships of police officers in the UK, the evidence found has demonstrated that policing has profound psychological consequences for officers and the members of the public that they serve. These consequences will often spillover and extend into family or home life, greatly effecting intimate relationships. Culture within an organisation and the above-mentioned spillover appear to be key factors when linking policing to mental health and relational health.

This research paper will look to fill these gaps using research taking rank and gender into consideration where possible. Future research has a potential to close any gaps by centring on lived experiences and experienced relational outcomes. Applying models such as the spillover framework could potentially improve clarity and strengthen the understanding of how significant trauma effects the relationships of those who directly and indirectly experience them. 
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