
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. 

 

Being able to effectively manage mental wellbeing as a police officer is absolutely crucial to 
enabling a proper service as evidence gatherers and to protect the public most effectively. 
However, despite attempts by government and other public services, the demand on police 
officers is only ever increasing due to stagnant staffing levels (Home Office 2025) and an 
increasing populus (Office for National Statistics 2024), leading to a constant flow of challenges 
that officers have to face; some of which can seriously challenge the mental resilience of 
frontline workers. This essay is going to discuss the most pressing challenges that are faced by 
operational police officers, how these challenges can have a detrimental on an officers and 
their shifts wellbeing and ability to work effectively, and finally this essay will be demonstrating 
the importance of managing wellbeing. 

 

When discussing some of the challenges faced by frontline police officers, trauma is one of the 
most widespread. With 1 in 5 police officers suffering with Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 
(PTSD) (University of Cambridge, no date) it is clear to see why there has been such a focus on 
mental health in recent years. PTSD is a type of anxiety disorder and causes 3 main types of 
symptoms, these being, reliving the trauma, isolating yourself from anything that reminds you of 
the trauma, and feeling on guard, irritable and being startled easily (Hamblen 2009). As a police 
officer trauma is a common part of the work and the three symptoms even on a low level can 
have a significant impact on a police officers’ ability to perform and act professionally. 

Another common challenge on officer wellbeing is stress, which although may not been seen 
as, as severe as PTSD it can have just as big of an impact on officers. Stress within the police 
has been described by Shweta and Shujita (2015) as an “international phenomenon of serious 
concern” and also described demand and workloads as one of the main causes of stress. This 
is only becoming and increasing issue, and if an officer is exposed to this type of stress over a 
long period of time, when combined with other issues such as long working hours and irregular 
sleep, they can begin to suffer with burnout. Burnout is the feeling of complete mental and 
physical exhaustion (World Health Organisation 2019) although this can be caused by 
prolonged stress for any reason the high levels found in the police are caused by significant 
demand placed on officers (Queiros et al. 2020).  

Public opinion is also a major challenge faced by officers, that not only has an impact while in 
work but also while not in work, with police officers often having to hide what they do for work to 
prevent themselves from at risk of abuse or even physical harm. While in work community 
support for the police does have an effect on officer wellbeing and has been seen to reduce 
stress and burnout in officer (Keaton et al. 2023, Porter and Lee 2024). A continued low level of 
community support and trust for the police can result in a ‘them against us’ attitude for both the 
public and police, which can only be a downward spiral towards more crime and an 
unwillingness to report crime from the public but also more misconduct issues from the police 
themselves due to the view of working against the public not with them (Wolf, McLean, Alpert, 



Rojek 2024). The results of attitudes have been evident in previous incidents such as the Brixton 
riots in 1981 which was as a result of malpractice and significant distrust in the police.  

 

These challenges can have a significant impact on individual officers’ wellbeing but also the 
group wellbeing of a station. PTSD is one of the most common and impactive challenges as 
already discussed this because of the sometimes life changing symptoms that can arise from 
suffering with it. Further to the main symptoms, PTSD has also been found to result in other 
cognitive impairments such as, declining memory at earlier ages, and a declining ability to 
recognise faces (Samuelson et al. 2009, Qureshi et al. 2011). Both of these cognitive functions 
are crucial to being a frontline police officer and the loss of these is detrimental to the ability to 
police. This loss of ability to police effectively may result in some other officers becoming 
frustrated which is and of itself may result in a decrease in team wellbeing and team cohesion. 
Temple et al. (2017) also found that being married to someone who has PTSD can have a 
significant impact on the spouse, which may lead to relationship breakdowns, which would 
further worsen a person’s mental health possibly leading to other conditions such as a 
depression and loneliness, resulting in a self-perpetuating cycle of poor mental health. This 
evidence shows the detrimental impact that PTSD can have on a person’s individual mental 
wellbeing.  

The impact that stress can have on a person may not be deemed as severe as PTSD, however, is 
more of gateway to other conditions and can result in physical symptoms. The NHS (no date) 
has defined some of the symptoms as, becoming easily irritable, struggling with decision 
making, and regularly feeling worried or scared. These symptoms alone can result in a 
significant reduction in the ability to police as becoming easily irritated when dealing with 
members of the public can result in excessive force or other malpractice. Officers must also be 
able to make quick decisions in high stakes environments and also go run towards conflict and 
danger and not appear to be scared. The NHS further explained that some of the physical 
symptoms as being, pains around the body and skin reactions, proving that mental health, if not 
maintained and managed effectively can turn into physical health concerns.  

These challenges can affect a whole team of officers as seen with the challenge of maintaining 
public support for police. Failing to maintain public support for the police is correlated to 
reduced effectiveness of the police organisation (Murphy, Hinds and Flemming 2008), and not 
being able to work effectively can result in frustration in teams towards each other which can 
lead to further stress.  

The wellbeing of one person can affect a whole station through ‘emotional contagion’ which can 
be defined as someone else’s non-verbal communication and their attitude affecting the 
feelings of those around them sometimes resulting in the others having similar or the same 
feelings (Herrando and Constantinides 2021). Emotional contagion in an environment where 
you are exposed to a person’s emotions on a regular basis is also often a precursor to other 
negative emotions such as stress and burnout (Barsade, Coutifaris, and Pillemer 2018), when in 
the police at incidents where victims of crime can be in a very bad place mentally, and then 
return to the station to other officers also having bad mental health, it will have an effect on the 
whole shift. Further to this, the reduction in ability to work well may also result in frustration 
with yourself due to not being able to work as well as previously.  

 



Understanding these challenges and how it can impact personal, and group wellbeing is crucial 
to being able to understand how to manage personal wellbeing and also to reduce the effect 
that these challenges have on you which can be done through a number of simple methods. 

Resilience is one of the most important, and basic defences to mental health challenges, 
however, resilience can also be applied to the other challenges in this essay by using the same 
principles. There are number of basic resilience factors which can make a difference to a 
person’s level of resilience such as, optimism, humour, and cognitive emotion regulation 
(Schafer et al. 2023), the more of these factors a person has the better their resilience to 
struggle is. Having better mental resilience when in a job where positive mental health is tested 
regularly is crucial to being able to perform, and having better resilience can improve attitudes 
towards life and work (Cam and Buyukbayram 2017), resulting in better resilience due to 
optimism being a resilience factor. Building resilience is an excellent way of managing mental 
wellbeing, as every person has a level of resilience naturally in their personality due to resilience 
factors, and I can be further developed by simply going through events which may bring your 
wellbeing into question. Another way in which resilience can be developed is through the 
learning of Psychological First Aid (PFA) which was first developed as a means to help those 
who were survivors of disasters or other traumatic events, which all first responders should be 
taught. The basic rules and principles of PFA can be used and applied to the responders own 
personal struggle to further assist with the building of resilience (Birkhead and Vermeulen 
2018). 

When in the police and being faced with a seemingly endless stream of dealing with negative 
events in peoples lives, and negative views of you and your job it is important to ensure that you 
maintain positive personal connections with some people in your life such as friends and family. 
The main way this can benefit officers is through the creation of an emotional support system, 
which can dampen stress response and reduce some of the more adverse effects (Takizawa et 
al. 2006, Hostinar and Gunnar 2015). It has also been found that quality of friendships can be 
examined as a predictor for future mental (Li 2025), which further proves that having positive 
relationships in your life, even while not being in the police, is paramount to positive mental 
health. These benefits will become even more noticeable when working in a job role like the 
police where poor mental health is statistically very high, especially when compared to the 
general population. Having these positive relationships will not only further increase a persons 
mental resilience but also generates a pre-prepared support system should their mental health 
take a significant decline.  

 

There is a considerable number of challenges that face operational police that will test their 
mental health and that of their team. The requirement to be able to manage these challenges 
and their mental health will always be absolutely crucial to ensuring that officers are able to live 
a normal life and also give the proper service to the public. Although high ranking officers and 
the government do put measures in place in order to minimize these challenges and reduce 
mental health issues, it is, unfortunately, just the nature of the job that trauma and stress will 
occur and cannot be avoided. PTSD, stress, and negative public opinions are the biggest 
challenges against operational police officers mental health at present, this is due to the 
significant widespread of these issues and some of the life changing effects of suffering with 
these issues. This is why managing mental health is absolutely crucial to being able to live life 
outside of work and also to give a proper service to the public. The importance of having good 
connections to family and friends and also training yourself on resilience factors and PFA, can 



have such a positive effect on your mental health resilience. More training and time to develop 
resilience and the ability to manage personal mental health does need to be given to 
operational officers and the damage that can be done by not doing so is detrimental and can 
effect not just the person but their whole team. However, when making this conclusion it is 
important to consider, there is only so much that can be done due to the nature of being a 
frontline officer, due to the level of incidents that the police are exposed to.  
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