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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? 
This essay will discuss what impact the challenges of operational policing can have on individual and group wellbeing. It will also discuss why it is important to manage mental wellbeing in policing.
Operational policing encompasses undertaking the day-to-day tasks that come with fulfilling the role of a police officer. (Foundation, 2017) states “The police service's goals are to enforce the law in a fair and firm manner, prevent crime, hunt down and prosecute lawbreakers, maintain the Queen's peace, and protect, assist, and reassure the public while being seen to do so with honesty, common sense, and good judgement.” Due to the stresses that come from the role of a police officer, officers mental wellbeing can be greatly impacted. (Peterson, 2022) defines mental wellbeing as “generally, a condition of flourishing in many facets of life. It encompasses a person's thoughts, feelings, and behaviours as well as how they react to life's ups and downs.” In recent years research has highlighted how severely an individual’s mental wellbeing can be impacted by performing the role of a police officer and how this is getting worse over time. The organisation Mind have conducted recent surveys into mental health within the emergency services, including the police service. (Mind, 2019) stated that “70.4% of police service staff who took part in there 2019 survey indicated that they had personal experience of mental health problems, compared to 60.7% in 2015.” This research shows that role of a police officer does come with mental wellbeing challenges and that officers are not receiving the support they need as mental health experiences are on the rise. (Mind, 2019) stated “the most commonly reported mental health problems experienced by police personnel were anxiety (53.6%), depression (51.3%) and PTSD (16.9%).” (Police Federation, 2024) state “More than 14,500 officers were signed off work over the financial year 2023-24 due to stress, depression, anxiety or post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).” This was an increase by 9 percent from the previous year and 130% higher than when the survey first ran 11 years ago. All research clearly points to significant rise in mental well-being challenges being faced by officers.
This essay will now discuss what impact the challenges of operational policing can have on individual and group wellbeing.
There are numerous challenges that operational policing can have on individual and group wellbeing. (Police Federation, 2024a) states “significant obstacles that police personnel must deal with include verbal threats, violence at work, and exposure to traumatic events. Workload, obstacles, and shift work are also causing the mental health of police officers to deteriorate, which in turn is causing burnout.” One challenge that can have a great impact is the exposure to traumatic incidents. A traumatic event can be defined as “an incident that causes you physical, emotional, spiritual, or psychological harm. It may also make you feel physically threatened or extremely frightened as a result” (Cafasso, 2021). This can be experiencing symptoms such as physical pain or injury for example a severe car accident, serious illness, war, natural disasters, terrorism, witnessing a death, rape, domestic abuse amongst many other experiences. (Police Care UK, 2023) conducted research on 16,857 police officers which found that 90% of police officers had been exposed to a traumatic event. (National Institute of Mental Health, 2024) state that after experiencing a traumatic event, people may experience a range of reactions including feeling anxious, have trouble concentrating and sleeping and continually thinking about what happened. For many people these symptoms will alleviate over time. However, for some individuals they can continue to experience and be diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). It is highly likely with police officers almost certainly at some stage in their careers experiencing a traumatic event that they will be challenged with one of these reactions. (Mayo Clinic, 2024) defines post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) as “a mental health condition that's caused by an extremely stressful or terrifying event, either being part of it or witnessing it.” Whether an individual develops PTSD or not can be linked to how severe and intense the traumatic event they experiences was. (World Health Organization, 2024) state that ‘the majority of people who are exposed to traumatic events do not develop PTSD.’ Suffering with PTSD from a traumatic event can have a great impact on an individual’s life. (World Health Organization, 2024) state individuals suffering with PTSD can experience symptoms such as re-experiencing the event accompanied by a fear emotion, avoidance about any memories or conversations that may remind them of the event and experience a heightened sense of danger even when they are not actually at risk. Anyone of these symptoms would have a great impact on an officer’s life both in and outside of work. (University of Cambridge, 2019) state that ‘close to one in five police officers in the UK have symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder.’ Dealing with a traumatic event clearly has a major impact on an individual’s well-being. With 90% of police officers experiencing a traumatic event and experiencing the impact this can have on them; this is a clear challenge on an individual’s well-being from performing operational policing.
During operational policing if a traumatic event is experienced by multiple police officers at once it can affect the groups mental wellbeing and have an impact on group cohesion. For example, if a shift within the police were to deal with a traumatic event such as a serious car accident or a hanging, it would require most if not all officers to attend. The trauma experienced from this incident would therefore not only have an impact on each individual officer’s wellbeing but also the groups wellbeing. Trauma that affects multiple people at once is known as collective trauma. (Kyprianides and Taylor, 2025) state “collective trauma is the trauma experienced by a group of people resulting from a shared adverse event or series of distressing experiences” Collective trauma can have significant impacts on the mental and physical health, social relationships and overall wellbeing of affected people. However, these shared experiences can also often strengthen group cohesion within the team’s dynamic. (team, 2024) states ‘when a traumatic event affects a large number of people simultaneously, it creates a sense of shared suffering and collective identity.’ Colleagues can support each other after a shared traumatic experience, strengthening the emotional bond within the team. (Maedel, 2025) states there are many ways for colleagues to support each other after experiencing trauma in the workplace such as regularly checking in on each other and ‘providing meaningful and genuine interactions and situations.’ Both of these actions will make colleagues feel seen and cared for by other colleagues when dealing with stressful times. (Mihirini de Zoysa, 2021) states that checking in on colleagues “shows you care about each other and that it boosts morale and motivation.” The research shows that a groups wellbeing can be heavily negatively impacted by a traumatic experience. However, this can bring a group closer together through a sense of shared suffering and provide opportunities to team mates to show they care about one another potentially strengthening their relationship.
With the many challenges that come with operational policing it is crucial that officers manage their wellbeing, and the police force provide them with opportunities to do so. In recent times evidence has proven the importance of having strong wellbeing support for officers due to the risks of operational policing. This has led to The National Police Health and Wellbeing Strategy 2024 – 2026 being introduced. “This strategy helps forces provide the best possible support so officers and their families can thrive both professionally and personally,” (Kilo, 2024).
One key reason it is important to manage mental wellbeing in policing is the inherent risks that comes with having low mental wellbeing. One example being the detrimental effects having low mental wellbeing can have on physical health. (Department of Health, 2014) states that “the effect of wellbeing on health is substantial and can affect the likes of immune system response, cardiovascular health and reproductive health.” It is important for officers to remain healthy to undertake the role of operational policing so having low mental wellbeing negatively affecting physical health as well, can only add more complications and stress to undertaking the role. Another important reason to manage mental wellbeing in policing is the effect low mental wellbeing can have on job performance. (Lu, Yu and Shan, 2022) states that “poor mental health may lead to inactivity at work and degradations in interpersonal relationships, which, in turn, negatively impacts employees’ work performance.” When undertaking the role of a police officer you are predominantly working as part of a team. The research highlights how having low mental health can degrade interpersonal relationships. When trying to work as part of a team when interpersonal relationships are suffering, this can cause further issues in the workplace such as safety concerns if officers aren’t communicating well at incidents and potentially create conflict within the workplace which will in turn contribute to the degradation of officer’s mental wellbeing. Another reason it is important to manage mental wellbeing in policing is to have longevity in the job. In recent years there has been a significant influx in officers wanting to resign due to poor mental wellbeing. In 2024 The Police Federation of England and Wales conducted a police leavers survey highlighting key reasons behind resignations in the police force. The report highlights how “59 per cent of police officers who quit said the job’s impact on their psychological health had a major effect on their decision to leave” (Police Federation, 2024c). The research highlights how important it is to manage mental wellbeing whilst in the role of a police officer’s otherwise the stresses and mental implications of the job can lead to resignation from the job if not managed correctly. 
The rise in mental wellbeing issues within the policing and the rest of the emergency services has prompted initiatives from organisations such as the National Police Wellbeing Services to support this. One initiative being Oscar Kilo, (Oscar Kilo, 2024b). Oscar Kilo provides “national solutions that help forces deliver consistent, cost-effective wellbeing support, saving them time and resources.” The introduction of these initiatives shows how it is becoming clear the significant impact operational policing can have on mental wellbeing and the importance of managing officers’ mental wellbeing.
In conclusion, this essay has discussed the impact the challenges of operational policing can have on individual and group wellbeing, as well as the importance of an officer managing their mental wellbeing. It has outlined how many police officers have experienced a traumatic event. From these experiences many then suffer with anxiety, depression and PTSD and that the numbers that do are on the rise. Collective trauma can negatively impact mental wellbeing of those involved however as the incident has been experienced together it can lead to a strengthened emotional bond in the team from the shared experience. It is important for police officers to manage their mental wellbeing as they are high risk of suffering from low mental wellbeing and therefore the risk associated with low mental wellbeing. These being the affects it can have on the likes of immune system response, cardiovascular health and reproductive health. Low mental health can also negatively affect an officer’s performance in the job and longevity in the job. To support officers in recent years there have been initiatives from organizations such as National Police Wellbeing Services such as Oscar Kilo. Oscar Kilo helps forces deliver cost-effective wellbeing support to police officers.
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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?
The lessons learnt from recent high-profile, critical and major incidents will be covered in this essay, along with how they have translated to best practices in the policing industry.
It is important to note that there is a difference between a critical incident and a major incident. A critical incident within policing is defined as (College of Policing, 2013) “any situation in which the victim, their family, and/or the community's confidence may be significantly impacted by the effectiveness of the polices response.” Effectiveness measures police professionalism, competence, and integrity in responding to incidents. The term 'significant impact' should be interpreted as unique to each incident but should be critically related to its impact on the individual, family, or community. Confidence refers to the long-term trust in policing by victims, families, and communities (Kent Police, 2024). Whereas a major incident can be referred to as “An incident or circumstance that has a number of serious consequences and requires the execution of special arrangements by one or more emergency responder agency” (JESIP, 2025). The main difference to note between a major incident and a critical incident is that a major incident requires arrangements by multiple emergency services agency.
One high-profile major incident is the London Bombings. Numerous individuals have cited this incident as one of the most substantial obstacles the emergency services have encountered. The London Bombings, also referred to as the 7:7 bombings, occurred on July 7, 2005. On this day four young suicide bombers targeted the London transport system detonating their devices in four separate locations whereby over 770 people were injured, and 52 lives were lost (Evans, 2025). Unfortunately, the emergency services in 2005 lacked sufficient experience in handling major incidents during this time. In the event that a major incident happened requiring a multi-agency emergency response, there were very few protocols or procedures in place. In light of this, the London Bombings resulted in organisational shortcomings for the emergency services because of a lack of communication and structure. (Hughes, 2006) states that a significant problem with the response was that each agency declared a major incident separately rather than jointly because of inadequate preparation for the event, which caused them to think inward rather than outward. With a major incident like the London Bombings with many moving parts it would be critical for emergency services to work together but with each acting individually this would only lead to confusion and a less effective response time. Problems arose on the day because of this such as poor resource deployment and delays in ambulance dispatch. Several medical personnel were called off rota, but many say this caused confusion because many of them lacked emergency protocol training. Certain safety procedures hampered fire services, delaying response times and problems with agency-to-agency communication appeared to be impeding delivery timelines (Overton, 2015). 
Due to these failings emergency services now run under a command-and-control structure to perform more effectively when responding to major incidents. The command-and-control leadership structure is organised in a hierarchical system. There is a gold commander is responsible for the overall strategic coordinating. A strategic coordinating group (SCG) will be formed and the SCG is often chaired by the police gold commander. The silver commander will be at the scene and how they and their staff will cooperate and communicate with one another needs to be taken into account (College of Policing, 2018). The Bronze Commander works with their personnel on the scene of the incident and has direct control over their organization's resources there. If an incident occurs throughout a large geographic area, several bronze commanders may take charge of various regions (Future Learn, 2025). Except in cases where an agreement between the ambulance, fire, rescue, and police services exists for effective command, the principle of integrity of command guarantees that each emergency service retains control over its own personnel while working towards the shared objective agreed upon with partners. With the lack of communication and structure from the response of the emergency services on the day of the London Bombings it is evident that if this structure was in place, it would have led to more systematic and effective response. 
In order to facilitate a better response an established reporting framework was created which provides a common structure for responders and their control rooms to share incident information called METHANE (JESIP, 2025b). When a major incident occurs utilizing the METHANE framework gives emergency services responders a predetermined strategic and tactical response to the incident. It outlines that a major incident has been declared, the exact location of the incident, the type of incident, hazards or potential hazards of the incident, best routes for access, number of casualties and what condition they are in and what and how many of each emergency services are required (LFB, 2021). The concept emphasises communication among various responders to attain 'shared situational awareness' of an emergency. Operational commanders should ideally co-locate with other services as they arrive at the site, and each service should do its own METHANE assessment. This is because, while a paramedic may have a different opinion regarding the number of casualties, etc., a firefighter is likely to notice additional risks and hazards that a paramedic may not. It encourages collaboration in order to maximise the use of diverse knowledge (Medirek, 2023). Members of the emergency services now receive training on METHANE to ensure its effectiveness when needed to be utilized. 
METHANE was one best practice created from a major incident. Another is the creation of The Joint Emergency Services Interoperability Programme (JESIP). Reviews conducted in the wake of significant events, like the 2005 London Bombings, the 2014 UK floods that affected a large area, and Derrick Bird's 2010 shooting of 12 people in Cumbria, all revealed weaknesses and gaps in the services' interoperability (HMICFRS, 2018). Due to these failings JESIP was created. “JESIP’s stated aim is to ensure the blue light services are trained and exercised to work together as effectively as possible at all levels of command in response to major or complex incidents (including fast moving terrorist scenarios) so that as many lives as possible can be saved” (HMICFRS, 2018). There are many moving parts that occur when a major incident occurs and JESIP’s provided structures create best practices for the police and all emergency services involved. Their models and principles have become the standard for interoperability in the UK (JESIP, 2022). JESIP and the practices it has introduced to the emergency services has had a direct positive impact on interoperability within them. Research conducted by JESIP highlights the majority of commanders think that their organization's interoperability has improved over the previous year. Of these, 83% of commanders within the Ambulance Service recognising significant improvement, followed by the Fire and Rescue services (80%) and the police (67%). However, more than 60% of respondents reported a lack of joint training and lack of knowledge regarding each other’s capabilities as barriers to interoperability (JESIP, 2022b).
Another recent high-profile major incident that has translated into best practice for policing is the 2017 Manchester Bombings. The attack occurred on the 22nd of May 2017 at a concert held at the Manchester Arena. Just as the concert was about to end a suicide bomber detonated his device sadly killing 22 people and injuring over one hundred more people many of which were children. This attack was the deadliest attack in the UK since the 2005 London Bombings (Kerslake, 2018). Due to investments made in multi-agency planning and exercises from previous major incidents there were some positives from the response from emergency services. (Kerslake, 2018) states key emergency services personnel made excellent choices at crucial times during the evening in a very dangerous, hectic, and stressful setting. However, in light of the incident there have been multiple shortcomings of the emergency services response highlighted as well. (Baker-Beall et al., 2024) states that the response was hindered by the inability of all of the major responders to implement the JESIP principles. JESIP mandates responder agencies to promptly declare major incidents and share them through a METHANE message to all other agencies. On this occasion this did not occur as individual agencies did not share, they had declared a major incident with other responder agencies. The failure to share the information led to delayed resource deployment and a differing of situational awareness by each responding agency, affecting the effectiveness of the total response. Another issue was with the declaration of Operation Plato, this is an emergency services protocol for responding to a terrorist firearms attack, necessitating specialist officers to conduct "zoning." Scenes can be categorised into "hot," "warm," or "cold" zones using the zoning technique. Whereby, hot zones are places where threats are present right now, warm zones are places where risks can reappear. An area deemed secure with no imminent threat to life is known as a "cold" zone. By limiting entry and operation to safe areas, zoning attempts to shield first responders from future terrorist attacks. Zoning did not take place in the first hour from the explosion despite the declaration of Operation Plato. The bombing room may have been designated as a cold zone when firearms officers established there was no more terrorist danger within 20 minutes of the device going off, however other agencies were not informed of this. Paramedics were unable to access the bombing room until an hour after the device detonated as a result. Research indicates this had a significant effect on the response the victims received and at least one casualty may have survived if they had received medical attention sooner (Baker-Beall et al., 2024). 
The NHS developed a new technique called Ten Second Triage (TST) in response to events like the Manchester Bombings in 2023. Emergency responders assess and classify patients for the urgency of their care needs using this technique. Determining each casualty's care priority in less than ten seconds is the goal. Patients are divided into four groups according to the priority system: P1, P2, P3, and P4. P1 patients need life-saving interventions right away, P2 patients may wait, P3 patients have minor injuries, and P4 patients are dead. First responders can rapidly determine which casualties require immediate medical assistance and which can wait for additional assessment, treatment, or transportation by using TST (TSG, 2025). In addition to specialised medical staff, TST is available to responders who do not have a medical background, such as police officers, firefighters, and other non-medical individuals. This has created a best practice for policing. (College of Policing, 2023) states police officers are now required to be trained in TST in order to help the most seriously ill first. This brings police officers into line with other emergency services therefore aiding in the better overall response to major incidents. 
In conclusion this essay has discussed recent high-profile major incidents, outlining the incidents and how they have helped create policing best practices. One key takeaway from the research shows how important it is for police and all other emergency services to communicate when a major incident is occurring. This allows the situation to be managed efficiently in terms of getting the correct resources to the correct locations and allows for all responding agencies to have a shared situational awareness on arrival. From incidents such as the London Bombings JESIP was created in order to facilitate interoperability between responding agencies due to multiple failings on the day. Protocols such as METHANE provide a framework for agencies to follow. It sets out what information to gather and share with other agencies. This facilitates having all agencies having shared situational awareness of the incident. Major incidents such as the Manchester Bombings have highlighted the shortcomings of first aid training for all other responding agencies other than specialist medical personnel. A best practice created from this is the Ten Second Triage created by the NHS in order to facilitate a more systematic medical response to a major incident that can be utilised by all responding agencies. Police have taken this on board and created a best practice where all officers are now trained in Ten Second Triage bringing them in line with other emergency services.
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