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Abstract
The aim of this dissertation is to explore why fitness levels appear to be declining within the police force and to assess whether current fitness testing methods, such as the Job-Related Fitness Test (JRFT), remain effective for the demands of modern policing. Concerns around officer fitness have grown as policing has become more physically and mentally demanding, with increasing workloads, shift patterns and operational pressures contributing to reduced opportunities for maintaining fitness. Understanding these issues is essential for ensuring that police officers remain capable of meeting the challenges of frontline policing.
Using a mixed-methods approach involving an online survey and optional follow-up discussions, this dissertation addresses four key objectives designed to answer the research question. These objectives are:
1.) To investigate current fitness levels among police officers, using survey data to gather self-reported information on training habits, fitness routines and experiences with the JRFT.
2.) To explore the factors contributing to the decline in fitness, including shift work, stress, lifestyle pressures and barriers that prevent officers from maintaining regular exercise.
3.) To assess the effectiveness of current fitness testing methods, by comparing the JRFT and other fitness standards with the physical requirements of modern policing and gathering officer feedback on their relevance.
4.) To suggest improvements to fitness testing and officer support, using findings to propose ways to enhance fitness assessments or provide additional support to help officers remain healthy, prepared and operationally effective.
By addressing these objectives, the dissertation provides a clearer understanding of why fitness levels may be decreasing, evaluates whether current testing remains appropriate, and offers practical recommendations for improving officer fitness and wellbeing within the police service.
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Chapter 1 – Introduction
The purpose of this dissertation is to examine the relevance and effectiveness of the Job-Related Fitness Test (JRFT) within modern policing, with a particular focus on response officers. In recent years, concerns have been raised regarding whether the current fitness testing standard adequately reflects the physical demands placed on officers working in frontline roles. This chapter provides the context for the study and outlines the rationale for exploring police fitness testing in its current form.
The chapter begins by discussing the background to police fitness testing and its importance in relation to officer safety, operational effectiveness, and wellbeing. It then presents the research rationale, highlighting why further examination of the JRFT is necessary. The chapter concludes by outlining the aims and objectives of the study and providing an overview of the structure of the dissertation.

1.1 Background
Physical fitness has long been recognised as a fundamental requirement for effective policing, particularly for officers working in response roles where physical confrontation, foot pursuits, and prolonged periods of exertion are common. In the United Kingdom, the Job-Related Fitness Test (JRFT) is used as the primary method for assessing baseline fitness levels among police officers. The current JRFT consists of a 15-metre multi-stage shuttle run to level 5.4, commonly referred to as the bleep test, in which officers run repeatedly between two markers in time with progressively faster audio signals. This test is designed to assess aerobic capacity and ensure a minimum fitness standard across the workforce.
While the JRFT provides a consistent and accessible method of assessment, questions have emerged regarding its ability to reflect the complex and varied physical demands of modern policing. Response officers are frequently required to perform tasks that demand not only aerobic fitness, but also muscular strength, agility, endurance, and the ability to operate effectively under stress. Critics of the JRFT argue that its narrow focus on aerobic fitness may limit its relevance to real-world policing tasks, particularly those involving physical restraint, rapid decision-making, and prolonged operational incidents.
Modern policing is also characterised by increasing workloads, reduced staffing levels, and exposure to high-risk and unpredictable situations. These factors can contribute to fatigue and stress, which may negatively affect officers’ ability to maintain physical fitness. Shift work, extended duties, and limited recovery time further compound these challenges. As a result, maintaining fitness often becomes the responsibility of individual officers, rather than a shared organisational priority.
In addition to physical demands, psychological factors such as stress, trauma exposure, and mental health have been shown to influence motivation and capacity to engage in physical training. When fitness testing does not account for these pressures, it may contribute to anxiety and reduced engagement rather than promoting wellbeing. These issues raise important questions about whether the JRFT continues to meet its intended purpose of supporting officer safety and operational readiness in contemporary policing environments.

1.2 Research Rationale
The rationale for this research is based on growing concern regarding declining fitness levels within the police service and the suitability of the JRFT as a measure of operational readiness. While fitness testing is intended to promote officer safety and effectiveness, there is limited research examining an officer’s lived experiences of the JRFT and the practical barriers they face in maintaining fitness alongside demanding workloads.
Response officers, in particular, are frequently required to meet high physical demands while operating under significant time pressure and stress. Despite this, opportunities for structured, on-duty fitness training are often limited, and responsibility for fitness maintenance is largely placed on the individual. This raises concerns about fairness, sustainability, and whether current fitness standards adequately support officer wellbeing.
Furthermore, comparisons with other emergency services and international policing models suggest that alternative approaches to fitness testing may provide greater operational relevance. Fire services and some international police forces employ more multidimensional or task-specific fitness assessments, designed to better reflect occupational demands. Examining the JRFT in comparison to these models provides an opportunity to identify potential areas for improvement.
By exploring officers’ perceptions of the JRFT, alongside factors such as mental health, training time, and organisational support, this research aims to contribute to the existing body of knowledge on police fitness. The findings seek to inform future discussions around fitness testing policy and practices, with the aim of enhancing officer safety, wellbeing, and operational effectiveness.

1.3 Aims and Objectives
The aim of this research is to examine whether the Job-Related Fitness Test (JRFT) is suitable for modern response policing.
This aim is addressed through the following research objectives:
1. To explore the current JRFT and its impact on officers’ sense of safety in response policing.
2. To examine how mental health and the availability of training time affect officer fitness.
3. To assess whether the JRFT is fit for purpose for response policing, using comparisons with fire service and international policing.
4. To identify gaps in existing research relating to police fitness and the JRFT.
5. To consider how specialist roles have allocated training time and how the JRFT supports diversity within the police workforce.


1.4 Structure of the Dissertation
This dissertation is structured into five chapters. Chapter Two presents a review of existing literature relating to police fitness, the JRFT, officer safety, mental health, and comparative fitness models used in other emergency services and international policing. This chapter establishes the theoretical and empirical context for the study.
Chapter Three outlines the research methodology, including the research design, data collection methods, and ethical considerations. It explains the use of a questionnaire to gather primary data from serving police officers and staff.
Chapter Four presents and analyses the findings from the questionnaire, exploring key themes such as perceptions of the JRFT, barriers to maintaining fitness, mental health influences, and organisational support.
Chapter Five discusses the findings in relation to the research objectives and existing literature. It draws conclusions from the research and offers recommendations for policy, practice, and future research.

1.5 Conclusion
This chapter has introduced the focus of the dissertation by outlining the context, rationale, and aims of the research. It has highlighted the growing concern surrounding the relevance of the JRFT in modern policing and established the need for further investigation into police fitness testing. The following chapters build upon this foundation to critically examine whether the JRFT is fit for purpose in supporting officer safety, wellbeing, and operational effectiveness.






Chapter 2- Literature Review

2.0 Introduction
Response policing requires a high level of fitness, stamina, and agility to perform day-to-day duties effectively. This includes restraining and pursuing suspects, assisting those in need, and managing physically demanding incidents under stress. Such tasks require both physical and mental strength, endurance, and coordination. To ensure that officers are fit to carry out these responsibilities, UK police forces employ the Job-Related Fitness Test (JRFT), a 15-metre shuttle run to level 5.4 on the bleep test (College of Policing, 2021). This test is designed to measure aerobic capacity (VO2 max) and is also used in the British Army and other UK emergency services.
However, there is growing concern over whether the JRFT is suitable for modern policing, particularly for response officers whose roles are increasingly demanding. This literature review critically analyses the relevance and effectiveness of the JRFT in contemporary policing. It compares other emergency service fitness models, such as those used in the fire service and international law enforcement, and examines how physical fitness influences operational safety, officer wellbeing, and inclusivity.
The review is guided by the following research objectives:
1. To explore the current JRFT and its impact on officers’ sense of safety in response policing.
2. To examine how mental health and the availability of training time affect officer fitness.
3. To assess whether the JRFT is fit for purpose for response policing, using comparisons with fire service and international policing.
4. To identify gaps in existing research relating to police fitness and the JRFT.
5. To consider how specialist roles have allocated training time and how the JRFT supports diversity within the police workforce.
These objectives provide a framework for analysing current literature and identifying the key factors influencing police fitness and operational readiness.

2.1 The Importance of Fitness in Response Policing 
Orr et al. (2018) and Dawes et al. (2021) state that police response officers are routinely required to perform physically demanding tasks under stress, such as restraining aggressive individuals or pursuing suspects while carrying heavy operational gear. Recent research by Lockie et al. (2020) emphasises that to perform these duties safely and effectively, officers must maintain high levels of muscular strength, aerobic capacity, and agility. Similarly, Kukić et al. (2022) found that flexibility and muscular endurance directly influence performance in tasks such as suspect restraint, obstacle navigation, and load carriage.
Studies continue to show that shift work, family commitments, and limited access to workplace gyms restrict officers’ ability to maintain consistent conditioning. Violanti et al. (2019) highlight that fatigue, poor sleep, and prolonged shift patterns reduce both recovery and training opportunity, especially among older officers. Michalczyk et al. (2023) report that many officers lack departmental support, suitable facilities, or dedicated time to train while on duty. To ensure response officers remain safe and effective, fitness programmes must therefore be realistic, accessible, and integrated into operational schedules.

2.2 The JRFT: Simplicity vs Relevance 
According to the College of Policing (2021), there is growing concern regarding the Job-Related Fitness Test (JRFT). The 15-metre shuttle run to a consistent level of 5.4 was designed to be simple, user-friendly, financially practical, and to require very little equipment. However, as response policing becomes increasingly physical and complex, the test’s relevance is being questioned.
Response policing involves a broad combination of physical duties, yet the JRFT primarily assesses stamina. While aerobic endurance is important, it does not represent the complete physical demands of the role. Orr et al. (2018) explain that modern policing often requires muscular strength and endurance when arresting or restraining suspects while wearing heavy operational equipment. These capabilities, strength, power, and coordination are not captured by the current JRFT.
Ehnes et al. (2020) highlight that the JRFT fails to provide a realistic measure of officers’ operational fitness for several reasons. For example, the test does not account for the weight of equipment or body armour worn on duty. Miller and Faulkner (2022) note that many officers view the JRFT as a “one-size-fits-all” model that merely fulfils procedural requirements rather than reflecting real-world policing challenges. Older officers with extensive experience often feel unfairly assessed by this limited format.
Other countries have taken a more progressive approach. In Canada, the Physical Readiness Evaluation for Police (PREP) includes job-specific tasks such as dummy dragging and obstacle negotiation (Eva et al., 2023). In Australia, several departments tailor training to the physical demands of individual roles, improving both inclusivity and operational validity. In comparison, the UK’s JRFT remains basic and risks becoming outdated if it does not evolve to mirror the physical realities of modern policing.
Ultimately, understanding these limitations provides a foundation for this research, which explores whether the JRFT could be reformed to enhance both its relevance and officers’ confidence in its fairness and purpose.

2.3 Officer Safety and Confidence
Recent research continues to demonstrate a strong connection between physical fitness and officer confidence, safety, and decision-making. Lockie et al. (2021) found that officers with higher fitness levels displayed improved reaction times, decision accuracy, and stress resilience during simulated high-pressure policing tasks. Similarly, Orr et al. (2022) highlight that physical conditioning contributes to psychological readiness, reducing hesitation and increasing perceived competence in critical situations. The combination of physical strength and mental resilience is therefore essential for operational effectiveness and personal safety.
However, Ehnes et al. (2020) established that although officers may pass the JRFT, the test only provides a limited indication of their preparedness for real-world policing. Eva et al. (2023) support this, noting that officers who successfully completed the JRFT still reported low confidence when managing high-conflict scenarios. These findings suggest that while the JRFT measures aerobic fitness, it does not necessarily translate to confidence or practical performance.
As part of this study, the relationship between fitness testing and officer confidence will be further explored to determine whether improvements to the JRFT such as including strength or scenario-based elements could enhance officers’ trust in its relevance and purpose.

2.4 Mental Health and Physical Fitness
Garbarino et al. (2011) highlight that the highly stressful and unpredictable nature of police work, places significant strain on officers’ mental and physical health. Prolonged exposure to occupational stress has been shown to reduce morale and motivation, limiting engagement in regular physical activity and contributing to declining fitness levels. Garbarino et al. (2011) further identify associations between job strain, reduced work ability, and physical health problems, including cardiovascular and musculoskeletal issues, which may impair an officer’s ability to meet the demands of the Job-Related Fitness Test (JRFT).
Supporting this, Violanti et al. (2017) found that chronic occupational stress within policing is linked to a range of adverse health outcomes, as well as maladaptive coping behaviours such as increased alcohol consumption and nicotine use. These behaviours negatively affect cardiovascular health and physical performance, increasing the likelihood of long-term fitness decline. While initiatives such as Mind’s (2021) Blue Light Programme have demonstrated improvements in officer wellbeing and motivation through integrated mental health and physical activity support, officers experiencing high levels of stress are still assessed against the same physical fitness standards as those in good psychological health. As the JRFT focuses solely on physical performance, it fails to account for the impact of occupational stress and mental health on fitness, raising concerns regarding the fairness and operational relevance of the test.

2.5 Training Disparities Between Roles
Gibson, Morrison and Keeling (2024) identified a significant disparity in access to training and organisational support between specialist units and general response officers. Although response officers often perform some of the most physically demanding duties, they are largely expected to maintain their fitness independently, whereas specialist units, such as firearms or tactical support teams, are typically provided with protected time for physical training during working hours. In addition to this, specialist roles are assessed using more demanding fitness standards, with firearms officers required to complete a higher-level multi-stage shuttle run that reflects the increased physical and operational demands of armed policing.
Brelinski (2023) highlights that within many specialist units, fitness is embedded into daily routines, while response officers are expected to sustain the same baseline JRFT standard despite having reduced resources and limited training time. This concern is reinforced by Michalczyk et al. (2023), whose international review found that disparities in access to training and allocated fitness time significantly affect officers’ fitness levels and increase injury risk among response officers. They argue that a generalised fitness standard, such as the JRFT, may place under-supported officers at a disadvantage. In practice, response officers often face additional barriers to maintaining fitness, including long shift patterns, high call volumes, fatigue and personal responsibilities. Gibson et al. (2024) further found that many response officers report feeling unsupported and set up to fail, leading to frustration, burnout and job dissatisfaction. While various solutions have been proposed, including mobile training units, peer-led fitness sessions and protected training time during shifts, any improvement to the JRFT must consider not only what is tested but also the level of organisational support provided to officers.
2.6 Is the JRFT Fit for Purpose?
The Job-Related Fitness Test (JRFT) was introduced to provide a consistent and efficient method of assessing fitness across UK police forces; however, increasing evidence suggests that it is no longer sufficiently aligned with the physical demands of modern policing. Lockie et al. (2020) state that occupational fitness assessments should evaluate multiple physical capabilities, including strength, agility and endurance, whereas the current JRFT assesses aerobic capacity alone. This creates a risk of overlooking crucial role-specific skills such as load carriage, stair climbing, suspect restraint and equipment handling. Gibson, Morrison and Keeling (2024) further highlight that many officers believe the JRFT does not reflect the realities of frontline policing, with officers able to pass the test yet still feel physically unprepared for operational situations.
Comparisons with other emergency services and international approaches further emphasise these limitations. In contrast to UK policing, the UK Fire and Rescue Service employs role-specific, task-based fitness assessments, including ladder climbs, hose carries, casualty evacuations and enclosed-space navigation, all designed to reflect frontline operational demands (Home Office, 2018). In the United States, some police departments utilise tiered fitness standards based on age, gender and role, ensuring fairness without compromising operational effectiveness (Orr et al., 2018). By comparison, the JRFT remains a one-size-fits-all model. These limitations may unintentionally exclude otherwise capable officers, particularly those recovering from injury or managing chronic health conditions and fail to account for differences in operational exposure between policing roles.
Calls for reform increasingly focus on the development of hybrid fitness assessment models. Miller and Faulkner (2022) advocate integrating job-specific tasks such as stair climbing, shield carrying and agility-based activities alongside the existing JRFT to improve operational relevance.



2.7 Comparisons with Fire Service and US Models
Comparisons with other emergency services, including international police forces, demonstrate that the JRFT lacks the practicality and job-specific focus seen in fitness tests used by the UK fire service and many North American agencies. In the UK, firefighters complete Firefighter Physical Tests. These include ladder climbs, casualty drags, equipment-carry exercises and confined space manoeuvres. According to Schram et al. (2018), these assessments are highly relevant to the job role and display functional validity with minimal bias across age and gender groups. Compared to the JRFT, these tests incorporate aerobic fitness with muscular strength, balance and job-specific agility. Police forces in the US and Canada use tiered or task specific assessments. For example, the Ontario PREP test includes simulated pursuits, fence climbs and suspect control tasks (Eva et al., 2023). This demonstrates flexibility based on job roles and acknowledges that different officers require different physical capabilities (Orr et al., 2018). It also reduces the risk of excluding experienced or specialised officers who may not meet traditional fitness criteria but still contribute valuable skills to the organisation. Also, by aligning fitness expectations with job role demands, it avoids applying a uniform standard to a highly diverse workforce. Michalczyk et al. (2023) suggested that this tailoring promotes fairness while maintaining the overarching goal of operational safety. A comparable role-related fitness model can also be observed within the British Army. The British Army employs Physical Employment Standards (PES), which are designed around the specific physical demands of military roles rather than age or gender. These standards assess multiple components of fitness, including aerobic endurance, muscular strength, and power, through tests such as a 2km run, seated medicine ball throw, and mid-thigh pull (British Army., 2019). The PES framework aims to ensure personnel are physically capable of performing operational tasks such as load carriage, casualty evacuation, and prolonged tactical movement. This multidimensional and role-specific approach contrasts with the police JRFT’s single aerobic standard and provides a relevant UK-based comparator when considering potential reforms to police fitness testing.


2.8 Gaps in the Literature
Although research on police fitness and the JRFT is a work in progress, some important gaps remain, especially with regards to individuals’ life experiences, diversity and integration of physical and mental health. Existing literature focuses on assessable outcomes like pass rates, VO2 max levels and test completion times (Lockie et al. 2020; Orr et al. 2018). While this data provides insight into general trends, it doesn’t reflect how officers perceive the testing process or how institutional factors affect their readiness in real life situations. A current gap is the lack of attention given to officer’s individual experience with the JRFT. There is limited research studying how different groups within the force, such as older officers, women or those with caring responsibilities feel about the test. Gibson, Morrison and Keeling (2024) claims that understanding these perspectives is imperative to developing a fitness regime that is both fair and effective. Another gap is the link between mental health and fitness testing. Psychological stress and burnout can significantly impact physical performance, yet very few studies have researched how fitness assessments like the JRFT affects officers who are already struggling with mental health challenges. Research by Garbarino et al. (2013) and Mind (2023) indicated that failing a test can exacerbate feelings of inadequacy or anxiety, but these implications are rarely addressed in test policy or support structures.
Furthermore, there is little investigation into cultural factors that influence engagement with physical fitness in policing. Ahmed and Lewis (2023) found that officers from ethnic minority backgrounds often reported reduced levels of encouragement and fewer role models when it came to fitness participation, more comparative research is necessary to evaluate the effectiveness of alternative fitness models. While studies have explored role-specific fitness models in the United States and Canada, there remains limited evidence regarding how such approaches could be implemented or received within the UK policing context.

2.9 Conclusion
Physical fitness remains a key foundation for operational effectiveness and officer safety in modern policing, particularly for response officers where rapid, decisive action is essential. The JRFT was designed to ensure a consistent and achievable standard of aerobic fitness across UK police forces. However, as policing demands evolve, growing evidence suggests that the test is no longer sufficient as a standalone measure of operational readiness. This review has highlighted several limitations of the JRFT, most notably its narrow focus on aerobic capacity and its failure to reflect the full range of job-specific physical demands faced by officers. As a result, many officers who pass the test still report feeling physically unprepared for real-world policing scenarios.
Furthermore, the standardised nature of the JRFT overlooks disparities in access to training, the impact of mental health and fatigue, and the physical diversity of the police workforce. Factors such as shift work, occupational stress and organisational inequality further restrict officers’ ability to maintain fitness, particularly within response roles where protected training time is limited. Although international policing models and the UK fire service demonstrate more role-specific and task-based approaches to fitness testing, significant gaps remain in the existing literature, particularly regarding officers lived experiences of fitness testing and the psychological consequences of failing such assessments.
To address these issues, future research would benefit from adopting mixed method approaches that combine quantitative performance data with qualitative insights from interviews and focus groups. In addition, collaboration between policymakers, frontline officers, occupational health professionals and fitness specialists would support the development of a more inclusive and evidence-based fitness framework.
In conclusion, while the JRFT continues to provide a useful baseline assessment, reform is necessary to improve officer safety, operational readiness and long-term workforce retention. A revised fitness model that reflects operational demands, integrates mental health considerations and acknowledges role-specific challenges would be better suited to supporting both police officers and the communities they serve.



Chapter 3 – Methodology 

3.0 Introduction
This chapter outlines the research methods used in this dissertation. It discusses the ethical considerations addressed, the process of obtaining consent, the approach to data collection, and the sampling strategy employed. Each section explains what was undertaken, why these methods were selected, and reflects on their strengths and limitations.
Research is a systematic process for generating new knowledge or extending understanding (Cambridge Dictionary, 2021). Methodology provides the framework that shapes how knowledge is gathered, analysed, and interpreted (Open Learn, 2021). To explore whether police fitness levels are declining, it was necessary to use primary data to ensure that findings reflected current realities rather than relying solely on secondary literature. Collecting first-hand information from officers with direct experience of the Job-Related Fitness Test (JRFT) allowed the study to draw upon authentic and contemporary perspectives.
A mixed-methods design was adopted, combining quantitative and qualitative questions within a single online questionnaire. This approach enabled the identification of response patterns alongside insights into participants lived experiences. Mixed-methods designs are increasingly recommended for complex occupational studies because they integrate numerical data with explanatory context (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The online format accommodated officers’ varied shift patterns, ensured anonymity, and was manageable within the project timeframe, making it practical and ethically appropriate for this workforce.

3.1 Ethical Practice
Ethics are fundamental in research involving human participants, as they protect individuals’ rights, dignity, and wellbeing while ensuring the credibility and validity of findings (British Psychological Society, 2021). Ethical conduct was particularly important in this study because physical fitness within policing is a sensitive subject that may affect how officers perceive their competence and identity (Fleming & Wingrove, 2017). Ensuring confidentiality and voluntariness was therefore critical to encourage honest participation.
Informed consent was obtained from all participants before completing the questionnaire. The participant information sheet outlined the study’s purpose, the voluntary nature of participation, the right to withdraw, and assurances of confidentiality. This aligns with UK Research and Innovation (2024) guidance, which requires that participants are fully informed prior to giving consent.
Confidentiality was maintained by collecting no identifiable information. Data were stored securely on a password-protected university drive and reported in aggregate form, following the Social Research Association’s (2021) ethical principles. The study received approval from the university’s Research Ethics Committee, ensuring compliance with national research governance standards.
Ethical rigour was maintained throughout data collection and reporting, with particular care taken to ensure participation posed no professional risk to serving officers. This process enhanced participant trust, data reliability, and overall integrity.

3.2 Informed Consent
Informed consent ensures that participation is voluntary and based on a clear understanding of the research purpose and procedures (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). In this study, consent was obtained digitally through a disclaimer presented at the start of the questionnaire.
The disclaimer summarised the study’s purpose, eligibility criteria, right to withdraw, and details of secure data storage and destruction after completion. It also clarified that participation was anonymous and that no identifiable information would be collected. Participants were required to tick a box confirming they had read the information sheet and agreed to take part, which also verified that respondents were aged 18 or above.
Digital consent of this kind is widely accepted as equivalent to written consent in online research (Nuffield Council on Bioethics, 2020). This process promoted transparency, safeguarded participants’ rights, and ensured ethical compliance consistent with institutional and national research governance frameworks.

3.3 Data Collection Method
An online questionnaire was employed as the primary data collection method. This approach was particularly suited to police officers due to the unpredictable nature of shift work, allowing them to complete the survey at a convenient time. Online surveys are cost-effective and facilitate participation from geographically dispersed respondents, improving accessibility and inclusivity (Menon & Muraleedharan, 2020).
The questionnaire incorporated both quantitative and qualitative items. The quantitative section included multiple-choice and Likert-scale questions exploring variables such as training frequency and JRFT confidence, generating numerical data summarised through averages and percentages. Combining quantitative scales with open-ended questions enhances both reliability and depth, allowing measurable trends to be interpreted alongside subjective experiences (Koo, 2025).
The qualitative section included open-ended questions that invited participants to describe their experiences, challenges, and suggestions for improving the JRFT. Such qualitative data added context and helped identify patterns that might not emerge from numerical analysis alone. Anonymous online questionnaires are recognised as particularly effective for collecting candid responses in studies addressing sensitive professional topics (Arrow et al., 2023).
Questionnaires also offered efficiency and convenience, being quick to distribute, low-cost, and manageable within the study timeframe. However, limitations included the occasional brevity of qualitative responses and the absence of opportunities to probe further due to the self-administered format. Interviews were considered as an alternative but were excluded because they would have been more time-consuming, harder to schedule around shift work, and potentially less anonymous. Considering these factors, the questionnaire was the most appropriate and ethically sound method for this research.

3.4 Sampling
As the study focused on officers with direct JRFT experience, purposive sampling was employed. This technique selects participants who meet criteria relevant to the research question, ensuring that data are meaningful and contextually appropriate (Etikan, Musa & Alkassim, 2016). Recent scholarship confirms that purposive sampling remains widely used in qualitative and mixed-methods research for its ability to target participants with relevant expertise efficiently (Ahmad & Wilkins, 2025).

Participants were approached through policing forums, professional networks, and WhatsApp groups to reach officers across ranks, forces, and roles. This strategy was practical, cost-effective, and maximised engagement within the timeframe. The target sample size of 50–100 participants was sufficient to identify patterns while remaining manageable for mixed-methods analysis. Medium-sized samples are often recommended to balance statistical generalisability with interpretative depth (Kaur, 2023).

Recruitment through social media carried potential self-selection bias, as officers with stronger views may have been more likely to participate (Etikan & Bala, 2017). Reliance on personal or professional contacts may also have limited diversity. These risks were mitigated by distributing the questionnaire widely to increase reach and minimise bias. Such challenges are common in voluntary online surveys, where motivation and accessibility influence response rates (Menon & Muraleedharan, 2020).

Despite these limitations, purposive sampling was appropriate, ensuring that all respondents had direct JRFT experience. Recruiting participants who met inclusion criteria enhanced the credibility and relevance of findings in applied research contexts (Palinkas et al., 2015).

In summary, this sampling strategy produced a diverse yet relevant range of perspectives on police fitness and the JRFT. The following chapter presents and analyses these findings, highlighting key patterns and themes in relation to the research objectives.
















Chapter 4 – Data Analysis and Findings.

4.0 Introduction
This chapter presents findings from a questionnaire completed by 63 serving police officers and staff. The study explored perceptions of the Job-Related Fitness Test (JRFT), its relevance to modern policing, and barriers affecting officers’ ability to maintain fitness. Results are organised thematically around key objectives: perceptions of the JRFT, barriers to fitness, the influence of mental health, fairness and inclusivity, and recommendations for improvement.

4.1 Demographic Overview
Most respondents were male (76.2%) and aged 25–44 (73%), reflecting national policing demographics (Home Office, 2024). Over half (57.1%) worked in response roles, with others in investigative (14.5%), neighbourhood (11.1%), and specialist (4.8%) areas. Service length varied, though 46.8% had 2–5 years’ experience, mirroring national trends where early-career and response officers most frequently complete the JRFT (College of Policing, 2021).
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4.2 Perceptions of the JRFT
While 85.2% of respondents were familiar with the JRFT, only 1.6% believed it fully reflected frontline demands, and 72.1% felt it did not really or not at all. Just 26.2% viewed it as highly relevant to their role, suggesting it is often seen as a procedural requirement rather than a realistic assessment of operational capability. This supports the College of Policing (2021) and NPCC (2023), who note that the current 15-metre shuttle run to level 5.4 assesses only aerobic fitness, neglecting the strength and agility essential for policing. Lockie et al. (2022) similarly argue that aerobic-only assessments fail to capture the varied physical demands of law enforcement.

When asked whether the JRFT improved officer safety or operational readiness, 59.7% of respondents disagreed, with one participant stating that “running back and forth for 10 minutes is not a true reflection of policing.” These responses suggest a widespread perception that the test lacks operational realism. Boyce et al. (2021) similarly argue that single-component fitness tests have limited predictive value for occupational performance. However, it is important to acknowledge that aspects of officer safety and operational preparedness are formally addressed through separate officer safety and personal safety training packages, rather than through the JRFT itself. Despite this, the disconnect between fitness testing and the physical demands encountered during such training raises questions about whether the JRFT adequately supports officers’ ability to apply safety techniques effectively under conditions of physical fatigue.
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: Do you believe the JRFT helps to improve officer safety and readiness?
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4.3 Stress, Motivation and Mental Health
Although 58.7% said the JRFT never caused stress, around one-fifth reported occasional or frequent anxiety. Some described feeling “ridiculed” or “embarrassed” when unable to meet the standard. This reflects Bullock and Fielding’s (2021) findings that police fitness tests can cause psychological strain, particularly for those returning from injury or maternity leave.

Mental wellbeing strongly influenced motivation: 61.3% said stress or fatigue had reduced their drive to train, and 87% agreed that mental health affects fitness maintenance. These results align with Orr, Pope and Dawes (2022), who found that fatigue and trauma exposure significantly reduce physical activity levels in policing. As one officer noted, “I’m a competent officer, but the JRFT makes me dread fitness every year.” Integrating wellbeing initiatives with physical training could therefore enhance engagement and reduce anxiety.
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4.4 Barriers to Maintaining Fitness
Time constraints and fatigue were the most reported barriers. 82% cited exhaustion from demanding workloads, 59% lacked time, and 57.4% identified family commitments. Although 40.3% trained three to four hours weekly, nearly 18% trained less than one hour or not at all. Officers commonly linked this to shift work, with one explaining, “After a long shift, I’m too exhausted to train.”
Almost 73% said workload or shift patterns significantly hindered their ability to train, and 84.1% reported never being given on-duty time for fitness. These findings highlight organisational shortcomings and reinforce Dawes et al. (2019), who found that when fitness maintenance relies solely on individual responsibility, participation rates decline. Officers’ comments suggest the absence of structured support prevents consistent conditioning, despite recognition of its importance.
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4.5 Fairness and Inclusivity
Most respondents viewed the JRFT as fair (60.3% completely, 31.7% mostly). However, qualitative feedback revealed tensions between fairness and realism. Some described it as “too easy,” while others argued for adjustments based on age or role: “You can’t test a 60-year-old admin the same as a 20-year-old response officer.” This mirrors the NPCC (2023) challenge of balancing inclusivity with operational validity.

Regarding adjustments for officers returning from illness or maternity leave, 50.8% of respondents indicated that accommodations were sometimes made and 38.1% reported that adjustments were always provided, although inconsistency across forces remained evident. Bullock and Fielding (2021) similarly identified variations in how fitness policies are applied, which can increase stress and perceptions of inequity. However, it can also be argued that the JRFT’s simplicity, low equipment requirements and ease of completion contribute to its perceived fairness and inclusivity. As a standardised test that applies the same minimum requirement across the workforce, the JRFT may reduce subjectivity and limit bias in assessment, particularly for officers returning from periods of absence. Despite this, inconsistencies in how adjustments are implemented suggest that fairness is influenced not only by the design of the test itself but also by how policies are applied in practice.
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: Do you think the JRFT is fair and achievable for all officers regardless of gender, age, or body type?

. Number of responses: 63 responses.]


4.6 Proposed Improvements
Open-ended responses showed strong support for reform. Common suggestions included reintroducing strength or resistance components, raising the pass level, and developing scenario-based or role-specific tests. Participants frequently described the bleep test as outdated, proposing alternatives such as obstacle courses or sprints in uniform. One officer noted, “It should be like the NYPD test – obstacles, grappling, and sprinting in kit.” Others supported tiered standards based on age or role, similar to the military approach (Ministry of Defence, 2023). These ideas align with Boyce et al. (2021) and Lockie et al. (2022), who advocate for multidimensional testing combining aerobic, anaerobic, and agility tasks for improved job relevance.

4.7 Organisational Support and Culture
Support for institutional responsibility was overwhelming, with 92.1% believing officers should have structured, on-duty training time. Participants argued this would reduce fatigue and improve morale. One commented, “Officers should be given time during shifts to train like the army.” This reflects the College of Policing (2021) and Orr, Pope and Dawes (2022), who highlight that shared responsibility for fitness enhances wellbeing and performance.
However, several officers described negative peer attitudes, with those struggling to meet the standard facing ridicule. “You’re ridiculed if you can’t do it, people say they could walk it backwards,” one said. Brown (2020) argues that reframing the JRFT as developmental rather than punitive could promote inclusivity and a healthier organisational culture.

4.8 Overall Findings
Overall, officers accepted the JRFT as a necessary baseline but viewed it as outdated and unrepresentative of modern policing. Its narrow aerobic focus, lack of strength components, and absence of structured training time were seen as major weaknesses. Fatigue, workload pressures, and mental health challenges were the main barriers to maintaining fitness.
Respondents strongly supported reform, advocating for strength and endurance elements and scenario-based assessments better reflecting operational realities. There was also overwhelming agreement that fitness training should be integrated into working hours to promote health and readiness.
The findings highlight the need for a cultural shift from viewing fitness as a personal responsibility to recognising it as an organisational priority central to officer safety, wellbeing, and public confidence.






Chapter 5 – Findings and conclusions

5.0 Introduction
This chapter summarises the primary research findings of this dissertation and revisits the research objectives outlined in the introduction to determine whether they have been met. It also evaluates whether the findings from the primary research support or contradict the literature discussed in the literature review. The chapter concludes with recommendations informed by the findings and final reflections on the suitability of the Job-Related Fitness Test (JRFT) within modern response policing.

5.1 Summary of Primary Findings
This dissertation examined serving police officers’ perceptions of the Job-Related Fitness Test (JRFT), its relevance to modern policing, and the barriers affecting officers’ ability to maintain physical fitness. Primary data were collected through a questionnaire completed by 63 serving police officers and staff, generating both quantitative and qualitative data.
The findings demonstrated that although the JRFT is largely accepted as a necessary baseline assessment, most respondents did not believe it accurately reflected the physical demands of response policing. Many officers reported that the test did not enhance their sense of operational readiness or safety, reinforcing concerns in the literature that the JRFT’s narrow focus on aerobic fitness fails to capture the strength, agility, and task-specific demands of frontline policing (College of Policing, 2021; NPCC, 2023).
Fatigue, workload pressures, and shift patterns were consistently identified as significant barriers to maintaining fitness. Many respondents also reported that mental health factors, including stress and exhaustion, reduced their motivation to train. These findings support research highlighting the negative impact of occupational stress and fatigue on physical activity levels in policing (Orr, Pope and Dawes, 2022). The absence of structured, on-duty training time was also identified as a key organisational shortcoming, aligning with Dawes et al. (2019), who argue that fitness participation declines when responsibility rests solely with individual officers.

5.2 Review of Research Objectives

5.2.1 To explore the current JRFT and its impact on officers’ sense of safety in response policing
This objective was achieved through analysis of officers’ perceptions of the JRFT’s relevance and effectiveness. The findings revealed that only a small proportion of respondents believed the test reflected the demands of response policing, while most felt it had little impact on their sense of safety or readiness. These results support literature suggesting that aerobic-only fitness assessments have limited, predictive value for operational performance and officer safety (Boyce et al., 2021; Lockie et al., 2022).

5.2.2 To examine how mental health and the availability of training time affect officer fitness
This objective was met through examination of responses relating to stress, fatigue, motivation, and access to training. The findings indicated that mental health plays a significant role in an officers’ ability to maintain fitness, with many reporting reduced motivation due to stress and exhaustion. This supports Bullock and Fielding’s (2021) findings that occupational pressures can contribute to psychological strain. The lack of on-duty training time further reinforces research highlighting the importance of organisational support in sustaining officer fitness (Dawes et al., 2019; Orr, Pope and Dawes, 2022).

5.2.3 To assess whether the JRFT is fit for purpose for response policing, using comparisons with fire service and international policing
The findings suggest that the JRFT is not perceived by officers as fully fit for purpose for response policing. Participants frequently described the test as outdated and unrepresentative of real-world policing tasks, echoing concerns identified in the literature. Suggested reforms, including strength-based, agility, or scenario-based assessments, reflect approaches used in other emergency services and international policing models (Boyce et al., 2021; Lockie et al., 2022).

5.2.4 To identify gaps in existing research relating to police fitness and the JRFT
This research highlighted a gap between policy-driven fitness standards and the lived experiences of frontline officers. While existing literature often focuses on physiological validity, fewer studies explore perceptions of stress, fairness, organisational culture, and support. The qualitative data generated in this study contributes to addressing this gap by offering insight into how fitness testing is experienced in practice (Brown, 2020; Bullock and Fielding, 2021).

5.2.5 To consider how specialist roles have allocated training time and how the JRFT supports diversity within the police workforce
This objective was addressed through analysis of responses relating to role differences, inclusivity, and organisational responsibility. While the JRFT was generally viewed as fair, respondents raised concerns regarding its applicability across diverse roles, ages, and physical capabilities. Inconsistencies in the application of reasonable adjustments were also noted, supporting findings by Bullock and Fielding (2021) and the NPCC (2023). These findings suggest that although the JRFT aims to support inclusivity, its current structure may limit its effectiveness.

5.3 Recommendations
Based on the findings of this research, the following recommendations are proposed:
1. Police forces should consider reviewing the JRFT to include strength, agility, and task-specific movements that better reflect response policing demands (Boyce et al., 2021; Lockie et al., 2022).
2. Police forces should consider providing structured, on-duty fitness training time to reduce fatigue-related barriers and improve engagement (Dawes et al., 2019; College of Policing, 2021).
3. Fitness testing should be reframed as a developmental rather than punitive process to reduce anxiety and stigma (Brown, 2020).
4. Clear and consistent guidance should be implemented regarding reasonable adjustments for officers returning from illness, injury, or maternity leave (Bullock and Fielding, 2021).
5. Further research should explore role-specific or tiered fitness standards to ensure inclusivity and operational effectiveness (NPCC, 2023).

5.4 Final Thoughts
Overall, the findings suggest that while the Job-Related Fitness Test (JRFT) is accepted as a necessary baseline assessment, it is widely perceived as outdated and insufficient for modern response policing. The test’s narrow focus on aerobic capacity fails to reflect the strength, agility, and task-specific fitness required during frontline incidents. Workload pressures, fatigue, limited access to on-duty training time, and mental health challenges were consistently identified as barriers to maintaining fitness.
Although this study provides valuable insight into officers’ perceptions, it is limited by its reliance on self-reported data and a single-force sample, which may restrict generalisability. Nevertheless, the findings highlight the importance of reframing fitness as an organisational responsibility. A more realistic, inclusive, and supportive fitness standards may enhance officer wellbeing, operational safety, and public confidence in policing.
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