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2.1 – Mental Health in Police Officers
Mental health refers to emotional, psychological and social well-being, which everyone has, it can influence how people act, feel and cope, dependant on a number of factors (Hampshire Child and Adolescent Mental Health Service, 2026). However, those experiencing poor mental health means they may be experience difficulties in coping and functioning to their normal degree, this may be in the form of episodes of poor mental health, or if the problem persists to the point that impacts their daily routine it may translate to a mental illness being present. Mental health is now a massive area that society and workplaces globally are trying to understand better and provide support to those who need it. 
According to the research conducted by the Police Federation, 2024, over the financial year of 2023 – 2024 over 14,500 officers were signed off work for reasons such as stress, depression, anxiety, or post-traumatic stress disorder. Additional research from the 2025 National Police Wellbeing Survey has indicated the continuing concerns around frontline police officers’ mental health and how that is presenting itself. This research shows that out of 40,000 respondents 45% have reported feeling burnt out, statistically individuals working in higher-risk roles such as response show higher levels of emotional exhaustion and lower wellbeing (National Police Wellbeing Survey, 2025).
This research has fed into my own area of interest for my research, as previous studies indicates a high volume of research being conducted over this area of policing in general, and although there is mention of high-risk roles being conducive to individuals experiencing worse mental health, this has encouraged me to pursue this specific area in order to get a more in depth understanding of how high-risk roles can have an impact on their mental health. 
Research from Porter, C. N., & Gavin, P. (2024) demonstrates a number of areas that have been identified as being contributing factors in police officers declining mental health. These areas were broken down into organisational stress, which included shift work, mental health stigma, and being under resourced. Operational stress which refers to the exposure to traumatic situations and being burnt out. They also refer to occupational impact which includes things such as family life, and support networks.
These pieces of research indicate that police officers that are within high-risk roles such as response teams can often be exposed to more factors that are linked to higher rates of poor mental health, and mental illnesses, which could have a negative impact on their ability to maintain their same work routine and levels of performance. 

2.2 – Decision Making
Frontline officers have a wide range of responsibilities and expectations built into their role. Response teams are the point of call to deal with emergency calls and have to make continual decisions and risk assessments on how to deal and manage the very dynamic situation to the best of their abilities whilst considering safeguarding themselves, their colleagues, victims and members of the public. Frontline officers also have responsibilities to support other emergency services in a multi-agency response capacity, which includes making decisions on which service may be best suited to provide the relevant support and safeguarding. Another major aspect of their role is to deal with their own workload which involves investigating a number of crimes, responding to victims, completing investigative enquiries, and arrest enquiries. All these aspects of the role evidence the need for constant risk assessment being repeated, and re-evaluated when new information becomes available that could change the risk level. 
Risk assessment is a large part of all police forces, one of the ways that UK Police forces have made strides to support officers and staff in making risk assessment decisions is the introduction of the National Decision Model (NDM). The NDM was developed and introduced in 2005, being further refined in 2012 so that this model could be applied to all decision making and risk assessments across multiple policing areas (College of Policing, 2026). 
The NDM model is centred around the Code of Ethics, which feeds into the six key elements of this model, which is known by the acronym CIAPOAR. This refers to the code of ethics, information and intelligence gathering, assessing threat and risk and develop a working strategy, consideration to what powers and policies are available, identifying options and contingencies, and taking action and reviewing what happened (College of Policing, 2026). 
The NDM was initially developed due to the complex nature of decisions that police have to face, and the model was intended to be a framework for police officers and staff alike to guide and support their decision making whilst ensuring that their decisions are informed by the code of ethics consistently. Other models have been introduced to inform and support decision making in police, such as the Joint Decision Model – JESIP.
The Joint Decision Model was developed directly from the National Decision Model, with one key change being the centre key component. Instead of being the code of ethics, it was changed to “working together, saving lives, reducing harm” (JESIP, 2026).
Decision making in policing has been streamlined in a way that has produced a number of models, acronyms, and other resources to help support police in active decision making and risk assessments. Although the number of resources available to support police in these instances are well known, often a situation can be too immediate and too dynamic for frontline officers to break down their decision making in an orderly fashion to follow such models. During these occasions there is no such expectation that models can be followed entirely, and police are actively encouraged that if they cannot use the model due to the immediacy of a situation to engage in decision making as ethically as possible, keeping the safety of the public at the forefront of these decisions.
Naturally, decision making can be pressuring, or cause anxiety for a multitude of reasons and factors, for example, if a person has not dealt with that situation previously. Although these models do work to the effect of breaking down such decisions to ensure they are as ethical as possible, anxiety and worry over decision making can be prominent. 
Although these models are designed to provide as much guidance as possible, the decision itself is still determined by that individual officer and despite how well informed they may be, the decision could still vary drastically from officer to officer. This could be affected by many variables such as previous experience or personal opinion but a variable that must also be considered is the individual officers mental health. 

2.3 – The biological impact of decision making and mental health 
Research conducted by Hartley and Phelps (2012) indicates that people who experience elevated levels of anxiety can directly impact the pre-frontal cortex of the brain. The pre-frontal cortex is essentially known as the “logical area” of the brain, and should there be high levels of anxiety present it can have a direct impact on this portion of the brain leading to reduced ability to process information effectively. In applying this to frontline policing, frontline officers must deal with traumatic, dynamic, and life-threatening situations daily, which poses the question of how dealing with such incidents so often could impact the officer themselves, and their decision making alike. 
There has been research conducted that indicates the impact stress has on things such as memory. Research conducted by Schwabe, L. 2024, demonstrates that stress can have a profound effect on a number of memory areas such as formation, contextualisation, retrieval, and memory flexibility. This research indicates that stress enhances memory consolidation, this means stressful events tend to be much better remembered than daily events. This can lead to issues related to mental health, issues such as PTSD become more prominent in individuals that have experienced stressful or traumatic incidents. 
At present within policing there is a lot of support and resources available for individuals that have experienced a traumatic incident, or report. One of the main services currently offered to police is through Trauma Risk Management (TRiM). TRiM is a forum that allows individuals who have been involved with traumatic incidents to talk through what happened, how they are feeling and to allow them a space to process the incident. TRiM works on a referral and individual basis, should a police officer or staff have direct involvement with a serious or traumatic incident then they will be identified and referred to the TRiM service which is voluntary. Alternatively, the service is available to police that have identified themselves they would benefit from further support following an incident. One drawback to this method is that as this is a voluntary service for those referred in, a major gap is the mental health stigma that is ever present in police forces. Individuals may refrain from accepting this support on the basis that they may be judged for their involvement in the service, or that these feelings may lead to consequences from their supervisors.
Compassion fatigue is a large issue that has become prominent within the police force. Compassion fatigue is the emotional and physical exhaustion which often comes from being regularly exposed to stressful and/or traumatic situations while delivering or being involved in the care of others. Compassion fatigue can often present similarly to PTSD, and can involved changes in mood, difficulty to connect, and a rigidity to empathise. In research by Stepstone Connect (2019), it is stated that compassion fatigue can be linked to adrenaline levels. This source states that when individuals consistently deliver and work under pressure it can lead to an adrenaline crash, which shows as fatigue, and brain fog. Similarly, this piece of research also indicated that elevated cortisol levels, otherwise known as the stress hormone, can worsen sleep, mood and can significantly undercut recovery. This research evidence’s that individuals in areas such as emergency services could be severely impacted by general fatigue but can also lead to compassion fatigue which could have a direct impact on officers’ ability to make clear and sound decisions. 
Similarly, research conducted by Bournemouth University (2025) demonstrates that police officers in the UK report that due to shift work the experience higher levels of stress due to the higher rate of traumatic and difficult situations they come across during the later hours. This research also indicates that at the time of this research 54% of officers reported sleep disorders, and large number of officers reported resorting to alcohol use to manage their stress levels. This research also reflects the issues that I have found consistent through the other research conducted in that, fatigue and poor sleep quality has been found to significantly impair judgement, which could put the officers and the public at risk. 

2.4 – The need for further research 
I chose this area of research as from my preliminary research I have undertaken has demonstrated to me that there is a need for further understanding regarding mental health and its application in regard to decision making. I have found during my research that the sample area that I am interested in is seemingly underrepresented at this point.
I feel that further research into this area will allow for a more informed and holistic understanding of the impact of mental health in all areas of policing and also help to inform further support in the context of decision making and other areas.
My findings have shown that there are multiple factors that have a negative impact of officers’ mental health such as shift work, mental health stigma, and being under resourced. Operational stress which refers to the exposure to traumatic situations and burnout. Research into these factors is necessary as the causes of metal health and their research allows us to develop a better understanding of what could be considered the route causes of mental health in police officers. Despite what this research has provided a feel that it is missing further fundamental factors that may be uncovered from further research.
Although some of the data that has emerged from my research provides and insight into how officers feel their mental health has impacted them and how researchers have found mental health can impact decision making I am still yet to see any qualitative data directly from officers regarding the impact on their decision making. 
Finding data regarding this may be harder to find due to the stigma and consequences they may feel possible as part of disclosing how they feel on this topic and so they are less likely to provide truthful responses when asked.
They data they may provide without these concerns may provide invaluable information to research on how they can better support officer and how they can determine the effects of mental health on decision making.
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