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LITERATURE REVIEW
Current research suggests that work related stress in the Police force is becoming more significant. There are many devised definitions of work-related stress. The NHS (2023) proposes that work related stress is related to the pressures people face which may impact their moods and quality of life, effecting physical and mental health. Similarly, Selye (1976) supports this in stating that the condition of stress is linked to a low emotional state. 
Work-related stress in United Kingdom (UK) police forces is prevalent as the role of a police officer in its wholes can be stressful due to the intensity and unpredictability of calls they may be dispatched to. Police officers are constantly exposed to stressors when dealing with calls such as violent life-or-death situations, sudden deaths, mental health cases and much more (Police Care UK, 2025). Furthermore, Purba (2019) suggests officers may also be subjected to organisational stressors such as long working hours, irregular shift pattens, public scrutiny and a lack of support. 
This literature review includes existing research surrounding work-related stress in UK policing, the causes and impacts. research gathered will identify similar themes and or gaps, which will provide further reading and insight on this topic. Understanding the factors highlighted is important in the development on supporting officers’ well-being and operational efficiency. 

2. Causes of work-related stress
The causes of work-related stress in UK policing are suggested to be rooted from the job itself. These stressors are categorised into the following sections: operational, organisational and external (Gavin, et al; 2024). 
2.1 Operational Stressors
Demou et al (2020) says operational stressors are challenges that officers may experience during their most emotional and intense front-line responsibilities an example of this is the increased and recurrent traumatic incidents like sudden deaths and cases of domestic abuse. This is supported by Porter, C.N & Gavin, P (2024) where they imply that traumatic events such as domestic violence and deceased bodies are two of the most common causes of operational stressors. UK policing is considered to be very demanding due to the number of reports received daily that are required to be reviewed, risk graded and then for an officer to be dispatched to deal with the incident (Dunnett, et al; 2018). In correlation to this, Police Care UK (2024) highlights that officers don’t have enough time to process the previous incident, before they are dispatched to another. Furthermore, Police Care UK (2024) also states “an officer could see 400-600 traumatic events during an average career”, suggesting most officers will experience burnout, emotional numbness and exhaustion regularly in their career. In relation to this, officers within departments such as Road Policing and Specialist Operations (RPSO) and tactical Firearms Unit (TFU) will respond to the more higher risk incidents making them more vulnerable to operational stressors (GOV.UK, 2022). Which suggests these units are expected to be alert and continuously making the necessary decisions, even if this involves harm to themselves or others. 
2.2 Organisational Stressors
Organisational stressors occur from the structure of the police force in the UK including issues like work overload, lack of resources and managerial support and the recovery time between shifts being insufficient (Purba & Demou, 2019). 
One study produced by Mind (2022) found that 91% of police officers had reported they have experienced mental health problems linked to their work environment listing the factors mentioned above. Despite this study being related to the UK Police Force, the reliability and accuracy of the study should be considered. This survey is conducted every seven years therefore, posing the question, does the survey need to be conducted more regularly to ensure statistics are kept current and up to date? In addition to this, Car (2023) data was collated regarding probation services in the UK Police workforce where the (Ministry of Justice, 2023) discovered in 2023 there has been a 13.2% rise in probation staff. Thus, due to the decrease in staffing numbers of more experienced Police Officers meaning they have had to expand the Professional Qualification in Probation (PQiP) programme (Car, 2023). To reinforce this point Fright et al, (2023) provides the following statistic “the police workforce leaver rate reached 9.6% in 2022/23, the highest level since at least 2007/08.”  This can be considered as a reliable source as it was published for the Government Institution. 
Numerous articles have highlighted the current issue with the increased workload that Police Officers are having to endure. A report by Police Federation of England and Wales (2020) shows that “77% of officers experienced stress, anxiety, or low mood in the last year, with 90% attributing it to workload and poor work-life balance”. However, this survey was conducted in 2020 therefore suggesting these statistics may have changed in recent years. Alternatively, a more recent survey conducted by UNISON (2024) states that 57% of front-line officers hold the view that their administrative workload is becoming unmanageable. 
2.3 External Stressors
Among the internal stressors previously mentioned, external factors can also play a significant role in causing work-related stress. Although some articles have mentioned public scrutiny on the police being one of the causes of external stressors for example Stanislas (2025) states 52% of UK adults had decreasing confidence in their police force tackling local crime comparing the same statistic conducted in 2019 with 39%. This lack of confidence by the public implies that police officers may feel significant pressure when carrying out their duties and responsibilities. Despite this statistic, it is evident that there is a lack of research and data surrounding this factor. In turn, highlighting a gap and need for more research and data regarding the public pressure that police officers receive on a regular basis. 

3. Impacts of work-related stress
As a result of work-related stress in the UK Police force, the long-term impacts are prevalent for front-line officers which in turn affects the efficiency of the organisation (UNISON, 2024). Therefore, if there is a lack of efficiency within the force, this can further impact the people in which it serves. Some of these impacts relate to mental health problems (Police Federation in England and Wales, 2020).
3.1 Mental health
One of major impacts of work-related stress is low mental health, leading to symptoms of depression and anxiety. “Mental health is a state of mental well-being that enables people to cope with the stresses of life, realize their abilities, learn well and work well, and contribute to their community” (World Health Organization, 2022). Jetelina et al (2020) piloted a study which showed that 12% of the participants have received a mental health diagnosis and 26% had on-going mental illness like anxiety. These symptoms of mental illness can later lead to Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) (NHS (2022). NHS (2022) refers to PTSD as an individual experiencing a traumatic or distressing event which can affect their day-to-day life due to symptoms such as nightmares, guilt, concentration, among more. In support of this Police Federation of England and Wales (2024) 14,508 police officers were signed off due to mental health
3.2 Physical health 
Work-related stress can also lead to physical health problems. Any type of stress can negatively affect an individual’s body where they may experience symptoms like high blood pressure, muscle tension, effects on their immune system, headaches, as well as fatigue and sleep deprivation (NHS, 2022). Insufficient sleep and increased fatigue due to irregular shift patterns have been consistently reported by police officers in the UK, which leads to an increased risk of officers regularly commuting between incidents under pressure and at times excessive speed (Taylor, 2023). Thus, suggesting a greater risk for the police officer and other road users. Similarly, College of Policing (2023) corroborates with Taylor (2023) in stating that “51.9% of respondents had been involved in a ‘near miss’ incident, such as a kerb strike, lane departure or almost had a collision”.
3.3 Job performance 
Police officers require the skills to think clearly, adapt to everchanging information and have the ability to make rational decisions at a fast pace due to the nature of the job. Nonetheless, work-related stress can hinder these abilities, increasing the risk of poor decision-making further affecting the outcome of the incident (Violanti et al., 2020). Various research has demonstrated the decrease in performance levels of police officers because of the stress factors despite the experience and training most officers may have. Anderson et al (2019) has indicated this within their study. Conversely, Murray et al (2023) emphasised the need for research to focus upon the performance levels of police officers within environments that simulate realistic, stressful incidents that they may face on the job and how this can help them to manage their stress. In correspondence to this, College of Policing (2023) highlight that the significance of stress levels of police officers can have a high impact on their abilities to make rational and ethical decisions when on duty. Additionally, Chikwem (2017) offers the view that there is a lack of research which studies the relationship between work-related stress of a police officer and their job performance. 
3.4 Organisation impacts
Although work-related stress can majorly affect police officers’ mental and physical wellbeing, it is important to consider the sequential impact this can have on the Police Force service itself. A survey conducted by Cartwright & Roach (2020) which was collated over a timeframe of ten years (2008 – 2018), investigated absences of police officers due to psychological illnesses and found that 8.82% of said absences were due to stress and/ or trauma. Despite these findings, the accuracy of this research could be questioned due to it being slightly outdated. However, a more recent study supports this. The data from 23 UK police forces between the years of 2019 and 2023 underlines a 40% increase (on average) of absences due to psychological illnesses (Quin, 2024), confirming an upward trend in stress-related absences. 

4. Strategies available to support Police Officers
In recent years the causes and impacts of work-related stress on the UK police force has become more apparent in which strategies have been implemented to support police officers (College of Policing, 2022). However, there is lack of understanding on how effective these strategies and interventions are (College of Policing, 2022). The focal points of this section will highlight both individual and organisational approaches of support, their accessibility and the challenges that may still occur. It is important to note that personal tolerances, environmental factors, and personality traits should factor into the consideration of effective coping strategies (Bongelli et al., 2021) implying that some strategies that work for some people may not necessarily be as effective for others. 
4.1 Organisational Strategies
One well-known strategy used amongst UK police forces is Trauma risk Management (TRiM) (Watson & Andrews; 2018); a method “to identify risks for people who may suffer poor mental health following traumatic experiences” (England. N, 2020). Moreover, a UK study found that those undertaking the TRiM programme were more inclined to seek mental health treatment but were still negatively subjective to PTSD symptoms (Watson & Andrews, 2018). In light of the TRiM programme, a different study Hesketh & Tehrani (2018) offers the view that whilst it gave police officers peer support, the long-term effects showed a mixed result in reducing psychological distress and improving sustained mental wellbeing. Thus, implying that the success of this approach will be dependent on the individual and what suits them best. 
Another police focussed strategy used to tackle work-related stressors is the Oscar Kilo service whereby their focus is to support police forces in bettering their wellbeing as well as ensuring they are meeting their legal and moral obligations (Oscar Kilo, 2025). A national wellbeing survey by Oscar Kilo (2023) which received 23, 616 responses from police officers, demonstrated a decline in depressive and anxiety symptoms, an increase in resilience and confidence in carrying out officer duties and maintaining a sense of control when on shift. On the other hand, limitations of wellbeing within the police are still apparent. More specifically relating to police officer perceptions around their force supporting their wellbeing, revealing the need to reduce the stigma around seeking mental health support (Edwards & Kotera, 2020). 
4.2 Individualised Strategies
Individualised strategies involve processes that an individual may seek independently to reduce their stress levels, with no link to the organisation they work for itself. There are well-documented strategies offered that police officers can implement into their daily lives. These range from peer support, physical activity and exercise, mindfulness, private therapy, among more (Minds, 2022). Nevertheless, individuals may adopt unhealthy habits to manage their stress such as alcohol/drug misuse an/ or a sedentary lifestyle (Restrepo & Lemos, 2021).
Casperson et al (1985) define physical activity as “any bodily movement produced by skeletal muscles that result in energy expenditure”. Although this definition was produced in 1985, World Health Organization (2024) also provide us with this exact definition showing reliability of the source.  Research by Alshehre (2023) shows the benefits of physical activity; increases endorphin production in turn helping to reduce fatigue, depression and anxiety symptoms and improves quality of sleep. In correspondence to this research, Oliver et al (2022) carried out a study involving 852 police officers in the UK where their evaluation concluded physical activity improves mood, depression and anxiety. 
Private therapy can also be known as counselling. NHS (2023) provides us with the definition that “Counselling is a talking therapy that involves a trained therapist listening to you and helping you find ways to deal with emotional issues”. Otto & Gatens (2025) states that police officers believe that they will be judged and misunderstood by private therapists due to a lack of understanding of the police culture. Similarly, Edwards & Kotera (2020) demonstrates that police officer may be reluctant to seek help from therapists due the stigma of seeking mental health support, meaning some may view it as being form of weakness. There is limited evidence and research available regarding the positive aspects of private therapy for police officers. 

5. Summary of Literature
In summary, these findings have established that organisational stressors such as staff shortages, workload, and shift patterns as well as operational factors like exposure to trauma and public scrutiny are the main stress causes within the UK police force (Purba & Demou, 2019; Gullon-Scott et al., 2022). Research has shown the various mental and physical impact these causes can have on police officers (Minds, 2022; Oliver et al., 2023).  Furthermore, numerous strategies and interventions to help support officers with their mental health were also identified, including the TRiM programme and the Oscar Kilo service. These interventions can be referred to as organisational strategies. Findings revealed from studies by Hesketh & Tehrani (2018) mixed results in these strategies to assist police officers in managing work-related stress. 
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