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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? Your answer must be based on academic research rather than personal experience. 
Operational policing is inherently a demanding and complex profession, requiring officers to engage with a wide array of situations, from routine patrols to high-stakes emergencies. These challenges, while a core part of the job, can have significant implications for the wellbeing of both individual officers and the collective police force. Understanding these impacts is crucial for implementing effective support systems and ensuring the mental and physical health of police officers.
Police officers frequently encounter traumatic events, including violent crimes, accidents, and emergencies that demand quick, decisive action. Repeated exposure to such incidents can lead to Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is a mental health condition caused by very stressful, frightening or distressing events (NHS 2022). There is also a risk of police officers developing anxiety, depression and other mental health issues. Research shows that police officers are susceptible to PTSD compared to the general population, with some studies indicating that as many as 19% of officers may experience PTSD during their career (Isabirye, Namuli and Kinyanda, 2022). Work related stress can also lead to a burnout which is a state of emotional, physical, and mental exhaustion caused by prolonged exposure to stressors. Burnout can diminish an officer’s ability to perform their duties effectively and increase the likelihood of errors in judgement, which can be dangerous in high-risk situations (Santa Maria et al., 2020).
Furthermore, the shift work and irregular hours typical in policing can disrupt circadian rhythms and sleep patterns. Circadian rhythms are 24-hour cycles that are part of the body’s internal clock, running in the background to carry out essential functions and processes. While the body’s internal clock is naturally aligned with the cycle of day and night, travel, work, or an underlying issue can disrupt your circadian rhythm. Keeping a consistent routine and sleep schedule is one of the most important things you can do to maintain a healthy circadian rhythm (Bryan and Guo, 2023). Police officers generally work a range of hours and different times of the day as such this makes it difficult for them to maintain a normal and healthy routine. This can also lead to other health issues such as cardiovascular disease and weakened immune systems. The cote alertness required by the job, coupled with inadequate rest, can also contribute to fatigue, impairing cognitive functions and decision- making abilities.
The stress and demands of policing can extend beyond the individual officer, affecting their family and social relationships. Officers may struggle to disengage from the pressures of the job, leading to emotional distance or conflict within personal relationships. The unpredictable and often extended hours can strain family dynamics, particularly if the officers is frequently absent from important family events. This can lead to isolation where officers might feel disconnected from friends and family who do not fully understand the pressures of their work. Social isolation, in turn, can exacerbate feelings of depression and anxiety, creating a vicious cycle that is difficult to break. In most professions, there is some level of stress. However, the demands placed upon police officers and ongoing threats of—and exposure to—violence leads to extremely high levels of stress daily. Such stress can do more than affect an officer’s job performance; it can also seep into and damage their personal life (Edge Staff, 2017).
The challenges of operational policing also affect group well being and the overall organisational culture within police forces. A high stress environment can foster a culture of cynicism and detachment, where officers become emotionally numbed to the realities of their work as a coping mechanism. This detachment can negatively influence team cohesion, reducing the effectiveness of group operations and decision-making. In extreme cases, it may lead to a breakdown in communication and trust among team members, which is critical for the safe and effective execution of police duties.
Moreover, the stigma surrounding mental health in policing can prevent officers from seeking help, further deteriorating their wellbeing and contributing to a toxic work environment. Peer support programs and mental health resources are essential in addressing this issue, but they are often underutilised due to fear of being perceived as weak of unfit for duty. Policing can negatively impact the mental health of those who work in the field, with causes stemming from either the nature of the job, the organisation, or a combination of both. Stigma surrounding mental health is widespread in policing, leading many to avoid seeking help. Those who do seek assistance are often viewed as pretending to be ill (Bell, Palmer-Conn and Kealey, 2021).
The wellbeing of police officers is not just a matter of internal concern; it also has broader implications for police community relations. Officers who are burnt out, stressed, or suffering from mental health issues may have impaired judgement, leading to negative interactions with the public. This can erode trust between the police forces and the communities they serve, making it more challenging to maintain public safety and order. Negative public perception can further increase stress and pressure on officers, creating a feedback loop that exacerbates existing challenges.
Addressing the impact of operational policing challenges on wellbeing requires a multifaced approach. Mental health programs including counselling and peer support groups, should be made readily available and accessible without stigma. Additionally, regular mental health assessments could help identify early signs of stress and burnout, allowing for timely intervention. Police departments should also promote a work life balance by implementing policies that support regular time off, manageable shift patterns and opportunities for officers to engage in stress-relieving activities.
Mental health has a profound impact on how police officers utilise force, influencing their decision-making processes, emotional, regulation, and ultimately, their interactions with the public. The use of force by law enforcement is a critical issue that requires careful consideration, as it directly affects public trust and the safety of both officers and the general public.
Under stress, the decision making abilities of police officers can become significantly impaired. Stress triggers the body’s fight or flight response, which can lead to a cognitive overload and reduced capacity for rational thinking. When an officer is highly stressed, their ability to assess situations objectively and consider alternative courses of action diminishes. This can result in a quicker resort to using force, as the officer may perceive a greater threat than actually exists or may not fully evaluate the situation.
Research shows that stress can lead to ‘tunnel vision’, where an officers focus narrows, causing them to miss critical details in a situation (Nieuwenhuys and Oudejans, 2011). This can lead to inappropriate or excessive use of force, as officers may react based on a limited perception of the situation rather that a comprehensive understanding.
Stress can also increase an officers emotional reactivity and aggression, both of which can influence the likelihood of using force. High levels of stress can heighten an officers emotional arousal, making them more prone to aggressive behaviour, particularly if they feel threatened or under attack. This heightened state of arousal can lead to a quicker escalation of force, even in situations where a calmer approach might have been effective.
A study by Anderson, Litzenberger, and Plecas (2002) found that officers under significant stress were more likely to engage in aggressive behaviours during simulated confrontations. The study highlighted that stress not only affects the mental state of officers but also their physical responses, making them more likely to use force as a first resort rather than a last.
Stress can reduce an officer’s ability to control impulses, leading to quicker and potentially more forceful responses. In highly stressful situations, the brains prefrontal cortex -which is responsible for reasoning and impulse control – can become less active, while under stress, which governs emotional responses, becomes more dominant. This shift can lead to impulsive, emotion-driven decisions, such as the premature or excessive use of force.
Research suggests that officers who experience chronic stress may have reduced ability to regulate their impulses overtime, making them more susceptible to using force inappropriately (Violanti et al., 2018). This is particularly concerning in high-stress environments where quick decisions are necessary, but where impulse control is also critical to prevent unnecessary harm.
Stress can alter an officer’s perception of threat, making them more likely to interpret ambiguous situations as dangerous. This heightened perception of threat can lead to a more defensive posture and a greater likelihood of using force pre-emptively. Under stress, officers may misinterpret a civilian’s actions as aggressive or threatening, even when they are not, leading to unnecessary use of force.
A study by James, James, and Vila (2016) demonstrated that stress could influence officers to perceive greater threats in scenarios where none existed. This altered threat perception is particularly problematic in diverse communities, where cultural misunderstanding can exacerbate the likelihood of misinterpreting behaviours as threatening.
Chronic stress, which accumulates over time due to the demands of policing, can have a cumulative effect on an officer’s mental health and use of force. Officers experiencing chronic stress are more likely to suffer from burnout, fatigue, and emotional exhaustion, all of which can impair their judgement and increase their reliance on force as a means of control.
Moreover, chronic stress can lead to a lead desensitisation to violence and a decreased ability to empathise with other, making officers more likely to resort to forceful measures. This long-term stress can also contribute to the development of mental health issues, such as PTSD, which further complicates an officers ability to manage stressful situations effectively and without unnecessary force (Papazoglou & Andersen, 2024).
In the United Kingdom police forces utilise Trauma Risk Management, more commonly known as TRiM. This is a peer support system designed to provide psychological support to police officers who have experienced traumatic incident in the line of duty (Oscar Kilo, n.d.). The TRiM process involves trained peers or supervisors identifying officers who might be at risk of developing post traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) or other stress related conditions following a critical incident.
After a potentially traumatic event, such as a serious accident, violent confrontation, or death, officers are identified who may be at risk of trauma. Within a few days, a peer support officer conducts an informal discussion with the affected officer. This session is meant to assess the psychological impact of the event, identify any signs of stress, and offer initial support. If necessary further support or counselling is arranged. The goal is to intervene early to prevent the development of more serious mental health issues. The process is confidential, focussing on creating a safe environment for officers to discuss their concerns without fear of stigma. TRiM is an essential part of many police forces well-being programmes, recognising the high stress nature of policing and its potential psychological toll.
In conclusion, mental health significantly affects the way police officers utilise force, primarily by impairing decision-making, increasing emotional reactivity and aggression, reducing impulse control, altering threat perception, and contributing to the long term psychological impact of chronic stress. Understanding these effects is crucial for developing training programs, support systems, and policies that help officers manage stress effectively, thereby reducing the likelihood of inappropriate or excessive use of force. Addressing stress in policing not only protects mental health of officers but also enhances the safety and trust of the communities they serve.
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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? Your answer must be based on academic research rather than personal experience, but you may refer to recent examples of high-profile critical and major incidents
In recent years, policing has been significantly challenged by a series of high-profile critical and major incidents worldwide. These events, ranging from terrorist attacks and public disorder to high-stakes hostage situations and large-scale natural disasters, have tested the preparedness, response, and adaptability of law enforcement agencies. The lessons learned from these incidents have led to the development of new best practices, shaping modern policing to be more resilient, responsive, and community-focused. This essay explores the key lessons gleaned from recent critical incidents and examines how these insights have been integrated into best practices for policing.
One of the foremost lessons learned from recent critical incidents is the paramount importance of preparedness and proactive planning. Events such as the Manchester Arena bombing in 2017 and the Grenfell Tower fire the same year highlighted the necessity of having robust emergency plans in place. These incidents revealed gaps in communication, coordination, and resource allocation, emphasizing the need for law enforcement agencies to develop comprehensive contingency plans.
In response to these challenges, best practices now stress the importance of regular training exercises, including multi-agency simulations that replicate the complexities of real-life scenarios. Law enforcement agencies are encouraged to adopt a more dynamic approach to risk assessment, considering a wider range of potential threats and preparing for the
unexpected. The concept of "resilience" has become central, with police forces focusing not just on immediate response capabilities but also on long-term recovery and adaptation strategies.
Effective communication and coordination have emerged as critical components of successful incident management. The 2015 Paris terrorist attacks and the 2017 Las Vegas shooting underscored the challenges of maintaining clear, consistent communication during high-pressure situations. In these incidents, miscommunication and the lack of a unified command structure contributed to delays and confusion, ultimately affecting the efficiency of the response.
To address these issues, best practices in policing now emphasize the establishment of integrated command and control systems that facilitate real-time information sharing across agencies. The adoption of common communication platforms and protocols ensures that all responders—from police and fire services to medical teams—can coordinate their efforts seamlessly. Additionally, the role of technology has been highlighted, with advancements in digital communication tools, such as encrypted messaging systems and geospatial mapping, being increasingly incorporated into police operations.
The importance of community engagement and trust-building has been reinforced by several high-profile incidents, particularly those involving police use of force. The deaths of George Floyd in the United States in 2020 and the subsequent global protests highlighted deep-seated issues of racial bias and the erosion of trust between law enforcement and the communities they serve. These events prompted widespread calls for police reform, focusing on accountability, transparency, and the need to rebuild public trust.
In response, best practices have evolved to prioritize community policing models that foster closer relationships between officers and the communities they serve. This includes initiatives such as regular community meetings, the establishment of civilian oversight committees, and the implementation of body-worn cameras to increase transparency. Moreover, police forces are now more committed to diversifying their ranks, ensuring that the composition of law enforcement reflects the demographics of the communities they serve, which helps to build trust and enhance cultural competency.
Recent critical incidents have also underscored the significant impact of mental health on both the public and law enforcement officers. Incidents involving individuals with mental health crises, such as the Toronto van attack in 2018, have demonstrated the need for specialized training for police officers in de-escalation techniques and crisis intervention. Moreover, the cumulative stress experienced by officers responding to such incidents has highlighted the importance of addressing mental health and wellbeing within police forces.
Best practices now incorporate comprehensive mental health training as a standard component of police education. Officers are trained in recognizing signs of mental illness and in using non-lethal methods to de-escalate potentially volatile situations. Additionally, police departments are increasingly offering mental health support services to their officers, including access to counselling, peer support programs, and initiatives like Trauma Risk Management (TRiM), which provide ongoing support following critical incidents. These practices help to ensure that officers are not only better equipped to handle mental health crises but also that their own mental health needs are adequately addressed.
The rapid advancement of technology has played a pivotal role in shaping modern policing practices, especially in the wake of critical incidents. The use of data analytics, artificial intelligence (AI), and surveillance technologies has become increasingly prevalent in law enforcement, providing new tools for crime prevention, incident response, and post-incident analysis.
For instance, the use of CCTV footage and facial recognition technology was instrumental in identifying the perpetrators of the 2013 Boston Marathon bombing. Similarly, the deployment of drones and real-time data analytics has proven invaluable in managing large-scale events and monitoring public spaces. These technologies not only enhance situational awareness but also allow for more informed decision-making during critical incidents.
However, the integration of technology into policing also raises important ethical considerations, particularly regarding privacy and civil liberties. Best practices now emphasize the need for clear guidelines and oversight mechanisms to ensure that the use of technology in policing is both effective and respectful of individual rights. This includes the development of policies that govern the use of surveillance tools, as well as ensuring transparency and accountability in how data is collected, stored, and used.
High-profile incidents have demonstrated that no single agency can effectively manage the complexities of a major incident alone. The London Bridge attack in 2017 and the Hurricane Katrina response in 2005 are prime examples of incidents where the coordination between multiple agencies was crucial to the overall effectiveness of the response.
These events have led to the recognition that interagency collaboration is essential for managing major incidents. Best practices now emphasize the importance of establishing strong relationships between law enforcement, emergency services, military units, and other relevant organizations. Joint training exercises, regular communication, and the establishment of liaison roles are all strategies that have been implemented to enhance interagency cooperation.
Additionally, the development of joint incident command systems (ICS) has become a standard practice. These systems provide a structured approach to coordinating efforts across multiple agencies, ensuring that resources are effectively allocated, and that all parties are working towards a common goal. The ICS framework has proven to be an invaluable tool in managing the complexity and scale of modern-day critical incidents.
Policing practices must continuously evolve to address emerging threats, including terrorism, cybercrime, and organized criminal networks. Recent incidents, such as the 2019 Christchurch Mosque shootings in New Zealand and the increasing prevalence of ransomware attacks, have highlighted the need for law enforcement agencies to adapt to new and evolving forms of criminal activity.
Best practices now focus on the importance of intelligence-led policing, where data-driven insights are used to anticipate and prevent criminal activities. This approach involves the integration of advanced analytical tools and the collaboration between law enforcement and intelligence agencies to identify and mitigate potential threats before they materialize. Additionally, police forces are placing greater emphasis on cybercrime units and digital forensics capabilities to combat the growing threat of cyber-related incidents.

The integration of counter-terrorism strategies into everyday policing has also become more prevalent. This includes the training of officers in recognizing and responding to signs of radicalization and the establishment of specialized counter-terrorism units within police forces. The goal is to create a more agile and responsive policing model that can effectively address the multifaceted nature of modern threats.
Incidents involving the use of excessive force and the subsequent public outcry have reinforced the need for greater accountability and transparency in policing. The Black Lives Matter movement, sparked by the killing of George Floyd, has brought global attention to issues of police brutality and systemic racism, leading to widespread demands for reform.
In response, best practices in policing now place a stronger emphasis on accountability measures. This includes the implementation of body-worn cameras, the use of independent oversight bodies to investigate allegations of misconduct, and the adoption of more transparent reporting practices. The goal is to ensure that police actions are subject to scrutiny and that officers are held accountable for their conduct.
Additionally, there has been a growing recognition of the importance of ethical policing. Training programs now incorporate modules on ethics, human rights, and cultural competency, with the aim of fostering a policing culture that is respectful, fair, and just. This shift towards ethical policing is seen as essential for rebuilding public trust and ensuring that police forces operate with integrity.
Effective leadership has been identified as a crucial factor in the successful management of critical incidents. The actions of police leaders during events such as the 2015 San Bernardino attack and the response to the COVID-19 pandemic have demonstrated the importance of decisive and informed leadership in guiding the overall response effort.
Best practices now emphasize the need for leadership development within police forces, focusing on crisis management, decision-making, and communication skills. Police leaders are encouraged to adopt a more adaptive leadership style, one that is capable of navigating the complexities of modern-day incidents and providing clear direction in times of uncertainty.
The importance of ethical leadership has also been highlighted, with police leaders being called upon to act with integrity and to set a positive example for their officers. This includes fostering a culture of accountability, promoting transparency, and prioritizing the well-being of both the public and their officers. By cultivating strong and ethical leadership, police forces are better equipped to manage critical incidents and to build public trust.
The lessons learned from recent high-profile critical and major incidents have been instrumental in shaping modern policing practices. From the importance of preparedness and effective communication to the need for community engagement and the integration of technology, these insights have translated into best practices that enhance the ability of law enforcement agencies to respond to and manage complex incidents. 
However, these advancements are not merely procedural; they represent a fundamental shift in the philosophy of policing. The emphasis on community trust, ethical leadership, and mental health reflects a broader understanding that policing is not just about enforcing the law, but also serving and protecting the community with integrity and compassion. The holistic approach acknowledges the intricate and interconnected nature of modern society, where law enforcement must be adaptable, culturally aware, and attuned to the needs of the public.
As policing continues to evolve in response to new challenges, it is crucial that law enforcement agencies remain committed to learning from past experiences and continuously improving their practices. By fostering a culture of accountability, transparency, and collaboration, police forces can build stronger relationships with the communities they serve and ensure a safer, more just society. The integration of these lessons into everyday policing is not just about preventing future incidents but about shaping a future where the values of justice, equity, and humanity are at the forefront of law enforcement efforts.
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