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1. Introduction

Throughout this chapter, I will be reviewing former research conducted into mental health, the mental health of South Wales police officers, the causes of poor mental health and looking into potential initiatives/ support that could be provided. Moreover, I will be using the literature review to identify gaps in research regarding this this and aim for my research to reduce the literature gap. 
This chapter is going to consist of three areas; the first being research conducted into mental health in Wales. Mental health is the main body of my project so furthering my knowledge of the topic will assist in conducting my research. I will then go on to display research relating to police officers’ mental health, and causes of poor mental health, including whether operational factors within policing have an impact. 

Moreover, I am going to be presenting research conducted into sickness within the police and the effect that this has on officers, such as sickness leave. 

2. Mental health in Wales

Mental health includes an individual’s emotional, psychological and social well-being. Mental health effects how an individual thinks, feels and acts – it can also determine how the individual handles stress, relate to others, and make choices (mentalhealth.gov, 2022).  

Mental health is an issue globally. Five of the ten leading causes of disability worldwide are mental health problems (Gaston and Harnois, 2000). Research conducted by the United Kingdom Department of Health and the Confederation of British Industry conducted research which suggests that approximately fifteen to thirty percent of workers will experience some form of mental health problem during their working lives. Their research suggested that mental health problems are a leading cause of illness and disability (Gaston and Harnois, 2000). It has been estimated that twenty percent of the adult working population has some type of mental health problem at any given time (Stakes, 1999). Further research conducting in the United states of America estimated that more than “forty million people have some type of mental health disorder and, of that around four to five million adults are considered seriously mental ill, with depressive disorders represent one of the most common health problems of adults working in the Unites states of America (United states National Institute on Disability and rehabilitation research, 1993).

Furthermore, the impact of mental health problems in the workplace has serious consequences not only for the individual but also for the productivity of the enterprise. “Employee performance, rates of illness, absenteeism, accidents, and staff turnover are all affected by employees’ mental health status. In the United Kingdom, for example, 80 million days are lost every year due to mental illnesses, costing employers £1-2 billion each year” (The mental health Foundation, 2000).  

As shown above, poor mental health in Wales is increasing and can have a negative impact on the individual’s work life. Currently, one in four adults suffer with a mental health illness at some point throughout their life (Welsh Government, 2019). This figure includes front line police officers. The physical dangers of being a police officer are widely known however the psychological danger is often overlooked. 



3. Mental health of police officers

Although there is excess research into the mental health of NHS workers, Police officers seem to be excluded from this with it focussing on health-care workers specially. Sufficient research has not been conducted into the mental health of front-line police officers, with even less research being conducted on South Wales Police Officers specifically. Different areas will have different crime rates therefore some police forces could be exposed to more traumatic events than others due to having a higher crime rate than other areas. One limitation to this is when conducting research in one area but generalising it to all, such as mental health of police officers in England and Wales the result is not truly inclusive and as a result the result could be incorrect. Therefore, research specially focusing on South Wales Police force area is needed to achieve a true reflection of their police officer’s mental health. 


Police officers are underrepresented in mental health studies which results in a literature gap being identified however one significant piece of literature into police officers mental health was carried out by the mental health charity MIND who conducted research into ‘blue light services’ in England, looking at the mental health and well-being in police officers, fire brigade, ambulance and search and rescue personnel (MIND, 2015). The research showed that 91% of police personnel experienced stress, low mood, or poor mental health, with policing having the highest levels of officers having personal experience of mental health problems among all services. This research is influential as it identified the struggles that ‘blue light services’ face. Mental health is an important topic that is often discussed with members of the public however there is insufficient research into ‘blue light workers’ who are suffering with their mental health. 
 
One of the limitations with MIND’s research is that it is not exclusive to Police officers within South Wales or even Wales. The research only included police forces in England. Different areas have different crime rates meaning places that have a higher crime rate could potentially be exposed to more traumatic incidents therefore their mental health could be worse. For example, Wales consists of four forces, all of which have different crime rates. Gwent police force has 91.1 crimes per 1,000 population, North Wales police force has 96.2 crimes per 1,000 population, Dyfed Powys police force has 80.9 crimes per 1,000 population and South Wales police has 77.7 crimes per 1,000 population (Statista, 2022). These statistics are the result of a survey that was conducted from April 2021 to March 2022. As you can see the crime rates varies therefore conducting research into mental health of police officers in Wales could result in bias results due to certain areas being more exposed to traumatic events. However, this research then goes on to contradict the above as it highlights that the key stressors were not dealing with traumatic incidents (33%) but were organisational change (57%), excessive workloads (55%) and ‘pressure’ from management (47%).

This survey was then replicated in 2018 with over 18,000 officers taking part (15% of employed officers). Of those that took part, 79.3% reported having experienced feelings of stress, low mood, anxiety or other difficulties with their mental health and well-being within the previous 12 months, with 94.2% indicating that these difficulties had been caused or made worse by work, such as high workloads and a poor work/life balance (Elliott-Davies, 2018). This research implies that traumatic events do not solely impact an officer’s mental health.

On the contrary, to this, research conducted in 2019 shows that from a survey of 16,857 responses from police officers and staff that 90% of police workers who responded had been exposed to trauma, and almost one in five had symptoms consistent with either PTSD or complex PTSD (Police care UK, 2019). This contradicts the research conducted by MIND as it suggests that traumatic incidents are the cause of poor mental health in police officers. 

While all policing roles are clearly demanding, it has been recognised that some are more stressful than others such as those involving violence (including domestic abuse), child abuse, serious sexual abuse and child homicide investigations which have been found to have a profound effect on the officers that investigate them (Gray and Rydon-Grange, 2019). This is also supported by Figley (2002) whose research highlights that the very act of caring for a traumatised individual leads to a “cost” for the caregiver, which in this case is the police officer. 

I also gathered research regarding the mental health of officers in other countries. One being research conducted into the mental health of officers in Texas. The results showed that in a study of “four hundred and thirty-four officers, twelve percent of the had a lifetime mental health diagnosis and twenty-six percent reported current symptoms of mental health. Seventeen percent of said officers had sought mental health care services in the past twelve months (Jetelina, 2020). 

Along with this research, the study also identified four barriers as to why police officers were not accessing mental health services. The first being that the officer was not able to identify that they are struggling with their mental health, concerns about confidentiality, belief that mental health specialist would not understand due to them not being in the occupation, and lastly due to the stigma that officers who seek mental health services are not fit for duty (Jetelina, 2020). 

This study also suggests that mental health diagnosis is higher in female police officers, officers who are divorced, widowed, or separated and officers with military experience (Jetelina, 2020). This is not the only research to suggest this. I am going to explore this further by including gender, marital status and military experience in my questionnaire. The results of this can be in the methodology and results chapter of this research project. 

Although this research provides insight into police officers mental health, it has its limitations. One being that the participants were all from the same police department. Unlike MIND’s research that conducted its research across forty-three police forces. By only conducting research in one police department, the external validity is limited. To prevent this, my sample group will include officers from South Wales police force to ensure that my research question of analysing South Wales police officer’s mental health is met.

While research showing that police officers suffer with their mental health exists, research conducted on South Wales Police officers is non-existent. I aim to change this by conducting my research solely on south Wales police officers.

4. Causes of poor mental health

Trauma occurs when an individual goes through what they perceive to be very stressful, frightening, or   distressing events (MIND, n.d). Further research conducted by MIND (n.d) state that trauma can occur because of a one-off or ongoing events, being directly harmed, and witnessing harm to another. 
Further research suggests that acute stress occurs when an individual experiences what they perceive to be a traumatic event (Ohwovoriole, 2021). Being exposed to these kinds of events can lead to many health issues, both physically and mentally. Some symptoms include heart palpitations, chest pain, increased heart rate and anxiety. Once the event or danger is perceived to be over the acute stress declines. However, when an individual is regularly faced with a traumatic event or a situation that they perceive to be dangerous, meaning they experience acute stress regularly – this leads to mental health problems such as PTSD (Anshel, 2000). 

Supporting this is Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (2013) which highlights that “experiencing repeated or extreme exposure to aversive details of the traumatic events”, such as collecting human remains, being exposed to details of child abuse and rape, witnessing domestic abuse. The above traumatic events consist of police officers roles, some of which they could have attended in the same day. This exposure to repeated traumatic events is extremely relevant to police officers (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 2013). Exposure to trauma is an occupational hazard for police officers and it would be naïve to suggest that officers could reduce the number of traumatic events they are exposed to. Be that as it may further initiatives and support could be provided to officers to lower the impact that the exposure to traumatic events has on their mental health. I am going to further explore this within the questionnaire section of my project, whereby the results of this can be located in the methodology and results chapter of this project.

However, other research suggests that experiencing traumatic events and post-traumatic stress disorder are not directly linked. Research suggests that individuals react to traumatic events differently even if said individuals have experiences the same traumatic event such as a fatal road accident or sudden death (Levin et al, 2014). This contradicts the research conducted by the Anshel (2000) because as it states there is no direct connection.  



5. Relationship between mental health and officer sickness

Another aspect of my project is researching sickness records of South Wales police officers and determining whether their mental health played a factor. Mental health disorders are a leading cause to long-term work incapacity and sickness absence (Harvey, Modini, Joyce, Milligan-Saville, Tan, Mykletun, Bryant, Christensen, and Mitchell, 2017). Studies show that throughout the United Kingdom, sickness absence of police officers is increasing (Hargreaves et al, 2018). Approximately one hundred and thirty thousand officers employed across the United Kingdom (Hargreaves et al, 2018) with over half taking sickness leaved for mental health related illnesses in the past five years (Police Firearms Officer Association, 2017). Further studies have been conducted in other countries such as Australia, whose research highlighted that there is a higher prevalence of mental illness among the police and emergency services than other professions (Harman, 2019). This shows that police officers mental health is an issue globally and not just in Wales. 

Policing has been identified as being one of the top three occupations in the Occupational Disease Intelligence Network (ODIN) system for Surveillance of Occupational stress and mental illness (COEH, 2000). ODIN is a network that gathers data on the prevention of ill health associated with work, the promotion of health at work, and the burden and risks of ill health. The aim of the network is to prevent work related ill-health. The network gathers data and creates initiatives to prevent work related ill-health (Carder, Hussey, Money, Gittins, McNamee, Stocks, Sen, and Agius, 2017). Between 2010 and 2019, 6,543 cases of work-related diseases were reported by occupational physicians, of these cases 59 percent were related to mental ill health (Occupational Physicians Reporting activity, n.d). This shows that poor mental health within policing is common. 

The lack of support for police officers suffering with poor mental health has been identified in many countries, one being in New York whereby a stress reduction programme for police officers was created in 1996 and named “peer support”. The programme was created as a result of 26 police officers committing suicide from 1994 through to 1995 (Finn, 2000). The programme liaised with the city council resulting in 150 officer “peers” being trained to aid their colleagues. These volunteers operated a twenty-four-hour hotline, which allowed officers to have a first point of contact and screening for officers who reported stress-related difficulties and encouraged individuals who required more intense help to seek it (Finn, 2000). The peer support officers would then send referrals on behalf of the officer to one of the sixty health practitioners that were trained in law enforcement stress. The programme highlighted the number of officers requiring assistance and support – between 1996 and 1998 the hotline received 1500 calls and led to over 650 referrals (Finn, 2000). 


Further research published by Police firearms officer association (2017) stated that the amount of police officers signed off work due to stress has doubled since 2013. “Across the four Welsh police forces, eighty-six officers were too ill to work in June 2017 due to mental health issues” (Police Firearms officers association, 2017). This is a hundred and thirty percent increase compared to 2013 where only thirty-seven officers were too ill to work. South Wales police had the highest number of officers (sixty) off work due to stress in June 2017 (Police firearms officers association, 2017). The National federation’s head of criminal claims, Calum Macleod in 2017 stated that he believed the high number of sicknesses within South Wales police officers was due to the stigma attached to officer’s who suffer with their mental health, stating “they don’t want to let their colleagues and the public down as well as the concerns it might impact their career prospects”. Macleod went on to say that since 2009, a cut of 20,000 officers in England and Wales has increased the pressure on front line police officers.  





6. CONCLUSION

To conclude this section of the project, I have highlighted clear gap in research conducted into south Wales Police officers’ mental health. I have discovered limitations within research claiming to be inclusive to all areas by researching the crime rates in different areas which clearly resulted in different areas having different crime rates. 

I will be conducting my research on police officers exclusively within South Wales Police force area. This shows the importance of my research as I aim to reduce the literature gap in this topic by my research being conducting purely on South Wales police officers. 

My research will assist in the topic being further explored as it is specific and will reduce the literature gap that currently exists. 
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