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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? 

This essay will detail the challenges of operational policing on an individual and will also detail the impacts on personal wellbeing including how to manage it. Operational policing will be explained, including the many examples of scenarios that officers are expected to deal with which can cause trauma (Jetelina et al, 2020). It will detail what can cause an officer’s wellbeing to decline however what can also help it improve. This includes a stressful work pattern (College of policing, 2018) and a good sleep routine (NHS, no date). It is highlighted that females are more likely to suffer with their mental health and wellbeing due to the different experiences within the role between men and women with gendered stress including sexual harassment (Angehrn et al, 2021). Statistics will show in a 2015 survey of just over 3,000 people that 90% of officers confirmed their suffering with their wellbeing (MIND, 2015) however it is also down to management to help officers manage their workload including wellbeing (Silcox, 2016).

All issues of operational policing that concern police officers up to the rank of Chief Inspector fall under the purview of the operational policing workstream. It includes a number of priorities such as, public order, roads policing, digital policing, terrorism (Police Federation, No Date). Police operations need to be versatile and diverse due to the varying nature of crime. Officers need to be prepared to respond to a variety of scenarios, such as an explosives threat, a suspect making off (National Institute of Justice, No Date), child abuse calls, domestic violence and homicides (Jetelina et al, 2020). There are six hazards that cause stress, anxiety, depression and burnout. This includes but not limited to, demand such as work patterns, control; meaning how much control you have as an employee, support such as from your line of management, relationships, with colleagues, change which includes communication (College of Policing, 2018). 

Officers must have the right equipment and training to perform these tasks as safely and effectively as possible (National Institute of Justice, No Date). The five principles of operational aims include “Performance led, intelligence supported, community focused, problem solving, integration and partnership” (Greater Manchester Police, No Date). It is stated by Peterson (2024) that “Mental wellbeing, in general, is the state of thriving in various areas of life, such as in relationships, at work, play, and more, despite ups and downs”  however police officers especially can be particularly susceptible to poor mental health if they lack personal attributes that help them manage, or if they have no support networks such as friends and family (Loriol, 2016). 

It is reported that police officers are more susceptible to a variety of mental illnesses than the general public due to the nature of their roles. Female officers being 1.66 times more likely than male police officers to report any heightened symptoms of different mental illnesses and more likely to screen positively for mental health disorders (Angehrn et al, 2021). This is because a police officers’ role is considered more dangerous having been exposed to distressing incidents including “traffic collisions, informing people of the death of a loved one” (Cartwright, and Roach, 2020). Studies have shown that men and women have very different professional experiences in policing. Hegemonic masculinity appears to define police culture, and it seems to have a detrimental effect on both men and women (Angehrn et al, 2021).
Even though both male and female police officers deal with similar issues, female officers are considered to be under more stress. According to previous research, female police officers face gendered stresses that their male colleagues do not frequently encounter such as sexual harassment, social rejection and discrimination based on gender (Treese, 2023). In the year ending March 2023, 34.7% of officers identified as female which is almost a ten percent increase compared to March 2010, where statistics were 25.1% at the time.  Each year, female recruitment has increased including promotion statistics at 30.5% (Home Office, 2024). This evidencing that mental health within policing will continue to increase due to the increase in recruitments. 

In 2015, a charity called MIND ran an online poll to learn more about mental health issues experienced by emergency personnel and to guide the creation of the larger Blue Light initiative. A wide range of subjects were addressed in the questions, such as stigma experiences, coping mechanisms, sources of support, information needs, and organisational help. This survey was conducted in England with only 3,627 people taking part. The results show that over 90% of police officers “experienced stress, low mood or poor mental health” (MIND, 2015), police officers were the highest emergency service personnel to detail that they were suffering with mental health and were twice as likely to attribute their mental health issues mostly to issues at work (MIND, 2015). With this in mind, College of Policing created ‘Oscar Kilo’ which is associated with the National Police Wellbeing Service. It unifies evaluation, education, and dialogue regarding the wellbeing of emergency services personnel in the United Kingdom (College of Policing, 2024b). Although the Oscar Kilo operation was successful, the College of Policing did however have to create a further operation in 2023 known as ‘Operation Hampshire’ due to the number of assaults that police officers were facing along with the mental health difficulties that come along with it. When the operation first began, almost 28,000 police officers completed the survey due to the ongoing and increase of police assaults (National Police Wellbeing Service, 2024).  According to Demou et al (2020), this is because the three primary work-related stresses that were thought to have an impact on mental health difficulties were organisational culture, working hours, and workload. The individual experiences, characteristics, and histories of the participants affected how they responded to and dealt with operational pressures.

As stated by Jetelina et al (2020), working in the police force may raise one’s susceptibility to physical, psychological, and anticipatory stress, among other types of stress. Every day, officers respond to horrific calls involving child abuse, domestic violence, vehicle accidents, and homicides. The development of mental diseases like anxiety, depression, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), and burnout may be linked to repeated exposure to certain stresses and experiences. Jetelina et al (2020) also states that suicide claimed the lives of twice as many officers in 2019 in America. The statistics show that active police officers had an 8.4-fold increase to a risk of suicide compared to retired officers. 

Police officers are expected to continue to work with high demand, emotionally challenging and complex tasks when also having to deal with cuts in recourses and regular change. It is imperative for police officers to remain vigilant and focused on identifying even the slightest hint of danger or significant evidence, as their safety and effectiveness depend on it. The demand can be considered exciting however can also lead to hyperarousal, and psychological exhaustion (College of Policing, 2018). Response officers in particular, due to the high demand and variety of behaviours from members of the public, are likely to experience their own trauma due to the traumatic incidents they attend and including “compassion fatigue created by the emotional labour of dealing with the high expectations of the public” (College of Policing, 2018). Due to this, the level of sickness leave in 2017 was one of the highest the workforce has seen. There were “2,358 full-time officers on long-term sick, a further 4,426 on recuperative duties and 4,111 in adjusted/restricted duty posts” (College of Policing, 2018). In the past, sickness absence was mainly caused by physical conditions. However, in 2018 it was due to mental health conditions (College of Policing, 2018).


Although work can have a negative effect on physiological wellbeing, it can also have a positive effect due to interactions with work colleagues which encourages positive self-worth (Silcox, 2016). Management has a massive impact on officers and staff’s wellbeing (College of Policing, 2024b) and according to Silcox (2016) management can help by ensuring ongoing training is provided and providing an understanding of a person’s role. 

Silcox (2016) states that personal development is important in preventing stress although not all stress is bad (Urwin, 2006) but is also important for employers to prevent their employees from working below capacity, ensuring that staff know how to handle change and how to manage their workload (Silcox, 2016). Through the working environment, officers can complete stress management assessments, and conduct e-learning courses to help manage their mental wellbeing (Urwin, 2006). 


By reframing unhelpful thoughts, being aware of oneself in the present moment, having a good sleep routine, good relationships with family and friends, maintaining a healthy lifestyle through exercise and diet, and prioritising time for oneself, a person can help improve their wellbeing (NHS, no date). There is evidence to suggest that having a healthy lifestyle through exercise, provides a longer life span and delays up to 40 chronic illnesses and ailments (Booth et al, 2017) and managing mental wellbeing enables a person to handle future challenging situations and can eventually lower a person’s chance of having physical health issues (NHS, no date) which in turns helps improve mental wellbeing. 


To summarise this essay, should officers not be prepared for the variety of incidents they attend, including child abuse, domestic violence and homicides then they could be victim to poor mental wellbeing including stress anxiety and depression (Police Federation, no date). This is could be due to a communication breakdown with colleagues, no support from line management, demand in workload and work patters (College of Policing, 2018). Should officers lack personal attributes to help them manage a workload, have little to no support network then it is likely that officers will fall susceptible to poor mental health and wellbeing (Loriol, 2016). Female police officers are more likely by almost 2% to suffer with mental illnesses due to male masculinity defining police culture (Angehrn et al, 2021) however from an operational point of view, females are still more likely to suffer with stress more than their male colleagues due to gender discrimination (Treese, 2023) and it is likely that these statistics will continue to rise due to the ever growing recruitment rate since 2010 (Home Office, 2024). 
Charities, such as MIND are trying to teach and support officers with taking care of their mental health and wellbeing (MIND, 2015). A ‘Oscar Kilo’ operation was created by College of Policing to support and promote mental health and wellbeing (College of policing, 2024b); however, due to the ever-growing reported assaults on police, a further operation called ‘Operation Hampshire’ had to be created to support officers with the trauma that comes after being assaulted. Positive affirmations to oneself and positive interactions with work colleagues can have a positive effect on wellbeing, including good management (Silcox, 2016). Avoiding unhelpful thoughts, being in the present moment, good sleep routine and a healthy lifestyle can also improve a person’s mental wellbeing (NHS, no date). 
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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? 



A critical incident is “any incident where the effectiveness of the police response is likely to have a significant impact on the confidence of the victim, their family and/or the community” (College of Policing, 2024a). A major incident is an “event or situation requiring a response under one or more of the emergency services’ major incident plans. This will usually include involving large numbers of people, either directly or indirectly” (College of Policing, 2024a). This can include incidents such as terrorist, industrial, transportation, and natural calamities (College of Policing, 2013). There is also a Mass Fatality incident process should an emergency or major incident be declared due to a large number of fatalities, and the demand on the on emergency services like ambulance, police and fire. It might not be suitable or feasible to adhere to the regular schedule (College of Policing, 2024a). For a police officer to work within this situation, it can become difficult due to having to familiarise themselves with a level of concerns during the incident before making a decision which could be minor or routine for them, “but some will be life-changing or lifesaving for officer, public or both, irrespective of rank or role” (Roycroft and Roach, 2019). 

According to Allen et al (2011), emergency responders in the UK are split into two categories. Number 1 and 2. Police, ambulance, National Health Service, fire, local government and the environment agency are all first category responders. Those from the utility services, humanitarian aid organisations, and nearby businesses where the crisis occurs are examples of Category 2 responders. When a major incident is declared, tactical managers from each agency will meet to discuss the incident and share the information they each have for the best outcome (Allen et al, 2011).

In 2013, on a popular road in Kent, United Kingdom, a major incident was declared after a one hundred and fifty car pile up had happened with almost two hundred persons involved due to bad weather conditions involving fog. There were no fatalities however some injuries (Hardy, 2015). It was declared that thirty-two drivers were responsible for the collision that day for speeding in bad weather conditions and not using their fog lights (Hardy, 2015) however instead of prosecuting the drivers for careless driving, they were all issued with a notice requiring them to attend the “national driver alertness course” (Sky News, 2014). As stated in an interview after a four-month investigation by Kent Police, Inspector Martin Stevens, head of the serious collision investigation unit stated that their role going forward is to try and prevent any future serious collisions. This does not always mean by enforcing the law but to provide education through courses instead. For best practice, Inspector Stevens provided advice to the public that when driving in fog to always allow a distance between yourself and the car in front (Sky News, 2014).  In the 1990’s, Britain experienced three to four significant incidents annually on average. Of 108 instances, sixty-three (59.2%) include public transit (Carley et al, 1998). However, in more recent years, statistics show that every 16 minutes, someone is seriously injured or killed due to public transit in the UK (Brake, No Date). 

The NPCC Murder Manual and the Core Investigative Doctrine are the primary police guides used in the UK for making decisions. These provide guidance on handling important occurrences. According to the Core Investigative Doctrine, it encourages best practices among practitioners and offers nationwide direction on the fundamentals of criminal investigation. (Roycroft and Roach, 2019).

Another major incident that occurred in 2017 is the Manchester Arena terrorist attack. A suicide bomber who “detonated his device in a publicly accessible area adjacent to the Arena bowl, called the City Room (the Attack), did so as a concert by the singer Ariana Grande came to an end. The bomb killed twenty-two people who had attended the concert or were waiting outside for those who had and injured many many more” (Saunders, 2022b). A report was released by The Hon Sir John Saunders in November 2022 after a long investigation into the incident which concluded that the police service had failed the public. The report was split into three sections. The first discussing the security for the arena. The second discussing, the emergency response and the third discusses the preventability of this incident or further injuries (Saunders, 2022b). 

During the first report, The Hon Sir John Saunders (2022a) discusses the security of the arena stating that a contractor was responsible for crowd control and British Transport Police (BTP) were responsible for policing the area where the attack took place. It was previously confirmed that in an event of a terrorist attack, an operation called ‘The Joint Operating Principles’ (Saunders, 2022a) would be declared. This can only be declared by police by identifying that “Marauding Terrorist Firearms Attack is under way and declare Operation Plato” (Saunders, 2022a). This would notify other emergency responders of the attack and allow a quicker response however there was a delay by police to notify other responders of this information. Up to two years before the attack, it is also detailed that British Transport Police failed to attend the Greater Manchester Resilience Forum (GMRF) top tier meetings at all but also failed to send a “representative of sufficient seniority to GMRF top-tier meetings” (Saunders, 2022a) including Greater Manchester Police not sending a representative with enough seniority to their own GMRF top-tier meetings. 

In the second report, it is detailed that although a major incident had taken place, the police inspector, failed to notify all emergency services involved that a major incident had been declared under the name ‘Operation Plato’; which is a planned strategy for terrorist attacks for two hours which in return, delayed the Fire and Rescue team by two hours. As well as police failures, there were ambulance failures who had one paramedic working the scene for forty minutes and did not deploy further vehicles until thirty minutes after the explosion (Saunders, 2022b). The first police officers arrived at the scene one minute after the explosion and took over four hours to evacuate everyone inside. During these four hours, it was established that there was a breakdown in communication, command structure, and multi-agency working (Saunders, 2022b). The lessons learnt include GMRF having a mechanism in place to guarantee that training and activities yielded valuable learning (Saunders, 2022b).

In the third report released by The Hon Sir John Saunders (2022c), he provides and insight into the radicalisation and preventability of this event. Saunders acknowledges that there was a rise in crime in Manchester around the time of the incident which adds additional pressure to the emergency services, and because the terrorist involved in this incident was dressed in military uniform it would have been difficult for officers to identify him as a terrorist however there was evidence to suggest after the incident using the terrorist’s mobile phone that there were over one thousand messages in reference to “martyrdom, the maidens of paradise, and a senior figure within Al-Qaeda and his death” (Saunders, 2022c). 

A report was also released by Lord Bob Kerslake detailing those lessons to be learnt from the attack. It includes the series of duties on the Police Gold Commander and Force Duty Officers shoulders. The duties were described as “extremely wide-ranging and testing” (Kerslake, 2018). It is detailed that more control room staff should have been working due to the high-profile concert. Because of the shortage of staff, it was difficult for the fire service to speak with the Force duty Officer, resulting in a four-hour delay for fire and rescue to arrive on scene. Greater Manchester Police immediately took on board this feedback and provided the Gold Commander and Force Duty Officers a new office near the control room to increase communication should another incident be declared. 
Greater Manchester Police declared Operation PLATO before 11PM on the night of the incident however due to miscommunication, it was not shared with partnering agencies such as ambulance until over one hour later. There are lessons to be learnt in communication between the Gold Commanding Officer, the Force Duty Officer, Control Room and other staff members. 

Kerslake (2018) and Saunders (2022c) details the failures of the multiple agencies involved and the lessons to be learnt however it is also mentioned that the level of “bravery and compassion” (Kerslake, 2018) in the emergency services who were on scene and involved through-out was very good. Kerslake (2018) details how Ambulance and armed police officers were deployed quickly to the scene to assist with injured people. The city-region's civic reaction was outstanding by any standards and revealed the great power of Greater Manchester's civic leadership and cooperation. Support for people impacted and solidarity with minority communities that might have been at risk came largely from the volunteer, community, and religious sectors. Beyond their official responsibilities, the Family Liaison Officers and Bereavement Nurses were an invaluable source of comfort and support for many of the families. Kerslake (2018) also praises the level of care that was given to the deceased as they were being transported to the mortuary.

To summarise, critical, major and mass fatality incidents have been explained to provide the reader with knowledge on the topic. The categories have been explained to which emergency responders, environmental agencies, local government, humanitarian aid organisations and nearby businesses have been split into two groups to provide the best outcome when dealing with major or critical incident (Allen et al, 2011). Major incidents can include different scenarios including a one hundred and fifty car pile-up, where the lessons to be learnt are that in some cases, other considerations such as a “national driver alertness course” (Sky News, 2014) can be considered instead of prosecuting or charging a person. Statistics in more recent years show that due to public transport, a person is injured every 16 minutes (Brake, No Date). It is explained that the NPCC Murder Manual and the Core Investigative Doctrine are the primary police guides used in the UK for making decisions and how they provide a guide on the handling of important cases. 
A well-known major incident in Manchester 2017, known as the Manchester Arena bombing has been explained including the positives and negatives of the emergency services and their actions on this day with the lesson’s to be learnt. This includes how a break down in communication between Greater Manchester Police and the Fire Service delayed help for injured parties for almost four hours (Saunders, 2022b), and the lessons to be learnt as twenty-two people lost their lives on this day. The positives include the fast response of the first police officers arriving at scene only one minute after the first emergency call was made (Saunders, 2022b), followed shortly by firearms officers and ambulance (Saunders, 2022c) and the amazing work of the community to support the injured. 
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