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Police work is widely regarded as one of the most stressful professions, with officers facing significant physical and psychological stress. Research indicates that work-related stress negatively impacts the overall health and quality of life of police officers. Operational stressors, including the demands of the job, contribute heavily to chronic psychological stress. Among these stressors, shift work has been identified as a particularly harmful factor, playing a critical role in the health challenges faced by officers (Gullon-Scott & Longstaff, 2022).

Occupational stress refers to both the psychological and physical strains associated with one’s job (Quick & Henderson, 2016). According to MIND (2016), police officers are more vulnerable to mental health issues compared to the general population, with 90% of officers reporting stress or mental health problems related to their work. Police officers frequently encounter traumatic events as part of their daily duties, such as engaging in dangerous situations, chasing suspects, making arrests, and dealing with victims of violence or the families of deceased individuals. Additionally, factors like excessive workload, poor time management, and shift work further exacerbate these pressures (Juczynski & Oginska-Bulik, 2021). Tragically, police suicides have become a growing concern, with an average of 23 officers taking their own lives annually between 2010 and 2017 (Townsend, 2019). The Police Federation Leavers Survey (2017-2018) found that 43.3% of officers cited the negative impact of their job on their mental health as a reason for leaving, and 40% of respondents said stress was a key factor in their decision to quit (Gullon-Scott, 2022).

However, the stress experienced by police officers is not uniform across the service. Officers with longer tenures, often in senior or non-operational roles, appear to experience different types of stress compared to those on the frontline. For example, Evans et al. (1992) found that officers with over 12 years of service reported lower levels of anxiety than their less experienced colleagues, suggesting that seasoned officers may develop coping mechanisms to manage stress. This raises the question of whether their role changes or the absence of shift work influences their ability to handle stress differently.

It is important to consider the effects of shift patterns on police officers’ mental and physical wellbeing. Shift work, which typically involves working outside the standard hours of 7:00 am to 6:00 pm, is a major occupational stressor for officers. Traditionally, shift work was organized into three 8-hour periods, but more recent recommendations suggest adopting a forward-rotating shift system. This system involves fewer consecutive night shifts, which can help reduce circadian disruption, fatigue, and sleep disturbances (College of Policing, 2023). The World Health Organization has classified night shift work as a “probable” Class 2A carcinogen, citing evidence of increased cancer risks among shift workers due to disrupted sleep patterns, altered light exposure, and the impact on circadian rhythms (Bostock & Mortimore, 2024). Moreover, studies have shown a link between shift work and poor mental health, including symptoms of depression, anxiety, substance abuse, cognitive impairment, and even suicidal thoughts (Brown et al., 2020). These effects are mainly attributed to sleep disturbances, such as insomnia, which occur when the body’s natural sleep-wake cycle is disrupted.

The negative effects of sleep deprivation and poor sleep quality exacerbate the already high levels of stress in police work. For shift workers, particularly those who work nights, there is often a conflict between homeostatic sleep pressure and circadian rhythms, leading to increased sleepiness during night shifts and fragmented sleep during the day, which in turn impairs health and performance. However, it is important to acknowledge that stress and mental health are influenced by a range of factors, including age, years of service, and the nature of the officer’s specific duties. This complexity makes it challenging to capture precise statistics on the prevalence of stress-related mental health issues in police officers. Research has shown that shift workers, particularly women, face an increased risk of mental health challenges, including depression (Torquati et al., 2019).

Despite the growing concern over the mental health of police officers, forces are beginning to implement strategies to address these challenges. For example, the adoption of forward-rotating shift patterns aims to reduce the negative effects of consecutive night shifts. Additionally, some forces have introduced 4 on, 4 off shift schedules, consisting of two-day shifts, two-night shifts, and a longer rest period, which may help officers maintain a better work-life balance and support their mental health. Other initiatives, such as the introduction of “Wellbeing Vans,” offer officers access to physical, psychological, and financial health checks, which are supported by occupational health staff (Pythian et al., 2022).

Further compounding the stress faced by police officers is the issue of staffing shortages. Sir Mark Rowley recently stated that the Metropolitan Police Force is approaching its lowest staffing levels in a decade (Davis, 2024). Concurrently, violent crime rates have increased dramatically, rising from 634,600 offences in 2013/14 to over 2.1 million in 2022/23 across England and Wales (Statista, 2022). These increased demands on police services only add to the stress experienced by officers. However, some argue that the way crimes are recorded may skew these figures, with some forces, such as Sussex Police, reporting a crime recording accuracy of 94.6% (Office for Statistics Regulation, 2024). In a survey by the Police Federation, 69% of officers reported operating at minimum staffing levels, and 89% felt they lacked enough officers to manage the demands of their teams. As a result, 72.4% reported high workloads, while 79.3% acknowledged experiencing mental health challenges, including stress, low mood, and anxiety (Elliot-Davies, M. 2018).

Interestingly, research indicates that simply increasing the number of officers may not resolve these issues. The HMIC suggests that police forces could reduce crime by focusing on more effective activities rather than increasing officer numbers. This suggests that structural issues within the police service and existing policies may be more to blame for high workloads than a lack of personnel (HMIC, 2011).

In conclusion, police work is one of the most stressful occupations, with significant physical and psychological tolls on officers. Stressors like shift work, exposure to trauma, and high workloads contribute to poor mental health outcomes, including anxiety, depression, and burnout. While seasoned officers may have developed coping strategies, frontline staff face increase risks due to staffing shortages and rising demands. Efforts such as forward- rotating shift patterns, improved work-life balance and wellbeing initiatives show slight improvements to the problem. However, addressing the root cause of stress, such as workload management and structural changes within the service, remains crucial. A comprehensive approach is needed to protect the health and wellbeing of officers while maintaining effective policing.
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