


Literature Review
An Evaluation of Health and Wellbeing in the Monmouthshire Police Force

Introduction
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This literature review will consider existing research to evaluate the health and wellbeing of the Monmouthshire Police Force. It will focus on mental health, physical health and occupational stress, as well as looking at possible methods to improve wellbeing. Policing can be highly stressful meaning that the health and wellbeing of officers are significant and worthy areas for research. Officers are often put in physical danger, are under emotional stress and work long and often irregular hours, resulting in disrupted sleep patterns which can influence stress levels. This review will examine previously conducted research, as well as identifying any gaps in the information through comprehensive analysis.
 
As acknowledged by the College of Policing, working within the police can be incredibly difficult and Officers can be exposed to traumatic events. The role of a Police Officer is to prioritise keeping the community safe, however their health and wellness should also be prioritised. Everyone in policing has a responsibility to support officers’ health and wellness, from national and force leaders to supervisors and co-workers (College of Policing, 2020). 

Research conducted by the University of Cambridge evaluated responses from 16,857 Police Officers and operational staff as part of a large survey titled "The Job for Life" in 2019. Out of the respondents, 90% had experienced trauma, and one in five had either experienced symptoms of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) or PTSD itself, which is an alarmingly high statistic (University of Cambridge, 2019).

In a recent article, new figures also showed that more Police Officers voluntarily resigned from Gwent Police last year and demand is outstripping resource. Figures show 52 (versus 48 in the previous year) full-time police officers voluntarily left Gwent Police in the year to March, a leavers rate of 6.8% (excluding transfers to other forces). Steve Hartshorn, the National Cahir of the Police Federation of England and Wales said, "It is paramount the service not only recruits, but retains, which will only be possible if pay and conditions are improved, to give members of the public the service they deserve" (Tutty, 2023). 

The above highlights the high number of officers leaving the force, which directly feeds into the purpose of this study which will attempt to shed light on some of the possible causes. It will endeavour to explore important new perspectives by considering valuable insights from Monmouthshire Officers. It will also seek to identify opportunities for development by Monmouthshire Police (and the profession as a whole) in making policing a more sustainable career. Another angle to consider in this context is the extent to which officers may also be unaware of the support available to them or feel embarrassed to open up or ask for help.

Mental Health

Mental Health Issues

[bookmark: _Hlk170729340]As a starting point, this review will focus on the prevalence of mental health issues. There are many kinds of mental health issues that might arise within policing including depression, anxiety and PTSD. According to studies, the presence of mental health issues among police staff may be higher than that of the general public or other professions. For instance, Bell and Eski (2016) found that compared to the public, UK Police Officers have higher rates of anxiety, depression and PTSD, posing serious mental health concerns. According to a 2018 poll conducted by the Police Federation of England and Wales, 80% of officers reported having mental health problems in the previous year, frequently with the main cause cited as being stress in the workplace. 

It is important to explore in a case study setting whether Monmouthshire Police Officers experience the mental health issues that are consistent with the above research. It is worth noting that there is little or no research that has been done specifically within the Monmouthshire force, although local records may be kept. 
 
Contributing factors to Mental Health Issues

Several factors contribute to the high incidence of mental health issues among police officers. The constant exposure to traumatic events is a significant contributor. Houdmont, Elliott-Davies, and Donnelly (2020) highlighted that repeated exposure to violence and trauma can lead to chronic stress and PTSD. The organisational culture and stigma surrounding mental health in police forces often prevents officers from seeking help, exacerbating the issue (Wills and Reynolds, 2018).

As a predominantly rural to semi-urban area, Monmouthshire could throw up other unique and specific pressures in terms of the mental health of its Officers, such as the effects of a close-knit community and restricted access to mental health services. It is a vast region that is 327 miles squared. Particular stress could therefore be caused by the pressures of response times if officers do not meet the 15-minute response target, as well as the high occurrence of single crews (leading to isolation and anxiety regarding personal safety). This combination of factors means a comprehensive approach to tackling mental health issues may be required, considering the unique environmental factors and occupational hazards of a rural force (which may differ significantly from the challenges in urban areas for example).

Physical Health
Physical Health Challenges

Another aspect of wellness to consider is physical health. The nature of policing presents several physical health challenges such as obesity, musculoskeletal diseases, and cardiovascular concerns.

According to Shepherd and Merry (2019), shift work, stress and poor lifestyle choices put UK Police Officers at a greater risk for cardiovascular disease. Furthermore, the physical requirements of the jobs, which includes carrying heavy equipment like body armour and standing or driving for extended periods of time, can result in musculoskeletal problems for officers (Brown et al., 1999).  In addition, these combined factors can lead to fatigue thereby putting officers’ safety at risk, as well as the general public (for example, driving whilst overtired). 

Within Monmouthshire Police Force, these issues are likely to be prevalent. Access to a gym (currently not offered as an option in Monmouthshire), time to be able to eat whilst on shift, and access to the right foods are all issues that lead to poor physical health. If an emergency situation occurs when Monmouth officers need back up (often single crewed) help could be 20 minutes away in Newport or Cwmbran leaving officers at risk of being physically injured due to being outnumbered during an incident, for example.  This study will also look at at initiatives that may improve the current situation. 

Lifestyle and Occupational Factors

Diet, exercise, and sleep quality are important lifestyle factors that have an impact on Police Officers' physical health. Shift patterns and inconsistent hours can throw off circadian rhythms, causing sleep disturbances and other health issues (Houdmont, 2013). Furthermore, these problems are made worse by the culture of police, which frequently involves a reliance on fast food and little time for physical activity. 

The Police Federation of England & Wales reports that police personnel are experiencing anxiety and angst due to short notice shift changes and cancelled rest days. The nearby force of Avon and Somerset Police Federation has indicated that 40% of its Police Officers are getting less than six hours’ sleep a night. Among the respondents to a sleep survey, 29.2% indicated that they had particularly high levels of fatigue in addition to having poor sleep, caused by the body falling out of the normal circadian rhythms. Suggestions were given to improve sleep education, avoid making last-minute shift changes, and test out light therapy to increase alertness (Police Federation of England & Wales, no date).

To enhance physical health outcomes, Monmouthshire Police Force needs to address certain lifestyle and occupational issues. A comprehensive approach to health and wellbeing must include frequent physical activity, a balanced diet, and sufficient sleep.

Occupational Stress
Sources of Occupational Stress

Pressures in policing can come from organisational culture, high workloads and pressure from the public.   Acute stress is caused by a high-risk environment, witnessing human suffering, and having to make snap decisions when under time constraints (Brown, Fielding, and Grover, 1999). Interdepartmental politics, lack of support, bureaucratic restrictions, and other organisational stressors are also important (Collins and Gibbs, 2003). 

According to a Police Federation report in January 2023, almost two thirds of Gwent Police Federation members would not recommend a career in Policing to others, with 10% of officers planning to leave the force as soon as possible. The three main drivers of wanting to leave, is how they are treated by the public, low pay and low morale. Especially notable during a cost-of-living crisis, was the mention that 17% of participants never had enough money to cover all their outgoings, which could trigger mental health issues (Police Federation, 2023). 

Occupational stress can also have an impact on performance and wellbeing, which is well-documented. High stress levels can lead to burnout, decreased job performance, and higher rates of absence (Smith et al., 2017). There may be some factors which are specific to Monmouthshire officers. These stressors could include the community expectation in such a closely knit area as well as the logistical challenges (single crews, larger distances to travel) of policing in a rural area.  

Interventions and Support Systems

Mental Health Interventions

To help to support Police Officers, effective mental health interventions are crucial. Among the most effective initiatives are education, counselling and support groups. Peer support programs utilise the mutual respect and understanding amongst officers to offer emotional support and reduce the stigma associated with asking for help (Bell and Eski, 2016). Enacting such interventions could greatly enhance the mental health outcomes of Monmouthshire Police Force.

The Gwent Police wellbeing team regularly emails its officers with intervention options including TRIM assessment, which is an interview with a wellbeing trained officer. This is a long-standing service provided to Officers and staff who are struggling after attending an incident. Available through the Occupational Health and Wellbeing Team, the TRIM process provides a practitioner who will find the best support options available. 

The Gwent police well-being team are available for officers to speak to if they are struggling with mental health and stress caused by day to day policing and have well-being dogs to assist officers (which come out to different stations to visit Officers).

Oscar Kilo is a nationwide police organisation which offers support and resources to assist officers’ wellbeing. They offer webinars focusing on fatigue and building resilience, podcast interviews and advice.

The study will consider in detail the options currently available and investigate initiatives available to Officers in other forces. It will also look at whether the support provided is sufficient and easy to access. 

Physical Health Programs

A good diet, along with keeping fit and having regular checkups with the doctor are important to maintain good physical health. Access to healthy food, fitness programs and nutritional education can also have a significant impact at work (Houdmont, 2013). 

Creating nutrition and fitness programs that consider the unique difficulties faced by officers in rural area is crucial for the Monmouthshire Police Force and will be examined in this study. As an example, the force could consider planned breaks for officers, ensuring they have time to eat in order to fuel their bodies sufficiently to meet the physical demands of the role.

Comparative Case Studies

Being able to look at other case studies from across the UK police forces can help to identify important insights and best practices. A few examples can be found below: 

· The implementation of mental health programs in the Metropolitan Police Service (MPS) and physical fitness initiatives in the Greater Manchester Police (GMP) offer examples of successful interventions. The MPS’s peer support program has significantly reduced stigma and improved mental health outcomes (Houdmont, 2013), while the GMP’s comprehensive fitness program has led to better physical health and reduced absenteeism (Brown et al., 1999).
· Cartwright and Roach, conducted a study to investigate how many Police Officers were on sick leave due to stress and psychological challenges. It examined sickness absence records for 20 UK police forces between 2008 and 2018. The data suggests that the number of absences from psychological illnesses, trauma, and stress has risen in recent years(Cartwright. A and Roach.J (no date)).

Gaps in the Research

There is extensive research on health and wellbeing within the Police, however several gaps remain. There is a need for more localised studies that focus on specific forces to understand the unique challenges of rural policing. There are no current studies on the health and well-being of Officers specifically employed by the Monmouthshire Police Force. 

This study will collate data by way of:

· interviews with the Gwent police well-being team;
· questionnaires to be completed by colleagues in Monmouthshire force to identify health and well-being needs, feedback on current initiatives and ideas for improvement; and 
· identification and analysis of current health and well-being initiatives and charitable support available (e.g. Mind, Oscar Kilo, Police Federation). 

Conclusion

The health and wellbeing of Police Officers is critical for their performance and overall quality of officers’ lives. The Monmouthshire Force, like many others, faces challenges related to mental health, physical health and occupational stress. Addressing these issues requires a comprehensive approach that includes effective mental health interventions, physical health programs, and stress management techniques. This study aims to identify the specific issues within the Monmouthshire Police Force, examine the measures currently in place as and identify other possible initiatives.

By learning from best practices and successful case studies, Monmouthshire can implement strategies that are tailored to the specific needs of its force in terms of size and structure. Ongoing research and evaluation are essential to ensure the effectiveness of these interventions and to adapt them as necessary to meet the evolving challenges faced by Police Officers.

Investing in the health and wellbeing of Officers not only benefits the individuals but also enhances the overall functioning and effectiveness of the police force, contributing to better outcomes in terms of community safety and trust. The majority of Police Officers join the force to have a rewarding career for life and to protect the public but it is essential that their own well being is also prioritised. 
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