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Abstract
This dissertation examines how key occupational demands influence police officers’ mental health and wellbeing. It explores the psychological effects of repeated exposure to traumatic incidents, alongside the impact of shift work and irregular hours on both mental and physical health. The study also considers wider external pressures, including media scrutiny, public perception, and family‑related challenges. In addition, it reviews the coping strategies officers use, ranging from supportive practices such as exercise and counselling to less effective behaviours. Data were collected through a questionnaire completed by serving police officers, providing insight into how workplace experiences and trauma exposures shape wellbeing. The findings highlight the ongoing need for improved support and awareness within policing.
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Chapter 1 – introduction
1.1 - Introduction
The role of a police officer involves far more than enforcing the law. Modern policing requires officers to respond to unpredictable situations, manage conflict, protect vulnerable people and make important decisions, often within highly stressful environments. While these responsibilities are essential to public safety, they can also place considerable pressure on officers’ mental wellbeing. The combination of demanding workloads, exposure to distressing and traumatic incidents and the expectations placed upon police officers means that maintaining good mental health can be challenging throughout a career in policing (Miller, 2023).

There has been increasing recognition of the importance of mental health within emergency services in recent years. Research has shown that police officers experience higher levels of occupational stress than many other professions because they regularly encounter situations that most people would rarely experience. Exposure to violence, sudden deaths, serious road traffic collisions and incidents involving vulnerable individuals can all contribute to emotional strain (Violanti et al., 2019). At the same time, organisational factors such as rotating shift patterns, long working hours, limited resources, public scrutiny and workplace culture may increase stress levels and make it more difficult for officers to recover from challenging experiences (Qtait, Alia and Jaradat, 2025).

The impact of these occupational demands extends beyond the workplace. Poor mental health may affect an officer’s ability to make decisions, communicate effectively and perform their duties safely. It can also influence relationships outside of work, reduce job satisfaction and contribute to sickness absence or early retirement (Dr. Anjali Talcherkar, 2025). Although many police organisations have introduced wellbeing initiatives and psychological support services, concerns remain that some officers are reluctant to seek help because of stigma or fears that doing so could affect their career progression (Newell et al., 2021).

Understanding how different aspects of policing influence mental health is important for both individual officers and police organisations. Identifying the factors that place officers at greater risk of psychological distress can help inform policies that promote wellbeing, improve support services and encourage a healthier working environment. 

This dissertation will explore the ways in which occupational demands and workplace exposures shape the mental health of police officers by reviewing current academic literature and analysing primary research collected from serving police officers. The study aims to develop a clearer understanding of the challenges officers face and consider how policing organisations can better support psychological wellbeing throughout an officer’s career in policing. 

1.2 - Aims and Objectives
The aim of this dissertation is to look at how job demands, and work related experiences affect the mental health of police officers, and how this links to their overall psychological wellbeing.

The purpose of this dissertation is to explore how exposure to traumatic incidents can affect the long-term mental health of police officers. It will also look at the experiences of serving officers in relation to trauma they have encountered during their careers. In addition, the study will consider whether officers are likely to seek psychological support when dealing with stress or mental health difficulties, and what factors may influence this decision.

Alongside existing research, real world data was collected within a local police force using a questionnaire survey. This was used to gather the views and experiences of serving officers in relation to occupational stress, trauma exposure and attitudes towards mental health support.

1.3 - Research Objectives
To achieve this aim, the study will:
· Look at the effects of repeated exposure to traumatic incidents on police officers mental health, including situations such as violence, sudden deaths, suicides and serious road traffic collisions.
· Explore how shift work and long or irregular working hours affect police officers’ mental health, especially in relation to stress, tiredness and work-life balance.
· Look at how outside factors such as media coverage, public opinion and family life can affect police officers’ mental health.
· Explore the ways police officers deal with stress and try to manage their mental health, including things like exercise and counselling, as well as negative coping methods such as alcohol use.

1.4 - conclusion 
In conclusion, this dissertation will explore how different job demands and workplace experiences affect the mental health of police officers. It will focus on the impact of traumatic incidents, as well as the effects of shift work, workload pressures and external influences such as media and public perception.
It will also consider how officers cope with stress and manage their mental health, including both positive and negative coping strategies. The use of a survey within a local police force will provide real-world insight into how officers experience these pressures and how they respond to them.
Overall, the dissertation aims to bring together existing research and primary data to develop a clearer understanding of how policing can impact mental health over time.

Chapter 2 – Literature review
2.1 - Introduction
Policing is a profession that involves a wide range of responsibilities and pressures, many of which can have an impact on officers’ mental health. Police officers are regularly exposed to situations that most people would find distressing, including violent incidents, sudden deaths, suicides and serious road traffic collisions. Alongside these experiences, police officers also have to deal with organisational pressures such as shift work, long hours, high workloads and public expectations. Over time, these demands can build up and affect how officers cope both at work and in their personal lives (College of Policing, 2021).

In recent years, there has been increasing attention given to the mental health of police officers, with more research focusing on how occupational stress and trauma exposure can lead to psychological difficulties (University of Cambridge, 2019). Conditions such as stress, anxiety, depression and post-traumatic stress disorder have all been linked to the nature of policing work (Gavin and Cody Normitta Porter, 2024). However, Waters and Ussery (2007) state that mental health in policing is not only affected by traumatic events, but also by wider factors within the job, including workplace culture, support systems and external influences.

This literature review will explore existing research on how occupational demands and exposures influence the mental health of police officers. It will be structured around four key areas linked to the research objectives. The first section will focus on the psychological impact of repeated exposure to traumatic incidents. The second will examine the effects of shift work and irregular working patterns on mental health. The third section will look at external and organisational influences such as media pressure, public perception and family life. Finally, the review will consider coping strategies used by officers, including both positive and negative approaches to managing stress.

2.2 - Effects of repeated exposure to traumatic incidents on police officers’ mental health
Police officers are regularly exposed to traumatic incidents as part of their everyday role. Unlike many other occupations, they are expected to attend emergencies involving violence, sudden deaths, suicides, serious road traffic collisions and incidents involving vulnerable people. Although dealing with these situations is a normal part of policing (Figley, 2013). Turner and Lloyd (1995) findings show that repeated exposure over a number of years may have a negative effect on an officer’s mental health. As a result, there has been increasing interest in understanding how trauma experienced during policing can affect psychological wellbeing.

Research has found that officers who are repeatedly exposed to traumatic incidents are more likely to experience mental health difficulties than those who are not exposed to the same level of trauma. Experiencing distressing events on a regular basis can lead to increased levels of stress, anxiety and emotional exhaustion (Otto and Gatens, 2022). Some officers may also develop symptoms associated with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), particularly if they have attended multiple traumatic incidents over a short period of time or have experienced particularly distressing events. However, not every officer will respond to trauma in the same way, as personal resilience, previous life experiences and support available after an incident may all influence how an individual copes with the exposure (Domínguez Ruiz, Rué and Jubany, 2022).

Repeated exposure to trauma can also have a gradual effect rather than causing immediate psychological harm. Officers may begin to experience changes in their emotions and behaviour without recognising that these changes are linked to their work (Domínguez Ruiz, Rué and Jubany, 2022b). This can include becoming emotionally detached, feeling constantly alert, avoiding situations that remind them of previous incidents or finding it difficult to switch off when they are away from work. Dresden (2020) states that over time, these effects may influence relationships with family and friends, reduce job satisfaction and affect an officer’s overall mental wellbeing.
Another issue discussed within the literature is cumulative trauma. Rather than one single incident causing psychological difficulties, some researchers suggest that it is the repeated exposure to distressing events over many years that has the greatest impact (Ogle et al., 2013). Police officers generally attend hundreds of traumatic incidents throughout their careers, with little opportunity to fully recover before attending the next one. This continued exposure may increase the risk of long term mental health problems if appropriate support is not available.

Polfed (2025), suggests that repeated exposure to traumatic incidents is one of the main occupational demands that can influence police officers’ mental wellbeing. While the effects of trauma can differ between individuals, there is evidence that regular exposure to distressing events can contribute to stress, anxiety and other psychological difficulties. Understanding these effects is important when considering how police organisations can better support officers and reduce the long-term impact of trauma on mental wellbeing.

2.3 - How shift work and long or irregular working hours affect police officers’ mental health
Shift work is a core part of policing and means that police officers are often required to work early mornings, late nights, weekends and rotating shifts which is necessary to provide a 24-hour policing service (Durnford, 2022). This can have a negative impact on both mental and physical wellbeing over time. Unlike standard working patterns, shift work can make it difficult for officers to maintain a stable routine, which can affect sleep patterns, recovery time and general day to day functioning (Scism, 2019).

One of the main issues linked to shift work is sleep disruption. Irregular working hours can make it difficult for officers to get consistent and good-quality sleep, particularly when switching between day and night shifts. This disruption can lead to tiredness and fatigue, which may build up over time if a police officers rest days are not well spent and utilized correctly. Ongoing fatigue can also affect concentration, decision making and emotional control, which are important skills in policing roles where officers are expected to respond quickly and effectively to incidents involving risk (Jehan et al., 2017).

Cheng and Drake (2018), found that shift work can also have an impact on stress levels. When officers are tired, they may find it more difficult to cope with the demands of the job, which can increase feelings of stress and pressure. Over time, this may contribute to low mood, irritability and reduced motivation. In some cases, poor sleep and long-term fatigue have also been linked to symptoms of anxiety and depression, particularly when combined with other workplace pressures such as exposure to traumatic incidents (John Hopkins Medicine, 2025).

Another issue that has been highlighted during my research is the effect of shift work on a police officers’ personal life. Irregular working hours can make it difficult for officers to maintain a healthy work-life balance. This can affect time spent with family and friends, as well as participation in social activities such as birthdays and children’s milestones. In some cases, this lack of balance may create tension in personal relationships, which can further contribute to stress and emotional strain (Isiah, 2022). This issue is further compounded by the widely held belief that divorce rates among police officers exceed those of the general population (Police Pay UK Editorial, 2026). 

Overall, shift work and irregular working patterns are an important occupational factor that can influence police officers’ mental health. While it is a necessary part of policing, the disruption it causes to sleep, routine and personal life can contribute to increased stress and reduced wellbeing over time. This highlights the importance of recognising shift work as a key factor when considering the overall mental health of police officers (Ma et al., 2015).

2.4 - How do outside factors such as media coverage, public opinion and family life can affect police officers’ mental health
Although the nature of police work can have a significant effect on mental health, there are also a number of external factors that may increase the pressure officers experience. These include media attention, public opinion and the effect that policing can have on family life (Denny, 2024). While these factors are not directly linked to operational policing, they can still have a negative impact on an officer’s wellbeing and may add to the stress already created by the job.

One of the main external pressures faced by police officers is media scrutiny. News reports and social media often focus on police actions, particularly following high-profile incidents (Feilzer and Loftus, 2024). While public accountability is an important part of policing, constant media attention can increase feelings of pressure and anxiety, especially if officers believe their actions may be criticised before all the facts are known (McNaughton-cassill, 2001). Wolfe and Nix (2016), states that negative media coverage may also affect morale, with some officers feeling that the positive work they carry out is often overlooked.

Public perception is another factor that may influence police officers’ mental health. Police officers regularly interact with members of the public, often during difficult or emotional situations. In recent years, trust and confidence in policing have received greater attention, meaning officers may feel under increased pressure when carrying out their duties (Low and Owen-Evans, 2024). Negative interactions with the public, abuse whilst on duty and criticism through social media may all contribute to higher levels of stress and frustration. At the same time, positive relationships with the community can improve job satisfaction and help officers feel more supported in their role (Saunders, Kotzias and Ramchand, 2019).

Family life can also be affected by the demands of policing. The emotional impact of the job, combined with long or irregular working hours, may reduce the amount of quality time officers spend with their families. Some officers may choose not to discuss difficult incidents at home in an attempt to protect family members from the realities of their work. However, this may also make it harder for officers to express how they are feeling or access emotional support from those closest to them (Cpsychol, 2023). Difficulties in maintaining a healthy balance between work and home life may therefore increase stress and affect an officer’s overall mental wellbeing.

Overall, the literature suggests that external factors can have an important influence on police officers’ mental health. Although these pressures are different from the operational demands of policing, they may add to existing stress and affect wellbeing over time. Understanding these influences is important when considering the wider challenges that police officers face throughout their careers.

2.5 - The ways police officers deal with stress and try to manage their mental health
Police officers use a range of different coping strategies to deal with the pressures of their role. The effectiveness of these strategies can vary between individuals, with some helping to improve mental wellbeing while others may have a negative effect over time. Factors such as personal resilience, support from colleagues and access to professional services may all influence how officers manage stress and deal with the emotional demands of policing (Sandburg, 2025).

Many officers use positive coping strategies to maintain their mental health. Exercise is often recognised as a way of reducing stress and improving overall wellbeing. Regular physical activity may help officers manage anxiety, improve sleep and provide a healthy way of dealing with the pressures of the job (Leal, 2005). Research also shows that spending time with family and friends is a prove way to help relieve job related pressures and improve mental health. Police Mutual (2026), states that taking part in hobbies or speaking to trusted colleagues helps Police Officers cope with difficult experiences. These activities can provide an opportunity to relax away from work and reduce the emotional impact of challenging incidents.

Professional support is another important coping strategy. Police forces have introduced a range of wellbeing services, including counselling, occupational health departments and employee assistance programmes (Government Events, 2024). These services aim to provide officers with support before mental health problems become more serious. However, research conducted by Paoline, Wiercioch and Gau (2025), has suggested that some officers remain reluctant to access professional support. Concerns about confidentiality, career progression and being viewed differently by colleagues may prevent some individuals from asking for help, even when support is available.

Not all coping strategies have a positive effect. Some officers may rely on unhealthy behaviours to deal with stress, such as increased alcohol consumption or avoiding discussions about their mental health. Alcohol use can have a harmful impact on mental health because it disrupts a user’s ability to regulate mood, stress, and decision making (Koopman et al., 2003). Although many people turn to alcohol as a way to relax or escape difficult emotions, its effects often intensify the very problems they hope to avoid. While these approaches may provide short-term relief, they are unlikely to address the causes of stress and may contribute to further mental health difficulties over time (Hung, 2026). Avoiding support or suppressing emotions may also make it harder for officers to recover from repeated exposure to traumatic incidents.

Overall, the literature suggests that coping strategies play an important role in protecting police officers’ mental health. Although many officers make use of positive coping methods and support services, barriers to seeking help still exist. This highlights the importance of ensuring that officers have access to appropriate support and feel confident using it when needed. Encouraging healthy coping strategies may reduce the long-term impact of occupational stress and improve wellbeing throughout a policing career.

2.6 - Conclusion 
This literature review has explored a range of factors that can influence the mental health of police officers. The research discussed throughout the chapter shows that policing is a demanding profession, with officers facing a combination of traumatic incidents, irregular working hours and pressures both inside and outside of the workplace. While each of these factors can affect officers in different ways, the literature suggests that the effects may build up over time and have a lasting impact on mental wellbeing.

The review also highlighted that there are different ways officers manage the pressures of policing. Positive coping strategies, such as exercise, counselling and support from colleagues may help reduce stress and improve wellbeing. On the other hand, some officers continue to face barriers when accessing support, while others may rely on less healthy coping methods that can have a negative effect on their mental health in the long term.

Although there is a considerable amount of research exploring trauma, occupational stress and coping strategies in policing, some areas appear to receive less attention than others. In particular, there seems to be limited research looking specifically at the long term impact of policing on family relationships and relationship breakdown. While many studies discuss work life balance and the pressures policing can place on family life, there is less evidence focusing on how these pressures may affect long term personal relationships, mainly divorce rates. This could provide an opportunity for future research.

Overall, the literature demonstrates that police officers face a range of occupational demands and external pressures that have the potential to influence their mental health. However, the way these experiences affect individual officers may differ depending on personal circumstances, support available and the coping strategies they use. The next chapter will explain the research methods used to investigate these issues further through a questionnaire survey completed by serving police officers within a local police force.
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