Police Officers’ Mental Health and Wellbeing in South Wales Police: Addressing Occupational Stress

Research Objective
To critically engage with the issue of negative occupational stress in policing, including the nature of stressors, their impacts, and any existing strategies for measuring and mitigating these, leading to a plan of positive intervention to improve policing policy, professional standards and performance in South Wales Police (SWP).

Introduction
Negative occupational stress is a significant problem within UK policing practice, damaging the performance of officers and the institution (Police Federation, 2020a; Health and Safety Executive, 2020; Mind, 2019; Police Care UK, 2018; Met Police, 2019; Queiros, 2020). Policing is a high-demand environment, involving exposure to stressors such as long hours, shift work, trauma, heavy workload, and a rigid organisational structure (Burke, 2020; College of Policing, 2018; Nisar and Rasheed, 2019; De Neve, 2013). The negative impacts of stress on officers can include increased morbidity and poor mental health, and can affect professionalism, public safety, and organisational effectiveness (including economic loss through sick days and attrition rates) (Purba and Demou, 2019; Violanti, 2017; Burke, 2020; Robertson and England, 2019). The number of UK officers on long-term sick leave for mental health reasons has increased steadily in recent years (Home Office, 2021; Institute for Government, 2019; Police Treatment Centres, 2020, Oscar Kilo, 2020), showing that this is a growing and pertinent issue.
Annually, the Police Federation undertakes a Demand, Capacity and Welfare Survey (DC&WS) but, while this captures data on officer experience, it does not form a strategic or policy intervention framework (Police Federation, 2020). Indeed, no specific police-wide strategy is available despite the body of evidence on this issue, although its formulation has been called for (Police Care UK, 2019; Biggs, Tehrani and Billings, 2021; Police Inspectorate, 2018). Regional strategy and policy is piecemeal; as yet this study has found no relevant guidance within SWP. The considerable research and practical support activity absorbed by the charitable sector (Mind, 2019; Police Care UK; 2018; Police Treatment Centres, 2020; Police Charities UK, 2020) demonstrates real need and suggests a lack of appropriate police strategies to prevent and address occupational stress in the workplace. 
In response, the aims of this research are to: 
· identify the main negative stressors experienced by officers working for SWP and the ways these can affect standards of policing in relation to the individual officer, the institution and the public served.
· critically evaluate the current practices in place to mitigate against negative stress and its impacts in SWP, making reference to comparable strategies elsewhere and assessing the effectiveness of the current practice.
· create a strategic and practical model for improved standards and performance in SWP through mitigation of negative occupational stressors and/or their impacts.

Literature Review
The significance of occupational stress
[bookmark: _Hlk87818346]Occupational stress is a well-established concept and has increased steadily in significance and attention (Wall, 2021; Hesketh and Cooper, 2017; Fink, 2016; Cotton and Hart, 2003; Greenberg 1987). The damaging nature of negative stressors on individuals is consistently highlighted in the literature, including mortality, physical and mental illness, behavioural issues and negative coping (Mohammad Mosadeghrad, 2014; Hall et al., 2010; De Neve et al., 2013; Purba and Demou, 2019; Foley and Massey, 2018). Wider impacts on organizations and society are also well-evidenced (Wall, 2021; Brough, Raper and Spedding, 2021; Burke and Pignata, 2020; Health and Safety Executive, 2020). Wider social impacts are considered particularly significant in policing and other public sector services (Burke, 2017; Rodwell et al., 2011; Police Federation 2021a; Romosiou et al., 2018). The optimization of performance and professional standards is key to the social contract and organizational function must be fit for purpose to protect both those who serve and those who use public services (Burke, 2017; Institute for Government, 2019; El-Galayini, 2017; Coffey et al., 2004; COP, 2017). This also supports public trust and confidence in the police (Romosiou, Brouzos and Vassilopoulos, 2018; COP, 2018).
Previous studies have highlighted the stressful nature of policing specifically (Purba and Demou, 2019; Acquadro Maran et al., 2015; Violanti et al., 2017). Literature has pointed to many negative stressors, including heavy workload and responsibility, overtime, shift work, dangerous and traumatic experiences and a rigid and/or negative organisational structure and culture (Foley and Massey, 2018; Biggs, Tehrani and Billings, 2021; Hesketh and Tehrani, 2019; Civilotti, Di Fini and Maran, 2021). A recent survey found a trauma exposure rate of 90% (Police Care UK, 2018). It is clear that the demanding and public-service nature of the role makes occupational stresses more prevalent while also making it essential that police officers deal with these stresses in efficient and performance enhancing ways (Romosiou, Brouzos and Vassilopoulos, 2018; Burnett, Sheard and St-Clair-Thompson, 2019; Burke and Shakespeare-Finch, 2011). However, the literature presents a clear consensus that better organizational intervention and support is required in order to assist officers to cope with the demands of their role, especially proactive measures (Biggs, Tehrani and Billings, 2021; Justice Inspectorate; 2018; Lewis, Higgins and Miur, 2017; Police Care UK, 2019).
Intervention models
Models of intervention are of particular significance within the scope of the proposed dissertation. Possible interventions are various and the literature reflects this; actions include:
· proactive interventions: 
· work design (Acquadro et al., 2015; Burnett, Sheard and St-Clair-Thompson, 2019),
· mentorship (Hesketh and Cooper, 2017; Hakik and Lanlois, 2020; Rodwell, Noblet and Allisey, 2011),
· education (Volanti, 2017; Gyllensten and Palmer, 2005), 
· resilience and stress management (Holman, Johnson and O’Connor, 2018; Robertson et al., 2015; Gyllensten and Palmer, 2005; Romosiou, Brouzos and Vassilopoulos, 2018);
·  and empathy training (College of Policing, 2017; Romosiou, Brouzos and Vassilopoulos, 2018; Robertson et al., 2015); 
· and reactive interventions: 
· methods of stress detection (Biron, Karanika-Murray and Cooper, 2012; College of Policing, 2017)
· counselling (Civilotti, Di Fini and Maran, 2021; Biggs, Tehrani and Billings, 2021), 
· rehabilitation (El-Ghalayini, 2017; Foley and Massey, 2018; Justice Inspectorate, 2018; Police Treatment Centres, 2020),
·  and leave or retirement for health reasons (Brough, Raper and Spedding, 2021; Hesketh and Tehrani, 2019; Robertson and England, 2019). 
Studies have also found it useful to divide intervention tools into the individual and organizational, i.e those which function at a role/task/job level and those which function at a policy/management/structure level (Murphy and Sauter, 2004; Lakik and Langlois, 2020 Civilotti, Di Fini and Maran, 2021; Biron, Karanika-Murray and Cooper, 2012; Brough, Raper and Spedding, 2021). 
The need for further research
Proactive interventions which combine individual- and organizational-level measures are evidenced as highly effective in preventing the evidenced harm and in raising police standards (De Neve et al., 2013; Leka et al., 2008). However, the literature shows that interventions within policing are usually deployed case-by-case once impacts of negative stress have become serious to individual health or personal/organizational performance (Police Federation, 2020b; Biron, Karanika-Murray and Cooper, 2012; Foley and Massey, 2018). This points to the challenges of embedded organizational change including size, structure, culture and resourcing; reports have called for “enhanced change management” (Lewis, Higgins and Muir, 2019, p. 4, c.f. Biggs, Tehrani and Billings, 2021; Justice Inspectorate; 2018; Lewis, Higgins and Miur, 2017; Police Care UK, 2019; Lakik and Langlois, 2020). The proposed research responds to this by demonstrating how positive change can be practically effected within SWP.

Methodology
Secondary data
This dissertation will draw significantly on the Police Federation C&WS (PF 2020a), especially the regional subset for SWP (PF, 2020b). With 12,471 respondents, PF 2020 is large and the most recent open source. Initial comparison of the UK-wide dataset with the SWP dataset reveals key areas for this study to explore, including demand, resourcing and the prevalence of stress (PF, 2020a; 2020b). 
Other key sources are:
· published findings of the Police Care UK 2019 survey;
· relevant internal data collected to inform current SWP practice, if forthcoming.[footnoteRef:1]	 [1:  At the point of writing, the student is awaiting a response from SWP HR.
] 

Primary data
This research will gather primary data via questionnaires, aiming for 100+ respondents. These will be distributed via closed Facebook groups, the SWP intranet and appropriate HR emails.  Questions will be designed to:
· follow up on key regional issues raised by PF 2020;
· explore impacts on professional performance and standards;
· identify positive intervention.
The detailed nature of the study makes a mixed-method approach appropriate (Stokes, 2014; Ghauri, Grønhaug and Strange, 2020). Questionnaires will combine closed (5-point scale) and open questions, creating a combination of qualitative and quantitative data and allowing for triangulation. 
Questionnaires will be completely anonymous. However, some personal information will be requested to allow for disaggregation by age, gender, rank and department. This will allow for more meaningful analysis (Giest and Samuels, 2020) as well as enabling comparison to PF 2020 subsets.

Research methods
The mixed method approach will be taken, using numerical analysis for quantitative data (closed questions), and thematic coding analysis for qualitative data (open questions). Results can then be cross-referenced. Primary data will also be triangulated to PF 2020 and findings will be analysed across primary and secondary research. Disaggregated data will enable analysis to follow best practice (Criado-Perez, 2020; Avendano, Culey, and Balitrand, 2018).
Analysis will focus on the impacts of stress on professional performance and standards and on identifying positive actions to mitigate these. This will lead to the application of findings to existing practices at SWP. Finally, a model for positive intervention will be created. 
This study will be limited primarily by resource, particularly time, the generation of a good sample size and access to secondary data. It is noted that primary data will not be statistically significant in relation to SWP population, although comparing this to larger secondary datasets will help to flag anomalies (Adam, 2020). The scope is focused to enable meaningful findings and to fulfil the module learning outcomes.
	Time Scales
	Date span
	Task

	28/12/21-31/01/22 
	Design data collection/analysis methods, including trial sample (10)

	01/02/22-23/03/22
	Data collection[footnoteRef:2] [2:  51 days are allowed for data collection to maximise the sample; if 100 are achieved sooner, the sample can be increased and/or the analysis time increased.] 


	24/03/22-23/04/22
	Data analysis

	24/03/22
	Submission of chapter
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