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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? 
Your answer must be based on academic research rather than personal experience.
Policing is a career that places high expectations on its officers during the most stressful incidents. It requires agile decision-making skills and diverse work environments. Operational policing is arguably the most dangerous for officers on the front line, more so in recent years. A police officer's role includes crime prevention, emergency response, community engagement, and public safety. The challenges that police officers face on any given day can affect their mental health and overall wellbeing. These challenges can be made up of high-risk incidents, with the potential for exposure to traumatic events, prolonged stress, high accountability, and general demands. Given the stress that police officers face, this could impact the members of the police force and ultimately affect the quality of service provided to the community. By exploring the different challenges faced by operational policing, their impact on individual and group wellbeing, and the critical importance of overall management of mental health. By understanding these factors, it becomes evident that proactive measures are necessary to safeguard the mental wellbeing of police officers. 
One of the most significant challenges faced by police officers is the frequent exposure to traumatic incidents. Police officers will respond to the most violent crimes, traffic accidents, and domestic violence situations. This exposure not only requires immediate emotional resilience but can also lead to long-term psychological consequences such as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Studies have shown that police officers are at a higher risk for developing PTSD compared to the general population, with almost one in five police officers having symptoms that can include flashbacks, severe anxiety, and emotional numbness (University of Cambridge, 2019). The effect of repeated exposure to trauma can lead to vicarious trauma. Vicarious trauma "is a process of change resulting from empathetic engagement with trauma survivors" (Mehlmann-Wicks, 2020). This phenomenon occurs when officers absorb the pain or the suffering of victims, leading to emotional exhaustion and secondary trauma, and those affected could be left with a diminished capacity for empathy. Over time, this can result in a disconnection from their personal lives, affecting relationships with family and friends (MIND, 2024).
In addition to exposure to trauma, police officers face significant pressures. The UK police service is often under scrutiny from the public via social media and media outlets, which can create a degree anxiety among officers. Policing is based on consent as derived from the 9 Peelian principles. This means a police officer's duty should be carried out on "public approval of their existence, actions and behaviour" (Home Office, 2012). Due to the movement of news by social media from anyone who has a smartphone, police officers are under increased pressure to perform flawlessly while under constant public observation. Trial by social media is just one smartphone video away (Attorney General's Office, 2017), this further scrutiny can lead to heightened stress as one wrong step and there could be public backlash, face documented and posted online and the potential to face professional repercussions. In addition to the above stress, inadequate staffing levels and increasing workloads can exacerbate stress levels. 
Many police forces in the UK have faced budget cuts in recent years and are still facing these cuts, leading to reduced personnel and stretched resources (Office, 2024). This places additional demands on existing officers, who are ordered to work longer hours and manage larger workloads. The resulting fatigue can affect decision-making and increase the likelihood of burnout. According to the Police Federation (2024a) "69% of officers reported high levels of fatigue" and "28.9% with very high fatigue". The police federation research indicated increased dissatisfaction with pay and low morale among officers. PFEW National Chair Steve Hartshorn explained that "Police officers are paying the price by damaging their own welfare and mental health" Police Federation (2024a). 
The police role involves long work shift patterns, which can disrupt circadian rhythms and ultimately lead to various health issues. Circadian timing is our body's internal clock that dictates when we need to sleep through the daylight outside and internal hormonal and neuronal signals. Officers frequently experience sleep disturbances, contributing to fatigue and decreased cognitive functioning (Tankelevitch and Bunn, 2018). The irregular hours can also strain personal relationships, as officers may miss important family events or social gatherings due to their work schedules (Sousa et al., 2023). This imbalance can further worsen feelings of isolation and stress, affecting both mental and physical health.
The challenges of operational policing can impact the officers' wellbeing. According to the Police Federation (2024c) 14,508 police officers were signed off due to bad mental health which is a rise by 130% since 2013. Conditions such as anxiety and depression surface as officers struggle to cope with the demands of their roles. An article by Edwards and Kotera (2020) explored the institutional negativity and stigma surrounding mental health issues within the police force that can prevent officers from disclosing to their employer that they either have a condition or refuse to seek medical help altogether. Officers fear that revealing mental health struggles could risk their careers or lead to negative perceptions among their peers (Corrigan and Rao, 2012). This reluctance to seek assistance can significantly increase mental health symptoms, along with untreated mental health issues lead to decreased job performance. Along with this, a study conducted by Syed et al. (2020) showed one in four police officers were using damaging coping mechanisms such as hazardous amounts of alcohol. The impact on mental health is not just an individual concern; it can also affect the overall effectiveness of the police force.
In addition to the mental health challenges faced by police officers, there are physical health implications. Long-term stress can lead to and contribute to a range of health problems, including heart disease, obesity, and diabetes (Mayo Clinic Staff, 2023). The combination of high stress levels, disrupted sleep patterns, and unhealthy coping mechanisms (such as excess alcohol) can result in a decline in physical health, further evidencing the challenges faced by officers. These behaviours can create a cycle of poor health that makes it even more difficult for police officers to cope with the demands of their jobs.
Mental health implications go way beyond individual officers and can often show up in the team's morale. All police forces face high stress levels but complete with poor mental health can create a toxic work environment. In 2023, 85% of police officers who wanted to resign felt that way due to low morale, with a further 73 % wanted to leave the force due to their mental health and wellbeing (Police Federation, 2024b). 
High stress levels and mental health challenges can lead to a decrease in morale and less engagement among officers. When officers feel unsupported or overwhelmed, their commitment to the job may decrease. This disengagement can be displayed in various ways, including reduced motivation to perform well, lack of initiative in community engagement, and an overall job dissatisfaction. In a negative work environment, interpersonal conflicts may arise, leading to low morale among officers (CIPD, 2024). This can hinder teamwork, which is essential for effective policing. When officers are unable to rely on one another for support, the quality of service provided to the public may suffer. This idea has fuelled companies such as Back up buddy (2024)  who developed a mental health and wellbeing app which is designed to help with mental, physical, social, and financial health. It covers topics such as bereavement, trauma, physical exercise, diet, and sleep" as a means to try and get officers the much needed support at their fingertips. 
Looking at the psychology behind policing and human behaviour is the Social Identity Theory. "The theory seeks to explain the cognitive processes and social conditions underlying intergroup behaviours" (McLeod, 2023). This theory recognises groups can give us a sense of belonging, purpose, self worth and identity. By officers recognising the diverse identities within the communities they patrol it can enhance their effectiveness. By actively engaging with different community groups police officers cna build trust and cooperation. In terms of significant events whilst on duty, an understanding of social identities can help police navigate complex group dynamics such as protests and riots. By recognising the different motivations and identities in these situation, officers can adapt their communication style and intervention techniques to reduce conflict (Huddy, 2001).
The collective wellbeing of a police force can also influence the publics perceptions of the police. A police force struggling with internal mental health issues may inadvertently create a culture of distrust within the community. If officers appear to be disengaged, the public confidence in the police will likely suffer as a result, leading to strained community relations. If a police officer judgement is affected at a critical incident, this could have a negative impact on the public and further strengthen though negative perceptions of the police force (Brookshaw, 2024). Given the impact on individual and group wellbeing, it is essential to implement mental health help within police forces. Effective management of mental health not only benefits the officers themselves but also enhances the overall functionality of the police force. Many forces have adopted specific focal points to better help their officers, such as peer-led support for officers dealing with traumatic incidents. Other forces use therapy dogs to promote mental health and reduce stress, and others have programs that offer comprehensive support through wellbeing hubs, online resources, and physical activity programs (Demou, Hale and Hunt, 2020). 
Creating a supportive culture within the police force is vital. Police forces must actively work to reduce the stigma associated with mental health issues. By normalising conversations around mental health, forces can encourage officers to seek help without fear of judgment (Government Events, 2024). Peer support programs can create a sense of community and belonging among officers. Connecting with fellow officers who understand the unique challenges of policing can encourage a supportive environment where individuals feel less isolated in their struggles. Encouraging a healthy work-life balance is essential to feeling less stressed. This includes offering flexible working arrangements, annual leave being honoured (Northumbria Police Federation, 2024), and initiatives that promote physical health. By adopting a work environment that values work-life balance, police forces can help officers maintain their mental wellbeing. When officers are supported in managing their personal lives, they are better equipped to handle the demands of their roles (College of Policing, 2021).
The challenges of operational policing in the UK present significant risks to the mental health and wellbeing of individual officers and the police force. Failing to address these challenges can harm job performance, community relations, and overall police force health. Therefore, police forces must prioritise mental wellbeing through supportive cultural practices and ease of resource access. In an era where the complexities of policing are ever-increasing, taking a proactive approach to mental health management is not merely an option but a necessity. By focusing and investing in the mental wellbeing of officers, police can improve their operational effectiveness, encourage a positive work environment, and ultimately build stronger, more trusting relationships within the community. Addressing mental health challenges in policing not only benefits officers but also paves the way for a safer society.
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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?
Your answer must be based on academic research rather than personal experience, but you may refer to recent examples of high-profile critical and major incidents.
The policing landscape in the United Kingdom has undergone significant scrutiny and transformation in recent years, influenced by high-profile incidents that have sparked public outrage and calls for reform. Incidents such as the death of George Floyd, the handling of protests, and the tragic murder of Sarah Everard have not only brought issues of race, gender, and police accountability to the forefront but have also ignited a broader reform on the role of policing in society. These incidents serve as critical case studies, illuminating systemic failures and prompting police forces worldwide to reassess their practices and policies. This essay explores the lessons learned from these pivotal events, examining how they have changed into best practices for UK policing. Analysing these changes reveals the ongoing efforts to improve trust, accountability, and community relations, aiming to promote a more effective and honest policing system. Also, to analyse why these critical incidents have damaged community willingness to engage with the police, explore current policing practices’ impacts on communities, evaluate the role of community policing in encouraging cohesion, and apply fundamental principles of effective community engagement.
The murder of George Floyd in May 2020 by police officer, Derek Chauvin, echoed across the globe, igniting protests and calls for justice in places far beyond the United States. The video footage of Floyd’s death was a reminder of the dangers of using excessive force and the urgent need for police reform. In response to widespread public outcry, UK policing units began reflecting on their practices. The George Floyd incident forced police forces to confront uncomfortable truths about racial profiling, the disproportionate use of force against minority communities, and the necessity of transparency in police operations. As a result, several police forces initiated reviews of their policies particularly relating to stop-and-search practices (Napley, 2020), as well as community engagement. 
When conducting a stop and search, police officers must have a genuine suspicion and reasonable grounds for conducting that search and must not be based on personal factors such as appearances or ethnicity. The Independent Office for Police Conduct (2022) IOPC called for a change to stop and search laws and identified opportunities to improve the procedure of searches. This report highlighted that encounters have had a negative impact on people from ethnic minorities, leaving individuals to feel humiliated and victimised. When looking at data supplied by Statista (2023), the amount of stop and searches conducted on ethnic minorities between 2019/2020 was 52.5 people in every 1000. This rate has significantly dropped compared with 2023/2024 which showed 22.4 in every 1000 people. Comparatively, 7.4 white people in 1000 were searched in 2019/2020 and 6 in 2023/2024. As there have been significant changes in policies and police tactics between these dates, it is hard to pinpoint exactly what has caused the significant decline in stop and searches, but the factors above collectively have contributed to its decline. Therefore, by following policies and legislation, police can be held to a high standard and improve the relations of the communities they serve.
The critical incidents of recent years have had a profoundly damaging effect on the community’s willingness to engage with the police. The murder of George Floyd and the subsequent global protests highlighted deeply rooted issues of systemic racism and police violence (Pyper and Brown, 2020). For many marginalised communities, these incidents reinforced perceptions that the police force are not allies but rather oppressors. This erosion of trust is particularly acute among Black, Asian, and minority ethnic communities, where historical grievances related to policing practices have long existed. In particular, the strained relationship is said to have taken form with the Windrush arrivals back in 1949 and how police were and continue to be “unable to shed the perception that they over police BAME people yet under protect them from victimisation including racialised violence” (Quinlan, 2020). The murder of Stephen Lawrence brought about the Macpherson report, which stated that the Met Police were “institutionally racist” (UK Parliament, 2021).  
In the UK, the Black Lives Matter movement gained momentum, prompting the public to confront the realities of systemic racism and police brutality within their own communities (Pyper and Brown, 2020). At that time, all UK police forces looked at the style of officer safety training (OST), and a new way of officer training was piloted in Avon and Somerset Police (College of Policing, 2023) with the aim of reducing the use of force by police officers. As a result of this pilot, public and personal safety training (PPST) was adopted. The former OST style training was more focused on restraining, gaining compliance and acting rather than reacting. The updated changes were that safety training was now entirely scenario-based and built on conflict management skills that officers were taught during their initial recruit training. This includes de-escalation, risk management, physical restraint and use of personal protective equipment (Sanders et al., 2024). This form of training was studied by Sanders et al., who showed that there was a 7.3% reduction in the use of force on black people. Although not a significant reduction currently, it does, however, show the effectiveness of the training in changing the way that police officers deal with people in ethnic minorities.  
Gold (2022) conducted unconscious bias training research alongside Humberside Police into communities protected characteristics and how this training can improve the forces relations with its community. This highlighted that staff who enter the police force may unconsciously hold biases and prejudices. The issue is that when there is a lack of awareness, an officer's decision-making can result in negative stereotyping and negative experiences by the ethnic minorities these officers serve. The implicit Association Test (IAT), created by Harvard University (2024), measures attitudes and beliefs and is a tool that can be used to see if we hold any unconscious biases. This test was undertaken by Humberside officers which identified unconscious bias held by the officers. Atewologun, Cornish and Tresh (2018) research highlights how the test and training can highlight officers’ awareness of their own unconscious bias, its effectiveness for reducing implicit bias but stated that this training is unlikely to completely eliminate any biases. 
Gold (2022) also focused on the theory of procedural justice, which focuses on the treatment of people in their interactions with authority figures. Particularly when citizens are given the opportunity to convey their side of the story before a decision is made, police’s trustworthiness, citizens being treated with respect and that all decisions should be unbiased and neutral. His findings revealed six themes as listening, standing back to allow the person to speak, show an understanding, relationship development by allowing the previous themes, which in turn enables a positive opinion of the police and finally, results. The self-explanatory themes seem simple enough in how police should behave, react and respond to incidents but often police can be shown as being quite distant and impersonal in their approaches, almost like they are completing the relevant paperwork in their heads.
The brutal kidnap, rape and murder of Sarah Everard in March 2021 by a serving police officer, Wayne Couzens, not only shocked the nation but also highlighted significant issues surrounding women's safety, the integrity of police officers and their vetting procedures. The circumstances surrounding her death raised questions about the treatment of women by police and the societal structures that allow violence against women to persist. Public outrage following Everard’s murder led to renewed calls for policing reform (IOPC, 2021), particularly regarding how officers engage with women and handle cases of domestic violence and harassment. The incident prompted police forces to reevaluate their training programs, vetting procedures for officers, and the overall culture within the police regarding gender issues. The need for gender-sensitive policing became paramount as the public demanded assurances that officers could be trusted to protect all members of the public, particularly women. According to Sinead Geoghegan (2021) of the charity End Violence Against Women, it is reported that almost half of women have less trust in the police following Sarah’s murder. 
The murder of Sarah Everard further highlighted failures within the police, those of which, particularly affected women. The public outcry following her death revealed widespread fear and distrust of police, especially regarding their ability to protect women from violence. The revelation that a serving police officer was implicated in such a heinous crime shattered the notion of police as protectors, leading many to question whether police officers could be trusted to uphold the law impartially and safely. Following the murder, the Metropolitan Police responded by taking measures to address issues raised within their force. This included increased patrols in hotspot areas, publishing an action plan to help tackle violence against women and girls along with the appointment of Baroness Casey of Blackstock to conduct a review of culture and standards. 
The Met Police’s action plan was enacted to increase women’s trust in the Met, particularly to increase women’s confidence to ensure crimes are reported and bring offenders to justice by getting convictions, through the support of the victim. According to the Met Police’s (2022) action plan, 55,696 rapes were recorded in England and Wales 2020/2021, but only 3,539 were referred to the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS). Of these referred, only 1,109 resulted in convictions. This figure is startling when you realise that only 1.99% of women received justice. Therefore, the Met aspired to achieve at least a 10% detection rate for this type of crime. The Met set up a dedicated women’s protection service and reformed their already established rape specialist ‘Soteria’ team. However, a progress report published by London Metropolitan University (2023) showed that the detection rate in England and Wales was 4%. This shows a steady climb for detection rates, but the slow incline means that there are 96% of reports that have yielded little result. The Baroness Casey’s review (2023) found it most concerning that officers dedicated to the public protection unit found succeeding in their role impossible, especially as they were overworked and under-supported. Officers admitted having worked “until 2am on spare days” to cope with the demand as they were in “constant fear” that one of their victims would come to harm due to a flaw in their investigation. This shows that without the right funding and support, victims will find it hard to regain that trust in the police if they are not producing results.
The COVID-19 pandemic presented unprecedented challenges for policing in the UK. Police forces were at the forefront of enforcing public health regulations, leading to varied responses across different police forces (College of Policing, 2022). Instances of heavy-handed enforcement, particularly during protests against lockdown measures, sparked criticism and raised concerns about the balance between public safety and civil and human rights (HMICFRS, 2021). The pandemic highlighted the importance of community engagement and communication. Many police forces realised that a collaborative approach, characterised by dialogue and understanding rather than strict enforcement, was essential for maintaining public trust (Duckworth, 2021). The necessity for a community-oriented policing model became evident as officers navigated the complexities of pandemic-related restrictions.
Aitkenhead et al. (2022) explains how the College of Policing published guidance on the new powers provided by public health regulators. This guidance laid the foundations for the ‘4 E’s’: engaging with members of the public, explaining the coronavirus laws and regulations, encouraging them to comply and how enforcement should be a last resort whereby fines would be issued. However, Aitkenhead et al. (2022) go on to explain when a poll took place, a number of negative factors were discovered, such as a “lack of clarity around the rules and inconsistency in how the rules were enforced”. The basic policing principle set out by Sir Robert Peel is that policing should be based on consent. If members of the public were now well informed, then that consent was not satisfied. This shows that the importance of communicating laws and policies should first be known and understood by officers, and in turn, the public can understand and have the belief that they can trust in the police service.
As evidenced above, recent high-profile and major incidents have led to several reviews and changes in police practices, helping to improve the public’s trust. Continuous reflection on police actions and events, not just major incidents, will make strides in improving public trust and perception of police forces in the future. 
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