Literature Review-
Wellbeing in blue: How effective are mental health and wellbeing support strategies in the UK police force.

Introduction: 
This literature review examines recent research into police wellbeing in the UK, with focus on cultural and organisational influences, using statistics, reports and articles to provide an overview of the current state of ongoing challenges and gaps in the system. 
Mental health and wellbeing within policing have become increasingly important concerns in the UK, as police officers are constantly exposed to high pressure environments, traumatic incidents and organisational stresses, (Phythian et al., 2022). 
These occupational challenges contribute to elevated levels of stress, anxiety, depression and even post traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) among officers, (College of Policing, 2021). 
The unique demands of the job including shift work, public scrutiny, under resourcing and poor retention have led to growing awareness of the need for robust mental health and wellbeing strategies across UK police forces. 
Over the past decade, various initiatives have been implemented to support police personnel such as the introduction of peer support systems, occupational health services, employee assistance programmes (EPAS) and mental health training, (MIND, 2022). 
National strategies like the Blue light wellbeing framework (BLWF), the National police wellbeing service (Oscar Kilo, 2022), and trauma risk management (TRIM) March On Stress (2012), aim to standardise and improve wellbeing provision across forces. 
 Questions remain regarding the actual effectiveness, consistency and uptake across regions and the extent to which these strategies address the psychological demands of police work, considering barriers to the implementation and effectiveness. By doing so, it seeks to inform on evidence-based understanding of how well UK policing systems are equipped to protect and promote officer wellbeing in practise.  
The policing profession is vulnerable due to high risk, high stress nature. Discussing mental health and wellbeing support can be related to public health, workplace wellbeing and institutional reform, (Porter and Gavin, 2024). 
The wellbeing of police officers in the UK is a critical area of concern encompassing mental health, organisational culture and the effectiveness of support interventions.
 
Mental health Trends:
Mental health and occupational stress in the force is a part of the police role, police work is inherently stressful as police officers are constantly exposed to traumatic events. 
Avon and Somerset Police Federation 2021 (Police Federation, 2021) captured data on traumatic incidents and compare an average person’s experience of trauma in a lifetime to that of a police officer. A civilian will experience 3 to 4 traumatic incidents whereas a police officer will experience 400-600 traumatic incidents.
Police Federation, 2021 stated “By capturing the data associated with attending traumatic incidents, the force would identify officers who may struggle and offer the necessary support.”
 Studies have found a significant proportion of UK police officers experience symptoms of depression, anxiety and PTSD. In a national study involving 40,000 UK police officers it has revealed higher rates of these conditions, consistent with findings with other countries. 9.8% probable depression, 8.5% probable anxiety, 9.3% probable PTSD, (Gullon-Scott and Longstaff, 2022).  
Organisational stresses such as workload, lack of role clarity, poor leadership and interpersonal conflicts have been linked to poor mental health outcomes. Research indicates that these stresses can lead to burn out and decreased job satisfaction, (Porter and Gavin, 2024). 
Mental health trends in UK policing have become a critical concern with recent data highlighting alarming results, in 2023/2024 14,508 officers were signed off work due to mental health issues. This is a 9% increase from previous years and 130% rise since 2012/2013, (Police Federation, 2024b). 
Andy Roades, wellbeing lead at national chief council states that ‘The incredibly challenging and hostile situations forced by the police overtime can take it’s tole’ (Madden, 2024). Hayley Aley of the police federation England and Wales blames high workloads, low resourcing and repeated trauma exposure in recent The Sun article, (Robinson, 2024). 
Key factors contributing to mental health challenges are workplaces stresses, a survey by the police federation revealed that 82% of police officers experience stress, low mood or anxiety with 52% reporting low morale, (Pay and morale, 2019). 
Excessive workload remains a core stress, police federation survey 2016 and His Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire and Rescue Services (HMICFRS) 2023. 
‘What cops want’ survey 2024 (Lilly, 2024) highlighted the following stresses, long irregular working hours 61%, understaffing 60%, work life balance challenges 59%, high stress situations 58%, exposure to critical incidents 56%, poor quality of leadership 50%, public perception and scrutiny 49%.  
Matilda Davies a The Times journalist (Davies, 2024) explained that in 2022 UK police forces lost 774,000 working days to mental health issues, stress, anxiety and depression, this is up 59% from 2019. 
Figures obtained by accident at work claim UK found that police forces across the UK have logged 65,000 absences due to mental health issues in the last 3 years. Police federation of England and Wales state that many police officers have been left mentally broken and report 81% of officers reporting mental health and the highest rate among UK professionals with 20 suicides a year rate (HMICFRS, 2025). 
35% of officers report that job related stress affected their personal life and relationships, Police life Journal (Life, 2025) reports that the cost-of-living crisis also impacts on police officers’ mental health due to financial concerns. 
Also, in 2025 a Met friendly survey (Bellingham, 2025) was completed showing, 64% of police officers had financial concerns, 55% reported severe stress due to finance issues, 20% consider a second job, 31% think about leaving the job. 
The police family finance survey of 6,000 serving police officers, 55% feel that their financial situation has declined. 
(Metropolitan Police Federation, 2023) show 9,000 plus officer resigned in the year 2023 driven by high workloads, low pay and poor support, police fatigue and burnout surged in 2022. In a survey 69% reported high fatigue and intentions to quit hit high record levels, due to workload, low morale and pay. 

Occupational stress and trauma:
Professor Brendan Burchel university of Cambridge nationwide study 2018, of 12,000 police officers highlighted the psychological damage amongst officers heightened by bad working conditions, (Lewsey, 2022b). 
Widespread trauma, exposure and PTSD are experienced by 90% of UK police officers in forms such as fatal accidents, child deaths, rapes, murders, violence and suicides. 
 Burn outs and stress cause absenteeism and occupational stresses result in psychological impact, the daily ‘drip of trauma’ can be a bigger mental health driver than single incidents. Brun out and PTSD have strong links driven by workload and organisational pressures, (Tang, Raffone and Yeung, 2025). 
Occupational stresses focus on trauma, public facing risks and day to day pressures that come with police duties, (Foley and Massey, 2020). These incident related pressures arise directly from front line policing and have an emotional toll. 
According to Quin, (2024) UK police officers who responded to multiple traumatic incidents were more likely to suffer long term psychological distress

Existing UK initiatives:
Existing UK wellbeing initiatives drawn from focus national programmes force level practices and peer lead support, the police traumatic event checklist (Police Care UK, 2023), was developed by police care UK, to help police officers discuss traumatic workloads and self-monitor progress incorporated with TRIM, early intervention pathways, supervision and rehabilitation. 
The national police wellbeing service (Oscar Kilo, 2022) provides guidance on trauma, psychological risk and fatigue. It includes self-assessment tools via the blue light wellbeing framework / college of policing have a programme offering training, wellbeing pack and support 2022.
Fatigue and recovery programme 2023 developed a suicide prevention line (GOV UK, 2024). With force specific wellbeing practises and Mind’s blue light programme and officer support, (Mind, 2021). 
It has been established that wellbeing services are not equal nationally across the UK, the inequality is a growing concern raised by police officers, unions, charities and independent researchers. The police federation and Cambridge university confirmed wide gaps and under resourced forces. 
In 2023 the federation called for ‘minimum wellbeing standards across the country, sighting unacceptable variations, the level of care available depending on your force, your role and your management.
Some police forces excel in pro-active trauma support, other rely on outdated approaches. 

Stigma of mental health in the police: 
The stigma of mental health in law enforcement and organisational culture is a recognised problem, therefore identifying barriers that may discourage seeking help and the impact on work performance is critical. 
Organisational cultures that discourage taking time off or seeking support also promote unhealthy coping mechanisms. Studies suggest 50% of officers take work home and 42% use annual leave days to manage psychological stress.  
This behaviour is linked to burnout, resulting in emotional exhaustion and poor work performance, (Maslach and Leiter, 2016). 
Data consistently shows organisational stresses are primary drivers of poor mental health in UK policing. Reiterating excessive workloads, understaffing, poor support, low morale and unsupportive leadership, creates a chronic strain leading to high sickness, poor performance and lack of effectiveness of wellbeing intervene has unless addressed systematically, (Mental Health Foundation, 2023). 
Occupational stresses as opposed to organisational stresses focus on trauma, public facing risks and day to day presses that came with police issues. 
Adding shift work and fatigue, long hours and night shifts contribute a major stress. A home office 2019 report revealed 43% of officers feel shift work negatively affected their physical and mental health, (Lewsey, 2022). 
Key stats UK report 1 in 5 UK police officers report suffering from PTSD (mind blue light survey 2020). 
From 2022-2024, there were 65,000 mental health related absences across the UK police forces. 
Stigma is a persistent serious issue particularly across the UK. Mental health stigma refers to public stigma, negative attitudes and beliefs from society or colleagues. 
Structural stigma with workplace policies or norms that discourage seeking help, a blame culture within sufficient recognition for the emotional burden of the work, (College of policing, 2023). 
A qualitive study in the international journal of mental health and addiction (Edwards and Kotera 2020) notes that police officers frequently stigmatize colleagues struggling with mental health. Perceptions of weakness and stoicism are deeply embedded within police culture fear of judgement or being sidelined. 
Newell et al., (2021) explores police to police stigma finding that in the police the officer stigma scale shows, 85% of police officers agreed they would avoid disclosure to a supervisor or colleague, 62% expected discrimination or would distrust a supervisor or manager who has suffered with mental health. 
Barriers for seeking help in a ‘macho culture’ and the perception of not being up to the job and peer judgement has become a strong deterrent. 
Lack to trust, confidentiality and negative experiences add to the poor uptake of help. 
The 2024 police federation report (Police Federation England and Wales, 2024) states 40% of officers said they would be unlikely to disclose mental health issues to a supervisor or manger. 70% of officers believed seeking help would negatively impact on their careers. 
A survey completed by Mind UK (MIND, 2022) found, 48% of police staff were aware of their employer’s mental health support but only 29% felt confident using it. 
The suicide (Police Federation UK, 2024) prevention consensus by the Police Federation of England and Wales (PFEW), National Police Coordination Centre (NPCC) and Nation Police Wellbeing Service (NPWS) Samaritans aims to ‘break down barriers to help seeking’ including data recording and toolkits.
The National Wellbeing Survey, Durham (Oscar Kilo, 2023) with 42,000 respondents is the largest independent wellbeing survey in policing. The findings were used to evidence the development of the College of Policing and wellbeing services including the National health and wellbeing strategy. The June 2025 survey has closed with 41,000 responses currently. 
Insights confirm modest improvements however independent evaluation is uneven, inspectorate reviews emphasise the need for consistency, better cultural change and substance over formality. 
Recent literature has increasingly emphasised the role of organisational culture and leadership in shaping police wellbeing. In 2019 Kieran Lewis, Andy Higgins and Rick Muir’s (Lewis, And and Muir, 2019) study explored how organisational development approaches can improve police work force wellbeing under various pressures. Commissioned by the police mutual foundation since 2010, police morale has dropped according to police federation data, poor change management, pay and workloads are the main factors. 
The emphasis is that wellbeing is an organisational issue, not just individual, with improved culture, management and participation stress can be reduced at the source. 
A cultural shift is required where wellbeing becomes everyone business, leadership, cultural and systemic. 
There are strong variations in how forces measure and implement wellbeing requiring clearer guidelines and consistent definitions. 
In policing therefore where stoicism and self-reliance are often culturally reinforced, wellbeing supportive environments help to normalise conversations about mental health. As highlights in previous sources, leadership that model’s openness and empathy can significantly improve officer willingness to disclose stress, trauma or psychological problems. The servant leadership model prioritises the needs of others, engaging on empathy, listening and empowerment, focusing on others to grow and develop as defined by Robert Greenleaf (Greenleaf, 2025). 
This in turn contributes to early intervention and long-term work force sustainability ‘A culture that values wellbeing encourages open communication about mental health challenges, reducing stigma and making it more likely that officer seek help when needed.’ (Bell, Palmer-Conn and Kealey, 2021). 
Phythian et al., (2021) identifies organisational culture and management support as key enablers of open communication about mental health emphasising the need to signal formal permission for these conversations. 
It also spotlights the structural and cultural gaps that limit the real-world impact of wellbeing frameworks in their recommendation. 
Phythian et al., (2021) shows that while UK police forces have advanced in organisational level wellbeing frameworks, these often surpass the development of individual focused support, highlighting the need for standardised implementation, clear guidance and shared evidence-based practices. 
It found that police wellbeing frameworks vary widely in implementation highlighting the need for consistent guidance. 
In comparison (Lewis, And and Muir, 2019) focused more on leadership and organisational development as central to wellbeing. 

Gaps:
While existing literature provides valuable insight into mental health challenges faced by police officers and the support strategies available, several important gaps remain. These limitations restrict the development of wellbeing frameworks across the UK police forces. 
Current studies focus on short term impact interventions such as mindfulness training, TRIM and peer support however, there is limited data on long term progress. This effects the cost effectiveness and long-term return on investment of current wellbeing programmes, there is a lack of comparative research on regional disparities in mental health provision and outcomes, (Police Federation (2024).  
There appears to be a under representation of minority groups such as race, gender, sexual orientation and disability. 
There is a gap in understanding how mental health risks and access to support differ from minority ethnic officers, female officers and LGBTQ personnel who also face additional workplace issues, (Staunton, 2024). 
Sparse data on police staff i.e. call handlers and custody staff who face stressful situations do not focus attention, creating an incomplete picture of wellbeing across the work force. There is limited research on preventative measures especially during training to prepare officers for the psychological demands of the role, (College of Policing, 2021b). 
There is a lack of officer led research as studies are conducted by external organisations, this causes a gap between academic findings and practical realities. Officer centre lived experiences would involve participatory research methods, (Gullon-Scott and Longstaff, 2022).   

Conclusion and recommendations:   
Improving the mental health and wellbeing of UK police personnel requires multi-faceted response that targets organisational structures and occupational conditions. Systemic change is essential to reducing route cause of psychological strain. The following recommendations aim to promote cultural and operational reforms in UK police forces, (Hesketh and Tehrani, 2018). 
Embed wellbeing into organisation leadership and culture ensuring accountability at senior levels. 
Recognise distress, respond and challenge stigma promoting psychological safety. Increase staff levels, conduct workload audits, cut excessive overtime, invest in non-uniform support for admin and non-emergency duties, (Bell, Palmer-Conn and Kealey, 2021). 
Redesign shift patterns with flexible and part time options, expand trauma support, TRIM, allow access to psychological screening, counselling and resilience training, (Hesketh and Tehrani, 2018). Promoting long term cultural change will foster team-based wellbeing practices. 
 This review of current literature has confirmed that sustained commitment to systemic and cultural change is essential for lasting improvement, reducing preventable harm and building a healthier and more resilient work force. 
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