What impact can the challenges of operational policing have on individual and group wellbeing? Why is it important to manage mental wellbeing in policing?  

Operational policing can be defined as the day-to-day workload carried out by police officers to maintain law and order in society (Dean, 1995). It involves a range of tasks such as patrolling neighbourhoods, responding to emergency calls, conducting investigations, and apprehending suspects. These activities are essential for ensuring the safety and security of the public. According to the National Police Chiefs’ Council (2019), operational policing encompasses a wide variety of functions, including crime prevention, community policing, traffic enforcement and counterterrorism operations. These activities are guided by established policies and procedures aimed at achieving specific objectives, such as reducing crime rates, increasing public trust in the police and promoting community engagement. The challenges associated with such a workload can have a detrimental impact on staff moral and wellbeing (Dean, 1995). Throughout this essay, I will explore the impact and challenges operational policing has on individual and group wellbeing, furthermore I will look into why it is important to manage wellbeing within the police. 

The mental wellbeing of police officers has emerged as a critical issue in contemporary law enforcement, necessitating urgent attention from policymakers, stakeholders and the community, Operational policing is a demanding and often stressful job that can have a significant impact on the wellbeing of individual officers as well as on group dynamics within police departments (Paton, 2015). The challenges faced while policing can range from physical risks and emotional trauma to long working hours and organisational pressures (Carlier et al, 2018). These challenges can have adverse effects on both individual officers and the wider group, impacting not only their physical health but also their mental and emotional wellbeing (He et al, 2018). The effects of the associated challenges can be detrimental to the team dynamic, which can lead to a detrimental impact on the efficiency of the team (Bisbey & Salas, 2019). Furthermore, team dynamic and good team moral is important in any workplace, however it is especially fundamental in a job which has numerous associated risks and challenges to an individual’s mental and physical health and well-being (Bisbey & Salas, 2019). In a report conducted by Tewksbury and Copenhaver (2016) police officers have reported that a negative team dynamic and moral can negatively impact officer wellbeing and job satisfaction.

One of the main challenges of operational policing has on individual officers is the potential for exposure to violence and traumatic incidents (Carleton et al, 2018).  He et al, (2018) highlighted that police officers are often required to respond to dangerous situations and witness distressing events, which can lead to post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and other mental health issues. A study conducted by Carleton et al (2018) found that over 30% of police officers reported symptoms of PTSD, which can have long-term consequences on their mental wellbeing and ability to function effectively in their roles. Furthermore, research by Carlier et al (2018) found that PTSD is prevalent among police officers, with around 10-15% of officers meeting the criteria for the disorder. According to Garbarinno et al (2013) mental health problems are supported differently in the police force compared to other occupational groups due to the demanding requirements of the job, adding that such challenges to mental health can often lead to officer burnout and stress related illness. They highlight the need for additional research and help for wellbeing within the force to support officers within their challenging role (Garbarinno et al, 2013).

In addition to the physical risks associated with policing, officers may also experience high levels of stress due to long working hours and intense job pressures (Dean, 1995). The demands of the job can lead to burnout and exhaustion, contributing to poor mental health and lower job satisfaction (Tweksbury & Copenhaver, 2016).  A study by He et al (2018) found that high levels of stress among police officers were associated with increased rates of depression and anxiety, highlighting the impact that operational challenges can have on individual wellbeing. According to a study by Violanti and Paton (2015), police officers experience higher levels of stress compared to the general population, which can have a negative impact on their mental health and wellbeing and overall job satisfaction. It may be noted that this can lead to an impact on team dynamic and moral, which as previously highlighted can also impact job efficiency and team wellbeing. 

The challenges of operational policing not only impact the individual wellbeing of police officers but also have implications for the group wellbeing of police departments. High levels of stress and trauma among individual officers can lead to increased conflict and tension within the group. According to He et al (2018) this can create a toxic work environment, with negative consequences for team dynamics and morale which ultimately affects teamwork and communication. A study by Seo and Barrett (2019) found that high levels of stress among police officers were negatively correlated with team cohesion and job satisfaction, indicating that the challenges of policing can have a ripple effect on the overall wellbeing of the group. Research by Kester et al (2016) found that police officers who experience high levels of stress are more likely to report conflicts with colleagues and decreased job satisfaction. Furthermore, the mental health issues faced by individual officers can also impact the overall effectiveness of the team dynamic and wellbeing. Officers who are struggling with mental health issues may have difficulty performing their roles effectively, which can have serious implications for public safety and trust in law enforcement and can impact team moral. Effective operational policing relies on the collaboration between police officers (VonDrehle, 2020), therefore it is important for police officers to be aware of their mental wellbeing and to be given the opportunity to understand and improve their wellbeing.

Furthermore, organisational pressures and lack of support can exacerbate the challenges faced by individual officers and impact group dynamics. A study by Skogstad et al (2017) found that police officers who perceived their organisation as unsupportive reported higher levels of stress and lower job satisfaction, highlighting the importance of organisational culture in promoting wellbeing. Lack of resources and inadequate training can also contribute to stress and burnout among officers, further impacting individual and group wellbeing VonDrehle (2020). The challenges of operational policing can also have a significant impact on the individual wellbeing of police officers (Kester et al, 2016). High levels of stress and exposure to traumatic events can lead to various mental health issues, such as anxiety, depression, and PTSD. These conditions can affect the overall quality of life of police officers and their ability to function effectively in their roles. Implementing regular mental health screenings and access to confidential counselling services can offer essential support for officers experiencing mental health challenges. Evidence suggests that proactive mental health services can reduce the incidence of PTSD and other stress related disorders which police officers and exposed to (Miller et al, 2019).

In addition, the demanding nature of police work can also take a toll on the physical health of officers (Morse et al, 2017). Long hours, shift work, and exposure to dangerous situations can lead to physical injuries and health problems among police officers (Skogstad et al, 2017). Research by Morse et al (2017) found that police officers have a higher risk of developing chronic health conditions, such as cardiovascular disease and musculoskeletal disorders, compared to the data from other professions. Poor physical health can have an impact on an officers’ mental health and wellbeing, which can be extremely detrimental to an individual and their ability to fulfil their duties (Morse et al, 2017). In recent years, there has been an increase in the emphasis on the importance of taking care of your mental health as well as your physical health- with some arguing that both are of equal importance to an individual’s’ holistic health (Price et al, 2007). Research has shown that people with poor mental health are often find it extremely difficult to perform day-to-day activities, let alone performing work duties (Price et al, 2007). As previously highlighted, operational policing is a highly stressful and demanding job which requires officers to be on top of their game to effectively perform their duties to ensure public safety and the safety of themselves and their colleagues. It is crucial for officers to recognise a decline in their mental health and wellbeing so that they can access help and undertake some mindfulness strategies to improve their overall wellbeing.

According to Price et al (2007) some effective strategies for improving wellbeing include; mindfulness, meditation, exercise, a balanced diet, undertaking a hobby and improving self-care. Price et al (2007) also highlight that it is important for officers to discuss their feelings with a trusted adult or undertake counselling sessions to support them through difficult periods, which is accessible through the police force. Strategies to improve group wellbeing in the workplace include teambuilding exercises, supporting each other in the role and taking time to complete activities together outside of work to improve team communication and cohesion (Seo and Barett, 2017). In recent years, research has highlighted the importance of practising good self-care, therefore it is crucial for officers to be able to identify and recognise strategies to improve their wellbeing to ensure they have good holistic health. 

In conclusion, the mental wellbeing of police officers represents a pressing concern that requires comprehensive strategies to overcome the challenges of operational policing. This essay has highlighted that operational policing can have a significant impact on the wellbeing of individual officers as well as on group dynamics within police departments.  Addressing police mental wellbeing issues requires a multifaceted approach, encompassing organisational change, supportive interventions, and further research and education. This essay has highlighted the physical risks, emotional trauma, long working hours, and organisational pressures of which can lead to high levels of stress, burnout, and mental health issues among officers. As discussed within this essay, these challenges can have wide-ranging consequences on both individual officers and the wider group, affecting job satisfaction, teamwork, team cohesion, officer safety and overall wellbeing. It is crucial for police departments to prioritise the mental and emotional health and wellbeing of their officers, providing adequate support, resources, and training to mitigate the negative effects of operational challenges on individual and group wellbeing. It is also crucial for officers to understand the importance of their wellbeing, and for them to know and understand the signs/triggers of declining mental health. By acknowledging the unique stresses of police work, dismantling stigma surrounding mental health and implementing supportive interventions, law enforcement agencies can improve the wellbeing of officers. Consequently, investing in the mental health of police personnel is not only beneficial to the officers themselves, but is also critical for the safety and wellbeing of the broader community they serve.
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Why is a partnership approach the most effective way to reach groups or communities who are less willing to engage with police? 

In recent years, there has been an increasing recognition of the importance of building positive relationships between law enforcement agencies and communities they serve. It is important for the police force to foster positive relationships with the general public to ensure effective law enforcement, and to build important links within communities (Goldstein, 1990). According to Mazerolle (2023) this can be achieved by using a partnership approach to policing. A partnership approach enables police officers to reduce crime and disorder problems effectively through collaboration with communities, as well as business and Government agencies (Mazerolle, 2023). A partnership approach has been noted to improve public perception of police officers, as well as strengthening the trust between the public and the force, and approachability of officers (Tyler, 2004). However, there are also some limitations to adopting a partnership approach within the police force, such as the challenges of engaging groups communities who are less willing to cooperate with police officers due to negative past experiences or a lack of trust. This essay will explore the advantages and disadvantages of a partnership approach and it will highlight reasons why a partnership approach is the most effective way to reach communities, drawing on academic literature and research within the field. It will also consider why some communities are reluctant to engage with the police force and explore ways in which engagement can be achieved to promote a partnership approach.

One of the key reasons why a partnership approach is effective in engaging with groups or communities who are less willing to engage with police is that it helps in building trust and legitimacy (Tyler, 2004). Research has shown that trust is a crucial factor in community-police relationships, with communities that trust the police more likely to cooperate and support law enforcement efforts (Skogan, 2017). By working in partnership with community organisations, leaders, and stakeholders, police can demonstrate a commitment to understanding and addressing the concerns of the community (Skogan, 2017). According to Crawford and Cunningham (2015) this is an advantage of the partnership approach as communities will feel listened to, hence heightening their sense of trust and confidence in the police force which strengthens the relationship between the force and the general public. Furthermore, community policing initiatives – such as ‘police surgery’ - which involve collaborating with community members to identify and address public safety issues, have been shown to be effective in improving trust and perceptions of police legitimacy (Cordner, 2023). By engaging with community members in joint problem-solving efforts, police can demonstrate that they care about the wellbeing of the community and are willing to work collaboratively to address their concerns (Cordner, 2023). This is a method for strengthening public engagement with the police to improve the partnership and collaboration with the general public. 

Another key benefit of a partnership approach is that it increases the accessibility and responsiveness of police services to groups or communities who are less willing to engage with police (Tyler, 2004). Research has shown that marginalised and vulnerable communities often have limited access to police services, which can result in higher levels of crime and victimisation (Nalla et al, 2018). By working in partnership with community organisations, police can improve their understanding of the specific needs and concerns of these communities and develop tailored responses to address them. Furthermore, a partnership and collaborative approach to policing in areas with high crime rates enables a comprehensive understanding of the social dynamics contributing to crime (Skogan & Hartnet, 1997). This multidisciplinary engagement encourages shared responsibility, empowering communities to protect themselves while providing law enforcement with critical insight into local issues (Mastrofski, 2006). Moreover, this has been shown to increase positive outcomes in reducing crime rates and improving victim support (Weisburd et al, 2016). By actively involving community members in crime prevention strategies, police can build stronger relationships, facilitating communication and cooperation.

Community policing initiatives, such as the establishment of community policing substations in high-crime neighbourhoods in cities have been shown to increase the accessibility of police services to marginalised communities (Miller, 2023). Additionally, some counties opt to improve community engagement and partnership through introducing initiatives which see police officers patrolling local towns to discourage and deter anti-social behaviour and to improve community links through communication with the public. A most recent example of this is ‘Operation Lumley’ which is a current ongoing initiative used within Gwent Police. Operation Lumley is an operation which uses police officer presence to reduce crime and anti-social behaviour. Police officers are able to sign up to operation Lumley as overtime. They are then assigned a location of high crime and anti-social behaviour rates which they must patrol on foot between the hours of 4-10pm. There are also other forces which use this method for deterring crime and anti-social behaviour. Research indicates that community engagement initiatives, Including the establishment of foot patrols, significantly reducing crime rates. According to Skogan (2006), increased visibility of police officers in neighbourhoods foster a sense security among residents, which can often result in a reduction of criminal activities. Rosenbaum, (2002) states community engagement initiatives facilitate better communication channels between police forces and communities. Empowering residence to partake in decision – making processes regarding safety measures cultivates a sense of ownership and responsibility towards their environment 

In recent years, there has been a growing reluctance among certain groups to engage with the police. Some communities refuse to engage with police officers due to socio-cultural and historical reasons that stem from perceived systemic injustices which often leave enduring legacies that shape the relationship between police officers and the communities they serve (Brunson and Miller, 2006). This reluctance is often fuelled by a lack of trust, fear of repercussions, and previous negative experiences with law enforcement (Bruson and Miller, 2006). In order to address this issue and improve community-police relations, it is crucial to understand the underlying reasons for this reluctance and implement strategies to promote engagement. One of the main reasons why certain groups are reluctant to engage with the police is a lack of trust (Brunson and Miller, 2006). Trust is an essential element in any relationship, including the relationship between law enforcement and the community. When individuals do not trust the police, they are less likely to seek assistance from them or cooperate with law enforcement efforts (Tyler, 2004). According to a study by Tyler and Wakslak (2004), trust in the police is positively associated with perceived legitimacy, procedural justice, and fairness in police interactions. Additionally, Tyler (2004) puts forward that communities are less likely to seek assistance from the police if they perceive the force as biased, often taking matters into their own hands. Furthermore, in recent years there has been an increase in the amount of negative media portrayals of the police force. This has exacerbated negative public perceptions and attitudes towards law enforcement and has seen an increase in police officer brutality (Goff et al., 2016). A partnership approach can help to enhance accountability and transparency in policing, which is essential for building trust with communities who are reluctant to engage with police. Research has shown that communities that perceive the police as accountable and transparent are more likely to trust and cooperate with law enforcement efforts (Tyler et al, 2015). Working in partnership with community organisations and leaders, police can demonstrate a commitment to openness and accountability in their decision-making processes. Community policing initiatives, such as the establishment of civilian oversight mechanisms and community advisory boards, have been shown to enhance accountability and transparency in policing (White et al, 2021). Involving community members in oversight and decision-making processes demonstrates a commitment to listening to and addressing the concerns of the community, which can help in building trust and legitimacy.

Furthermore, fear of repercussions is another common reason why certain groups are reluctant to engage with the police. Members of marginalised communities may fear retaliation or discrimination from law enforcement officers if they come forward with information or seek assistance, especially if there are historic community examples of this. This fear is often fuelled by the perception of police as an oppressive force rather than a source of protection. In a study by Katz and Cho (2003), it was found that fear of police discrimination was a significant barrier to reporting crime among minority groups. Negative past experiences with law enforcement can also contribute to reluctance to engage with the police (Tyler, 2004). Furthermore, Individuals who have been mistreated or unfairly targeted by the police in the past are understandably hesitant to interact with law enforcement in the future (Mazerolle et al., 2013). These negative experiences can create a cycle of distrust and animosity that is difficult for communities to overcome which has a significant impact on the relationship between police officers and the communities they serve (Brunson and Miller, 2006). According to Johnson et al. (2016), police legitimacy is negatively impacted by negative interactions with law enforcement, leading to decreased trust and cooperation from the community.

In order to promote engagement with the police among reluctant groups, it is essential to implement strategies that address these underlying issues (Katz and Cho, 2003). Community policing focuses on building trust and collaboration between law enforcement officers and community members which aims to repair the relationship between police officers and the public (Skogan, 2006). Furthermore, it is crucial for law enforcement agencies to implement measures to address issues of discrimination and bias within their ranks (Cordner, 2023). By promoting diversity and cultural competency training among officers, police departments can work towards building trust and understanding among marginalised communities (Johnson et al., 2016). Research by Tyler (2004) suggests that perceptions of procedural justice and fairness in police interactions are key drivers of trust and cooperation with law enforcement. Additionally, adopting a partnership approach can be extremely beneficial as it can help to identify barriers to accessing police services and develop strategies to address them, such as providing language interpretation services or conducting outreach activities in community spaces (Mastrofski, 2006). 

In conclusion, a partnership approach is the most effective way to reach groups or communities who are less willing to engage with police. By working collaboratively with community organisations, leaders, and stakeholders police can build trust and legitimacy, increase the accessibility and responsiveness of police services, and enhance accountability and transparency in policing. Community policing initiatives have been shown to be effective in improving relationships between police and marginalised communities, demonstrating the importance of a partnership approach in promoting public safety and enhancing community well-being also the reluctance of certain groups to engage with the police is a significant issue that requires attention and action. By addressing underlying issues of trust, fear, and negative experiences, law enforcement agencies can work towards improving community-police relations and promoting engagement with reluctant groups. Through strategies such as community policing initiatives, diversity training, and promoting procedural justice, police can build trust and legitimacy within the community, ultimately leading to safer and more cohesive neighbourhoods.
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