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UNIVERSITY RESEARCH PROPOSAL – FIRST DRAFT

Title - Policing a Pandemic: The impact of policing during COVID 19 on officer mental health and wellbeing in South Wales 
The role of a police officer is arguably one of the most stressful and demanding jobs on the front line, due to the wide variance of responsibilities that they are expected to fulfil; “Policing has long been recognized as a stressful, emotionally trying, and sometimes dangerous occupation” (Frank et al, 2017).  From attending suicides, dealing with child abuse and being first on scene to a fatal road traffic collision, evidence suggests that these incidents can have an enduring impact an officer’s mental health at some point in their career. 
Research by van der Velden, et al (2018) indicates that the impact on police officers mental health can even extend to Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), “Police officers are commonly considered to be a high-risk group for the development of mental health disturbances because of the various critical incidents and potential traumatic events they encounter during their career. These so-called operational stressors, such as witnessing the death of children, confrontations with victims of sexual harassment, serious traffic accidents, suicide and experiencing violence, might increase the risk of symptoms of anxiety, hostility and fatigue. A (small) minority may develop mental disorders, such as depression and PTSD.” 
Familiar with being thrust into the unknown, police officers are often described as ‘resilient’, ‘problem solvers’ and having a ‘stiff upper lip’ mentality; “Resilience, hardiness, and psychological capital are considered to be important capacities for police officers to cope with and adapt to challenging stressful and potentially traumatic situations” (Janssens, et al, 2018 ).
However, what happens when officers are forced into a new, different type of unknown, the unknown of policing a worldwide pandemic, now commonly known as Coronavirus 2019. Will officer’s resilience evolve to cope with these new, ever present, unprecedented times, or will it have a new, long lasting detrimental effect on their wellbeing? This research will attempt to provide an insight into the impact COVID 19 has had on South Wales Police officer mental health, wellbeing and welfare. 

Key Questions/objectives 
The aim and objectives of this study are to review and analyse the following:
1. To analyse police officer mental health pre COVID 19. 

2. To analyse and review the impact of COVID 19 on officer mental health and wellbeing in South Wales Police force. 

3. To critically analyse the measures that South Wales Police have implemented to improve and enhance officer wellbeing during the pandemic.    

The result of this research study will attempt to provide a valuable insight into the impact that policing during COVID 19 has had on officer mental health and wellbeing thus far. In the recommendations, suggestions will be proposed that South Wales Police could consider and implement to improve officer welfare in the future.  

Background and Literature Review
Mental health is defined by the World Health Organisation (WHO,2018) as “a state of well-being in which an individual; realizes his or her own abilities, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can work productively and is able to make a contribution to his or her community”. In recent years, there has been increasing acknowledgement of the importance of individual mental health, and it could be argued that this should be amplified when considering a police officer’s welfare. 
Police officers are more than just a uniform and a job, they are human beings with human emotions, which can easily be affected by stress and trauma. Research has consistently found that first responders are more likely than the general population to experience psychological distress as a result of their work (Haugen, Evces, Weiss 2012).  
This is emphasized by The Police Federation, who state that mental health issues for serving officers is an increasing concern for the Federation and the Police service overall; “Resilience in the service is at an all-time low and officers are being put under inordinate amounts of pressure which is taking its toll on their health and wellbeing” (Police Federation, 2020). 
Rapid social change and stressful work conditions are described by the WHO as being associated with poor mental health. Taking this into consideration, with the added constant pressures of a pandemic and the ever changing responsibilities that come with it, it could be argued that the importance of officer welfare has never been greater than it is now. 
This study of how COVID 19 has impacted police officer mental health, considering the current environmental factors in which police officers are expected to work, is very relevant both to me personally and South Wales Police force who could attempt to implement improvement actions to enhance officer wellbeing going forward.  
This particular study will cover a very relevant and current topic that has not been widely explored, which is one of my motivations for this research. It is, however, broadly accepted that the impact the pandemic has had on society has been a monumental event that will have far reaching implications on individuals and organisations for many years to come, “The effect of the pandemic on first responders such as the police – though assumed to be profound – have not yet been explored nor quantified in the UK” (Stogner et al. 2020).
A preliminary literature review suggests that there is a wealth of information and knowledge available regarding general police officer mental health and wellbeing, “A Police Federation survey of 17,000 officers in 2016 showed an alarming set of statistics around mental health of officers, with 39% seeking help with mental health issues” (Police Federation, 2016).  
There is an abundance of research analysing the impact of COVID 19 on the general public that can be used in this research. One overarching study by Office for National Statistics (2020) states “more than two-thirds of adults in the UK (69%) report feeling somewhat or very worried about the effect COVID-19 is having on their life”. However, detailed studies taking into account a specific policing segmentation are currently not widely available. This is where I intend to use research conducted on the general public and gather primary research to bring a policing perspective to the research.
The research available regarding police officer mental health as a direct consequence of policing the COVID 19 pandemic, is less well developed. This is primarily as a result of the proximity of the event and that empirical evidence is still being established. However, a recent study undertaken in Ireland in relation to the mental health impacts on the Garda Síochána as a result of COVID 19 provides a source of relevant material that will support the research topic being undertaken. An extract from the literature suggests, “heighted levels of psychological distress are an occupational hazard associated with the law enforcement profession, and members of the Garda Síochána feel their mental health needs are largely unmet by their organisation” (Rooney, McNicholas, 2020).
The study by Rooney and McNicholas (2020) found, “the difference is that Garda members not only put their physical health and mortality at risk when they go to work every day, but must do so whilst also having to cope with a new class of anxieties and responsibilities associated with ‘policing’ a pandemic.” This suggests that as a consequence of the pandemic, officer mental health is heightened over and above that experienced by members of the general public. 

Methodology and Research results  
My proposed methodology processes are to include both sources of qualitative and quantitative data, using the methodology known as Triangulation (Bramble et al, 2008). This is likely to be the most beneficial approach to the study as I intend to capture primary data in the form of surveys from police officers to assess impact COVID 19 has had on their personal mental health and wellbeing. Alongside this, I intend to use secondary research on the effects of general mental health before applying the triangulation method. 
Triangulation refers to the use of multiple methods or data sources in qualitative research to develop a comprehensive understanding of phenomena (Patton, 1999). An overview of the Triangulation method is depicted below: 
[image: http://www.emeraldinsight.com/fig/1730_10_1016_S1474-8231_08_07009-2.png]
Figure 1 – Triangulation Method
(Source: Bramble et al, 2008)
My mixed methodology research approach will consist of both primary and secondary data. In terms of primary research methods, I am planning on distributing surveys utilising the survey monkey tool to enable easy online access for all participants. The results of this research will be presented in tables, graphs and pie charts. My secondary research will consist of a comprehensive review of current academic sources, such as journals and articles, relating to police officer mental health. 

Ethical considerations and Limitations
I am aware that mental health carries a perceived stigma and is a sensitive subject, therefore there will be certain ethical considerations that need to be acknowledged.  All participants will be assured that their details will remain anonymous and their responses confidential, treating them with courtesy and respect. It will also be made clear to participants that their personal data will not be shared with South Wales Police.
I have considered that there may be limitations to the accuracy of my research, due to the particular institutional stigma surrounding mental health in the police force. This may distort the accuracy of the data collected with regards to officer welfare, as the primary research will rely on the individual being honest and recognising behaviours within themselves. Other limitations also include the difficulty of engaging with participants face to face, due to the ongoing COVID 19 pandemic. 

Resource and Time Management
Balancing a role as a full time police officer and undertaking this research project will require careful planning and organisation. I propose to time box activities and set realistic interim deadlines for certain elements of this project. 
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