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Abstract 1 

Against a backdrop of austerity, this mixed method paper provides a contemporary 2 

understanding of stressors in English policing by examining stressors experienced by police 3 

employees in the UK. In the first study, police officers (n = 223) and police staff (n = 134) in 4 

a county police force in England completed measures of operational and organisational 5 

stressors. Significantly higher scores were found for operational and organisational stressors 6 

in police officers compared to police staff. Police officers also reported higher operational 7 

and organisational stressor scores in comparison to norms for an international sample. In the 8 

second study, 27 police employees from the same force participated in focus groups 9 

exploring stressors in policing. The qualitative findings built on the first study by providing 10 

detailed insights into stressors presently experienced by police employees and the impact of 11 

police reform on stress. Implications of the findings and recommendations for future research 12 

are discussed.  13 

Keywords: police officer; policing; stress; mental health; psychological wellbeing. 14 

Word Count: 8685   15 
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Introduction  1 

Policing in the UK has experienced unprecedented cutbacks in recent years as a result 2 

of public sector reform and austerity measures (e.g., Brown & Silvestri, 2019; Duran et al., 3 

2019; Lumsden & Black, 2018). The number of full-time police employees in England and 4 

Wales is 202,023 (Home Office, 2019), which is 16.90% below the figure a decade ago 5 

(Home Office, 2009). Against this backdrop of austerity cuts, a recent survey of officers in 6 

England and Wales (n > 18,000) found increases since 2016 in the number of officers: taking 7 

absences due to stress, anxiety, and depression; seeking help for mental health support; and 8 

attributing psychological difficulties to stress at work, with workload identified as the most 9 

common concern (Elliott-White, 2018). Therefore, although a substantial evidence base has 10 

accumulated on stressors in UK policing over several decades (e.g., Brown & Campbell, 11 

1990; Collins & Gibbs, 2003; Houdmont, 2013), these growing concerns with mental health 12 

in police officers suggest that it is vital to develop a contemporary understanding of how 13 

stressors are being experienced in this context.  14 

Prior studies on policing stressors in the UK have focused on employees who work in 15 

operational roles, such as police officers (e.g., Brown & Campbell, 1990; Duran et al., 2019; 16 

Hart et al., 1993). A methodological problem, however, is that limited evidence exists on 17 

stressors in police staff, who undertake a variety of vital roles in policing, such as intelligence 18 

and analysis, administration, and forensics investigations. Given that police staff can also 19 

experience adverse psychological outcomes as a result of job-related stressors (Kerswell et 20 

al., 2019), greater understanding of stressors in UK policing could be acquired by sampling 21 

employees across an entire force, thus including police officers and police staff. This line of 22 

inquiry is important and timely given that police reforms in the UK have triggered the rise of 23 

mixed economy patrolling teams (Loveday, 2015), whereby police officers are joined by 24 

uniformed, non-sworn officers to assist with tasks such as public order management 25 
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(Crawford et al., 2005). Furthermore, by comparing the impact of stressors on police officers 1 

and police staff, this could enhance awareness of stressors experienced in different policing 2 

roles amongst a variety of stakeholders, including: researchers; police organisations; 3 

psychology practitioners; and police professionals. Therefore, the aim of this paper was to 4 

provide a contemporary understanding of stressors in UK policing by investigating stressors 5 

experienced by police officers and police staff in a regional police force in England.  6 

Stressors in Policing  7 

Policing is widely recognised as one of the most stressful professions in society (e.g., 8 

Magnavita & Garbarino, 2013; Ménard & Arter, 2013). Police work can involve routine 9 

exposure to occupational stressors (e.g., distressing and traumatic experiences) that can place 10 

officers at increased risk of developing physical and mental health conditions (e.g., Gershon 11 

et al., 2009; Violanti et al., 2006). Routine exposure to acute and chronic workplace stressors 12 

can have negative implications for the psychological health of police employees. For 13 

example, occupational stressors in policing are associated with an array of adverse 14 

psychological outcomes including: anxiety (Acuqadro Maran et al., 2015); depression 15 

(Garbarino et al., 2013); post-traumatic stress disorder (Violanti et al., 2018); sleep 16 

complaints (Gerber et al., 2010); burnout (Kula, 2017); and suicidal ideation (Violanti, 2004). 17 

Additionally, stress in police employees has been associated with productivity losses, such as 18 

increased absenteeism (Magnavita & Garbarino, 2013) and presenteeism (Leineweber et al., 19 

2011).  20 

Sources of stress in policing are varied, but can generally be segregated into two 21 

categories, operational and organisational stressors (McCreary et al., 2017). Operational 22 

stressors refer to tasks involved in carrying out a job role, while organisational stressors are 23 

features of a workplace that elicit stress (McCreary & Thompson, 2006). While operational 24 

stressors, such as distressing experiences, can have a substantial negative impact on 25 
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psychological health in police officers (e.g., Geronazzo-Alman et al., 2017), routine 1 

organisational stressors, such as co-worker relations, bureaucracy, and internal affairs, have 2 

been frequently identified as more potent sources of stress in policing (e.g., Acuqadro Maran 3 

et al., 2015; Brown & Campbell, 1990; Gershon et al., 2009; Hart et al., 1993). In turn, this 4 

highlights the need to consider both operational and organisational stressors police stress 5 

research and applied practice 6 

Police employees face a range of stressors, such as traumatic incidents (Watson & 7 

Andrews, 2018), public accountability (Raise & Keasey, 2012), and unaccompanied 8 

patrolling (Houdmont et al., 2018). Therefore, it is important for researchers to use 9 

contextually sensitive measures when examining stressors in this domain. Various inventories 10 

have been developed to assess the work-related experiences of police officers, such as the 11 

Policing Events Scale (Brown & Campbell, 1990) and Police Daily Hassles and Uplifts Scale 12 

(Hart et al., 1994). One of the most common police-specific stressors measures is the Police 13 

Stress Questionnaire (McCreary & Thompson, 2006), which consists of two subscales, the 14 

Operational Police Stress Questionnaire (PSQ-Op) and the Organisational Police Stress 15 

Questionnaire (PSQ-Org). Recently, McCreary et al. (2017) established normative scores and 16 

cut-off values (i.e., low, moderate, and high stress) for the PSQ-Op and PSQ-Org in a sample 17 

of Canadian police officers (n = 2840). Subsequently, this allows comparison with values 18 

generated in other police samples, thus enabling cross-cultural evaluations. While the PSQ-19 

Op and PSQ-Org have been employed to examine stressors in police officers in Italy (e.g., 20 

Acquadro Maran et al., 2015), USA (e.g., Salinas & Webb, 2018), Turkey (Kula, 2017), 21 

Malaysia (Irniza et al., 2014), and France (Molines et al., 2017), no published studies have 22 

yet employed the PSQ-Op or PSQ-Org in police employees in the UK.  23 

Furthermore, although the UK and Canada share many sociocultural characteristics 24 

(e.g., both are members of the Commonwealth and are democratic, Western, industrialised 25 
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nations), a critical difference that is relevant to the topic of austerity policing concerns the 1 

contrasting economic conditions surrounding the UK and Canadian police systems in recent 2 

years. Specifically, whilst UK policing has experienced unprecedented cutbacks over the last 3 

decade (e.g., Lumsden & Black, 2018), funding for policing in Canada has continued to 4 

increase annually across the same time period (Conor et al., 2019). Thus, based on this 5 

contrast, it is plausible to suggest that the benefits of evaluating stressors in UK police 6 

officers using the PSQ-Op and PSQ-Org could be two-fold: first, it would provide 7 

contemporary insights into the extent to which operational and organisational stressors are 8 

being experienced by UK police officers at a time of austerity policing in the country; and 9 

second, it would enable direct comparisons between UK police officers and police officers in 10 

a jurisdiction that has not been exposed to the same cutbacks in funding and personnel in 11 

recent years. In turn, this international comparison would contribute new knowledge that adds 12 

to contemporary understanding of policing stressors in the UK and internationally. 13 

A further area that requires empirical attention in UK policing is how stressors are 14 

experienced by police staff. Recent studies investigating stressors in UK police have focused 15 

on police officers (e.g., Duran et al., 2019; Roach et al., 2017), with limited attention directed 16 

towards stressors in police staff. Job-specific stressors, however, can lead to negative health 17 

outcomes in police staff (Kerswell et al., 2019). Austerity measures and reform have affected 18 

all roles within UK policing, but the implications of this for stress in police staff and, 19 

therefore, the policing occupation as a whole is largely unknown. Consequently, a more 20 

comprehensive understanding of stressors in this context could be achieved by sampling 21 

police officers and police staff. By doing so, this would advance the evidence base on 22 

stressors in police officers and police staff, whilst also permitting comparison between 23 

groups, which is increasingly important given the shift towards mixed economy teams in UK 24 

policing (Loveday, 2015). Overall, this new knowledge could be used to inform the 25 
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development of tailored intervention strategies that seek to ameliorate the negative effects of 1 

stressors in UK policing. The remainder of this article provides details on two studies 2 

undertaken to investigate stressors experienced by police employees in a regional police force 3 

in England.  4 

Study 1 5 

The purpose of the first study was to develop a contemporary understanding of 6 

stressors in police officers and police staff in an English police force by: (i) evaluating levels 7 

of stress elicited by operational and organisational stressors using the PSP-Op and PSP-Org, 8 

respectively; (ii) comparing values on the PSP-Op and PSP-Org between police officers and 9 

police staff; and (iii) assessing and classifying the levels of stress being produced by 10 

operational and organisational stressors in England by comparing values for English police 11 

officers with normative values and cut-off scores for the PSP-Op and PSP-Org in an 12 

international sample (McCreary et al., 2017).  13 

Method 14 

Participants. A total of 357 (female n = 174; male n = 173; prefer not to say n = 10; 15 

M age = 42.24 years, SD = 9.93) employees from a single county police force in the east 16 

midlands region of England took part. The sample consisted of police officers (i.e., police 17 

officers and police community support officers [PCSO’s] - n = 223) and police staff (i.e., 18 

staff in professional, technical, and administrative roles - n = 134). The police officers held 19 

the following ranks: constables (n = 131); sergeants (n = 50); inspector (n = 20); and chief 20 

inspector and above (n = 7). The police staff sample comprised employees in management (n 21 

= 16) and non-management (n = 117) roles. Sixteen participants (police officers n = 15) did 22 

not declare their rank. Participants reported an average of 12.86 years (SD = 9.34) of service 23 

in the organisation.  24 
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Measures. The Police Stress Questionnaire (PSQ; McCreary & Thompson, 2006) 1 

contains two 20-item subscales, which are designed to examine perceived stress resulting 2 

from operational and organisational stressors. The PSQ-Op assesses stress resulting from 3 

operational stressors, such as ‘shift work’, ‘overtime demands’, and ‘risk of being injured on 4 

the job’. The PSQ-Org measures levels of stress associated with organisational stressors, 5 

including ‘inadequate equipment’, ‘staff shortages’, and ‘dealing with co-workers.’ 6 

Participants were asked to rate the level of stress elicited by each of the 40 items in the 7 

previous 28 days on a scale ranging from 1 (no stress at all) to 7 (a lot of stress). The internal 8 

consistency of the PSQ-Op and PSQ-Org demonstrated excellent internal consistency (α = 9 

.93 and α = .94, respectively). Additionally, demographic information (age, gender, role, 10 

rank, and years of service) was captured.  11 

Procedures. Following ethical approval from a School ethics committee at an English 12 

university and consent from personnel within the police organisation, information about the 13 

study was disseminated to all employees (n = 2000-30002) of a county police force in the east 14 

midlands region of England via the force’s intranet site. Individuals who were willing to 15 

participate could complete the questionnaire at their own convenience by selecting a 16 

hyperlink on the information message. The hyperlink provided access to the online 17 

questionnaire over a 4-week period in April 2018. All participants were made aware that the 18 

research was being conducted by researchers external to the police organisation and provided 19 

informed consent. To protect anonymity, participants were not required to provide answers to 20 

all questions that solicited demographic information (e.g., rank).  21 

Data analysis. Data were analysed in SPSS 25. Descriptive statistics were calculated 22 

for the PSQ-Op and PSQ-Org scores at both an item and subscale level for: the entire sample; 23 

                                                           
2 To protect the anonymity of the regional police force in the study, the exact number of employees is not 

reported.  
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police officers; and police staff. Based on norms and cut-off values for the PSQ-Op and PSQ-1 

Org established in Canadian police officers (McCreary et al., 2017), each item and subscale 2 

mean value was classified as high, moderate, or low stress. Frequency statistics were 3 

calculated for all PSQ-Op and PSQ-Org items to classify the percentage of participants in 4 

each category. Tests of univariate normality for all items in the PSQ-Op and PSQ-Org 5 

indicated that data were normally distributed as all absolute scores for kurtosis (range = -6 

0.38-1.37) and skewness (range = -1.41-0.87) fell within the recommended values for 7 

interpreting normality in a sample size comparable to the current study (West et al., 1995). As 8 

parametric assumptions were satisfied, independent samples t-tests were run to examine 9 

differences between police officers and police staff. To control for the increased potential of 10 

Type 1 errors when running multiple t-tests, a Bonferroni-adjusted p-value was computed 11 

(.05/42), with differences between police officers and police staff considered to be significant 12 

at an alpha level of p < .0012. Comprehensive Meta-Analysis (Borenstein et al., 2009) was 13 

used to calculate standardised effect sizes (Cohen’s d) for differences between police officers 14 

and police staff, and between police officers sampled in the current study and norms in police 15 

officers (McCreary et al., 2017). Effect sizes were interpreted as: small (0.20 ≥ d ≥ 0.49); 16 

medium (0.50 ≥ d ≥ 0.79); or large (d ≥ 0.80). 17 

Results 18 

Descriptive and frequency statistics in the entire sample, police officers, and police 19 

staff for the PSQ-Op and PSQ-Org are presented in Table 1 and Table 2, respectively. In 20 

accordance with cut-off values for the PSQ-Op and PSQ-Org (McCreary et al., 2017), the 21 

entire sample reported moderate levels of stress for the operational and organisational stressor 22 

subscales. Police officers, however, were categorised as experiencing high stress in response 23 

to the operational and organisational stressors, whereas only moderate stress was evident in 24 

police staff on both measures. Over half of the police officers were classified as reporting 25 
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high stress in response to operational stressors and organisational stressors. In comparison, 1 

less than one-quarter of police staff reported high stress for the operational and organisational 2 

stressors. Notably, more than half of police officers reported high stress for 10 and 11 of the 3 

operational and organisational stressors, respectively, whereas more than half of police staff 4 

reported high levels of stress in response to only a single operational stressor and three 5 

organisational stressors.  6 

[INSERT TABLE 1] 7 

[INSERT TABLE 2] 8 

Results for mean difference testing on the PSQ-Op and PSQ-Org are presented in 9 

Table 3. Large differences were found between police officers and police staff, with police 10 

officers reporting significantly higher operational and organisational stressor scores (d = 0.90 11 

and d = 0.83, respectively). At an item-level, large, significant differences were found in ‘risk 12 

of being injured on the job’, ‘work-related activities on days off’, and ‘traumatic events’ on 13 

the PSQ-Op, and in ‘constant changes in policy/legislation’, ‘bureaucratic red tape’, and 14 

‘internal investigations’ on the PSQ-Org. Additionally, small or moderate differences were 15 

found in all other PSQ-Op items, and all but two of the remaining PSQ-Org items.  16 

[INSERT TABLE 3] 17 

Compared to previously published norm values for police officers on the PSQ-Op and 18 

PSQ-Org (McCreary et al., 2017), higher stress levels were found in the current sample of 19 

police officers for operational (d = 0.25) and organisational (d = 0.30) stressors. Small, 20 

moderate, or large differences were found in nine operational stressors and nine 21 

organisational stressors, with higher scores found in each of these in the current sample of 22 

English police officers. In the case of the operational stressors, moderate differences were 23 

evident in ‘managing your social life outside of work’ and ‘finding time to stay in good 24 

physical condition’. For the organisational stressors, a large difference was found in ‘lack of 25 
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resources’, while moderate differences were found in ‘inadequate equipment’, ‘lack of 1 

training on new equipment’, and ‘staff shortages’.  2 

Preliminary Discussion 3 

 This first study sought to provide a contemporary understanding of stressors in 4 

English police officers and police staff by using the PSQ-Op and PSQ-Org (McCreary & 5 

Thompson, 2006) and comparing these to recently established norms in Canadian police 6 

officers (McCreary et al., 2017). While the total organisational and operational stressors 7 

scores for the entire sample were classified as moderate based on cut-off values (McCreary et 8 

al., 2017), large, significant differences were evident between police officers and police staff. 9 

Specifically, police officers were classified as experiencing high stress on the PSQ-Op and 10 

PSQ-Org, with more than half of the sampled police officers in this category for each 11 

measure. Conversely, police staff reported moderate stress on the PSQ-Op and PSQ-Org, 12 

with less than one-quarter characterised by high levels of stress. Notably, significant 13 

differences were found in 17 operational stressors and 17 organisational stressors, which 14 

indicates that most stressors are likely to be associated with stress in police officers than in 15 

police staff.  16 

Findings in Study 1 provide a novel insight into cross-cultural differences between 17 

English and Canadian police officers (McCreary et al., 2017). While negligible differences 18 

were evident in the total operational and organisational stressor scores, English police 19 

officers in our sample reported higher scores associated with an effect size in nine items each 20 

on the PSQ-Op and PSQ-Org. Overall, this suggests that specific stressors are having a more 21 

detrimental impact on the current sample of English officers versus a comparable 22 

international sample. While these findings provide novel insights into stressors experienced 23 

by police officers and police staff in England, and a cross-cultural comparison between the 24 

current sample of English police officers and Canadian officers (McCreary et al., 2017), 25 
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cross-sectional, quantitative measures provide limited insight into the lived experience of 1 

participants and cannot elucidate how these stressors are being experienced at this time of 2 

austerity in UK policing. Furthermore, it is unclear whether the PSQ-Op and PSQ-Org 3 

capture the full range of stressors experienced by UK police employees. Therefore, Study 2 4 

sought to address these issues and gain a deeper insight into stressors in this population.  5 

Study 2 6 

Consistent with the sequential explanatory mixed method design (Ivankova et al., 7 

2006), this qualitative study sought to provide richer and more detailed insights into findings 8 

from Study 1. Focus groups are well-suited to highlighting diverse perspectives and can 9 

enable interactions between participants that enhance the richness of data (Patton, 2015). 10 

Given the potential diversity of participants within a county police force (e.g., roles, 11 

locations, and ranks), this method could acquire a diverse range of perspectives on the 12 

experience of stressors in police employees. Therefore, the aim of Study 2 was to 13 

qualitatively explore the stressors being experienced by police employees in England.  14 

Method 15 

Participants and recruitment. Ethical approval for the study was granted by a 16 

School ethics committee at an English university. Four focus groups were conducted with 27 17 

employees in an English county police force (i.e., the same force as Study 1), comprising 18 

police officers (n = 24, female n = 17, male n = 7) and police staff (n = 3, all female). The 19 

police officer sample consisted of: constables (n = 10); chief inspector and above (i.e., senior 20 

officers - n = 7); sergeants (n = 2); and an inspector (n = 1). Given that greater levels of stress 21 

were reported in police officers in the preceding quantitative phase, a higher proportion of 22 

police officers were theoretically sampled (Coyne, 1997) for the qualitative follow-up. 23 

Although efforts were made to ensure that participants were drawn from across various 24 

locations, roles, and ranks to ensure a diverse range of perspectives (cf. Levitt et al., 2017), it 25 
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should be noted that a lower number of males and police staff participated. Consistent with 1 

focus group recommendations (Raibee, 2004), each focus group consisted of at least six 2 

participants. Potential participants for the study were randomly selected and sent a study 3 

information sheet by a gatekeeper within the police force via email. Individuals who wished 4 

to participate could do so by attending a focus group, the details of which were included in 5 

the email. Focus groups took place in meeting rooms at police stations and were facilitated by 6 

the first author. Before the commencement of each focus group, participants were informed 7 

that any identifiable information would be removed and anonymised in any future 8 

publications. Participants are, hereafter, referred to by their role (i.e., police officer [PO] or 9 

police staff [PS]), number, and rank3. Participants provided written informed consent to 10 

permit audio recording of the focus groups, which lasted 74 minutes on average (range = 64-11 

89 minutes) and were conducted in December 2018.   12 

Discussion guide. A discussion guide was developed to explore police employees’ 13 

perceptions of stressors in their workplace. This guide was semi-structured to enable 14 

participants to provide more elaborative details on important areas that arose and featured 15 

three primary questions: (i) what operational stressors are impacting on you and your 16 

colleagues in your job?; (ii) what organisational stressors are impacting on you and your 17 

colleagues in your job?; and (iii) what does and does not help you and your colleagues to deal 18 

with the demands in your job? Additionally, probing questions (e.g., “can you elaborate on 19 

that?”) were asked to facilitate the discussion and to acquire further details on the points 20 

discussed. While questions were asked in relation to the overarching areas of operational and 21 

organisational stressors, no specific questions based on findings from Study 1 were 22 

employed, with data integration occurring after the qualitative analysis phase (see below). 23 

Data were transcribed verbatim in preparation for data analysis.  24 

                                                           
3 Officers ranked chief inspector and above are referred to as “senior officers” to protect anonymity.  
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Data analysis. Initially, the lead author read each transcript several times to increase 1 

familiarity with the data through the process of ‘indwelling’ (Maykut & Morehouse, 2002). 2 

Data were subsequently analysed inductively using thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 3 

2006). After data familiarisation, each transcript was searched for quotes that described 4 

stressors experienced by participants. Relevant quotations were extracted to form initial 5 

codes. Similar codes were sorted and inductively combined to form lower-order themes. This 6 

process was then repeated to develop more substantive higher-order themes. To increase the 7 

trustworthiness of the analysis, peer debriefing (Creswell, 2014) was conducted throughout 8 

between the first, second, and fifth authors through formal meetings and informal discussions 9 

between members individually. This process focused on challenging the lead author’s 10 

assumptions and critically evaluating the analysis until agreement was reached. After 11 

completing this process, the codes, lower-order themes, and higher-order themes were 12 

reviewed and integrated with the Study 1 results prior to producing the final findings (see 13 

below).  14 

Findings  15 

 Participants reinforced findings in Study 1 by outlining their concerns with the state 16 

of psychological health of employees, particularly police officers, in the force, with one 17 

participant stating that “everybody’s on their knees, just struggling to get to what we need to 18 

get to” (PO7, Sergeant). The following sections outline the four higher-order themes that 19 

represented stressors experienced by participants, which comprised: operational stressors; 20 

organisational stressors; personal stressors; and extra-organisational stressors (Table 4). Each 21 

higher-order theme is discussed, with lower-order themes italicised in text and verbatim 22 

quotes used to facilitate the voice of participants. Consistent with our sequential explanatory 23 

approach, Study 1 data are integrated where relevant.  24 

   [INSERT TABLE 4 ABOUT HERE]  25 
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 Operational stressors. Multiple stressors inherent to the participants’ operational 1 

duties were reported. A common theme was the adverse impact of excessive workloads, with 2 

frontline officers feeling the effects of policing cuts in particular: “It [the biggest stressor] 3 

would be the volume of work that people have got. We’ve experienced an awful amount of 4 

policing cuts. The demands have increased. We’re being asked to do more with less” (PO12, 5 

Inspector). PO14 (Constable) outlined the scale of their workload and described the 6 

discrepancy between their expectations and the reality of the job: “It [the main stressor] is 7 

staffing and workload. It’s not the job I thought it was, this is all I’ve ever wanted to do” 8 

While increased workloads were primarily attributed to staffing issues, the intensification of 9 

work volume has also stemmed from the proliferation of online criminal activity, increase in 10 

domestic criminal cases, and the need for officers to assist partner agencies. To cope with 11 

their current workloads, many officers are working on days off: “Some are even coming in on 12 

their rest days, to try and catch up” (PO12, Inspector). Study 1 identified fatigue as a 13 

significant stressor, and a common thread across all focus groups was that excessive 14 

workloads were producing fatigue: “The officers are tired, they’re broken. Morale has been 15 

horrendous” (PO11, Sergeant). Concerns for personal safety and single-crewing also elicited 16 

fear and disheartenment:  17 

If you’re out single crewed at night, a man or a woman, you’re less likely to 18 

want to stop certain people on your own...It’s a scary place to be, and always 19 

knowing that you’re going to be single crewed on most nights can be quite 20 

demoralising. (PO6, Constable) 21 

Stress resulting from traumatic events was high in 51% of police officers in Study 1 and the  22 

distressing experiences that can be faced were detailed in the focus groups: “We see what 23 

they [the public] would never, ever dream of seeing in a lifetime…the bodies, the murders, 24 
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the child abuse, and the domestics…picking up body parts” (PO11, Sergeant). The effect of 1 

such experiences was linked to absenteeism and presenteeism:  2 

There are a number of officers who are exhibiting signs and experiencing 3 

PTSD [post-traumatic stress disorder], and they either come into work and try 4 

to compartmentalise that or they’ll go off because they’ve got to that point 5 

where they can no longer cope. (PO12, Inspector) 6 

The perceived discrepancy between the public’s views and the reality of policing was also 7 

discussed, with psychological ill health attributed to public perceptions of police: 8 

I think another impact on psychological wellbeing is the negative perception 9 

that the public has of police in general, and the fact that officers are expected 10 

to be robots…Officers can't get something to eat or drink without a huge 11 

backlash or, [someone saying] “how dare they have something to eat?” (PO13, 12 

Constable) 13 

Study 1 indicated that ‘finding time to stay in good physical condition’ produced high stress 14 

for 70.3% of participants. While the provision of additional leave for managing one’s 15 

wellbeing was applauded, participants still reported a lack of time to maintain wellbeing, 16 

especially for those affected most severely by staff shortages: “We’ve got these wellbeing 17 

days…but a lot of people on response have been unable to take those days, because of the 18 

shortages in numbers” (PO9, Constable).   19 

Organisational stressors. An array of stressors in the job context were discussed by 20 

participants. Staff shortages were reported to produce high stress in 83% of police officers in 21 

Study 1, with focus group participants explaining that stress levels in the force are unlikely to 22 

change without measures to address police officer cutbacks:  23 

Without the officer numbers, we’re still going to be stressed, and that’s the 24 

thing that is stressing us out, and that causes all these issues. [You can] put 25 
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whatever [wellbeing provision] you like in place, but it’s not going to help us. 1 

It’s police officers that we need” (PO14, Constable).  2 

Participants in the current study supported findings from Study 1 by outlining that inadequate 3 

resources were inducing stress, with computer and radio problems inhibiting the 4 

effectiveness and efficiency of police officers and staff. A recurrent point was the prevalence 5 

of technological difficulties, especially in rural areas: “My MDT [mobile data terminal], I 6 

don’t always get signals on it. My radio, sometimes it just continuously beeps in my ear, 7 

because I’m out rurally and I don’t know about the others” (PO3, Constable). A lack of 8 

workplace connectivity was also considered to have a negative impact: “They [those based 9 

outside the force’s central station] see a sense of them and us…you can see how that 10 

disconnects people from the organisation” (PO12, Inspector). Study 1 identified lack of 11 

training as a prominent stressor, and some focus group participants felt that gaps exist 12 

between their training and that of newly qualified officers: “I feel that I might have deskilled 13 

somewhere along the way, because I’m not getting the same [training]” (PO1, Constable). 14 

Police staff pointed out issues with training on new technology: “We’re just given things, 15 

new systems and things, and it’s, learn yourself” (PS2, non-management). Negative aspects 16 

of police culture were also identified as aggravators of stress, with the pervasiveness of 17 

mental health stigma promoting emotional suppression amongst some: “It’s quite a macho 18 

environment down there [frontline policing] at times, it’s male dominated, and people don’t 19 

want to show their sort of vulnerabilities, or their emotions” (PO1, Constable). Fear of the 20 

potential repercussions of disclosing mental health concerns was also a barrier to help-21 

seeking: 22 

If you raise an issue [mental health] about yourself, you’re also worried then 23 

that you’re on the radar and that someone’s going to say, “Oh, God, get him 24 

off the streets before he kills somebody.” (PO14, Constable) 25 
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Or think less of you and see it as a weakness as well. (PO12, Inspector) 1 

Instead of seeing you as a human being, they see you as a liability. (PO14, 2 

Constable) 3 

Participants pointed out issues with internal affairs, which included the level of scrutiny 4 

faced in policing: “The scrutiny that we come under politically, from HMIC [Her Majesty's 5 

Inspectorate of Constabulary], through various IOPC [Independent Office for Police 6 

Conduct], is massive” (PO11, Sergeant). Concerns surrounding organisational management 7 

were identified, which cohered around organisational changes, job uncertainty, and 8 

communication issues. Several discussed worries over job security and how messages about 9 

potential cutbacks were circulated:  10 

It’s always been that you see it in the newspaper first, PCSO’s jobs are at risk. 11 

I’m stressed because I am wondering “am I going to lose my job?”… I think 12 

it’d be nice for us to be told rather than it being rumours. (PO4, Constable) 13 

Participants at all levels explained that poor supervision deterred help-seeking attitudes and 14 

exacerbated stress:  15 

Sometimes I’ve had supervisors, I don’t want to tell them; I don’t feel comfortable telling 16 

them, so I will sit stewing over the thing that I’m struggling with…it will affect my work" 17 

(PO6, Constable). Lack of transparency, fairness, and appreciation was also considered to 18 

induce stress, with concerns voiced about unequal wellbeing support provision by those in 19 

rural areas: “Headquarters, they get everything, they’ve got this, they’ve got that…then we 20 

get forgotten about. The outer stations get nothing” (PO3, Constable). Building on findings in 21 

Study 1, it was explained that the level of bureaucracy in policing was reducing time 22 

available for other operational duties: “It’s not just the big things [that cause stress]. I’ve been 23 

a police officer for 17 years, and there isn't anything that you can deal with now that’s simple 24 

- or can be dealt with quickly” (PO16, Constable). 25 
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Personal stressors. This higher-order theme represented stressors within the lives of 1 

participants. Home-life issues included personal issues that affect how individuals work, 2 

while participants also highlighted the adverse impact of being unable to express themselves 3 

amongst family members: “Police officers deal with a lot of horrific things sometimes, 4 

there’s things that you don’t want to talk to your family about. They don’t understand that 5 

you don’t want them to be subjected to certain things that you’ve seen” (PO6, Constable). 6 

Participants stated that stress levels that they are experiencing are beginning to have a 7 

negative effect on their families:  8 

It’s not just about wellbeing for us. The fact is [that] because we’re all so 9 

much more stressed, there’s so much more expected of us now, and so much 10 

more pressure on us now, that [poor] wellbeing now is impacting a lot of 11 

people’s extended family. (PO11, Sergeant) 12 

Health processes were also identified as sources of stress, particularly amongst officers given 13 

the physical demands of their job: 14 

People’s health does deteriorate after a certain age, where you start to get 15 

arthritis, you start to feel aches and pains, you get the menopause. And this is 16 

not the easiest of jobs to do. It’s a very physical job at times. (PO11, Sergeant) 17 

Extra-organisational stressors. Stressors external to police employees’ personal 18 

lives and the organisation were reported across all focus groups. Participants explained that 19 

the current political climate limited the potential for positive change: “It’s all political and we 20 

have shifts in politics, so government never stays through a long-term plan to see a shift” 21 

(PO24, Senior Officer). The manner in which the media portray and criticise police was also 22 

considered to be detrimental:  23 

The media don’t help, do they? That’s a problem, bad media. (PO15, Sergeant) 24 
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That’s another external factor, the media. The media portrayal of police officers, 1 

ambulance services, going getting lunch. (PO12, Inspector)  2 

Preliminary Discussion 3 

 Findings in Study 2 provide further insight into the results of Study 1 by illuminating 4 

the effect of stressors on police officers and police staff in an English county police force at a 5 

time of austerity cutbacks. In doing so, the qualitative findings shed more light on the 6 

organisational and operational stressors experienced by employees in an English police force, 7 

whilst also highlighting the impact of personal stressors and extra-organisational stressors, 8 

which were not captured by the PSQ-Op and PSQ-Org. The findings support Study 1 in 9 

suggesting that operational and organisational stressors are having a substantial impact on the 10 

wellbeing of police employees (see General Discussion).  11 

General Discussion 12 

 The purpose of this mixed method paper was to investigate stressors experienced by 13 

police employees in England. By doing so, this study extends the existing evidence base on 14 

stressors in UK policing by providing contemporary insights into the experience of stressors 15 

during times of austerity policing in a sample of police officers and police staff in England, 16 

thus shedding more light on recent concerns around psychological health in English and 17 

Welsh police employees (Elliott-Davies, 2018). Police officers in the current paper reported 18 

higher scores on the PSQ-Op and PSQ-Org than police staff, and more than half were 19 

categorised as experiencing high stress on these measures. While this finding is not surprising 20 

given the nature of the demands of police officer and police staff roles, police officers in 21 

Study 1 were also found to have higher scores on the PSQ-Op and PSQ-Org than Canadian 22 

officers (McCreary et al., 2017). Although the small-to-moderate strength of these effect 23 

sizes at a subscale level suggests that caution should be taken when interpreting these results, 24 

moderate-to-large differences were found in five individual stressors, while a large difference 25 
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was found in lack of resources. This suggests that several stressors, four of which are related 1 

to shortages (i.e., in resources, staff, equipment, and training), may be affecting English 2 

police officers more substantially than officers internationally. In turn, it could be argued that 3 

this points towards the adverse impact of austerity measures in English policing with the 4 

sampled force.  5 

 A consistent thread across all focus groups was the adverse impact of staff shortages 6 

and increased workloads, particularly for police officers. A key finding from Study 2 was the 7 

perceived proliferation in workloads in recent years due to increased bureaucracy, expansion 8 

in role responsibilities, and growth in the complexity and sophistication of criminal activity, 9 

all of which is set against a backdrop of unprecedented staffing cuts. The evidence suggests 10 

that the effects of public sector reform and austerity in the UK are having a direct (i.e., staff 11 

cuts) and indirect (i.e., due to under-capacity in partner public agencies) effect on policing 12 

workloads. Indeed, several participants reported that workloads were contributing to 13 

increased “leaveism”, which is the practice of using allocated time off when unwell, taking 14 

work home that cannot be completed in normal work hours, or working while on leave or 15 

holiday (Hesketh & Cooper, 2014). As such, findings in the current study provide qualitative 16 

evidence concerning leaveism in English policing (e.g., Houdmont et al., 2018).  17 

 Another important contribution of Study 2 was the identification of additional 18 

organisational stressors that are not captured by the PSQ-Org used in Study 1. The findings 19 

indicate that negative aspects of police culture, especially the stigmatisation of mental health 20 

issues, can contribute to the development of stress in police officers and police staff by 21 

reducing the likelihood of mental health help-seeking. This link between mental health 22 

stigmatisation and negative attitudes towards mental health services reconciles with previous 23 

work in policing (Karaffa & Koch, 2015). A notable finding was the perception that 24 

disclosure of mental health issues could have adverse career implications, with the potential 25 
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repercussions cited as a barrier to disclosure. Thus, it is imperative that police forces develop 1 

strategies to alter attitudes towards mental health and put in place measures to alleviate 2 

concerns about the potential ramifications of disclosing mental health issues. Additionally, 3 

perceptions of inequality and lack of connectivity between police employees based inside and 4 

outside a force’s headquarters were discussed, with particular concerns for those based in 5 

rural areas. While a high proportion of employees in a county police force can be based at a 6 

single headquarter station, this evidence suggests a need to consider the effect of 7 

geographical factors (e.g., area) on policing stressors in UK policing, especially for police 8 

forces that cover vast and varied (e.g., urban and rural) regions.  9 

A noteworthy finding from the qualitative phase was the pertinence of personal and 10 

extra-organisational stressors. Worries about maintaining fitness over time and managing 11 

health processes, such as the menopause, are substantiated by reported declines in fitness 12 

over time in police officers (Lagestad & van den Tillaar, 2014; Lagestad et al., 2014) and 13 

recent evidence that more than 70% of police employees found menopausal symptoms to be 14 

moderately or extremely problematic at work (Boag-Munroe, 2019). Similar to previous 15 

research (Duran et al., 2019), issues related to home life were discussed, but an interesting 16 

finding concerned the knock-on effect of stress on participants’ home lives, with many 17 

admitting that job stress was now adversely affecting their families. Additionally, the current 18 

political climate and media portrayal of police were identified as extra-organisational 19 

stressors affecting the participants. Overall, this suggests that while the majority of stressors 20 

reported by participants could be classified as operational or organisational job stressors, thus 21 

aligning with previous policing-specific literature, the impact of personal and extra-22 

organisational stressors on police employees should also be acknowledged in future research 23 

and applied practice.  24 
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Strengths and Limitations 1 

 This mixed method study has many strengths, including: (i) classification of levels of 2 

stress in an English county police force based on normative scores and cut-off values; (ii) use 3 

of police-specific measures (i.e., rather than generic stressor measures); (iii) utilisation of a 4 

mixed method approach to generate different datasets; (iv) use of trustworthiness procedures 5 

in the qualitative phase; and (v) the recruitment of police officers and police staff to enable 6 

comparison between groups. Despite these strengths, several limitations should be noted. 7 

First, the norms and cut-off values (McCreary et al., 2017) used to classify the stressors in the 8 

current study were generated in Canadian police officers. Thus, it remains unknown whether 9 

these values would generalise similarly to UK officers. Furthermore, given that the norms 10 

and cut-off values were established in police officers, it is possible that these values are not as 11 

relevant to police staff. Second, data were obtained from a single regional police force in the 12 

east midlands region of England. Thus, it is possible that some findings may be unique to this 13 

force and are not generalisable to other forces (e.g., findings might not apply to metropolitan 14 

forces). Third, while efforts were made to ensure that participants were allocated to focus 15 

groups with employees operating at a similar level, it is possible that some participants might 16 

not have felt comfortable disclosing all potentially relevant information due to fear of 17 

potential repercussions (e.g., conflict between employees). Finally, both samples might have 18 

been affected by self-selection bias as participants might represent those who feel most 19 

strongly about the topic.    20 

Conclusions and Future Directions   21 

 By adopting a mixed method approach to develop a contemporary understanding of 22 

stressors in UK police officers and police staff, this paper makes a number of important 23 

contributions to the literature on policing stressors that should be of interest to researchers, 24 

policymakers, and police professionals in the UK and internationally. Most notably, the 25 
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currentpaper identified that greater levels of stress were reported in response to job-specific 1 

stressors in police officers in England compared to normative values in a comparable 2 

international sample (McCreary et al., 2017). While limited to one county police force, the 3 

findings from this international comparison are noteworthy as they provide further evidence 4 

to substantiate concerns with psychological health in police officers in the UK (e.g., Elliott-5 

White, 2018). Given the detrimental impact of workload and staff shortages reported by 6 

participants, there is a need to address these issues going forward, although the cuts imposed 7 

on policing by government in recent years might limit what can be achieved. Nonetheless, 8 

police forces should strive to be proactive and aim to promote a culture of wellness and help-9 

seeking to improve psychological health in policing (Cohen et al., 2019).  10 

Additionally, findings in this paper advance understanding by offering novel insights 11 

into similarities and differences in stressors experienced by police officers compared to police 12 

staff. Although police staff reported lower values for the overall organisational and 13 

operational stressor scales, more than half of the police staff were categorised as experiencing 14 

‘high’ stress across several stressors. In turn, this suggests a need to ensure that support is 15 

available for police staff to cope with these stressors and to develop intervention programmes 16 

within police forces that are tailored to the specific needs and stressors faced by police 17 

officers and police staff. Finally, the qualitative study in this paper extended understanding of 18 

the quantitative findings by providing rich and detailed insights into the lived experiences of 19 

stressors in police employees at a time of austerity and police reform in the UK. The findings 20 

indicated that stressors experienced by police employees were not limited to organisational 21 

and operational stressors, as the detrimental impact of personal and extra-organisational 22 

stressors was acknowledged. In turn, this highlights the need to consider the variety of 23 

stressors that can impact on police employees and illustrates how factors outside the 24 

occupational context can impact on psychological health in policing.  25 
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The findings offer several promising lines of enquiry for future research. First, it is 1 

important for researchers to conduct longitudinal studies on stressors in police employees to 2 

permit examination of causal relationships concerning the development of stress. Given the 3 

findings in the current paper, one potential option would be to explore the effect of changes 4 

in staff numbers, supervisory/leadership approaches, and workloads on stress and 5 

psychological wellbeing. Second, multi-site research should be undertaken to examine the 6 

generalisability of the findings in the current study to other police forces in the UK and 7 

internationally. Third, researchers could also seek to establish national and/or regional norms 8 

and cut-off values for stressors on the PSQ-Op and PSQ-Org for police officers and police 9 

staff. In turn, this would enable police forces to evaluate, classify, and monitor domain-10 

specific stressors in their employees more objectively. Finally, researchers should continue to 11 

investigate the experiences of police staff as well as police officers internationally to obtain a 12 

more holistic understanding of psychological health in policing. By doing so, this will 13 

provide policymakers, police organisations, practitioners, and researchers with a more robust 14 

evidence base to develop tailored interventions that seek to alleviate stress in this 15 

occupational context.  16 

  17 
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Table 1: Operational stressors reported by police employees.   1 

Stressors 

Police officers and police staff (n = 357) Police officers (n = 223) Police staff (n = 134) 

Mean SD 

Stress 

category 

Sample percentage in 
each stress category 

Mean SD 

Stress 

category 

Sample percentage in 
each stress category 

Mean SD 

Stress 

category 

Sample percentage in 
each stress category  

L M H L M H L M H 

Shift work 3.16 2.27 M 50.98 8.12 40.90 3.70 2.19 H 38.57 7.62 53.81 2.20 2.07 M 71.64 8.96 19.40 

Working alone at night 2.37 2.06 M 68.91 4.48 26.61 2.87 2.23 M 56.95 6.28 36.77 1.53 1.43 L 88.81 1.49 9.70 

Over-time demands 2.78 1.86 M 56.30 8.40 35.30 3.21 1.83 M 45.74 9.42 44.84 2.09 1.77 M 73.88 6.72 19.40 
Risk of being injured on the job 2.53 1.82 M 62.18 8.12 29.70 3.04 1.88 M 50.22 10.32 39.46 1.66 1.38 L 82.09 4.48 13.43 

Work related activities on days off (e.g. 

court, community events) 
2.90 2.00 M 53.22 10.64 36.14 3.50 1.96 H 38.11 12.55 49.34 1.82 1.52 L 78.36 7.46 14.18 

Traumatic events (e.g. MVA, domestics, 

death, injury) 
2.96 1.97 M 52.66 8.40 38.94 3.48 1.94 H 39.01 9.87 51.12 2.03 1.65 L 75.37 5.97 18.66 

Managing your social life outside of work 3.41 1.85 M 38.10 13.73 48.17 3.65 1.78 H 31.39 17.94 50.67 3.07 1.93 M 49.25 6.72 44.03 
Not enough time available to spend with 

friends and family 
3.98 1.91 H 26.33 15.13 58.54 4.34 1.80 H 18.39 14.79 66.82 3.37 2.00 M 39.55 15.67 44.78 

Paperwork 3.79 1.93 H 30.25 16.25 53.50 4.22 1.80 H 18.83 19.73 61.44 3.01 1.90 M 49.25 10.45 40.30 
Eating healthy at work 3.68 1.88 H 32.77 14.85 52.38 4.01 1.85 H 25.56 16.14 58.30 3.13 1.85 M 44.78 12.68 42.54 

Finding time to stay in good physical 

condition 
4.41 1.79 H 17.65 12.04 70.31 4.66 1.73 H 13.90 10.31 75.79 3.96 1.86 H 23.88 14.93 61.19 

Fatigue (e.g. due to shift work, over-time) 4.41 2.02 H 24.65 8.96 66.39 4.90 1.80 H 13.90 8.97 77.13 3.60 2.15 H 42.54 8.95 48.51 

Occupation-related health issues (e.g. back 

pain) 
3.54 2.10 H 42.02 8.40 49.58 3.72 2.12 H 37.67 8.07 54.26 3.04 2.03 M 49.25 8.96 41.79 

Lack of understanding from family and 

friends about your work 
2.85 1.82 M 54.06 12.89 33.05 2.99 1.78 M 47.53 15.70 36.77 2.45 1.79 M 64.93 8.21 26.86 

Making friends outside the job 2.98 2.03 M 52.94 11.76 35.30 3.25 2.06 M 46.64 13.45 39.91 2.51 1.92 M 63.43 8.96 27.61 
Upholding a "higher image" in public 2.69 1.80 M 57.98 10.36 31.66 2.95 1.75 M 48.43 14.35 37.22 2.09 1.66 M 73.88 3.73 22.39 

Negative comments from the public 2.83 1.85 M 54.90 12.61 32.49 3.29 1.86 M 41.70 15.70 42.60 1.93 1.45 L 76.87 7.46 15.67 

Limitations to your social life (e.g. who your 
friends are, where you socialise) 

3.01 2.03 M 53.50 9.80 36.70 3.30 2.07 M 45.29 12.55 42.16 2.40 1.83 M 67.17 5.22 27.61 

Feeling like you are always on the job 3.36 2.01 M 45.94 11.48 42.58 3.86 1.90 H 32.28 12.56 55.16 2.42 1.91 M 68.66 9.70 21.64 

Friends/family feel the effects of the stigma 
associated with your job 

2.31 1.71 M 68.35 11.20 20.45 2.55 1.77 M 60.99 14.35 24.66 1.84 1.56 L 80.60 5.97 13.43 

                   

Operational stressors total 3.20 1.27 M 24.93 35.57 39.50 3.57 1.17 H 11.66 36.77 51.57 2.51 1.18 M 47.01 33.58 19.41 

Note: Categories for stress based on published values (McCreary et al., 2017) are labelled as follows: H = high stress; M = medium stress; and L = low stress.   
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Table 2: Organisational stressors reported by police employees.   1 

Stressors 

Police officers and police staff (n = 357) Police officers (n = 223) Police staff (n = 134)  

Mean SD 

Stress 

category 

Sample percentage in 
each stress category 

Mean SD 

Stress 

category 

Sample percentage in 
each stress category 

Mean SD 

Stress 

category 

Sample percentage in 
each stress category  

L M H L M H L M H 

Dealing with co-workers 3.43 1.78 M 38.10 15.40 46.50 3.55 1.79 M 34.98 15.70 49.32 3.22 1.75 M 43.28 14.93 41.79 

The feeling that different rules apply to 

different people (e.g. favouritism) 
4.28 2.05 H 25.21 9.52 65.27 4.57 1.95 H 20.18 8.97 70.85 3.81 2.13 M 33.58 10.45 55.97 

Feeling like you always have to prove 

yourself to the organisation 
3.95 1.99 M 28.85 12.89 58.26 4.15 1.96 H 24.66 15.70 59.64 3.61 2.00 M 35.82 8.21 55.97 

Excessive administration duties 3.68 1.98 M 33.61 16.25 50.14 4.16 1.88 H 21.52 20.18 58.30 2.89 1.90 M 53.73 9.70 36.57 

Constant changes in policy/legislation 3.78 1.85 M 28.57 14.29 57.14 4.26 1.74 H 17.94 15.24 66.82 2.99 1.75 M 46.27 12.69 41.04 

Staff shortages 4.58 2.13 H 23.53 7.00 69.47 5.25 1.77 H 10.76 6.28 82.96 3.47 2.23 M 44.78 8.21 47.01 

Bureaucratic red tape 4.28 2.03 H 23.25 12.32 64.43 5.01 1.74 H 10.31 11.66 78.03 3.07 1.90 M 44.78 13.43 41.79 
Too much computer work 3.78 2.00 M 32.49 15.13 52.38 4.28 1.91 H 21.97 16.14 61.89 2.94 1.88 M 50.00 13.43 36.57 

Lack of training on new equipment 3.64 2.01 M 38.38 11.76 49.86 4.11 1.95 H 28.70 13.45 57.85 2.87 1.87 M 54.48 8.96 36.56 

Perceived pressure to volunteer free time 2.37 1.69 L 65.27 8.68 26.05 2.65 1.74 M 58.74 11.22 30.04 1.92 1.50 L 76.12 4.48 19.40 
Dealing with supervisors 2.99 1.91 M 50.98 16.25 32.77 3.08 1.77 M 46.19 19.28 34.53 2.85 2.12 M 58.96 11.19 29.85 

Inconsistent leadership style 3.91 2.18 M 34.17 11.48 54.35 4.11 2.03 H 27.35 13.91 58.74 3.58 2.37 M 45.52 7.46 47.02 

Lack of resources 4.57 2.13 H 23.81 9.52 66.67 5.09 1.92 H 14.35 9.42 76.23 3.71 2.19 M 39.55 9.70 50.75 
Unequal sharing of work responsibilities 3.68 2.13 M 37.82 12.32 49.86 4.08 2.08 H 29.60 13.00 57.40 3.01 2.05 M 51.49 11.19 37.32 

If you are sick or injured your co-workers 

seem to look down on you 
2.60 2.00 L 62.18 8.96 28.86 2.91 2.10 M 54.26 9.87 35.87 2.07 1.71 L 75.37 7.46 17.17 

Leaders over-emphasise the negatives (e.g. 

supervisor evaluations, public complaints) 
3.28 2.03 M 45.66 13.73 40.61 3.61 1.97 M 36.32 17.49 46.19 2.72 2.00 M 61.19 7.46 31.35 

Internal investigations 2.89 2.16 M 55.46 8.41 36.13 3.42 2.18 M 43.50 10.76 45.74 2.01 1.81 L 75.37 4.48 20.15 
Dealing with the court system 2.83 2.01 M 55.46 9.81 34.73 3.47 1.99 M 39.46 13.45 47.09 1.76 1.55 L 82.09 3.73 14.18 

The need to be accountable for doing your 

job 
3.65 1.91 M 32.77 13.17 54.06 3.99 1.86 H 26.91 12.56 60.53 3.09 1.87 M 42.54 14.18 43.28 

Inadequate equipment 3.77 1.97 M 33.05 12.89 54.06 4.05 1.91 H 26.46 13.90 59.64 3.29 1.99 M 44.03 11.19 44.78 

                   

Organisational stressors total 3.60 1.35 M 23.53 36.69 39.78 3.99 1.24 H 13.00 36.33 50.67 2.95 1.27 M 41.04 37.32 21.64 

Note: Categories for stress based on published values (McCreary et al., 2017) are labelled as follows: H = high stress; M = medium stress; and L = low stress.   
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Table 3: Results of mean difference testing for operational and organisational stressors in the 1 

current study.  2 

Items 

Comparison between police staff and police 
officers in the current study 

Comparison 

between police 
officers in the 

current study and 

norm values for 
police officers3 

t df p d 1, 2 d 1 

Operational Stressors  
     

1. Shift work 6.49 292.80 < .001 0.70* -0.04 

2. Working alone at night 6.93 353.34 < .001 0.72* 0.10 
3. Over-time demands 5.66 355.00 < .001 0.62* 0.10 

4. Risk of being injured on the job 7.99 340.99 < .001 0.84* 0.17 

5. Work-related activities on days off (e.g. court, 
community events) 

9.02 332.79 < .001 
0.96* 0.13 

6. Traumatic events (e.g. MVA, domestics, death, 

injury) 

7.51 314.88 < .001 
0.81* 0.17 

7. Managing your social life outside of work 2.89 355.00    .004 0.31 0.50 

8. Not enough time available to spend with friends 

and family 

4.73 355.00 < .001 
0.51* 0.39 

9. Paperwork 5.97 355.00 < .001 0.65* 0.30 

10. Eating healthy at work 4.36 355.00 < .001 0.48* 0.31 

11. Finding time to stay in good physical condition 3.63 355.00 < .001 0.39* 0.51 
12. Fatigue (e.g. due to shift work, over-time) 5.83 242.81 < .001 0.66* 0.41 

13. Occupation-related health issues (e.g. back pain) 3.00 355.00    .003 0.33 0.01 

14. Lack of understanding from family and friends 
about your work 

2.79 355.00    .006 
0.30 0.03 

15. Making friends outside the job 3.36 355.00    .001 0.37* 0.40 

16. Upholding a "higher image" in public 4.57 355.00 < .001 0.50* 0.01 
17. Negative comments from the public 7.71 330.75 < .001 0.82* -0.05 

18. Limitations to your social life (e.g. who your 

friends are, where you socialise) 

4.24 307.46 < .001 
0.46* 0.23 

19. Feeling like you are always on the job 6.94 355.00 < .001 0.76* 0.30 

20. Friends/family feel the effects of the stigma 

associated with your job 

3.96 307.37 < .001 
0.43* -0.19 

21. Operational stressors total 8.30 355.00 < .001 0.90* 0.26 

Organisational Stressors  

   
  

1. Dealing with co-workers 1.69 355.00    .092 0.19 0.11 
2. The feeling that different rules apply to different 

people (e.g. favouritism) 

3.41 355.00    .001 
0.37* 0.23 

3. Feeling like you always have to prove yourself 

to the organisation 

2.49 355.00    .013 
0.27 0.16 

4. Excessive administration duties 6.19 355.00 < .001 0.67* 0.11 
5. Constant changes in policy/legislation 6.64 355.00 < .001 0.73* 0.26 

6. Staff shortages 7.86 232.34 < .001 0.88* 0.54 

7. Bureaucratic red tape 9.86 355.00 < .001 1.06* 0.37 
8. Too much computer work 6.48 355.00 < .001 0.71* 0.39 

9. Lack of training on new equipment 5.88 312.51 < .001 0.65* 0.56 

10. Perceived pressure to volunteer free time 4.19 312.51 < .001 0.45* -0.16 
11. Dealing with supervisors 1.03 241.55    .032 0.12 -0.14 

12. Inconsistent leadership style 2.16 246.82 < .001 0.24* -0.01 

13. Lack of resources 6.01 251.36 < .001 0.67* 0.84 
14. Unequal sharing of work responsibilities 4.72 355.00 < .001 0.52* 0.25 

15. If you are sick or injured your co-workers seem 

to look down on you 

4.12 324.35 < .001 
0.44* 0.09 

16. Leaders over-emphasise the negatives (e.g. 

supervisor evaluations, public complaints) 

4.14 355.00 < .001 
0.45* 0.05 

17. Internal investigations 6.28 355.00 < .001 0.70* 0.11 

18. Dealing with the court system 9.05 355.00 < .001 0.96* -0.04 

19. The need to be accountable for doing your job 4.42 355.00 < .001 0.48* 0.42 

20. Inadequate equipment 3.60 355.00 < .001 0.39* 0.67 
21. Organisational stressors total 7.63 355.00 < .001 0.83* 0.30 

Notes: (1) standardised effect sizes (Cohen’s d) can be interpreted as follows: small (0.20-0.49); medium (0.50-0.79); or large (≥ 

0.80). A positive value indicates that the score for police officers in the current study was greater than the comparison group; (2) * 
significant difference based on the accepted Bonferroni-adjusted p-value (p < .0012); (3) normative values were generated in 

Canadian police officers (McCreary et al., 2017). As these values were generated in police officers, standardised effect sizes were 

only calculated for differences between the norm values and police officers in Study 1. 
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Table 4: Higher-order themes, lower-order themes, and codes for stressors reported by 1 

participants. 2 

Code Lower-order theme Higher-order theme 

Fear of media response Media portrayal and criticism of 

police 

Extra-organisational 

stressors  

 

Media portrayal of police 

Political climate  Political climate 

Criticism from the public Public perception of police  Operational stressors 

Lone working Lone working  

Concern for safety and harm Concern for safety and harm 

Distressing experiences Distressing experiences 

Long hours 

Working on rest days 

Workload 

Increasing demands 

Volume of work 

Workload   

Lack of time to maintain wellbeing Lack of time to maintain wellbeing  

Exhaustion Fatigue  

Not building relationships  

Poor working relationships 

Low morale 

Organisational divide 

Workplace connectivity   Organisational 

stressors  

Technological problems 

Lack of equipment 

Inadequate resources  

Staff shortages 

Redundancies  

Not filling vacancies  

Staff shortages 

 

Lack of training 

Inadequate training 

Lack of training  

Lack of fairness 

Lack of transparency  

Not feeling valued  

Lack of understanding amongst senior staff 

Lack of transparency, fairness, and 

appreciation   

Negative feedback from manager / 

supervisor 

Lack of support from supervisor 

Inapproachable manager / supervisor 

Poor supervision 

Mental health stigma 

Police culture 

Lack of disclosure  

Negative aspects of police culture  

Too many processes  

Excessive administrative duties 

Bureaucracy  

Changes (e.g., to role and processes)  

Communication issues  

Job uncertainty 

Organisational management  

Reprimands and scrutiny  

Performance reviews 

Not being able to take time off 

Legislative constraints 

Internal affairs  

Home-related issues  

Issues outside of work 

Lack of understanding amongst support 

network 

Negative impact of work stress on family 

Home life issues  Personal stressors  

Menopause 

Health deteriorations with age  

Health processes  
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