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Abstract
Effective policing is essential for reducing crime and ensuring public safety. As part of their role police officers are regularly 
exposed to traumatic incidents. Without adequate support, prolonged exposure to such events can lead to a deterioration in a 
police officer’s mental health. As a result of police culture, more specifically the negative attitudes towards seeking help for 
mental ill-health, many police officers suffer in isolation. This can lead to serious mental health disorders such as depression, 
anxiety, or posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD). We interviewed 12 former police officers with an average of 26 years in 
service, regarding their experiences of police culture and how this relates to mental health. We found that although a macho 
culture (and stigma) exist within policing, attitudes towards mental health appear to be slowly changing. The role of polic-
ing has changed in recent years due to increased awareness of mental ill-health. We discuss how this impacts the general 
wellbeing of police officers, and what this might mean for the future of policing.
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Effective policing involves a range of tasks including pub-
lic reassurance, crime control, crime investigation, emer-
gency responding, and peace-keeping (Bowling, 2007; 
Reiner, 2010). To maintain sufficient standards (Bowling, 
2007) police must be resilient to the job demands, appropri-
ately trained, and willing to seek support. This is especially 
important when considering exposure to critical incident 
such as motor vehicle accidents, domestic violence, crowd 
control, physical assaults, handling dead bodies, and dealing 
with unpredictable, dangerous, and armed criminals (Carlier 
et al., 2000; Toch, 2002). Yet, the wellbeing of police offic-
ers is generally considered to be quite poor (Foley et al., 
2021). This is unsurprising given their increased exposure 
to trauma, stress, and critical incidents (Jenkins et al., 2019; 
Neylan et al., 2002; Webster, 2013). Approximately 92% of 
police officers deal with critical incidents within the first 
two years of job (Wagner et al., 2019; Inslicht et al., 2011).

Exposure to such environments is linked to poor mental 
health (Liberman et al., 2002; Papazoglou, 2013; Regehr 
et al., 2021). Often police officers are reluctant to acknowl-
edge or process their experiences (Heffren & Hausdorf, 
2016). This is partly due to the ‘macho’ subculture asso-
ciated with policing (Fragoso & Kashubeck, 2000) which 
places emphasis on toughness, virility and masculinity 
(Manning, 1998). This is problematic as these masculine 
values led to a culture which suppresses emotional responses 
to trauma (Velazquez & Hernandez, 2019) and are associ-
ated with high levels of anxiety and low self-esteem (Sharpe 
& Heppner, 1991).

This inability to seek support results in many officers suf-
fering from serious mental health problems (Lawson et al., 
2012; Reavley et al., 2018; Wickramasinghe et al., 2016). 
For example., police officers are at greater risk of develop-
ing depression (Copenhaver & Tewksbury, 2018; Hartley 
et al., 2011) and are four times more likely (than the general 
public) to develop severe mental health conditions such as 
PTSD (Foley & Massey, 2021; Green, 2004).

Additionally, police officers face organisational pressures 
such as long shifts, inadequate resources, a lack of support, 
and increased public demand (Purba & Demou, 2019; Wang 
et al., 2010). As a result of these organisational stressors 
police officers are vulnerable to depression and other mental 
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illnesses (Hartley et al., 2011; Santa Maria et al., 2018; Sher-
wood et al., 2019). Many police officers report that their 
work is highly stressful (Boag-Munroe, 2017), which can 
lead to occupational burnout (Cieslak et al., 2014; McCarty 
& Garland, 2007). Burnout can be thought of as a complex 
reaction to highly challenging and difficult situations which 
are the result of work (Walsh et al., 2013).

A survey conducted by Mind (2015) found that 61% of 
police officers experienced some form of mental health 
problem while at work. Despite many police officers (91%) 
reporting frequent stress and poor mental health, they 
were unlikely to take time off work (Cabinet Office, 2015). 
Recently, Stevelink et al. (2020) investigated the mental 
health of 40,299 UK police officers. They found that police 
officers commonly displayed symptoms of depression, anxi-
ety and PTSD, consistent with both Norwegian (Berg et al., 
2006) and American forces (Andrew et al., 2008).

One explanation for increased mental health problems 
within this profession is the culture (Rufo, 2017; Velazquez 
& Hernandez, 2019). Police culture emphasises the impor-
tance of emotional self-control and masculinity (Edwards 
& Kotera, 2020). As a result, officers are expected, by their 
peers, to suppress their emotions and to appear tough (Evans 
et al., 2013; Schaible & Six, 2016). Anything which deviates 
from this is usually viewed as weakness, and could affect 
their career (Bikos, 2020; Bullock & Garland, 2018). This 
stigma is a commonly reported reason for why many officers 
avoid seeking help regarding their mental health (Corrigan 
et al., 2014).

Organisational culture and a lack of support are key con-
tributors for stress in police officers (Collins & Gibbs, 2003). 
Many police officers avoid discussing their mental health 
over fear of being marginalised (Bell & Eski, 2016) and 
instead seek help from general practitioners (Cohen et al., 
2019). However, support is made available to police after 
a critical or traumatic incident. This is typically through a 
welfare led process known as Trauma Risk Management 
‘TRiM’.

TRiM is a UK based peer-support programme designed 
to reduce the stigma towards mental health in the police and 
armed forces (Frappell-Cooke et al., 2010; Greenberg et al., 
2008), and is often used after a serious incident due to the 
knowledge that exposure to traumatic events can lead to the 
development of long-term psychological problems. In other 
words, TRiM is the force’s response to minimise that risk. 
Police officers who have used TRiM reported less symptoms 
of PTSD, reduced stigma, and healthier help-seeking behav-
iour than the control group (Watson & Andrews, 2018). This 
demonstrates the success of peer-support programmes at 
reducing stigma and encouraging healthier attitudes towards 
mental health, and yet reports of mental health conditions 
and burnout are common (Foley & Massey, 2020; Purba 
& Demou, 2019). Van der Velden et al. (2010) proposed 

support should not just be available after a traumatic inci-
dent, it should be available on a day-to-day basis for police 
officers to use. Based upon the above theoretical consid-
erations, other factors such as limited resources, a lack of 
support, and increased job demands can also contribute to 
psychological distress in police officers.

This research will explore police culture and how it can 
contribute to mental illness using insights from former 
police officers. Many police officers struggle to discuss their 
mental health and organisational pressures while currently 
in employment. Based upon a review of the literature, the 
researchers felt that retired or former police officers would 
be more likely to openly discuss operational pressures (such 
as a lack of resources), management conflicts, limitations of 
mental health support provisions, and the impacts this career 
has had on their personal lives. Our findings are taken from 
interviews with 12 former police officers with a range of 
experience from 6 to 31 years in service.

Method

Ethics

Ethical approval was obtained from the criminology ethics 
committee at the University of Portsmouth prior to data col-
lection. Participants were invited to take part in our inter-
views and were firstly provided with an information sheet 
and consent form to allow them to make an informed deci-
sion about the research. If interested in the research, partici-
pants provided written consent via email. Participants were 
informed that they would remain anonymous and that any 
identifiable information (i.e., names, specific police forces) 
would not be retained.

Design

This research involved semi-structured interviews focusing 
on mental health and the policing culture using former UK 
police. Former (i.e., retired) police officers were the target 
sample. There were no other specific inclusion or exclusion 
criteria. Our approach was consistent with previous studies 
investigating police officers’ lived experiences using semi-
structured interviews (e.g., Lumsden, 2017; Huey & Ric-
ciardelli, 2015; Edwards & Kotera, 2020).

Participants

Twelve former police officers (including one Chief Inspector 
of Operations) were interviewed. Participants (10 males and 
2 females) had experience in various roles including fire-
arms, major crimes, response teams, royalty protection and 
working with vulnerable persons. Most officers discussed 
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multiple roles within their career. The years of service 
ranged from 6 to 31 years, with an average of 23 years.

Procedure

A call for former UK police officers was placed on the 
researcher’s social media platforms (e.g., Twitter and 
LinkedIn). Potential participants were invited to learn more 
about the research via email. Those who were interested 
in learning more about the research were sent a detailed 
information sheet outlining the interview and the objectives. 
Those who wished to take part provided written consent and 
were invited to an online interview using Zoom. Participants 
were informed that the interview would take up to an hour 
of their time.

A semi-structured interview guide was created with ques-
tions relating to: their policing background; police culture 
and mental health; views on current and past stigma; and 
thoughts on seeking well-being support. Follow-up ques-
tions were also used where appropriate. The interview ques-
tions were developed by the research team, which included 
a psychologist who specialised in interviewing. It is impor-
tant to note that these questions were an interview guide 
and due to the flexibility of a semi-structured approach the 
interviewer was able to encourage a two-way communica-
tion (Table 1).

The first phase of the interview included a rapport build-
ing phase to build trust and to ease participants into discuss-
ing sensitive subjects (Abbe & Brandon, 2014; Bell et al., 
2016). Rapport can be established through a range of inter-
viewer behaviours, including displaying attentive behaviour 
(or demonstrating active listening), finding common ground 
(such as identifying mutual interests or finding similarities), 
demonstrating courteous behaviour and connecting with 

the person (through engaging in friendly interactions and 
using humour where appropriate). All interviews began with 
allowing time for the interviewer to get to know the par-
ticipant. This involved a recap of what the research would 
involve, as well as some general information about the inter-
viewer. The interviewer was a student who was interested 
in becoming a police officer, which may have introduced 
some bias.

To minimise bias a semi-structured interview was used. 
This means that the bias of the interviewer does not deter-
mine the questions asked. For consistency the same inter-
viewer was used in all 12 interviews. On average interviews 
took 33 min, ranging from 24.54 to 40.00 min. After the 
interview participants were thanked for their time and 
debriefed about the research.

Thematic analysis

Qualitative research is an important process for capturing 
rich data, particularly as this allows for a person centred, 
and holistic perspective. As recommended by Braun and 
Clarke (2006) a thematic analysis was conducted. The the-
matic analysis was carried out by two researchers. One who 
conducted the interviews and one who was independent from 
the interviews to reduce any potential experimenter bias, 
and to promote discussion. Braun and Clarke (2021) suggest 
that coding with another researcher and comparing analytic 
observations can lead to enriched coding.

The process we used involved a superficial reading of 
the texts for familiarisation. In this phase, the research-
ers independently listened to the recording again and 
read the interview several times, taking notes of their 
reflections, bearing in mind that each rereading could 
reveal new interpretative ideas. Developing themes were 

Table 1   Planned interview questions

Research topic Question Probes

Background Information So, to begin could you briefly describe your career in the 
police?

What were some positive and negative elements of being 
in the police?

Has this impacted your personal life?
Police Culture Do you believe a police culture exists?

In your working environment what were the general 
ideas and customs?

Why might that be the case?
How would you describe police culture from your experi-

ence in the police?
Stigma How has working in the police impacted your view on 

mental health?
How would a police officer with a mental illness be treated 

compared to other police officers?
Discussing mental health Do you think mental health is discussed openly in the 

police?
Please can you tell me more about that.
What do you think could prevent police officers discussing 

this?
Seeking Support What is your opinion on the support available for mental 

health in the police?
What support is available?
Do you think police officers are aware of the support avail-

able?
In your opinion how likely are officers to seek support?
What could stop an officer from seeking help?
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identified starting from the notes taken during the first 
phase and initially discussed. Together we then formu-
lated subthemes and agreed upon terminology and mean-
ing. Finally, we clustered subthemes and used them to 
create a thematic map as outlined below.

Results

Two core themes were identified: (i) police culture, and 
(ii) the mental health of the police.

Police Culture

A thematic analysis based on police culture was conducted 
for two reasons. Firstly, several features of police culture 
such as masculinity, cynicism and solidarity are linked with 
poor mental health in the workplace (Velazquez & Hernan-
dez, 2019). Secondly, police culture creates an in-group 
identity and encourages an intolerance for weakness (Bell 
& Eski, 2016) which can contribute to the development of 
mental ill-health. As presented in Fig. 2, police culture has 
a direct effect on police officers’ sense of identity and their 
perceptions towards mental health (Fig. 1).

Fig. 1   Thematic network dis-
playing the key components of 
police culture

Fig. 2   Thematic map displaying 
the key components of mental 
health in police culture
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All 12 former police officers discussed the existence of 
a police culture during their interviews and most believed 
police culture has a negative impact on mental health.

Macho culture

Macho culture places an emphasis on toughness, virility, and 
masculinity (Manning, 1998) and is acknowledged as part 
of the policing community (Fragoso & Kashubeck, 2000).

…people do hide it, because they don’t want to let it 
out, especially in the police environment where every-
thing is a bit macho. People go around acting macho, 
but that’s the perceived notion you’re doing what can 
be a tough job, you’re heavily criticised and you’ve got 
to put up this front that it doesn’t bother you.

Seven former police officers described their work environ-
ment as ‘macho’ and implied this was a reason why police 
officers struggled to openly discuss their mental health. They 
were expected to brush things off and to maintain a tough 
attitude to prevent being seen as weak by their colleagues. 
Many officers used phrases like ‘man-up’ or discussed how 
they just had to ‘get over’ a hard day.

This macho culture can be particularly challenging for 
female police officers who are often perceived as less able 
to do the job (Chan et al., 2010), and who are expected to 
retire sooner than men. One former female police officer, 
who’s husband also worked in the UK police, discussed neg-
ative interactions that she had with a senior male colleague 
which occurred at two different police forces. She went on to 
explain that despite being an experienced police office, she 
felt discriminated against for being a female.

Well, as a female…. there were different rules, so if 
you’d have been a 40-year-old guy they wouldn’t have 
bothered. [At] 32 I was [perceived as] far too old for 
the police force. Coming in as a female it didn’t matter 
about my experience.

Unaccepting of weakness

Police culture is regarded as being unaccepting of weakness 
and as such encourages officers to suppress their feelings 
and avoid seeking help. This was consistently reported by 
participants.

You wouldn’t want to be labelled as a weaker member 
of the team mentally. That might stop people coming 
forward. That is a big thing. You know, in the eyes 
of your colleagues, you’ve got to be able to be to be 
trusted in all situations.

All participants in our interviews felt able to talk about 
their colleagues’ attitudes towards mental health, and 

consistently agreed that some of their colleagues displayed 
negative opinions. This is problematic because those suffer-
ing from poor mental health are often viewed as weak and 
unreliable (Karaffa & Tochkov, 2013; Toch, 2002).

Exposure to trauma

Exposure to trauma and the different types of incidents that 
the police encounter led to the belief that this was part of 
the job.

You were told you were Superman. You were, you 
know, bullet-proof. You came in swinging today and 
then you’re expected to just get on with it, you know. 
One minute you could be dealing with telling someone 
that someone’s died. Next call could be someone killed 
in a car accident.

Eight former police argued that responding to traumatic 
incidents was part of the job description, and that dealing 
with stress and trauma was part of being a police officer. One 
participant felt that as police officers they should be mentally 
prepared for trauma, and if people cannot cope with it, they 
should not be in the profession.

Work‑life balance

Work-life balance refers to the equilibrium between personal 
life and career work. To successfully achieve a work-life bal-
ance, the various domains in a person’s life, such as family 
care, personal time, and work must be maintained with a 
minimum level of conflict (Clark, 2000; Parkes & Langford, 
2008; Ungerson & Yeandle, 2005). UK police officers often 
recall a difficulty with maintaining a separation between 
their work and home life (Kumarasamy et al., 2016; McDo-
wall & Lindsay, 2014), which can lead to conflict at home. 
We found evidence for this in our data, although we did not 
ask direct questions about their work life balance.

I think a lot of police officers find their partners are 
their release or escape valve. Which might be why 
historically police officer relationships haven’t been 
that good and there has been high incidents of divorce.

Not all police felt they brought work home with them. 
Three participants talked about how they would not discuss 
work outside of work.

I never came home and told anybody about what I had 
done. Some people do, some people tell their wives 
their husbands, girlfriends etc. what they did during 
that day, but I never did that. I believed that is work, I 
will keep it at work.

For those who struggled to maintain a healthy work-life 
balance, this often led to family conflict and increased stress 
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(Rathi & Barath, 2013). Family conflict can occur when a 
police officer’s commitment to their family role is challenged 
due to their commitment to work (Howard et al., 2004), 
which is often the case for police. We found evidence of 
this in our data.

My wife was eight and a half months pregnant, you 
know, ready to give birth at any point. This is our first 
child. So obviously I imagine that there was a lot of 
stress around that… I got told go and pack your bags 
you’re going away for twenty-four hours. Well, twenty-
four hours turned into two weeks. And when I was 
kind of like, you know, my wife is about to give birth 
and stuff, I was not directly told, but indirectly told 
that, well the job comes first.

Three former police discussed difficulties with their home 
life when beginning retirement. Two participants felt that 
this was a difficult transition due to the differences between 
the policing role and home life.

I’m probably closer to my colleagues than to some of 
my family. Erm when I left the police I almost had to 
introduce myself to my actual family again. Because I 
spent most of my time on duty and obviously on duty 
I’m socialising with colleagues.

This difficulty transitioning from work to retirement 
involved changes in daily, weekly, and monthly routines. 
Police work involves shift work (a combination of day and 
night time working) which often leads to a restructuring of 
an individual’s routine.

I’ve been retired for a few years now. I still can’t get 
used to the fact that there’s a weekend. That weekends 
exist is bizarre to everybody else but for thirty odd 
years I didn’t have weekends, I just had earlies, lates, 
and nights, or a day off. So, whether it’s a Saturday, 
Sunday or a Wednesday, it didn’t matter to me.

Underappreciated

Feeling underappreciated by both the police service 
and the public can be problematic as it leads to reduced 
morale and low job satisfaction, and an us versus them 
mentality (Brough et al., 2016). Three participants in our 
interviews discussed this, despite no questions linking to 
underappreciation.

You can very much be treated as just another number; 
it is getting better, a lot better than when I was in it, 
you were almost expected to just go and do your job 
and if you’re not there someone else will do it. You 
almost feel like just a commodity that you’re just there 
doing it.

Two participants expressed frustration over a lack of 
appreciation and understanding from the public towards 
police officers. Both participants felt that such a negative 
attitude towards officers was unjust.

People that aren’t in the police don’t quite understand 
what you have to deal with. They get their impressions 
of policing from the TV, where everything is solved 
within an hour or a couple of episodes and you don’t 
see what goes on in the background, I think sometimes 
people don’t want to know. There is also a growing 
trend just to be negative towards policing and I know 
it used to get myself and my colleagues down.

Social media was discussed in two of the interviews as 
having a negative effect on how the general public view 
policing. In one discussion a former police officer talked 
about how the media often use an isolated incident to betray 
the whole organisation as being negative, consistent with 
previous literature (Deuchar et al., 2019; Hinds, 2009).

In‑group identity

Policing creates with a strong sense of in-group identity 
(Brough et al., 2016). One reason for this is that officers 
encounter traumatic incidents which other individuals strug-
gle to relate to, creating an in-group mentality. This forms 
on the basis that members share a collective perception of 
themselves, this can develop through shared experiences 
(Molenberghs, 2013; Turner, 1984).

I can’t explain to you how I feel turning up to the scene 
of a multi-vehicle accident, but another cop would 
understand… I try to explain to my mates outside the 
job, but it is different talking to them and talking to 
people who’ve experienced it with me.

Seven former police felt that only an officer could under-
stand their experiences (consistent with Brough et al., 2016). 
One former officer described the police as almost having 
their own ‘language or jargon’ which allowed for effective 
(and exclusive) communication amongst them.

Generation Clash

Attitudes and awareness of mental health are improving 
in the general public (Livingston et al., 2013). As a result, 
when new officers join the police service they are likely 
to bring new views on mental health, which can result 
in a generational clash (Flamant, 2007). This is because 
experienced officers tend to carry different views than the 
newer officers (Karp & Stenmark, 2011). In our sample, we 
had a group of participants with a long service history (seven 
former police had 30 or more years of service, three had 
between 10 and 29 years of service, and only two people 
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had less than 10 years’ experience [6 and 9 years of service]) 
ranging from the late 1970’s to early 2017.

New people are joining with slightly different ideas. 
But sometimes it takes a little longer for those ideas to 
filter through. But that is where most of the change in 
the police service probably happens. Rather than top 
down, as in senior management issuing instructions, 
it was a cultural change because new officers come in 
that have got different attitudes about different things.

Eight participants in our interviews discussed how atti-
tudes towards mental health were improving, but that some 
police views remained unchanged. Instead, they continued 
employing an unhealthy approach to dealing with trauma.

You would still have officers who wanted to appear 
like they were in suits of armour, that they were able 
to deflect or absorb anything, so you would still have 
individuals that would be like that. That was part of 
their personality.

This creates a divide between younger officers who are 
open to the discussion of mental health and senior officers 
who do not acknowledge it. One participant felt that mental 
health was being overused within society.

There was no such thing as mental health. If you 
like. Well, there was obviously but there was nothing 
like there is today. Yeah, people throw mental health 
around now all over the place.

Mental Health

As presented in Fig.  2, attitudes towards mental health 
within the UK police appear generally negative. This is 
not surprising as police culture creates a negative stigma 
towards mental health and seeking support. This prevents 
many police from discussing mental health out of fear they 
could be viewed as weak, or due to potential harm to their 
career (Edwards & Kotera, 2020). We found this was the 
case with the addition of some police who failed to acknowl-
edge the importance of mental health as a contemporary 
problem.

All participants in this study agreed police officers were 
vulnerable to poor mental health. Only one person felt that 
this was in rare cases. This section highlights some conflict-
ing opinions.

Some of the participants appeared more open to a lengthy 
discussion about mental health in the police compared to 
others. Seven of the participants who were more open to 
discussing mental health believed that police culture could 
be a factor in the poor mental health of officers. Interview-
ees discussed their experiences of traumatic incidents, and 

many reflected upon colleagues who suffered with PTSD as 
a result of their job.

I had some involvement in supporting colleagues who 
suffered from PTSD. And stress from dealing with 
quite traumatic incidents and also supporting some 
who had to leave the police because of the things 
they’d seen and experienced.

Stressful job

Work related stress was a core theme amongst all former 
police, many of whom focused their discussions around 
responding to critical incidents. One participant described 
how this changed over the duration of his career.

If you are running into a situation where everybody else 
is running away. Then there is a perfect apprehension 
of what might happen to you. Now in the early days 
you just kept running because you [felt you] are going 
to live forever but as I got older I was more aware. For 
example, if I was driving a car and I get a 999 call to a 
punt shop or a riot or something like that - I could be 
put in hospital for the rest of my life, or killed.

Despite exposure to trauma, two participants remained 
unsympathetic. One participant believed policing personnel 
knew what they were signing up for and should therefore 
expect this as part of their role. Another participant sug-
gested if an officer cannot handle the stress, they should 
simply find a new occupation.

…people just deal with it. If you can’t, if you don’t 
like dead bodies, or you don’t like people with their 
arm or limbs hanging off, and then you don’t become 
a copper. You got to sort of expect that as part of the 
landscape.

Resilience

Resilience has been defined as a person’s capacity to cope 
and adapt when facing a stressful life event (Pooley & 
Cohen, 2010). Police are expected to display resilience after 
traumatic incidents since failing to do this could be seen as 
a sign of weakness (Balmer et al., 2014).

I’ve got no issues. As I say, I keep coming back to this 
mental robustness. It really is a big thing. So, you’ve 
seen loads of sites, and they do make you think twice. 
But they don’t make you lose any sleep over it at all.

Nine former police described an expectation to toughen 
up and move on after a stressful event. Four proposed police 
officers are not affected by mental illness because they 
are mentally prepared for these traumatic incidents. One 
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participant suggested that this expectation could be a cause 
of poor mental health. Another former officer felt that team 
resilience was created through experienced senior officers, 
and that the newer generation of police officers really lacked 
this experience.

The teams I was on in the 80s and into the 90s, there 
was always some cops who had 15–20 years’ service, 
who had experienced things. Because they’d experi-
enced it, they knew almost how to deal with it for you. 
So, you gained a lot of your strength and resilience 
from them… Policing is suffering from that massively 
at the moment, the average service profile of most cops 
across the UK is something like 5–10 years of front-
line policing. When I had 5-year service I think I was 
still like the second or third youngest in service who 
was on my team. You walk into any response team 
now and 5-years of service puts them near the top. 
They’re in the top 10% on their team of experience. 
For me they still haven’t experienced a vast number 
of difficult challenging incidents. They haven’t them-
selves worked out or gained strength to deal with these 
difficult incidents.

Not discussed

Avoiding discussions about mental health is common in 
emergency responders (Dowling et al., 2005; Fogarty et al., 
2021). We also found support for this in our data.

…it does stay in your head. It almost comes down to 
from a mental health perspective, have you got the 
personal capacity, or have you built your own bridges. 
You can put certain incidents in like a box, lock it away 
in your head. Leave it at work and don’t bring it home. 
That’s really easy to say, some people are more adept 
to doing that than others.

Eight participants reported that mental health was not dis-
cussed openly enough in the police service. After responding 
to a traumatic incident officers would refrain from talking 
and instead continued acting unaffected regardless of how 
they were actually feeling (Burke et al., 2007).

They cannot speak openly about what they’ve dealt 
with and how it’s impacted them because it’s seen (1) 
as a weakness and (2) as not professional enough or 
suitable for the role. No doubt even these days there 
are police officers who are reluctant to speak about 
incidents they are involved with because it will be 
viewed negatively against them.

Four participants suggested a lack of openness regarding 
mental health could be due to a fear of stigma and a perception 

that they are no longer suitable for their role (Bell & Eski, 
2016; Edwards & Kotera, 2020).

Fear

Police culture can foster negative attitudes towards mental 
health. Consequently, police officers fear the perceived con-
sequences of being associated with having mental health 
problems (Bell & Eski, 2016). When discussing mental health 
nine former police felt affiliation with mental illness could 
be seen as a weakness, and five people felt this could lead 
to discrimination from colleagues. Six participants expressed 
concern over mental illness harming their career, and one per-
son talked about how a record of mental illness can prevent 
future promotions.

HR our human resources, it was always said do not let 
HR find out about this or that, because once they have 
got it on record they will be in to you and it will basically 
mess up the rest of your career.

Five participants were concerned their colleagues would 
not believe them if they said they were suffering from a mental 
illness, and two participants felt their colleagues would instead 
judge them and think it was an excuse for early retirement.

I didn’t want to be discharged on medical grounds 
because that was really not seen as a good thing among 
your peers, you know, you’re a bit of a pariah.

Loss of Trust

The stigma associated with mental health creates discrimi-
nation when judging the suitability of individuals for their 
job role (Stier & Hinshaw, 2007). This creates pressure for 
police officers to act emotionally stable. Consequently, those 
who show signs of emotional vulnerability may lose their col-
league’s trust (Bell & Eski, 2016).

To come out and say that you have got some kind of 
mental health issues, you would probably lose that 
role…they would take you off that role because you 
would then become a liability potentially, because you 
are not concentrating, or something might happen.

One participant who had worked in a firearms team 
throughout his career explained that officers are in dangerous 
situations and need to be able to rely on each other. If an officer 
was not at full mental capacity whilst at work that could put 
everyone at risk.

Lack of awareness

Police officers who suffer from a mental illness are not 
treated with the same sympathy and respect as officers who 
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are suffering from a physical illness (Edwards & Kotera, 
2020). Part of this is due to a lack of mental health 
awareness.

It wouldn’t take a massive leap to realise that if 
you experience bad things then you might have bad 
thoughts. I just don’t think it was acknowledged. Eve-
ryone just went and did their job and I think there is 
probably a culture of not delving too deep. Because 
you can uncover all sorts of things that are a bit 
unpleasant.

Four former police suggested mental health may not have 
been recognised whilst they were in service. Mental health 
was often viewed as something they dealt with in the public 
rather than something they could suffer from themselves. 
Officers avoided dwelling on their own mental health and 
demonstrated limited awareness regarding the mental health 
of their colleagues.

Suicide in the police

Two participants highlighted the prevalence of suicide in the 
police despite no direct questions covering this topic. They 
both felt that their colleagues had committed suicide due to 
mental health related issues.

… you don’t see the signals. A lot of the time it is 
hidden behind the bravado, you know, it’s just not yet 
spoken about. Two of my team colleagues have com-
mitted suicide.

Coping strategies

Policing is a stressful occupation and officers must adopt 
successful coping strategies in order to deal with job pres-
sures (Brough et  al., 2016; Can & Hendy, 2014). Dark 
humour, also known as gallows humour, is employed by 
officers in response to traumatic incidents (Scott, 2007). This 
is an effective strategy that can reduce the effects of stress 
and trauma on officers.

If something happened that was horrible you just got 
on with it, you would normally have a sick joke about 
it, that was like a release mechanism. You come up 
[and] someone would say something, you might have 
just been to a horrible road accident. Someone will say 
something funny, but they didn’t mean it to be funny, 
it was just a release.

Nine former police discussed the importance of dark 
humour as a strategy for dealing with difficult situations. It 
was believed the ability to laugh about an otherwise horrific 
situation with their colleagues enabled officers to process 

the events and to recover from responding to traumatic 
incidents.

You have to bond together to survive. You’re like a 
team, know what I mean. If you turn up and some-
thing’s going really wrong, you rely on your col-
leagues, other people in uniform to help you out.

Furthermore, ten participants claimed talking things 
through with their colleagues was important to protect their 
mental health. Debriefs were recognised as effective tools 
that can protect officers from negative psychological out-
comes after responding to traumatic incidents, and therefore 
should be encouraged.

Changing attitudes

Eleven former police officers noticed a change in attitudes 
towards mental health. Part of this is due to changes in job 
demands and the availability of support for those who have 
responded to traumatic incidents.

They [the police service] are getting better at recogni-
tion and supporting police officers, but when I was in 
you worked all day in a traumatic incident, a traffic 
collision or you know a violent incident at someone’s 
house.

This was reflected in discussions regarding treatment of 
mental ill-health. Six participants discussed their views that 
people could be treated for their mental health and could 
later return to work.

We started to acknowledge that a person could have, 
erm a period of mental health concern and that 
wouldn’t affect their ability to be a police officer. They 
might just need help for a short period of time. When I 
started the service, it was like if you had a wobble, you 
were always going to be wobbly. Whereas, by the time 
I finished my service you could have a wobble and if 
you got the appropriate treatment you would be back 
just as good as you were before.

Eight police discussed how attitudes towards mental 
health had improved (Levenson & Dwyer, 2000; Edwards 
& Kotera, 2020). Five participants felt that officers are now 
more aware and more likely to access mental health sup-
port. In addition, three people believed the stigma towards 
mental health has decreased due to the increased awareness 
of mental health in society.

Interestingly, seven former police believed that their job 
role would be more difficult nowadays due to increased 
demands, social media, and a lack of senior personnel. Many 
discussions centred around the police supporting mentally 
unwell members of the public despite not being adequately 
trained.
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There’s huge mental health issues within society and 
not enough is done to deal with mental health in soci-
ety. So, the police become more like social workers 
and more like mental health professionals than police 
officers. We deal with a lot more mental health related 
calls, especially in the current situation we find our-
selves in with COVID. So, lockdown significantly 
increased mental health related calls. Just speaking to 
former colleagues who are still working there. Mental 
health related calls have gone through the roof. They 
turn up to deal with more mental health related calls to 
support the health services, taking people into hospi-
tals. I hardly ever did that when I was working. I would 
get one or two per week.

Discussion

This research explored the experiences of former UK police 
officers in relation to police culture and mental health. Par-
ticipants recalled their experiences of being a police officer. 
Some former police had been retired for several years when 
these interviews took place. As memories are impressiona-
ble (Fadnes et al., 2009) and decay over time (Murre & Dros, 
2015) we must consider the accuracy of this information. It 
is possible that participants only remembered some aspects 
of their career, which is not necessarily a true reflection of 
their experiences. Alternatively, as former police they may 
have been more willing to discuss their past experiences 
without fear of repercussions. Furthermore, having time 
and space to reflect upon their experiences can allow for a 
deeper understanding. During the interview, one participant 
discussed not noticing the negative impacts of his career 
until he retired.

Although this research intended to explore the personal 
experiences of former police officers, many participants were 
reluctant to talk about their own experiences and instead 
related discussions about their colleagues. This is perhaps 
due to the stigma police officers associate with mental health 
(Edwards & Kotera, 2020). Alternatively, it may have been 
easier or seemed more interesting to relate their experiences 
to their colleagues given the strong sense of a group identity.

In addition to a strong sense of in-group identity, we 
found that a macho culture existed for former police officers 
irrespective of their job roles or their varied length in ser-
vice. Many of the values prevalent in macho culture are con-
sidered harmful for mental health (Fragoso & Kashubeck, 
2000; Sharpe & Heppner, 1991). Most participants in our 
research recognised that these values were problematic for 
their own wellbeing, as well as the wellbeing of their col-
leagues. Despite the acknowledgement that a macho culture 
can be harmful for wellbeing, participants still felt that they 

had to suppress their emotions to avoid stigmatisation from 
colleagues (Karaffa & Tochkov, 2013).

A highly masculine culture can be problematic for female 
police officers (Burke & Mikkelsen, 2005; Silvestri, 2006). 
The hierarchy of male dominance in policing segregates 
female officers through individual actions and organisational 
policies and practices (Shelley et al., 2011). Research has 
shown that male officers often believe that women are unfit 
for the physical and emotional demands of policing (Chan 
et al., 2010). We found some support for this. One former 
female officer felt she was judged for being older, a judge-
ment that she felt male colleagues would not have had.

The dominance of masculine values in police culture cre-
ates social pressure on individuals to suppress their emo-
tions which contributes to increased stress and burnout of 
both male and female staff (McCarty & Garland, 2007). We 
found that masculine values were consistent amongst dif-
ferent police forces – even when former police had moved 
into different roles. Such values encourage individuals to 
avoid discussing mental health with colleagues out of fear of 
being stigmatised (Bell & Eski, 2016). These negative atti-
tudes can have damaging consequences on the mental health 
of officers and can lead to discrimination in the workplace 
(Bullock & Garland, 2018).

Police culture fosters masculine values and creates a 
stigma towards mental health, but it can also encourage 
social support and resilience (Brough et al., 2016). Ten for-
mer police recalled occasions when they discussed incidents 
either in the canteen during their break, or afterwork in the 
pub which they felt helped them to process difficult situa-
tions. Downplaying the situation and using dark humour as 
coping strategies were reported across interviews and are 
consistent within the literature (Brough et al., 2016; Scott, 
2007). Eight former police still believed that exposure to 
trauma was part of the job and one person believed that staff 
should be able to deal with this if they want to remain in 
the profession. Not all police officers held this belief, and 
some felt that more mental health support is needed. We 
also found mixed opinions towards the ability to maintain 
a healthy work life balance. Those able to maintain this 
balance felt less overwhelmed or burnt out by their job 
demands.

Participants in this research felt that seeking support for 
mental health was more effective when they used services 
which were not connected to the police. This was based upon 
a mixture of their lived experience and their discussions with 
other colleagues. This was partly due to the stigma associ-
ated with seeking mental health support (consistent with 
Corrigan et al., 2014). Although our participants discussed 
work related stress, many remained unsympathetic towards 
their colleagues who were emotionally affected by this. 
Some felt that responding to trauma was part of the job, and 
that all new officers should expect this. Furthermore, the 
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belief that police should be resilient and able to cope with 
critical incidents without wellbeing support was frequently 
reported.

Police officers have a high workload, often encounter 
inadequate resources, and report feeling undervalued (Purba 
& Demou, 2019; Wang et al., 2010). In our sample partici-
pants reported feeling underappreciated by both the force 
and the general public, consistent with previous research 
(Brough et al., 2016; Reynolds et al., 2018). The public’s 
negative perception of policing can reduce morale (Deuchar 
et al., 2019) and a lack of recognition and support from the 
police service itself can increase stress (Gudjonsson & 
Adlam, 1985). Job satisfaction is important for reducing 
burnout and maintaining wellbeing. Many participants in 
our study claimed the police service can be a tough employer 
to work for due to a lack of recognition for the challenges 
they face. Some believed recognition had improved in recent 
years, but that there was still work to be done.

Extreme forms of distress can result in suicidal ideation 
which emerged as a theme within our data. The prevalence 
of suicide in the police is unclear (Violanti et al., 2019). 
Some researchers argue that suicide is more prevalent 
amongst police officers than in the general public (Violanti, 
2010), while others suggest this is not the case (Marzuk 
et al., 2002; Schmidtke et al., 1999). One explanation for 
these mixed findings is that suicide is underreported in polic-
ing (Loo, 2003; Violanti et al., 2013a, b, 2019). In our sam-
ple of twelve, two officers reported having colleagues who 
committed suicide due to mental health problems. Despite 
this, the former police revealed they were unaware of their 
colleagues’ conditions prior to the incident. This may be an 
example of limited awareness, which often results in men-
tal illnesses going undetected (Edwards & Kotera, 2020; 
Velazquez & Hernandez, 2019).

Generally, participants reported that they were able to 
bond with colleagues with similar ranks. Many felt that 
only another police officer could really understand their 
experiences and that because of this it was pointless try-
ing to talk to family members or friends who simply cannot 
relate, which can lead to isolation (Brough et al., 2016; Hall 
et al., 2010). This leads to specific coping strategies which 
can help individuals to deal with traumatic incidents. For 
example., dark humour is often used by police officers when 
responding to traumatic incidents (Scott, 2007). This is an 
effective strategy that can reduce the effects of stress and 
trauma on officers. Of course, this reinforces the already 
strong sense of in-group identity and police specific cul-
ture, which goes some way to explain why negative attitudes 
towards mental health are so difficult to change.

Policing culture is thought to remain the same (Cordner, 
2017), although some argue this is changing (Edwards & 

Kotera, 2020). Our findings suggest the latter is the case. 
Those who retired more recently appeared more open to 
support seeking and possessed a healthier view of mental 
health, consistent with contemporary literature (Turner & 
Jenkins, 2019). Most former police officers who had long-
standing careers felt they noticed this shift in policing cul-
ture. We recommend that researcher’s examining police 
culture focus efforts on recruiting retired officers. This sam-
ple is most likely to have experienced systematic change.

Our research provides promising insights into how 
attitudes towards mental health appear to be changing, 
particularly among newer officers. Individuals joining the 
police force in more recent years appear to have fewer neg-
ative attitudes towards mental health (Karp & Stenmark, 
2011). This is not surprising as the availability of sup-
port and awareness of support for mental health issues has 
increased (Carleton et al., 2018) and the stigma is reduc-
ing as new officers bring new perspectives (Cohen et al., 
2019). The former police in our study reflected upon these 
changes and how the service was becoming more accept-
ing of mental ill-health as a consequence of job demands. 
Consistent with the view that younger police officers are 
behind the change in attitudes, we also found from our 
data that senior police appeared more dismissive towards 
mental health. Our data revealed that some senior officers 
believed that mental health was an excuse to avoid hard 
work, and that too much emphasis is placed on supporting 
wellbeing. Nonetheless, this shift towards mental health 
may lead to future change.

Our findings provide practical importance as they high-
light generational differences towards policing culture 
and the impact this has on mental health of police offic-
ers. However, it is important to acknowledge the context 
in which this data was gathered. Our data was gathered 
online via Zoom interviews which may have reduced 
rapport, resulting in less information elicitation. Conse-
quently, in-person interviewing may have provided richer 
data. We gathered data from 12 former police officers who 
were willing to discuss their experiences. It is also pos-
sible that our self-selecting sample may have introduced 
bias. Nevertheless, this research does provide an insight 
into policing culture that may not be possible by assessing 
current policing staff.

In conclusion, policing culture and attitudes towards men-
tal health are changing. We found that although barriers to 
seeking help for wellbeing still exist, this is becoming more 
acceptable within younger generations. Unexpectedly, our 
research highlighted a generational clash between long serv-
ing and junior members of the force. Researchers and policy 
makers should acknowledge this clash if they want to make 
effective changes.
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