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ABSTRACT

Law enforcement personnel attend critical incidents that are typically short-lived and geographically confined. However,
the recent global health pandemic potentially impacts on every officer, every shift, throughout the world. This research is
one of the first survey studies of stress and mental health impacts of COVID-19 on United States police and their families.
The study found that the pandemic has created additional stress for police and their families, elevating stress levels in
an already highly stressed population. For police officers, sources of stress were predominately associated with the
fear of infecting their families and the enforcement of restrictions. The stress created by the pandemic exceeds that of other
commonly experienced critical incidents in policing. The current findings indicate that police and their families expect to
experience longer-term, harmful mental health impacts. This research provides important insights for police agencies, as
well as those who work to support and improve the well-being of police. The pandemic is impacting now on the current
stress levels of police and is likely to create a legacy that must be managed into the future.
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INTRODUCTION

No country or community has escaped some impact from
the COVID-19 pandemic that swept across the world begin-
ning in the early months of 2020. Those in law enforcement
are often called upon to respond to either man-made critical
incidents (such as terrorist events) or natural disasters (such
as hurricanes); however, these events are typically short-lived
and confined to specific geographic locations (Jennings
& Perez, 2020). As officers enacted mandates designed to
slow the progress of the pandemic by reducing the chance
of spreading infection, they themselves did not have the
opportunity to isolate (Papazoglou et al., 2020; Stogner et al.,
2020). The global health pandemic is a critical event that has
the potential to impact every officer, on every shift throughout
the world—this event is unprecedented in recent history, in
terms of both its scale and impact (Drew & Martin, 2020).
Drawing on survey data of United States police, this paper
explores the immediate impacts of COVID-19 on the health
and well-being of officers who served during this time.

The current research provides an early snapshot (from
June to August 2020) of the experiences of police personnel
who served in law enforcement roles in the United States
following the declaration of a global health pandemic. This
research makes an important contribution to the existing
body of empirical academic literature, previous research
on the impact of these types of events being limited (Laufs
& Waseem, 2020). It is noted that Frenkel et al. (2021) have
recently published research with a sample of European
police examining stress, demands, and coping resources
during COVID-19. Our research provides one of the first
empirical insights into the mental health effects of COVID-19
on United States police. We need to urgently consider how
best to address the unique and/or compounding impacts of
COVID-19 on police and their families.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The following discussion begins with a brief overview of the
data that was available up to October 2020, about the infection
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and death rates of law enforcement officers since the begin-
ning of the pandemic. Based on an understanding of physical
impacts, we then consider the likely mental health and
well-being outcomes for police and their families.

COVID-19 Infections and Law Enforcement

The National Police Foundation (NPF) developed a COVID-
19 Law Enforcement Impact Dashboard (NPF, 2020). From
March to October 2020, they reported that 6,535 officers had
been exposed to COVID-19 (some contact with those who
potentially had the virus), 2,304 had been unable to work, and
754 officers had been diagnosed themselves as being infected
(NPF, 2020). Recent data provided by the National Fraternal
Order of Police (FOP) (2020) indicates that 247 law enforcement
personnel have died of COVID-19-related illnesses.

To provide a point of reference, we can compare the
COVID-19 data reported above with other common indicators
of the dangers and psychological outcomes associated with
police work. In 2019, the Officer Down Memorial Page (2020)
reported 147 line-of-duty deaths in the United States. Blue
H.E.L.P. reports that, up to October 2020, there were 144 law
enforcement suicide deaths (Blue H.E.L.P,, 2020). From this
comparison, COVID-19 does represent a significant event that
has impacted, and will likely continue to impact, the health
of law enforcement personnel.

Impact of COVID-19 on Law Enforcement

Based on analyses of previous crises (Stogner et al., 2020), three
key interrelated areas are relevant to the current pandemic
context. These include changes to law enforcement practices,
changes in personal perceptions of officer safety, and increased
stress and negative impacts on psychological well-being.

Changes to Law Enforcement Practices

In the United States, public health acts were enacted across
states, expanding the duties of law enforcement officers to
encompass enforcement of physical distancing, travel restric-
tions, and mandatory quarantining (Jennings & Perez, 2020;
Rothstein, 2015). This created service demands on police in
addition to their normal duties. If not enacted effectively,
these mandates have the potential to negatively impact on
police-community relations and public trust and confidence
in police (Laufs & Waseem, 2020; Stogner et al., 2020).

Stogner et al. (2020) note the dual responsibility of law
enforcement that requires officers to control often violent
behaviour but also ensure compliance with public health mea-
sures. Despite the restrictions in place, there were large public
demonstrations fuelled by racial tensions resulting from the
deaths of Breonna Taylor and George Floyd (Stogner et al.,
2020). These were in addition to several mass demonstrations
in direct response to government mandates to wear masks
and “shelter in place” or “stay-at-home orders” (Prasad, 2020).
The refusal of protesters to wear masks and the heightened
likelihood of physical altercations between these protesters
and police further increased the dangers for police (Laufs &
Waseem, 2020).

Similar to directives given to the wider community, it
is essential that law enforcement personnel who are sick do
not report to work and risk spreading infection (Jennings
& Perez, 2020). It was reported that, for the NYPD in April
2020, 5,600 officers, which represents 15% of its workforce,
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had reported in sick and were off duty (ABC, 2020). Under-
staffed agencies impact the police response available but
also increase the physical and psychological stress of officers
who are left to cover extra shifts and workload (Laufs &
Waseem, 2020).

Officer Safety

The risk of COVID-19 infection is recognized as a concern
for all first responders. Guidelines issued by the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC, 2020) include physi-
cal distancing (6-foot or 2-metre distance between self and
others), increased hygiene practices, and the use of personal
protective equipment (PPE). As a result of their duties, police
come into close personal contact with community members
and, inevitably, will be atincreased risk of infection (Jennings
& Perez, 2020). Alarmingly, the Federal Bureau of Investiga-
tion (FBI) warned agencies that some extremist groups were
encouraging individuals to intentionally infect officers
(Jennings & Perez, 2020; Margolin, 2020).

Provision of PPE: Much discussion in the early stages
of the pandemic focused on the speed with which agencies
were able to distribute personal protective equipment (PPE)
(Stogner et al., 2020). It was reported that during the first
month, the most desired—and most depleted—PPE items
were respirators, gowns, and eye protection (Jennings & Perez,
2020; NPF, 2020). The provision of sufficient and effective PPE
is likely to be critical in influencing the perceptions and feel-
ings of officers regarding their personal safety and perceived
likelihood of infection.

Fear of infection: The possibility of infection from
COVID-19 was, and remains, an omnipresent threat for law
enforcement. There is a need to be hypervigilant about safety
protocols, and those who have tested positive must return to
the very workplace in which they contracted the virus once
they have recovered (Dazio et al., 2020). Officers may fear
infection themselves as they move about the community
and may be fearful of infecting their family members when
returning home (Stogner et al., 2020). COVID-19 has the
potential not only to increase on-the-job stress but to impact
on officer and family stress outside of work.

Stress and Psychological Impact

Officers are already at greater risk of experiencing negative
psychological consequences (Drew & Martin, 2020). Those in
the law enforcement profession, compared with the general
population, are more likely to have poor mental health and
well-being, with elevated levels of post-traumatic stress,
anxiety, and depression (Carleton., et al., 2020; Klimley et
al.,, 2018; Regehr et al., 2019). We often focus on the stress of
critical incidents in policing when studying mental health
outcomes, with police exposed on average across their
careers to between 168 and 188 traumatic events (Chopko et
al., 2015; Weiss et al., 2010). We know that large-scale critical
incidents (e.g., 9/11 and Hurricane Katrina) are associated
with poor mental health outcomes (Carlier et al., 1997; Lowell
etal., 2018; Pole et al., 2001), and well-being can continue to
deteriorate over time (Bowler et al., 2012). Drew and Martin
(2020) conclude that COVID-19 meets the definition of a
critical incident and, as such, represents a significant threat
to police mental health. Further, it has been found that past
and existing stressors make it more difficult to cope with

journalcswhb.ca | @JournalCSWB 105


https://journalcswb.ca
https://twitter.com/JournalCSWB

new stressors (Slocum, 2010). The impact of the addition of
COVID-19 to the other, well-documented operational and
organizational stressors already being experienced by police
must be better understood.

Current Study

The current study contributes to the small, existing body
of literature that has studied the mental health and well-
being impacts of public health emergencies and, more
specifically, pandemics. The findings presented here give
some initial insights into the mental health effects of the
global health pandemic on United States police officers and
their families.

METHODS
Sample

A survey was made available via an online survey platform
(Survey Monkey) to all members of the National Fraternal
Order of Police (FOP) beginning June 2020 (the survey
remains open as COVID-19 continues to be an active event).
The current study is based on data that was collected from
June to August 2020. The FOP is the largest organization of
sworn law enforcement officers in the world, with more
than 355,000 members. FOP members were notified of the
survey via inter-organization e-mail, newsletters, educational
webinars, and word of mouth at in-person meetings.

When the following analysis was undertaken, a sample
of 209 active officers (currently serving in law enforcement
during the pandemic) was obtained. The sample included
173 male (82.8%) and 34 female (16.3%) officers. The largest
group of officers was between 46 and 55 years of age (45%).
Most officers had more than 16 years of service (16 to 20 years:
19.6%; 21 to 25 years: 21.1%, and over 25 years: 31.4%) and
the largest percentage of officers held the rank of corporal/
sergeant (32.5%).

Survey Instrument

Demographics

A short online survey instrument was constructed by the
National Director of Wellness Services (FOP). The survey
included a range of demographic questions, such as whether
respondents were active or retired, age, gender, current
rank, years of service and geographic location. Respondents
were asked a series of questions about personal and agency
infection and death rates resulting from COVID-19.

Police Agency Support

Data was collected regarding the level of support the agency
had provided to deal with additional physical and mental/
emotional stresses during the pandemic and the provision of
PPE (three questions). Responses were collected using a 5-point
Likert scale, from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”
and the option, “I felt no additional physical and mental/
emotional stresses.”

Exposure

The survey collected information about the officers’ level of
potential exposure in their current role. They were asked,
“How would you rate your level of potential exposure in
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your role as a law enforcement officer interacting with the
general community during the COVID-19 pandemic? (i.e.,
patrol officers may have very high exposure, officers on
desk duty may have some exposure, etc.).” Responses were
collected using a 5-point Likert scale, from “no exposure” to
“very high exposure.”

Pre-Pandemic and Pandemic Stress—Officers

and Families

Pre-pandemic stress: Two questions were asked about stress
prior to the pandemic. Officers were asked, “How would you
rate your level of work-related stress prior to the pandemic?”
and “How would you rate your family’s level of stress related
to your law enforcement occupation prior to the pandemic?”
Responses were collected using a 6-point Likert scale, from
“experienced no stress” to “very high stress.”

Pandemic stress: Officers were then asked how their own
and their family’s stress levels (two questions each) have been
impacted during the COVID-19 pandemic. Responses to all
four questions were collected using a 5-point Likert scale,
ranging from “much higher” to “much lower.”

Sources of pandemic stress: To understand the sources of
stress experienced during COVID-19, officers were asked
to rate how much stress resulted from a list of five sources:
enforcement of restrictions, frustration with shortage of
equipment/services (specifically PPE), increased number
of calls for police service, fear of infection/death of self, and
fear of infection of partner/family. All sources of stress were
rated on a 6-point Likert scale, from “no stress at all” to “very
high stress.”

Comparison of pandemic stress with previous critical inci-
dents: Officers were asked to identify, from a provided list, the
types of critical incidents to which they had been previously
exposed. The list included critical incidents such as officer-
involved shooting, violent encounter that endangered my
life, and suicide of a co-worker. Officers were asked, using
a 5-point rating scale from “strongly disagree” to “strongly
agree,” to rate whether they had experienced greater stress
working during the pandemic compared with the previous
critical incident.

Longer-Term Impacts of the Pandemic

To understand the expected longer-term impacts of the
pandemic, officers were asked, “I believe that COVID-19 will
impact on my mental well-being in the long term” and “I
believe that COVID-19 will impact on my family’s stress about
the dangers of my work in the long term.” A 5-point scale,
from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree,” was provided.

RESULTS

Exposure and Infection Rates

Atthe time of survey completion, 5.3% of the sample indicated
that they had been diagnosed with COVID-19. Of the sample,
over half indicated that officers in their agency had been diag-
nosed, with the largest group of respondents (35.9%) reporting
between 1 to 10 officers. Sixteen officers (7.7%) reported that
at least one officer within their agency had died. Only one
officer indicated that they had no exposure to COVID-19.
Of the sample, 40.7% indicated some/moderate or very low
exposure and 58.8% indicated high or very high exposure.
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Agency Support—PPE, Physical Dangers, and Mental/
Emotional Stresses

Over half of the sample believed that PPE provision by their
agency was appropriate (Table I). Of the sample, 38.8% of offi-
cers either disagreed that the agency had provided support
for physical dangers or gave a neutral response. For mental/
emotional stresses, 64.7% of officers either disagreed that sup-
port was provided or gave a neutral response. More officers
were positive about the support of their agency regarding
physical dangers (60.1%) and PPE provision (54.6%, data not
shown) than support for mental/emotional stresses (35.4%).

Pre-Pandemic and Pandemic-Related Stress

Pre-Pandemic Stress—Officers and Family

Examining pre-pandemic stress, only one officer indicated
no stress at all related to their work, and four officers indi-
cated that their family experienced no stress. For officers, the
mean stress level was 3.21 out of 5, with 33.1% of the sample
reporting high or very high stress. Perceptions of family stress
reported by officers produced a mean stress level of 3.20 out of
5, with 31.2% of the sample indicating high or very high stress.

Pandemic-Related Stress—Officers

For 78.8% of the sample, officer stress levels were slightly
higher (44.7%) or much higher (34.1%) compared with pre-
pandemic levels.

Exposure: A Mann-Whitney U test was performed to
examine exposure to COVID-19 and the elevation of stress
during COVID-19. The test indicated a non-significant
difference between officers who reported low and high
exposure on elevated COVID-19 stress, U =1,358.0, p > 0.05.

POLICING DURING A GLOBAL HEALTH PANDEMIC, Drew & Martin

TABLE | Agency support for physical dangers and mental /emotional

stresses
Stronglﬁl/ Neither  Somewhat/
Somewhat  Agree/ Strongly
Disagree  Disagree Agree
Physical dangers 24.2 14.6 61.1
Mental/emotional stresses 33.8 30.8 35.4

PandemicStress Comparedwith Pre-COVID-19:Officers
weredividedintotwogroupsbased ontheirreported pre-COVID-19
stresslevels, low and some/high stress. AMann-Whitney U test
indicated a significant difference between officers who reported
low and high pre-COVID stress on COVID-19 stress outcomes,
U =3,630.0, p < 0.01, r = 0.05. Those who reported some/high
pre-COVID stress reported a greater elevation of stress (Figure
1). Of those officers who reported low stress levels prior to the
pandemic, 62.5% reported that their stress levels were greater
due to COVID-19. A comparatively larger percentage of officers
reported elevated levels of stress due to COVID-19 if they had
been experiencing some or high stress pre-pandemic (90.8%).

Pandemic-Related Stress—Families
With respect to family stress levels, 74.6% of the sample reported
family stress levels were slightly higher (42.1%) or much higher
(32.5%) during COVID-19 than prior to the pandemic.
Exposure: A Mann-Whitney U test was performed, and
a significant difference was found between officers who
reported low and high exposure on family stress, U =1,159.5,
p <0.05, r = 0.02. Officers who were more highly exposed
reported greater family stress.
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Sources of Pandemic-Related Stress

Five specific sources of pandemic-related stress were mea-
sured in the survey (Table II). The most highly endorsed
stress-inducing factor related to fears of infecting family.
From a work perspective, the largest group of officers indi-
cated that stress was experienced resulting from enforcing
restrictions.

Comparison of Pandemic-Related Stress and Previous
Critical Incidents

We analyzed the response of those officers who had expe-
rienced at least one previous critical incident. We found
that 57.4% of officers agreed or strongly agreed that they
experienced more stress during COVID-19 compared with
the level of stress they experienced as a result of previ-
ous critical incidents. The mean stress score was 3.52 on a
5-point scale.

Longer Term Impacts of Pandemic

Of the officers surveyed, 39.0% reported that they would
have long-term mental health effects from COVID-19. Sur-
vey responses indicated that 51.2% of officers reported that
COVID-19 would elevate family stress about the dangers of
police work.

Impact on offficers: A Mann-Whitney U test indicated
asignificant difference between officers reporting low and
high levels of stress due to COVID-19 and longer-term men-
tal health outcomes, U = 1619.0, p < 0.01, r = 0.05. Those who
reported greater elevation of stress resulting from COVID-19
reported greater expected likelihood of longer-term mental
health issues. As shown in Figure 2, over half of all officers
in the low stress elevation group (61.36%) did not believe
that COVID-19 would have a long-term impact on mental
health. Conversely, almost half of all officers in the high stress
elevation group (47.24%) reported that stress resulting from
COVID-19 would have a long-term impact.

POLICING DURING A GLOBAL HEALTH PANDEMIC, Drew & Martin

Table Il Sources of pandemic-related stress

Sources of Stress No Verylow/ Some  High/
Stress Low Very High
Fear of infection (self) 16.8 25.5 27.9 29.8

Fear of infection (family) 10.0 18.2 19.6 52.2
Increased calls for service 11.5 30.1 377 21.1
Enforcement of restrictions  10.0 21.1 26.3 42.6
Lack of PPE 13.9 28.7 23.0 34.4

PPE = personal profective equipment

Impact on families: A Mann-Whitney U test indicated a
significant difference between officers who reported low and
high exposure and long-term impact on families perception of
the dangers of police work, U =1,017.5, p < 0.01, r = 0.03. A
greater percentage of those with high exposure to COVID-
19 expected that their families would experience long-term
impacts, increasing the concerns of families about the dangers
of police work. As shown in Figure 3, almost 54% of officers
who had high exposure to COVID-19 compared with around
24% of officers who had low exposure to COVID-19 reported
that family concern about the dangers of police work would
persist over time.

A significant difference was also found between offi-
cers who reported differing levels of stress experienced by
families and long-term expectations regarding the danger
of police work, U =1,367.5, p < 0.001, r = 0.27. Those whose
families experienced higher stress during COVID-19 expected
greater long-term impacts on their family’s perception of the
dangers of their policing duties. As shown in Figure 4, 64.74%
of officers indicated that their families experienced high stress
elevation resulting from COVID-19 reported that this experi-
ence would continue to impact on their family’s perception
about the dangers of police work over time.
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DISCUSSION

The purpose of the current research was to provide a snap-
shot of key experiences, specifically related to police stress,
mental health, and well-being of United States police during
COVID-19. Much focus, and rightly so, will be on the numbers
of officers who lost their lives to the virus, simply by doing
their job. However, we need to also consider urgently what
unique and/or compounding impacts COVID-19 has had on
the psychological well-being of police—a population, prior to
the pandemic, who already routinely reported elevated levels
of stress and a comparatively high prevalence of mental health
issues compared with other occupations (Carleton et al., 2020).

As stated by Stogner et al. (2020, p. 10) “while COVID-
related precautions are being labelled ‘the new normal,’
itis imperative that steps be taken to ensure that pandemic-
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worsened job stress levels not become ‘the new normal’ for
law enforcement officers.” The findings of the current research
support the large body of previous research (Carleton et al.,
2020; Klimley et al., 2018; Regehr et al., 2019) that officers were,
prior to the pandemic, already experiencing relatively high
levels of work-related stress. The pandemic created additional
stress, with almost 80% of the sample indicating that their
stress levels were slightly higher or much higher.

COVID-19 as a Critical Incident

In understanding the proportionality and comparability of
stress during COVID-19 with stress during other incidents,
almost 60% officers who had previously experienced a criti-
cal incident felt that this was a more stressful time for them
than those experiences. This has significant implications for
the required response of police agencies in supporting the
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mental health and well-being of their personnel. Research is
clear that the dangers of police work and critical incidents is
amajor contributor to the high prevalence of Post-Traumatic
Stress Disorder (PTSD) and associated mental health out-
comes, and the impacts can be long term (Bowler et al., 2012;
Carlier et al., 1997; Laufs & Waseem, 2020; Lowell et al., 2018;
Pole et al., 2001; West et al., 2008).

Based on previous research from large-scale emergen-
cies (Liu et al., 2014; West et al., 2008), we would expect that
those in higher exposure groups would simply experience
greater pandemic-related stress. This was not found in the
current research. The trajectory and impact of COVID-19
as a critical incident may be unique. We may not be able to
simply directly translate our understanding from other crises
and emergencies. Further research should be undertaken to
validate these findings.

Understanding Sources of COVID-19 Stress

This study found a larger proportion of officers rated enforce-
ment of restrictions (42.6%) and lack of PPE (34.4%) more
stressful (high/very high stress) than fear of being infected
personally (29.7%). These issues are under the control of police
agencies and leaders. Agencies and leaders can positively
influence well-being by more effectively addressing these
operational issues and must step up to that challenge.

The current findings support the conclusions of Drew
and Martin (2020), who stated that COVID-19 creates an atypi-
cal level of perceived risk for families. The usual stress and
worry experienced by families of law enforcement officers is
almost always regarding the danger to their law enforcement
loved one, rather than danger to themselves. The COVID
environment has changed this and the current context has
meant that family well-being is being more directly impacted
by the job of policing than previously.

Cumulative Stress—The Addition of COVID-19
Experiences

Previous research has found that stress, particularly critical
incident stress, is cumulative (Maguen et al., 2009; Marshall,
2016; Slocum, 2010) and this seems to be the experience
of officers in the current study. Officers who were highly
stressed pre-pandemic found the stress of COVID-19 even
more impactful or, perhaps, overwhelming. Given previous
research that has found that past and existing stressors make
it more difficult to cope with new stressors (Slocum, 2010),
this is a group within law enforcement that we should seek
to identify and target for support.

COVID-19 and Police Families
This research has highlighted the need to think more broadly
about familial network impacts. Almost two-thirds of the
sample rated the elevation of stress, compared with the usual
stressexperienced by families due to theirjob, asslightly higher
or very much higher. We found that those who perceived
higher elevation of family stress experienced as a result of
COVID-19 were also significantly more likely to feel that their
family would, in the longer term, experience greater stress
about the dangers of police work.

The implications of these findings are two-fold. First,
there is a need to consider what additional supports are
required for police families to assist them in managing the
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impact of stress. Previous studies (e.g., Karaffa et al., 2015)
have found that law enforcement families struggle with the
impact of policing on their home life. Second, we need to give
officers the skills to navigate the impact of their job on their
family. This should already be a priority for agencies, given the
growing body of evidence that police work has major impacts
on the non-work domain (McQuerrey Tuttle et al., 2018).

Limitations and Future Research

The current research has several limitations. It is acknowl-
edged that the data collected relied on officers being able to
separate out the impacts that they experienced because
of COVID-19 from other sources, particularly the potential
impact of mass demonstrations. To help officers to focus on
the specific impacts of COVID-19, each relevant survey ques-
tion was constructed to remind officers to answer the question
with respect to COVID-19 only. A further limitation was that
the survey was designed as a short survey to collect initial
data about the impact of the pandemic. To be time efficient,
most variables were measured using a single item question
rather than a multi-question scale. It is acknowledged that
the veracity of conclusions is limited by the small sample size.
The survey was first distributed in June 2020, just as the race-
fuelled protests following the death of George Floyd began
to increase. The response rate is likely to have been impacted
as officers across the nation responded to these events. The
survey remains open and it is hoped that response numbers
will grow. This study represents a pulse survey, and more
definitive conclusions will be possible as the numbers of
responses to the survey increase over time. A final limitation
involves the population from which the current sample
was drawn. The survey was distributed exclusively to mem-
bers of the FOP. While it is expected that the issues examined
in this survey would not be impacted by membership in
this group, future research should be conducted outside of
this organization.

CONCLUSION

This research sought to provide a timely contribution to
understanding the experiences of police serving during a
global health pandemic. However, this story is not yet over, as
the pandemic continues across the globe. It is unknown how
long police will continue to serve under these conditions. This
type of environment is impacting on police stress, impacting
on their own, as well as their families’, mental health and
well-being. This research should act as a call to attention for
police agencies to consider not only the physical toll that the
pandemic will take on police but also psychological health.
We should seek to build a comprehensive evidence base on
which to design appropriate and effective interventions and
strategies to keep our law enforcement communities and
their families both physically and psychologically healthy.
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