
PROTECTING POLICE 

OFFICERS AGAINST 

BURNOUT
FINAL REPORT | 2018

Griffith University Research Team: 

Kaitlyn Cole, Jacob Keech, Dr Kyra Hamilton



FINAL REPORT | 2018

Acknowledgements

The authors acknowledge the assistance provided by the Queensland

Police Service. The views expressed in this material are those of the

authors and are not those of the Queensland Police Service.

Responsibility for any errors of omission or commission remains with

the authors. The Queensland Police Service expressly disclaims any

liability for any damage resulting from the use of the material contained

in this publication and will not be responsible for any loss, howsoever

arising, from use of or reliance on this material.

2

To cite this document:

Cole, K.L., Keech, J.J., & Hamilton, K. (2018). Protecting police officers

against burnout. Griffith University. Report submitted to the Queensland

Police Service, December 2018. doi: 10.25904/5c453a9e4dc6e

© 2018 K. Cole, J. Keech, and K. Hamilton – Griffith University:

Brisbane, Australia

The contents of this document are the opinions of the listed authors and

do not necessarily reflect the opinions of our partner organisation, the

Queensland Police Service.

file:///C:/Users/s2762609/Google Drive/Employment/Current CV and Records/doi.org/10.25904/5c453a9e4dc6e


FINAL REPORT | 2018

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Police officers play a significant role within society; however, their roles

can be highly challenging and stressful. Continued exposure to stress is

a risk factor for burnout, and prior research suggests that police officers

are at high risk of burnout and work disengagement. First responder

organisations place a large emphasis on interventions and resources

promoting psychological wellbeing, and the management of

psychosocial risks, known as psychosocial safety climate.

This project aligns with the QPS’s strategic challenge and opportunity

of “valuing the diversity of our people and investing in their expertise,

knowledge and safety is imperative to continue delivering policing

service to our community” by investigating the resources which protect

police officers from burnout and work disengagement. Research

suggests particular stress mindsets (beliefs about the nature of the

stress response) may be important for physical and psychological

wellbeing and performance. The current project investigated if

relationships existed between officer perceptions of psychosocial safety

climate, burnout and work engagement. The Griffith University research

team investigated the protective role of stress mindsets in those

relationships. This project provides practical insight into the protective

role of stress mindsets and discusses the potential these findings have

in protecting officers from the outcomes of burnout and work

disengagement.

3



FINAL REPORT | 2018

CONTENTS

Research Team 

Terms of Reference 

Definitions

Purpose 

Background 

Approach 

Analyses and Findings

Discussion

Conclusions

References 

05

05

06

06

07

09

10

12

13

14

4



FINAL REPORT | 2018

RESEARCH TEAM

Kaitlyn Cole
Bachelor of Psychology (Hons)
Master of Organisational Psychology Candidate 
(Provisionally Registered Psychologist), School of 
Applied Psychology, Griffith University

Jacob Keech
Bachelor of Psychology (Hons)
PhD Candidate, School of Applied Psychology, 
Griffith University

Dr Kyra Hamilton
BN, GDipPsych, Bpsych(Hons), GCert Higher Ed, PhD 
Director, Health and Psychology Innovations (HaPI) 
Research Lab and Senior Lecturer, School of Applied 
Psychology, Griffith University 

TERMS OF REFERENCE 
The Griffith University research team proposed

to investigate the role of stress mindsets in

protecting police officers from burnout. The

Griffith University research team were granted

ethical approval from Griffith University’s

Human Research Ethics Committee (reference

number: 2017/574) and the Queensland Police

Service Research Committee. Upon discussion

with the QPS Safety and Wellbeing, People

Capability Command, it was agreed to survey

the South Brisbane District.

As part of the research, the Griffith

University research team contracted to

undertake the following:

• Conduct a literature review on stress

mindsets, burnout, psychosocial safety

climate and work engagement

• Submit an ethics application to the Griffith

University Human Research Ethics

Committee

• Submit a research application to

Queensland Police Service Research

Committee

• Prepare a two-wave prospective online

survey design, for dissemination to QPS

employees with the guidance of the Safety

and Wellbeing, People Capability Command

• Disseminate the online survey to QPS

employees at each time point

• Provide an interim report to QPS after data

collection

• Provide QPS with a final report of findings
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Definitions

Burnout: a psychological syndrome that may

present when employees are exposed to a

stressful working environment and high job

demands.

Psychosocial Safety Climate: an

organisation-based resource, reflecting

management values, attitudes and philosophy

regarding worker psychological health, and the

management of psychosocial risks, such as

bullying and harassment.

Work Disengagement: Characterised by

withdrawal and negative work-related state of

mind.

Enhancing Stress Mindset: the extent to

which one believes that stress has enhancing

outgrowths for stress-related outcomes, such

as performance, productivity, health, learning,

and growth.

Job Control: the perceived control an

individual has over their work.

Job Demands: all physical, psychological,

social or organisational aspects of an

individuals job that require continuous physical

and/or psychological effort.

PURPOSE
The document provides the QPS with detailed

insight into the research project, which focused

on protective factors to police officers’

experiences of stress. The purpose of

engaging this project with the QPS was to

investigate the potential role of stress mindsets

protecting first responders. Specifically, the

research focused on the role of stress

mindsets in protecting employees from burnout

and disengagement in work. This report

communicates the results of this research in

the context of relevant contemporary scientific

literature.

This report provides:

• a review of current stress and well-being

literature,

• an overview of the survey approach

undertaken with the QPS,

• a rationale for the data analysis procedure,

• key findings from the statistical analyses;

and

• recommendations based on the

organisations strategic direction.
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BACKGROUND 

One in five Australian workers experience

mental ill-health at some point during their

career.1 First responder’s mental health is

especially vulnerable due to the tasks and

conditions faced daily. SafeWork Australia

report police officers as one of the most at-risk

groups for poor mental health outcomes due to

the nature of their work.2 On average, police

officers report exposure to more than half a

dozen traumatic and stressful operational

events over a one-year period.3

Burnout
The presence of unique stressors in a highly

demanding job places officers at greater risk of

experiencing symptoms of burnout.4,5

Burnout is defined as a psychological

syndrome that may present when employees

are exposed to a stressful working

environment and high job demands.

Burnout can be characterised by:

• exhaustion: a consequence of intensive

physical, affective, and cognitive strain from

high job demands; and

• disengagement: distancing oneself from

one’s work and experiencing negative

attitudes towards the work.

Work Engagement
Officers at higher risk of burnout may present

as disengaged from their work. High levels of

engagement have been strongly linked with

employee well-being, job performance, and

organisational commitment.6,7

Work engagement is characterised by:

• vigour: high levels of energy and mental

resilience when faced with challenges at

work, and the willingness to invest effort in

one’s work,

• dedication: being strongly invested in one’s

work and experiencing a sense of pride and

ownership; and

• absorption: being engrossed in one’s work,

whereby time passes quickly, and one has

difficulties with detaching from work.

Psychosocial Safety Climate
Work engagement is an important work-related

psychological outcome that has been linked to

perceived organisational psychosocial safety

climate.8 Psychosocial safety climate is an

organisation-based resource, reflecting

management values, attitudes and philosophy

regarding worker psychological health, and the

management of psychosocial risks, such as

bullying and harassment.9,10 It is largely driven

by senior management and can therefore vary

by work unit.

Job Demands-Resources (JD-R)

Model
The JD-R model emphasises a relationship

between burnout and job demands while

positively linking job resources to worker

engagement.11 Job resources specifically refer

to those physical, psychological, social, or

organisational aspects of the job that may:

1. contribute to attaining goals,

2. reduce job demands and the associated

physiological and psychological costs; and

3. drive personal growth and development.12

Health-protecting factors (i.e., job resources)

help to buffer the negative impact of exposure

to high workloads (see Figure 1).13
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Figure 1. The Job-Demands Resources

Model

Stress Mindsets
Organisations have a responsibility to ensure

workers mental health is promoted and

supported. This responsibility is heightened for

first responder organisations, given their

unique and often challenging work

environments. Previous research and

interventions have focused on improving

employee outcomes through reducing

workload and exposure to critical incidents.14

The nature of policing means that this is not

always a practicable solution, and mitigating

risk of strain in this way is a significant

challenge. This research aimed to investigate

the protective role of stress mindset on burnout

and officer engagement.

Individual qualities, such as resilience, play an

important role in how people respond to

stressful situations, at work and in their

personal lives. One construct of particular

interest which can be changed are stress

mindsets. Mindsets refer to the beliefs about

the malleability of personal qualities that serve

as a mental lens or framework through which

people make predictions about and judge the

meaning of life. A stress mindset is defined as

the extent to which one believes that stress

has enhancing outgrowths for stress-related

outcomes, such as performance, productivity,

health, learning, and growth. Stress mindsets

refer to the way individuals draw information

from stressful situations as a function of

whether the individual hold the belief that

stress is enhancing, the contrasting belief that

stress is debilitating.15 This study suggests

particular stress mindsets may be imperative

for wellbeing and employee performance.16

Consistent with the JD-R model, individual

level resources, such as enhancing stress

mindsets may protect employees from the

negative effects of burnout and poor work

engagement. This research aimed to identify

the role of stress mindsets in protecting officers

from negative health and work outcomes.

The project aligned with a strategic challenge

and opportunity identified in the QPS Strategic

Plan 2018-2022, to “valuing the diversity of our

people and investing in their expertise,

knowledge and safety is imperative to continue

delivering policing services to our community”.

Officers’ working with the community is a key

relationship; however, this relationship may not

be effective if officers are experiencing the

negative impacts of burnout because of the

work. While previous research has focused on

the determinants of burnout, the current

research investigated the potential protective

factors to police officer burnout, such as stress

mindsets. This approach lends itself to

informing future practice and development of

interventions to ensure that the right people

and supports are in the right places to

maximise the safety of the community. Further,

this research contributes to identifying the

perceived psychosocial safety climate ensure

future healthy, safe and inclusive workplaces.
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APPROACH 

The research adopted a two-wave prospective

correlational design to measure officers

perceived burnout, engagement in work,

psychosocial safety climate, and stress

mindset. Operational police officers from the

South Brisbane District received a survey link

via email on 26 April 2018. Officers who

provided consent during the initial survey, were

sent a link to the second survey on 29 July

2018.

Research Approval
Approval was granted by the Griffith University

Human Research Ethics Committee (reference

number: 2017/574) and the QPS Research

Committee. Participants were informed of the

voluntary nature of the survey and that if they

wished to cease participation at any point they

could do so simply by closing the web browser.

Consent was indicated by completion of the

survey.

Survey Measures
The study comprised a self-report

questionnaire delivered online containing a

battery of validated measures. In addition to

the below constructs, job demands, and job

control were controlled for in all analyses to

ensure they had no undue influence on the

results of the analyses. The measures

included:

• The Oldenburg Burnout Inventory,

• Utrecht Work Engagement Scale,

• Psychosocial Safety Climate 12; and

• Stress Control Mindset Measure.

Data Collection
The study was advertised to all police officers

in the South Brisbane District via internal

email. All operational officers in the South

Brisbane District received a recruitment email.

Officers were instructed to follow the link in the

email if they wished to participate in the study.

Before commencing the survey, all participants

were provided with an information sheet

outlining the aims and purpose of the study,

confidentiality, anonymity, and informed

consent. Prior to commencing the

questionnaire, participants were asked to

answer all questions openly and honestly and

as they applied to their current working

conditions. Participants were directed to the

research teams contact details if they had any

queries and/or if they wished to receive the

results of the study.
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A total of 194 participants began the survey. Of

these, 134 participants ranging in age from 18

to 60 years (M = 43.84, SD = 8.20) completed

the first survey in its entirety. Of the 134

participants, 89 were male (66.42%), 42 were

female (31.34%), and 3 did not state (2.23%).

On average, officers had been employed for

16.64 years (SD = 9.73) by the QPS. The

response rate for time one data was 20%. Of

the 134 participants from time 1, 48 also

completed the second survey in its entirety.

The response rate for the second survey was

25%. The high rate of attrition and final sample

size for the second survey resulted in

insufficient statistical power to conduct

moderation analyses with the data. However,

the data collected from time one was sufficient

to test the hypothesised statistical models. The

second survey data did provide value by

reporting police officers perceived engagement

in work, and self-reported rates of burnout (see

Figure 2).

Snapshot Statistics
• 42% of officers reported positive wellbeing.

• 63% of officers reported feeling in control of

their work

• 99% of officers reported experiencing high

job demands in their current role

• 44% of officers perceived the District’s

psychosocial safety climate to be above

average, indicating just under half of officers

believe the senior leadership prioritise the

psychological health and safety of

employees.

ANALYSIS & FINDINGS 

Recommendation 1: Resources which 

contribute to officer’s psychological health 

and safety continue to be prioritised. 

Figure 2. Dashboard of Time 1 and Time 2 data comparisons.
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Correlations 
The findings suggest strong negative

correlations between job control, psychosocial

safety climate, and stress mindset with

burnout. This indicates that officers who scored

highly on measures of job control,

psychosocial safety climate and stress mindset

tended to report feeling more burnt out. In line

with the literature, job demands were positively

correlated with burnout. The more demanding

the job role, the more exposed officers are to

the negative impacts of burnout.

Strong positive correlations were revealed

between job control, psychosocial safety

climate, and stress mindset with work

engagement. This indicates that officers who

scored highly on measures of job control,

psychosocial safety climate and stress mindset

were likely to also report being highly engaged

in their work.

In addition, current findings support previous

research, which found support for the role of

stress mindsets in protecting individuals from

negative health outcomes, such as burnout.

Suggesting officers with a disposition towards

low stress can be enhancing mindsets are at

greater risk of burnout. Similarly, the findings

suggest officers who reported lower scores on

a measure of psychosocial safety climate, self-

reported higher scores on a measure of

burnout (see Figure 3).

Additionally, findings suggest officers who

reported higher scores on a measure of stress

mindset reported feeling engaged in their work.

Similarly, officers who perceived a strong

psychosocial safety climate, were also more

likely to report higher engagement in work (see

Figure 4).

The Moderating Effect
Although correlations suggested a relationship

there was no moderating effect of stress

mindset on burnout. Where psychosocial

safety climate was perceived to be low, the

individual was more likely to experience

symptoms of burnout. However, a stress is

enhancing mindset did not buffer the effect of

psychosocial safety climate on the individuals

wellbeing. These findings were unexpected;

however, they do provide further insight into

the function of stress mindsets.

The current findings did support a moderating

effect of stress mindset on work engagement.

When psychosocial safety climate was

perceived negatively, disposition towards a

stress is enhancing mindset buffered the effect

on the individual. The interaction effect

highlighted that stress can be enhancing

mindsets may buffer police officers from work

disengagement regardless of how

psychosocial safety climate was perceived.

Psychosocial 

Safety Climate

Work 

Engagement

Enhancing 

Stress Mindset

Figure 3. Poor psychosocial safety climate

leads to higher rates of burnout, however this

relationship is weakened by the presence of an

enhancing stress mindset.

Psychosocial 

Safety Climate
Burnout

Enhancing 

Stress Mindset

Figure 4. Good psychosocial safety climate

leads to higher work engagement, whereby the

relationship is strengthened by the presence of

an enhancing stress mindset.

Recommendation 2: The QPS 

investigates current stress and wellbeing 

interventions, such as one minute video 

interventions focusing on the malleable 

nature of stress mindsets, to ensure the 

physical and psychological health of 

officers. 
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DISCUSSION

The empirical literature has shown relationship

between prolonged high workloads, and

emotional and psychological demands, with

burnout.16 The relationship between

psychosocial safety climate and work

engagement can be explained by social

exchange theory. That is, if employers display

concern for and prioritise employee wellbeing,

employees will in return display higher

organisational commitment and engagement.17

It is important supervisors and managers

understand the health harming effects of

negative perceptions of the work climate, and

ensure employee wellbeing is prioritised.

Interventions at the organisational level aimed

to increase and maintain positive perceptions

of the work climate may include:

• monitoring and modifying working

conditions,

• focusing resources where required,

• filtering overwhelming and unpredictable

demands; and

• developing conditions that are conducive to

health production.

The current results provide further insight into

the role of stress mindsets and the applied

value they hold in a special population, such as

the police. Stress mindsets show the potential

to be modified with short cost-effective

multimedia interventions which can be easily

disseminated to employees.16 Multimedia

interventions presenting factual information

biased toward the factual nature of stress,

found employees reported improved overall

psychological disposition and increased work

performance. The current findings of the

relationship between stress mindset and

burnout, and the moderating effect of stress

mindset on work engagement, lends itself

favourably to informing future stress and

wellbeing interventions in the QPS.

Limitations 
While due care was taken to ensure a robust 

research design and approach, the research 

was limited by:

• Low statistical power for survey two

findings: The implementation of a

longitudinal research design intended to

protect against cross-sectional limitations,

whereby the research team aimed to

replicate findings from survey one, to ensure

the results were robust and reliable.

However, significant findings from survey

one were not able to be replicated in survey

two due to low statistical at the second time

point (n = 48). Therefore, these findings

have not been included in the main report.

• Cross-sectional design: The cross-

sectional design does not allow the findings

to be interpreted as causal, therefore

caution needs to be considered when

interpreting these findings.

• Generalisability of results: Surveying a

single QPS District protected police officers

from the adverse impacts of over sampling.

However, this decision may limit the

generalisability of findings to other District’s.

• Rate of attrition: The attrition rate was

recorded at 31%, as indicated by

participants who did not complete survey

one in its entirety, therefore informed

consent could not be assumed.

Consequently, these participants were

removed from the dataset for the purpose of

analysis.
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CONCLUSIONS

The current research aimed to investigate the role of perceived

psychosocial safety climate and stress mindset on burnout and work

engagement in police officers. The findings suggested a moderating

effect of stress mindset on work engagement. Further the research

found a negative relationship of psychosocial safety climate and stress

mindset on burnout (the better the perceived psychosocial safety

climate and the more enhancing the stress mindset, the less burnt out

the individual) and a positive relationship of psychosocial safety climate

and stress mindset on work engagement (the better the psychosocial

safety climate and the more enhancing the stress mindset, the more

engaged the individual was with their work). Whilst this research does

not infer causation, the research does suggest stress mindsets play an

important role in employee psychological wellbeing and safety. The

research findings provide insight into the role of stress mindsets and the

importance for investigating their role in future stress interventions

developed by the QPS. This project provided unique practical

contributions through application of the JD-R model and stress mindset

research. Overall, the projects findings may be used to inform the future

strategic direction of stress and wellbeing interventions in the QPS.
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