Policing and public health

Briefing 1- June 2025

The impact of police
encounters on mental health —
global evidence, individual
harms, and public
conseqguences.

Authors Arabella Kyprianides Ben Bradford

Key Takeaways

1. Police encounters are often associated with stress, anxiety, and other negative mental
health outcomes amongst Black communities and other racially minoritised groups,
especially in areas and among populations with disproportionate police contact —
however, there has been less attention on how policing affects mental health among
other groups.

2. This briefing presents findings from five studies that fill this gap.

3. Aglobal evidence review of 92 studies highlights that both direct and indirect exposure to

policing can cause psychological harm across different races, age groups, and countries,

especially among already vulnerable groups.
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4. Analysis of data from the UK Millennium Cohort Study showed that young people who are

stopped by police at an early age are more likely to experience later behavioural problems

and reduced aspirations. %

5. A survey of 200 homeless individuals, alongside interviews with members of the street Ecgnsomicl
an ocial
population in London, revealed that frequent police contact — even when conducted Research Council
respectfully — does little to meet underlying needs and can reinforce feelings of Grant Number:
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marginalisation and social exclusion.

6. When crime victims perceive police treatment as unfair or dismissive this undermines

their recovery, harms their mental health, and increases feelings of exclusion.

7. Witnessing unfair policing affects public trust and police legitimacy in part because

people recognise the harm it can cause to those involved, in turn undermining their sense
that policing is normatively appropriate.
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Background

Policing is not only a matter of law enforcement — itisalso a
powerful social interaction that can shape people’s well-being,
their trust in institutions, and long-term outcomes. While police
engagement can offer reassurance or support, growing
evidence suggests that many police encounters can do
psychological harm — particularly for those already facing
disadvantage. This s particularly the case when those
interactions are experienced as unfair.

This briefing brings together findings from five studies to
explore how police activity affects mental health among three
particularly vulnerable groups: young people, individuals
experiencing homelessness, and victims of crime. It also
considers how public perceptions are shaped when members
of the public witness or recognise the psychological harm
caused by unfair policing, highlighting the wider societal
conseguences of police encounters beyond those directly
Involved.
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What we did

This policy brief draws
on five research studies:

Study #1

Rapid evidence
assessment of global
research

We reviewed 92 international studies
examining the mental health effects of
police encounters, including for
marginalised groups. This included direct
(e.g. being stopped or arrested) and
indirect (e.g. withessing or hearing about)
police contact.

Longitudinal study on
early police contact and
youth outcomes

Using data from the UK Millennium
Cohort Study, a nationally representative
survey of young people, we examined the
long-term impacts of police stops before
age 14 on youth mental health, education,
and behaviour by age 17.

Study #2

Study on policing and
homelessness

We surveyed 200 homeless individuals
and interviewed those experiencing
homelessness to understand how
policing affects people living on the
streets.

Survey study on crime
victims, police
treatment and mental
health

We surveyed 504 crime victims about
their mental health and feelings of
exclusion after police contact, with
follow-up interviews to explore personal

experiences.

Online experiment on public reactions to

unfair policing

We conducted an online experiment with 300 participants who were randomly assigned to
read about a police interaction with a crime victim. The scenario was manipulated to depict
either fair or unfair police behaviour. After reading the scenario, participants were asked: how
fair or unfair they thought the police were; whether they believed the victim suffered mental
health harm or social exclusion due to police treatment; and whether they trusted the police
and saw them as legitimate.



Key Findings

Findings
(1)

Findings
(2)

Findings
(3)

Global evidence links policing and mental
health harms.

Police encounters are frequently associated with increased levels of
stress, anxiety, depression, and trauma, particularly for young people,
racial minorities, and people with pre-existing mental health conditions.
Individuals who have frequent police contact are at higher risk of suicidal
thoughts and self-harm. Frequent police encounters are also associated
with poorer sleep quality, increased cardiovascular and physical health
problems, and higher engagement in risky behaviours. Even indirect
exposure — such as hearing about, witnessing, or anticipating police
mistreatment — can raise distress and reduce trust in police.

Policing of homelessness can worsen mental
health and reinforce disadvantage

Homeless individuals often encounter police when trying to meet basic
survival needs (e.g. by sleeping rough or begging). Many also face
underlying mental health challenges, which can be exacerbated by
repeated enforcement measures such as fines, arrests, or being ‘moved
on’. The nature of the relationship between police and people
experiencing homelessness is such that it is very difficult for police alone
to deliver positive outcomes.

Early police contact harms youth outcomes

Being stopped by police before age 14 is associated with increased
violent behaviour, more conduct and attention problems, and lower
educational aspirations by age 17. These effects were observed across
ethnic groups. One likely explanation is that early encounters with police
may increase feelings of mistrust, stigma, and social exclusion — which
can, in turn, disrupt identity development and contribute to psychological
stress during a critical stage of adolescence.
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Key Findings

Findings
(4)

Findings
(5)

Unfair police treatment of crime victims
harms mental health

Victims who feel police were dismissive or unfair report higher levels of
stress, anxiety, and depression. Some victims said their police
experience left them feeling worse than the crime itself. Many victims
felt unimportant or unheard by police. These experiences reinforced
feelings of disconnection from the justice system and society. Victims’
stories revealed that negative police interactions may deprive victims of
key elements needed for recovery: safety, validation, justice, and agency.
Without these, victims may struggle with healing and long-term

psychological well-being.

Public trust in the police diminishes when
harm is recognised

People lose confidence in the police not just when they see unfair
behaviour, but when they recognise that this behaviour causes
psychological harm to others. The perception of mental health harmis a
powerful driver of reduced police legitimacy — even among bystanders.
The impact of withessing unfair policing was similar across different
socio-economic and demographic groups. This suggests that the
public’s sensitivity to unfair police treatment and its consequences is
widespread. Visibly unfair policing seems to undermine people’s sense of
the normative appropriateness of policing because they can see that it
harms not helps - and people view police as a helping institution.
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Recommendaations

#1

#2

#3

#4

Reducing harm, restoring trust

Avoid early adversarial contact with young people

Stop-and-search and other proactive tactics should be used with caution for
adolescents. Preventative, community-led interventions are better suited to

reducing long-term harm.

Enforcement responses to homelessness should be
seen as alastresort

When police officers engage with people experiencing homelessness they should
prioritise connection to services, not enforcement. To do this effectively, officers need

clear referral pathways and established working relationships with local outreach
teams, housing providers, and mental health services.

Support crime victims with trauma-informed,
respectful interactions
Officers should be equipped to engage with victims in ways that validate their

experience, reduce distress, and support recovery. Empathy, active listening, and
respectful communication should be prioritised.

Recognise that unfairness damages trust beyond the
immediate encounter

When people perceive police as causing harm — especially to vulnerable individuals — it
undermines legitimacy for the wider public. Establishing accessible complaint
mechanisms and demonstrating accountability can help rebuild trust.
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Conclusions

The evidence is clear: when handled badly police encounters
can have serious and lasting impacts on mental health —
both for those directly involved and for the wider public who
witness or recognise the harm. Whether through frequent
enforcement against homeless individuals, early stops of
young people, or dismissive treatment of victims, policing
practices can reinforce exclusion, reduce well-being, and
erode public trust. People are highly attuned to unfair
policing, even when they are not personally involved, and the
perception of psychological harm can undermine public
confidence in police. Policing needs to change so that it
helps, rather than harms, people’'s well-being. Reducing early
adversarial contact, prioritising service connection over
enforcement, and embedding trauma-informed, respectful
policing are key steps toward building a system that
promotes safety, recovery, and public trust.
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