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Abstract 

Throughout the course of their career police officers are exposed to traumatic events and 

work hassles. Work hassles which are minor irritating aspects of work, such as work overload, 

have been found to have a stronger association with pathogenic outcomes than traumatic 

events. Among police samples work hassles have been commonly studied in relation to 

psychological distress, and traumatic events have been commonly studied in relation to 

posttraumatic stress disorder and psychological distress. There have been fewer studies with 

burnout as an outcome, even though work hassles have been strongly associated with 

burnout in other occupations. Traumatic events are rarely studied in relation to burnout 

among police samples, even though they have been related to exhaustion, which is one of the 

core components of burnout. In relation to traumatic events and work hassles, social support 

has been found to have a moderating effect on both psychological distress and burnout. The 

moderating role of supervisor, colleague and family/friend social support was evaluated in 

this study, and an understanding of social support was further extended by exploratory 

research, which explored police officers preferences for sources of social support across 

different work events.                

The sample in this study consisted of 603 New Zealand police officers from three separate 

districts, who completed a web based survey. Evaluated in this study was the impact of 

traumatic event exposure on psychological distress and burnout, and the impact of work 

hassles on psychological distress and burnout, along with the moderating role of social 

support. It was found that traumatic event exposure and work hassles were associated to 

psychological distress. Traumatic event exposure was associated to exhaustion, and work 

hassles were associated to exhaustion, cynicism and lower levels of professional efficacy. The 

iii 
 



exploratory research found that police officers preferences for social support did change 

across events.         

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

iv 
 



Acknowledgements 

Thank you to the New Zealand Police Research, Review and Access Committee for giving me 

permission to undertake this research.  

To the police officers from Waikato, Eastern and Tasman districts who participated in this 

research my heartfelt thanks. Without you this research would not have been possible, and I 

feel very privileged that so many of you chose to share your experiences with me. 

To my supervisor Dr Ian de Terte thank you for your academic guidance, insightful feedback 

and timely encouragement. Your interest and knowledge in the area of police wellbeing has 

been hugely beneficial to me throughout this process, and I feel very fortunate to have had 

you as a supervisor.          

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

v 
 



Personal Statement 

I (the principal researcher) am an ex sworn member of the New Zealand police, and a current 

police employee. I have worked for the New Zealand police for approximately 17 years in a 

variety of roles and I am making this disclosure as I am aware that some of my personal 

experiences and biases may have influenced this research.        

 

 

   

  

  

vi 
 



     

 

Table of Contents 

 

Introduction .......................................................................................................................................... 13 

Literature Review .................................................................................................................................. 16 

Traumatic Events .............................................................................................................................. 16 

Work Hassles ..................................................................................................................................... 25 

Models of Organisational Stress ....................................................................................................... 29 

Burnout ............................................................................................................................................. 32 

Psychological Distress ....................................................................................................................... 38 

Social Support ................................................................................................................................... 39 

Method ................................................................................................................................................. 50 

Introduction ...................................................................................................................................... 50 

Research Overview ........................................................................................................................... 50 

Participants ....................................................................................................................................... 50 

Procedure .......................................................................................................................................... 52 

Measures ........................................................................................................................................... 53 

Results ................................................................................................................................................... 62 

Introduction ...................................................................................................................................... 62 

Data Analysis ..................................................................................................................................... 62 

Data Screening .................................................................................................................................. 63 

Data Demographics ........................................................................................................................... 66 

Descriptive Statistics ......................................................................................................................... 68 

vii 
 



Covariates ......................................................................................................................................... 77 

Correlations of Measures .................................................................................................................. 79 

Hypothesis Testing ............................................................................................................................ 80 

Discussion................................................................................................. Error! Bookmark not defined. 

Discussion............................................................................................................................................ 115 

Hypotheses ..................................................................................................................................... 115 

Practical Implications ...................................................................................................................... 127 

Study Limitations ............................................................................................................................ 128 

Directions for Future Research ....................................................................................................... 130 

Conclusion ....................................................................................................................................... 131 

References .......................................................................................................................................... 132 

Appendices .......................................................................................................................................... 162 

Appendix A. Initial Participant Letter .............................................................................................. 162 

Appendix B. Initial Email ................................................................................................................. 163 

Appendix C. Information Sheet ....................................................................................................... 164 

Appendix D. Research Questionnaire ............................................................................................. 166 

Appendix E. First Email Reminder ................................................................................................... 181 

Appendix F. Second Reminder Email .............................................................................................. 182 

Appendix G. Third Reminder Email ................................................................................................. 183 

Appendix H. Survey Extension Survey ............................................................................................ 184 

Appendix I. Internal Police Notice................................................................................................... 185 

Appendix J. Table of Correlations ................................................................................................... 186 

 

viii 
 



List of Tables 

 

Table 1  Imputation rules for missing data on the TSS .......................................................................... 64 

Table 2  Demographic Profile of Participant Sample ............................................................................ 67 

Table 3  Workgroup Profile of Sample Workgroups ............................................................................. 68 

Table 4   Descriptive Statistics ............................................................................................................... 69 

Table 5   Distressing Work Area ............................................................................................................ 71 

Table 6   Exposure to Potentially Traumatic Events by Gender............................................................. 74 

Table 7   Exposure to Traumatic Events – Gender Differences .............................................................. 75 

Table 8   Most Frequent Work Hassles .................................................................................................. 76 

Table 9   Categorisation of Exhaustion, Cynicism & Professional Efficacy ............................................ 77 

Table 10   Correlations Between Independent and Dependent Variables ............................................ 80 

Table 11   Change in R2 Values from Step 1 to Step 2 When Predicting Dependent Variables from 

Multiple Measures of Trauma ............................................................................................................... 83 

Table 12   Hierarchical Multiple Regression of Psychological Distress on Trauma Exposure, Supervisor 

Support, and Trauma Exposure x Supervisor Support ........................................................................... 86 

Table 13   Hierarchical Multiple Regression of Psychological Distress on Trauma Exposure, Colleague 

Support, and Trauma Exposure x Colleague Support ............................................................................ 87 

Table 14   Hierarchical Multiple Regression of Psychological Distress on Trauma Exposure, Family 

Support, and Trauma Exposure x Family Support ................................................................................. 88 

Table 15   Hierarchical Multiple Regression of Exhaustion on Trauma Exposure, Supervisor Support, 

and Trauma Exposure x Supervisor Support ......................................................................................... 89 

Table 16   Hierarchical Multiple Regression of Exhaustion on Trauma Exposure, Colleague Support, 

and Trauma Exposure x Colleague Support .......................................................................................... 90 

Table 17   Hierarchical Multiple Regression of Exhaustion on Trauma Exposure, Family Support, and 

Trauma Exposure x Family Support....................................................................................................... 91 

ix 
 



Table 18   Hierarchical Multiple Regression of Psychological Distress on Work Hassles, Supervisor 

Support, and Work Hassles x Supervisor Support ................................................................................. 92 

Table 19   Hierarchical Multiple Regression of Psychological Distress on Work Hassles, Other Support, 

and Work Hassles x Other Support ....................................................................................................... 93 

Table 20   Hierarchical Multiple Regression of Psychological Distress on Work Hassles, Family 

Support, and Work Hassles x Family Support ....................................................................................... 94 

Table 21   Hierarchical Multiple Regression of Exhaustion on Work Hassles, Supervisor Support, and 

Work Hassles x Supervisor Support ....................................................................................................... 96 

Table 22   Hierarchical Multiple Regression of Exhaustion on Work Hassles, Colleague Support, and 

Work Hassles x Colleague Support ........................................................................................................ 97 

Table 23   Hierarchical Multiple Regression of Exhaustion on Work Hassles, Family Support, and Work 

Hassles x Family Support ....................................................................................................................... 98 

Table 24   Hierarchical Multiple Regression of Cynicism on Work Hassles, Supervisor Support, and 

Work Hassles x Supervisor Support ....................................................................................................... 99 

Table 25   Hierarchical Multiple Regression of Cynicism on Work Hassles, Colleague Support, and 

Work Hassles x Colleague Support ...................................................................................................... 100 

Table 26   Hierarchical Multiple Regression of Cynicism on Work Hassles, Family Support, and Work 

Hassles x Family Support ..................................................................................................................... 101 

Table 27   Hierarchical Multiple Regression of Professional Efficacy on Work Hassles, Supervisor 

Support, and Work Hassles x Supervisor Support ............................................................................... 102 

Table 28   Hierarchical Multiple Regression of Professional Efficacy on Work Hassles, Colleague 

Support, and Work Hassles x Colleague Support ................................................................................ 103 

Table 29   Hierarchical Multiple Regression of Professional Efficacy on Work Hassles, Family Support, 

and Work Hassles x Family Support .................................................................................................... 104 

Table 30   Hierarchical Multiple Regression of Psychological Distress on Demographic Variables, 

Trauma Exposure, Work Hassles, Supervisor Support, Colleague Support, Family Support ............... 106 

x 
 



Table 31   Hierarchical Multiple Regression of Professional Efficacy on Demographic Variables, 

Trauma Exposure, Work Hassles, Supervisor Support, Colleague Support, Family Support ............... 108 

Table 32   Hierarchical Multiple Regression of Cynicism on Demographic Variables, Trauma Exposure, 

Work Hassles, Supervisor Support, Colleague Support, Family Support ............................................. 110 

Table 33   Hierarchical Multiple Regression of Professional Efficacy on Demographic Variables, 

Trauma Exposure, Work Hassles, Supervisor Support, Colleague Support, Family Support ............... 112 

Table 34   Pearson Product – Moment Correlation for Primary Measures ......................................... 186 

 

  

xi 
 



List of Figures 

 

Figure 1. Responses to six policing scenario questions. ....................................................................... 70 

xii 
 


