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Explaining Stress during the COVID-19
Pandemic among Chinese Police Officers

Yuning Wu ® *, lvan Y. Sun*, Sanja Kutnjak Ivkovich*, Jon Maskaly ® *,
Shan Shen* andPeter Neyroud*

Abstract Policing can be stressful, especially during public crises such as the coronavirus disease 2019(COVID-19)
pandemic. Using survey data from 600 police officers in a large city in West China, this study examines the preva-
lence of police stress increase during the pandemic’s peak month, compared pre-pandemic, and assesses a range of
personal and work-related risk and protective factors of police stress. We found that Chinese officers suffered wide-
spread, increased levels of stress during the peak pandemic month. Sources of police stress primarily came from
changes in workloads and fear of contracting COVID-19. Perceived effectiveness of agency protection of officers
against the COVID-19 risk, sufficient amount of sleep, and increased family time significantly reduced stress. These
results bear important research and policy implications.

Introduction about the health and safety of their own and loved

Policing can be a stressful occupation, especially
during public crises such as the coronavirus dis-
ease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic. As first res-
ponders, the police of
contracting the coronavirus and shoulder new and
unfamiliar responsibilities, including enforcing
emergency regulations and protecting public
health (Perry and Jonathan-Zamir, 2021). Some
officers bear increased workloads and overtime,

face elevated risks

while others suffer from heightened concerns

ones (Frenkel et al., 2021). Increased occupational
stress can adversely affect officers’ physical and
mental health, potentially contaminating their
decision-making process and undermining police—
community relations (Shane, 2010). It is therefore
imperative to examine the antecedents of police
stress during health crises. Although recent studies
have discussed the effects of COVID-19 on police
mental health (Drew and Martin, 2020; Jennings
and Perez, 2020; Stogner et al., 2020), only two
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have empirically investigated police stress (Yuan et
al., 2020; Frenkel et al., 2021), leaving many ques-
tions unanswered.

Using survey data garnered from police officers
in a large Chinese city, this study assesses an array
of stress generators and alleviators related to or-
ganizational and occupational environments and
personal situations. Particularly, this study consid-
ers the influences of previously unstudied yet po-
tentially relevant predictors of stress during the
pandemic, including changes in workloads, use of
coercive measures, perceptions of public compli-
ance, and family time.

China presents an interesting location for study-
ing police stress. As the origin of the COVID-19
outbreak, China is the first country worldwide to
experience widespread COVID-induced anxiety
and depression, especially during the early peak of
February 2020 (Qiu et al., 2020). The Chinese po-
lice likely suffered elevated levels of stress. Secondly,
the government utilized exceptionally restrictive
measures to combat the pandemic, such as massive
lockdown, electronic surveillance, and mandatory
mask and quarantine, relying heavily on the police
as the enforcement arm of the state. Although the
authoritarian governmental response may receive
populace support or tolerance mostly, it can gener-
ate increased stress among both police officers and
citizens adjusting to these draconic measures.

Learning from the experience of Chinese police
can further our understanding of police stress dur-
ing crises in an authoritarian country and other
countries that attempt to take an invasive approach
to tackle the pandemic. Given that some developing
and well-established democracies also adopt certain
authoritarian political behaviours and over-policing
practices to control COVID-19 spreading, concerns
arise about the decline of global democracy with
these counter-virus measures (Thomson and Ip,
2020). Findings of this study can shed light on the
influence of governmental control over COVID-19
on first responders’ psychological health, which car-
ries important implications for police—community
relations and police legitimacy.

Police stress during the COVID-19
pandemic

Policing is a stressful occupation, illustrated by
higher rates of mental health problems, misuse of
alcohol, and suicide among officers than the gen-
eral population (Hartley et al., 2011; Menard and
Arter, 2013; Syed et al., 2020). Stress and associ-
ated adverse conditions can severely undermine
police performance, increasing officers’ burnout,
clouding their decision making, and impairing
their ability to handle critical situations, both in
the West (Verhage et al., 2018; Kelley et al., 2019)
and in China (Wang et al, 2014).

The COVID-19 pandemic creates additional
stressors for police officers, including the require-
ments for enforcing evolving and often unclear
instructions (Maskaély et al., 2021) and the fear of
COVID-19 infection and death (Jennings and
Perez, 2020; Stogner et al, 2020; Frenkel et al.,
2021). The very nature of police work requires
officers to interact with community members fre-
quently, exposing them to higher risks of contract-
ing the virus (Frenkel et al., 2021). Patently, the
constant exposure to death is also emotionally tax-
ing. Frenkel et al. (2021) found that the infection
risk is one of the main stressors in a sample of
European police officers early in the pandemic.

Beyond routine duties, the police in many coun-
tries are entrusted to enforce new, strict, and likely
unpopular governmental restrictions of public be-
haviour. These policies may be challenged by citi-
zens on different grounds (Stogner et al., 2020),
increasing the stress and pressure of the police
(Shirzad et al., 2020). Additional challenges arise
when police administrators fail to provide officers
with adequate protection from the coronavirus or
issue clear and helpful guidelines on COVID-19
enforcement (Frankel et al., 2020). Agencies with
slow or ineffective policy and practice adjustments
to the pandemic can generate added organizational
and operational stressors for frontline officers.

Another potential stress generator is increased
workloads. In a global study conducted by
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Maskély et al. (2021), about three-quarters of po-
lice administrators from 27 countries indicated
that the number of warnings for violations of
COVID-19 rules increased dramatically and about
one-half said that the number of fines also grew.
Similarly, the Chinese police have engaged in
widespread and strict enforcement of COVID-19
quarantine and tracing activities (Dai et al, 2021),
as well as forceful crackdowns on COVID-19
related crimes (Jiang and Xie, 2021), potentially
increasing their stress levels.

Officer and agency coping practices against
COVID-19, meanwhile,
Evidence shows that organizational support pro-

could alleviate stress.
motes officer job satisfaction and mitigates burn-
out and secondary traumatic stress (Miller et al.,
2017; Wu et al., 2017). In the context of COVID-
19, providing officers with adequate personal pro-
tective equipment (PPE) and minimizing officer
risks of contraction can strengthen organizational
support. Postponing in-person training and allow-
ing remote work (Maskaly et al., 2021) may also
reduce offices’ feelings of risk and unpreparedness
(Farrow, 2020), signalling the agency’s care for of-
ficer health and well-being and capability of deal-
ing with emergencies and crises. In contrast,
deficient leadership and poor communication
were the key organizational stressors for officers
early in the pandemic (Frenkel et al., 2021).
Occupational alleviators could also ease officer
stress during the pandemic. Increased public com-
pliance may lessen stress, as compliance is essential
for police effectiveness. People may get used to
new COVID-19 regulations over time and comply
out of habits. Alternatively, as the pandemic lin-
gers, citizens may experience fatigue from isolation
and become dissatisfied or impatient about un-
necessary or ineffective restrictions on their liber-
ties, yielding non-compliance (Grace, 2021). A
recent study found that not all Australians com-
plied fully with the lockdown restrictions, and
compliance decreased slightly over time (Murphy
et al., 2020). Although there is no research assess-
ing Chinese willingness to obey the police, laws, or

regulations during the pandemic, a pre-pandemic
study shows the majority of Chinese citizens sur-
veyed felt obligated to obey the law irrespective of
their personal feelings (Jiang et al, 2013). It is rea-
sonable to expect increased citizen compliance to
reduce police stress.

Lastly, constructive coping mechanisms in areas
of self-care and family life may buffer the negative
impact of COVID-19 on police stress. Staying
physically active, eating a healthy diet, and getting
sufficient sleep could improve people’s health and
well-being, lowering their stress (Hendy, 2014;
Castillo, 2020). Additionally, family companion-
ship and cohesion are particularly important dur-
ing difficult times (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984; He
et al., 2002) and should be considered when study-
ing police stress during the high-pandemic period.

Chinese policing during the pandemic and
stress

The Chinese police, besides their usual duties, as-
sume additional responsibilities during the pan-
demic peak periods, which potentially increased
their stress levels. First, they participate in enforc-
ing COVID-19 emergency measures, such as strict
local lockdowns and mandatory quarantine, thus
creating additional tasks they need to perform. By
January 2020, all provinces, except Tibet, had
instated the highest level of governmental response
to the public health emergency (Jiang and Xie,
2021). The populace was quickly mobilized, and
community-based social control measures were
pervasively deployed to suppress the virus. Local
governments and the police rely on the so-called
‘grid-based governance’ system to exercise tight
community watch against the COVID-19 risk
(Wei et al., 2021). The system divides the social
fabric of society into many grids (communities)
and organizations and people within particular
grids are held responsible for their own well-being,
including collaboratively solving community
problems (Wei et al, 2021). In this system, the
Chinese police take subsidiary roles of order main-
tenance with the main tasks involving ‘settling
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conflicts when citizens refuse to obey various
quarantine rules or accept medical treatments’
(Jiang and Xie, 2021, p. 1130).

Enforcement of some of anti-virus measures
involved high-discretion and low-guidance activ-
ities (Farrow, 2020). For example, to enforce stay-
at-home orders, Chinese police in high-risk areas
reportedly sealed apartment doors to prevent resi-
dents from leaving their homes, provoking public
outcry (Reuters, 2020). Although Chinese people
are generally much more tolerant of tenacious
governmental control than their Western counter-
parts (Wu et al, 2021), widespread public resent-
ment pushed the Minister of Public Security to
require the police to ‘adhere to the strict norms of
fair and civilized law enforcement, strictly prohib-
iting excessive, rough, and violent enforcement’
(People’s Daily, 2020).

Secondly, the police have stepped up efforts in
censorship and other information control, particu-
larly on social media, which, in turn, imposed
additional demands on their time. Many people
are familiar with Dr Wenliang Li, the whistle-
blower who tried to warn fellow medical associates
of a disease that looked like SARS via a group mes-
sage posted on the leading social media app
(WeChat) in China. Dr Li was reprimanded for
‘spreading rumors’ by Wuhan police and later was
infected with COVID-19 and died, stirring nation-
wide public mourning and anger over the govern-
ment’s mishandling of the coronavirus outbreak
(BBC, 2020). Despite the incident, social media
censorship and surveillance have been further uti-
lized to maintain social stability and reinforce gov-
The Citizen Lab from the
University of Toronto conducted daily tests on
WeChat between 18 January and 14 May 2020,
and identified as many as 2,174 censored keywords
related to COVID-19 (The Citizen Lab, 2020).

Thirdly, the Chinese police have engaged in ag-
gressive crackdowns on pandemic-related crimes,
resulting in yet another demand on police officers’
time and efforts. During the lockdown, such crime

ernment control.

as manufacturing and selling of fake medical

devices, online and telephone fraud, and price
gouging have surged (Jiang and Xie, 2021). The
Ministry of Public Security reported the police had
handled 22,000 epidemic-related criminal cases
and detained 4,260 suspects by late February 2020
(Xinhua News, 2020).

Finally, the Chinese police enforced comprehen-
sive and stringent emergency measures during the
pandemic, likely causing extra work for the already
busy street-level officers and creating opportuni-
ties for selective or excessive enforcement due to
the ambiguity in directions coupled with conflict-
ing values and a lack of unequivocal public sup-
port. The amount and nature of police work
during the pandemic likely aggravate the stress
conditions of the already ‘very unhappy’ Chinese
frontline officers (Scoggins and O’Brien, 2016).

Current study

The COVID-19 pandemic poses additional threats
to the physical and mental health of police officers.
Investigating stress generators and alleviators pro-
vides the necessary knowledge base for police
administrators to mitigate officer stress in the cur-
rent pandemic and, to the extent possible, pro-
actively pre-empt police stress increase in future
health crises. Based on the review of relevant lit-
erature, we proffer the following hypotheses:

HI: Organizational stressors (e.g.
increased workload) increase officer
stress, net of control variables.

H2: Personal stressors (i.e. fear of con-
tracting COVID-19) enlarge officer
stress, net of organizational stressors.

H3: Organizational stress alleviators
(e.g. availability of PPE, citizen com-
pliance) have a negative effect on offi-
cer stress.

H4: Personal stress alleviators (e.g. ex-
ercise, family time) have an adverse
impact on officer stress.
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Methods

Research project and site

This study uses survey data from a sample of
Chinese police officers as part of a larger inter-
national project started by a group of US- and
UK-based scholars in the summer of 2020. The
project aims to study the nature, extent, and con-
sequences of changes in policing in response to the
pandemic. The research team, which included
experienced scholars of Chinese policing, devel-
oped a uniform survey instrument for all partici-
pating countries, based on feedback from police
scholars and administrators from these countries.
A sub-group of the research team, composed of
American and Chinese scholars, carried out the
portion of the China project. The survey was
translated from English into Chinese using the
double-translation method (Brislin, 1980). The
Chinese survey was pre-tested on a small group of
Chinese officers, and minor adjustments of word-
ing were made based on their feedback.

The research site is one of China’s largest
municipalities and a leading river port, transporta-
tion hub, and commercial and industrial centre in
Western China. The city is administratively div-
ided into more than 30 districts served by a police
force of roughly 45,000 officers. On 24 January
2020, the city government activated its highest-
level emergency response to the coronavirus. By
the middle weeks of February 2020, the city
recorded roughly 500-600 confirmed COVID-19
cases weekly. During the pandemic’s peak months
(i.e. January and February 2020), all local police
officers had to report to duty, and vacations and
cancelled. The police
intensified their patrol and crime prevention activ-
ities during the outbreak, and officers were
deployed to hospitals, public transportation hubs,
and places with high population density and mo-
bility. They had worked closely with public health
agencies and local neighborhood resident commit-
tee staff to enforce counter-epidemic measures

holidays forces

were

strictly. During the survey period (late January
and early February 2021),
COVID-19 cases have been extremely low, in dou-
ble digits, and the survey city reported no new
COVID-19 cases.

China’s reported

Data collection and sample

The city police department operates over 10 train-
ing centers throughout the city, offering short-
term, in-service training to police officers. Data
collection was conducted during 2 weeks (10
working days) in late January and early February
of 2021 when police officers attended a half-day
political training course in one of the training
centres. The political training is mandatory for all
frontline officers, including officers assigned to
field stations, traffic divisions, and other special-
ized units. This training centre was selected be-
cause it was located in one of the most populated
areas impacted by the pandemic. As the character-
istics of the police population in the city are un-
known, we cannot assess the degree of
representativeness of the study sample to the po-
lice population in the city.

At the beginning of their training courses, offi-
cers were informed about the opportunity of par-
ticipating in the project. After finishing their
training, paper surveys were distributed to officers
who expressed willingness to partake. Before hand-
ing out the surveys, researchers reiterated the proj-
ect’s purpose to officers and emphasized that
participation is voluntary and anonymous. It took
participants approximately 15min to finish the
survey. During the data collection period, roughly
700 officers attended the training, 656 officers
expressed their willingness to participate and
received the surveys, and 600 officers eventually
completed and returned surveys. As shown in
Table 1, most of the respondents were males
(85%), worked at field stations (82%), and lived in
urban neighborhoods. The average length of their
policing experience was 13 years.
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Table 1: Descriptive statistics of variables (n =600)

Variable Mean SD Min Max
Dependent variable
Level of stress 0.00 0.92 —3.68 1.39
Independent variables
Organizational stress
generators
Increased workload 0.00 0.96 -1.93 1.68
Increased coercive 0.00 0.92 -1.93 2.20
encounters
Personal stress
generator
Fear of COVID-19 2.30 0.75 1 4
Organizational stress
alleviators
Increased compliance 0.00 0.97 -3.70 1.70
Agency adequacy of 3.32 1.05 1 5
PPE
Agency effectiveness 3.41 .93 1 5
of risk control
Personal stress
alleviators
Exercise and diet 0.00 0.82 -2.12 1.95
Sleep 2.34 0.98 1 5
Increased family time 2.18 0.98 1 5
Control variables
Personal characteristics
Male 0.85 0.36 0 1
Education 3.23 0.61 1 4
Work-related
characteristics
Length of service 13.12 8.02 1 42
Field station 0.82 0.38 0 1
Supervisor 0.14 0.35 0 1
Criminal police 0.39 0.49 0 1
Community police 0.31 0.46 0 1
Public disorder police 0.19 0.39 0 1
Others 0.10 0.30 0 1
Area characteristics
Urban areas 0.81 0.39 0 1
Small towns 0.15 0.36 0 1
Rural villages 0.04 0.20 0 1
Measures

Dependent variable. The dependent variable, level
of stress, is a latent construct comprised of four
items. Respondents were asked about personal
changes in the following areas during the peak-
pandemic month as compared with pre-pandemic:

‘my health and well-being’, ‘the health and well-
being of my loved ones’, ‘I feel stressed’, and ‘I feel
anxious’. Responses include ‘much less than be-
fore’ (coded as 1), ‘somewhat less than before’ (2),
‘no change’ (3), ‘somewhat more than before’ (4),
and ‘much more than before’ (5). Exploratory fac-
tor analysis (EFA) using principal axis factoring
with Promax rotation was employed to form the
factor with factor loadings (1) ranging between
0.71 and 0.80 (o = 0.85). A larger value on the fac-
tor score suggests a greater stress increase during
the peak-pandemic month.

Independent and control variables. There are four
categories of independent variables covering organ-
izational stress generators, personal stress genera-
tors, organizational stress alleviators, and personal
stress alleviators. All latent factors were formed by
EFA. The first organizational risk factor, increased
workload, is captured by a factor of three items
(¢ = 0.88). Respondents were asked, compared
pre-pandemic, how their responding activities
changed during the pandemic’s peak month: ‘the
number of social disturbances (e.g. protests, dem-
onstrations)’, ‘the number of public disorder (zhi
an) offenses’, and ‘the number of criminal cases’.
The response categories ranged from 1 indicating
‘much less than before’ to 5 denoting ‘much more
than before’. Factor loadings (4) ranged between
0.72 and 0.94. A higher value on the factor repre-
sents a heavier workload relative to pre-pandemic.
The second organizational stress
increased coercive encounters, is measured by
respondents’ self-report changes in the frequency
of ‘using hand control tactics to control suspects’
and ‘deploying control devices (e.g. tasers, batons,
weapons) to control suspects’ (« = 0.85; 1 = 0.86),
based on the same response categories as the last
measure. Finally, we include one personal stress
generator, captured by a single item asking the
respondents ‘How fearful are you of contracting
COVID-19? (1=not at all afraid, 2=not very
afraid, 3 = fairly afraid, 4 = very afraid). Although
this question asks about the respondents’ level of

generator,

fear during the survey time, it is reasonable to
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expect that officers who report higher levels of fear
then likely also harboured higher levels of fear dur-
ing the peak month of the pandemic.

The first organizational stress alleviator is
increased compliance, gauging the degree of
change in community members’ compliance level,
comparing prior to the pandemic and during the
pandemic’s peak month. Officers were asked to as-
sess the effects of the pandemic and the police and
local government response to the pandemic on
community members’ willingness to ‘obey the po-
lice’, ‘obey the laws in general’, ‘obey COVID-19
laws and regulations’, and ‘cooperate with the po-
lice in general’. Response categories range from 1
representing ‘made much worse’ to 5 representing
‘made much better’. These items have factor load-
ings (A) varying from 0.83 to 0.93 (o = 0.93). A
higher score on this factor reflects an officer’s per-
ception that community members were more
compliant during the pandemic peak month than
pre-pandemic.

Two additional organizational stress alleviators
were both single-item indicators that tap into
agency protection against COVID-19 during the
peak-pandemic month, including the availability
of PPE and the effectiveness of organizational
change to reduce risk. Both items were measured
on a 5-point Likert scale (1=strongly disagree,
5 =strongly agree).

Personal stress alleviators include three varia-
bles. Respondents were asked how much change
occurred in three areas comparing pre-pandemic
and peak-pandemic: ‘I am physically active’, ‘T eat
nutritious foods’, and ‘T get sufficient sleep’.
Response options varied from ‘much less than be-
fore’ (coded as 1) to ‘much more than before’
(coded as 5). EFA suggests two factors: exercise
and diet indicating being physically active and eat-
ing nutritious foods (both factor loadings /1 =
0.71), and sleep. Furthermore, respondents were
asked to report the change in the amount of family
time during the peak month of the pandemic

relative to prior to the pandemic (1 =much less
than before, 5= much more than before).

Control variables. A range of demographic,
workplace, and contextual variables are controlled
in the analyses. Demographic characteristics in-
clude sex and education. Male is a dummy variable
(1 = male; 0 =female). Educational level is an or-

(1=high school diploma,
degree, 3 =bachelor’s degree,
4 =postgraduate degree). Workplace characteris-
tics include length of police service measured in
years, field station measures whether the respond-
ent works in a police field station (1 =yes; 0 =no).

dinal  variable

2 = associate

Additionally, we control for supervisory status
(1=yes; 0=no) and work assignment, which
includes four dummy variables representing re-
spectively criminal police (reference group), com-
munity police, public disorder police, and others.
Finally, three dummy variables, representing urban
areas (reference group), small towns, and rural vil-
lages separately, indicate the respondent’s residen-
tial area.

Results

Levels of stress

Table 2 reports the percentage distributions of the
four items that make up the stress measure. Most
of the officers reported that they had experienced
elevated stress levels during the pandemic’s peak
month, compared with the pre-pandemic period.
About three-quarters of the respondents said that
they were more concerned about their personal
and loved ones’ health and well-being, and that
they were feeling more stressed and anxious than
before. Notably, a quarter of the respondents
expressed that their concerns for personal health
and well-being, concerns for loved ones’ health
and well-being, feeling of stress, and feeling of anx-
iety have dramatically increased (i.e. ‘much more
than before’). Only a single-digit percentage of the
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Table 2: Percentage distributions of the police stress items (n = 600)

Response categories Concerned for Concerned for loved

personal health and ones’ health and Feel stressed Feel anxious
well-being well-being

Much less than before 3.0% 3.2% 1.3% 1.0%
(1)

Somewhat less than be- 5.0 4.5 2.0 2.7
fore (2)

No change (3) 21.0 20.3 17.7 24.8

Somewhat more than 48.7 49.2 52.3 46.8
before (4)

Much more than before 22.3 22.8 26.7 24.7
(5)

Somewhat more and 71.0 72.0 79.0 71.5
much more (4/5)

Mean (SD) 3.82 (0.93) 3.84 (0.93) 4.01 (0.80) 3.91(0.83)

respondents reported reduced levels of stress dur-
ing the peak-pandemic month compared pre-
pandemic.

Correlates of stress

Table 3 reports the standardized coefficients from
ordinary least squares (OLS) regression models.'
Model 1 tests H1 regarding the effects of organiza-
tional stressors on officer stress, net of controls.
Overall, the model explains a small proportion of
the variance in the dependent variable (R* = 0.04).
Stress is positively associated with an increased
workload (f = 0.14, P < 0.01), supporting HI.
However, increased coercive encounters (f§ = 0.03,
P > 0.05) is not significant. Two control variables
significantly shape stress, with more educated offi-
cers expressing higher levels of stress (f = 0.12, P
< 0.01) and officers who live in rural villages
reporting lower levels of stress than their urban
area counterparts do (f = —0.09, P < 0.05).
Model 2 tests the relationship between the per-
sonal stressor and stress (H2), showing that the
model explains a modest proportion of the

variance in stress (R*> = 0.08). Adding fear of con-
tracting COVID-19 into the analysis, however, sig-
nificantly improves model fit (F(;g00) = 25.48),
and officers who report greater fear demonstrate
higher levels of stress (f = 0.20, P < 0.001). The
same variables from Model 1 remain statistically
significant and the sizes of their effects have only
slightly attenuated, suggesting that the organiza-
tional and personal stressors exert largely inde-
pendent effects on officers’ stress.

Model 3 assesses the effects of organizational
stress alleviators. We again see a modest amount
of variance explained (R* = 0.12), and a signifi-
cantly improved model fit with the addition of
these new variables (F3600) = 8.83). Consistent
with H3, perceptions of effective organizational
risk control significantly reduce the levels of stress
officer experience (f = —0.10, P < 0.05).
However, the availability of PPE does not signifi-
cantly affect levels of stress (f = —0.06, P > 0.05),
and increased perception of citizen compliance is
actually associated with elevated levels of stress (8
= 0.18, P < 0.001), disproving H3. The other

! The dependent variable, level of stress, has a Skewness value of —0.72 and Kurtosis value of 1.51, which fall within the ac-
ceptable ranges of skewness and kurtosis bounds of normally distributed data (Tabachnick and Fidell, 2013).
Multicollinearity is not an issue because all the variance inflation factors are lower than 2 and all tolerances are higher than

0.60 (Hair et al., 1995).
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Table 3: OLS regression results on police stress (n = 600)
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
B SE B SE B SE B SE
Independent variables
Organizational stress generators
Increased workload 014" 0.05 0.13" 0.05 014" 0.05 011" 0.04
Increased coercive encounters 0.03 0.05 0.03 0.05 0.06 0.05 0.03 0.05
Personal stress generator
Fear of COVID-19 0.20"" 0.05 019" 0.05 017" 0.05
Organizational stress alleviators
Increased compliance 0.18™" 0.04 0.18™" 0.04
Agency adequacy of PPE —0.06 0.04 —0.05 0.04
Agency effectiveness of risk —-0.10" .04 —-0.09" 0.04
control
Personal stress alleviators
Exercise and diet 0.217" 0.04
Sleep —0.09" 0.04
Increased family time —0.22"" 0.04
Control variables
Personal characteristics
Male —0.05 0.11 —0.02 0.1 —0.01 0.11 0.00 0.10
Education 0.12" 0.06 0117 0.06 0.10" 0.06 0.09" 0.06
Work-related characteristics
Length of service 0.06 0.00 0.07 0.00 0.06 0.00 0.06 0.00
Field station 0.01 0.11 0.01 0.1 0.01 0.1 —0.00 0.10
Supervisor 0.01 0.1 0.01 0.11 0.02 0.11 —0.00 0.10
Community police —0.01 0.10 —0.01 0.10 —0.01 0.09 —0.03 0.09
Public disorder police 0.03 0.1 0.02 0.11 0.03 0.10 0.01 0.10
Others 0.01 0.14 0.00 0.14 0.02 0.16 —0.01 0.13
Area characteristics
Small towns —0.01 0.1 —0.01 0.10 -0.04 0.10 —0.06 0.10
Rural villages —0.09" 0.19 —0.09" 0.19 —0.09" 0.19 —-0.09" 0.18
R? 0.04 0.08 0.12 0.20
*P < 0.05,
*>*P < 0.01,
P < 0.001;

P denotes standardized coefficient.

variables in the model remain largely unchanged
from Model 2 in terms of the direction and magni-
tude of effect.

Lastly, Model 4 analyses the independent effects
of personal stress alleviators on stress (H4). The
addition of the personal stress alleviators signifi-
cantly improves the model fit (F; ¢p0) = 9.33) and

further explains the variance in stress (R? = 0.20).
Two personal stress alleviators, amount of sleep (8
—0.09, P < 0.05) and amount of family time (f
= —0.22, P < 0.001), lower police level of stress as
expected. The amount of family time is the stron-
gest predictor in the model. The healthy lifestyle of
staying physically active and eating nutritious
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food, meanwhile, is positively related to stress,
contradicting H4. The effects of other variables re-
main consistent from prior models, even though
the sizes of some effects diminish to a certain
degree.

Discussion

Drawing upon survey data from hard-to-reach
Chinese police officers, this study gauges the
prevalence of increased stress during the peak pan-
demic month and investigates a host of personal-
and organizational-related risk and protective fac-
tors of stress. Some key findings deserve further
discussion. Foremost, Chinese officers experienced
widespread, increased levels of stress during the
peak-pandemic month. Interestingly, preliminary
evidence from five European countries shows that
officers were only mildly affected by the pandemic
in terms of their stress levels (Frenkel et al., 2021),
indicating that the severity of the COVID-19 pan-
demic does not necessarily correspond to officer
levels of stress change across societies.

A source of Chinese police stress elevation
comes from increased workloads. It appears that
the Chinese police’s deep involvement in enforcing
counter-pandemic rules as well as expanded
responsibilities of cracking down pandemic-
related crimes and intensifying populace control
and monitoring lead to their increased workloads
and subsequently higher levels of stress. These en-
forcement activities, nonetheless, do not need to
be coercive to stimulate officer stress, since an in-
crease in the use of control tactics and devices to
restrain suspects is not a significant predictor of
stress exacerbation.

An even stronger source of stress is rooted in
contracting  COVID-19.
Understandably, officers who report a higher fear
of contracting the coronavirus suffer more stress.
Over one-third of the respondents reported that
they are very afraid or afraid of contracting the

officers’ fear of

virus. Previous research has observed a significant

impact of fear of contracting COVID-19 on fol-
lowing mandatory rules of isolation (Kowalczuk
and Gebski, 2021) and voting (Chirwa et al.,
2021), and this study illustrates that such fear also
drives up police stress.

Regarding the organizational stress alleviators,
perceived effectiveness of agency protection of
officers against the risk of COVID-19 can shield
officers from heightened stress. Additionally, posi-
tive perceptions of organizational performance are
likely to improve officers’ job morale and satisfac-
tion, subsequently lowering their stress levels. It is
noticed that being equipped with sufficient PPE
during the pandemic’s peak month, by itself, does
not reduce stress. Perhaps a more comprehensive
approach to minimize officers’ risk of contracting
COVID-19 is necessary to ease officers and quell
their stress. Such an approach can include police
administrators’ commitment to supporting offi-
cers through actions and communications and
agencies’ holistic efforts to improve system per-
formance and address individual officers’ needs
and concerns (Dennerlein et al., 2020).

Another stress reliever is increased family time,
which protects officers from augmented stress.
Although the pandemic imposes great challenges
on many families, such as financial insecurity and
hardships, caregiving burden, disrupted routines,
and confinement-related stress (Prime et al,
2020), family support is instrumental in reducing
police stress, especially in a culture that is highly
family oriented (Fan, 2000).
Chinese officers tended to spend less time with
family because of increased workloads and sus-
pended vacations and holidays during the pan-
demic. Our data showed that nearly 70% of the
respondents stated that they had much less or
family than
Maintaining a work—family balance, which has al-
ready been difficult to achieve for many officers
during normal times, is especially challenging yet
particularly helpful for officers if they want to stay
healthy and build resilience against stress in han-

Unfortunately,

somewhat less time before.

dling the pandemic.
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An unexpected finding is the positive relation-
ship between exercise/diet and increased stress.
While previous research found that a healthy life-
style reduces stress (Castillo, 2020), one may
speculate that healthy living can be a coping reac-
tion to stress. Officers who have high levels of
stress are more likely to seek out healthy daily rou-
tines to maintain physical well-being and prevent
COVID-19. Indeed, a study of Polish adults shows
that people who are very afraid of getting sick and
who follow the isolation rules most strictly have
changed their eating behaviors the most by adopt-
ing safer food purchasing behaviours, having more
regular eating times, and eating healthier food
(Kowalczuk and Gebski, 2021). It is thus plausible
that officers who have experienced elevated levels
of stress are more likely to stay physically active
and eat nutritious food for self-protection. It is,
nonetheless, also possible that making more efforts
to maintain regular physical activity and to pur-
chase and prepare healthy foods presents a source
of stress for officers who are already overworked.
Meanwhile, sufficient sleep helps with stress. The
amount of sleep that officers could have during a
pandemic peak may not be up to their own deci-
sion or preference though. With increased work-
loads, officers who did not have sufficient sleep
suffered from growing stress.

The positive connection between increased citi-
zen compliance and increased stress is more per-
plexing. We wonder if any confounder accounts
for both. For example, an area’s collective fearful
sentiments towards COVID-19 may be a con-
founder. Fear can raise local residents” willingness
to comply with the law and the police as well as
officers’ stress levels. Indeed, Murphy et al. (2020)
revealed that Australians were more compliant
with the police when they considered COVID-19 a
greater health risk. Likely, in an area with stronger
group views of the severity and risks of COVID-
19, residents are more compliant, while the police
are more stressed.

Several limitations of this study should be
acknowledged. Data were collected from a non-

random sample of police officers in one city; thus,
results cannot be generalized to all police officers
in that city, certainly not to all officers in the na-
tion. Unfortunately, non-random samples are
common in policing research conducted in China.
In fact, to our knowledge, not a single study to
date on police attitudes and behaviours relies on
China.
Nonetheless, it is highly likely that the prevalence

random samples from mainland
and level of increased police stress revealed in this
study are lower than those in high-risk areas
including Wuhan. Future research should attempt
to collect data from more geographic areas, par-
ticularly the Hubei area where Wuhan locates.

Utilizing self-report data, this study has the po-
tential issue of social desirability bias (Krumpal,
2013). That is, officers may be unwilling to reveal
information about their attitudes and behaviours
that are considered sensitive or incriminating.
Therefore, if practical, future studies should con-
sider using new technology (e.g. mobile phones
and wearables) to document police stress levels
and changes over time (Reid et al., 2009). These
physiological data can supplement traditional
measures of the stress response, tapping into the
multiple areas of psychological, behavioural, cog-
nitive, and biological reactions to stressors
(Crosswell and Lockwood, 2020). Relatively, as
most questions are retrospective, they suffer such
usual problems as recall inaccuracy or incomplete-
ness, although this may be less a concern in this
study given that COVID-19 is a once-in-a-century
public health disaster and the respondents likely
retain the memory of their experience during the
brief pandemic peak period in their city.

Despite a range of predictor and control varia-
bles incorporated in this study, additional risk and
protective factors are left out and should be exam-
ined. For example, media influence from both
traditional and new media types may be substan-
tial. Overconsumption of sensational news may
promote excessive stress among the officers.
People are likely to have learned about horrific
deaths and other sufferings of the pandemic from
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the media. Content analysis of media reporting
and depiction of COVID-19 can uncover the
effects of media exposure on stress.

This study’s findings bear some important
implications for policy and practices, given the
harmful consequences of stress on police perform-
ance (Shane, 2010). Our results suggest that even
in an authoritarian country that enforces stringent
counter-COVID-19 measures and has the corona-
virus under control within relatively short period,
police officers endure high levels of stress. The
prevalence of heightened stress among Chinese
officers should prompt concerted efforts to reduce
their stress during disasters and emergencies.
Policy implications from this study are also useful
for reducing police stress and promoting officer
health in other countries.

Since we found that effective risk-reduction
measures adopted by agencies reduce officer stress,
when facing similar challenges in the future, police
agencies must keep officers’ psychological health
and well-being at the top of their priority list by
swiftly adopting effective organizational changes
to minimize officers’ risk of health hazards and en-
hance their preparedness. Officers should be pro-
vided with adequate
equipment, resource, knowledge, and techniques,
against the risks of both contraction and stress.
Particularly, resources should be appropriated to
frontline officers (Wu and Wen, 2020).

Police administrators should also evaluate
COVID-19 related policies and tactics to ensure
that they do not create unnecessarily burdensome
workloads for officers who are already overworked
as street-level law enforcers and order keepers.
Chinese officers are particularly vulnerable to ex-
cessive workloads given their traditionally broad
roles and functions embedded in a tight social
control mentality. We found that excessive work
that affects officers’ rest, cutting back on their
sleep time, is particularly harmful. Thus, strong
and supportive leadership is essential to shield line
officers from excessive workloads and create a

protection, including

culture that is caring for police health and encour-
aging officers to seek help (Tucker, 2015).
Furthermore, given the centrality of family in buf-
fering against the risk of stress in the context of
COVID-19, police agencies should be family-
friendly and avoid creating situations that increase
police work—family conflict, especially during diffi-
cult times.

For improved personal health, officers should
learn to cope with both chronic and acute stress,
such as that stemming from COVID-19. Police
organizations in both China and around the world
should offer training to officers on strengthening
their stress regulation skills, and officers should
welcome such learning of negative feelings and
emotions management. Finally, although a certain
level of fear about COVID-19 contraction could
benefit rational conduct, disproportionate fear can
bring heightened levels of stress and anxiety, caus-
ing adverse health and social consequences. The
highly restrictive nature of the Chinese govern-
ment response creates stress for both police and
the public. Countering misinformation about
COVID-19 and avoiding ‘coronaphobia’ is healthy
for all, including the police (Arora et al., 2020).
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