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Extreme Crisis Situations as Stress Factors in Police Work 

Vince Vári1 

The article briefly overviews the most significant recent crises affecting police work. Such 

were, among others, the Covid-19 pandemic situation, the migration crisis, and the refugee 

crisis caused by the Russian-Ukrainian war. These situations have significantly reshaped the 

framework of police work and, in addition to increasing workloads, have presented many new 

challenges for the police force. The study analyzes the harmful effects of workplace stress and 

the specific features of police work. The results of the most critical domestic and international 

research related to police work will also be discussed. Highlighting the areas where stress 

research is fundamental, such as maintaining the mental health of the police force, keeping them 

on the job, and reducing the factors of leaving the job, are all in the social interest. 
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I. Introduction 

In this paper, I will briefly describe the crises that have emerged over the last decade, which 

have adversely affected the overall policing and are still exerting extreme pressure on the police. 

It is well known that the European Union is facing the phenomenon of illegal migration as an 

increasingly severe security policy challenge2, given the flood of illegal migrants arriving in 

Europe every year.3 It is a real threat due to its wild nature and the activities linked to and 

profiting from it (e.g., smuggling, trafficking, organized crime, production of false travel and 

identity documents, growth of the black economy, corruption, etc.). Illegal migration is a source 

of many economic, health, and social tensions. Perhaps an even more significant crisis in 2019 

was the COVID-19 pandemic, which has spread worldwide and has been and still is a public 

health emergency in many places for a prolonged period. A current crisis is a Russian war in 

Ukraine, which has caused a significant wave of refugees in Europe in a short time. The scale 

of the previous wave of refugees in Europe in 2015 is far below this. Managing the situation 

caused by the large concentrations of refugees has also resulted in severe policing challenges.4 

Law enforcement agencies have a crucial role to play, either in controlling the spread of disease 

or in maintaining and promoting public order and safety in the face of an increasing migratory 

burden. In most countries, including Hungary, unprecedented government and law enforcement 

measures have been put in place to protect the health and safety of the population in response 

to crises, and exceptional legal regimes have been introduced.5 The responsibility of enforcing 

the measures taken has meant that all professional service personnel has had to face various 

challenges, which have been added to their general policing duties and have also placed a 
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psychological burden on them. Whether it was the constant risk of infection from epidemics, 

compulsory vaccination, the need to work in different locations due to the delocalization of 

duties, or the range of operating conditions and tasks other than those of the fundamental duties. 

The changing and increasing workloads of these and other priority crises are major stress factors 

in the lives of staff. In some cases, governmental and professional plans and decisions have not 

been taken to address and compensate for these adverse effects, which may further reduce the 

attractiveness of a career in the police and increase the mental and physical erosion of police 

personnel. Above all, the most important thing is to be aware that crises place a considerable 

burden on police officers, which cannot be compensated for by financial means alone (or even 

not at all) since the aim should be to increase their resilience. 

II. Major exceptional events in the last decade 

A An  Illegal migration 

Migration is a process in which people change their place of residence or society so that this 

change becomes permanent and permanent. A typical case of population movement is labor 

migration, which has been going on for centuries. In addition to the intention to work, some 

factors increase the propensity to migrate. There is also a centuries-old, perhaps even millennia-

old, history of migration of religious, ethnic, and politically persecuted persons. The 

uncontrolled presence of large numbers of migrants in settlements, a foreign crowd, also due to 

its demographic composition (a large proportion of them young men), has generated 

considerable fear among the Hungarian population due to its lack of resources and behavior 

from local cultural habits.6 This increased fear has led to a significant decrease in the subjective 

perception of security. The police have been at the forefront of addressing and managing by 

increasing their presence in border settlements and taking action in situations of insecurity.7 

The current wave of migration, which has hit Hungary particularly hard since spring 2015, is a 

significant challenge for domestic administrations, especially those involved in migration, local 

authorities, and, in particular, the police.8 Mass migration is creating a constant shortage of staff 

and a security vacuum for the police, which is an additional task for the police in immigration, 

public order, and criminal justice.9 

In many cases, criminal proceedings are necessary, but treating them as an ultima ratio 

alongside alien policing procedures is more appropriate.10 State and local government 

organizations are doing heroic work to cope while simultaneously seeking solutions and 

partners. Because they alone do not have the human capacity to deal with this particular 

workload. 11 Ensuring significant and continuous redeployments to border duties distracts 

police officers from their core service, making their working environment unpredictable. 

Nothing better illustrates the unsustainability of the situation than the government's decision 

this summer to set up a particular border hunter unit at the border. That will reintroduce a 

separate group of staff to carry out border patrol and protection tasks, significantly reducing the 
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burden on police staff in counties other than border municipalities.12   In any case, digitizing 

and using national data assets will contribute to this relief. 13 

B Covid 19 pandemic 

The first news of the COVID-19 pandemic reached the European continent in January 2020. 

The WHO declared COVID-19 a public health emergency of international concern on 30 

January 2020 and an epidemic on 11 March 2020 (Balkhair 2020). The fact that the symptoms 

of the disease were sufficiently vague, in many cases not presenting themselves at all, made it 

difficult to recognize the situation.14 In most countries, the disease appeared long before it could 

be detected.15 As a result, the various governments were slow to react. In the first phase of the 

epidemic, all countries watched China, where the outbreak originated. On 11 March 2020, the 

day Covid-19 was declared a pandemic, a state of emergency was declared in Hungary by 

Government Decree 40/2020 (11 March 2020) (Government Decree 40/2020). Subsequently, 

several restrictive measures were introduced to mitigate the epidemic's effects. These were 

aimed at reducing the chances of the spread of the infection. One means of doing this was to 

take official measures to ensure enforcement.16 Of course, the effectiveness of protection based 

on voluntary compliance with the law is greatly influenced by government communication, 

access to accurate information, and the level of development of the society concerned, as 

reflected in the conscious behavior of citizens. To protect citizens, the right to freedom of 

movement and freedom of assembly had to be the most restricted.17 Both restrictive measures 

were aimed at minimizing personal encounters between people. In this way, it was hoped that 

infected people would continue to infect fewer people, thereby slowing the spread of the 

epidemic. The restrictive measures included a total restriction on the right of assembly. These 

severe restrictions are in line with global trends. It must be stated that conditions may be 

justified, but they cannot be used to dismantle democracy.18 The police have played a prominent 

role in the protection by temporarily reintroducing border controls, monitoring compliance with 

protection measures, sanctioning illegal behavior, and operating the hospital command 

system.19 The police have been given several additional tasks. However, some of the paper-

based work has been replaced by electronic workflows, and digitization has also greatly helped 

the police in the context of recording data in registers.20   Many of the numerous decrees issued 

in response to the multi-wave coronavirus epidemic included police, particularly law 

enforcement, tasking, which resulted in increased workloads and redeployment of police staff. 

This situation has led to further considerable uncertainty among staff. And the consequence has 
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been compounded by the introduction of mandatory protective clothing for public sector 

employees, including the police. 21 

C Russian-Ukrainian conflict 

The crisis in Ukraine has not only had and continues to harm the security of Europe but has also 

created tensions between Russia and Western countries in world politics. The background to 

the outbreak of hostilities in Russia's Ukraine is too complex to be presented here. The war 

from the Russian side – in Russian terminology, a special military operation – is aimed at the 

"demilitarisation" and "denazification" of Ukraine, as well as the liberation of the territories of 

the Donetsk and Luhansk republics and their annexation to the Russian Federation.22 From the 

Ukrainian side, the declared objectives include fully recovering the parts under Russian control, 

including the Crimean peninsula. At this stage of the war, the focus on both sides is on achieving 

realities through the armed forces. Neither side can achieve a result at the negotiating table that 

would bring it closer to its own stated objectives. The situation on the battlefield will be the 

basis for any negotiating situation when the will of one side is broken, or the economic or 

military means to continue the war are exhausted.23 On 4 March 2022, the EU activated the 

Temporary Protection Directive. This legislation is intended to alleviate pressure on national 

asylum systems and allow displaced persons to enjoy harmonized rights across the EU. 

Temporary protection is an emergency mechanism that can be activated in the event of a mass 

influx of displaced persons. It is designed to provide immediate and collective protection to 

displaced persons who cannot return to their country of origin.24 According to UNHCR, more 

than 5.5 million people have fled Ukraine since the fighting began on 24 February.25 In March, 

the number of Ukrainians migrating to Europe was already many times higher than any wave 

of refugees in nearly 30 years. That was just the emigration from Ukraine, with an additional 7 

million people from within the country moving mainly westwards in the last two months, 

according to International Monetary Fund (IMF) estimates. The wave has mostly affected 

countries bordering Ukraine, with Poland receiving the most people in need, but more than half 

a million have already fled to Hungary.26 Migration pressure at Ukrainian border crossings with 

Hungary has not decreased since the beginning of the war. While irregular border crossings and 

increased people smuggling at the southern border have to be prevented by a significant police 

presence, the war has led to increased immigration and alien procedures for the large influx of 

people into the country.  

III. The concept, role, and significance of stress 

In a concise article of only one page, János Selye, who was working in Canada then, published 

a discovery that set a new direction for the development of medicine (and the whole of 

biological science). It is probably the most significant discovery for which its author never won 

the Nobel Prize. 27As János Selye put it, stress is the body's non-specific response to any stress, 
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to any stimulus that throws it out of its original equilibrium, forcing it to adapt.28 Later, the 

definition of stress was supplemented by two crucial factors in the stress process, the "cause" 

(environmental stressors or stimuli, such as significant life events or everyday inconveniences) 

and the "effect" (the subjective responses triggered by stress, i.e., the so-called appraisal process 

and coping responses).29 Stress is part of our everyday lives and is, therefore, a necessary part 

of our physiology. Chronic stress, on the other hand, is already highly damaging and destructive 

to the body. One of the significant research findings on stress was that the adverse effects of 

stress are magnified when the stressor occurs at unpredictable times and frequencies or lasts for 

an unexpected time. In short, uncertainty amplifies stress responses.30 The unpredictability 

factor can be significantly mitigated by resilience, which is resilience that can withstand stress. 

It is a daily observation that life events affect each person differently. One person collapses 

when another resists, although their situations can be boldly described as mirror images of each 

other. Two critical questions can be asked about the phenomenon of resistance to resilience: 

what is the cause of individual differences, and how can resilience be enhanced?31 Resilience 

is a positive way of coping with difficulties in the past, i.e., firmly rooted in the history, but it 

also allows for the development and strengthening of the personality.32 In the past, it was 

thought that successful adaptation required specific skills.33 But more recently, it has become 

clear that resilience is 'ordinary magic' that does not require extraordinary skills. It also means 

that these adaptive skills can probably be developed. Two important points emerge from the 

stress theory side of our topic. Crises increase the number of harmful stress hormones (distress) 

as a stressor of uncertainty, while the need to develop resilience emerges within the organism. 

IV. Stress at work 

Stress at work and the "distress" experienced by the individual are closely interrelated and, if 

not addressed promptly, can easily lead to burnout, i.e., the development of emotional 

disturbances.34 Excessive work stress can damage workers' health if they are not allowed to 

change their working conditions.35 It is mainly the case when the work environment or the 

specific task is already emotionally demanding.36 Also of particular concern is the imbalance 

between effort and reward, i.e., if the energy invested in work is not commensurate with the 

compensation, it creates a dissonant state that can lead to health damage. It can be physical, 

e.g., cardiovascular, and psychological, e.g., depression. Reducing stress at work is a crucial 

element in preventing mental illness.37 The unexpected, unpredictable tasks and challenges 
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faced by law enforcement and defense personnel place an enormous strain on their physical and 

psychological health. In this case, it increases the likelihood of unforeseen health problems and 

their occurrence among individuals prone to stress. Ultimately, these conditions can determine 

personnel’s survivability and ability to perform their duties, whether in an emergency or under 

normal conditions.38 For example, establishing transparent, professional rules could reduce the 

workload and stress on staff.39 Working conditions are almost the most significant stressors that 

can lead to the so-called "stressors of the workplace ."Work conditions are almost always the 

main stressors that can cause "distress," such as working in dangerous conditions (police, 

firefighters) or having to work shifts. 40   The latter can be a direct cause of illness due to the 

disruption of the biological rhythm of the day or an indirect cause of disease as a psychological 

stressor. 41 

V. Research on police stress at home and abroad 

Research in recent years has shown that police work is a highly stressful and demanding 

occupation. A police officer is exposed to several stressors, such as the uncertainty and danger 

associated with the constant threat of violent attacks, the increase in gun violence in large cities, 

poor human and material resources, underpayment and resentment from the public, and lack of 

understanding from family and friends.42 Several studies have tried to map police stress and its 

sources since the 1980s. Research on the subject has intensified since the 2000s. Research has 

focused on the origins of stress in police officers and its adverse effects on their health and work 

performance.43 More recently, Baldwin and colleagues (2019)44, Wassermann and colleagues 

(2019)45, and Ermasova and colleagues (2020)46 have contributed to the study of stress and the 
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psychological/physical health of police officers. Related studies have focused on occupational 

stress47, while other studies have examined burnout among police officers.48 

Regarding occupational stress among Hungarian police officers, it can be said that they are least 

satisfied with their material. Moral perception and other factors are the most stressful for 

officers and non-commissioned officers.49 For NCOs, the longer they serve, the less active they 

become, the less motivated they are to work, and the more health complaints they have.50 The 

organizational culture of the police is closely linked to the experience and management of 

stress. Generational differences have recently become a major challenge. In the training of 

officers, a significant proportion of the teaching staff is of Generation X, while the student staff 

is now predominantly Generation Z, with all its characteristics. All these characteristics pose 

severe challenges for the teaching staff of the law enforcement colleges where baccalaureate-

based police officer training is currently being offered.51 In Hungary, there is no comprehensive 

stress survey of the police organization as a whole, so we can only conclude the conditions in 

the Hungarian police force from studies and surveys by a few independent researchers. The 

stress caused by crises, especially migration pressures, have been identified as stress factors 

that exacerbate the adverse consequences of the spillover of stressors from the organizational 

culture. 52 

VI. Summary 

Stress at work impacts life as a whole and doubles the risk of any disease, especially 

cardiovascular disease. Stressed workers cannot perform, adapt or sleep. Stress at work costs 

more than €10 billion extra in the EU. It also translates into increased health burdens and work-

related accidents, which are closely linked to stress and cause €55 billion in damage yearly. 

Approximately 40 million people in the Member States are affected, representing a budget 

burden of €20 billion.53 Stress research in police work is a vital issue, as increased stressors in 

the workplace and organizational culture cannot be compensated by financial means, salary 

increases, or benefits of material nature. In international  policy research, tremendous efforts 

have been made since the 1980s to research police stress. While some police forces are open 

and cooperative with this type of research, in this country, only a few small samples of research 

on police stress are available. The primary objective should be to explore and scientifically 

                                                 
47 Charles L. Gutshall, David P. Hampton Jr., Ismail M. Sebetan, Paul C. Stein & Thomas J. Broxtermann, „The 

effects of occupational stress on cognitive performance in police officers.” Police Practice and Research 18, no. 

5. (2017), 463-477, Johnson, Olivia, Russo, Charles, and Papazoglou, Konstantinos, „Job exposure & occupational 

challenges: the importance of mindfulness for today’s law enforcement professional.” Crisis Stress Hum. Resil. 

Int. J. 1, (2019), 187–191. 
48 Aguayo Raimundo, Vargas Christina, Cañadas R. Gustavo, and Fuente, I. Emilia, „Are socio-demographic 

factors associated to burnout syndrome in police officers? A correlational meta-analysis.” An. Psicol. 33, (2017), 

383–392. Adams Ian and Mastracci Sharon, „Police body-worn cameras: effects on officers’ burnout and perceived 

organizational support.” Police Q. 22, (2019) 5–30. 
49 Borbély, Zsuzsanna, Tőzsér, Erzsébet, Farkas, Johanna, „A tömeges méretű illegális migráció pszichés 

következményei a rendészeti feladatellátás során.” Hadtudományi Szemle 10, no, 3. (2017), 288-304.. 
50 Fridrich ,Andrea Cecília,  Az eltérő szakterületeken dolgozó rendőrök teszteredényeinek vizsgálata. (Budapest,: 

ELTE, 2015), 1–65. 
51 Borbély, Zsuzsanna, „Specifikus stresszorok és a szervezeti kultúra. In: Farkas, Johanna; Horváth, József 

(szerk.) Szervezeti kultúrák és kutatásuk.” (Budapest, Magyarország: Nemzeti Közszolgálati Egyetem 

Közigazgatási Továbbképzési Intézet, 2020) 116-138. 
52 Borbély et. al, „A tömeges méretű illegális migráció pszichés következményei a rendészeti feladatellátás során.” 
53 2021/2165(INI) A new EU strategic framework on health and safety at work post 2020 (including a better 

protection of workers from exposure to harmful substances, stress at work and repetitive motion injuries). 
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define police stress at an organizational level, especially in light of recent crises.  The primary 

aim should be to identify and scientifically define police stress at a corporate, especially in light 

of current crises. This should be done by examining the different service branches, staff groups, 

and occupational groups and showing the stressors and the proportion of distress suffered by 

our police officers. Furthermore, the nature of resilience and the availability of resources and 

organizational infrastructure to proactively cope with it to provide adequate recreation, relief, 

and management of the health consequences of stress. In any case, I consider it an unnecessary 

and wasteful human resources strategy to respond to the increasing turnover due to the increase 

in stressors in the workplace, to constantly replenish human resources54, and facilitate the 

transition to a career in policing rather than invest more and better resources in scientific 

research and retention. 
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