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Nutrition and General Duty Police Work:The Case of Surrey RCMP Officers

Good nutrition is important to staying healthy. §t8 especially important if your job requires yolbe
physically fit. Given their mandate, police offisanust have a readiness to respond quickly and
sometimes lastingly to extremely taxing physicalaions (Anderson and Plecas, 2008; Anderson,
Plecas, & Segger, 2001). Moreover, police work lbamxtremely stressful, typically involves shiftnko

and lacks opportunities to properly decompressduong shifts (Anderson, Litzenberger, & Plecas,
2002; Gilmartin, 2002). These basic features oicpalork provide several reasons why members should
be attentive to good nutrition. Beyond that, goattition may assist officers to cope with stress or
prevent the development of illnesses or diseasestiMissen, Richardsen, & Burke, 2007). Yet, whethe
police officers pay sufficient attention to goodnitional habits while on shift is unknown.

Researchers from the School of Criminology and @ranJustice at the University of the Fraser Valley
examined this question by studying the minute-bguteé activities of 171 general duty constablesef t
Surrey Detachment of the Royal Canadian Mountedt®¢RCMP} during 441 full shift ride-alongs.

As a part of this comprehensive examination of garduty members, researchers tracked when and

what officers ate and drank while on shift. Theulesswere both interesting and alarming.

What Officers Drink on Shift

Collectively, officers consumed a wide range ofdrages during their work shifts — everything from
sports drinks, energy drinks, milk, milkshakes, fa&e, and of course, pop, coffee, and waterrijea
half of officers drank water (47%) and/or coffe€%d), while one-third drank pop. Of concern, on
average, members only consumed two drinks of ame ¢&& another per 12-hour shift. This is hardly
enough fluid for most anyone to rehydrate adequalieti alone a working police officer during the
summer. Even more troubling, when it came to drigkivater, in nearly half of the shifts (46%), offis
drank no water at all. When aggregating all ofgh#ts, officers drank, on average, less than dagsg
(0.7) of water per shift. In fact, only 13% of ghifnvolved a member drinking more than one gldss o
water3

In considering the type and amount of beverageswuord by officers per shift, analyses were perfdrme
to examine differences across age, gender, yeaerdte, watch assignment, and zone worked in.
However, this analysis did not reveal any notewpodifferences other than the fact that older office

! According to their website (www.bc.rcmp.ca), ther®y Detachment of the RCMP has nearly 600 pdtiegular
and civilian) members and a support staff of oM@ thunicipal employees. Surrey RCMP is also thesgdargest
municipal police force in the province based orhatized police strength alone.

% For a detailed description of the study’s methodgland general results, please see Plecas, McGar&iCohen
(2010). RCMP Surrey Ride-Along Study: General Figdi Report Prepared for Surrey RCMP. The results
indicated that the representation of general diftgars, in terms of their gender, age, maritatistayears of
service, and ethnicity, as well as the shift chigdstics, such as the distribution of ride-alobgd/Natch, zone, day
of the week, night-shift vs. day-shift, and shiftle was both evenly distributed and provided faretlent
generalizability to the full detachment.

® This is a particularly critical finding when onertsiders that all of these ride-alongs occurreéhduthe summer
months.




were much more likely than younger officers to Hrioffee, and much less likely to drink water (see
Figure 1). Regardless of this particular findirfgg tmportant point is that, as a group, regardésge,
officers are clearly not drinking nearly enough evathile on shift.

As indicated in Figure 1, the most commonly consdilmeverage among members was coffee, and coffee
is high in caffeine content. The Centre for Addios and Mental Health advises that up to 300 mg of
caffeine per day is safe. In order to assess tlmanof caffeine members consumed during a 12-hour
shift, the average mg levels of caffeine for eaebelbage type were multiplied by the number of each

type of drink consumed during a shift. Then, eathltwas summed to reflect the total amount ofesaé
consumed in a typical shift. In a 12-hour shift,cea;m members who drank at least one drink that
contained caffeine, the average amount of caffeomsumed was 116 mg with a range of 30 mg to 385
mg. Given the health risks of excessive caffeinesamption, It was encouraging to find that members

did not typically consume a lot of caffeine durithgir shifts.

FIGURE 1: TYPE OF BEVERAGE CONSUMED BY AGE OF POLICE OFFICER
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What Officers Eat on Shift

In the overwhelming majority of shifts (90%) offrsawere eating something. Unfortunately though, the
most common types of foods consumed were unhegiftagks (28%), such as fast food snack wraps,
chips, or beef jerky, followed by fruits (21%) asahdwiches (21%). Here, sandwiches were identiged
ordinary sandwiches, pitas, and wraps. Another 256%hifts involved the consumption of healthy fast
food, primarily Subway sandwiches. Healthy foodsstomed in restaurants were most commonly sushi.
Pizza was separated into its own category whespiesented 5% of the foods consumed over these
shifts (see Figure 2)




FIGURE 2: TYPES OF FOODS CONSUMED BY POLICE OFFICERSDURING THEIR SHIFT
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For the purposes of further analysis, the typaotifconsumed was divided into healthy or unhealthy
groups. Healthy foods included healthy fast foad.(subway sandwiches), healthy foods served in
restaurants (e.g. sushi), salad/vegetables, yadhunders (not fast food), healthy carbohydrates. (e

rice), protein (e.g. chicken, nuts), soup, fruitddoars (e.g. granola, protein). Unhealthy foodtuithed

fast food, some restaurant foods (e.qg. grilleédiyj bread (e.g. bagels, croissants), pizza, fuigsealthy
carbohydrates (e.g. perogies), and snacks (e.gjdsky). Sandwiches were left out of these grogpias

in many cases it could not be determined whethessimdwich was healthy or not. With this in mind,
members were categorized into one of three groupsse who ate a mix of healthy and unhealthy foods
during their shifts (43%), those who ate only Heafbods (32%), and those who ate only unhealthy
foods (25%).

Interestingly, there was a difference in thesedly®ups by which of the five different zones ia tity a
shift occurred. Specifically, nearly half of thafshoccurring in Whalley (43%), Guildford (44%),
Newton (46%), and Cloverdale (41%) involved thestonption of both healthy and unhealthy foods;
however, only a very small proportion of shiftsSouth Surrey (13%) had this pattern. Instead,
approximately two-thirds of the shifts in South i®yr(63%) involved the consumption of only healthy
food. One possible explanation for this finding lcoioe that this is a reflection of the type of @ac
available to eat in South Surrey as opposed tovbkse in the city (i.e. South Surrey is the mostoae
part of the city). Similarly, Whalley, which hadetihighest percentage of unhealthy eating, andrilye o
zone to have more unhealthy than healthy eatirthgiseast upscale part of the city (see Figure 3).




FIGURE 3: PROPORTION OF HEALTHY, UNHEALTHY, AND MIXED FOOD CONSUMPTION BY ZONE
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There was also a difference in whether a membenestthy or unhealthy foods as a result of working
day shift or a night shift. Working on the nighifshofficers were significantly more likely to eat
unhealthy food only (31%) compared to members whrked the day shift (19%) which was likely a
result of fewer available nutritious options. O#fis during the day shift were significantly moieely to
eat a mix of healthy and unhealthy foods (48%) camag to the night shift (38%); however, there were
no substantial differences in the likelihood ofiegexclusively healthy foods by time of shift (3386
day shift compared to 31% for night shift).

As demonstrated in Figure 4, shift cycle also sigaitly influenced the tendency to consume certain
types of foods. In effect, the proportion of shiftsvhich a member ate only unhealthy foods incdass
officers’ moved from their first through fourth &hin a cycle. This might be a result of fatiguetlas
body craves higher fat and higher carbohydrateddbe more tired it gets.

FIGURE 4: SHIFT CYCLE AND NUTRITION
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In addition to some differences based on shiftattaristics, officer characteristics were also erah
Officers who had served one to two years were fggmitly more likely to eat only healthy foods chgi
their shifts (40%) compared to rookies (28%) aras¢éhwho had two years or more of service (25%).
This group was also less likely to eat exclusiveipealthy foods during their shifts (18%) compated
rookies (31%) or those with two or more years o¥ise (28%). Of note, a near majority in each sEvi
group ate a mix of healthy and unhealthy foodsheir tshifts (see Figure 5).

FIGURE 5: HEALTHY VERSUSUNHEALTHY FOOD CONSUMPTION BY MONTHS OF SERVICE
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What was interesting was that the patterns demetestin Figure 5 were not reproduced when the &ge o
officers was analyzed against what officers aténdua shift. While it was not surprising that ngarhlf
of the officers from each age group ate a mix @fitthy and unhealthy foods during a shift, the dides
group of officers were the most likely to eat esthely healthy foods (50%) compared to exclusively
unhealthy foods (7%) (see Figure 6). In fact, taeggal pattern suggested that food choices orsgjoft
better as one got older. As indicated by Figunel@ile there were nearly equal proportions of office
between the ages of 20 to 29 years old who ateigixely healthy foods (27%) and unhealthy food
(30%), among those in the 30 to 39 years old aggerathe proportion eating exclusively healthy ®od
increased to more than one-third (35%) and thegitmm from that age group that ate exclusively
unhealthy foods dropped to one-fifth. So, whilesthavho were officers for longer periods of time dad
necessarily make healthier eating choices, olderen$ tended to do so at a greater rate than ysung
members.




FIGURE 6: HEALTHY VERSUSUNHEALTHY FOOD CONSUMPTION BY AGE GROUP
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Overall, the results respecting what police officate while at work suggested that there were a
significant proportion that were not eating healtRgrt of the reason for these eating patternshadhat
members are either not willing to or not able teetanough time during their shifts to eat healthyds
(Cohen, Plecas, & McCormick 2011). It is also pblesthat the ability to consistently eat healthgds is
a product of where and when an officer works inr&urAt the same time though, the issue is alsaedl
to the age of officers and no doubt other persohatacteristics not considered here.

What to Do About Members’ Nutrition and Water Consumption

While this study finds that Surrey RCMP officergdédo drink much more water and eat healthier while
on shift, this is probably something that most meralare already aware of. In fact, the situation is
undoubtedly similar for police officers in most yslicing jurisdictions in North America. Assuming
that, as a group, police officers know how impartautrition is to their immediate and long-term hiea
the question is how do members improve their riafrigiven the realities of police work?

One thing police agencies could consider dointhdf have not already, is arranging for healthytak
away snacks and water bottles to be availablesatiin station and other stations. Many officers
consume these types of snacks; however, many alsthese with unhealthy foods, including chocolate
bars, snack wraps, and fries or chips. In thisnekgais worth noting that the Province of British
Columbia recently introduced legislation restrigtihe provision of unhealthy foods in snack machine
located in schools. Rather than machines providowgss to chips, chocolate bars, and pops, these
machines now provide more healthy options, inclgdiaegetable sticks and dip, yoghurt, and juice.
Moreover, these machines are refrigerated andpatsade sandwiches that are kept cool. Presumably,
such machines could provide an option for membeaswould reduce their decision to use fast food
outlets while on the road.

At the same time, police agencies could consider they might facilitate the ability of officers tave a
free supply of water with them while on the roashe@ption might be to provide a water cooler/maghin
at the station that would allow officers to filbattle that they could take on the road. That bekid,




having a water container in the car is not enticglgvenient, as most patrol cars do not have
cup/container holders.

Finally, police agencies need to seriously consid®ait steps they might take to facilitate officbeing
able to take their fully allotted break time whigbuld potentially enhance their ability to eat itidusly.
Managers should actively encourage their officersike breaks.
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