Dissertation Proposal
A review into Policing Mental Health: Are the police the right service to deal with it?

Introduction 
The topic of mental health has never been as prevalent in society as it is today. The suicides of some popular culture figureheads in recent years such as Robin Williams in 2014, Chester Bennington in 2017 and Caroline Flack in 2020. This combined with social media has raised an awareness to an otherwise taboo subject.
The Coronavirus Pandemic has also played its part in bringing Mental Health to the forefront, as it has been seen to heighten many existing mental health issues that some may have been unaware of. As their day to day ‘coping mechanisms’ and access to support were put under lockdown restrictions. According to the World Health Organisation (WHO), mental health is said to impact one in four people in the world, making it the leading cause for ill health and disability worldwide (WHO, 2001). 
In a report conducted by the Office of National Statistics, 5,691 people committed suicide in England and Wales in 2019. This was nearly a 6% increase in the number of recorded suicides in 2018 (ONS, 2019). As of today there are no official figures that document the impact the Coronavirus pandemic has had but it is not unreasonable to suggest these may have increased as a direct result. 
The Police service have long played their part in managing mental health and supporting vulnerable people in society. The introduction of the Mental Health Act in 1983 has provided police officers with the power to detain a person who they believed to be going through a mental health crisis and transport them to a place of safety for a mental health assessment (MHA 1983). However, in recent years police involvement in mental health has become more frequent. In a report conducted by the Partnership Council Wales it was found in 2018 that 70% to 80% of calls made to the police were non crime related. This included vulnerable persons and mental health (PCW, 2018). 
Literature
As the years have gone on austerity has continued to hit the community health services which has in turn put more and more pressure on to the police service to deal with mental health. However, we need to ask ourselves are they the best service to be handling these types of calls? This is something I will be looking to explore in more detail through my research. 
In a study published in October 2020 it was found in Wales, between December 2019 and February 2020, 950 people per day had contacted the emergency services regarding their mental health. 232 of these calls were made directly to police services across Wales and there were 5 assessments per day conducted under Section 136 Mental Health Act 1983 (Mills et al, 2020). Although this power has been provided to police officers, this should be viewed as a last resort rather than a ‘first response’. The college of policing states that officers should use the National Decision Model (NDM) when guiding their approach and should “always consider de-escalation and act in the least restrictive way possible” (COP, November 2020)
Those going through a mental health crisis need the support and help of mental health experts. They do not need to be locked up in a prison cell or held for hours by police officers in a van or a Section 136 suite for their own safety. 
Despite this the police service should have a role in protecting those who are vulnerable i.e. having a mental health crisis. However austerity has also impacted on the police service, meaning less officers and resources on the streets to deal with crime, let alone being used increasingly to get those who are having a mental health crisis the help they need. This usually involves taking a minimum of two police officers off the street for hours on end in order to do this. 
In a statement made by HM Chief Inspector of Constabulary, Sir Thomas Winsor:
“There will always be situations where someone in crisis needs a rapid response from the emergency services. But too often, our public services are failing to work together to prevent the crisis in the first place…..Blue lights should not have to flash for someone to get the help they need in time.” (HMICFRS, 2018)
From my initial research and from my own personal experience as a serving police officer, I am aware there are multi-agency policies and procedures in place in order to tackle mental health. The ‘Crisis Care Concordat’ was introduced in 2015 in Wales and involves 22 different agencies and services, including the police. The Concordat is a statement of commitment between the services and covers what needs to happen when someone is having a mental health crisis (Welsh Government and Partners, 2015). However, to what extent are the police meant to be involved versus the reality and what would the public like to see in terms of help for mental health, are they supportive of police involvement? 
At the end of the day our modern police service is modelled after Sir Robert Peels ‘Policing by Consent’ approach. If the police service don’t have the support of the public then there is a potential for the whole organisation to collapse. 
This has been reflected in my initial research where a mental health organisation appear to infer on their website that the police may not be the best service to be dealing with these types of incidents. The Mind Charity website contained details on how to make a complaint about the police following an interaction with them as a result of mental health. There is nothing wrong with this as the police are a service and the public have every right to make a complaint. However, it is the clear differences in terms of levels of information and guidance MIND have provided on their website for making a complaint to the police versus the health boards which is where the inference lies.  For the police, they have provided a clear guide on how to make a complaint including an extensive list of ‘hints & tips’ and can be found under its own hyperlink. This is very different to the section they have about making a complaint about the treatment a person may have had by a health practitioner or at a hospital. The information is limited and buried within a long information guide on what to expect when getting treated. It is difficult to determine whether this is intentional however, it does seem to suggest a certain bias (MIND, 2021). 
The main aim of this review is to ascertain whether or not the police are the best service to be dealing with Mental Health. I will explore the current processes and procedures that are in place and look at their effectiveness and look to make recommendations for any improvements or alternative approaches.

Methodology 
In order to obtain a balanced review I will be utilising both quantitative and qualitative research methods. The mixed method approach will allow me to have a much more balanced and stronger outcome. Utilising both qualitative and quantitative methods ‘enable exploring more complex aspects and relations of the human and social world’ (Malina et al, 2011).
Quantitative data will be obtained through the use of a survey that will be distributed to serving police officers, members of the public and health practitioners. This is to ascertain whether or not the police should be involved with mental health incidents and if so, to what extent do they think the police should be involved. When creating my survey I will ensure there are questions which allow me to separate the three groups which will assist me when I am analysing my data. This will allow me to differentiate between the different participants and provide me with a broader perspective and insight into police involvement in mental health calls. 
Although my research data will be predominantly quantitative, I will be utilising qualitative data in the form of secondary data. This will be obtained through my literature review and by accessing previous academic studies and thematic reviews into my chosen subject matter. I will also be analysing historical and current statistical data from the UK Government, health boards and review committees such as the Independent Office of Police Conduct (IOPC) and Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services (HMICFRS). I will analyse the data obtained from my own questionnaire and combine this with the secondary data, in order to provide a more holistic overview and to avoid any bias.
This review will allow me to assess the aims and objectives of this research proposal and help to identify any gaps or failings in the current mental health policy and procedure, particularly from a policing perspective.  Goddard and Melville (2001) defines research as “a process of expanding the boundaries of our ignorance” (Goddard and Melville, 2001)
Time Management 
As time is limited due to work and family commitments, it is important I manage my time wisely and devise an appropriate plan to conduct my research and analysis. I have included my plan below:
May 2021 – July 2021 – 
Extensive literature review on police involvement in mental health and the impact austerity has had on the mental health services. I will be reviewing the current mental health policy and procedures in place as well any relevant case studies that have prompted this policy or subsequent revisions. 
During this time I will also be developing and preparing my survey ready to be distributed via an online platform in August 2021. This will give my participants plenty of time to conduct the survey allowing for a more positive response rate. 
August 2021 – October 2021 – 
Publication and distribution of online questionnaires to be completed by serving police officers, members of the public and health practitioners. I will then analyse the results and document my findings. 
October 2021 – November 2021 –
Writing up of research
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