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1. Chapter One: Introduction 

This dissertation will look at the correlation between police attendance at mental health incidents and the impact that has on proactive policing and dealing with volume crime. It will discuss the types of mental health reports that police are attending along with policing core objectives and roles. Whilst exploring these two aspects of modern day policing it will ask important questions as to the expectations from the greater members of the public as to how the police should be spending their time and whether they are ultimately doing enough to not only protect the public but also detecting and preventing crime. Through this process it will also gather direct data from serving police officers as to their perspective on their role within mental health incidents and how the demand of such incidents affects their ability to perform their call policing roles.

Research suggests the numbers of people suffering from mental health crisis is growing and with that so is the demand on emergency services to respond to such events. All public services are arguably in a state of financial crisis with it becoming the norm to tighten purse strings and cut budgets and ultimately concludes in a situation where for a variety of reasons means they are unable to function to the demand of their mandate.

Social care which ultimately is charged with providing support to mental health conditions are rarely equipped or available to act when a person does find themselves in crisis and therefore people look to the police to provide that first response. Ultimately this puts a police officer into a situation where their training and legal powers are left deficient, and actions taken often may not be in the best interest of the patient. Furthermore, we find often that those actions taken are in contradiction to medical health professionals once they take over care and the patient is often released to fall back into the cycle of police attendance. Mental health incidents have become a substantial and time-draining event which will often tie up multiplate police officers for many hours which will take them away from their other core roles. With heavy budget restrictions and a lack of people and resources this ultimately reduces their ability to be out on the streets detecting and preventing crime by their presence.

The researcher has specifically chosen this subject for a number of reasons relating to having first hand experience in. The researcher is a serving police officer in a large metropolitan area that covers a diverse range of people and geographical area. He has actively served as a uniformed constable for over 4 years and joined the police service not just to help people, but to do so through the relentless pursuit of criminality. Crime is something that unfortunately has an effect on everyone and all walks of life, whether directly or indirectly the actions of criminals touch everyone to varying lines of degree and sits the sole responsibility of the police. In his experience, whilst there is a role of police during mental health crisis situations this is often not the case with incidents that are passed onto us and other agencies, whether that be Ambulance Service or other social services are passing over their deficient in ability to respond to the police all to often.

2.1 Background / Literature Review – Mental Health

Everyone, just as they have physical health also has mental health. It is described by some as internal weather and is effectively how we are feeling inside (Mental Health, 2003). It is a state of personal wellbeing that when in a positive state can affect a persons ability to learn, form and maintain relationships with other people as well as their ability to express and feel a range of emotions both positive and negative (Definition of Mental Heath, 2023). When comparison is made between mental health and the weather, one could describe a sunny and pleasant day as feeling happy and positive and a darker, stormy day as a negative mood. These feelings and behaviours can change frequently depending on a number of factors and ultimately effect our actions in extreme ways (Mental Health, 2003).

The concept of mental health crisis in an individual is a difficult one to define. There is a wide usage of the word crisis that often is associated with the word stress. It is agreed however that a crisis is an acute and special kind of stress. Crisis can often result in physical tension which can be characterized in four phases. These are measured by firstly an initial rise in tension, leading to a lack of success in dealing with it and moving to further tension incorporating feelings of helplessness and emotional upset. Next would come a further rise in tension developing into emergency problem solving mechanisms. An individual might try measures that would normally attempt to result the problem and should the problem continue that tension can escalate beyond a threshold that they can cope with resulting in major disorganisation (Eastham, 1970).

The latest data from the Office of National Statistics, suggests that depression rates within the UK since the COVID-19 pandemic began have doubled. This indicates that there is a growing mental health crisis in the UK. Whilst mental health crisis can affect anyone, there is particular concern for those living in deprived areas, woman, vulnerable adults and disabled people (Bibby, 2021).

With this rise in depression rates in UK has also come a reduction in the stigma associated with mental health and a surge in interest in mental healthcare. Many more people are now presenting in mental health crisis and with specific mental health needs that under the current system which dates back many years is simply unable to cope with. 

Historically, since the creation of the National Health Service (NHS) there has been a single means of emergency transport to Accident and Emergency departments which are largely designed to deal with physical problems. As the world has changed, there are now new developments in dealing with mental health emergencies including crisis teams but the logistics of providing that immediate response to someone in crisis is still found to be lacking. This has ultimately led to the ambulance service being stretched and having to deal with a larger volume of call demand exacerbated by the increase in mental health emergencies (Molodynski, 2020).

Crisis Team Services are designed for people whose mental health crisis is at a stage that is so bad that they would potentially admitted to an in-patient ward. It’s users are usually suffering from severe mental illness but are a first point of contact for people with a variety of mental health issues. They are able to be contacted either by referral from a general practitioner or contacting 111 on a telephone. Persons already known to mental health services will have their information held on file in order to greatly assist them (NHS, 2023). Whilst the service is aimed at providing an overall response to a person in crisis, the teams are generally restricted to those already under some form of secondary mental healthcare. Because of this, people in general crisis will find that the crisis teams will inevitably learn on the emergency services such as police or ambulance should the risk level reach a certain criterion.

In a study conducted by National Mental Health Policing Portfolio on behalf of all police forces with the exception of British Transport Police (BTP) in 2014 it was recognised that it is difficult to establish just how much time was spent responding to mental health related calls. It did however not that Police officers believed that between 40% and 75% of policing incidents involved vulnerable people where mental health may be a contributing factor. It was recognised even back in 2014 that improvements in recording of this data needed to be improved which in recent years has been achieved (Jones, 2014).

Section 136 of the Mental Health Act 1983 is the only legal power open to a police constable when dealing with someone in mental health crisis. The power states: -

If a person appears to a constable to be suffering from mental disorder and to be in immediate need of care or control, the constable may, if he thinks it necessary to do so in the interests of that person or for the protection of other persons –

(a) Remove the person to a place of safety within the meaning of section 135, or
(b) If the person is already at a place of safety within the meaning of that section, keep the person at that place or remove the person to another place of safety (Mental health Act, 1983).

Whilst this power may seem adequate for dealing with people suffering from mental health crisis. There is a stipulation within that legislation that states that the power does not apply to any person that is present in a house, flat or room where that person or any other person is living including yard, garden, garage or outhouse connected to that dwelling. A large percentage of persons in mental health crisis do so in their homes which means to often Police are put in a position where they are required to take actions that they have very limited legal powers to accomplish that goal. Further complicating this police power is the understanding that it is a lengthy process that requires the subject to remain in police presence until suitable mental health professionals can be located and an assessment conducted (Jones, 2014).


2.2 Background / Literature Review – Core Policing Roles

Sir Robert Peel established the London Metropolitan Police Force in 1829 and is considered to be the father of modern policing. In its establishment was created 3 core ideas and nine policing principles. The core ideas were to have a goal of preventing crime rather than catching criminals with the theory that is police were able to stop crime before it were to happen then they would not have to punish its citizens or suppress their rights. The second idea was to earn public support with every member of the community sharing the responsibility of preventing crime and the importance of respecting community principles through being impartial and having officers who represent and understand the community (Peel, 2017).  The first point of the nine policing principles is the basic mission to prevent crime and disorder. 

The police service as a whole has changed and adapted since its conception in response to the changing social and economic circumstances of the world. The police are expected to prevent crime, investigate offences, to sustain public order all the while helping those in immediate danger and to catch criminals. Whilst the majority would agree that these tasks are core policing roles most observers are said to reject the idea that the police are simply crime fighters. The College of Policing has published figures suggesting that non-crime related incidents make up 83% of calls to police which suggest a massive array of circumstances that people are calling police for (Muir, 2023).

When breaking down the types of calls police attend it quickly becomes apparent just how diverse a responsibility police forces actually do have. Domestic related assaults, road traffic collisions, burglary, theft, robbery, public order, child safety, harassment and sudden deaths. This list could go on but ultimately the police have that unique role in society where they are likely to come into contact and overlap the remits and responsibilities of other services on a daily basis.

The danger comes from when the gap between public expectations and what the police are increasingly having to do grows. Due to cuts in funding and ultimately there not being enough resources to deploy in 2015, Leicestershire police employed a policy where attempted break-ins at residential address were not fully investigated. This was done in an effort to better deploy their crime scene investigators as it was deemed that few locations contained any forensic evidence and therefore their deployment to other incidents was better served. Most people would agree that if your house was broken into you would want everything done to bring the perpetrators to justice, when this simply isn’t done due to officers committed to welfare calls the question has to be raised whether there are other services that should be picking up that slack (BBC, 2015).

Public opinion data suggest that people want police to be accessible, more bobbies on the beat and speedy response to calls for help.

2.3 Aims of Research

This studies aim is to discover the perception of police officers and members of the public of core roles and responsibilities in relation to mental health incidents by the police and other services. By examining those expectations I hope to be able to establish whether specifically the police service is managing to maintain those expectations and if there are failings where they might be found. The current research examined indicates that there is an awareness of the rising examples of people in mental health crisis and the difficulties from all agencies and services in meeting that demand. What however is lacking is a clear and concise plan as to whether changes need to be made by the police and other services in how these incidents or dealt with or whether acceptance of the status quo is needed and the role of policing is to change moving forward. In 2023, the Metropolitan Police Service changed it policy to state they would no longer be attending emergency calls relating to mental health incidents unless there was an immediate threat to life. The service having given a deadline for health and social care services to respond and prepare accordingly. This deadline is looming and is a direct response to concerns over police attendance at these incidents.

I will look to put questions aimed directly at serving police officers to discuss their expectations before and after joining the police. Their perception of the percentage and type of calls that they are attending and their opinions on the current state of the expectations put to them. It will also examine what their opinion is in regards to the services who should be taking primary responsibility for mental health calls and where police assistance should begin and end.

I will also look to put questions aimed directly to members of the public who do not have a policing background. They will be able to provide a contrasting opinion to serving policing officers in regards to the expectation of those policing roles and their awareness towards the difficulty and challenges currently found by services responding to mental health incidents.
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