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Dissertation Review – 1910655 – Tom Wiltshire

How are mental health issues impacting on modern Policing?

The total number of calls to Police control rooms have increased incrementally “by 41% over the past 5 years” (The Guardian). Not only have the number of calls increased, but the number linked to mental health has risen too.
A report by the BBC shows that the British Police forces have seen a rise of 28% in calls related to Mental Health between 2014 and 2018 (BBC, 2019). 
[image: ]
This has put front line police officers under pressure in an area where they have little training and when making the wrong decision can have detrimental consequences. Research states that, although the Police have shown that they are capable of responding well to mental health related calls, there are still errors which are not due to the officer but are “a reflection of the whole system” and that “evidence of this can be seen through shortcomings in current policies, training programmes” (ADEBOWALE, 2013) In my dissertation proposal, I want to explore the aims of what I hope to achieve and the methodology of how I will achieve this.

To fully understand the paper it is key that the definition of mental health is fully understood. The term mental health generally is “related to the health and functioning of the mind. It relates to a person's condition with regard to his/her psychological and emotional well-being; how he/she adjusts to society and the ordinary stress of everyday life.” (Healthyplace.com, T. Patterson)
It is recognised that mental health is an umbrella term to which everyone falls under, those who are not aware of any issues can claim they have good mental health whereas, those suffering with anxiety or depression or worse will be experiencing poor mental health and will require intervention from medical professionals. Mental health can have an adverse way in which someone thinks and portrays themselves, causing those suffering to severe mood swings, hearing voices in their heads and in some instances thoughts of harming themselves or suicide. In these extreme cases friends and family become desperate for help and often they turn to the Police.
AIMS 
I believe that my research is necessary, as mental health is something that the Police come into contact with during most shifts. I do not want to suggest that the Police should not be attending calls regarding those in crisis as  “mental health is part of the core business of policing” (Lord Adebowale, 2013) Calls involving mental health can be resource intensive to a response team and often police officers will spend large proportions of their shifts dealing with the issue. Research suggests that the Metropolitan Police will respond to a call involving mental health issues every “14 minutes” and Welsh Police forces “showed that on average this took about three hours” to resolve (HMICFRS, 2018). Generally, the Police force are seen as the go to agency to deal with people having a mental health crisis, I want to explore if this is the case and what can be done to improve this issue, as according to Billingham “the police should be the last resort, not the first port of call.” (HMICFRS, 2018).

Police officers can come into contact with people suffering from mental health problems at any point during their shift. When a call is received concerning the welfare of an individual, the Police have a duty of care to respond.  Robert Peel in his 7th Principle states that-
 “…..the police being only members of the public who are paid to give full-time attention to duties which are incumbent on every citizen in the interests of community welfare and existence”. 

However, when a person suffering from mental health is located by the Police, this is not where the actions and decisions stop. By gathering evidence from different agencies, I hope to throw light on whether the Police are the best professionals to stay with the individual, sometimes taking up a whole shift waiting for medical intervention. This type of scenario could be due to an individual experiencing a mental health episode in a private area, where there are insufficient powers for their detention, or it could be that the person is under the influence of alcohol and until they are sober, Mental Health Services will not conduct an assessment. If the person is intoxicated the Police are required to take the patient to A&E. This scenario can be detrimental for the Police as many response teams are working on skeleton staff and could leave a police team perilously short. 

This leads us to ask the question - is the Police the best agency to deal with those suffering from mental health crises? I would expect my research to highlight a variety of answers to this question. I suspect that the police would always be required to respond in certain mental health situations, however, once a subject is identified to have a psychiatric problem, a partner agency should take over their care, releasing the officer to continue with policing duties.

I expect the outcome of my research to suggest that the current Mental Health training given to Police Officers is minimal and therefore inadequate. During Police constables’ initial 26 week training, they receive half a day’s input and are required to complete an E-Learning package. The amount of training on mental health compared to the time spent in their working hours does not seem balanced.

Should so much police time be spent with those suffering from mental health and thus diverting time away from investigatory duties, responding to incidents of crime and conducting high visibility patrols. 

As the Police offer a 24 hour, 365 day service, they are often relied upon during out of office hours to deal with people suffering from mental health. Does more need to be done by other agencies? Does the government need to take action to fund new teams to assist the police on the front line, can a team trained in mental health be available to be requested to the scene which have access to medical history which would assist Police with up to date care plans.

South Wales Police employ a Mental Health Triage Nurse at their control room, where incidents are reviewed and guidance given to officers over the phone. This is a very useful tool, however it would be even better if the nurse could accompany the attending officer to guide the interview and observe the body language and behaviour of the subject.

Another aspect I want to explore is how Police can better deal with members of the public calling police who are suffering with personality disorders which can come across as mental health. Unless the officer is aware of the individual the wrong outcome may be taken. 

One further question I want explore is: Do Police require further training in Mental health? Police will not only deal with suspects with mental health but with victims and witnesses. According to MIND “Forty-five percent of people with severe mental illness (SMI) were victims of crime in the past year.” Most occasions Police will not know they are dealing with a person with mental health conditions until they meet face to face. Not all mental health issues will be an issue for the Police, if the person is medicated and responding well it does not need to be an issue, however, having an understanding regarding the individual’s illness could assist the Police how to better deal with the situation or sign post an individual to agencies for further help, this could be conducted through training.


Methodology
According to Mouly (1978, p.12) “Research is best conceived as the process of arriving at dependable solutions to problems through the planned and systematic collection, analysis and interpretation of data” Mouly suggests that before beginning the research, there must be a clear plan set out from the beginning on who is the target audience. Knowing this will allow the researcher to use “dependable” audiences from where the data will be collected. For my research my target audience will be Police officers and medical staff working to help those suffering from mental health issues.
During my research, I will be employing both quantitative and qualitative research. Quantitative research is defined (questionpro.com) “as the value of data in the form of counts or numbers where each data-set has a unique numerical value associated with it.” As part of my research, I will be producing a questionnaire which will be distribute to my target audience. Although, I have mentioned that a questionnaire is quantitative, I will also be asking open ended questions in order to gain qualitative data and giving my audience an opportunity to expand on their answers. 
I will also be using qualitative research, this is defined as(Study.com) “when descriptive statements can be made about a subject based on observations, interviews or evaluations.” Within my research I will be looking at what is already known in the subject.
For my research I will be focussing on primary data, although there is secondary data available most of this information is pre covid-19 pandemic and I want my research to be up to date and relevant during these challenges times to all public sectors. I will be using secondary data to compare results after I have conducted quantitative research through compiling a questionnaire. 
The scope of the questionnaire is yet to be fully developed however, I will be hoping to explore attitudes and opinions regarding the interface amongst the following groups
1- serving police officers  
2- relevant health care professionals (crisis team, section 12 doctors)
3- Social service professionals in implementation of the Mental Health Act (AMHP
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