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Chapter 4: 	Results and Analysis
4.1	Introduction
This chapter presents and analyses the results obtained in meeting the research aim of exploring what is the impact on the wellbeing of police officers who have received a complaint or are under investigation and the potential implications for the organisation?  It will present the sample characteristics and an analysis of their experiences which are discussed in relation to the literature review. 

4.2 	Demographic data
The number of respondents who completed the online questionnaire was 33. Some demographic data was requested, with the option to ‘prefer not to say’. This option was used by two respondents who opted not to share their ethnicity.  

4.2.1	Age range of respondents
The sample characteristics indicated that 18% (6) were in the youngest age group of 18 - 24 years.  The greatest number of respondents, with 45% (15) were in the 25-34 age group.  35% (10) respondents were in the 35-44 years age group and 9% (3) respondents were in the 45-54 age group. There were no respondents from the oldest age group of 55-64 years. A summary of the age distribution can be seen in table 1.
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Table 1: Age distribution of respondents.

4.2.2	Gender distribution of respondents 
The gender distribution within in Gwent Police is currently recorded as 63.3% of male police officers and 33.7% of female police officers (Police.UK 2025) Despite, however, there being significantly more men than women within Gwent Police, 54.5% of respondents to the questionnaire were women and 45.5% were men. 
Given that a snowball method was partly used to recruit participants it can be suggested that there would be the likelihood that this would include participants recruiting colleagues within the same gender group as the female researcher.
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Table 2: Gender distribution of respondents

4.2.3	Length of service of respondents
The lowest number of respondents had less than 2 years’ service’. The greatest number of respondents with 42.4 % had between 2 and 5 years’ service, followed by 27.23% of respondents having between 6 and 9 years’ service and 24.2% of respondents having 10 years or more service. An overview is provided in Table 3.
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Table 3: Length of service of respondents

4.2.4	Ethnicity of respondents 
Participants were given a free text box within the questionnaire to self-identify their ethnicity, rather than being provided with a list to choose from.  All participants identified as either White British, White Welsh or British except for 2 respondents, 1 who identified as mixed race and 1 who preferred not to say.  An overview is provided in Table 4.
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Table 4: Ethnicity of respondents

4.3 	Respondents experience of complaints 
100% (33) of respondents had experience of receiving a complaint.  Given the broad definition of a police complaint identified in the literature this was to be expected (IOPC 2020). An overview of the level that the complaint was dealt with can be seen in table 5. In 45% (15) of cases the complaint was dealt with by the line manager. 69% (23) of respondents received a complaint that was dealt with by the Professional Standards Department and 18% (6) of respondents had received a complaint that was investigated by the IOPC.  It can be surmised that some respondents had received more than 1 complaint that was dealt with at different levels. 
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: If yes, please stated how the complaint was dealt with
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Table 5: Summary of who investigated the complaints made against respondents
4.4	Impact of complaint on wellbeing
As can be seen in table 7, 81% of respondents stated that the complaint or being under investigation did have an effect on their wellbeing, with 18% saying that it had not had an effect on their wellbeing.  
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: Did receiving a complaint or being under investigation have an impact on your wellbeing? . Number of responses: 33 responses.]
Table 6: Impact of complaint on wellbeing
Respondents were asked to describe the impact on their wellbeing, the most consistent descriptions given from a mental health perspective referred to being worried, stressed and anxious.  Fear of losing their job, loss of confidence in themselves, feelings of inadequacy, shame and worthlessness were frequently described. With two respondents stating they felt they were letting the public down and their colleagues.  This negative impact on wellbeing by a significant majority of the respondents is supported by evidence identified in the literature review.

4.5	Feelings of loss and inadequacy 
Although not always explicitly stated as such, a sense of loss is apparent in the qualitative data shared by respondents, not just in relation to their job and their confidence, but the perception of the loss of their reputation and trust from their colleagues also had a very negative effect on wellbeing.  One respondent felt the complaint had resulted in a loss of their identity, with them feeling they now had “imposter syndrome”. Another respondent also states the negative impact of the financial loss that occurred when they were put on to restricted duties while the investigation was taking place: 

“I was unable to carry out day to day duties, unable to engage with the public, placed on tedious admin roles and refused overtime and bank holiday pay”

Although no evidence could be found in the literature review of an explicit reference to a sense of loss the qualitative data shared by the respondents refers frequently to an implicit sense of loss.  

4.6	Physical symptoms 
Frequent physical symptoms described by respondents concur with those identified in the literature.  These included sleeplessness and palpitations with one respondent citing post-traumatic stress disorder as a longer-term impact of the investigation process.

4.7	The impact on ability to carry out day to day role
Respondents who remained in work during the investigation expressed the stress it placed on them and the negative impact it had on their ability to carry out their day to role, as illustrated by the following quotes:

“It had a massive impact on my wellbeing and made me uncertain about how I could effectively carry out my role with the fear of further unfounded complaints.”
“I felt useless in work and that nobody trusts you anymore”
“I was worried about the impact on my career and workplace reputation. It led to me being slower and less efficient on duty as I would second guess my actions.”

“I felt stressed and nervous at work. Felt like it affected confidence”

“I was constantly overthinking and worrying if I had done something wrong or should’ve dealt with the incident better, it led to work related stress and not wanting to go to work”

“It caused me significant stress and after it was still not resolved six months after the event I went off sick with work related stress.”

It can be argued that the feelings expressed reflect a lack of psychological safety within the workplace as described in the literature by Edmondson & Bransby 2023. This can lead to multiple negative impacts including a lack of engagement and motivation, a fear of speaking up and increased stress (Edmondson 2018). 

4.8	Did respondents receive any support?

66.7% of respondents stated that they did receive some support in relation to the complaint or investigation and 33.3% of respondents said they had not received any support as indicated in table 7.

[image: Forms response chart. Question title: Were you given any support when you received the complaint or were under investigation?. Number of responses: 33 responses.]
Table 7: Did you receive any support or information

4.9		What support was received?

The highest number of respondents (53.8%) received their support from family, friends and colleagues. 30.8% of respondents also received support from their line manager.  Table 8 shows the other sources of support utilised, including the Police Federation, Force Wellbeing Service. Occupational Health, General Practitioner, and information available from the Oscar Kilo Service.  Current research already highlights the stress that is placed on partners of serving police officers, particularly in relation to providing mental health support, yet there is little support provided for them (Lennie 2023). Providing support to a partner under investigation in addition to the day-to-day support given undoubtedly creates an extra burden that is not taken into account by the Police Service. 
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: If Yes, please indicate what information or support was made available?
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Table 8:  Sources of information and support available.

4.9.1 	Was the support received helpful and if so in what way?
71.4% of Respondents indicated that the support they received was helpful and 28.6% stated that the support received was not helpful as indicated in table 9. Those that found it helpful cited reassurance and useful information as the most common reasons given for the support being helpful. 
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: If you did receive support or information was it helpful?. Number of responses: 21 responses.]
Table 9:  Was the support received helpful or not helpful

The support from family and friends was cited as being most helpful by providing emotional support and understanding.  Colleagues and line managers were also recognised as a useful source of support; however, it was recognised that they sometimes played down the potential impact of the complaint which didn’t provide the respondent with any practical help or reassurance.

“My colleagues were supportive but just said " don't worry about it", which didn't really reassure me! My line manager pretty much said the same.

Those that received ‘support’ that they cited as not helpful stated they felt like it was just a “tick box exercise”

“I just received generic support, no real feeling behind it”
“I was just given a leaflet”
“The organisation does not cater for Officers at all, especially when you have done nothing wrong but still your treated like a criminal.”

4.9.2 	Were there any barriers to seeking support?
Respondents were asked if there were any barriers to seeking support.  48.3% (14) stated that there were barriers, namely the stigma attached to seeking mental health services and the expectation that a police officer should not need this as it would be expected that they should have a “reasonable toughness”. Several respondents did not want to be seen to be “making a fuss” by asking for support, particularly if the complaint was being dealt with by their line manager.  This was particularly relevant to respondents who were younger in service.

· “Don't want to cause issues or problems. Just want to be quiet about it and stay out of the way”

· “Just told it would be fine! The complaints going nowhere it’s not an issue. This doesn’t help my feelings”

· “I didn't feel I could ask for updates or for more information, as most people seemed to think because Professional Standards weren't involved then it was no big deal, so it felt like I would be making a fuss if I kept asking about it.”


[image: Forms response chart. Question title: Were there any barriers to seeking support. Number of responses: 29 responses.]
Table 10: Barriers to seeking support

[bookmark: _Hlk204070009]
[bookmark: _Hlk204774763][bookmark: _Hlk204195002]4.9.3	Did respondents receive information on the complaints process about what to expect and what support was available in training or at any point in their career?

Respondents were asked if they recalled receiving any information about the complaints process, what to expect and what support was available while they were training or at any point in their career. As illustrated in table 11,  36.4% (12) had no recollection of receiving any information. The largest number of respondents at 54.5% (18) stated that they had not received any information and just 18.2% (6) said they had received information on the complaints process while in their training or at some point in their career.
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: Do you recall receiving any information about the complaints process, what to expect, and what support was available when you were in training/probation or at any point in your career?. Number of responses: 33 responses.]
Table 11: Do you recall receiving support or information about the complaints process?

4.9.3	Did you receive any information about the complaints process

Respondents described a range of information that was given to them, including what to expect and what support was available. Some received information but felt that it was too general in nature to be of much help.

· “I received generic Gwent Police information.”

· “I got info via a word document in an email. Read as though it was a template used many times before.”

When asked about what information respondents would have liked to have received, this was generally more specific information such as what was the evidence of the complaint, how long would the investigation take and why had it reached the threshold to warrant investigation. One of the respondents with less than two years’ service felt that the inevitability of receiving a complaint meant that more information should be given on this during their initial training.

“The information we received in training was more about professional standards. Although its rarer for professional standards to be involved or the IOPC I would have found it helpful to be given realistic expectations about the almost inevitability of receiving a complaint from someone who is unhappy about either being arrested or the outcome of their interaction with the police if it hasn't been the outcome they wanted. It would have been helpful to know more about how complaints are managed in house and where to go for advice.”

4.9.4	What do you think the implications are for the organisation regarding the impact on police officers of receiving a complaint and the way complaints are handled?

Twenty-nine respondents made comments regarding the negative impact on the organisation resulting from the way complaints are handled.  Those impacts cited most frequently included increased sickness absence due to stress, low morale, impact on level of service and increased pressure on those in work when people are off sick or on restricted duties. 

“It’s definitely bad for morale that there is a general worry that the organisation might throw you under the bus. You rarely see any positive news about the police, especially on social media which undermines your confidence. I know of quite a few officers who have been put on restricted duties and end up off sick due to the stress. Investigations seem to take a long time which must be so stressful.”


Notably, several respondents expressed that the organisation was more concerned about protecting their reputation than caring for the welfare of their officers. 

“It doesn’t seem like the organisation cares about the officer’s receiving complaints, I think this comes down to public perception and the force wanting to show strong ability to deal with issues that arise.”

“Officers are treated as guilty before the outcome is decided.”

“Complaints are handled with the impact on the community in mind rather than the impact on the officer. Seems as though the organisation cares more about the public rather than officers protecting the public.”

This highlights the threat perceived by police officers from the organisation itself. Their concern is that the interests of the organisation being seen to deal robustly with complaints is at the expense of the wellbeing of the individual Officer.   This is a view supported by research by Lennie (2023) who also highlighted the negative impact this had on police officers’ families. 

Many respondents expressed dissatisfaction at the length of time investigation’s take and cited examples of “good officers” leaving the Force before investigations are completed due to the stress and loss of confidence in the leadership.

“Very adverse impact due to long, drawn-out unethical investigations affecting the trust in leadership, PSD and the organisation”.

Another respondent felt there was a disproportionate impact on newer officers.

“Younger in service or less confident officers are much more likely to be impacted by complaints. Some of these complaints are found to be unwarranted or untrue, but often not for some time. Having a complaint hang over the head of the officer is likely to impact their confidence and CPD.”

4.9.5	Are there any changes you can suggest that would help reduce any negative impacts of the complaints and/or the investigation process?

[bookmark: _Hlk205156780]Twenty-four respondents suggested ways that could help reduce the negative impacts of the complaints and investigation process. Three key themes emerged, notably a reduction in the time it takes to complete an investigation, greater transparency and updating of officers throughout the process and a more personal approach.

“PSD need to speed up the investigation and stop leaving Officers in the dark especially when the evidence is false or malicious.”

“Faster to deal with complaints and if the complaint is “rubbish” don’t be afraid to tell the complaint “Victim” we will not be doing anything about this because the officer isn’t in the wrong.”

“Genuine care and support recognising the difficult job we do. It feels like you can't do right for doing wrong and nobody cares either way!”

“There should be more information given during training and reassurance that the process to investigate will be fair. That should go without saying but you hear a lot of negative things which undermines your confidence. It would help manage expectations to have realistic information about how long investigations take. Support and information should be offered more proactively.”




Chapter 5: Conclusion and Recommendations 

Despite the constraints of time, the research approach adopted for this study can be considered to be successful. Overall, the research aim sought to explore the experiences of a sample of police officers in relation to receiving a complaint or being under investigation. The research aimed to analyse the issues faced by them and make recommendations for improved employment practice.  In doing so it specifically focussed on the following areas:

· What are Police Officer’s experience of the complaints process?
· What impact does the complaints process have on the wellbeing of individual Police Officers?
· Are Police Officers prepared for receiving a complaint and aware of the support available to them?
· What are Police Officers views on how wellbeing can be supported throughout a complaints process?
· Are there any implications for the organisation?

The experiences and perceptions of thirty-three employees from within the same Police Service were collected using a semi structured questionnaire and analysed. From a limitation perspective, it is recognised that the study involved a very small sample size; therefore, other than a number of limited recommendations for the organisation in which the study is based, no firm conclusions can be made that can be generalised to other areas.  The study does; however, provide a useful marker for areas of further research within the police service as a whole and the approach taken could certainly be applied to a larger sample.  If more time and resources were available there is no doubt that it would have been better to have involved a much larger sample in the first instance and to have included a number of police forces.  This would have provided reliable results and would have enabled comparisons and contrasts to be made. Another limitation was of potential bias.  As someone who also fits the subject group, the researcher was very mindful that they came to the research with their own experiences.  It was important to recognise this from the outset, in order to avoid pre-formed ideas and value judgements.  Jamieson et al (2023) use the term reflexivity to describe the action of thinking carefully about how one’s own beliefs and assumptions can influence the research process. The researcher recognises their novice experience in the qualitative field. However, throughout the analysis, a high level of self-awareness helped to guard against bias. 
The design of the semi-structured questionnaire using a number of open questions enabled the researcher to gain a deeper insight into all aspects of the research aim than would have been the case if only closed questions had been used. It was also useful to initially use a face-to-face interview method with two candidates to help shape the design of the questionnaire for a larger sample.  
The results from the questionnaires produced findings that agreed with previous research; however, it is recognised that the majority of research in this area has been undertaken in other public service such as the NHS, rather than specific to the police service.  As such it has highlighted this as a useful area for future research.
From an employment perspective the evidence from this research and established literature points to a sound business case for providing more effective support for those who receive a complaint and are under investigation. This may improve wellbeing, potentially leading to retention of staff with key skills, a reduction of absenteeism and improved productivity as a result of reduced stress. 
As has been made clear, it is imperative that in order to have the trust and confidence of the public it is correct that when a police officer acts in a way that falls below the standards expected, the public have a legitimate right to complain. In doing so complainants should feel assured that their complaint will be taken seriously and further investigated if required. It is also proper that the IOPC are consistently working towards giving the public greater confidence in the integrity and effectiveness of the complaints system.   Nevertheless, the experience of the thirty-three police officers who participated in this study has shown that receiving a complaint albeit investigated at different levels appears to be an inevitable outcome of doing the job of a police officer. It is understandable that receiving a complaint is likely to be a stressful experience, however, the evidence identified in this study together with the evidence from the literature review confirms that in the majority of cases there is a negative impact on wellbeing and that more could be done to mitigate this. 
The majority of respondents were all able to identify areas for improvement. Namely, reduction in the time it takes to complete an investigation, greater transparency and updating of officers throughout the process and a more personal approach.  Whilst recognising the constraints within which the Police Service operates, there is the potential to put in place a range of improvements identified by those who took part in this study for the benefit of individual officers, the organisation and the community served.

5.1	Recommendations

· This study should be made available to the senior leadership for consideration of the following further recommendations:

· Consideration should be given to the further development of the information currently available on the organisations internal Web Pages, which can better identify internal and external sources of support, information and advice for those who receive a complaint or are under investigation. 

· [bookmark: _Hlk205151794]Consideration should be given to the support that line managers need in helping them to better support the wellbeing of those who have received a complaint and are under investigation. 

· Occupational Health, Employee Welfare Unit, Police Federation and College of Policing should consider any further actions they can take to better support the wellbeing of those who have received a complaint and are under investigation. 

· Consideration should be given by Learning and Development staff involved in the training of new recruits of how they can best prepare new officers in relation to the complaints and investigation process. Including the support and information available to help them manage the process and their wellbeing throughout. 

· Consideration should be given to the replication of this study using a larger sample to help gain greater insights into what is required overall to further support the wellbeing of those who have received a complaint and are under investigation. 
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