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Dissertation proposal:
An investigation into why since 2017 high attrition levels continue to exist in police officers in England and Wales.

Rationale:
Since 2017, significant numbers of police officers are leaving the police service (Home Office, 2025).  The purpose of this research, is to identify if there are any identifiable trends within this attrition and suggest potential options to consider to reduce attrition rates or limit them to current levels.
The Police Federation of England and Wales (2026), have commissioned a number of surveys within rank and file and found that the highest level of attrition rates within officers sits with those that have less than five years’ service. 
The Office of National Statistics (ONS), 2025  has also identifies a trend towards higher levels of attrition since 2017 other than the period during the Covid Pandemic.
 Thus far, the research undertaken by the Police Federation, has identified morale being given as a reason for leaving with little further detail.  
With current recruitment levels at an all-time high, squeeze on public purse, increase in call for service and high levels of police officers approaching their full service, this problem is not going to go away and the organisations need to be informed as to why such high attrition levels exist, what the key factors are and identify what options may be considered to turn matters around.  
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(ONS, 2026)





Aims and Objectives:

· To identify how many officers are leaving the police service in England and Wales each year
· To identify the age of leavers and trends in age of service
· To identify any trends in reasons for leaving the service
· To identify how many of those questioned received a remain or leavers interview and whether that changed their view and if any of those who have left would consider returning at a later date.
· It is essential that my research not only aligns to existing practices and UWTSD requirements but also to the Police research priorities.
· (College of Policing, 2026)



Paradigm and Methodology:
There are options for me to explore Primary and Secondary data.  My preferred option would be that of Primary data obtained by way of a questionnaire.[image: ]
(Flynn, K, 2026)



Methods for data Collection – an evaluation of the advantages and disadvantages.
There is a need to correctly identify the aim for my research and to stick to it, (Biggham, 2025) so to speak, and to discuss a “Golden Thread” throughout (Zhang, 2026).  Without such thread the research runs the risk of diverting to tangents and therefore, me as the researcher becoming overladen by unnecessary information irrelevant to my study and ultimate aim.
It is imperative that I know the area I wish to research or develop a knowledge of it, as part of this process I considered three topics, resting on the one above, having already worked in that sector for a number of years, gained an insight into my research question and knowledge of existing studies and surveys undertaken from which I could commence my reading.  

Literature review, Qualitive and Quantitive data collection?

First and foremost, prior to undertaking either a Qualitative or Quantitative study, there is a need for me to undertake a Literature review. (Biggam, 2025 pp 111-145).  There is a danger in doing so, to explore a vast number of text, journals, reports and opinions and the thought of being faced with endless data is both considerable and potentially overwhelming.  In view of this I am mindful of the need to apply a filter or funnel process such as :
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In order to facilitate this, there are a number of tools within the public domain and library resources at UWTSD that will assist me in remaining focused on what material to review, and to review only materials that are truly or quite relevant to my literature review, discarded matters that might come up through open search facilities and need physical review and intervention.
There is a need whilst undertaking Literature review to be quite proscriptive with search parameters and to ensure that they are wide enough to capture relevant previous work but do not stray further afield as this would become costly in respect of time spent, reading reviews and weeding out irrelevant information.  An example of such would be where I have conducted an open source search for information relating to attrition rates within police officers but have been provided with information relating to performance across criminal justice rather than staffing (Harringdoff, S, 2018).  

Tools to assist research:
One possible way to reduce this burden on time would be to use a tool to seek out information held in respect of my area of interest such as Google Scholar,(2026) Earam (2026), (Which enables the user to check out the authenticity of documents – exclude AI produced documents that are false), supporting authenticity, reliability and credibility of sources used and quite interestingly, had I considered on this occasion a Qualitive or mixed method of research, also contains features to assist when identifying keys and coding within Qualitive data from which further analysis a student can manipulate into charts and so on (ACM, Digital Library, 2026).  
 Zotero,(2026), is a useful tool, should I choose to use it to place all references in one place to create links to my reading and manage reference lists however on this occasion and with the first part of this assignment, I did not use it, and as significantly far enough into the  review and compilation of this report, am reminded of its effectiveness in the efficient use of time.  Sage Journals, (2026), a tried and tested favourite of mine, which comes with the Caveat that the information you get out of your search is only as good or as drilled down, as  the parameters that you enter, and yet still there is some time to be set aside to read, review and extract information and Elsevier (2026), which has a number of facilities inclusive of text search and Journal search,  however it works more effectively where the information entered includes specific titles or authors sought.  Whilst considering the above tools, I am however cognisant that they in respect of this submission, should be used purely to access the information and not to use the AI facilities to create data or information. That they may be used In lay men’ terms, screen out “fake news”, something that is becoming increasingly important in today’s society and academia. Aleem, n (2025), and on being used should enable me to drill down the subject matter, accessing thousands of documents online, from credible sources reducing the need to review unnecessary information.  These would be used in a similar way to which I would use “Primo Research Assistant” (UWTSD, 2026), and provided they are not used to create content would be used in line with UWTSD AI Policy (UWTSD, 2026).  That said, I would still need to be mindful of my objectivity when using them, as subconsciously it is possible to influence the result of a Literature review and skew results.
Literature Review findings thus far:
Currently from initial Literature review on materials produced by the College of Policing, Home Office and Police Federation, questionnaires exploring attrition are very limited in detail and have only identified the tip of the iceberg citing “Morale” as a contributory factor.  The GAP currently identified is that this “Morale” and the cause of perceived poor Morale, needs to be explored in greater depth to establish trends and opportunities for change.
My preferred approach and Rationale:
Equipped with the knowledge of that sector and demands on staff I am aware that a Quantative  (Biggam, 2025), approach would be more effective as an initial study than Qualatitive (Biggam, 2025) as too would be the nature of the questions, style of answer and indeed time needed to complete the questionnaire. (Biggam, 2025).  
I have decided to use Quantative methods facilitated by the use of a 25 question, questionnaire.  The reason for my choice is as follows:
Although Qualatitive research is considered by some to be the “Gold standard”  (O’ Reilley, 2025) and (Zang, 2026) it is time consuming, not truly anonymous and very laborious to undertake and review with a need for structured questions, and strong facilitative interview techniques on the part of the interviewer to keep the interviewee on track and avoid tangents.  (Zang, 2026).
I have decided to use 25 questions, this will provide enough information to undertake an appropriate response and therefore opportunity to interpret and evaluate the data without the risk of losing engagement from the participant. (Eichhorn, 2025, p54-78)
This decision for me, was quite difficult as I was drawn to a mixed method, however to facilitate matters I intend to stick to a Quantative approach, so as to limit the distraction from the subjects day to day duties.  I shall aim to obtain completed questionnaires from a Sample of approximately 100 to 200 subjects (Flynn, K, 2026).  My initial thoughts were to aim for a bigger sample size however on reflection that may have created unnecessary work, where the outcome may have been quite similar.

Scope:
I am cognisant that whilst, by being strict to stick to such a sample size as my preferred research topic has the capacity to be attractive to many Police Officers across 43 Police Forces and run into a subject size of tens of thousands and whilst I would be attracted to that, being pragmatic, it would create voluminous data, that would by sheer quantity be challenging to process and review within the timescales.  The Sample size ideally of 150 respondents across three forces, all different in demographics and geography should be relatively representative of the other 43 forces meaning that I would expect to have similar findings in this study to ones that might be found should it be replicated in any of, or selection of the other 39 Home Office forces.  The reason why this is important, is so that my findings not only facilitate research and a dissertation, but ideally it should contain information that may be of interest to the Police Service in England and Wales.
This purely Quantative approach would also lend itself to anonymity, provided that care is taken on the construction of questions, which is imperative given the nature of the candidate and should personal information be disclosed, subjects identified within the public domain and risk to them, or indeed within a disciplined organisation, which by its very nature and default encourages, both autocratic and transformational leaders, would quickly see who had said what, which might cause respondents to provide limited or reserved answers in fear of reprisal and for this study to be effective, as with all studies, there is a need for the subjects trust to be gained, a period of rapport and honesty so that they know it is undertaken for a purpose which should facilitate retention and recruitment processes going forward, the hurdles (7 principles) would be harder to satisfy should a Qualititive approach be taken than Quantitive.  GDPR(2020), Data Protection Act 1998, Management of Police Information (2026) and Information Commissioners Office (2026) The Data (Use and Access) Act 2026.
My approach sits firmly within the model for research first discussed by Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2018).  In their model “Research Onion Technique”.  They discuss treating research to the metaphor of peeling an Onion, to go into it with aims and objectives but to be conscious of personal unconscious bias, values and approach.  I shall no doubt start with a Positivism approach, due to seeking to undertake a study in a public service within which I am well versed.  I see the need to consider the application of  interpretivism, and to apply deduction to any information obtained however I am mindful, that it is imperative that I apply a Pramatic approach, (Pragmatism), as my intention is that this survey will in time provide an insight into the attrition rates in officers and hopefully assist with retention and recruitment of the right canididates to do the job.  This will be achieved by gaining my data from structured surveys, that are replicated across the sample, with little opportunity for diversion.  This method will be quite simple in nature, but as stated previously, afford the opportunity to have effective information that can be acted upon, further developed with little room for variation of rationale.
[image: ]

Whilst these are my intentions, given that my research is due to be undertaken with subjects who work within the public sector and as such their availability can change due to demands of the day (as was seen in Covid 19 Pandemic), I am fully aware that my planned approach to research needs to remain flexible as it may possibly be prudent to apply flexibility and apply a different approach in order to achieve my aims.  This would not be ideal but by applying such a mindset, it does leave me open to adaptability and completion of task.





I have discussed throughout consents, that of the Ethics panel, Chief Officers, the PCC and  the Police Federation and indeed the officers themselves however, none of this will be possible without the support of the subject, and should this survey be authorised by the three forces, in order to obtain 200 completed surveys the opportunity for completion may need to be afforded to a much wider group (as completion rates vary between 40 to 70% depending on subject matter), and consideration would also need to be given to MASLOW hierarchy of needs (Maslow, nd), (VeryWellmind, 2026)
 [image: ]
It is therefore important that I do not lose sight that the subjects will be shift workers or those that have left the organisation, there is a possibility that they are disengaged and left other than by their own choice, are in especially demanding roles, such as sexual or child offence investigation roles, public order or custody.  They will need to take time out of their day to answer the questionnaire, a request for allocated time to do so is unlikely to be facilitiated and it cannot be ignored that this survey, given the nature of Policing and topicality of subject could potentially trigger an unintended reaction in the subject – these are areas to be discussed within Ethics application but cannot be ruled out, and therefore as part of the design of the questionnaire there is a need to consider signposting to internal counselling services, Oskar Kilo and Care first (24 hour support lines).  In addition to this it is probable that it will not only require the consent of the senior management teams but also the local Police Federation.


.

Data Collection Tools:
Who?
The sample population I intend to use would comprise of existing police officers and those that have recently left the service (within last 5 years). Eichhorn(2021, p25)
These will be accessed by way of consent from local police forces and via an anonymous questionnaire, facilitated on internal and external platforms inclusive of force websites, the Police Federation, College of Policing and open-source networking links – such as Blue light leavers (subject to gaining appropriate consent).  Eichhorn(2021)
All participants will remain anonymous due to nature of source and wish to facilitate genuine responses.  (O,Reilly, K, 2025 p56-58, 90 & 153)
How?
The subjects will be asked to complete a 25 question survey.  This will take the form of a multiple choice question format with only one answer to be collected.  For completeness there will also be a free text box at the end of the survey for subjects to enter any additional information they feel appropriate.  Being aware of the target audience and that the survey is aimed to remain anonymous, instructions would need to be included in respect of professional completion and to adhere to occupational standards, and general principles of respect and diversity.
Why?
The sample of 100 to 200 police officers across three forces should be representative of those employed within the service nationally.
When?
I am studying this Masters programme across three years, I shall seek the relevant permissions from the forces within the next year and undertake the questionnaire towards the end of year two, to provide me with the data to complete my study.  This naturally will be following my engagement with ethics panel and support gained to do so.
The questionnaires will be hosted on a platform which may be accessed via hyper link.  I am considering the use of Survey monkey (Survey monkey, 2026) or alternatively 
Google surveys (2026)
The questionnaire will be designed by the use of a questionnaire platform which will enable me to assimilate data, produce graphs, identified trends and evaluate questions. (Davies, J, 2026)

During the consideration of methods, ethics and design of questionnaire, the possible outcomes of this research, I have become aware that the reasons for the attrition rates are likely to be complex and differ from case to case, this is evident in my current role of facilitating the Police Degree Apprenticeship Programme, where currently year on year, Course on course, the rate sits at in excess of 10% attrition for each course, consent to use those statistics has been sought from UWTSD DPO and is awaiting further ratification from Dean of School (still pending at 2 weeks).  Which in itself, gives an insight in how my timeline for completion and need to flexibility is required.
On review of the questionnaires, should it be identified that there are indeed further opportunities to gain more detailed information by way of a qualitative approach especially where factors such as demographics, disability, gender, race, religion, moral, workloads, type of work and other variables are identified as common factors. To do so would sit outside this study, as the management of consent would be more involved, there may not be an appetite within the organisation to do so, though it may be of benefit to the organisation.  Furthermore, the levels of consent inclusive of information management would be far more stringent bringing with it more hurdles which would require further consent from the organisations, the subjects, together with the wider Data Protection and GDPR considerations and undertaken as part of my role back within that organisation sitting outside this process.  
To undertake a mixed method approach , albeit in two stages would for me provide the very best opportunity to be informed on the reasons for the current higher than normal attrition rates and would be very much in keeping with Bazeley (20020 and (Bryman, 2007) view that “challenges remain concerning the paradigmatic incompatibility between qualitative and quantitative approaches and the incompatibility’s impact on the procedure of mixing.” Yet I would hope, approaching a mixed study from a position of awareness of what some of those challenges might be, together with the need to be flexible keeping the end goal in sight should facilitate matter, which would mean that my study should hopefully sit more in keeping with Creswell and Garretts opinion of mixed methodology “After 30 years of development, mixed methods research has been expanded into a distinct methodology that combines qualitative and quantitative research methods in a single study despite their different underlying principles” (Creswell & Garrett, 2008; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017; Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004)




Time Plan

Delivery:
[image: ]
Gannt, (nd)
· Engagement with dissertation supervisor at intervals throughout.



The University Of Wales Trinity St Davids Level 7 Student Handbook requires that all Research undertaken by students and staff at the University is subject to a submission to the Ethics Committee.  It is imperative that this is completed prior to undertaking any research as failure to comply could result in data being excluded from process.  More importantly than this is that it is also imperative that all research is conducted in a manner that  “Do No Harm”, (O’Reilly, 2025), as otherwise, this could potentially cause risk to the subject, the research and also the reputation of the organisation and opportunities to undertake research at a later stage.  As part of this process I would complete form PG2-E1, ensuring that my proposal is:
“Valid – Does the approach / measurement answer the research questions?
Reliability – Are the measurements and results consistent and repeatable?
Reliability – has been highlighted by many authors as an issue”  (Flynn, 16 June, 2026)
Below is an example of the PG2-E1 form, Available within Chapter 8 of University of Wales, Trinity St David Academic Quality Handbook, that must be completed and approved by the Ethics committee prior to commencement of research. (UWTSD, 2026)
[image: ]
(UWTSD, 2026)

Conclusion:
My proposal is to survey between 100 and 200 serving and no longer serving police officers on the topic of attrition of officers from within the service since 2017 to current date.  I have personal views that the reasons for attrition comprise of natural retirement on completion of service, change in terms and conditions (inclusive of pension), vetting or lack of vetting processes, increase in professional standards investigations and identification of criminal offences and breaches of professional code at an increased level to historical levels, health and work place demand factors, cultural and generational changes.  Studies thus far, have been undertaken by the Police Federation, College of Policing and Home Office, however they have been at what appears to be at a superficial level and I can see a gap in their findings as to why is there a morale problem or perceived problem?  What are the root causes and is this a culture that has always existed or something new.  
Having considered how to access these subjects I have decided to utilise a survey to facilitate maximum engagement.
My timeline for completing is over a period of approximately 12 months, potentially commencing this prior to the first month to ensure that I have sufficient time.
I shall use tools to facilitate the questionnaire which will enable me to manage the data, identify trends and produce reports.
I shall share my findings (annonymised) with the forces.  Such is the nature of the design, my intention is that this study may be replocated across the remaining 43 forces. 
Finally, having considered the possible outcomes of this research, there may be an opportunity outside of this process to later consider  looking further  than this study into a further piece of research.
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Figure 4.1: Police officer leavers (excluding transfers), years ending 31 March 2010
102025, England and Wales
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