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1.0 Literature Review Chapter 

1.1 Introduction 
This Literature review will evaluate current views on police officers attending both physical and mental health incidents. This review aims to outline the question of this dissertation: 
Evaluation of how UK police officers deal with medical incidents/ episodes and whether they should be dealing with these incidents at all? 
This chapter will highlight police training and equipment, the volume of medical incidents police officers attend as well as the views and opinions of the public and senior police officers. As a result of a investigation conducted by BBC News (2023) found that 21 police forces across England, Scotland and Wales reported a rise in mental health incidents that police attend. This was evidenced with  Police forces such as Merseyside reporting a increase from “7,629 in 2017 to 28,039 last year – 313% rise” (BBC News, 2023). This sudden increase poses the basis on which this essay is being conducted on. It appears to be a increasing issue and a topic of discussion within the media.  

1.2 Defining medical (physical and mental health) incidents 
A medical emergency is defined as “A medical or behavioural condition, the onset of which is sudden and manifests itself by symptoms of sufficient severity” (The Free dictionary, 2023). One of the core principles that UK policing is based on is “Protecting life and property” (College Of Policing, 2023) which means to save life and limb. As a result of this police officers have always attended emergency calls in order to preserve life in any way possible however it appears that this has now become obscured with police officers attending mental health and incident involving injuries due to the risk of life. Recent figures showed that in 2021/2022 “patients waited 8 and a half minutes on average, almost a fifth longer than in 2018/19” (The health foundation, 2022) for emergency services to arrive. It would appear that this is in direct correlation with amount of time police officers are “at the moment attending 80% of so called health and social care incidents” (BBC News, 2023). It would appear that due to the current demand on medical services police have unwilling been brought in to provide assistance. 

1.3 Changes in UK policing 

Policing in the UK has changed drastically over the last 100 years. Police now spend a massive amount of time dealing with mental health reports. Whether these be concerning calls, missing person reports or someone attempting to harm themselves/others. In 1983 the mental health act was introduced. “The mental health act is a law that allows doctors and police officers to detain someone suspected of suffering from a mental disorder” (Geeky Medics, 2023). According to the NHS website it states that mental health can be dated back to interwar years, before the creation of the national health services. This comes after complaints that mental health has been on the increase in the UK (Peoples history of the NHS,2017). Mental health is however an ongoing crisis and does cause a massive strain on both police and medical services. 

1.4 Volume of medical incidents 
Within 2021 there was a reported “5,582 suicides registered in England and Wales” (Office for National Statistics, 2021). These statistics only appear to be on the increase and as such more and more strain is being placed on mental health services. As a result of this strain police are being forced to assist with reports of mental health incidents despite not having the qualifications or the knowledge of how to assist people in crisis.  Currently police officers spend “almost a million hours a year waiting in hospitals for mental health patients to be assessed, The equivalent of attending 500,000 domestic abuse incidents or 600,000 burglaries” (The Guardian, 2023). This demand not only takes officers away from conducting investigations and attending non-emergency reports but has a severe cost implication. According to research conducted by the BBC in 2019 found that UK police forces are spending “1.2 Million pounds a year on mental health reports, an increase from 494.2 thousand in 2018” (BBC News, 2019). Due to this massive increase in force spending police forces are now “pushing” back and stating that they are not a mental health service. 

1.5 Current views
1.5.1 Members of the public views 
There are many different contrasting views on whether police should attend medical emergencies. However the main view and opinion appears to be depending on the medical emergency. Many members of the public are happy for police assistance however some offer the opinion on whether police officers are trained to handle medical incidents. It would appear that the reason police officers attend these medical calls in the first place may be due to a risk factor. For example if someone has been stabbed or is in a mental health crisis stating they are in possession of a knife the question is asked whether it is safe for paramedics and ambulance staff to attend when they are untrained to deal with conflict. 
The questions whether police should be attending medical calls does not only appear to be one asked within the UK. It appears to be a ongoing issue and discussion within American states. An article written by Emily Van Der Meulen (2021) discusses how there is a barrier between North American police officers and members of the public. The article discusses how when suffering from mental health police would be a last resort for assistance due to many mental health patients also being in possession of illegal substances and subsequently arrested.  States such as Chicago have implemented a model called The crisis intervention team model. This model along with further assistance from hospitals and mental health services have resulted in less arrest and more support for members of the public (Watson A, 2017). 

1.5.2 Police officer and organisation views 
It currently appears that police and senior officers are under the opinion that police officers should not be attending mental health calls. Currently some forces such as Metropolitan police have pledged to attend less mental health calls. According to the BBC news page “from September, officers will only attend mental health 999 calls where there is an immediate threat to life” (BBC News, 2023). This comes as a result of police officers receiving a increase amount of reports for mental health related incidents.

An article written by Rhiannon Lane (2019) discuss the ongoing issue of police attendance at mental health incidents. Within the research Lane discusses how officers feel under prepared stating “I’m a police officer not a social worker or mental health nurse”. This only emphasises police opinions.  It currently appears that police officers are more than happy to attend medical calls if they are able to support someone however this support should only extend as far as until a medically trained professional such as paramedic or ambulance staff are able to attend.  Police officers should not be an option to deal with medical incidents but instead a tool or a temporary solution only utilised to preserve life. 

1.6 Current police practices and training 
1.6.1 Police first aid equipment
UK police officers are currently equipped with “Bandages, antiseptic wipes, gauze, disposable gloves, scissors, adhesive tape, medical tape and tweezers” (Brook T, 2023). These items are only basic first aide items located in any first aide box. Despite these basic equipment police officers are still required to attempt to stop bleeding or provide basic first aid to those that may have been arrested. This basic first aid is only meant to be used to assist the patient until further medical assistance can be obtained. There are however officers that carry further specialised equipment such as Firearms officers and public order medics. As stated by the College of Policing (2023) these officers are required to be trained to “NPPOTC MODULE F3” and require regular medic scenario training. These officers are required to be trained in more advance first aid due to the scenarios they face. These officers will attend potentially fatal incidents in which a casualty may be suffering extreme blood loss and as such they are required to stop bleeding. These officers regularly carry AEDs, oxygen tanks and tourniquets. 

1.6.2 Medical Training 
The majority of police officers are now currently trained to use AEDs (Automated external defibrillators) however this was not always the case. An essay written by Ross E (2001) describes how Police officers in the city of London followed American Policing and equipped specially trained officers with AEDs. Over a 3-year period officers attended 1103 calls in which members of the public were in some Sort of medical emergency. Of these 1103 calls AEDs were applied to 25 victims and 2 of which survived to hospital discharge. This is only a percentage of 15% however it is believed that if police did not attend these incidents the likelihood of survival would have greatly been decreased. An article written by Zipes D (2001) based on saving time in order to save lives in Indiana (USA) found that simply having police officers trained in first and equipped with AEDs did not improve the out of hospital cardiac arrest survival rate. This was due to the time delay in officers arriving in order to administrate the first aid. This article suggest that more members of the public are needed to be trained in providing basic CPR and first aid. CPR is an extremely important skill. The number of lives saved each year by CPR varies depending on the country and academic research however “As many as 5000 lives a year can be saved with over three million learning vital CPR skills in the UK in the past five years alone”( Risk assessment Products, 2019). There are approximately 30,000 SCA’s (Sudden cardiac Arrest) that occur every year in the UK out of hospital (Resuscitation council UK, 2021). The survival rate of someone surviving a SCA massively increases from 6% to 74% if CPR is delivered in the first three to five 5 minutes. 

Police officers trained via the college of policing model currently learn first response to a medical incident via the DR ABC approach (College Of Policing, 2023). This approach requires officers to assess the danger surrounding the victim, check for a response, air ways, breathing and circulation. After doing this initially check first aid is given by the use of chest compression and rescue breaths. A AED is also fitted if at the officers disposal. This training is of a basic nature and can be carried out by any member of the public who has had a basic training input. 


1.6.3 Mental Health training and useful programs 
Over a number of years mental health training within the police has increased due to many people being arrested, detained and taken to police custody when they are in fact suffering with a mental health crisis. Police currently receive training in how to identify mental health incidents but not necessarily how to deal with them. Police officers are not trained mental health professionals so are not able to solve the medical crisis however they are often left attending these incidents with very little support.  Not much can be found on the exact training police officers receive however Some police forces such as Dorset Police have programs such as the mental health street triage team which was set up in June 2014 and allows officers to contact mental health staff between the hours of 7pm to 3am, 7 days a week.  The main aim of this approach is to breakdown the barriers between police officers and individuals suffering from mental health. (MANN J, 2018)

An article written by Mental Health Today (2013) discusses how police officers require further training in regard to mental health. The article discusses how many suicides there are after police contact with there being “64 apparent suicides which occurred within two days of release from police custody”. This is only made more apparent and emphasis that police identification of both physical and mental illnesses needs to be improved as the IOPC (Independent office for police conduct) reported there “were 23 deaths in or following police custody” in 2022/2023 which was an increase of “12 from 2021/22 and the highest figure since 2017/2018” (Independent office for Police conduct, 2023). Although all these deaths were different with some being due to illness in police custody and others being suicide after being released. These statistics show that over the past year 6 not enough has been done to ensure that officers and police staff are aware of medical illness and that not enough support is being given to detainees while they are in police care. 


1.7 Positives/negatives of police officers attendance at medical incidents 
There are many positives of police officers attendance at medical incidents such as offering medical assistance to injured members of the public reducing the need for ambulance attendance and subsequently reducing the strain on medical services. However According to a study conducted in 2021 by Police federation of England and Wales found that “seventy- seven per cent of officers reported facing difficulties with their mental health during the last year with 90 per cent saying it was due to work” (Inews, 2021). How can police be expected to provide support to someone suffering with depression or other illness when they themselves may be suffering without support. Many mental health services do not speak to individuals in crisis if they are under the influence of alcohol or drugs. This may be because the crisis is brought on as a result of in their intoxication and not their mental health. This poses a severe issue for police as what is the next course of action. It would appear police are then required to sit with the individual until they can be assessed. This only adds to the amount of time police officers spend in hospital. 

1.8 Conclusion 
After reviewing the training and equipment issued to police officer it could be argued that when facing a mental health incident or first on scene for medical emergencies, they are not the most appropriate individuals to deal with these incidents. Although police receive basic first aid and basic mental health training this does by no means make them experts. They can offer initial treatment however most officers are unable to stop serious bleeding or assess complex mental health conditions. Despite this police are still attending what can only be described as ambulance calls.  As reported by the College of policing (2015) police spend an estimate 15-20% of their incidents linked to mental health in England and Wales.  Due to this there are concerns that police officers are being “increasingly relied on as the first resort for dealing with people with mental health conditions because of a lack of care in the community” (Lacobucci G, 2017). It would appear more needs to be done by other services as police time and resources can often be drained by the same person. 

A investigation conducted by Marsden M, Nigam , Lemetyinen H and Edge D published in 2020 where they took a sample of 15 Metropolitan police officers and asked a variety of questions surrounding their experience and involvement with mental health care and emergencies found that three main themes “Doing what’s right, challenges of working together and training versus experience”. This article states that the officers found a knowledge and skills surrounding dealing with mental health incidents were lacking and as a result found themselves struggling to make the best decision for that individual in distress. Police officers currently find themselves wanting to help someone however are unable to. Police attendance only appears to be a temporary solution. They themselves alone cannot resolve someone’s mental health issues or fix someone’s medical injuries. 

The next chapter of this dissertation and study will identify the research methods as well as the most appropriate research method to conduct primary research. This will also ensure that the research obtained is up to date perception of whether Police officers should be attending both physical and mental health incidents. There appears to be a gap in what mental health training police officers receive as well as do members of the public want police assistance when in a medical emergency. This will be something covered within my research. 
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