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Indicative title: The crewing conundrum: Impacts of single crewing compared to double crewing on officer safety, efficiency, mental health and positive crime outcomes in the UK Police Force
Question: To what extent does the patrol staffing allocation (single crewed compared to double crewed units) influence safety, operational productivity and efficiency, mental wellbeing and positive crime outcomes for uniformed police officers in the UK? 

Introduction
In recent years, the arrangement of the police force relating to how patrols should be conducted has been challenged. The argument surrounding solo patrol (single crewed) and working in pairs (double crewed) has been studied for its influence on officer safety, officer mental health and wellbeing, operational efficiency and productivity, and crime outcomes. Driven by austerity measures, operational demands and ever-shifting public expectations, the United Kingdom's (UK) police forces have increasingly adopted single crewing as a default model, particularly in response to resourcing constraints. However, growing concerns about officer wellbeing, officer safety, operational efficiency and overall public confidence have sparked broader discussions about the consequences of this model.
This literature review will critically explore the effects of single versus double crewing on four key elements: officer safety, operational productivity and efficiency, mental wellbeing and positive crime outcomes and how it is impacted by the current staffing model. This review will focus on official evidence from national surveys, academic literature, and policy interventions such as the Police Uplift programme (NPCC, 2025) to examine both measurable outcomes and the lived experiences of officers. It will achieve this by using qualitative data from two firsthand interviews with serving police officers, one of whom was assaulted while single-crewed and through surveying a pool of serving officers. By analysing existing research, this review will highlight any gaps within the current literature and establish a basis for future research into how different staffing models influence frontline operational policing.

Single crewing rationale 
Traditionally, frontline response officers in UK policing have conducted patrols single crewed, a practice often justified by resource constraints and operational flexibility (Elliott-Davies, 2020). However, a 2020 survey found that 22% of officers always worked alone and 53% frequently did so, with only 5% never working alone, raising questions about workforce safety and resilience. When comparing this data from Home Office Statistics (2020) of the same year, a substantial increase in officer injuries was observed, with 30,679 officers assaulted in 2019/20, a 56% rise from the previous year. While statistics do not distinguish between single and double-crewed units, the correlation between solo working and officer vulnerability remains a central concern. These figures support arguments made by scholars such as Loftus (2010), who argues that officer safety is often compromised by operational decisions rooted more in budgetary austerity than evidence-based practices. What remains unclear and forms a gap that this study seeks to explore is the extent to which crewing structures directly contribute to officer safety during deployment. 
Concerns over officer safety have gained renewed attention in recent years, with the risk of officers being injured while on duty having risen. The NPCC (2020) conducted the largest survey of police officers, which highlighted that many officers feel increasingly vulnerable, mainly when deployed single crewed during unpredictable incidents. Research by Elliott-Davies et al (2016) for the Police Federation found that 39% of officers reported symptoms consistent with PTSD, yet few studies explore how crewing styles may influence such outcomes. Similarly, while anecdotal and survey evidence suggest that officers feel safer when double crewed, there is limited data to confirm whether double crewing statistically reduces harm and stress (Westmarland and Conway, 2020). Much of the literature fails to differentiate between officers' roles, geographical settings or shift timings, all of which are likely to have an influence on crewing risk.
The rationale for adopting single crewed models in the United Kingdom has often drawn upon earlier research from the United States. K. Chelst (1975) compared the performance of single crewed patrol cars with that of double crewed patrol cars, concluding that single crewed units responded more rapidly to incidents and emergencies. However, a key limitation of this study is its failure to account for the distance between patrol vehicles and incident locations, thereby undermining the interval validity of its findings. 
More recent UK-based studies have explored operational effectiveness from a domestic perspective. For instance, Timothy Coupe and Blake (2005) found that single-crewed officers were associated with an increase in on-scene suspect apprehension at burglary incidents, rising from 10% to 21%. While this may suggest a potential benefit in terms of response efficacy, it is essential to critically consider whether these outcomes come at the expense of officer safety or broader community engagement. 
These findings highlight the complexities in single crewing models, warranting further investigation into whether perceived operational efficiencies outweigh the risks to officer welfare and long-term crime prevention goals. 

Officer safety, health and wellbeing
The psychological wellbeing and safety of police officers are increasingly recognised as critical areas of concern, particularly in the context of crewing models. Several studies suggest that single crewing may contribute to elevated psychological strain, especially in rural or high-demand environments where officers are often required to manage volatile incidents alone (Houdmont et al., 2020). In a mixed-methods study involving 229 survey responses and 34 interviews across rural English police forces, Houdmont et al (2020) found that 44% of officers reported signs of psychological distress, including anxiety, low mood, and emotional exhaustion. Key stressors included professional isolation, lack of immediate support in dangerous situations, and prolonged periods without meaningful peer contact. However, the study did not explicitly differentiate between single-crewed and double-crewed officers, which limits the findings when focusing on staffing allocations.
The College of Policing (2021) highlights that some officers value the increased autonomy associated with single crewing, particularly in tasks such as neighbourhood patrols or community engagement, where working independently can facilitate faster decision-making. However, the College of Policing also emphasises the importance of peer support and routine communication for maintaining officer resilience, which helps mitigate stress, both of which are less available to single-crewed units. In single-crewed patrols, especially where call volumes are high, officers may struggle to process traumatic events or debrief effectively, raising concerns about unresolved psychological impacts.
Studies focused on mental health outcomes in UK policing reinforce these concerns. For example, Zhao et al (2019) found that officers in double-crewed roles reported significantly lower levels of burnout compared to single-crewed units. Their research suggested that crewed units enabled informal debriefing, shared decision-making, and reduced the psychological burden of confronting critical incidents alone. However, their methodology did not fully account for variables such as workload allocation or shift scheduling, meaning other organisational factors may have influenced their results. 
More broadly, systematic reviews of policing and mental health suggest that occupational stress is strongly linked to organisational strain, trauma exposure, and social isolation (Demou, Hale and Hunt, 2020). Single crewing may intensify all three, as officers are more likely to encounter high-risk situations alone, with limited opportunities for emotional processing. This is particularly concerning in the context of response units, where rapid decision-making and personal safety are critical. A recent study by HMICFRS (2023) thematic inspection also found that single crewed response officers were more likely to experience delayed access to backup, increased fear of personal harm, and reluctance to report mental health issues due to perceived organisational expectations of self-sufficiency.
Nevertheless, a gap remains in the literature regarding UK-wide studies that measure the specific impact of crewing models on measurable mental health outcomes such as stress-related sickness, PTSD diagnosis, or early retirement. Most available studies are cross-sectional, localised, or focused on perceived wellbeing, which limits their generalisability. This dissertation aims to address this gap by examining the relationship between crewing type and officer mental health in operational frontline contexts.

Operational productivity and efficiency
Operational productivity in policing refers to the effectiveness and timeliness with which officers complete their core duties, such as responding to incidents, making arrests, and conducting investigations. One of the key rationales for the use of single crewing in frontline policing is the assumption that it enhances productivity by increasing a visible officer presence and enabling more flexible deployment (Home Office, 2023). 
Some studies do support this logic. Mastrofski (2004) argues that single crewing increased "officer activity minutes" per shift, since there were fewer moments of co-dependent decision-making. In the UK context, evidence from operational commanders during austerity highlighted the benefits of single crewing for increasing officer visibility and maintaining performance targets under shrinking budgets (Winsor, 2011).
However, a growing body of research challenges the assumption that single crewing leads to better performance outcomes. Fleming and Grabosky (2009) noted that single-crewed officers often require assistance for arrests or volatile public interactions, resulting in inefficiencies when multiple units are eventually deployed to the same scene. This reduces overall productivity by duplicating deployment and increasing officer time per task. Zhao (2011) supports this view, noting that double-crewed officers completed more arrests per shift due to immediate teamwork and reduced delays in actioning decisions.
Further, data from the Home Office (2024) suggests that double-crewed units are better able to manage complex or resource-intensive incidents, such as domestic violence calls or public disorder, without delay. This enhances both procedural efficiency and public trust. The HMICFRS (2023) inspection into police visibility and responsiveness also noted that areas relying heavily on single crewing had lower incident resolution rates and higher public dissatisfaction, particularly where assistance from other response units was not promptly available.
Operational performance is also influenced by officer workload and decision-making quality, which may suffer when lone officers feel overwhelmed or unsupported. In contrast, Bradford et al (2013) found that double crewing can reduce cognitive burden by allowing shared situational awareness, more confident decision-making, and faster evidence collection. These factors collectively improve operational outcomes and reduce the time spent on calls.
In summary, while single crewing may increase surface-level coverage, evidence increasingly suggests that double crewing can enhance operational efficiency by reducing duplication, improving decision-making, and increasing task resolution speed. Further empirical research is needed to measure these impacts consistently across different force areas and policing contexts, including rural versus urban settings.

Public safety and positive outcomes
The relationship between police staffing models and public safety is multifaceted, encompassing both actual crime outcomes and perceived security. Single crewing has often been justified on the grounds of increased officer presence and broader geographic coverage, in theory, enhancing public reassurance. This aligns with Innes' (2004) concept of "signal crimes", events that trigger heightened fear or anxiety within communities, and the idea that visible patrol, regardless of crew size, may deter crime or restore public confidence (Newburn, 2013, p.31). 
However, visibility alone does not equate to positive public safety outcomes. Research by Myhill and Bradford (2013) highlights that the quality of police-public encounters significantly shapes cooperation. Single-crewed officers may be limited in their ability to engage meaningfully with the public, particularly when managing multiple tasks or volatile incidents alone. In contrast, double-crewed patrols can offer more capacity for sustained interaction, reassurance, and problem-solving policing, factors linked to stronger community safety perceptions.
Empirical evidence on crime detection also points to mixed outcomes. Wheller (2013) found that while single-crewed officers may attend more incidents numerically, double-crewed teams were more likely to contribute to successful case outcomes, particularly where evidence gathering or immediate arrest was required. Similarly, a study by Sindall and Sturgis (2013) revealed that public confidence in local policing and willingness to report crime were higher in areas where double-crewed response units were standard, suggesting that crew configuration may indirectly influence crime data through community trust.
From a crime prevention perspective, collaborative crewing can enhance decision-making, increase observational capacity, and reduce offender resistance (Miller, Hess and Orthmann, 2017). These elements are critical during public disorder, domestic abuse callouts, and proactive patrols. Single-crewed officers, despite their wider distribution, may be more risk-averse and delay enforcement action until other units arrive, potentially reducing the immediacy of intervention (Loveday and Reid, 2003). This hesitation can affect the success of time-critical responses, particularly in high-crime urban settings.
That said, the relationship between crewing and crime outcomes is far from linear. Factors such as local leadership, neighbourhood design, demand levels, and resourcing structures all influence effectiveness. As a result, any impact of single or double crewing on public safety should be contextualised within wider policing strategies and not isolated as a singular performance indicator.

Austerity, infrastructure and cuts
The financial considerations underpinning police crewing models have become increasingly prominent in the context of prolonged austerity measures and budget constraints in the public sector. Single crewing has often been promoted as a cost-saving strategy, with the assumption that deploying more solo officers maximises visible presence without increasing headcount (Home Office, 2015). This model alleviates the immediate financial burden of staffing, vehicle use, and overtime, enabling forces to stretch their limited resources further, as noted by Winsor (2011). For example, deploying ten officers in single-crewed vehicles theoretically covers more ground than five double-crewed units, offering potential efficiency in patrol coverage and response times.
However, critics argue that the apparent short-term savings of single crewing may mask longer-term financial consequences. Loveday (2015) highlights that lone working officers are more likely to experience stress, injury, or mental health-related absence, all of which incur indirect costs through sick leave, recruitment to cover absences, and reduced productivity. Moreover, higher rates of officer assaults, often linked to single crewing, can result in compensation claims, medical costs, and internal investigations that drain force budgets over time (Elliott-Davies, 2020). 
By contrast, while double crewing incurs higher immediate personnel costs, it could be argued that it leads to smoother task resolution, quicker handovers, and increased officer safety, all of which may result in financial savings over the longer term. According to the Police Federation chairman Hartshorn (2022), "Double crewing not only ensures our officers are protected but it's financially effective too", suggesting "with every £1 spent, they would see £2.75 in return". 
Nonetheless, a lack of studies remains in comparing the total cost implications of single versus double crewing when factoring in both direct (officer pay) and indirect costs (officer sickness pay). Much of the existing literature is based on operational assumptions rather than empirical financial audits, representing a key gap this research aims to address.

Conclusion
In summary, the current research base offers only partial insight into the implications of single compared to double crewing staffing models. There is a clear need for more targeted, evidence-led evaluation, especially one that integrates officer perspectives, assault experiences and operational realities, to inform future policy and practices. By combining existing literature with frontline narratives from officers with firsthand experience of being assaulted in single and double-crewed instances, this allows for a focus to explore an underexamined area within UK policing research. 
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