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The impact of large volumes of mobile phone data on Police investigators in serious and complex drug investigations in Southern Wales.

INTRODUCTION:

The use of mobile phones in serious and complex drug investigations has grown substantially in recent years. Modern investigations routinely involve the analysis of large volumes of digital information from mobile devices, including messages, call records, images, videos, social media, and app activity. While such data can significantly strengthen investigations, it also places substantial demands on investigators’ time, cognitive resources, and emotional wellbeing. Investigators are often required to process vast amounts of data under tight deadlines, sometimes while exposed to distressing material.

Existing research highlights that digital overload, backlogs in digital forensics, and occupational stress are growing concerns in policing. However, there is limited empirical evidence capturing the lived experiences of frontline investigators specifically working with large volumes of mobile phone data in serious drug investigations, particularly within the Southern Wales context. Professional guidance from the College of Policing and the National Police Chiefs’ Council emphasises both operational and ethical challenges associated with digital evidence management.

This topic is worthy of consideration for an undergraduate dissertation because it addresses an emerging challenge in policing that affects both investigative effectiveness and staff welfare. By combining literature review and empirical data collection, this research will provide practical, regionally grounded insight into the impact of mobile phone data on investigators. It will also inform discussions about workload management, organisational support, training, and ethical practice, contributing to knowledge in both academic and operational contexts.

Recent research emphasises the psychological impact of occupational stress and burnout among police officers, highlighting that chronic job stress can have profound implications for both individual wellbeing and organisational effectiveness. Queirós et al. (2020) conducted a comprehensive study combining a systematic literature review with the Operational Police Stress Questionnaire (PSQ Op) to assess stress and burnout among over 2,000 Portuguese police officers. Their findings revealed that a substantial proportion of officers experienced high operational stress and notable levels of distress and burnout, indicating that policing work itself is a significant psychosocial risk factor. This research reinforces the relevance of examining stress dynamics in police work, showing that stress measurement tools must capture the unique pressures inherent to policing tasks, rather than relying solely on generic instruments. By highlighting the prevalence of high stress and burnout, this study supports the need for research that explores how digital workloads — such as large volumes of mobile phone data — may further exacerbate these wellbeing challenges.


	RESEARCH  AIM & OBJECTIVES: 

Aim:
To explore the impact of large volumes of mobile phone data on Police investigators involved in serious and complex drug investigations in Southern Wales.

Objectives:
· Review existing literature on digital evidence, investigative workload, and police wellbeing.
· Collect empirical data from detectives, police staff investigators, and crime analysts using anonymous online questionnaires.
· Identify pressures associated with reviewing large volumes of mobile phone data, including time, stress, and cognitive demands.
· Explore experiences of relevant training and organisational support in managing digital evidence.
· Produce findings that may inform recommendations for effective and ethically responsible management of digital evidence.


	LITERATURE REVIEW:

The management of digital evidence has become a critical component of modern policing, particularly in serious and complex drug investigations. Research indicates that investigators are increasingly required to process large volumes of data from mobile devices, including messages, call logs, images, videos, and app activity. While such data can significantly strengthen investigations, it also introduces operational, cognitive, and emotional challenges. Studies have highlighted that the sheer volume and complexity of digital evidence can create delays in case progression, contribute to investigative backlogs, and place additional pressures on staff (Wilson-Kovacs, 2021; College of Policing, 2022).
Occupational wellbeing is a recurring theme in policing research. Exposure to distressing material, long working hours, and high workloads can negatively affect investigators’ mental health, decision-making, and job satisfaction. Wilson-Kovacs (2021) emphasise that these pressures are particularly acute in digital forensics, where prolonged engagement with sensitive content can lead to secondary trauma or burnout. Professional guidance from the College of Policing and the National Police Chiefs’ Council reinforces the need for policies, organisational support, and training to mitigate stress while maintaining operational effectiveness.
Training and organisational support emerge as key factors influencing investigators’ ability to manage large volumes of mobile data. 
Research suggests that access to effective digital tools, clear procedures, and relevant training enhances efficiency and reduces cognitive overload (Gifford, J., Maxwell, G. and Young, J, 2021). However, gaps remain in understanding how such support translates into day-to-day practice, particularly within the context of frontline investigators dealing with serious drug cases in specific regional settings. 
This highlights the research gap: while the challenges of digital evidence and workload are documented, there is limited empirical evidence capturing the lived experiences of detectives, police staff investigators, and crime analysts handling mobile phone data in Southern Wales.
From a methodological perspective, Gibbs (2018) stresses the importance of rigorous qualitative analysis in understanding complex human experiences. By analysing open-ended responses thematically, researchers can identify patterns, challenges, and coping strategies that may not be evident in quantitative data alone. Applying these principles allows this study to explore the nuanced impact of digital evidence management on both investigative efficiency and wellbeing, ensuring findings are analytically robust.
In summary, the literature establishes that large volumes of mobile data can create operational bottlenecks, cognitive load, and wellbeing risks, while training and organisational support may mitigate these effects. 
However, the gap in regionally focused, role-specific empirical research underlines the need for this study. By integrating both quantitative and qualitative approaches, this research will contribute practical, evidence-based insights into how investigators in Southern Wales experience and manage the challenges of digital evidence, informing both policy and operational practice.

	SUMMARY OF RESEARCH –SURVEY METHOD: 

Empirical data will be collected using anonymous online questionnaires, hosted on SurveyMonkey. Questionnaires will be distributed via the police intranet and detective network support groups across Southern Wales.
The questionnaire will capture:
· Volume and type of mobile phone data routinely analysed.
· Perceived impact on workload, decision-making, and wellbeing.
· Experiences with current tools, processes, and organisational support.
· Participation in relevant training and perceptions of training adequacy.
· Ethical considerations, including exposure to distressing material and operational pressures.
Questionnaires will include closed-ended questions (e.g., Likert scales for workload, stress, and training) and open-ended questions to capture qualitative insight. This combination allows both quantitative analysis and thematic exploration of experiences.


	SUMMARY OF SAMPLING FRAMEWORK: 

Participants will include detectives, police staff investigators, and crime analysts working on serious and complex drug investigations in Southern Wales. 
Voluntary Recruitment will occur via professional intranet announcements and detective network support groups.
This sample is appropriate because participants are directly responsible for handling mobile phone evidence, and their experiences provide the most relevant insight into workload, stress, and organisational practices. Participation will be voluntary, with digital consent obtained before accessing the questionnaire. No personal or case-identifiable information will be collected.


	ETHICAL ISSUES:

The study will adhere to UWTSD ethical standards and include the following safeguards:
· Voluntary participation with the option to withdraw at any time.
· Anonymity and confidentiality. Questionnaire responses will be anonymous and securely stored. While aggregated findings may inform organisational recommendations regarding training and workload management, no individual responses will be identifiable.
· Minimising distress, with participants able to skip questions and provided with access to wellbeing support resources.
· Ethical oversight via UWTSD’s ethics committee approval.


	TIME SCALE:

· Literature Review
Systematic review of relevant research and professional guidance- 4 weeks
· Questionnaire Design
Draft, pilot, and finalise survey- 2 weeks
· Recruitment
Distribute questionnaire via intranet and support networks- 1 week
· Data Collection
Participants complete surveys- 4 weeks
· Data Analysis
Quantitative and qualitative analysis- 3 weeks
· Report Writing
Draft, review, and final submission- 4 weeks
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