Chapter 2 - Literature Review

2.0 Introduction 

This chapter of the dissertation aims to evaluate and critically analyse previous research that has been conducted on this topic and any gaps in previous research that have not yet been explored.  

The objective of this chapter will be achieved by using The University of South Wales (UWTSD) library database which provides a number of academic articles, journals, and textbooks which in turn will enable me to identify any gaps in research relating to the rising number of assaults towards police officers and the impact of this. 

Recording Assaults on Police Officers 

Section 89 of The Police Act 1996 made an ‘assault on a constable in the execution of his duty, or a person assisting a constable in the execution of his duty’ guilty of an offence (Legislation.gov, 2020). This offence is summary only and therefore carries a maximum sentence of up to 6-month imprisonment (Sentencing council, 2018). However, following the introduction of the Assaults on Emergency Work Acts 2018 (Legislation, 2023) the maximum imprisonment term is 2 years (CPS.gov, 2018). 
In England and Wales, assaults on police officers are recorded and released by the Office for National Statistics (ONS) which are published on an annual basis (Home Office, 2022). 
Throughout the mid-2010s, data regarding assaults on police officers were often incomplete unpublished and had to be requested directly from the home office; this was reflected in figures in 2013-2014 which recorded only 4,730 assaults against officers in the Unite Kingdom (Johnson L, 2023, p.1) 

At the end of March 2021 it was found that there were 36,969 assaults on police officers with 11,235 being with injury on a constable and 25,734 being without injury on a constable (Home Office, 2022). This is an 8% increase from March 2016. In the year ending March 2023 there were 40,330 assaults on police officers, which averages to 110 assaults daily (Police Federation, 2023). These figures are emphasised again by The Metropolitan Police (2021) who also stated at least 25 of their officers are assaulted by being spat at, hit, stabbed or abused every day. 
This highlights how the number of assaults on police officers are on the rise and it represents an ongoing problem within the United Kingdom police service. 

However, these figures may not be accurate to the actual amount of police officers assaulted as crime recording requests may not be completed due to officers seeing it as being ‘part of their duties’ rather than an actual crime (College of Policing, 2023). Individual officers may also view assaults differently based on their role and experience and the definition of an assault against themselves can be subjective. For example, officers may class it as an assault depending on the intention of the suspect, the injuries caused from the assault and perceived judgement from their colleagues (Johnson L, 2023, p.2). 

The app ‘The National Police Assaults Data App’ was also introduced in The Metropolitan Police to allow officers to record assaults and signpost their supervisors. This will contribute to an accurate recording of national figures of assaults (College of Policing, 2022). 

Mental Health Impacts of Assaults

Although every profession has a combination of mental health issues within the workplace, police officers are frequently exposed to inherently dangerous situations which requires an increased level of physical and mental resilience to respond effectively (Anshel, 2000, p.375). The potential of violence on officers, and the unpredictability of such violence differentiates the role of police officer compared to other professions. 

There are a number of articles reviewing the relationship between police organisational stressors, and the effect this has on police officers’ wellbeing (Purba and Demou, 2019). However, there is a lack of research based on looking at the impact of repeated assaults on police officers (Davidson et al, 2023). 



To ensure that police officers are adequately supported after being assaulted it is necessary to understand the long and short term affects on their wellbeing in and outside of the workplace (Davidson et al, 2023). 

Peritraumatic Impacts of being assaulted 

The term ‘peritraumatic’ is defined as, ‘distress occurring during, or in the immediate aftermath of a traumatic event including cognitive, emotional, physiological and behaviour responses’ (Complex Trauma Responses, 2025). 

Davidson et al conducted 12 semi structured interview to explore the impact of repeat assaults on an individual’s mental and physical health and how this has affected their work and everyday lives. 

Through their research they found that the emotions of anxiety and depression following repeat assaults can negatively impact police officers’ relationships with their friends and family, their perceived ability and motivation to do their job and high levels of overthinking and replaying the incident in their heads. 

Long Term responses following violent assaults 
· Criminal justice system/courts 

The absence of study into the impact of violent assaults against police officers is highlighted again with the lack of research into post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) There are studies which explore PTSD following nonviolent incidents’ (Bowler et al 2010, Marmar et al 1996) but these are outdated and do not examine PTSD following violent assaults on officers. 

The evidence that does exist, regarding PTSD, suggests that police officers suffer from post-traumatic stress disorder due to frequent exposure to traumatic incidents, such as suicides or deaths, rather than due to being victims of assaults on themselves (Miller et al, 2020, p. 1287) 

TRiM and other support networks 
Trauma Risk Management (TRiM) can be offered to police officers who “have witnessed or been affected by a traumatic event or repeated exposure to trauma within their working environment” (NHS Scotland, 2024).

Research conducted by Davidson et al (2023) found that lack of support from supervisors and peers heightens the negative impact of assaults. For example, some participants found that when they have taken time off work they feel as they are pressured into coming back even though they may not feel ready.
‘Operation Hampshire’ was created in 2022 following a number of recommendations from the Officer and Staff Safety Review (2022) and it is “a national project providing a comprehensive response to police assaults, incorporating key themes of supervision, wellbeing, communication, investigation and criminal justice” (College of Policing, 2022). The aim of Operation Hampshire was to reduce the number of assaults against police officers, increase awareness of the types of crimes against police officers and encourage officers to report assaults (College of Policing, 2024). 
‘Operation Hampshire’ intends to ensure the impact of every assault Is considered regardless of injury, all victims of assaults are taken seriously, officers are offered long term well-being support and there is continuous learning and improving when it comes to responding to officer assaults (Oscar Kilo, 2024). 
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