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Title: 
Mental Health – Are the Police an appropriate response?

Background information:
Police Officers are now responding to a far more diverse array of incidents, each with complexities that differ from the last with many reports to police that include an element of mental ill-health. In 2019 South Wales Police received an average of five hundred and twenty five public safety and welfare check calls a day, along with eighteen missing person reports a day (South Wales Police, 2021).
The Metropolitan Police report that they are receiving a mental health concern call every four minutes (Billingham, 2018);  In comparison to a category of crime such as assaults which only accounted for thirty calls a day (South Wales Police, 2021), while the statistics provide an insight in to the nature of the incidents that are being attended by police. 
When asked to explain the role of a Police Constable, it would be fair to state that the majority of respondents to the question would answer that the main function of police would be to respond to and investigate crimes (BMG Research, 2019), however, the reality is that the role of the modern day Police officer go far beyond this basic duty. 
With officers responding to more mental health calls than ever before, this area is now even being included in inspections by Her Majesty’s inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services (Billingham, 2018), which leads to the questions; 
Should Police be responding to calls that are solely due to mental ill-health or would a mental health professional be a more appropriate responder? 
Are Police officers adequately trained to identify and address mental illnesses and do they hold the correct level of mental health knowledge to correctly implement the powers they have under Section 136 of the Mental Health Act 1983 (Mental Health Act , 1983)? This legislation states that a police officer may detain someone who appears to be in need of immediate care or control due to a mental health disorder, in order to take them to a place of safety (Mental Health Act , 1983).
A mental health crisis can be defined as any situation which a person finds themselves in, that leaves them in a position where they are unable to care for themselves, where they may cause harm to themselves or others and are prevented from conducting their day-to-day activities as a functioning member of the community (National Alliance on Mental Illness, 2018).
While it must be understood that the response of the Police is on occasion a necessity due to imminent danger to the individual or members of the public, there are common themes that have led to the individual finding themselves in a mental health crisis, some of which may be the medication or lack thereof or lack of contact with their mental health professional, such as community psychiatric nurse or a follow up appointments for example (Wood, et al., 2020), although this list is not exhaustive. 
It has been recognised by many agencies such as Her Majesty’s Inspectorate for Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services who conduct inspections in to Policing practice and performance, that the Police appear to be “Picking up the Pieces” for failures within the British mental health systems (Billingham, 2018). In addition, the Home Office also conducted enquiries in to the rising use of Section 136 of the Mental Health Act 1983 by Police officers, whereby qualified mental health professionals argued that many detainments should not have taken place in their professional opinion (Home Office, 2014).
These findings must lead to questions being asked on whether Police officers are qualified to determine when they should detain a person under section 136 of the Mental Health Act 1983 and if they are not qualified to make that judgement, should they be the sole attendee’s when a person finds themselves in poor mental health? 
Due to the findings of the home office report, it would be beneficial to establish whether Police require more training or whether mental health practitioners should attend these community crisis calls either in company of officers much like the introduction of the ‘triage car’ or instead of officers provided there is no immediate threat of harm. 
Over the years, some forces have introduced what is referred to as a mental health triage car, whereby a Police officer attends a call for a person in mental health crisis in company with a mental health professional, statistics found that the recorded number of detentions under the Mental Health Act 1983 fell dramatically when a professional was able to assess the individual at scene (Burke, 2013), meaning no unnecessary adverse effects on the individual.

OVERALL RESEARCH AIM:
The overall aim of this proposed research is to understand if police officers in England and Wales are the appropriate response to a person in a mental health crisis or whether other specifically qualified professionals would be more suitable to provide the initial contact with the individual in crisis in order to provide them with the care or medical intervention they require. Ultimately the findings are intended to suggest the most suitable, beneficial and comprehensive response to an individual in crisis that will allow them access to the care they require, while ensuring their risk of harm remains minimal. 

RESEARCH METHODS:
An in depth literature review will be conducted to provide further understanding of current practices, legislations and guidance on Police officers attending calls whereby someone is suffering from a mental health crisis, while also allowing an understanding, through secondary research in to the statistics and findings currently held regarding this area of study to establish further enquiries needed to ensure the best response for the individuals.
When a comprehensive understanding is obtained through the secondary research, primary research will be conducted. Research of a qualitative nature through the method of a questionnaire will be completed as it is believed that a better understanding can be gained regarding what the public perception is of the police responding to mental health calls; this is of great importance as the police in England and Wales have and will continue to police by consent. 
Policing by consent underpins modern day Policing still and is enshrined within the College of Policing’s Code of ethics and the standards of professional behaviour that Police officers must adhere to (College of Policing, 2015).
In order to maintain public consent, the public must be satisfied with the service being provided by the Police (Flannigan, 2008). When acknowledging public perception in his book regarding the aspects of a Police officer’s role, Bittner (1990) stated that the public belief for a police response to an incident is covered within his quote of “something-that ought-not-to-be happening-and-about-which-someone had-better-do-something-now’” (Bittner, 1990). Despite the thirty year time lapse since this statement, the public still remain to believe that the Police should be present and ready to deal with any situation (Olisa, 2021).
It is imperative to note that Police services have introduced neighbourhood policing teams to build a working relationship with the communities served as it is only through community engagements that the police can identify priorities (Flannigan, 2008). Flannigan (2008), goes on to state that the central structures within Policing require review in order to ensure the public have “the right people in the right places at the right times”.  
Combining the responses to ascertain majority opinion will provide a quantitative element to the research which is intended to establish what the majority of respondents believe the response to these types of calls should be, while enabling the identification of any recommended changes that can be implemented by the police or partner agencies to ensure that individuals receive the correct support and or medical intervention required. This is believed to be in line with providing the correct resources to address the highlighted issue, if indeed, one is found through research, much like the introduction of other specialist departments. 
The correct approach is of great importance as this is intended to assist in enabling the elimination of any risks to the individual or others’ overall health and wellbeing in a timely and comprehensive manner, while upholding the expectations of the public.
OBJECTIVES:
· Identify further training or qualifications required by Police officers attending calls of a mental health nature by examining public opinion and recommendations through the questionnaire.
· Explore the general public view on police attending mental health calls and if they believe police are best to attend alone by evaluating free speech responses within the research questionnaire, this is intended to incorporate policing by consent.
· Critically assess whether there are alternative recommendations for attending mental health crisis calls, such as paramedics or mental health professionals attending in company with police to propose changes that enable the best response required for an individual suffering a mental health crisis to enable a comprehensive and beneficial initial response that had little negative impact on the individual as possible.

Timescales:

	Element of research project
	Estimated time period for completion
	Proposed Completion date

	Literature review
	7 weeks
	7th July 2021

	Research methodology and planning
	14 weeks
	30th August 2021

	Analysis of results
	5 weeks
	04th October 2021

	Findings and conclusion
	3 weeks
	1st November 2021



Ethics:
The research method proposed in the form of a questionnaire will be drafted ethically and all participants will be invited to complete the survey anonymously via an online platform. 
Transparency will be ensured, with participants provided with an accurate overview regarding the purpose of the questionnaire they will complete. Anonymity will be a priority to ensure compliance with data protection legislation with participants reminded not to include any details that could allow for their identification, with care being taken not to directly ask participants personally identifiable questions.
All participants invited to complete the questionnaire will be reminded that they are not obligated to complete the questionnaire and that all individuals taking part will be doing so of their own free will and that they have the right to withdraw from the research at any time.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Caution will be exercised when constructing the questionnaire, with participants advised within the introduction that the overall theme of the survey is mental health and if they believe they are likely to be triggered by this topic, they are advised not to proceed to ensure no emotional harm is caused.  
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