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Essay 1 -
“What lessons have been learned from recent high-profile critical and major incidents, and how have these translated into best practice for policing?”


In recent time, a number of highly publicised and visible critical and major incidents have put a spotlight on policing practice, policy, procedure and public trust.
Critical incidents are shortly defined as “incidents posing significant risk to life or public confidence”. Major incidents are defined as “events with serious consequences in which a coordinated response is required from one or more emergency service”. Recent incidents of both types have revealed not only shortcomings in operational response but also base level cultural, systemic and institutional areas in policing. Events such as the Manchester arena bombing, the murder of Sarah Everard and the 2011 England riots have all sparked national concern and rectification.

These particular incidents and those of similarity have instigated reviews into police forces operational response to incidents of great consequence and how the individuals within police forces interact with the communities impacted by such events. As a result, policing boards and reviewing institutions have made change to training and police frameworks regarding policing conduct, emergency preparedness, multi-agency responses and engagement with the public. 

This essay will critically examine the reform created as a result of these incidents and assess how such reform has improved practices for policing. This discussion will highlight both the progress made and the ongoing challenges that constantly change the operation of modern policing.


The murder of Sarah Everard and the subsequent trial against her killer, Metropolitan Police constable Wayne Couzens in March of 2021 exposed deep existing issues with  police culture, handling of police misconduct and police vetting leading to a number of intense changes in procedure with enquiries in policing as a whole in the United Kingdom.

The incident caused extreme distrust and public outrage against police nationwide predominantly amongst woman, leading to it being classed as a critical incident, not only due to the fact that a serving police officer was the offender in such a serious case but also due to the exposed lack of action against previously reported incidents of alleged sexual misconduct against Couzens. It was exposed that during Couzens’ time in policing, he was nicknamed as “The Rapist” by colleagues due to his frequent misogynistic behaviour against female colleagues. Couzens was also named as the subject in multiple incidents of indecent exposure which were not investigated effectively (Casey, 2023). In response to this critical incident the Independent Officer for Police Conduct initiated Operation Hotton (IOPC, 2022) which acted as a further review into policing culture. The subsequent report revealed a deeper culture of misogynistic actions and behaviour in the metropolitan police by linking a series of 9 incidents at Charing Cross Police Station all involving some form of misogynistic, sexual or dishonest behaviour. A further report created by HM Inspectorate of Constabulary, Fire & Rescue Services backed the IOPCs findings but further highlighted a lack of solidity in vetting procedures and inaction on intelligence targeted at misconduct (HMICFRS, 2022) 

Overall, the incident caused great damage to public trust in the police as it was clear that whilst this particular incident was one officer, the culture behind it was not. It related to systemic issues with procedure that allowed officers guilty of such behaviour to go unnoticed and therefore the base line legitimacy of policing was questioned (Casey, 2023). A key lesson learned in this incident is that in the context of policing, individual accountability whilst beneficial, does not fix the systematic issues at hand and instead requires reform in order to detect and prevent misconduct. Research indicates that once police legitimacy is damaged, it can only be restored by actual justice and restructuring of existing procedure whilst providing transparency to the public of how such procedure is carried out (Rowe, 2020). In response, policing in the United Kingdom has adopted a number of avenues to combat misconduct in best practice such as the use of criminal history and intelligence in vetting procedures which provides a stricter review of the individual officer and improves detection of existing misconduct (Cubitt, 2023) as well as potential for future misconduct. With considerations of those areas of vetting reform with a smooth inclusion of such revised procedures, there is a clear significant improvement on misconduct procedures and public trust strategies showing that there was indeed lessons learnt from this incident, however it isn’t just the case of Sarah Everard that sparked public review and lead to the necessity of lessons to be learnt. 


The Manchester arena bombing of 2017 was a major incident leading to the deaths of 23 people including the attacker. This incident highlighted massive failures in emergency service response such as multi-agency coordination situational awareness and intelligence gathering. Those highlighted failures prompted reform in multi-agency policing.
A public enquiry into the bombing demonstrated that Greater Manchester Police failed to share vital information such as the declaration of a major incident with fire and ambulance services causing large delays in the deployment of appropriate medical and fire fighting assets (Saunders, 2022). Further reports into the incident specified that there was a lack of joint command prescience between agencies as well as poor situational awareness which was a factor in avoidable harm in the aftermath of the initial attack (Kerslake, 2018)

The findings of reports and enquiries into the bombing demonstrated a core weakness in the coordination and emergency response capabilities in joint-agency events and academic research had already warned of this. Allen, Karanasios, and Norman (2014) argues that interoperability breakdowns stem from a mismatch of communicative technology and employee isolation from multi-agency response scenarios which is evidenced within the Manchester arena bombings. The incident showed that as a result of lack of matching systems and overall interoperability, the fire service arrived on scene over two hours late resulting in the loss of potential life saving measures. At the time of the Manchester bombings, the Joint Emergency Services Interoperability Programme (JESIP) which is a program that aims to improve multi-agency response, did exist however the protocols behind it were not followed which further added to the lack of cohesion between services. Overall the emergency responders hesitated to act in the incident due to an absence of clear information or role clarity, this can be identified as "decision inertia" (Power and Alison, 2017).

The Manchester arena bombings show us the extreme importance of effective multi-agency response, primarily through working communication methods with review of frameworks such as JESIPs work. However the mere existence of interoperability frameworks and policies doesn’t work without cohesive implementation across all levels of all emergency services (Power et al., 2025).  The lesson learnt overall is that a framework in theory can only work in practice when it is used with real-world, system wide integration via joint-training, individual service member awareness and technology matching in mind. Every emergency service should be able to effectively share vital information as without that ability, there will be a lack of cohesion and in turn the risk of unnecessary loss of life.


Whilst terror related major incidents have revealed the need for operational multi-agency reform, more common civil unrest such as the 2011 England riots have shown deeper challenges in policing the community through relations and public order management.

The 2011 riots revealed major issues with police community relations, use of force and general public order strategy, showing how a lack of public trust, racial tensions and operational failings can create a national crisis. In policing, the riots became a moment in time that caused significant reform and learning for forces.

The 2011 riots began following the shooting of Mark Duggan, a black man from Tottenham. Following the riots, there was a number of reviews both from the IOPC (IPCC at the time) and independent academic researchers. Primarily, the IOPC in 2015 acknowledged that failures in communication with the family of Duggan and their surrounding community played a large part in the escalation of tension in the incident (IPCC 2015). Academic research found that the communities most effected and engaging in the unrest were those with historic issues over unfairly targeted stop-search practices, lack of police engagement and racial bias (Newburn, 2014). The riots weren’t just a response to the death of Mark Duggan but a long awaited reaction to years of marginalisation and over-policing in areas where racial minorities reside (Newburn et al., 2016; Murji & Neal, 2011)


The police response to these riots was publicly criticised as slow and disorganised in the beginning and then overly forceful in the later escalated stages. As a result, there was a widely heard call for reform in public order response as well as community engagement strategy. As a response, the College of Policing and nationwide police forces introduced additional training for public order trained officers and commanders. This training focused on crowd psychology and real time coordination to avoid unnecessary escalation during future public order incidents (Stott et al., 2011). There was also expansion of community liaison roles in order to better understand the issues the community were showing and in turn de-escalate tension in said community. Outside of training, there was a focus on the issues presented by way of a reassessment of stop and search practice. Forces revised their stop and search guidance and created stricter scrutiny for stop and search reviews with a focus on procedural justice (Bradford, 2012). 

The 2011 riots helped to shape policing best practice by showing the implications of reactive police enforcement without having a community who see the police as legitimate. The key lessons learnt from the riots included the importance of long term community engagement in troubled areas, transparency and timely communication. The reforms created as a result now act as education in the wider policing landscape, particularly in terms of balancing authoritarian responses to incidents with community consent. 

Overall, the critical and major incidents examined in this essay demonstrate that crisis moments in policing history can act as education for future responses by revealing weaknesses within policing practice and fundamental structure. These incidents caused major reform in policing with responses targeted at changes in vetting protocol and misconduct handling, to reviewed multi-agency interoperability and coordination and the introduction of enhanced training for public order units. In short, the incidents have demonstrated the need for long term systematic change as opposed to short term solutions.

Across the examination of these incidents, a common theme is clear. The public trust in policing has been and continues to be low. Public trust is heavily focused on the legitimacy and accountability of not just the individual officer but the policing system as a whole. Whenever that trust is compromised by misconduct, failed operational responses or injustice, public cooperation declines and in turn policing turns reactive instead of preventative. The lessons learnt from these incidents have turned policing reforms focus towards transparency, better training, effective community engagement and multi-agency interoperability and cohesion.

These reforms show clear progress towards effective policing however their effectiveness relies on constant application and review. The policing system should remain focused on policing by consent with a focus on social, cultural and technological changes. By doing this, the lessons learnt by past incidents can continue to influence best practice in policing and overall create a legitimate and community focused policing model.








Essay 2

“What impact can the challenges of operational policing have on individual and group wellbeing? Why is it important to manage mental wellbeing in policing?”



Operational policing is a demanding and stressful job that exposes Officers to an array of situations on a daily basis which have the potential to impact their mental health. The common impact is caused by stressors usually ranging from direct exposure to a traumatic event to pressures applied by their organisation. Such stressors and other impacts can severely affect both the individual officer and teams within the organisation. This essay discusses what impact operational policing can have on the wellbeing of an individual and groups within policing.


One of the most common and significant challenges that police face is the repeated exposure to traumatic incidents. Police officers attend traumatic incidents on a daily basis which can involve violence, death and general high stress situations. These incidents can cause psychological disorders such as anxiety, depression and post traumatic stress disorder (Papazoglou & Tuttle, 2018). Research indicates that the prevalence of PTSD is higher among police officers than in the general population with an approximate 12% to 19% of police officers meeting the diagnostic criteria for PTSD (Jetelina et al., 2020). This effect is attributed mainly to exposure of multiple traumatic incidents as opposed to just one.

Further studies have shown that police officers have significantly higher levels of general psychological distress compared to civilians. Links have been made between operational incidents and the unknown of daily policing tasks to high stress levels and mental health deterioration. Long term exposure to such states has been shown to result in hypervigilance and emotional numbing which can severely affect a police officers life, let alone their job (Houdmont et al., 2019). 

Outside of operational stress and trauma, the day to day environment created by a police organisation is also shown to contribute to individual stress. Stressors such as shift work, lack of supervisor support, administrative complexity and unclear job roles have been shown to at times apply more pressure to individual officers than the operational duties themselves (Hart et al., 1995) and contribute to burnout and workplace stress (Biggs et al., 2014).

Burnout is indicated by emotional exhaustion, cynicism and decrease in self-confidence (Maslach & Leiter, 2016). Maslach’s Burnout Inventory is widely used to review these factors in a policing context. Burnout doesn’t only apply an immediate effect to an individuals mental health but also increases the chances of further mental health issues, lack of motivation to go to work and the intention of an individual to leave an organisation (Purba & Demou, 2019). 

Burnout can also effect an officers emotional capacity with the potential for a lack of empathy (Bianchi et al., 2015) a critical skill in policing as well as impairment on decision making. This can lead to errors in professional judgement, inappropriate use of force due to emotional stress (Baldwin et al., 2022) and unproductive interactions with the public. Those potential factors can lead to consequences that not only diminish public safety and community relations but also further harm an officers mental health by engaging them in a vicious circle of stress and consequential dysfunction.

A lesser acknowledged but equally important consequence to poor mental health is physical toll. Psychological strain in Police officers can manifest itself in physical health problems such as significant weight loss and gain (Gu et al., 2013). Furthermore Violanti, J.M. et al. (2017) found that the policing sector is commonly associated with higher risks of cardiovascular disease and metabolic syndrome. Such conditions are partially associated with stress related physical changes such as increased cortisol and a poor sleep pattern due to shift work. A poor sleep pattern can also contribute to long term fatigue and poor eating habits which in themselves aid health issues.

Moreover, shift work has been shown to not only effect sleeping patterns but also relationships outside of work such as family and friends. This then contributes to depressive emotions and feelings of isolation (Rohwer et al., 2022). Such feelings can again contribute to a vicious circle where Officers aren’t able to effectively engage with their own family and friends which then presents further issues with socialisation within work. Overtime, the dual effect of mental and physical health can severely limit an officers capacity to function properly, not just in the context of policing but also within the realms of their own personal life.

The impact of policing on the individual officer is clear and such effects naturally translate to teams within the police. Groups within the police are mainly effected by shared trauma and stress caused by the factors already discussed on individual officers such as traumatic incidents and organisational pressures. Research conducted by Oliver et al., (2022) makes a point of the fact that poor mental health amongst officers has the potential to disrupt what should be strong communication, trust and cohesion in policing teams. Whenever an individual officer suffers with psychological issues such as anxiety, depression, burnout and PTSD, it has the potential to cause a domino effect which as a consequence decreases morale and increases conflict.

Furthermore, within police culture itself, there is often a stereotype of cynicism and tough character which can limit officers feelings on mental health being discussed in an open setting (Karaffa & Koch, 2015). This culture can lead to officers keeping their feelings to themselves and not talking about incidents which such group of officers often attend together. This can then lead further issues amongst the groups stress and feelings of isolation. When Officers don’t communicate their emotions and distress with each other, it can also hinder the possibility of peer support which is a critical source of emotional support for some when processing emotions caused within the policing role.

As time goes on, shared group stress can start incidents of conflict within a group, it can also lead to a reduced operational performance amongst the whole group and in short creating a toxic work environment (Purba & Demou, 2019). Such factors can not only effect the individual officer and teams of officers but also the ability to deliver effective service to the public as a force.

Policing group wellbeing is often directly linked to the effectiveness of service delivery. Whenever officers within a team are mentally strained, their ability to work together properly and deal with incidents together effectively are compromised. An impaired group function can lead to risks of errors in judgement and general heightened risk during incidents (Cooper, 2003). Once again, this doesn’t only effect the individual officer but also the public safety and trust in police. 

In recent time, policing has adopted a number of systems such as the Trauma Risk Incident Management system in which referrals are made for officers following traumatic incidents on the job (Hunt et al., 2013). However, such system requires the officer to accept the referral and partake in its system so therefore, the absence of mental health care injected directly into the system poses the risk of loss of officers either by sick leave or complete leave from the force. Furthermore, the loss of such officers, especially those with seniority puts further strain on remaining police officers and staff.

Research indicates that managing the wellbeing of teams as a whole is important for reducing the risk of consequences such as the previously discussed loss to operationality, use of force issues and loss of officers (Carleton et al., 2017). Mass loss of officers can cost a lot of money for police forces and can impact the public community as officers will be seen less and will. In short, poor policing team wellbeing creates unnecessary risks and erodes the core principles of policing both in the eyes of the public and the officers delivering its service. 


The evidence presented indicates that managing the wellbeing of all police officers and staff is critical as to avoid the damaging impacts of policing stressors. By implementing effective mental health management, officers can feel supported and in turn increase their resilience. This can then allow officers to cope better with the stresses of day to day policing (Papazoglou & Tuttle, 2018). Early intervention and mental health inclusive systems can assist in preventing a build up of negative mental health therefore preventing its symptoms.

Programs such as trauma counselling, resilience training and the peer lead TRiM system have been evidenced to improve wellbeing amongst officers (Andersen et al., 2015). For example Andersen et al. (2015) found that when officers engaged in resilience training, it reduced symptoms of PTSD and assisted officers in growing coping skills when exposed to traumatic incidents. When these programs are promoted or better yet initiated by police forces, they help to reduce the stigma surrounding mental health. 

Such methods should be regularly used by police forces nationwide along with the use of regular de-briefs following traumatic incidents supported by officers line-management and should always be considered as a procedural step. With use of those methods, police forces can help to normalise stress reactions in their officers and in turn create the ability to quickly react to any stress indicators.

As stated, it is incredibly important to address and normalise mental health but when it is addressed at an organisational level, it helps to encourage help seeking and reduces overall stigma surrounding mental health (Karaffa & Koch, 2015). Police leadership play a large part in promoting open communication on mental health and are ultimately the people who implement policies on workload management. If policing stressors are considered in such policies, their officers benefit. Similarly, supervisor awareness and training on mental health is essential to maintaining a comfortable work environment. Supervisors are the people who are able to immediately notice any changes in their teams members therefore by providing such supervisors with the knowledge and skills needed to help, they can respond to any such signs of distress and in turn can facilitate early intervention.

As briefly discussed in this essay, the maintenance of mental wellbeing in policing isn’t just an issue relating to the health of officers but also a matter of operationality. Officers who are in a good state of mind in the course of their duties are able to perform better, make sound decisions and act positively with the community (Carleton et al., 2017). Without such mental stability the opposite is possible, leading to poor decision making and lack of emotional control leading to potential excessive use of force or on the extreme, police misconduct. This can then damage the relationship between the police and community and threaten the legitimacy of the police.

Furthermore, a police service that publicly promotes mental wellbeing in their officers assists its image in the eyes of the public and can help increase recruitment. Additionally, in an age where public confidence in the police is at an all time low, frontline officers must be cared for in order to work at full capacity and by doing so, officers can help to build that trust up with the community by positively engaging with members of the public and effectively build positive outcomes for victims of crime. 


In conclusion, the challenges present in policing heavily impact the mental and physical wellbeing of both the individual officer and groups. Factors such as constant exposure to traumatic events, pressures from the organisation and an inherent culture that can indirectly prevent officers from speaking out about their stress and mental health all contribute to long term psychological and physiological impacts. This then not only affects officers health but also compromises team cohesion and ability to effectively respond to the public.

Therefore, the maintenance of mental wellbeing in policing is critical. It allows for resilience amongst officers, improves policing culture, increases officer retainment and overall maintains the quality of policing services. Academically grounded research supports the necessity for integrated mental health management systems within policing organisations not only to safeguard its police officers and staff but the communities that receive their service.
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