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INTRODUCTION:
• What is the impact on the wellbeing of police officers who have received a complaint or are under investigation and the potential implications for the organisation? 

It is imperative that in order to have the trust and confidence of the public, police officers must uphold the Police Code of Ethics (College of Policing 2024). This is further underpinned and supported by the statutory Code of Practice (College of Policing 2023). Acting in an ethical and professional manner at all times is critical to the aspiration of ‘policing by consent’.  It is therefore appropriate that when a police officer acts in such a way that falls below these standards the public have a legitimate right to complain. Having a robust complaints system for the public is an essential element for accountability of the Police Service (Home Office 2015).  Complainants should feel assured that their complaint will be taken seriously and further investigated if required. 

It is recognised that there have been concerns documented regarding the public of lack confidence in the police complaints system for some time (Smith 2006). The Policing and Crime Act (2017) made significant changes to the police complaints system and new statutory guidance was issued (IOPC 2020).  

The definition of a complaint has been broadened and now includes: “any expression of dissatisfaction with a police force that is expressed by or on behalf of a member of the public”.  Data published by the Home Office (2024) for the police Forces in England and Wales showed that in 2023 a total of 51,605 police complaints were received involving 120,243 allegations.  It could be suggested that most police officers will receive a complaint or allegation at some point during their career or will work with a colleague who has.  Graham et al (2023) identify a plethora of research that recognises that policing is a stressful job and that this can have a negative impact on the wellbeing of police officers. There is, however, much less written about the specific impact on the wellbeing of those police officers who have received a complaint or are under investigation.  

Given the gap in the literature in this area, this research will seek to identify the impact of receiving a complaint or allegation both for the individual police officer and any implications for the wider organisation. In doing so it will utilise qualitative research methods to explore the experience of individual officers and how the complaints process has affected their wellbeing.  It will also seek to identify if they felt prepared in relation to receiving a complaint or allegation and whether they were aware of any support that was available to them throughout the process. Views will also be sought regarding how the wellbeing of police officers affected by a complaint or allegation can be supported.  Finally, any implications for the organisation will be discussed and relevant recommendations made. 




	SUMMARY OF RESEARCH OBJECTIVES: 

This research will seek answers to the following questions:
• What are Police Officer’s experience of the complaints process?
• What impact does the complaints process have on the wellbeing of individual Police Officers?
• Are Police Officers prepared for receiving a complaint and aware of the support available to them?
• What are Police Officers views on how wellbeing can be supported throughout a complaints process?
• Are there any implications for the organisation?




	LITERATURE REVIEW:

Whilst much is written regarding the police complaints process (House of Commons Home Affairs Committee 2022) a review of the literature shows a gap in research on the impact on police officers who receive a complaint or allegation and potentially are subject to an investigation process. Cooper et al (2025) suggest that the general evidence base in this area is newly emerging with many of the relevant studies being undertaken in other fields of public service such as the National Health Service (NHS). A worrying picture is identified that indicates even organisations with a raft of pertinent policies and procedures in place aimed at ensuring a fair and timely process, can create a very negative impact on an individual's psychosocial wellbeing (Neal et al 2023, Cooper et al 2024).  Hussain et al (2022) describe a range of individual impacts including anxiety, mistrust, and depression. This can lead to sickness absence from work due to stress. More broadly this can impact the wider organisation through a reduction in people available for effective service delivery. The Police Federation which is a staff organisation representing more than 145,000 rank and file officers has consistently highlighted it concerns at the increasing number of officers signed off with poor mental health (police Federation 2024). Stress related sickness absence within the police service has steadily increased over the last ten years. Cartwright and Roach (2020) identified that over a ten-year period police officers' absence from work due to a reduction in their psychological health has doubled. Despite the launch of the Police Wellbeing Service in 2019 and an increasing focus of the importance of wellbeing within the police service, the results of the National Police Wellbeing Survey (2023) highlights some concerning trends. Notably, police officers showing a decline in their emotional energy, high levels of fatigue, increased intention to quit and feeling less valued. Given the growing evidence base described by Neal et al (2025) of avoidable employee harm caused by the implementation of employee investigations and the recognised backdrop of increased police sickness absence due to stress, it is timely to explore whether police officers experience of being the subject of a complaint or allegation and how this was managed is creating avoidable employee harm.
 



	
SUMMARY OF RESEARCH –SURVEY METHOD: 

The research methods used will be qualitative. Participants will be asked to take part voluntarily. A minimum of three semi structured interviews will be used in the first instance to help shape relevant questions for the development of an anonymised questionnaire.  The questionnaire will also be semi structured and use a combination of closed and open questions.  Once the draft questionnaire has been developed it will be piloted, and any relevant changes or additions will be made prior to circulation to a wider sample via the Gwent Police e mail service.   Some anonymised quantitative demographic data will be collected to help identify any trends in relation to gender, age, ethnicity and length of service. 
My rationale for using qualitative research methods is that it will enable the collection of data that captures different perspectives in relation to a potentially sensitive area.  The use of a semi structured interview and open questions in the questionnaire will both allow for a deeper expression of the participants experience. 

There are, however, a number of constraints that may limit any definitive conclusions being drawn.  Response rates to the questionnaire may be low, possibly due to both the sensitivity of the topic, which some may prefer not to discuss and there may also be a general lack of time and motivation for potential respondents to complete a questionnaire within the time required. More interviews rather than a questionnaire could result in deeper insights and greater exploration of the topic; however, transcription, analysis and any theming of the data would be time consuming which could result in the overall timescale for completion of the research being compromised. 



	SUMMARY OF SAMPLING FRAMEWORK: 

The eligibility criteria for inclusion in the research will be serving Police officers. The sample will be drawn randomly from serving Gwent Police officers. 


	ETHICAL ISSUES:

Recognising the potential sensitivity of the research subject matter it will be important that participants can be signposted to the support available to them via police wellbeing services if required. 


	TIME SCALE:

• Submission of draft research proposal and ethical approval request form by February 24th, Feedback received March 18th, 2025.
• Completion and submission of literature review by May 6th, 2025
• Research methodology chapter submitted by June 17th, 2025.  Feedback received July 1st, 2025 
• Interviews and questionnaires undertaken and analysis of results chapter submitted by August 5th, 2025
• Conclusion and recommendations chapter submitted by September 9th   2025.  Feedback received September 23rd, 2025
• Final submission by October 7th, 2025
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