Literature Review: The Role of UK Police Officers in Responding to Mental Health Calls

Literature review 
The interaction of mental health and law enforcement has become an important field of study, particularly in terms of police responses to mental health emergencies. As mental health illnesses become more frequent, police officers' roles in resolving these circumstances are being scrutinised. Research suggests that, while officers are frequently the initial responders, they may lack the essential training and skills to properly treat complicated mental health concerns. This literature review will examine existing studies that investigate the efficacy of police interventions in mental health emergencies, determining whether law enforcement personnel are the best people to handle such sensitive situations.
The aim of this research is to provide evidence to answer the following.
· Are police officers the right individuals to respond to mental health calls and do they have the required training to handle these situations
· Do people who suffer from mental health believe police should be responding to mental health calls

The Role of Police in Mental Health Crises

Historically, police officers' major responsibilities have been law enforcement and public safety. However, as mental health disorders become more prevalent in society, their function has shifted. According to reports, a considerable proportion of police interactions involve people in mental health crisis, thereby transforming police officers into de facto mental health responders (Ian Cummins, 2022). This trend raises questions about the appropriateness and efficacy of police tactics in handling such delicate circumstances.

In the UK, the Mental Health Act 1983 provides a legal framework for police involvement in mental health crises, outlining the circumstances under which an individual may be detained for assessment and treatment (Mental Health Act, 1983). However, this legislation does not specify the role of police officers in therapeutic contexts, leading to ambiguity in their responsibilities during mental health emergencies.


A crucial factor in determining whether police officers are suitable responders to mental health calls is the training they receive. Various police forces across the UK have recognized the need for specialized training to enhance officers' understanding of mental health issues and improve their response strategies.

Police forces have created training programs to prepare officers to deal with mental health situations successfully. The College of Policing, for example, has created a number of training modules centred on mental health awareness, crisis response strategies, and the legislative framework governing mental health issues (College of Policing, 2023). This training is intended to ensure that officers can identify indicators of mental illness, interact effectively with people in crisis, and use appropriate de-escalation tactics.
Officers are trained to use the Vulnerability Assessment Framework, which assesses essential aspects of a situation such as the individual's appearance, behaviour, communication capabilities, possible risk to themselves or others, and the nature of the event that led to police involvement. This approach allows officers to make informed decisions during mental health crises. (Enang, Murray, 2021) 
Officers must attend Public and Personal Safety Training (PPST) on an annual basis, as is required of all workers up to the rank of Superintendent. This training combines theoretical knowledge with practical applications, including scenario discussions and role-playing exercises that emphasise best practices, de-escalation techniques, and achieving equitable outcomes when interacting with people who have mental health issues or learning disabilities.(London.gov, 2022) 
Despite these measures, concerns remain about the adequacy and effectiveness of police training in dealing with mental health issues. Critics contend that, while police departments have created training programs, they may not be sufficient to educate officers for the complexities of mental health crises. According to a research by Thomas and Watson (2017), police officers' training is frequently limited in duration and scope when compared to other areas of police training, potentially hampering their ability to respond appropriately. 

Understanding the perspectives of individuals with mental health issues is essential in evaluating the appropriateness of police involvement in mental health crises. Research indicates mixed feelings among individuals regarding police responses to mental health calls.

Many people with mental illnesses express reservations about police engagement due to issues of stigma and criminalisation. According to one study (Mind,2013), people with mental health disorders frequently regard police as law enforcement rather than supporting characters. This image might lead to apprehension about seeking aid and a reluctance to cooperate with law enforcement during crises.


According to a study conducted by the National Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI, 2023) in America, a huge majority of respondents preferred mental health professionals to handle crises, citing concerns about police use of force and a lack of understanding of mental health illnesses. This approach highlights the need of police officers critically analysing their role in mental health emergencies and investigating alternative response strategies. 

Given the challenges of police engagement in mental health emergencies, other crisis response approaches have gained popularity in recent years. These methods argue for a more collaborative approach that combines mental health professionals and community resources.

Crisis Intervention Teams (CIT) programs, which started in the United States, involve training police officers to work alongside mental health professionals during an emergency. The goal is to direct people in crisis away from the criminal justice system and towards appropriate mental health therapy. According to research, CIT programs can reduce arrests, improve individual outcomes, and increase police trust when dealing with mental health crises. (College of Police, 2020). Similar programs in the United Kingdom may provide a beneficial framework for improving police responses to mental health crises.
The "Right Care, Right Person" (RCRP) Toolkit aims to increase coordination between police and health organisations in the UK for better emergency response. By ensuring that patients in crisis receive proper treatment, the toolkit aims to improve patient satisfaction and outcomes. Key goals include increasing patient-centered care, minimising unnecessary emergency visits, and improving interagency communication. It offers recommendations for teaching police and healthcare staff to recognise mental health disorders and successfully manage instances. While pilot programs indicate potential for minimising police participation in mental health crises, obstacles such as funding limits and local service variety persist. (Crawford 2024) To ensure the initiative's success, future efforts will include continuing assessment, training, and public awareness.
Some regions have established mobile crisis units staffed by mental health professionals to respond to crisis calls. These units can assess people's needs on the spot, provide immediate treatment, and connect them to relevant mental health providers. According to studies, mobile crisis units can effectively limit the need for police action while ensuring that persons receive timely care (Haleem, 2021). The establishment of mobile crisis units in the United Kingdom could provide a proactive approach to dealing with mental health difficulties.
Partnerships between law enforcement, mental health organisations, and community resources are critical for building comprehensive crisis response plans. Collaborative community initiatives can improve the overall effectiveness of responses to mental health emergencies by ensuring that individuals receive the necessary help while minimising the possibility of unwanted interactions with law enforcement. (Balfour, 2021) Initiatives like multi-agency training and collaborative response protocols can promote a more integrated approach to mental health crises. 
The manner in which police officers respond to mental health crises can significantly impact the outcomes for individuals involved. Research highlights both the potential risks and benefits associated with police involvement in these situations.

One of the most pressing issues about police responses to mental health emergencies is the danger of criminalisation. When people in crisis are treated as offenders rather than patients, it can exacerbate their mental health problems and lead to undesirable outcomes including arrest and jail.  (Lamb, 2014) 

When police personnel are properly prepared and equipped to handle mental health crises, their involvement can result in beneficial outcomes. According to Rethink (2023), trained cops are more likely to adopt de-escalation strategies, which results in fewer injuries for both officers and individuals in crisis. These findings highlight the need of providing police officers with extensive training and assistance in order to respond effectively to mental health situations.
Section 136s were documented at 4,400 in 2003-04 and have steadily increased to 52,458 by 2023 (NHS,2024). Police officers deal with mental health issues in various settings, including executing warrants under Section 135 of the MHA 1983, addressing violent and aggressive incidents in society and psychiatric wards, and supporting multi-health system assessments. 
Section 136 of the Mental Health Act of 1983 empowers police officers to hold anyone in public who appear to be suffering from a mental disorder and constitute a threat to themselves or others. This clause allows for immediate action, ensuring that individuals receive the appropriate care and assessments in a mental health facility.(LCFT.NHS,2024). 


The subject of whether UK police officers are the best people to respond to mental health concerns is complicated and varied. While police officers are trained to handle mental health crises, questions remain about the sufficiency of this training and its effectiveness in meeting the different needs of those facing mental health issues. Furthermore, persons with mental health concerns prefer mental health specialists to respond to emergencies, emphasising the importance of alternate crisis response models. 

As the mental health care landscape evolves, law enforcement agencies must modify their crisis intervention strategies. Integrating mental health professionals into the response framework, improving training programs, and cultivating collaborative community partnerships will result in more effective and compassionate responses to people in crisis. Police departments can better serve their communities by prioritising mental health support and making adequate resources accessible. 
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