Chapter 2: Literature Review
The purpose of this chapter is to review any existing literature in relation to the impact on the wellbeing of police officers who have received a complaint or are under investigation. In doing so it will discuss the context in which police officers work and any relevant evidence pertaining to current levels of wellbeing among police officers and the potential impact of this on the individual police officer and the organisation that they work in. It will seek out any literature regarding how police officers are prepared for receiving a complaint and their awareness of the support that may be available to them. To provide helpful background and context in relation to the system in place for managing police complaints and misconduct the chapter will commence with a brief history and overview commencing with the establishment of the Police Complaints Board in 1977 to the present day.
Historically, prior to the setting up of the Police Complaints Board in 1977 all complaints against the police were addressed by the relevant police force that had received the complaint (Police Foundation 2011). Establishing the Police Complaints Board as a result of the Police Act (1976) was meant to introduce more transparency and independence into the process, however, Maguire & Corbett (1991) suggest that it was criticised for its very low level of challenge to the decisions made by chief officers. Additionally, Peplow (2024) highlights the significance of the responses expressed at the time in relation to the Scarman Report (1981), following the public Inquiry into the Brixton Riots. Issues of racism were raised by the Report and calls for further reform to increase police accountability. Subsequently, in 1985 the Police Complaints Authority was established. This meant complaints that were deemed to be serious would be formally investigated. Those complaints deemed to be less serious could be addressed through an informal resolution process providing the complainant gave their consent. This was covered by Section 85 of the Police and Criminal Evidence Act (1984), amended by the Police Act (1996). This change also took account that if the complainant, despite having given permission for informal resolution was not satisfied with the result, a complainant could still ask for a formal investigation to take place. Despite these changes, criticism continued particularly in relation to a lack of independence in the process and racism. Notably, following the murder of Stephen Lawrence in 1993, the publication of the Macpherson Report (1999) following a public Inquiry called for a new independent police watchdog. A public consultation was held which led to the dissolution of the Police Complaints Authority and in 2004 the formation of the new Independent Police Complaints Commission (IPCC), which was developed under the Police Reform Act 2002 was established. It is recognised that there have been concerns documented regarding the public lack of confidence in the police complaints and misconduct system for some time (Smith 2006). It is unsurprising, therefore, that following further public consultation (Home Office 2016) the IPCC was replaced in 2018 by the Independent Office for Police Conduct (IOPC) which is the body that remains in place today. The IOPC received new powers including the ability to investigate without a referral to do so from a police force. They have placed a greater emphasis on learning from complaints to help improve policing practice (IOPC 2025.) A new ‘Reflective Practice Review Process’ has been introduced. This means that where appropriate, and a serious breach of professional standards has not taken place the individual can focus on learning and solutions, rather than experiencing purely punitive measures. Copley (2019) has identified the benefits of reflective practice in policing in relation to, among others, the emotional wellbeing of police officers. 
It is clear from the history of the police complaints and misconduct process overall that there has been much change in the pursuit of its aspiration to have the trust and confidence of the public. The statement of the IOPC (2025) in relation to their independence and governance makes their mission clear:
“We are not the police - we are completely independent of them. We seek to uphold the rights of the public and investigate the most serious matters following police contact, to promote learning and influence change in policing.”
​​​​​​​​IOPC (2025)
Despite this aspiration, independent monitoring of public trust and confidence in the IOPC shows that only 34% of a nationally representative sample have confidence that the IOPC is doing a good job (IOPC 2023). It is evident that delivering on the trust and confidence of the public in relation to the IOPC’S independence, trustworthiness and effectiveness remains an ongoing challenge (Fairfield 2023). From a more local perspective line managers and Professional Standards Departments of individual police forces handle the majority of police complaints. It is appropriate, however, that with each change of the complaints and misconduct process for the public there has also been a change for serving police officers. Arguably, this has led to higher levels of accountability and greater scrutiny of the performance of police officers (Richards 2022). Notably, 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 was 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.”  
​​​​​​​​IOPC (2020)
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’ and an integral part of the 9 Peel Principles (Home Office 2012).  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 and misconduct 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.
[bookmark: x__Hlk197204700]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. Considering the challenging context within which police officers work on a day-to-day basis, this potentially creates an added element of stress to an already difficult job. This is supported by work from Graham et al (2023) who identify a plethora of research that recognises that policing is a stressful job which can have a negative impact on the wellbeing of police officers. The Police Federation of England and Wales (2025) concur with this and have launched a recent campaign called ‘copped enough’ to highlight the struggles for police officers currently serving. This identifies that in addition to the poor pay, and working conditions, absence from work due to due mental health issues is at an all-time high. Research by Brewin et al (2022) has identified that one in five police officers and staff in the UK have experienced symptoms of either post-traumatic stress disorder or complex Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. The latter is as a result of trauma that is repeated leading to emotional numbness and a disconnection from emotions and relationships. The research identifies that two-thirds of those suffering are unaware with over half of the 16,857 respondents stating that they were not given time to process traumatic events before being sent to their next call.
It can be seen that the day-to-day challenges and exposure to stress and potentially trauma for police officers is well documented. Added to this the inevitability of being involved in the complaints process in some way during a police officers’ career, it is pertinent to review the literature in respect of how well-informed police officers are likely to be about the complaints process and any support that may be available to them. The IOPC (2024) do recognise that being under investigation for a complaint can be a very difficult time for those being investigated. There is also Government recognition that police officers who are subjected to misconduct proceedings should be supported, stating:
“It is the responsibility of Chief Constables to manage the welfare of officers and staff throughout their careers which includes during any investigation, performance concerns and misconduct proceedings. This is a duty of care, and it remains the role of elected Police and Crime Commissioners to ensure they are held to account for this and other duties.”
​​​​​​​​​Home Office (2020)
The College of Policing provides information about the role of the Professional Standards Department and has issued Guidance on outcomes in police misconduct matters (College of Policing 2023). The IOPC provides information for Officers on the process that they can expect ( IOPC 2025). The curriculum for student police officers will also include aspects of ethics and professional practice, together with information on the Police Federation of England Wales who are available to support police officers who are members (Police Federation 2025). Whilst there is no explicit input from the College of Policing within the student police officer curriculum on being the subject of a complaint, there is significant emphasis on the importance of personal wellbeing and where support is available such as from Occupational Health and the Police Wellbeing Service, which includes resources for a wide variety of physical and mental wellbeing issues (Oscar Kilo 2025). It is worth noting, however, that even when support is readily available and the police officer is aware of it, research undertaken outside of the UK indicates that they may be reluctant to access it due to the perceived stigma of seeking help for stress and mental health issues (Drew & Martin 2021). This reflects wider research within the UK that outlines the components of public stigma as:
“Misunderstanding or ignorance of the nature of mental illness. Strong negative feelings towards people with mental health problems and social actions such as discrimination or avoidance that marginalise or exclude people with mental health problems.”
​​​​​​​​​​MIND (2024)
Whilst it can be seen that much has been written regarding the police complaints and misconduct process (House of Commons Home Affairs Committee 2022) a review of the literature shows a general gap in research on the impact on the wellbeing of police officers who receive a complaint or allegation and potentially are subject to an investigation process. The notable exception to this, however, appears to be when viewing the available evidence through the lens of the protected characteristics identified in the Equality Act (2010). In this case a number of research studies have identified the disproportionate response Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic police officers receive in relation to complaints and misconduct allegations (Cain 2019). Notably, that there is a disproportionate amount of internal conduct allegations against Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic police officers and evidence of disproportionality in the initial severity assessment of allegations for those police officers. This results in a higher number of cases being investigated by Professional Standards Departments, rather than being dealt with at line management level.  McDaniel & Malik (2022). Found that feedback from supervisors is that they are more likely to refer Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic police officers to Professional Standards Departments rather than dealing with it themselves for fear of being called racist. To avoid this, they shift the responsibility by escalating low level issues. The impact of this on the overall wellbeing of Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic police officers is multi factored. This includes evidence of both physical and mental implications, including anxiety, stress, and depression (Cain 2019). Resentment and bitterness are described as a result of their unfair treatment and a sense of ‘not belonging,’ which is strongly associated with a lack of psychological safety (Edmondson & Bransby 2023). Conversely, Lin et al (2020) found that those who experience high levels of psychological safety within the workplace feel more confident to be their authentic selves in the workplace and exhibit more helping behaviours. A lack of psychological safety can lead to sickness absence from the workplace which if prolonged may mean the police officer moves to half payment of their salary, with clear negative implications for their financial security and potential negative impact on their family life and relationships. From an organisational perspective there are negative outcomes in terms of higher sickness absence rates and higher rates of resignations from Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic officers. The knock-on effect from a community perspective is potentially less representation within the workforce of Black, Asian and Ethnic Minority police officers and consequently less trust and confidence in the police service within the diverse community served (NPCC 2022).
Exploring the literature from a more general perspective, Cooper et al (2025) suggest that the evidence base in relation to the potential negative aspects of being involved in a complaints or misconduct investigation is newly emerging with many of the relevant peer reviewed studies being undertaken in other fields of public service, such as the National Health Service (NHS). A worrying picture is identified, however, 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 and more broadly can impact the wider organisation through a reduction in people available for effective service delivery (CIPD 2023). The Police Federation which is a staff organisation representing more than 145,000 police members has consistently highlighted its 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) highlight 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 Cooper 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 pertinent that the research undertaken for this dissertation identifies the impact on police officers who have received a complaint or are under investigation and seeks to explore what might be done to mitigate avoidable employee harm.
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