﻿ 
Title: How the COVID-19 Global Pandemic Reshaped UK Policing Operations, Wellbeing, and Community Relations
 
Literature Review: 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic represented an unprecedented challenge for UK policing, mainly altering operational practices, officer wellbeing, and community relations. Within this literature review, I will be using tools such as Google Scholar to assist me in researching academic resources. 
 
Starting in the early 2020’s, the COVID-19 pandemic needed swift adaptations under the Coronavirus Act 2020, shifting policing roles from traditional crime-fighting to enforcing public health restrictions like lockdowns and social distancing. This literature review, explores existing literature to learn about these transformations, framed by theories such as policing by consent (Reiner, 2020) and procedural justice (Tyler, 1990, 2006), which reveal legitimacy through public trust and fair policing within the United Kingdom.
 
The pandemic acted as both a catalyst for growth and also a stress test, which pushed forward digital practices and hybrid working at that time and has done since the pandemic. This literature review exposes vulnerabilities in resourcing and mental health support (College of Policing, 2021). Post pandemic studies highlight lasting effects, with operational changes persisting with decreased public confidence which I will expand upon with sources from my research in this review.  This literature review is structured around the dissertation’s research questions: operational shifts, impacts on officers, and public perceptions. It focuses on peer-reviewed articles, government reports, and surveys from 2020-2026, identifying gaps such as long-term evaluations of post-pandemic frameworks and diverse community experiences.
 
The COVID-19 pandemic forced UK police forces to overhaul operations, whilst balancing traditional duties with new and unrecognised public health enforcement duties. Pre-pandemic, policing emphasized crime prevention and community engagement under the principle of consent (Reiner, 2020). However, the pandemic introduced emergency powers through the Coronavirus Act 2020 and Health Protection Regulations which required officers to monitor compliance and enforce lockdowns, stop gatherings, and ensure social distancing was enforced. This blurred lines between coercion and cooperation (Bradford et al. 2020). 
 
Early adaptations included the “4Es” framework (Engage, Explain, Encourage, Enforce), promoting procedures within the justice system to maintain the integrity of the enforced restrictions (HMICFRS, 2021). Yet, frequent regulatory changes caused inconsistencies, within my review of literature. I found forces like the Metropolitan Police, faced criticism for disproportionate fixed penalty notices (FPNs), particularly in minority communities (Earle & Hodson, 2021). Which would have an adverse effect on community relations between the police forces and the ethnic minority members of the public. 
 
I have studied and researched the shift in crime patterns. Although street crime declined during the lockdowns, domestic abuse cases surged by 7-9% (Walklate et al., 2021). With the surge in domestic abuse, I also found that within a study conducted by McKibbin and Fernando (2023), the state that global economic disruptions amplified this. Therefore, although typical street crime reduced, domestic abuse within relationships increased along with financial hardship. This increased the volume of police response to domestic violence calls. 
 
Technological acceleration played a huge role in policing within the United Kingdom. Technology such as virtual hearings, digital reporting, and remote working trends were implemented swiftly, which accelerated years of reform and brainstorming (College of Policing, 2021). Within this dissertation, I plan to document and explore a questionnaire to police officers that joined during the pandemic, and the potential side effects that joining at such a time might have had on their wellbeing and development. 
 
 
During my review of online literature, I discovered that non-urban Police forces lacked digital learning at times, which in turn highlighted their inequalities whilst doing the job (Fussey & Murray, 2019). Although this study was conducted pre-pandemic, it highlighted the importance of digital learning and its availability to police officers. Compounding pandemic strains, lack of proper education via digital learning and training, leading to a first police officer number decline since 2018 (State of Policing, 2025). 
 
resourcing and redeployment which showed exposed vulnerabilities. Muir (2022) argues the crisis magnified pre-existing weaknesses, like unequal resilience across 43 forces. Post-2023 strategies, such as the Scottish Borders Health & Social Care Framework (2023-2026), integrate policing with public health, emphasising community safety (Scottish Borders, 2025).  Yet, during research conducted by Bowling et al. (2019), he warned of legitimacy risks from over enforcement of the pandemic restrictions, with Fixed Penalty Notices totalling over 118,000 by 2022, which disproportionately affected ethnic minorities.
 
However, studies like Aitkenhead et al. (2022) welcomed innovations but note drawbacks such as disrupted training, which left officers in a position where they were non-compliant in skills and faced increasing workloads at the time. Recent analyses (2024-2026) show mixed persistence, hybrid working models remained in 70% of police forces across the United Kingdom, but resource shortages hindered full recovery (West Dunbartonshire HSCP, 2023-2026).  Area’s that needed attention were discovered such as assessments of emergency preparedness for instance, the Chronic Risks Analysis (GOV.UK, 2026) which called for enhanced counter threat measures but lacked policing specific metrics.  This underscored the need for primary research on enduring frameworks.
 
The pandemic profoundly affected UK police officers’ mental and physical wellbeing, highlighting pre-existing stressors in such a high-risk occupation (Tyler, 1990, 2006). As previously mentioned in relation to my questionnaire, this is an area that my dissertation will explore. The frontline exposure to infection, added with the enforcement of pandemic restriction duties, heightened vulnerability, with officers contracting COVID-19 at rates 3.4 times the general population (Steve link et al., 2020).  Procedural theories suggest that unclear guidelines hindered officers’ sense of control, which resulted in officer burnout (Reiner, 2020). During my review of the mentioned literature, it is clear that the pandemic had a significant effect on not only their day-to-day duties, but burnout which will affect their lives, and their families lives outside of the workplace. 
 
During my review, it is evident that mental health impacts were severe as surveys indicate 26-47% of police officers experienced heightened anxiety, with 22% of officers reporting that they felt adverse effects persisting and lasted into 2023, which ended well beyond the initial wave of the pandemic (Elliott-Davies, 2021; Foley et al., 2021). In addition to this, a 2024 study found that 82% reported ongoing issues, including Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, which was linked to issues such as isolation and family separation (Porter & Gavin, 2025). This is another area my questionnaire will look to explore. Moreover, new recruits were hardest hit, with less experienced officers feeling overwhelmed and worried amid uncertainty regarding their Policing careers (University of Huddersfield, 2022).  Finally, gender disparities emerged due to the pandemic, female officers reported higher stress (Brown & Fleming, 2022), while home-working staff faced isolation, worsening outcomes (NPWS, 2024-2026). This revealed that the pandemic not only had an effect on front line policing, but also employees that had already worked from home. 
 
During the COVID-19 pandemic, another area of literature I reviewed was regarding the physical risks heightened psychological strain caused to serving police officers. The delay and shortages in the distribution of Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) increased infection fears, leading to absences peaking at 10% in 2020 (College of Policing, 2021). Police officers felt at greater risk without sufficient PPE to protect themselves from contacting the virus and then spreading it with their colleagues and then their families at home. Furthermore, post 2022 and the initial wave of the pandemic, showed a sickness analyses result in 15 to 20% more absences from work than pre-pandemic minimum numbers (Tartaro & Lu, 2025).  Long COVID, which is a current diagnosis, described for the after-effects of contracting the virus. Long COVID affected 5 to 10% of police officers across the United Kingdom, contributing to retention issues (Williams & Lennie, 2025).  Adaptations like peer support via Oscar Kilo (2020) mitigated some effects, but data revealed a “pressure cooker” environment within Policing (Police Federation, 2021). 
 
During my literature review, it was clear that criticisms of methodologies note the over reliance on officers and staff self-reporting sickness especially COVID-19 (Stevelink et al., 2022).  Longer studies (2023-2026) show partial recovery: with wellbeing scores improved by 2024, but 35% still report declines (Charman, 2021).  Highlighting minority officers’ disproportionate burdens, with cultural stigma deterring help seeking.
 
Public perceptions of UK policing during COVID-19 were polarised, with initial compliance giving way to scepticism over pandemic restriction enforcement fairness (Walklate et al., 2021).  Procedural justice theory posits that legitimacy hinges on fair, transparent actions (Tyler, 1990; Bradford et al., 2020).  Early lockdowns saw 70-80% approval for police powers, but by 2023-2026, confidence fell to 49-54% (ONS, 2025; YouGov, 2024). This certainly did no help in relation to the media reporting, however regardless, community relations with the police will have been impacted. 
 
Trust eroded due to perceived inconsistencies: the “4Es” approach was praised for engagement, yet over 118,000 Fixed Penalty Notices sparked accusations of overreach (HMICFRS, 2021). Minority groups reported disproportionate impacts, with black communities facing higher enforcement rates, damaging legitimacy (Earle & Hodson, 2021; Bowling et al., 2019). This research reveals a clear impact on the relationship between the police and the minority communities they serve. Furthermore, qualitative studies reveal differing dynamics, where publics supported strict rules but resented uneven application (Grace, 2023).  Social media amplified and exposed scandals, like parties at Downing Street, contrasting with public fines, leading to a 15 to 20% trust drop (Bradford, 2024). This resulted in a huge decrease in public relations with the police as seen in the figures mentioned, having government level officials breaking pandemic restrictions, although had nothing to do or was no fault of the police. This kind of scenario certainly had an adverse effect on the public’s perception on the police, which impacted community relations. 
 
Moreover, community relations varied as some felt reassured by Police visibility, whilst others felt targeted and isolated (Walklate et al., 2021).  Research revealed that focus groups in London and Manchester highlighted fairness concerns, with young people viewing pandemic enforcement of the restrictions as infringing liberties (Police Foundation, 2020). Furthermore, post 2022, legitimacy crises persisted amid misconduct cases (e.g., Sarah Everard), with women reporting lower trust in Police (Pickering et al., 2024).  ONS data (2025) linked this to perceptions of performance whereby 52% lacked confidence in local crime-handling, with all of the mentioned research clearly having an adverse effect on police forces and community relations. 
 
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, debates took place centre on normative versus instrumental legitimacy in relation to procedural fairness, outweighing effectiveness in sustaining trust in the police (Na et al., 2023).  Yet, from my research, disorder perceptions such as anti-social behaviour and public order strongly correlate with declining confidence revealed by a study (Jackson et al., 2023).  Furthermore, vulnerable and minority groups, including ethnic minorities, reported increased distrust, with COVID-19 aggravating pre-existing biases. Local neighbourhood police teams for example, aimed to rebuild these ties, but evidence is mixed: visibility boosts short-term confidence, yet systemic issues persist (College of Policing, 2025).  
 
Furthermore, I have researched gaps which include post 2023 diverse perspectives. It reveals that trust was stable pre-2020 and then declined to the year 2022. It showed a slight recovery by 2023 but lacked deeper analysis.  This supports surveys targeting minorities to assess lingering effects; however, I plan to gain more knowledge of this area within my questionnaire. 
 
In conclusion, after researching and reviewing the literature surrounding the topic that I have chosen, COVID-19 has clearly reshaped UK policing by accelerating virtual and digital programs and operational innovations such as digital tools have been introduced (NPCC, 2025). While focussing on strains regarding officer wellbeing (Porter & Gavin, 2025) and decreasing public trust and confidence (Bradford, 2024).  Procedural justice system and theories combine these themes, along with unfair enforcement of pandemic restrictions as mentioned within this review undermined legitimacy, which linked operational pressures to mental health declines and community alienation (Tyler, 2006; Reiner, 2020). While adaptations persist (e.g., hybrid models), setbacks such as resource inequities and PTSD highlight systemic vulnerabilities within UK Police forces (HMICFRS, 2024). Finally, the pandemic’s legacy is more resilient and fragile on the policing landscape. Rebuilding requires prioritising fairness and support to restore consent-based relations, which will not be successful overnight, but police forces must act upon the relations with the public at the earliest opportunity to regain trust and to restore core values such as Policing by consent. 
 
Reference List:
 
Aitkenhead, E. et al. (2022). Policing the pandemic. Police Foundation.
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://www.police-foundation.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2010/10/policing_the_pandemic_final.pdf
 
Bradford, B. (2024). Trust in the Police: What is to be Done? The Political Quarterly.
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1467-923X.13424
 
College of Policing. (2021). Report examines policing response to the pandemic.
https://www.college.police.uk/article/report-examines-policing-response-pandemic
 
Durna, O. (2025). A comparison of public trust and confidence in the police. UK Data Service.
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://ukdataservice.ac.uk/app/uploads/durna2025-03-05.pdf
 
Earle, R. & Hodson, P. (2021). Policing the pandemic: impact on minority groups.
https://www.manchester.ac.uk/about/news/new-report-suggests-pandemic-policing-undermines-public-health-measures-whilst-disproportionately-targeting-black-and-minority-ethnic-communities/
 
Foley, J. et al. (2021). The psychological impact of COVID-19 on police officers. PMC.
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/14613557251365150
 
HMICFRS. (2021). Policing in the Pandemic.
https://hmicfrs.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/publication-html/the-police-response-to-the-coronavirus-pandemic-during-2020/
 
HMICFRS. (2024). UKHSA Annual Report and Accounts 2023-24.
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ukhsa-annual-report-and-accounts-2023-to-2024
 
Jackson, J. et al. (2023). Public confidence in the police. PMC.
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC12312745/
 
McKibbin, W. & Fernando, R. (2023). The Global Economic Impacts of the COVID-19 Pandemic. Economic Modelling.
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0264999323003632
 
NPCC. (2025). National Policing Digital Strategy 2025-2030.
https://news.npcc.police.uk/resources/national-policing-digital-strategy-2025-2030
 
NPWS & University of Huddersfield. (2022). National report on police wellbeing.
https://www.hud.ac.uk/news/2022/november/report-on-police-wellbeing-in-pandemic-concludes/
 
ONS. (2025). Public perceptions survey.
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/wellbeing/bulletins/publicopinionsandsocialtrendsgreatbritain/december2025
 
Pickering, S. et al. (2024). London, you have a problem with women. Policing and Society.
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10439463.2024.2334009
 
Reiner, R. (2020). The Politics of the Police.
https://www.oxfordlawtrove.com/display/10.1093/he/9780198769255.001.0001/he-9780198769255
 
Stevelink, S. et al. (2020). The mental health of emergency services personnel. European Journal of Psychotraumatology.
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33062207/
 
Walklate, S. et al. (2021). Innovating during the pandemic. Journal of Adult Protection.
https://www.sciencedirect.com/org/science/article/abs/pii/S1466820321000195
 
Williams, E. & Lennie, S.-J. (2025). After nearly two decades. Policing Insight.
https://policinginsight.com/feature/analysis/after-nearly-two-decades-of-focus-and-research-mental-health-and-wellbeing-in-the-british-police-service-shows-no-improvement-its-not-ok/
 
YouGov. (2024). Public trust and confidence in the police. POST Parliament
https://post.parliament.uk/public-trust-and-confidence-in-the-police/
 

