Throughout this essay I will discuss and evaluate an incident of extreme domestic abuse that I have dealt with as a response officer during my short career with South Wales Police. To aid my reflective writing throughout this essay I will be using Driscoll’s ‘Model of reflection’ (Driscoll, 1994). Driscoll based this model on Borton’s concept ‘What? So What? Now What?’ (Borton, 1970), in 1994 Driscoll expanded on this model by studying a group of nurses in a clinical setting and recognised that nurses may deal with certain individuals in this setting that cause their behaviour or level of care towards those individuals to change due to the behaviour of those they are dealing with. The first element, What?, deals directly with the event itself which requires reflection, it is a description of that event. The second element, So What?, is an analysis of the event whereby any learning around the event is identified and then reflected upon. The final element, Now What?, is where any action identified from the second element, or also thought of as the learning or reflective stage, are put into practice and implemented for future use when dealing with the same or similar event.

Domestic abuse is defined as 
“Behaviour of a person (A) towards another person (B) is ‘domestic abuse’ if A and B are each aged 16 or over and are personally connected to each other, and the behaviour is abusive. Behaviour is ‘abusive’ if it consists of any of the following: physical or sexual abuse, violence or threatening behaviour, controlling or coercive behaviour, economic abuse, psychological, emotional or other abuse and it does not matter whether the behaviour consists of a single incident or a course on conduct.” (Domestic Abuse Act 2021, The Crown Prosecution Service, 2021)

The Office for National Statistics (ONS) published the results of the Crime Survey for England and Wales for the year ending March 2022 in November 2022 (ONS, 2022). The findings of this survey showed that in the year ending March 2022 there were 1,500,369 police recorded incidents and crimes, of those recorded as a crime (approximately 60%) there was an increase of 7.7% compared to the previous year (ONS, 2022). It is clear that domestic related incidents and crimes are on the increase which appears a very accurate reflection on my day-to-day calls as a response officer. 

In August 2023 I was asked to convey a female from custody to the hospital to have her jaw examined following complaints of pain during a health care assessment. On my arrival in custody, I was briefed of the circumstances to her arrest by the custody sergeant and advised that she had a suspected broken jaw which required further examination in hospital, I was also informed that she had been arrested for slashing her partner with a knife and that her partner was also in custody for the assault against her. Something didn’t feel right which led me to querying the circumstances further however due to both parties attending custody intoxicated not much else was known. I must admit that I had already judged the female based on the circumstances provided to me and that I attended her cell believing that this was going to be a challenging time as she had attacked her partner with a knife. When I attended the cell and opened the door, I was greeted by a young female who appeared frightened, she was holding a teddy bear and initially would not speak to me, only nod or shake her head. Her clothing had been seized due to the nature of the offence, so I requested custody clothing be provided which she appeared very grateful for. 

I felt guilty that I had judged her based on the circumstances and instantly felt there was something wrong with the situation. I sat on the cell bunk and had a general conversation with her about my role there today and that I needed to convey her to the hospital to have her injuries assessed. She came with me and I sat her in the rear of my police vehicle, when we arrived at hospital she appeared to be limping, when questioned why she told me that her upper leg was sore, and she was struggling to walk or sit on it. Once booked into A&E she asked to go to the toilet, I took this opportunity to update my own sergeant and relay my concerns to him, he agreed that something didn’t feel right and advised me that he would review the incident while I was on hospital watch. On her return from the toilet, she looked very pale and was upset, I noticed that the back of her leg was wet and took this opportunity to delve deeper into the circumstances of the previous night, she told me that her leg was still hurting but couldn’t see any injuries due to the location of the pain being on the inside of the leg near her groin. I asked her to explain what had occurred the night before and surprisingly she told me the full account. She was then called into triage, and I updated my sergeant further, whilst relaying the information the triage nurse approached me and disclosed that during the assessment, she has noticed 5 puncture wounds to her lower body, the most serious of which was in between her legs near her groin, it appeared to be a stab wound approximately 4 inches wide and deep enough to potentially need surgery. I further updated my sergeant on this development and requested a female officer to attend on an emergency basis to begin an evidential process, my sergeant also informed me that from reviewing the evidence we have at this moment in time that the female I am with is actually the victim of a serious domestic assault. The injuries caused to her partner were minor and the slash wound was a small superficial scrape to his toe, I was horrified that my colleagues not only arrested this victim in such a way but failed to notice how badly she was injured, along with the stab wounds she also had a broken nose, jaw, and was missing a number of teeth. She was de-arrested immediately and appropriately dealt with as the victim that she clearly was. This female was now a high-risk victim of a serious domestic assault. 

Unconscious bias is defined as “The tendency of us as humans to act in ways that are prompted by a range of assumptions and biases that we are not aware of” (Unconscious bias, 2020). I have never reflected on an unconscious bias until this moment as I didn’t believe I fell into the category of someone who has any unconscious biases. On reflection I can now see that I did have an unconscious bias when I attended custody, I immediately judged the female based on the little I knew about her without giving any thought to her story or experience, ultimately this made me dismissive of any thoughts of her potentially being the victim, I immediately thought of her as an aggressor. I am well aware of how this could have affected the whole outcome of the case.

The Victim Code (College of Policing, 2021) sets out 12 key rights for victims of crimes. Whilst my colleague was conducted evidential enquiries such as photographing injuries, I now began ensuring that our victim had their 12 key rights and more adhered to. Firstly, I ensured she knew that I was aware of the situation and that we are taking her account seriously. Secondly, I contacted her family with her permission to update them fully, they were not able to make their own way to the hospital therefor I made the decision to travel to the other side of the city and bring them to the hospital, while I was escorting her family, I arranged for a full statement to be taken from her. The difficulty we had at this stage was the seriousness of her injuries, she was in a lot of pain, and we had to be mindful that at this stage her welfare was the main priority however we did also have a custody clock to contend with. By working together with medical staff, we managed to complete all immediate actions. Once I arrived back at the hospital with her family, I advised our victim that I was now leaving to conduct the remaining enquiries with other officers, immediate safeguarding was discussed, and all measures put into place at the earliest opportunity. Before leaving she thanked me for listening and believing her, something she didn’t feel the previous officers did.

Dealing with this incident forced me to reflect on multiple things. Firstly, I revisited my initial training and how we often discussed trauma responses in victim. Franklin, Garza and Bouffard (2019) said “Police misperceptions surrounding trauma have had adverse consequences for victims, case processing, and public safety”. I recalled my initial attendance at the victims’ cell and how distant she was, I had a gut feeling that there was more to this than we knew however I failed to see the significant clue right in front of me, that her current presentation was in fact a trauma response to the brutal incident that occurred only 5 hours previously, my failure to recognise this and my unconscious bias could have had a disastrous outcome on not only the occurrence and outcome but also on the future of the female and her confidence in the police.

Thakrar (2018) states that one method to overcome unconscious bias is to understand not only what unconscious bias is but what your unconscious bias may be. On reflection of the incident I have discuss in this essay I realised that I do have an unconscious bias when dealing with individuals, I judged a person who had been arrested for a domestic violence matter based purely on the little we knew about the situation at the time, I instantly jumped to a conclusion that this person who I am conveying to hospital is a violent aggressor. It became clear that this wasn’t the case. I cannot say whether I would have or how I would have reacted differently should I have known the full facts the moment I walked into custody, what this incident has taught me is that I must remember my training and above all else, I must remember to treat everyone that I meet on a day to day basis as individuals rather than paint them all with the same brush.

Following a post incident debrief with my sergeant, something that occurs often when dealing with incidents of this kind, I raised my concerns around the persons treatment prior to my involvement and requested feedback on my own involvement in this situation. I raised concerns around my own perception of the individual when I arrived in custody and how I potentially missed key information that could have had an affect on the wider case, my sergeant was ultimately happy with my performance and praised me for acting the way I did on arrival in hospital when more information became apparent. We touched on my thoughts around being potentially bias and the advice given was ultimately to work on recognising when I do have those unconscious biases which will in turn help overcome them. Post incident debriefing is something that the College of Policing actively encourage (Briefing and debriefing, College of Policing, 2013), although this is mainly aimed at major or critical incidents it does offer guidance on any form of briefing or debriefing. The College of Policing state that the debriefing process benefits the individual and the organisation as a whole, “The evaluation of the outcome and processes of operations enhances corporate knowledge and develops the expertise of staff involved” (College of Policing, 2013). The debrief process has helped me many times throughout my short career so far, particularly on this occasion.
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 During this essay I will be discussing a complex domestic abuse incident that I have attended as a response officer. As above I will again be using Driscoll’s ‘Model of reflection’ (Driscoll, 1994). I will firstly discuss the ‘What?’ element which is the incident itself. Secondly, I will discuss the ‘So What?’ element, which is the analysis of the event itself, it is during this element that I will discover any learning from the incident. The third element is the ‘What Now?’ stage, during this element I will reflect upon the whole incident and the learning I have identified during the second stage.

The incident I will be discussing in this essay involves a number of complex elements, due to the nature of the incident I liaised with other departments within South Wales Police to ensure that I was conducting the investigation thoroughly throughout. 

Whilst in team briefing at the start of an early shift in October 2023, an emergency grade 1 call was broadcast over the airwaves for a break in in progress. Myself and a colleagued responded that we will attend. We arrived at scene approximately 10 minutes later which was a residential property in a relatively quiet housing estate. The first thing I noticed was the broken window at the front of the house and the front door was wide open. I approached the front door to the property and made my presence known, I was then met by a visibly upset female who came downstairs, she had visible facial injuries, and it was clear that some sort of disturbance had occurred within the property. I quickly went over the airway and notified the control room that I am on scene and to relay the very brief circumstances provided to me by the female in the property. She explained that her ex-partner had smashed the living room window to gain entry after she had refused to open the door for him, once inside the property he had assaulted her before damaging items within and then making off from the scene through the front door before leaving the area in his vehicle. A description was gained along with the males personal details and details of the vehicle he drives. A quick plan of action was devised between my colleague and I; immediate golden hour actions were identified. The College of Policing (Investigation Process, 2013) describes the golden hour as “The period immediately following the report of an offence or incident, when positive action should be taken”.

A detailed statement was being taken by myself and my colleague was securing the scene as best as possible to ensure any forensic opportunities were preserved. Meanwhile I had requested units flood the area in an attempt to locate the suspect. Friends and family of the victim began to arrive, the scene was becoming increasingly difficult to keep sterile, my colleague had no choice but to request further units to attend, the concern was growing that the scene could be compromised and with no known CCTV opportunities outside of the property we needed to preserve as many forensic opportunities as possible. The College of Policing (Managing Effective Investigations, 2013) advise that in order to manage an effective investigation the investigator must “Identify the resource needs of an investigation at the earliest opportunity”, this was the first investigation of this kind that I had dealt with, I had attempted to contact my sergeant for advice however he was in custody and not responding on his radio, all my other colleagues were either patrolling for the suspect or at the scene helping with enquiries, I understood that I needed guidance and requested any on duty CID officers contact me. The officer who contacted me was extremely helpful, I explained the actions already completed and in turn I was advised on what I should be focusing on next. I now had a clear direction to continue this initial investigation and could effectively guide the officers at scene who were assisting me.

Of the 5 officers stationed on my team, I am the least experienced, apart from my Sergeant the next most experienced officer has been a constable for a little over 3 years. Every constable in my team were recruited during the Police Officer Uplift Programme (Home Office, 2019) and all were trained during the uncertainty of the Covid 19 pandemic, experience of complex investigations is short within my team therefor we must work closely with specialist department for guidance when conducting these investigations. 

The most immediate learning I gained from this experience was my capabilities with multitasking. Multitasking is defined as “A person or products ability to do more than one thing at a time” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2023), in its most basic form this can be something as simple as driving a vehicle whilst using your radio or actively listening to a victim whilst writing a statement. I believe that the ability to multitask effectively is a skill that all police officers should possess and is a skill that is required in order to perform the role effectively, “the ability to perform the bona fide occupational requirements of a police officer will require the individual to be able to effectively process information, and multitask” (Andérson et al., 2005). In its most basic form, multitasking came naturally to me, however when dealing with a complex investigation such as this I felt a little overwhelmed. I built a strong rapport with the victim, she was freely speaking to me and allowing me to help her, because of the rapport I had with the victim I felt I was best placed to lead the immediate investigation, the information that was being provided to me by the victim meant that I was best placed to direct the other officers at scene, I naturally slid into the officer in case role. It was at this point that I was increasingly challenged by my multitasking communications. I was still taking a victim statement, I had a number of family members trying to walk in and out of the scene, the evidential needs of the investigation were increasing. I now had the Roads Policing Unit requesting information so that they could trace the suspect and the vehicle, I was liaising with Scenes of Crime Officers, CID, and my Inspector wanted regular updates. I had to compose myself and clear my mind, I have always found that ‘Box Breathing’ (Solan, 2023) works for me, ‘Box Breathing’ is a technique where you simply take a deep breath through your nose and then exhale through your mouth, counting slowly to 4 each time. By doing this I could refocus myself and effectively manage the scene, when I felt myself becoming overwhelmed with the tasks that were required of me, I would use this technique again. Multitasking within such a fluid and complex situation was a challenge however I feel as though I would be comfortable within this environment again based on how I managed this incident.

I have dealt with victims on every occurrence I have been assigned since I joined my response team, however, during this occurrence I truly experience what it is to deal with a scared and vulnerable victim. On initial attendance and when dealing with the victim during this initial period I was mindful of the adhering to the Victim Code (College of Policing, 2021) as I am whenever dealing with victims. There was nothing new or unusual about dealing with the victim during this initial period, I completed a victim statement, discussed safeguarding, provided as much reassurance as I possibly could and provided my contact details should she need to contact me at any point. When I returned to duty the next set I was met with numerous contact requests from her, I called her back and agreed to visit to discuss the incident in person. On my arrival I was surprised by what I saw, she appeared very anxious and nervous still, I had hoped that these feelings she was experiencing would have subsided nearly a week later however it was obvious that the psychological effects of what had occurred were having a lasting effect. Brown and Harris (1989) state that “many people see their home as their primary territory, in contrast to secondary territories such as neighbourhood streets, workplaces and bars”, they continue to say that “primary territories are seen as an extension of the self and a place where the self is protected against others, Intrusions to such highly valued territories are potentially traumatic, because they shatter victims’ beliefs in the inviolability of these territories” (Brown and Harris, 1989). It was clear that the individual sat in front of me no longer felt safe within her own home, I noticed that she locked the door behind me entering and then checked it was locked twice while I was there. 

A study conducted by Wohlfarth et al. (2003) found that domestic burglary victims experience feelings of “anger, annoyance, fear, and depression in response to the burglary and that some suffer from PTSD, anxiety, or panic attacks” (Wohlfarth et al., 2003). I could see that the person in front of me was experiencing most if not all of these psychological responses to what she had been through. Alarmingly for me as the officer in case, the stress was causing her to want to withdraw from the investigation, she was considering moving herself and her son in with her parents for the foreseeable future. I felt slightly powerless to not only protect this person but to ensure that my investigation remained on track. Following the suspects arrest over my rest days he was interviewed and denied the allegation, the interviewing officer subsequently granted him bail for further enquiries, I had hoped that CID would take the investigation to its conclusion, purely for the experience that a detective would bring however they had refused to conduct the investigation and the suspect was therefor bailed back to myself. I again found myself slightly lost on the next steps, a phone call to the Witness Care Unit placed me back on track and I was pleased to be able to reassure the victim further by offering further safeguarding measures through a specialist department, I also believe that my presence provided the victim with sufficient reassurance to keep her on board for the time being. On return to the station my Sergeant provided me with advice on how to continue the investigation, this included forensic submissions such as phone download and swabs of the glass smashed to enter the property. In the weeks following that return visit I have spoken to the victim almost every shift, usually by phone but I have had to attend the address on occasion. The demand has been challenging but I believe it is necessary to ensure the case continues, on one occasion she was adamant that she wanted to withdraw her support, following some encouragement and reassurance her support continued. My involvement as officer in case has shown me how important it is to be open and honest with our victims, and how an occurrence can hang in the balance of how you treat the victims that we encounter.

At the time of writing the case remains ongoing and is now with the Crown Prosecution Service for a charging decision based on the evidence we have available. I am still in regular contact with the victim and providing regular updates, once I advised her that the case has now been sent for a charging decision it appeared as though her anxiety eased slightly. I have learned a lot from the occurrence, not only the fundamental skills in dealing with a complex investigation, I will remember the advice provided to me by specialist departments, but I am also now confident that when I require guidance I know where to look. The biggest learning I have taken from this experience is dealing with victims, I always believed I was good at dealing with victims however during this incident I had to take that to the next level. I now understand how demanding this can be and why it is so important to take that on board and provide such a high standard of service to our victims. In reality, the investigation would not have progressed this far if I didn’t have the support of the victim. This investigation has had a lasting effect on my career and one that I will always remember, it is the occurrence that brought everything I had learned previously into practice and the one that has made me appreciate the role that we play within investigations. Word Count: 2102


