
The thin blue line reconfigured: An ethnographic
study of political reform and changing expertise
in response policing in England and Wales

Ethnographic study of reforms reshaping UK response policing, examining impacts on expertise,

wellbeing, trust and envisioning future workforce resilience and operational effectiveness.

Key details

Lead institution University of Chester

Principal researcher(s)
Craig Weir

2529679@chester.ac.uk

Police region North West

Collaboration and partnership Suffolk Constabulary

Level of research PhD

Project start date October 2025

Date due for completion October 2028

Research context
Response policing in England and Wales is undergoing profound transformation. Since 2010,

political reforms, austerity measures and reactive recruitment strategies have reshaped frontline

policing, creating a paradox of record officer numbers alongside declining operational expertise.

Response officers, those first on scene at incidents involving domestic violence, sexual offences

and serious violence, now operate in high-pressure environments marked by resource constraints,

ambiguous role definitions and rising public expectations. This erosion of experience, driven by

early retirements and high attrition among mid-career officers, has weakened institutional memory,
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supervisory capacity and service consistency, with implications for officer wellbeing, victim

outcomes and public trust.

Despite their centrality to public safety, response policing remains under-theorised in academic

literature, which has largely focused on leadership or specialist units. Existing research neglects the

everyday pressures and discretionary practices shaping frontline decision-making. This study

addresses that gap by situating response policing within broader debates on reform, wellbeing and

legitimacy. It explores how systemic changes affect operational capacity and how officers adapt to

shifting organisational priorities.

The research adopts an ethnographic case study of Suffolk Constabulary, combining participant

observation, semi-structured interviews and document analysis to capture lived experiences and

cultural dynamics. Guided by frameworks such as street-level bureaucracy, tacit knowledge theory

and procedural justice, the study seeks to generate rich, context-sensitive insights into how political

decisions translate into operational realities. Beyond diagnosis, the project aims to envision the

future of response policing, identifying strategies for workforce resilience, experiential learning and

policy reform to restore legitimacy and effectiveness. By foregrounding frontline voices, this

research contributes to evidence-based recommendations for sustainable improvement in policing

practice and governance.

Research methodology
This study adopts a qualitative ethnographic approach to explore the lived experiences of response

officers within the operational and institutional context of UK policing. Ethnography is chosen for its

ability to provide 'thick description' and capture cultural norms, discretionary practices and informal

learning that shape frontline decision-making. It enables real-time observation of officers’ work and

informal dialogue, offering insights often missed by surveys or structured interviews.

The research is situated within Suffolk Constabulary, selected for its distinctive operational

characteristics, low funding, high performance and rising demand across a geographically

dispersed rural area. This setting provides a rich environment for examining how officers adapt to

political reform, resource constraints, and shifting organisational priorities.

Data collection combines three methods:
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Participant observation: Immersive fieldwork during routine deployments, team briefings and

station-based activities to capture behaviours and cultural dynamics. Observations will focus

exclusively on officers – members of the public will not be treated as participants.

Semi-structured interviews: Conducted with constables, sergeants, inspectors and senior leaders

to explore themes such as operational readiness, wellbeing and perceptions of legitimacy.

Document analysis: Internal policy documents and training frameworks will contextualise findings

and support triangulation.

A purposive sampling strategy ensures representation across ranks and service lengths, enabling

comparative analysis of experience erosion and its impact on decision-making and wellbeing. Data

will be analysed using thematic analysis within an ethnographic content analysis framework,

allowing for systematic yet reflexive interpretation.

The study is guided by theoretical frameworks including street-level bureaucracy, tacit knowledge

theory, and procedural justice, ensuring findings are grounded in established scholarship while

generating original insights. This methodology supports the project’s aim to diagnose current

challenges and envision future strategies for workforce resilience and operational effectiveness.
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