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Elsewhere, the work of our Review Team 
has identified that accurate recording of 
complaints at the outset of complaint 
enquiries could  prevent additional work 
and improve outcomes.  

I hope that you find this publication 
useful and wish you all good health at  
this time. 
 

Michelle Macleod
Commissioner
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At this time, we are seeking to minimise, 
where possible, our demands on policing 
to allow them to focus on the current 
Coronavirus (COVID-19) crisis.  To that 
end, we have streamlined processes and 
extended time limits for compliance with 
any requests for information.
 
In producing Learning Point we aim to 
encourage a learning culture and to 
encourage policing bodies in Scotland 
to pre-empt and avoid issues that create 
more work in the long run.   

We hope that by continuing to share  
examples of best practice and 
highlighting some ways that policing 
bodies in Scotland can improve the 
service they deliver to the public that we 
can alleviate additional work.

In this issue, we look at communication 
issues between frontline officers and Area 
Control Room staff during vehicle pursuits 
and explore the role of the PIRC in Post 
Incident Procedures.

WELCOME
Welcome to Issue 16 of our best practice publication, Learning 
Point.  In these unprecedented times, we are acutely aware 
of the pressure on police officers and staff working round 
the clock to protect the health and safety of the public, while 
continuing to tackle crime and other policing initiatives.  

http://pirc.scot
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The PIRC frequently investigates incidents where 
people have suffered injury as a result of a driver 
losing control of a car or other vehicle while being 
pursued by the police.  A common theme emerging 
from many of the incidents reported by Police 
Scotland to the PIRC is a lack of understanding 
around what constitutes a vehicle pursuit.

A police driver is deemed to be in pursuit 
of a vehicle when the driver or rider of 
the vehicle indicates by their actions or 
continued manner of their driving that 
they have no intention of stopping, the 
police driver believes that the driver is 
aware of the requirement to stop and the 
police driver decides to continue behind 
the vehicle with a view to either reporting 
on its progress or stopping it. 
 
Police Scotland standard operating 
procedures clarify that there is no place 
for the term ‘follow’ in this context, the 
police are either in pursuit or they are not. 
 
A police pursuit must be notified by 
officers to the Area Control Room (ACR) 
as soon as possible. It is a decision for 
ACR staff to either authorise the pursuit 
or instruct officers to ‘stand down’ and 
halt the pursuit. ACR decisions will be 
based on the circumstances of each 
incident, including the information 
provided by the pursuing officers. 
 
The following are pursuits reported to 
the PIRC that were not immediately 
identified as a pursuit by the officers:  

• following a vehicle at speed for three 
miles with blue lights and sirens 
activated;

• following a vehicle in a town centre at 
speeds in excess of 60mph;

• following a vehicle with blue lights and 
sirens activated but keeping a sizeable 
distance between the police car and 
the other vehicle.

 
On some reported occasions, the 
ACR was not notified of the initial 
circumstances of the pursuit and, as 
a consequence, ACR staff were not 
provided with an opportunity to consider 
whether it was appropriate to authorise 
continuation of the pursuit. 
 
People who are the subject of a police 
vehicle pursuit often drive recklessly and 
at significant speeds, ignoring road traffic 
laws. They have little or no consideration 
for other road users or pedestrians and 
place the public, any passengers in the 
vehicle, or themselves at significant 
risk of injury. Such drivers may also 
have drugs or alcohol in their system, 
impacting on their ability to control the 
vehicle, particularly at high speeds. 
 
Standard Response and Advanced police 
drivers have driving skills and abilities 
beyond those of members of the public 
and are capable of pursuing vehicles to a 
high standard.  

Investigations: 
Vehicle Pursuits

LEARNING POINT
Officers are reminded of the 
importance of informing the ACR 
of any pursuit to allow ACR staff 
to consider all impacting factors, 
including the appropriateness 
of the pursuit, whether to call 
on additional resources to assist 
(including specialist Road Policing 
resources where available) 
and, having considered all the 
circumstances, to authorise the 
continuance or the cancellation of 
the pursuit.

What cannot be determined during any 
pursuit is the capabilities or intention of 
the person being pursued.
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Police Scotland has now rolled out national Post 
Incident Procedures (PIP) in instances where people 
die in police custody or following police contact, 
or suffer serious injury following police contact. 
Previously, PIP was only applicable to firearms 
incidents where people suffered death or injury as a 
result of an officer using a firearm.

The decision whether to institute PIP is 
for Police Scotland, taking account of the 
specific circumstances of the incident. 
Not every incident resulting in death or 
serious injury may require or even need a 
PIP response.  
 
PIP is a police process designed to 
support police officers and members of 
police staff following their involvement 
in traumatic events and to enable 
investigators, whether police or PIRC, to 
obtain details and an account of events 
to facilitate immediate investigation of 
the circumstances. Those with the best 
knowledge of events are those directly 
involved, i.e. the initial attending officers. 
 
Police Scotland has trained a cadre of 
about 45 Post Incident Managers (PIMs), 
who will take charge of any PIP. The PIM 
facilitates, manages and ensures the 
integrity of the post-incident procedure. 

Key police witnesses 
Key police witnesses are police officers 
or staff who can give direct evidence of 
the circumstances of the incident. This 
is a flexible definition which must be 
interpreted according to the particular 
circumstances.

Key police witnesses may include:

• officers directly involved;

• those who witnessed the involvement 
(of directly involved officers);

• those who authorised or commanded 
the incident;

• those who provided tactical advice.

 
Welfare considerations 
The welfare needs of officers or staff 
should be addressed throughout PIP. 
Considerations will include, but should 
not be limited to:

• first aid and other medical assistance;

Investigations: 
Post Incident Procedures (PIP)

• securing weapons and equipment;

• providing refreshments;

• toilet access;

• making phone calls to immediate 
family members or partners regarding 
officers’ wellbeing and possible 
retention on duty;

• showering and appropriate change of 
clothes (provided there are no forensic 
matters to be addressed);

• keeping officers updated regarding 
developments and how long they may 
be asked to remain on duty;

• access to legal advice.

 
Providing Accounts 
Following an incident where PIP is 
implemented, there is a requirement 
for those involved to provide relevant 
information in a number of formats. This 
will vary depending on the recipient of the 
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information and the purpose for which 
it is being sought.  It can reasonably be 
expected that the initial information 
provided will become more detailed or 
potentially alter as the circumstances 
become clearer.

 
Stage One – Situation Report 
Following a death or serious injury 
the ACR must be informed as soon as 
practicable. This notification is likely to be 
provided by radio communication from 
an officer at the scene of the incident. 
The ACR should then notify the on-call 
Professional Standards Department 
senior officer, who will consider the 
need to instruct a PIP. The information 
provided should be sufficient to provide 
a situational report which will enable 
police supervisors to manage the ongoing 
incident, assist them to discharge their 
post-incident responsibilities and inform 
the initial investigating officer, or the PIRC, 
about the incident.

 
Stage Two – PIM Basic Facts 
The PIM is responsible for establishing the 
basic facts of what has happened. The 
basic facts are most likely to be provided 
at the nominated post incident location, 
either a dedicated PIP suite or local police 
office. The basic facts obtained by the PIM 
should, where possible, be sufficient to:

• Confirm which officers were at the 
scene;

• Describe, in brief, the roles of those at 
the scene; and

• Confirm the use of force (if applicable).

 
Stage Three – Personal Initial Accounts
Subject, where necessary, to legal and 
medical advice, key police witnesses  
should provide a personal initial account 
of the incident before going off duty.  
Detailed accounts will be provided later.

So far as possible, personal initial 
accounts should include:

• The officer’s identity (or pseudonym if 
appropriate);

• The officer’s understanding of the 
incident;

• The officer’s role in the incident;

• Essential details of the officer’s 
recollection of events;

• If the officer used force, their honestly 
held belief that resulted in the use of 
force.

 
Stage Four – Detailed Accounts, 
Statements and Interviews
Detailed accounts are not normally 
obtained immediately. Detailed accounts  
can be obtained once the officer or 
member of police staff who was involved 
in the incident is better able to articulate 
their experience in a coherent and 
detailed format. This is usually at least 48 
hours after the incident.

Where Body Worn Video (BWV) or other 
police CCTV is available, the officers  
should be permitted to view that prior to 
completing their detailed account. 
 
Conferring 
Officers and staff should not confer or 
discuss the incident before providing their 
accounts. This is to avoid the potential 
for a person’s memory to be affected or 
influenced by the recollection of others. It 
is entirely natural that officers faced with 
traumatic, fast moving or dynamic events 
will have slightly different recollections of 
what occurred.

Avoiding conferring before providing 
accounts also prevents later allegations 
that officers or staff colluded in preparing 
their evidence.

PIP & the PIRC
Where a death in custody or death 
following police contact occurs, the law 
requires that the death is independently 
investigated. In Scotland that role is 
undertaken by the PIRC, either on the 
instruction of COPFS or referral by Police 
Scotland.

Where PIP is instituted the PIRC will be 
notified and given the opportunity to 
attend. PIRC investigators will ask the 
PIM for copies of the SitRep (situation 
report), the PIM Basic Facts and officers’ 
Personal Initial Accounts. This is to 
allow PIRC investigators to understand 
what happened and the investigation to 
progress immediately.

PIRC investigators may wish to introduce 
themselves to officers and staff at the 
PIP suite and have a role in the recovery 
of any evidence which may be required 
for forensic examination. However, post 
incident management procedures are 
undertaken by the PIM, not the PIRC.

In the last six months, the PIRC has 
attended four instances where PIP has 
been instituted by Police Scotland, 
following death or serious injury.

In most instances the PIRC requests that 
officers submit their detailed accounts 
in the form of a statement, after 48 hours 
have passed. In some instances, PIRC 
investigators have asked to interview 
officers after receiving their statements.

This arises because the officer may not 
have referred to something that their 
colleagues may have mentioned, matters 
which can be seen on CCTV, or the officer 
has simply forgotten to include additional 
details or descriptions. 

Now that Police Scotland has a large 
cadre of trained Post Incident Managers 
(PIMs) it is likely that Post Incident 
Procedures (PIP) will be implemented 
much more frequently where death or 
serious injury occurs, to provide support 
to officers and staff.  All officers and staff 
should familiarise themselves with these 
procedures to help ensure the process 
runs smoothly.

Avoiding conferring before providing accounts also prevents 
later allegations that officers or staff colluded in preparing 
their evidence.
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Recording of Complaints
The accurate recording of complaints 
is of paramount importance, not 
only in relation to the transparency, 
accountability and integrity of the police 
complaints process, but also in relation 
to Police Scotland’s ability to respond 
to and deal efficiently with complaints 
made by members of the public. Failure 
to record complaints accurately distorts 
the analysis of the available data, which 
can influence future policies and decision 
making. More importantly, from the 
complainer’s perspective, it can often 
affect the level and extent of complaint 
enquiry and, ultimately, the content and 
quality of the final response letter.  
 
Of the 35% of complaints where there 
were recording issues, 19% related to 
complaints that had been responded 
to by the police but were not recorded 
individually on the relevant information 
management system or six stage 
complaint form and 16% related to 
complaints that had not been recorded 
at all and subsequently had not been 
responded to by the police. Failure 
to identify and record individual 
complaints leads to complaints being 
overlooked, often escalating the level of 

Our last edition of Learning Point (Issue 15) focused on 
emerging trends highlighted by our complaint handling 
reviews (CHRs), specifically addressing issues surrounding 
the proportionality of complaint enquiries.  To provide advice 
and guidance to complaint handlers within policing bodies 
in Scotland, we continuously analyse our CHR findings 
to identify good complaint handling practices, learning 
opportunities and emerging trends.  

So far this year we have reviewed more 
than 800 individual complaints1 and 
issued 220 CHR reports. We are pleased to 
report that in 2019/2020 there has been 
a gradual improvement in complaint 
handling by Police Scotland as evidenced 
by a steady increase in the number of 
complaints we have found to be handled 
to a reasonable standard.  
 
Since April 2019, we have made 
more than 280 recommendations 
addressing shortcomings and other 
matters identified in our CHRs. The 
recommendations cover a wide range of 
issues, including providing the applicant 
with a further response or apology, 
conducting further enquiries, or even 
revisiting and revising policies or standard 
operating procedures. During this year 
we have seen a significant increase 
in recommendations regarding the 
recording of individual complaints at the 
outset of the complaint process. In the 
current year, these constituted almost 
35%2 of all of our recommendations in 
comparison to only 10% in 2018/19. This 
section of Learning Point focusses on 
the importance of accurate recording 
of individual complaints and provides 
practical advice to complaint handlers.

Reviews:
Accurate recording  
of complaints

dissatisfaction from the complainer. This 
can undermine public trust in the police 
complaints process and often results in 
complaints being referred to the PIRC for 
a CHR. 

The general rule is that if any part of the 
complaint is capable of being upheld or 
not upheld independently of any other 
expressions of dissatisfaction made by 
the complainer, that allegation must be 
recorded as a stand-alone complaint 
and an individual determination must be 
reached (upheld/not upheld). To ensure 
clarity, simplicity and consistency in 
approach, the current complaint handling 
procedures adopted by Police Scotland 
do not allow for complaints to be partially 
upheld.

There are two sets of circumstances 
where the issue of accurate recording of 
individual complaints appears to be most 
problematic. Firstly, in cases involving 
numerous inter-linked allegations, there 
is a tendency among complaint handlers 
to group complaints by their overarching 
nature or category, e.g. Quality of Service/
Irregularity in Procedure/Incivility, or 
unprofessionalism. In such cases, often 
the response provides one overarching 
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examples, the complainers provided 
four specific illustrations of the subject 
officer or staff member’s behaviour 
or interaction with the complainer in 
support of their overarching complaint. 
In essence, each example contained four 
individual expressions of dissatisfaction 
about an act or omission by a person 
serving with the police. Any one of those 
individual expressions of dissatisfaction 
falls within the statutory definition of 
a “relevant complaint” and could be 
upheld or not upheld irrespective of the 
findings in relation to the remaining three 
components. In these circumstances, 
each element must be recorded as an 

The general rule is that if 
any part of the complaint is 
capable of being upheld or 
not upheld independently 
of any other expressions of 
dissatisfaction made by the 
complainer, that allegation 
must be recorded as a  
stand-alone complaint and 
an individual determination 
must be reached (upheld/
not upheld). 

determination (upheld/not upheld), 
while providing a brief explanation for the 
decision reached in relation to various 
individual complaints. There is a risk that 
such an approach will result in some 
individual allegations not being addressed 
in the final response. In addition, it causes 
difficulties for subject officers addressing 
the complaints as the focus of the 
complaint enquiry and response relates to 
the overarching complaint rather than the 
individual components.  

Example 1: Constable A was very 
unprofessional during his attendance 
at my parents’ house in June 2019. He 
didn’t introduce himself (1), his tone was 
borderline aggressive (2), he raised his 
voice to my Dad on a few occasions (3) 
and at the end of the meeting he called 
me an “idiot” (4). 

Example 2: The female custody staff 
member’s attitude towards me was 
appalling. She did not offer me any food 
or drink at any time during my detention 
(1) and when I asked for a glass of water 
she said she was too busy (2). I then asked 
for a blanket and she told me she did not 
have one to give me (3). I then said I wasn’t 
feeling well and needed to see a doctor, 
and she told me that she was busy dealing 
with custodies with “real problems” and I 
was just wasting her time (4).  
 
In the examples above, the complainers 
made general complaints about the 
officer and custody staff: Constable A’s 
perceived unprofessionalism and the 
custody staff member’s attitude. In both 

individual complaint, and the complaint 
handler must reach an individual 
determination for each one. 
 
Inadequate recording of complaints is 
also evident in cases where, for whatever 
reason, the contact between the 
complainer and the Enquiry Officer at the 
initial stages of the process is limited.  
 
This may occur if the complainer has no 
confidence in the process and does not 
engage with the complaint enquiry, or 
in some cases, where the complainer 
provides detailed submissions in support 
of their complaint, the Enquiry Officer 
does not feel that a further meeting 
or complaint statement is necessary. 
Whatever the reason for reduced 
communication between the Enquiry 
Officer and the complainer, there is an 
increased risk that both parties have 
a different understanding and little 
agreement regarding what issues will be 
investigated and addressed and what the 
complainer can reasonably expect from 
the complaint process.   
 
In this type of case, we often observe a 
lack of completed Heads of Complaint 
forms and no statements of complaint 
being noted from the complainer. 
In our last edition of Learning Point 
we discussed issues around the 
proportionality of complaint enquiries 
and highlighted that this is a decision for 
the Enquiry Officer. While it is not always 
necessary to obtain a full statement 
from the complainer, especially in 
cases where complainers provide 
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detailed submissions in support of their 
complaint, that should not preclude or 
negate the requirement to complete 
and agree the Heads of Complaint form 
to reach agreement on the scope of the 
complaint enquiry. We acknowledge that 
this may not be possible in every case but 
would encourage all complaint handlers 
to make every effort to seek clarity and 
concurrence with the complainer to 
ensure that all matters raised by them are 
addressed by the complaint enquiry.  
 
For more guidance on these issues 
please see Police Scotland’s Complaints 
about the Police Standard Operating 
Procedure, Paragraphs 6.7.3 – 6.7.5. 

Find out more about our complaint 
handling review outcomes at pirc.scot

Useful tips for Enquiry Officers: 

• Avoid combining various allegations 
into a single head of complaint – this 
can result in concerns not being 
addressed and lead to adverse 
findings and further work;

• Don’t assume that detailed 
submissions by the complainer are 
always sufficient to begin a complaint 
enquiry;

• Make efforts to reach an agreement 
with the complainer and complete 
a Heads of Complaint form. If the 
complainer does not engage, 
document the efforts made and 
proceed on the information available;

Get connected 
pirc.scot is home to a whole library of 
publications, including our investigation 
reports and complaint handling reviews.  

There's also a section dedicated to  
information for police officers and police staff.  
There you have access to the library of previous 
issues of Learning Point, our published audits and 
statutory guidance.

Additionally, you can find information and FAQs about 
what you need to know if you are involved in a PIRC 
investigation or complaint handling review.   

Find out more at pirc.scot/for-police >>

• If the statement of complaint is noted 
from the complainer make sure that 
a) all aspects or issues raised in the 
complainer’s initial correspondence 
are addressed and b) at the end 
of the statement, summarise all 
complaints that will be subject to 
the complaint enquiry. This should 
then be transferred onto the Heads 
of Complaint form and signed by the 
applicant;

• If particular allegations are not to be 
taken forward, make sure that there is 
an auditable record to show that the 
complainer is in agreement or aware of 
the reason for this. Good practice is to 
do this at the end of the statement. 

1     Figures up to 29 February 2020
2     99 out of 286 recommendations

https://www.scotland.police.uk/assets/pdf/151934/184779/complaints-about-the-police-sop
https://www.scotland.police.uk/assets/pdf/151934/184779/complaints-about-the-police-sop
https://www.scotland.police.uk/assets/pdf/151934/184779/complaints-about-the-police-sop
http://pirc.scot
http://pirc.scot
http://pirc.scot/for-police 
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Get in touch

If you have any queries about the topics covered in this issue, or 
would like to speak to a member of our team, please contact us 
at enquiries@pirc.gov.scot.  

If you would like to be added to our mailing list please email 
communications@pirc.gov.scot.  
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