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Governance is not a new term, indeed it was first used in France in the fourteenth century where it meant ‘seat of government’ (Pierre and Peters, 2000). Gubernare is the Latin root of the word governance, it means to steer (Cadbury, 2002). “He that governs sits quietly at the stern and scarce is seen to move” (Marucs Tullius Cicero; Cadbury, 2002) this is taken to mean that governance need not and should not be forceful or heavy-handed. In 1989, the World Bank re-invented governance in a report that suggested a new approach to development based on the idea that democracy and the rule of law are essential for economic progress, they described governance as “the exercise of political power to manage a nations affairs” (World Bank, 1989). Governance in simple terms is taken to mean “the way that organizations or countries are managed at the highest level, and the systems for doing this” (Dictionary, n.d., 2025). 

The notion of governance is multifaceted and has been defined and interpreted differently in a variety of academic and practical contexts. According to literature, several concepts commonly associated with governance, including strategy, behaviour and decision making may not constitute governance itself. This highlights the need for a more precise understanding of what governance entails (McGrath & Whitty, 2015). Governance is fundamentally about the processes through which societies or organisations make decisions regarding accountability or “the process of steering society and the economy through collective action and in accordance with common goals” (Torfing et al, 2012). The concept of governance has become essential to the success and accountability of organisations in today’s world (Rajesekhar et al, 2024).

Corporate governance is described as ‘the system by which companies are directed and controlled’ (Cadbury, 2002). Public governance on the other hand, is said to be “how an organisation works with its partners, stakeholders and networks to influence the outcomes of public bodies” (Governance International, UK). Almost all definitions of governance share some common characteristics that demonstrate how governance presume a situation with various stakeholders in which public authorities are no longer able to address collective issues without the cooperation of other players (Bovair and Loeffler, 2002). Kooiman (1993) describes governance as “the pattern or structure that emerges in a socio-political system as a ‘common’ result or outcome of the interacting intervention efforts of all involved actors. This pattern cannot be reduced to [the outcome produced by] one actor or group of actors in particular”.

Governance networks have emerged as a significant area of study within public administration and are defined as networks of interdependent actors that contribute to the production of public governance (Levi-Faur, 2012). Many complex problems rely on networks of providers who must co-ordinate at the local level and recognise they are providing services not simple products, according to the highly differentiated needs of individuals (Osborne, 2010). Reducing crime, for example, is not within the power of police or other public bodies working in isolation because there are many societal influences they cannot negotiate alone. Network management has consequently emerged as a significant competence for public service organisations, particularly in the context of addressing complex governance challenges (Foncesca, 2021). However, although networks have become an important aspect of public governance, there are other governance mechanisms that remain significant, including hierarchies, markets, organisational networks and communities (Pierre and Peters, 2000-03). The question for government is to choose the right mechanism to deal with the problem (Bovaird and Loeffler, 2016). 

In general, “good governance” refers to the efforts of global institutions like the World Bank and the United Nations to evaluate and quantify the effectiveness of governing bodies in developing nations in terms of their stability, responsiveness to interactions, procedural fairness, effectiveness and adherence to the role of law (Ansell & Torfing, 2022). According to the United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific “good governance” has eight major characteristics; it is participatory, consensus oriented, accountable, transparent, responsive, effective and efficient, equitable and inclusive and follows rule of law. It guarantees that corruption is minimised, that minority opinions are considered and the voice of the most vulnerable members of society are heard while decisions are being made (United Nations, n.d.). Good governance has been described as “the negotiation by all the stakeholders in an issue (or area) of improved public policy outcomes and agreed governance principles, which are both implemented and regularly evaluated by all stakeholders” (Governance International, UK).

Governance is thought to be the process by which we collectively solve our problems and meet society’s needs and Government is the instrument we use. Civilised society cannot function effectively without effective government (Osborne and Gaebler, 1992). Accountability is at the heart of democratic government, it is the duty of representative government to oversee, manage, finance, and monitor the activities of public administrators and other individuals engaged in the provision of public services. Government itself is not enough since government is enacted by many other stakeholders, however, good governance will usually require good government (Loeffler, 2016). By the same token, all other significant stakeholders must positively contribute to effective governance. The definition of “good governance” must be negotiated and agreed upon by the various stakeholders in a geographical area of a policy network (Bovaird and Loeffler, 2016). 

“Governance tends to be undervalued until governance crises such as corruption scandals or government pay discrimination puts public governance firmly on the political agenda from time to time” (Bovaird and Loeffler, 2016). Thousands of innocent people suffered as a result of the Post Office Horizon Scandal, which also damaged confidence in the current systems of government and corporate leadership. Nine hundred and ninety nine sub-postmasters and others were wrongly prosecuted on charges including false accounting and theft, at least five took their own lives and hundreds died before they could be exonerated or receive compensation. This report suggests that governance can seem archaic and distant to many people, however the Post Office scandal has shown that governance failures can have disastrous human consequences (IoD Policy Paper, 2024).

There have also been examples of Governance failures in Policing, e.g., Greater Manchester Police ‘Failed to record 80,000 crimes in a year’ (BBC News 10th December, 2020) demonstrating a lack of leadership, ethical standards and transparency. HMIC said about 220 crimes a day went unrecorded in the year up to June 2020; victim support charities said it was “shocking”. GMP was placed into special measures leading to the resignation of Chief Constable Ian Hopkins (The Irish Times, 18th December 2020). Trust, confidence and legitimacy were all impacted by this governance failure, which resulted in victims of crime not receiving the right services, crimes not being adequately investigated and justice not being served. 

In a similar example of financial mismanagement, Betsi Cadwaladr health board reported “significant errors” in the health boards accounts with £122 million not being properly accounted for and concerns being raised about governance and leadership which led to the Welsh Government placing them into special measures (BBC News, 23rd December 2022). These incidents demonstrate that governance shortcomings are often the root of corporate scandals, which can have detrimental effects on an organisation’s finances and reputation. “Governance is really critically important… it is specific governance issues affecting perceived public outcomes and the quality of life of their citizens that get their attention” (Bovaird & Loeffler, 2016).

Across many industries, ethical governance is becoming more widely acknowledged as a crucial element of successful corporate governance. The idea of a clean government was invented by William Gladstone, he often emphasized the importance of ethical governance, reflecting his belief that political activity should align with moral purposes (Parry, 2011). More recently, addressing ethical standards in public life in the UK, especially in government, is a major responsibility of the Committee on Standards in Public Life (CSPL). The CSPL was created in 1994 in reaction to the Hose of Commons ‘cash for questions’ scandal, which raised doubts about accountability and integrity. The CSPL has been instrumental in promoting the Nolan principles, which articulate the fundamental trust that ought to guide the interaction between community members and public officials (Nolan, 1995). The attitudes of leaders inside companies, greatly impact how effective governance systems are, and “ethical leadership is crucial for fostering an ethical culture, transparency, honesty and stakeholder engagement – all of which are cornerstones of good governance practices” (Rajasekhar et at, 2024).

The concept of governance was first recognised by the ancient Greek assemblies, which established the rule of law and enabled society to efficiently govern itself, with the rule of law introduced (Quirk, 2011). Early concepts of justice were significantly shaped by philosophical enquiries such as Plato and Aristotle, they viewed justice as a virtue, not a legalistic notion, but as a fundamental quality of the soul where justice was a sin and fairness was a moral quality (Kumar, 2021). According to the Law of Athelstan [925-39] if a thief fled, he would be pursued to his death to carry out the Kings wishes. A Welsh King in the first half of the tenth century, Hywel Dda (Howel the good) was renowned for fairness and fair play. He brought together leaders and lawyers from all over Wales to create a single system for the country “to make the good laws and to abolish the bad ones”. These laws demonstrate the relationship between politics, the law, and social norms while illustrating the values and priorities of society at that time. They also offer a glimpse into the legal and social structure that governed the lives of medieval Wales (Welsh Medieval Laws, 13th Century). 

With origins in the role played by private citizens, communities and businesses prior to the creation of official police forces, policing in Britain has undergone tremendous change over time. In order to ensure members of a community were held accountable for their contributions and activities, community accountability like tithings and frankpledge were essential, representing a system of mutual oversight and support (Jones, 2008). The activities of Henry and John Fielding at Bow Street during the mid-eighteenth century marked a pivotal moment in the evolution of policing. Because of their skilful use of publicity and reaction to a crime panic, policing was redefined to emphasise the need for qualified professionals who used bureaucratic and apolitical methods, which limited the opportunity for public participation in the criminal justice system (Rawlings, 1995). The Bow Street Runners were formed around 1974, their establishment was a crucial step in the creation of a professional and structured approach to policing.

“The time is come,” Sir Robert Peel argued in the House of Commons in 1828, “when… we may fairly pronounce that the country has outgrown her police institutions…” after a vigorous debate, the House of Commons agreed with him and the following year the Metropolitan Police was founded, starting a new phase of policing in this country (Barber, 2022). The necessity to establish a police force that would serve the public impartially influenced the enactment of the Metropolitan Police Act. Peel highlighted the significance of gaining public trust through ethical behaviour and remaining politically independent, both of which he felt were essential for effective policing (Anonymous, Britain Power to the People, 2010).  Peel said “the police are the people, and the people are the police”, this new age was marked by the emergence of a distinctly British model of policing, where police activity is largely dependent on public trust, confidence and cooperation rather than the use of force, ideas that are still relevant in conversations regarding law enforcement practices today. 

The Municipality Corporations Act (1835) was an important piece of legislation that helped redefine local governance in England and Wales, encouraging a move towards more democratic and accountable municipal administrations that set the stage of future reforms (Moret, 2015). The Act enacted local rate payers to form new politically elected councils which had the power to form subcommittees called Watch committees who could form the ‘new police’ but this led to a fragmented position whereby between 1839-1853 only 28 county forces were established, resulting in lawlessness going unchecked and criminals taking advantage of gaps in provision and lack of cross border co-operation. The Select Committee on Police in 1853 mandated that Forces should be compulsory in every county and borough in England and Wales and should be funded by Central Government whilst encouraging local management arrangements (National Police,1853). “What was new about the ‘new’ police was not their greater level of efficiency, but the fact that they were a new form of social control and a product of class antagonisms produced by the transition to urban, industrial society” (Barrie, 2016). 

For many years before the middle of the nineteenth century, there had been a persistent call for political reform, for revolution and a new method of structuring society. However, there was a lot of social unrest during the post war era, particularly between the late 1940s to the end of the 1990s, such as urban disturbances and the miners’ strikes (Barrie, 2016).  The Swing (1830) and Rebecca Riots (1839 – 1943) were pivotal in shaping discussion about reform, highlighting the necessity for addressing the underlying issues of inequality and injustice in rural England and Wales. The Reform Acts of 1832, 1967 and 1884 denote important turning points in the development of British electoral politics, all of which helped to democratise the political system gradually making voting accessible to all and not a privilege of the elite (Butler, 2004). The passing of the 1918, Representation of the People Act, and the 1928 the Equal Franchise Act widened suffrage by giving women electoral equality with men (Equal Franchise Act, 1928). Together, these acts show a journey of political transformation that broadened the British electorate and changed the character of political participation, paving the way for further reforms and the creation of a more inclusive political system. 

The evolution of governance in Wales has been marked by significant changes.  Between 1536 and 1543, the English Parliament passed a series of laws (Acts of Union) resulting in the formation of a United Wales and by the 1800s there was growing support for Wales to govern itself. The formation of a distinct Welsh political identity, especially in relation to elections and party organisation, demonstrates a growing awareness and desire for self-governance (Cragoe, 2004). The 1979 referendum following the Kilbrandon Report was defeated by a 4-1 majority (20.3%) however, the 1997 referendum demonstrated a significant shift in public opinion in favour of devolution, with support rising to 50.3% (Gooberman, 2024). By the narrowest of margins, the National Assembly for Wales was formed, marking a significant development in the governance of Wales. The subsequent Government of Wales Act 1998 and The Richard Commission in 2006, led to greater Devolution powers to the Welsh Government. The Wellbeing of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 sought to transform the way public services deal with health and societal changes in Wales. The act’s requirements for public agencies to co-operate make long-term plans and involve communities in decision making processes are crucial. (Weatherup, 2019).

The purpose of the Silk Commission launched in October 2011 was to review Wales’s constitutional framework and make recommendations regarding the devolution of financial powers. The commission concluded that current funding arrangements were not adequate and should be made fairer. Wales had to wait a full year before Westminster responded and essentially accepted virtually all of the 33 recommendations (Russell, 2014). The Commission’s second part suggested ways to increase the Assembly’s authority and urged for the devolution of authority over transportation, justice and policing. The Williams Commission in 2014 went on to consider the health of public services in Wales and concluded that “public services simply cannot cope with these pressures in their current form and the way in which they operate” (Williams, 2014). The Commission emphasised the urgent need to change Wales’s public sector governance and delivery, concluding there should be fewer local authorities are needed to provide more efficient and effective services (Pemberton, 2015). The Boundary Commission for Wales plays an important role in determining the parliamentary constituency map for Wales. In 2023 Westminster voted to cut the number of Welsh MPs down from 40 to 32, these boundaries are being used by the Senedd to draw up the 16 constituencies of the 2026 Welsh Parliament and are currently subject to public consultation (Senedd Review, 2026).

After the Police Act 1964, an accumulation of government guidance and performance regimes eroded the influence of police authorities. Concerns were raised that police authorities had failed to hold chief officers to account during the Miners’ strike of 1984-1985 and following the Hillsborough disaster in 1989, leading to increased demands to reform police governance (Loveday, 2018). The Controversial Police and Magistrates Court Act 1994 marked a shift towards a more structured approach to local policing and governance which significantly reduced the size of police authorities and the number of elected council members on them. The Act added new “independent members” for the first time and required local police authorities to create policing plans for their areas (Jones and Newburn, 1994). Concerns about the ineffectiveness of police authorities, coupled with the Conservative Partys commitment to localism, led to the Coalition Government introducing the Police Reform and Social Responsibility Act (PRSPA) 2012, which marked a significant shift in the relationship between local policing and political accountability.

The PRSPA 2012 replaced Police Authorities with directly elected Police and Crime Commissioners with the aim of improving Police accountability, removing the bureaucracy brought about by police authorities and diminish the interfering hand of central government (Chambers, 2014). Directly elected PCCs are in charge of ensuring their local police force is “effective and efficient” by establishing the plan and holding the police force accountable to the communities they serve. Police and Crime Commissioners and Chief Constables are established in law as ‘corporations sole’ both can employ staff and hold funds. The government introduced these measures to deliberately weaken the autonomy of Chief Constables and as a way of democratising policing (Cooper, 2020). However, when data indicates that a large number of individuals are unaware of who their PCC is or what they do, one may question if the democratic mandate aligns with the act’s ambitions. The office of National Statistics estimates that 42% of people over 16 are not aware of PCCs (Downs, 2024). Turnout for PCC elections is also low at 23.2% in the 2024 elections and only 17% in Wales, representing the lowest turnout of any PCC election since the role was established (Buchannan and Allen, 2024).

PCCs have no power over operational matters, the chief officer of a police force retains operational independence. This is a tripartite system, which is essentially a way of sharing power between the three principal actors in the system of police governance: the Home Secretary, Police and Crime Commissioners and Chief Constables. The shifting balance of power between each of these parties is of critical importance, the mechanism and manner of police governance is important because it influences what chief officers do and how they do it (Shannon, 2021). The reform introduced conflict between incumbent Chiefs and newly elected PCCs, compounded by the one-on-one dynamic between them (Davies and Johnson, 2016).  This dynamic helped to simplify decision making and cut down on the amount of bureaucracy associated with the police governance. However, the PCC and Chief Constable relationship must be stable and effective in order to achieve the PCC reform’s ultimate goals which include greater responsibility, openness and responsiveness in local policing. Cooper (2020) makes recommendations to strengthen the exercise of accountability and the governance of policing by reviewing the policing protocol order 2011 and issue an MOU to ensure “effective, constructive working relationships” are a practical reality that safeguards the governance of policing. 

PCCs were granted the authority to select and remove chief constables (Section 38), as well as to establish force priorities and budgets in order to carry out their oversight functions. It was anticipated that PCCs would also be able to examine force performance and procedures by holding the chief constables accountable. Governance changes introduced by the Police Reform and Social Responsibility Act 2011 increased chief officer anxieties, due to the threats they perceived the reforms posed to their job security, career progression and operational autonomy (Shannon, 2021). These fears could erode their confidence and lead to less efficient enforcement, putting police legitimacy and leadership at risk. There has been some high-profile media coverage of fall outs between PCCs and Chief constables. Ex-Gwent Police Chief Carmel Napier said she was forced to resign following “menacing and bullying” treatment by the forces PCC. The former Chief told the Home Affairs Committee that she realised “the enormous, unfettered power” which PCCs have and called on the UK government to look again at the power of PCCs to determine if they were compromising police independence (BBC News, 2nd July 2013). 


The process for requiring the Met Commissioner to retire or resign also received significant scrutiny in the context of the departure of Dame Cressida Dick who “felt intimidated” into stepping down as Met Commissioner following an ultimatum from Sadiq Khan (BBC news, 2nd September, 2022). Sir Thomas Winsor concluded that the Mayor of London had not followed due process and went on to say if “so much power” was to be invested in one person “you better be sure that you have somebody who is going to exercise those powers lawfully, rationally, procedurally, fairly and proportionately, and sometimes that has not happened.” (Sir Windsor, September 2022). Following the Home office review of PCCs the government committed to make the dismissal process of Chief Officers “more rigorous and transparent”. 

The Police and Crime Panel within each force area is empowered to maintain a regular check and balance on the performance of the PCC, Section 14 of the Policing Protocol 2011. Each force’s Police and Crime Panel are required to regularly monitor and assess the PCCs performance. The Panels must examine the police and crime strategy, the annual report, the precept, senior appointments, complaints,  and the discharge of the commissioners functions. Loveday (2018) argued that the scrutiny of PCCs provided by PCPs is ineffective, as they lack adequate powers and resources and that ironically this created an “accountability deficit” for PCCs. Cooper (2020) agrees that the relationship between PCCs and Chief constables seems unduly weighted towards PCCs.  If before the Police Reform Act, the Chief Constable’s role was thought to be extremely problematic in terms of accountability, this issue has now been replicated in terms of the power positions by the PCC in relation to the PCPs between elections, suggesting the Act may have served only to solve one problem by replacing it with another (Loveday, 2018). In March 2024 the Home Affairs Committee stated that it had heard evidence to suggest police and crime panels were not as robust or effective as they could be. Loveday (2018) argues while it would be perfectly reasonable for parliament to re-examine the role of the PCP in order to give them more authority and resources to efficiently scrutinise the PCC, it might also be beneficial to encourage the HMIC to involve local PCCs in choices about future Chief Constable selection.

There is a power struggle over who should watch over police in England and Wales. In a recent policy paper, the government has expressed its preference for mayoral control over PCC responsibilities when boundaries align and the number of elected regional mayors has grown in recent years. The shift from PCC to a mayoral model involves navigating complex governance dynamics, enhancing accountability and fostering public engagement, all of which are essential for effective policing in contemporary society. According to the research, these components are essential for guaranteeing that the existing governance structures can effectively address the demands of the communities they serve (Gains, 2016). The Strategic Review of Policing in England and Wales launched by the Police Foundation in September 2019, set out to examine how crime, fear of crime and other threats to public safety are changing. The review assessed the ability of the police to meet these changes, as part of a wider strategic response and concluded “there is a crisis of public confidence in our public institutions” (Barber, 2022).
 
Barber (2022) argues that while high-profile instances of misconduct have contributed to the recent decline in the percentage of people who believe the police are doing a good job, austerity has also surely affected the police’s capacity to deliver a quality service after funding was cut by 23% resulting in the number of police officers falling sharply. Barber goes on to say that policing is not keeping up with the digital age and the police increasingly find themselves as a public service of last resort, picking up the pieces where other services have failed. Public confidence has suffered as a result of these changes, which are putting the police’s capacity to carry out their primary duty to test. Barber contends that enhancing public safety requires a strategy that involves more than just the police (Barber, 2022).

The Home Secretary, Yvette Cooper agrees that policing across England and Wales has started to buckle under the strain, “decimation of neighbourhood policing, crime evolving at breakneck speed with fewer crimes solved and more victims let down” (Cooper, 2024). She contends that governance structures are failing to uphold standards or prevent abuse by rogue officers and has introduced her vision for police reform which includes a Mission for safer streets, an “unprecedented mission” to halve knife crime and violence against women and girls in a decade. She asserts that she will build confidence in the criminal justice system and restore the sense of public safety, “families can’t thrive if they don’t feel safe and communities can’t be strong if they don’t feel secure” (Cooper, 2024) a new road map for policing reform will be published in a white paper in 2025.

There is growing political consensus on the need to decentralise. The importance of a mission-driven government that transfers power to communities has been stressed by The Prime Minister, Sir Kier Starmer. During the Labour Party’s annual conference, Starmer emphasized the need for a collaborative approach to building a new Britain through local empowerment which advocates that people should be empowered to make more decisions about their own lives, whether that power is to be exercised as individuals or members of communities (Pierre and Peters, 2000). Local services are better delivered if the local communities served are involved in the provision and production process through empowerment (Foster and Plowden, 1996). High performance in managing local services and empowering local communities to address their own issues and build better futures for their stakeholders are both indicators of good local management (Bovaird and Loeffler, 2002).

This broader vision of the potential role of local stakeholders is the foundation for the extensive effort to attempt to shift thinking and action at local level from local government to local governance (Bovaird and Loeffler 2002). An interesting example of the self-organising power of local stakeholders in implementing a thriving, sustainable social enterprise is given by Townhill, Swansea. In the mid1990s Swansea applied for “The Hill” (Townhill) to be part of the URBAN initiative, a pilot European programme concentrating on work, education and training, environment and health. In the media, Townhill was infamous for being a hostile, underprivileged neighbourhood with a high crime rate. The goal was to make “the Hill” a safer, healthier, and more affluent place to live and work by collaborating with a wide range of colleagues.  The Phoenix was a social enterprise which made no money in 2001, was generating £80,000 pa by 2006 and £250,00 pa by 2009. Communities should be responsible for generating their own solutions “creating positive, supportive, cohesive communities is all about equality, balance, wholeness, social justice, and integration” (Durke, 2004). The shift from local government to local governance involves a change in emphasis from conventional administrative frameworks to more inclusive and participatory methods that involve citizens in decision making and seek to enable local communities to have a bigger role in governing. 

At the heart of the Peelian model of policing is the notion that the police can only carry out their work with the support and cooperation of the public, policing is continually constructed and constrained by a quest for legitimacy (Bowling et at., 2019). To preserve the model of policing by consent, policing must urgently develop and implement ethical and safe systems of governance. To ensure accountability, transparency and sound governance, we must establish strong internal and external systems. We must also allow for further external supervision and real community participation into the service’s priorities, procedures and practices (Bradford & Jackson, 2024). The future of UK policing might greatly benefit from the reform of police organisational structures, more emphasis on performance management and people development initiatives (Barton and Barton, 2011). To that end, the Government has recently set out a programme of reform to improve accountability and drive excellence in policing, marking the start of a new partnership between government and policing (Yvette Cooper, 2024).

While there is so much that needs improving, there are many reasons to be optimistic about the future of policing in England and Wales. The effectiveness of the Nolan Principles in permeating public life, the way they are familiar to nurses, local Government, the police and MPs as the baseline of expected conduct is a clear success (Chalmers, 2024). The British model of policing, based on the office of constable, policing by consent and operational independence, remains fundamentally sound (Cooke, 2023) and British policing remains a standard bearer of excellence around the world. Policing can determine its rightful future – one that is efficient and responsive, proactive and cooperative, transparent and accountable, sympathetic and just – by creating inclusive, innovative and forward-thinking methods (Future Policing, 2024). What Sir Robert Peel said in 1828 applies again now, if we want to restore public confidence and shift the odds in favour of the law abiding citizen, we should not hesitate to usher in a new era of policing; “The time is come….” Sir Michael Barber (2022).
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