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Understanding the role of Constable/Maintaining Professional Standards
Title 1: Critically evaluate the concept of ‘the professionalisation of the police service’ considering how ‘Maintaining Professional Standards’ ‘ethical and inclusive’ and ‘Coaching and Mentoring’ approaches contribute to this. 


The professionalisation of the Police service is not a new concept in this day and age. In fact, one could argue the first step towards professionalising the Police service began back in the 19th Century with the Metropolitan Police Act 1829 (Peel, 1829) and has evolved through various stages since then. From the early 1900’s up until 1960, the Police Service progressed by using developing techniques such as preserving and obtaining evidence including fingerprinting. Two-way radios also came into fruition assisting communication lines between frontline officers and Force Control Rooms (Hobbs et al., 2019). 1960 onwards brought significant change with the introduction of the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 (Bryant and Bryant, 2019, p. 86); the development of managers in order to increase Police productivity; and the improvement of empathy and understanding due a more diverse society within the United Kingdom and further afield. In addition to this, the Police Service began to adapt and overcome the perceived nightmare of paperwork by embracing technology and using their digital resources to increase efficiency and ease.

In order to progress further, the professionalisation of the Police Service took another step following the Neyroud Review (Neyroud, 2011). In 2012, the College of Policing was created which took over from the National Policing Improvement Agency (NPIA). The College of Policing introduced the “Code of Ethics” which ‘defines the exemplary standards of behaviour for everyone who works in Policing’ (College of Policing, 2013) and is the main foundation that assists with maintaining professional standards and upholding the public’s confidence.

I will be looking at three main aspects of maintaining professional standards: The ‘Code of Ethics’ (College of Policing, 2013), ethical and inclusive policing and the coaching and mentoring approach developed within the new Policing Education Qualifications Framework scheme. To assist me with critical evaluation, I will be using ‘Presentation’ ‘Relevance’ ‘Objectivity’ ‘Method’ ‘Provenance’ and ‘Timeliness’ (PROMPT) system (The Open University, 2014). 

The ‘Code of Ethics’ (College of Policing, 2013) is a 28-page pdf document which outlines all of the expectations of a Police Constable. The ethics are based on ‘The Nolan Principals of Public Life’ (Committee on Standards in Public Life, 1995). It is seen as the rule book for all policing purposes. However, due to its vast length, this creates a real barrier between the audience and the intended message. It is highly unlikely that Police officers would ever read a 28-page document due to their heavy workloads and little free time. It is covered in the most recent training school cohorts however many experienced officers have only skimmed the surface in the tri-annual training days. The use of language is appropriate and can be easily understood by all however due to its length it is not something that is commonly read by the target audience.  

There is a shortened table labelled ‘Standards of professional behaviour’ (College of Policing, 2013) however this still fills an A4 piece of paper and seems too wordy. The text sizes are not too different between the titles and the bulk text making the portrayal of the message blurred. The colours are also very dull and monochrome. The poster outlines the ten standards of professional behaviour expected of Police officers, which in principal should be a simple message to portray. Following good advertisement principals, Ramalingam et al. (2006) states: 
‘Effective advertisement's characteristics work on two levels. First one is advertisers should satisfy consumer's objectives by engaging them and delivering a relevant message. The other one is the advertisements must achieve the advertiser's objectives.’ 
The College of Policing’s poster does not engage with the target audience and although the message should be common sensical, I argue that due to the amount of text on the page, it is difficult to decipher the intended message. The advertiser, being the College of Policing does not successfully achieve its objective of educating Police officers on their standards of behaviour and as it stands, the poster is not something a passer-by would walk past and stop to read. Having spoken to colleagues in work, they either didn’t even notice it was there or they haven’t stopped to read it because of the amount of bulk text on the page. I would recommend simplifying this poster by cutting down the word count, adding bolder titles and making the poster more eye catching with imagery and colours. 

Another important element to ‘presentation’ (The Open University, 2014) is the lack of signage and display of the ‘standards of professional behaviour’. It is rarely seen on the walls of Police stations and Police training establishments which I believe would assist with disseminating the message. I come from a military background and it never seeks to amaze me the lack of inspirational signage throughout Police buildings, something the military caught onto a long time ago. Even now, there are posters from the early 90’s mixed along with more recent posters with the Army’s values and standards. It usually consists of a colour, A1 sized inspiring photo with one of the values in bold which is enough to give anyone passing by a quick reminder why we serve. Brainerd et. Al (1981), Hall (1981), and Rossiter (1982) all support the notion that visual imagery greatly assists with memory retention. From sleeping blocks to barracks and lecture theatres to gym facilities, the military display visual imagery along with their values and standards. Seeing it everywhere is a stark reminder for all personnel the high standards they are to maintain, in and out of uniform as they represent an organisation subject to public scrutiny.

‘Relevance’ (The Open University, 2014) has been adapted from the original ‘Nolan Principals of Public Life’ (Committee on Standards in Public Life, 1995). Those principals were created to assist the Prime Minister on ethical standards of public life. With the Prime Minister being held to the highest of standards by the public, it only seems appropriate and relevant that enforcers of the law are held to similar standards. ‘Fairness’ and ‘Respect’ have been bolted onto the ‘standards of professional behaviour’ (College of Policing, 2013) which appear to be have been extracted and simplified from ‘The Peelian Principals’ (Peel, 2012). Policing by consent was a concept brought in by Sir Robert Peel and is still such a vital element of how public safety, law enforcement and the criminal justice system functions in the United Kingdom. 

In relation to ‘Objectivity’ (The Open University, 2014), the Code of Ethics was created by the College of Policing in which they consulted a wide variety of sources including all England and Wales Police Forces, relevant legislation such as the Police (Conduct) Regulations 2012, staff associations, the Independent Police Complaints Commission and the general public. It was written by Police Chiefs who also consulted mission statements from overseas police forces. Having this international influence and the ability to pick and choose the most relevant elements enhances the objectivity of the Code of Ethics and lessens the likelihood of bias. 

Within the ‘Foreword’ of the Code of Ethics written by Dame Shirley Pearce, she states: ‘These principles underpin and strengthen the existing procedures and regulations for ensuring standards of professional behaviour for both police officers and police staff’ (College of Policing, 2013, p. 4). At the time of writing, the Code of Ethics was still an untested set of rules so to say that they will ‘underpin and strengthen the existing procedures’ is misleading as the statement appears factual. From an academic perspective, this will be criticised and undermines the objectivity of what the Code of Ethics sets out to achieve. Due to a large institutional change, such as the introduction of the Code of Ethics, it takes years to trickle down the ranks of the service and even longer to take effect. A statement like this, is best kept out of a rule book unless it portrays a factual origin. 

The ’Method’ (The Open University, 2014) by which the Code of Ethics was initially disseminated across Police Forces was inefficient in my view. Home Office forces published the document on their intranets expecting that officers and Police staff would read it. Although it was widely advertised within the Policing community it is difficult to assess how well it was received. There does not appear to be any academic literature, statistical data or research into the success of the rollout of the Code of Ethics. However, I have personally spoken to a wide range of longer serving officers as a data sampling experiment to assist this assignment. In total, I spoke to 26 officers of different ranks and different lengths of service. The question I asked was: “What did you think of the code of ethics when it was first introduced, and did it change the way you policed?”. 

One hundred percent of the officers I spoke to stated that the Code of Ethics was acknowledged but was not abided by for the first few years. In addition to this, three of the officers stated that they weren’t even educated around it until it was addressed by a supervisor. They all stated that it did not change the way they policed for the first couple of years until it was ‘forced’ upon them during force training days. My conclusions therefore were the following: the Code of Ethics was not well received by serving constables; when speaking about the Code of Ethics, it appeared to have a negative stigma attached; its dissemination and education was poor which could have been mitigated by using the correct channels and avoiding the negative perception from officers. For that reason, forces decided retrospectively to integrate the Code of Ethics into force training days for serving constables and into the training school environment for new recruits. 

One could question whether had the methodology have been more successful, would we still be having serious disciplinary issues today such as Steward (2020) and Dowrick (2020)? Sadly, this is not an exhaustive list and we hear about new cases of gross misconduct on a daily basis through the media. I must say that the majority of these cases consist of the lack of common sense from the accused party which I argue could have been mitigated through proper education on the Code of Ethics and professional standards expectations.  

The ‘Provenance’ (The Open University, 2014) of the Code of Ethics is from the College of Policing, which is a professional body that sets out the standards and professional development of all Police officers. The authors therefore are acknowledged experts in the field and their publications are seen to be neutral and uninfluenced. The main aim of the college is to regulate the standards of policing and there is no evidence to suggest that lack of research was conducted prior to publishing the Code of Ethics. In addition to this, the majority of the creators of the Code of Ethics are serving or retired Police officers. These are people that have been through difficult scenarios and who have had to make difficult decisions over years of their career. Anderson (1982) points out that we ‘learn[s] by doing’ which reinforces the importance of experience when designing policing models. 

The ‘Timeliness’ (The Open University, 2014) of the publication of the Code of Ethics was acceptable. A draft version was published in October 2013 and a revised version was published in April 2014 following consultation with all chief officers of England and Wales Police forces, public surveys and focus groups. In order to achieve a realistic opinion of the Code of Ethics, I believe the college took the correct steps back in 2013 however I do question now in 2020 whether another revision is needed. I would argue that the codes could be superseded following a public review and that what applied in 2014 may not apply going into 2021. 

New elements of policing are occurring such as the ethnic minority protests such as Black Lives Matter and a global pandemic which the world has not seen since the First World War. Could revised and more relevant ethics assist policing by consent in this new era? Yes, the public perception of the police since the start of the pandemic has transformed. Now anti-vaccine protests have spread across the world, accusing governments and law enforcement of conspiracy-type suppression aiming to build a new world order. Policing has never been so difficult with a public so hostile. 

I myself encountered a difficult situation with a male refusing to leave an address. He had been breaching the Covid restrictions by attending a party at a different address. He believed Covid-19 was a government fabrication in order to achieve full public order after a difficult time with the Black Lives Matter protests. He believed the Police were the governments ‘Gestapo’, in his words. This type of rhetoric is extremely dangerous especially to a susceptible audience. Fortunately, the rest of the party attenders left with words of warning. This male however was subsequently arrested for failing to comply with government regulations. Unfortunately, tactical communications broke down between the subject and I and he ended up being conveyed in a marked Police van to custody following multiple tactical restraints. Although the Code of Ethics assisted me in my duties in this incident, I can’t but wonder whether amendments to the almost seven-year-old codes would have better equipped me with dealing with this situation. 

The fire service’s codes have principals such as: ‘personal development’ and ‘co-operation and inclusive working’ (National Fire Chiefs Council, 2020). The British Army has: ‘courage’ and ‘discipline’ (British Army, 2019). From an outsider’s perspective such as a member of public, surely all of these principals should be ones that a police officer follows too?.

Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire and Rescue Services (HMICFRS, 2019) published ‘Public perceptions of policing in England and Wales 2018’ which consisted of over seventeen thousand surveys completed across forty-two national Police force areas by the British public. There was an increase of 8% to 61% from the previous year in ‘Overall satisfaction with local police force’ which could be accounted for by the push in 2018 of the importance of neighbourhood policing within communities. Creating these bonds with communities and Police officers upholding the public’s trust by maintaining their professional standards most certainly accounted for this.

Despite there being no report in 2020 from HMICFRS to compare, the Crime Survey for England and Wales (CSEW – Office for National Statistics, 2020) similarly collates data including that of public satisfaction labelled as: ‘Percentage who say the police are doing an excellent or good job in their local area’. The data reports a decrease by 6% to 55% from previous years. Alarmingly, this is a national average across the UK and Gwent Police sits 9% lower at 46%. This result greatly undermines the professionalisation of the Police service as the hard work that has gone into gaining the communities trust over the past decade will be for nothing. Nationally, this result is emulated by reports such as Hickey (2020), Middleton and Nikolic (2020) and Robinson (2020) which consist of a wide array of criminal offences committed by sworn in Police officers, falling far below the required professional standards.

Herrnstein and Wilson explore the idea that ‘[a] person will do that thing the consequences of which are perceived by him or her to be preferable to the consequences of doing something else’ (1985, p. 43). We know that crime cannot be fully mitigated however what we can do from a Policing aspect to adhere to professional standards is educate officers.

Another recent significant change in Policing is the Degree Holder Entry Program/Police Constable Degree Apprenticeship (DHEP/PCDA) training for all new constables which is due to be rolled out nationally. This brings a new level and standard of Police officer in line with other occupations such as nursing as well as reinforcing the highest expected professional standards through education. In addition to this, the qualifications open further opportunities to promote earlier within a Police constables career. Punch (p 157, 2010) states:
 ‘Indeed, most senior police officers in the UK have more than one university degree while many other officers are studying for degrees through structured relationships with universities or through distance learning’ 
and the DHEP/PCDA route supports this. 

From a professional standard’s viewpoint in relation to the Code of Ethics, too often we see Police constables committing crimes such as Giddens (2020) and even to the extent of serious crimes such as Roberts (2020). Stevens and Ward (1997) and Bell et al. (2018) support the notion that persons with a higher education qualification are less lightly to commit a crime. Was this element within the reasoning behind the College of Policing’s future vision of DHEP/PCDA? Was it an afterthought? Or maybe it was not even considered. Despite thorough research, I have not been able to locate any scholarly documents that either confirm or deny this. 

When we talk about ethical and inclusive, people tend to jump to the assumption that this means everyone gets treated the same. One thing I can confirm from personal experience is that throughout the DHEP/PCDA course, student constables are taught that people shouldn’t be treated the same, but each individual’s needs should be identified and adapted to suit them. This ensures that the public have the best service provided to them and this direction is emulated by Homburg et al (2019) and Belle (2014) who talk about public service motivation and transformational leadership. 

Difficult ethical decisions are made within policing organisations on a daily basis. This can include the decision to use surveillance tactics on a subject, data gathering and accessing large pools of personal data. These considerations need to be within the confines of the law, people’s human rights and the College of Policing’s (2018) ‘Justified, Proportionate, Lawful, Accountable, Necessary and Ethical’ mnemonic. As Police officers, it is our duty to protect ethical and moral rights and legislation is in place to assist us make these decisions. As Blackler and Miller (2005, p. 8) comment: 
‘[…] police ought to act principally to protect certain moral rights, those moral rights ought to be enshrined in the law, and the law ought to reflect the will of the community’.

Recently I was fortunate to be involved in a nation-wide Misuse of Drugs Act warrant. The operation consisted of 6 addresses and even a safety deposit box in a London bank. The intent was to execute synchronised warrants in the early hours of the morning, at 0400 hours to be specific. The phones were “pinged” at 0200 hours which means they were geolocated to give a rough idea of the location of the subjects. The decision to “ping” the phones is never taken lightly. As Police, we are fully aware that this is an intrusive information gathering exercise and proportionality and human rights should always be at the top of our assessment. The subject had left his property and had gone to stay at his mother’s address in Essex, some 120 miles away from the address where the warrant was going to be executed. The original warrant address was not his and was only a place that he used as cover. Had the phones have not been “pinged”, the ethical issues that would have arisen from using rapid method of entry on an address where the subject was not located at don’t bear to be considered. Fortunately, with this information we were able to adapt the plan and re-assign the address with a few amendments to the warrant. 

In this case, the decision to “ping” the phones was proportionate and ethical; and collateral damage was mitigated thanks to the newly receiving information. In this case, the ethical element encompassed a prompt and effective investigation and to prevent loss of evidence under the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984. I have found that when dealing with incidents, legislation such as the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 and policies and procedures encompassing professional standards have actually helped me in delivering an overall better service to the public. This results in my professional standards being maintained as well as abiding by legislation which with an increased chance of a successful prosecution. 

Another practice that Police officers forget is an intrusive action is conducting a check on a person via the Police National Computer or NICHE. It is something we do daily and it is almost the first action you complete when identifying victims, witnesses and suspects. Why do we do it? Well, there are several reasons such as officer safety within the threat, harm, risk matrix (North Yorkshire Police, 2020); to ascertain the full details of someone, for example a suspect; or maybe to check any outstanding warrants. All of these are completely proportionate reasons however in order to abide by professional standards, officers should consider the justified, proportionate, lawful, accountable, necessary and ethical (JPLANE) acronym (College of Policing, 2013). If used correctly, this tool ensures officers’ decisions are being formulated to the highest standard and considering all courses of action.

I must admit it becomes second nature, however nonetheless it is still accessing personal data. The majority of police officers use this with proportionality and necessity however there are individuals who do not. Gregory (2020) and Barrow (2020) are perfect examples of abuse of power whereby officers have accessed databases not for a policing purpose. This begs the question whether the current auditing processes in place are adequate to prevent actions such as these. I personally don’t think they are. When accessing police databases, I have found that I am rarely asked for a reason behind why I am accessing the database in the first place. My reasoning behind accessing these databases are for a policing purpose, however I would like to see a justification bar where the person requesting the information can input an occurrence number or a case file number. I believe this would deter criminal actions and enhance the collation of data for auditing purposes ensuring ethical policing is being carried out. At the moment, the only place any auditing is being recorded is on our police issued mobile phones when completing a PNC search. There is definite room for improvement. 

Police stop and search under the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 among other legislation has been a huge topic for the past decade. It has become the epicentre recently for a debate on ethical and inclusive policing and highlights the importance of upholding professional standards within the police. The reason why is because of small portions of body worn video being leaked or released to the public showing the poorer interactions the police have with the public. Incidents such as the George Floyd (Parks, 2020) shows the full interaction resulting in Floyd’s death. Despite being across the pond in the US, the impact in the UK has been tremendous. 

Rightfully so, the media latches onto any discrepancy that the Police commit, in order to assist with Police transparency. However, in the process there is the odd occasion where facts are misconstrued or portrayed unfairly. Only showing a short clip of an hour incident does not fully give the viewer, i.e. the public a true portrayal of the occurrence. To that end, the negative stigma has enhanced the public’s negative opinion in relation to the Police conducting Stop Searches. The College of Policing developed another acronym to assist with officer’s assessments: Seen, Heard, Action, Conversations, Knowledge, Smell or SHACKS (College of Policing, 2016). This was created in response to Theresa May’s governments review of stop search following reports that officers were abusing the process. Reasonable grounds for suspicion is the threshold that we work off when combining SHACKS (College of Policing, 2016) but clearly this is not enough as reports still emerge of unlawful stop searches being conducted. 

Crisp and Dodd (2020) sparks the debate between the release of all body worn footage and releasing only certain excerpts of Police interactions. In this case, Scotland Yard decided not to routinely release the footage due to it showing the errors made by officers. Why was this decision made? The Metropolitan Police’s explanation is not acceptable in this case and what becomes evident is that this type of decision can be seen in the public eye to be withholding information thus distancing the gap between the police and the public. You could almost say it was a very un-Peelian decision to make. 

On the flip side, John Apter from the Police Federation of England and Wales states that these short clips released by forces result in a ‘trial by social media’ (Earley, 2020). He alludes to the idea of forces being proactive and releasing more body worn footage to ‘redress the balance’ (Earley, 2020). Following incidents this year such as BBC (2020), Walker (2020) and Croxford (2020) I think it highlights the need to change for the better. We are at a crossroads after having built the publics trust for years, with the Black Lives Matter movement and worldwide pandemic it is my honest held belief that this could be the straw that breaks the camels back. Being on the blunt end of Policing, over the past year I have seen hostilities between the public and the police increase and national lockdown has significantly worsened our relationship. Should a decision be reached that body worn video is to be released more regularly and without public requests, the public’s trust will be improved and transparency will be enhanced. This will increase the likelihood of positive engagement with the public and it will most certainly count towards maintaining professional standards and being ethical and inclusive from a policing perspective. This could be easily transmitted through social media for public viewing and in addition to this, it also complies with the Freedom of Information Act 2000. There are so many examples of professional and exemplary stop searches however the recordings never reach the publics eyes, it is my hope that this will change. 

Within a Police officer’s career, the coaching and mentoring approach becomes most prevalent within their tutorship, which is the period after training school when officers are deployed out onto division. The way tutors are selected within the new Police Education Qualifications Framework (PEQF) programme is through identifying and attracting officers who have an exemplary record and that are future leaders (College of Policing, 2020). This ensures that their positive traits are carried over to the student constables to adhere to for the rest of their careers. Anonson et Al. (2014) looks into the qualities needed for leaders within a medical setting of frontline nurses. Similarly to the police service, the National Health Service (NHS) is under immense strain due to cutbacks and now the novel Coronavirus. The common characteristics identified were a passion for their vocation; a sense of optimism; the ability to form personal connections with their staff; excellent role modelling and mentorship and the ability to manage crisis while guided by a set of moral principles (Anonson et Al., 2014).

These traits mirror what we look for in our police officers serving the public and in order to instil them into our future officers, their tutors must be the ones that plant the seed. Anonson et Al. (2014) goes on to say that in order to facilitate professional growth, transformational leadership is required and desired within the mentoring and coaching roles. This notion is supported by Feltner et al. (2008), Kellerman (2005) and Bossert and Ogawa (2000). The PEQF program mirrors this and was brought in to ensure that the quality of officers leaving their tutorship are of the highest standard. 

From a personal perspective, my experience of the tutor hub was extremely positive. All the tutors I encountered were the gold standard officer the PEQF program looks to recruit for developing student constables. Knowledgeable but humble at the same time, they were approachable and professional which instilled good qualities in me that I have taken forward into my career. Ultimately, the public want to see professionalism from a police officer no matter the circumstances and the PEQF program is the way forward to achieve this by recruiting future leaders and role models; and applying the coaching and mentoring approach which so many vocations have written into their training blueprint. 

In summary, the Code of Ethics is the foundation to modern day policing although I would argue that it could be reviewed due to its age and one could consider adding other principals. Maybe this could be the next step in the professionalisation of the police service? As I have spoken about earlier, I also serve within the British Army and although some of our leadership traits align with the policing world, others such as courage and discipline I feel could be introduced. I use these military principals daily within my Policing career and I feel that they do have a place within future policing. The police service and the military are uniformed services and as such, they should have similar principals.

Furthermore, it has become apparent that maintaining professional standards, ethical and inclusive and a coaching and mentoring approach are all intertwined within the Code of Ethics. They all serve a purpose within the bigger picture and I would argue that taking out one element would cause detriment to the others. I have outlined the difficulties of modern-day policing and I have been able to provide relevant examples into these difficulties. As stated earlier, I believe that we are at a crossroads in policing. Firm and resourceful leadership is now needed to carry us through to the future, a future where the public are supportive of policing and where police officers conduct themselves in line with the Code of Ethics. 

Having followed the PEQF path and been given the opportunity to research into the policing world through academia, it has inspired me to want to take the leadership reins in the future. I feel that this scheme is a “make or break” scheme demanding only the best performance, however if you dedicate time and effort into your vocation, you will succeed.  
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