The secret role of response policing: An analysis of the historical and perceived role of the police in society, and whether modern policing may have moved outside of that remit. 

Analysis of results

Introduction

In this chapter, I will review and analyse the results of the primary survey distributed among serving police officers, attempting to identify the perceived role of the police in society today and whether it is believed they have moved outside of that role.

In the previous Literature review, it was identified that there was a gap in the current literature surrounding this topic, with much of the research being historical, and little in the way of any analysis of the perceptions of the modern police force in Britain today.

The results of this survey have provided me with further insight into this question and show a clear disparity between the perceived role and responsibilities of the police, and the roles and responsibilities that the police do undertake.

Analysis

The survey began with initial questions surrounding the respondents’ gender, age group, and how long they had been a serving officer for.

Of the 33 respondents to the survey, there was achieved a fairly even split between the above demographics, with the most obvious disparity being in the length of service in the police force, as 73% of the respondents had under 5 years of service.

Those surveyed were next questioned about what they thought the role of the police was prior to joining the job. There was again a slightly mixed response, but with a majority (36%) of responses being that the role was in the prevention and detection of crime. This was followed by general emergency responder (23%), Keeping the peace (21%) and public welfare (19%) with “other” making up the final 1%. 

When asked about the regularity of attendance at incidents seen as outside the police role, 79% stated that they frequently did so, with no respondents stating that it did not occur. A further 55% responded that they believed the number of times which they were attending such calls was increasing in number and only 18% responding that it was decreasing.

A majority of 70% of responses stated that safeguarding and welfare calls were the most common incident for them to attend whilst at work with only 18% replying that crime related incidents were most common. A further 70% stated that the police were only sometimes the most appropriate service for the calls they attended.

The majority (52%) of those asked stated that the police should not attend at calls other services could or would not, with 39% of those asked stating that police maybe should attend such calls. This response was almost identical when asked whether it was appropriate for police to attend calls outside their remit.

97% of respondents replied that police were most often attending in place of either mental health or ambulance services and 100% of respondents stated attendance at such calls affected their ability to do what they thought of as their job.

In terms of public impact on shaping their role, 88% of respondents stated that public opinion was either extremely or moderately influential with 85% believing that the public would expect the police to attend at any emergency incident. 

When asked what role they believed the police actually fulfilled, 28% stated general emergency responders, followed by public welfare (26%), Keeping the peace (22%), the prevention of crime and disorder (18%) and with other (5%). However, 100% of respondents stated they believed the police had moved outside of their remit.

When asked to rate the training provided by police for handling calls perceived as outside the police role, 84% stated the training was either average or poor, and responses to the question on how things might improve showed mental health or ambulance calls were of the greatest concern, with 11 of 17 responses mentioning it as an issue and stating that change was needed. 

Discussion

Most notable initially, was that the majority of respondents had less than 5 years’ service in the police and I thought this useful as it may provide valuable insights into their own perception of the police before joining the profession, which may be fresher in the mind of those with more service.

Although not vastly different, the initial results from respondents showed the perceived primary role of police prior to joining the job as being in the prevention and detection of crime, with other roles taking a back seat, although still prominent. This aligns with that of Bowling et al (2016), who suggested that the intended perception of the police in society was for the prevention of commonplace crime and points to a confirmation of the idea that when the public think of the police it is often the prevention of crime that first comes to mind.

The majority of respondents also stated that police are frequently taking on responsibilities outside of their remit and that the proportion of these instances is increasing rather than decreasing, with ambulance or mental health calls being the most common. This again calls back to a report mentioned from The institute of Government (2023) which provides that 83% of police attended calls are not followed up with a criminal report, others that mental health or ambulance calls take up 20-40% of police time, which is only increasing (Kotecha and Golding, 2023).

We then see an obvious change from the initial perception of the police role and find that respondents now believe the role fulfilled is that of a general emergency responder and public welfare role, with prevention of crime playing a far smaller role. As these are responses from serving police officers on this matter, it is likely that this may give an accurate portrayal as to the role they actually do carry out day-to-day, and it is believed by respondents that public opinion is of great importance in shaping this role into what it is today but that the training provided is not good enough for what is expected of police

The core theme throughout this survey is that the police does not primarily do what would be expected of it, with much of its time spent dealing with incidents that cannot or will not be handled by mental health or ambulance services. It also points to the idea that the police are, in their current form, a sort of general emergency service that are to be called out for any incident they may be required for it, and often to incidents that they are not trained to deal with. This seems to confirm that the police carry out a role outside of what would be perceived by the public as their role.
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