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2.0 Introduction 
Great Britain remains a global enigma in law enforcement. It is one of only a few countries with a predominantly unarmed police force. This notion of unarmed exceptionalism is reflected in the figures; less than 5% of all police officers are trained as Authorised Firearms Officers (AFOs) (Farmer and Evans, 2022). This idea is inextricably linked with policing by consent or the idea that the authority bestowed on the police to exercise their duties, comes from the trust of the public, not coercion (Senedd Research, 2026).
The ever‑evolving landscape of crime in Great Britain in the 21st century—evidenced by a substantial 660% increase in terrorism‑related arrests recorded up to the year ending 30th September 2025, compared with the same period in 2024 (Home Office, 2025a)—has reignited debate over whether police officers in Great Britain should be routinely armed.
This literature review will critically examine the academic, government and societal discussions that have pondered this question. I will explore the historical background to unarmed policing, while looking at the current day arguments surrounding officer safety and the increasing risk of terrorist attacks. I shall also consider the impact of routine arming on community relations and police legitimacy, as this is the foundation modern day policing is built upon. 
2.1 The Peelian Principles & Policing by Consent
The foundation of British policing is often accredited to Sir Robert Peel and the formation of the Metropolitan Police in 1829. Literature since 1829 has consistently credited the idea of an unarmed police force to these Peelian Principles (Lentz and Chaires, 2007). 
Maintaining a strong relationship between the police and the public is essential for public confidence, as both rely on the other to act in the best interests of the community (Home Office, 2012).
(Waddington, 1991) says that the lack of firearms in the hands of British police officers represents this ideal in a most overt way. Introducing the routine carrying of firearms would cause irreparable damage to this concept and in the eyes of the public would transform the police from a civilian service to a paramilitary one akin to other parts of the world. 
(Bowling et al., 2016) say that key themes that differentiate the police from the military originate from the Peelian principles and the requirement of the police to function as evidence gatherers. These doctrines provide credibility to the use of force granted to the police to maintain law and order. This distinction is defined by the arming of most police officers with only a baton and more recently Conducted Energy Devices (CED).
It has not always been that police officers were unarmed. In his book, (Emsley, 2021) writes that during the 1830s and 40s, the Metropolitan Police functioned as a national riot squad to deal with Chartist uprisings and in 1839 and 1848, its officers were issued with cutlasses for front line duties. 
2.2 Legitimacy and Procedural Justice
For the concept of policing by consent to work, the public need to believe that the authorities that uphold the law act in a manner promoting compliance. Voluntary compliance is far more desirable than achieving compliance by force, which can be resource intensive (Tyler, 2006, pp.4–19). 
According to Yesberg, Bradford and Dawson (2020) the idea of a police officer carrying a weapon contradicts the idea that the people are the police and encourages an attitude of the police not being citizens and could lead to people being less trusting. This is partly historical in nature. People in Great Britain are not used to seeing armed officers and the gap between police officer and civilian is still remarkably small. 
The presence of armed police in the context of terrorism related incidents can provide reassurance and an idea of assertive policing, whereas in the day-to-day context of policing neighbourhoods, there is decrease in the feeling of trust and police legitimacy (Yesberg and Bradford, 2018b). 

3.0 The Rise in Assaults on Officers 
3.1 Assault statistics
Data from the Home Office indicates a rise in assaults on emergency workers. In 2021-2022, approximately 41,000 assaults were recorded against police officers. This increase may reflect a rise in violence towards police but may also be as a result of legislative changes such as the introduction of the Assaults on Emergency Workers (Offences) Act 2018 (Johnson, 2023). The Routine Arming Survey (2017, quoted in The Custodial Review, n.d.) analysed data from multiple police forces and used it to argue for improved access to equipment such as CEDs, although it falls short of recommending routine firearms for all officers. 
3.2 The Deterrence Argument
In its simplest form, deterrence theory suggests that individuals are less likely to commit crimes if they believe they will be caught or if the punishment will be swift and severe (Ramos, 2025). Supporters argue that few deterrents are more immediate than the prospect of encountering a heavily armed police officer. However, this view is challenged by others, such as Jenkins (1994, quoted in Squires, 2001, p. 109), who contends that arming police officers may encourage offenders to carry weapons themselves and would not necessarily lead to fewer deaths.
3.3 The Terrorist Threat 
Terror attacks such as Paris and London Bridge created a shift in literature on police response capabilities. The Lord Harris review questioned the response times of Armed Response Vehicles (ARV), with deployment times varying from five to twelve minutes between Basic Command Units (BCUs) in London (Harris, 2022).
The intervening time between a terror attack starting, and the arrival of armed officers is when unarmed officers are at their most vulnerable (Punch, 2011), during a marauding terrorist attack (MTA), most deaths are within those first vital few minutes (National Counter Terrorism Security Office, 2020). 
The continuously evolving nature of terrorism around the world has forced a fundamental rethink of the unarmed exception as unarmed police officers are usually first at scene in those crucial first few moments (Lowe, 2016).  
4.0 The Weapons Effect
Weapons effect theory suggests that the mere presence of a weapon increases the likelihood of aggression for both aggressor and perceiver (Berkowitz and Lepage, 1967). Ariel et al. (2018) extend this theory to frontline policing, arguing that visible weapons can provoke hostile thoughts or aggressive responses from either officers or subjects, potentially reducing officers’ reliance on traditional de‑escalation techniques. 
This argument has also been applied to CEDs; Gau et al. (2010, cited in Dymond, 2018) suggest that officers may favour CEDs over de‑escalation. Dymond further contends that CEDs are used disproportionately. Concerns have been raised about who is most likely to be subjected to such force, with studies indicating higher usage among individuals with mental health conditions, members of minority ethnic groups, and those under the influence of alcohol or drugs (Gau et al. 2010; Lin and Jones 2010; Crow and Adrion 2011; O’Brien et al. 2011), although these findings largely stem from U.S. data (Dymond, 2018).
 The controversy surrounding the 2005 fatal shooting of Jean Charles de Menezes by the Metropolitan Police illustrates additional concerns, with some attributing his death to police incompetence (Crime Investigation, n.d.) and others to racial profiling linked to his appearance and immigration status (Bogossian, 2025).

4.1 Impact on marginalised communities
A consideration when discussing routine arming is the correlation between race, policing, and firearms. Relationships between police and minority ethnic groups have long been strained, these communities already have reduced feelings of police legitimacy. The idea of warrior culture has travelled to Great Britain from America and has begun to embed itself in police culture. This warrior culture originates from the more militarised American style of policing with firearms and by the way in which the police interact with the communities it serves. This is not helpful, people from minority ethnic groups already feel like they are treated as suspects rather than victims (Quinlan, n.d.) 
Although American police culture is already permeating police forces in this country, caution should be exercised when making comparisons between the two. Police forces throughout the US face continued criticism about their killing of young men from minority ethnic groups and the excessive use of force. Demonstrations in the US following deaths of unarmed Black men, make it abundantly clear to spectators that the tensions between police and Black communities are as prevalent as they ever were (Paoline, Gau and Terrill, 2016).
5.0 Comparative Analysis: Unarmed policing
To avoid an exclusive comparison between Great Britain and the US, whose policing models are not entirely comparable to one another, attention should be turned to other countries who do not routinely arm its police officers, such as Norway or New Zealand. 
5.1 The Norwegian Model
On the 22nd of July 2011, Norway was rocked by two terrorist attacks, a bomb detonated in Oslo and a mass shooting on the island of Utoya resulting in the death of 80 people (Independent, 2021). 
Like Great Britain, Norway has not armed its police officers. What is different though, is all Norwegian police officers are trained to use firearms, with weapons secured inside a safe in the vehicle. This differs to the UK model of policing with only AFOs trained to use firearms. In July 2014, the Norwegian government mandated that all police officers should carry a firearm on routine patrol. This information was in response to a specific threat, and the authority was withdrawn in February 2016 (Hendy, 2020)
The issuing of a mandate along with the weapons training given to Norwegian police officers indicates that a middle ground can be achieved allowing police to respond to specific threats. 
Norway and Chicago share similar population sizes, since the end of World War II, twelve police officers in Norway have been killed on duty, compare that to Chicago, where fifteen officers were killed in the 1990s alone. While this is a broad comparison as the policing model between the two countries differs, it illustrates the need for firearms in Norway is less than in the US (Albert, 2022). 
The Norwegian model should now be excluded from this discussion about unarmed police forces. In May 2025, the Norwegian government rescinded its decision not to routinely arm its police, and all Norwegian officers are now generally armed (NewsinEnglish.no, 2025). This shift to standardised routine arming shows that the world is changing and the police need to keep abreast of an ever-changing threat landscape. 
5.2 New Zealand
In March 2019, New Zealand was devastated by two mass killings at mosques in Christchurch; the assailant turned up as prayers were finishing which meant both mosques were busy with worshippers. He then indiscriminately opened fire killing fifty-one people. This act was New Zealand’s first experience of terrorism, and all police officers were ordered to carry firearms whilst on duty (Every-Palmer et al., 2020). 
What followed could be described as a well-intentioned but misjudged move by the New Zealand authorities, with the introduction of Armed Response Teams (ART). These ART were introduced when tensions between the police and public were already high following the death of George Floyd, it became clear to the authorities this along with the lack of consultation removed all appetite for ART from New Zealanders (Dynon, 2020). 
What is demonstrated by both New Zealand and Norway is that equilibrium can be achieved, with all police officers being trained in the use of firearms, and their availability should the need arise and the more publicly accepted image of unarmed police officers. 
5.3 Police Scotland: a radical rethink 
Like police officers in England and Wales, Scotland’s police officers are unarmed and follow the same model of unarmed deployment with armed capability in the form of AFOs and ARVs. The Scottish Police Federation (SPF) recently lobbied the Scottish Parliament and is calling for Police Scotland to adopt the same deployment profile as New Zealand or Norway. The SPF rationalise this by saying the personal protective equipment (PPE) issued to officers is inadequate to protect officers and the public. They go on to say weapons being secured in the car strikes a balance between armed capability, police legitimacy and public safety (Scottish Police Federation, 2025). There is currently no academic analysis to support or refute this lobbying of the Scottish parliament to show whether there is public or officer support for this manifesto. 

6.0 Public and Officer Attitudes
6.1 Police Opinion 
The Police Federation of England and Wales conducted a survey of its members in 2017, with a focus on operational policing and the specialisms of roads policing and firearms. The key findings relating to firearms are illustrated below.
34% of respondents support routine arming, up from 23% in 2006, an increase of 47.8%.
55.2% of respondents would be prepared to carry a firearm, up from 44.6% in 2006, an increase of 23.8%.
42.5% of respondents do not support officers being routinely armed but do support more officers being trained and issued firearms when needed (PolFed, 2025).
These figures show a clear and considerable increase in the number of respondents that wish to have access to some kind of firearm during their duties. 
This marked increase may be in part due to the number of terrorist related attacks between 2007 when the first survey was conducted and the 2017 survey. 
Between January 2013 and December 2017 there were thirteen recorded terror attacks in Great Britain (Community Security Trust, 2025),  two of the most notable ones being the Manchester Arena bombing and the London Bridge attack. 
6.2 Public Opinion
YouGov posed the question “Do you think British police officers should or should not routinely carry guns?” 6,942 people responded with a resounding 58% saying they should not, 30% indicated they should, and the remainder said they did not know (YouGov, 2024). Although this survey is quite basic in its construction and data, it still indicates that there is mixed feeling within the British public. Comparing this data with that of the Police Federation shows that the number of proponents is increasing.

7.0 Conclusion
The available studies, polls, and literature on the routine arming of police officers in Great Britain is defined by a marked disparity between tradition and the quintessential idea of the British police officer and operational and public safety. 
There is considerable theory and discussion surrounding the idea of policing by consent and the weapon effect theory. In this school of thought, to routinely arm officers would undermine this traditional model and would play into the hands of the weapon effect theory, leading people to surmise that Great Britain would end up like America with its police officers and criminals in a never-ending arms race. There is also concern that this arming would disproportionately marginalise minority ethnic groups. 
The current counter argument to this is the continued rise in terrorism related incidents in all corners of the world and the rising number of assaults on police officers. There is also a piece missing in respect of those vital few minutes of a terror attack in that currently, it is unarmed officers that are first at scene when a terror incident is at its most violent.
While there are two very distinctive arguments, one for routine arming and one for not, current academic thinking and the shifting opinion polls is unsettling the status quo. This is even more evident in the recent developments in Scotland where the Scottish Police Federation is lobbying for a model similar to that of New Zealand or Norway. There is clearly a fine line between community trust and police legitimacy and being able to respond swiftly and robustly to an ever changing and unpredictable threat.
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