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Critically evaluate the role of the police in Response Policing (Public Perception and Critical/Major Incidents)

This essay aims to critically evaluate the role of response policing, whilst taking into consideration public perception and critical and major incidents. 

The role of the police is vast and often complex.  

In 1974, Bittner (cited in Charman, 2018) suggested that Police Officers’ work involves providing a reactive response to events and represents, something that ought not to be happening and about which someone had better do something now.’

The statement of common purpose of the police service, (quoted in Police Foundation, 1996) outlines that:
‘The purpose of the police service is to uphold the law fairly and firmly; to prevent crime; to pursue and bring to justice those who break the law; to keep the Queen’s Peace; to protect, help and reassure the community; and to be seen to do this with integrity, common sense and sound judgement’

This definition demonstrates the broadness of the role of the police and the essential contribution that it makes in order to maintain a civilised society. 

Furthermore, the College of Policing (2018) have provided a definition of the role of a police office.  ‘Work in partnership on a day-to-day basis with local communities, stakeholders and colleagues in order to promote law and order, reduce the fear of crime, provide reassurance and build confidence to improve the quality of life for citizens.’

Whilst this is similar to the statement of common purpose, this definition also recognises the importance of the need for the police to work in partnership with various agencies in order to reach its objectives.

The Policing Vision (2025) sets out the mission of policing as:
To make communities safer by upholding the law fairly and firmly, preventing crime and antisocial behaviour; keeping the peace; protecting and reassuring communities; investigating crime and bringing offenders to justice.’  
The public, and improving policing form the main priority of the vision.  

Although the expectation of the role of the police is defined, the reality of policing is somewhat different where there can be less demand for actual crime and more for a wider range of dispute management, maintaining of order and concerns about the welfare of individuals (Charman, 2018).

In 1829, Sir Robert Peel (College of Policing, 2014) outlined a set a guidelines of how officers should behave, which became known as the Peelian Principles.  These principles highlighted the importance of public support and in particular, emphasised the need for the police to secure and maintain public respect. 

The Code of Ethics (College of Policing, 2014) sets out the ‘principles and professional behaviour for the policing profession in England and Wales’ and underpin the role of a police officer in modern day.  They cover the nine policing principles: Accountability, Integrity, Openness, Fairness, Leadership, Respect, Honesty, Objectivity and Selflessness.  Along with these principles, the standards of professional behaviour detail how members of the police service are expected to meet and uphold the principles. 

The relationship between the public and the police is captured in the phrase, ‘the police are the public and the public are the police.’ (Cited in College of Policing, 2014) 

There is an expectation from both the profession and the public that the Code of Ethics are adhered to, ‘the public expect the police to do the right thing, in the right way’ (College of Policing, 2014).  

When a police officers’ actions or behaviour falls beneath the expected standards set out within the Code of Ethics, the confidence of the public can become depleted.  This can cause issues as, ‘if the public don’t have the confidence to trust the police to be fair, acting ethically and in their best interests, they are less likely to assist the police with upholding the law,’ (College of Policing, 2014) 

Systems are in place to allow the public to be able to make a complaint in the event where they feel that someone within policing has behaved unprofessionally, and therefore fallen below the standards with the Code of Ethics.  The public should therefore be reassured that any found such behaviour will be dealt with in an appropriate and timely manner.  

In addition to the above, the Independent Office for Police Conduct (IOPC) carry out the role of investigating Police misconduct. 

They make a point that complaints, when handled appropriately, can lead to better police practice and services.  This in turn can go onto benefit local communities as well as police forces. 

The role of local Professional Standards Departments – PSD, (College of Policing, 2015), is to receive, record, investigate and resolve complaints from the public. It is therefore recognised that PSD plays an important role in maintaining the public’s trust and confidence.

When negative reports about police integrity are corruption are brought to light, it has an adverse effect on public trust and confidence in policing.  It is important that the public have trust in the police, as without it, the public may be unwilling to work with them.  

Miscarriages of justice can occur when the role of the police is brought into disrepute, and can include instances where evidence has not been disclosed or has been fabricated and can affect the trust between the police and public.  

In 2012, the Independent Police Complaints Commission (now known as IOPC), recognised that ‘corruption within the police is not widespread, or considered to be widespread, but where it exists, it is corrosive of the public trust that is at the heart of policing by consent.’

By maintaining a professional and effective approach to integrity, will have a positive impact on an officers daily decisions, which in turn, ensures that the public are dealt with a fair and consistent manner.  

Generally, the public of England and Wales, hold a high opinion of the police.  HMICFRS (2018) conducted a survey into the public perception of policing in England and Wales.  61% of respondents stated they were satisfied with their local police.  Whereas, only 12% of respondents dissatisfied.  Some of the reasons provided for which, included the perception that the police are not taking action and also perceptions around minimal police presence. 

The survey also showed that it would appear that public perception of police varies depending on the crime or incident.   

The Crime Survey for England and Wales, is a survey which is completed to allow the Government to have an understanding of crime.  Whilst some members of the consider crime to be on the rise, in the most recent survey, which accounted for the 12 month period ending June 2020, found that the total crime reported by police had decreased by 4%. However, it was recognised that the Covid-19 pandemic may have effected this result as theft in particular, had decreased significantly during April – June 2020, which covered the first Covid-19 lockdown period.  

Around 12’000 people took part in the survey, which is a relatively small number when you consider the population of England and Wales combined to be 59 Million (Office National Statistics, 2020). 

Police legitimacy is created when the public perceive the police to be effective, and perhaps, more importantly, fair (Weller et al, 2013).

Jackson and Bradford (2009, p.493) highlighted that, ‘the criminal justice system relies on legitimacy and consent to an extent unlike other public services: public support is vital if the police and other criminal justice agencies are to function both effectively and in accordance with democratic norms.’ 

Numerous research has looked into public perception of the police.  

Bradley (1998) suggests that if the police have a strong working relationship with the public, they are more likely to have an influence on the public opinion and demand for policing. 

Bain et al (2014) Public perception can be improved in some cases by something as simple as effective communication, this can have a vast improvement on the outcomes achieved, and also the behaviour of the individual and/or community group.  
It is however, recognised that there are groups within communities whose relationship with the police is more problematic and therefore, making trust and confidence harder to achieve and maintain.  

Bradley (1998) found amongst ethnic minority groups involved in the research, they generally perceive the police in a negative light.  Comments made by respondents regarding the police includes, ‘they have little knowledge of ethnic communities,’ and ‘they can’t be relied upon.’  

Awan et al (2019) conducted research into understanding the public perception and satisfaction of a UK police constabulary.  The study compared the levels of satisfaction between Black and Minority Ethnics (BME) against Non BME communities.  The study found that an opinion of the police was most likely to be formed during a member of the public’s first encounter with the police.  BME communities reported that they found themselves to be treated less favourably than others and suggested that in order to allow for trust to be built, barriers in communication need to be broken down.  They concluded that further research is required in order to build upon the relationship between the public and the police.  

Research has also shown that the age of an individual can play a factor in public perception of the police.  Bradley (1998) found that public perception of the police varied between age groups; the older a person was, the more supportive that their perception was.  

Procedural Justice can be described as the level a person perceives people who are placed in authority to apply processes and make decisions about them in a fair and just way (HMP, 2019). 

The model considers the reasons why people cooperate with the police and do not break the law and it is recognised that police legitimacy is a key element of this.  

Use of procedural justice can have a positive impact on reducing crime and enhancing strategic alignment between the police and public priorities. ‘Public perception of fair and respectful treatment by the police can influence compliance with the law; this is due to a sense of ‘moral alignment’ (Higgins, 2020).

Mazerolle et al (2013 quoted in Bain et al, 2014, p. 268) suggested that ‘if the public perceive police behaviour as being just and fair, they are more likely to see police authority as being legitimate. If, however, there is a belief that the police are not acting in a just and fair manner, then there is little support for their authority.’

Maguire and Johnson (2010) research into measuring public perception of the police also shows support for the role that procedural justice and police legitimacy plays.  

The positives of adopting a procedural justice approach, clearly outweigh the negative, it would therefore be beneficial for police officers to take this into consideration when dealing with members of the public, in order to be perceived in a good light. 

However, some of the reasons why people may feel that their treatment is not procedurally just, include when procedures or use of authority have not been explained or when it is not clear why a process exists (HMP, 2019). 

There are certain incidents that can impact on the public perception of the police, and specifically how they are dealt with, more so than others. 

A Critical Incident can be described as, ‘Any incident where the effectiveness of the police response is likely to have a significant impact on the confidence of the victim, their family and/or the community’ (College of Police, 2013) 

Any incident has the potential to become a critical incident, so it is therefore important that all incidents, which have the potential to become a critical incident are responded to in a prompt manner. This is due to the potential effect such incident could have on the public confidence and trust and for this reason, should be responded to in a consistent manner, whether initially suspected as serious, or less serious.  

It has been acknowledged (Macpherson Inquiry, 1999) that, even if a critical incident is managed effectively, it can still go onto to have a significant negative impact on the confidence of the victim, their family and the local community.  

Previous examples of Critical Incidents include the case of Fiona Pilkington.  Over a ten year period, Fiona had been the victim of Anti-Social Behaviour, where her house was persistently targeted by youths in the area.  She had made numerous reports to the police to reports this. In October, 2007 unable to cope any longer, Fiona drove to a lay by with her disabled daughter set fire to her vehicle.  The IPCC (2009) found that the incidents that had been reported ‘were too often dealt with by police officers in isolation and with an unstructured approach.’  It was also identified that the family should have been treated as vulnerable and a repeat victim.  

Three phases have been identified as a means to responding to Critical Incident Management (College of Policing 2013):
1. Preparing for a critical incident
This is overseen by chief officer and includes ensuring that staff receive effective training, there are enough resources available.
2. Managing Critical Incidents
This looks at identifying a critical incident and ensures that the appropriate people are made aware in order to manage the incident effectively. 
3. Restoring public confidence 
This is where it is identified that an incident could have a significant impact on the confidence of the public, and how that confidence could be rebuilt. 

By reacting proactively to critical incidents, early intervention is likely to assist to prevent a significant decline in confidence.   

Community Impact Assessment can be used in order to identify issues that have the potential to affect community confidence.  By utilising this tool, it can help the police to responds effectively and therefore prevent an incident from becoming critical (College of Policing, 2013). 

A major incident is ‘an emergency that requires the implementation of special arrangements by one or more emergency services, the NHS, or local authority,’ (Bryant & Bryant, 2019, p. 242).  Such incident is likely to have a significant impact on the public, such as serious harm, damage, disruption or risk to life. 

There are four stages to a major incident (London Resilience Partnership, 2019):
Stage 1 – The initial response
Stage 2 – The consolidation phase
Stage 3 – The recovery phase
Stage 4 – The restoration of normality

The Joint Emergency Services Interoperability Principles (JESIP) was established in order to provide a co-ordinated response to major incidents, whereby multi-agency working is essential.  It allows the Police, Fire and Rescue and Ambulance services to work together, and at the same time, follow their own procedures.  

JESIP was set up following a number of major incident reviews about how well the emergency services work together had come under enormous public scrutiny.  The reviews highlighted several areas which required improving, such as communication, information sharing and enhancing awareness and understanding of others roles and responsibilities. 

An example of a major incidents includes The Hillsborough Disaster which has been labelled as Britain’s worst sporting disaster, where in April 1989, 96 Liverpool fans were crushed to death and hundreds more were injured.  

An initial inquiry conducted by Lord Justice Taylor in August 1989, established that a failure of the police in relation to crowd control, was the main cause of the incident (Home Office 1989).  Since then, numerous inquiries have been conducted and had a profound negative impact on the public.  

When the response provided by the police is deemed as inadequate by the public, the consequence can have a significant impact on their confidence.  In some cases, this could include the confidence of the victim, their family and also the wider community. 

Effective debriefing following a critical or major incident, can allow those that have been involved an opportunity to identify and share any good practice and lessons to be learnt from such incidents, in order to improve future responses to similar incidents.  

There are certain powers that police officers hold, which make them more open to scrutiny and therefore can have an influence public perception. 

The standards of professional behaviour, details use of force and states that “Police officers only use force to the extent that is necessary, proportionate and reasonable in all the circumstances.” (Police Conduct Regulations, 2012) 

When it comes to use of force, Police officers are required to ensure that their actions are legal and have minimum impact on an individual’s human rights and freedoms.  Officers are also required to justify any use of force used based upon their honest opinion at the time of an incident.  

Issues arise when the public do not deem the use of force used as described above.  What one person thinks is justifiable, another person may not.  It is therefore subjective to each individual.  

Giegenti-Malone et al (2017) conducted a study of college student’s perceptions of police use of force and in particular, whether race and ethnicity mattered.  The results indicated that suspect race and ethnicity did not predict perception of police use of force.  However, they did note that male and white respondents were more likely to view use of force used by police as justifiable, compared to that of female and non-white respondents.  

Mourtgos and Adams (2020) carried out a longitudinal study between 1990 and 2018 I order to assess public perception of police use of force.  They found that the respondents disagreed that police were able to legally, reasonably and justifiable use force and that their disapproval only increased over time.  

Police Stop Search powers another area of increased scrutiny by members of the public.  That being said, HMICFRS (2018) survey into public perception of the police found that, 42% of respondents believed that Stop and Search powers were being used appropriately by the police, whereas 29% did not think that the powers were being used effectively.  

College of Policing (2016), ‘If stop and search powers are used unnecessarily, unlawfully and/or in an unfair manner, it may cause alarm or distress to members of the public.’  This could in turn have negative consequences and effect future interactions with the police.
  
Appropriate use of stop for example, could be achieved by adopting a procedural justice approach, which would therefore help maintain public trust, police legitimacy and policing by consent. 

The Best Use of Stop and Search (Home Office, 2014) introduced a number of measures which were designed to create greater transparency, accountability and community involvement when Stop and Search powers are being implemented.  

The relationship between the police and the media is an important one.  The role of the media plays a significant part in holding police to account for their actions and also to inform the public about the work that is carried out by the police service.  It is therefore, in the best interest of both parties for the police service to engage with the media.  In doing so, allows for both strategic and operational information to be shared effectively with the public.  Examples of which include appeals for information and also the identification of suspects or witnesses (College of Police, 2013).

The media can have an influence on an individual’s perception of the police.  By highlighting the positive work carried out by the police, could assist in opinion being changed of any negative perception that a person may have.  

Public perception of the police is likely to vary based on an individual’s personal experiences of encounters.  Opinion of the police is also likely to vary for example, based on stories heard from others or through media channels.   

Television programmes such as Channel 4’s, ‘999: What’s Your Emergency? give a real insight into the role of a police officer and in particular, the challenges that officers are faced with on an all too frequently basis.  However, there are numerous other programmes, based more on fiction, such as Line of Duty (BBC).  Programmes like these, although very entertaining, can create a somewhat false representation of life as a police officer, especially when highlighting negative aspects, such as police corruption.  

Callanan and Rosenberger (2011) conducted research into media and public perceptions of the police.  The results suggested that, ‘viewing television news and crime-based reality programmes significantly increases confidence in the police.’  

Interestingly, they also noted that victims and those individuals with previous experience of being arrested, were not affected by crime-related media, this therefore suggests that having previous first-hand experience played a more important role than media in determining a person’s opinion of the police.  

Social Media can be an effective way for the police to communicate and engage with communities.  ‘Where individual had been informed about what their local police are doing to tackle crime and ASB, social media is the most common means of communication, particularly Facebook’ (HMICFRS, 2018).

Although use of Social Media has many benefits for the police, there are also some negative aspects.  Social Media, allows people to share information very quickly.  The sharing on inaccurate or false information, could be detrimental to sensitive police investigations.  This can have a knock on effect of fuelling negative perceptions of police from members of the public.  

An example of which is when members of the public record police interactions on mobile phone devices and then upload to social media.  These interactions may not provide the full picture to what has occurred and members of the public can be quick to comment in a negative manner.  

As previously mentioned, the police service has changed a lot in recent years and as such presented many challenges.  

‘Cultural, social, political, economic and technological changes are all having a major impact on what the police do, what they are expected to do and what they are able to do.’ (Newburn, 2008, p. 15). 

Millie (2013) argued that ‘since the early 1990’s, the role of the police has become significantly wider and encompasses the diverse multi-faceted demands of anti-terrorism, reassurance, fear of crime, catching criminals, crime prevention and crime reduction.’

Between 2010 and 2015, police forces on average, faced a cut of 20% in central government funding.  This resulted in a reduction in workforce of 15%, which equated to over 37’000 police officers and staff (Crowhurst, 2016).

College of Policing (2015) from 2010 to 2015, the number of police officers had fallen by 11%.  Typically, in each force, the ratio of police to public is one officer for every 1,753 people living in that area. 

On a typical day, that force will make fifty arrests, deal with one hundred and one Anti-Social Behaviour incidents, respond to around 12 missing person reports, deal with 9 road traffic collisions and 14 reports for mental health concerns.   

Despite these cuts, police officers are still required to continually balance the demands and priorities, whilst also trying to maintain public satisfaction and confidence levels.  

Members of the public wouldn’t necessary know what goes on behind the scenes; they are more likely to base their perception on the results of what they see.  The public, therefore wouldn’t be aware of the call demand and the low number of officer to public ratio.  If this information was made common knowledge, then it may allow the public to be more understanding of the challenges that police officers are up against on a daily basis.

The more that the public is made aware of the challenges that the police are faced with, the more likely it is that public respect, support and sympathy will increase.   

‘Lack of public knowledge about the day to day work of frontline officers, has been raised as a barrier to widespread support for resources being diverted to specific priorities’ (Crowhurst, 2016).

The significant reduction in front line officers has made it more difficult for the police to deliver what the public expect and therefore plays a contributing factor to those who perceive police negatively.  

It has been suggested (Crowhurst, 2016) that by sharing (appropriately censored) Body Worn Footage and providing personal accounts of an officers average day, could provide a valuable opportunity for members of the public to get an insight into what the role of a police officer involves.  

The issue with this is however, is that no two days are the same in response policing so it would prove difficult to demonstrate what an average day looks like. 

Home Affairs Committee (2018) acknowledged the challenges that the police have face over the last decade and stated that, ‘Without additional funding for policing, we have no doubt that there will be dire consequences for public safety, criminal justice, community cohesion and public confidence’

In 2019 (Gov.uk), it was announced by Prime Minister, Boris Johnson, that some 20’000 police officers would be recruited across England and Wales over a three year period.  This was positive news and one that will assist with the pressure placed upon frontline policing.  Although recruitment drives are now currently ongoing, the training of new officers takes a considerable amount of time.  In the meantime, more experienced officers are leaving the force or moving to different departments, which leaves response policing with inexperienced teams.  There is a need to retain experienced officers on the frontline in order to maintain the level of service that the public expect.  

Initiatives and other departments within the police that have been set up with an aim of improving public confidence in the police and criminal justice system, have seen officers being taken away from frontline response roles.  This in turn has left response under-staffed, and in some instances, below minimum staffing levels.  

Chatterton and Bingham (2016) found that, ‘according to the officers delivering the service, this has had a detrimental effect on the quality of service delivered to members of the public, thereby undermining the government’s aim to promote public reassurance.’

A further challenge has come from the shift in demand for the police, with College of Police (2015) estimating that over 80% of calls to the police involve non-crime related incidents. 
There has been an increase in demand for ‘non-police’ incidents, such as searching for missing people and helping those who find themselves in a mental health crisis.  

Similarly to the police, other fields within the public sector have seen their funding being cut over recent years.  This includes health and social care and mental health services.  As such, a steep increase has been noted in the amount of non-crime incidents that the police find themselves involved in.  For example, mental health services.  

Some many forces now operate a Mental Health Triage, based with their Public Service Centre (PSC).  This assists greatly with the demand of calls, and acts as a gateway to assist with further mental health services as it involves officers being advised by a mental health professional, during a live incident.  Within South Wales Police, since the service has been operating, a notable decrease has been seen in repeat caller and there has also been a reduction in the use of section 136, (Mental Health Act 1983), where officers have engaged with the triage team (Broome and Davies, 2020)

HMICFRS (2018) recognised that when considering vulnerable individuals or groups of people, other organisations (rather than the police) are more likely best suited to offer the most appropriate support. For example, most respondents (70%) felt that Health Services are better placed to assist with Mental Health incidents rather that the police (2%).  

Thus again, highlighting the essential need for partnership working in order to reach common objectives.  

Muir (2016) discussed the considerable gap between what the public expect of the police, compared to what they are actually able to offer.  Despite changes in the demand of different incidents, in particular, those that are ‘non-crime’, public opinion around what the police should be doing, hasn’t changed considerably.  Typically, public responses would include crime prevention, emergency response and catching criminals. When the public are asked to consider how they would like the police to work, responses tend to centre around, ‘wanting more bobbies on the beat’, an increase in the speed of responding to calls and also for the police to be accessible and engaging within local communities.  Muir suggested that in order to close the expectations gap, the police service would need to consider a large scale exercise into public education about what it is that the police actually do.  

Policing has changed so much over the years, and through the continuing development of technology, it is likely to only become more complex in the future.  That being said, the core principles of policing have remained the same since 1829.  
 
Police should continue to strive to ensure that they do all that they can to maintain public trust and confidence at all times.  This includes adopting a procedural justice approach and to ensure that police legitimacy is kept intact when dealing with the public.  

Following any critical or major incident, there will always be lessons to learn; which is ultimately why the role of an effective debrief following such incidents is deemed so important.

In terms of public perception of the police, it would appear that the following quote from John Lydgate (quotepark.com) rings true, ‘You can please some of the people all of the time, you can please all of the people some of the time, but you can't please all of the people all of the time.’  

Whether they are liked by the public or not, the police perform an essential role every day for the safety and security of the country.  
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