I have spent the majority of my 7-year policing career in a frontline uniformed role. In this essay I will explore theories around the topic of Policing Communities, it’s link to my current operational practice and reflect on my experiences within utilising the Gibbs' Model of Reflection (Mind Tools, 2016).
Starting with Community Engagement, this is described by the College of Policing (2013) as enabling communities and citizens to participate in policing at their chosen level. Looking at this further, it also means to provide assurance and information to a local community. As well as empowering local communities to propose strategic solutions to local issues or priorities. Lockey, et al, (2019) explores the concept of increasing ‘social capital’ by way of community engagement. In brief, this is the level of communication flow within those embedded in a system (Lockey, et al, 2019) and highlights that this provides better service delivery than traditional reactive enforcement lead styles of policing. 
Legislation (Police Reform and Social Responsibility Act 2011) orders that arrangements must be made to obtain the views of residents in an area by way of regular scheduled meetings with their local police. My first time at such a meeting was in an area that was always very well attended by the local community. We provided them with local crime statistics and compared them with previous month's figures pointing out potential trends and what could be done it terms of crime prevention. The advantage being that it improves credibility and confidence in the work being conducted and shows transparency (Chainey & Thompson (2012). The challenge being that stats were often over a month old and due to them relating to a small geographical area, any abnormalities were prevalent and at times misleading, potentially causing unnecessary concern. Attendees were afforded opportunity to ask questions and provide information on various aspects in the area as well as express any concerns they had which allows for the community to feel that their voices were heard (Gasper & Davies, 2018). Other perspectives on such meetings suggest that they are entirely pro police lenient but that is not to say that any action(s) or inaction(s) by authorities go unchallenged by attending community members (Gasper & Davies, 2018). 

I recall advertising a patrol of a certain area on social media some years ago where, during the patrol I was approached by a member of the public who said that she was waiting for ‘us’ to come around that day. She provided me with vital information about a house further along the street that led to a drugs warrant being executed there a few weeks after. Without us both being present in that moment, both physically and through our common intention, criminal activity may have continued for an unknown period. This collaboration and view of a common goal is crucial as Modise (2023) asserts that Police cannot solve criminal activity by themselves in local communities and that neither the local police nor the community can function effectively without the other.

Social media has its role to play in modern day community engagement. Bullock, et al (2021) assert that it can be used positively to reach a larger amount of people within the community, providing some form of visibility during times where officer resourcing numbers are low. Taking a different view, Ralph (2022) questions the effectiveness of police controlled social media accounts as it can be a one-way street that when challenged by comments from the public, officers and staff controlling said accounts seek to reassert their own legitimacy. With social media accounts being controlled locally by individual officers and not by the organisation from a central point, the concept opens itself up to potential damage to its own organisational reputation (Bullock, et al 2021). For instance, a tweet from London Borough of Lewisham’s Police account (Sky News, 2016) displayed two sets of handcuffs shaped like a four-leaf clover with a green background on St Patricks Day. This was followed up by the same account in 2017 (The Standard, 2017) when it claimed it was too busy to fight crime as it was dealing with missing people and mental health issues. Both tweets were met with various negative responses from the public. Whilst there are positives that can be drawn from use of social media in community engagement such as quicker dissemination of information and offering transparency (Bullock, et al 2021), there is no substitute for a physical presence in the community as this shapes the public's perception of policing as a whole including how they react to any online engagement (Ralph, 2022).

This section explores Community Impact Assessments (CIA). A CIA is a document created after a significant incident has occurred within a community and updated dynamically in the days or weeks following the incident (College of Policing, 2013). The document contains details around the unique nature of the community being assessed, multi-agency collaboration details, any relevant history for the area and any potential future ramifications of the incident (College of Policing, 2013). CIAs are not uncommon within The MET, with 116 homicides (Statista, 2024) in a one-year period up to March 2024 it is a regular occurrence for officers to be placed on ‘reassurance patrols’ following a murder. I have done this myself on several occasions and have found that most residents are happy to see an increase of physical police presence. I have also made the decision to send officers on ‘reassurance patrols’ following such incidents during my time as an Acting Sergeant. Innes (2010) describes the concept of a CIA as Idiosyncratic without real measurable outcomes and places an emphasis on reducing the social harm of such incidents rather than catching offenders. Innes (2010) criticises this further after research conducted showed that there was a potential for residents to become more fearful of local crime due to the providing of and sharing of new local intelligence with officer's present about issues they were not aware of before the increased presence. In contrast to this Harmes, et al, (2023) asserts that having a physical presence following major events and providing locals with key and up to date information gives the public a sense of control and comfort.

This section explores the implications of Community Tension on operational practice. The MET operates in one of the most culturally diverse cities in the world (London Intercultural Centre, 2024). With such a diverse population this has the potential to cause tension amongst community groups. I recall being instructed to provide a presence during one march through the borough where I worked. Tensions between the Kurdish and Turkish population have been ongoing for some 40 years based around Kurdistan’s protesting for greater Cultural and Political rights (Global Conflict Tracker, 2025). The march was held by the local Kurdish community, and they were protesting against issues occurring in Turkey. Most recent data show significant population numbers, 34,000 Turkish in London (London Data Store, 2022) and 3500 Kurdish in the borough of Haringey alone (Office for National Statistics, 2024). The significant aspect of this was that the march route was through the main high street where a very large number of Turkish businesses operates such as Barber shops, Restaurants, Cafe’s and Supermarkets. I distinctly remember an argument breaking out leading to an assault occurring between a shop owner and a protester, unsurprisingly as war and violent conflict has been shown to translate into domestic activity and agendas (Rowley, 2020)

Police Forces should use the information and knowledge they receive that indicates any raised community tensions or points towards an increase of hate-crime or non-crime hate incidents to form their own community engagement strategies including potential deployment of resources (College of Policing, 2020). This can and often does include instances outside of the given force area and a common indicator is overseas political unrest (College of Policing, 2020). The most recent and notable example is the conflict in Isreal and Palestine (BBC News, 2025). With 154,000 Jewish residents in London (Office for National Statistics, 2023) and 14.3% of the entire London population identifying with Islam (Office for National Statistics, 2021) this became one of the longest running community tension issues that I personally had involvement in. It was a daily task to visit every single Synagogue and Mosque within your area as well as visiting neighbouring sites whose officers were not on duty, this continued for over a year. This was to provide reassurance to both sides and offer a consistent presence and extend an ear for any concerns or recent suspicious activity in the locality. The genesis of this chapter in the conflict prompted great unrest and community tension (Sky News, 2023) and this translated into a marked rise in recorded religious hate crime (BBC News, 2023)

Policing a community also utilises Evidence Based Policing theories which is described by Lum and Koper (2024) as the gathering and processing of scientific knowledge within policing and the implementation of that knowledge embedding it into decision-making processes and practices. The College of Policing utilises the term ‘Evidence Based Policing’ when outlining many other aspects of policing and only broadly describes it as the use of best available evidence to inform and challenge policing policies and common practices (College of Policing, 2025). Evidence Based Policing is an evolving concept and due to its very nature in that it seeks to continuously develop practices will change its own identity over time (Klose, 2024). 
One aspect of Evidence Based Policing affords the community to give feedback and to help develop new initiatives (Lum & Koper, 2024). Klose (2024) argues that to improve Evidence Based Policing more work needs to be done in researching and educating of important community knowledge. I am reminded of two instances where this occurred without my realising Evidence Based Policing was being utilised. Firstly, a senior member of the local Jewish community delivered a talk to our Emergency Response Teams on their culture and crucially their religion about how this affects their day-to-day life in society. Perceptions of the police from faith communities have been described as ‘uncultured’ and claims a lack of understanding and engagement (Knight, 2017). Although I recall learning about practices and customs, I couldn’t help wondering why it was relevant and experienced feelings of being dictated to by people with no experience in operational policing. 
Secondly, a community meeting where young people were invited to talk about their experiences of police interactions including a much-debated topic, Stop and Search. I was impressed by the bravery and courage of those willing to stand in front of a hall of police officers to share their, at times, traumatic history for the betterment and education of all those present. Despite my initial reservations I came away from both occasions with knowledge that influenced my own policing strategies in the years to come as well as passing on any knowledge during my time as an instructor to new recruits.
The main advantages of Evidence Based Policing have been outlined, however, it should not be employed as the singular metric to base all policing decisions and that it does not sufficiently replace operational experience, learned skills and common sense (Fielding, et al, 2019). The quality of decision making, because of any Evidence Based Policing Strategy is only as good as its initial evidence (Fielding, et al, 2019). With most research being dominated by systemic reviews (Fielding, et al, 2019) there have been calls to introduce better source evidence using more mixed method research (Klose, 2024) to achieve a more comprehensive and rounded understanding of specific problems. In addition to this to further strengthen the incorporation of community values, preferences and customs into policing decisions for added dynamism in the findings (Klose, 2024). 

Anti-Social Behaviour (ASB) has great significance in Policing Communities. ASB is described in legislation as acts or conduct that cause or are likely to cause alarm, harassment or distress to any person (Anti-Social Behaviour, Crime and Policing Act 2014). It often relates to low-level or even non-criminal actions by perpetrators such as vandalism, fly tipping or loud noise such as music (Heap, 2021). Heap (2021) goes on to say that whilst individually they are not harmful but if persistent it can be, as well as increasing in frequency and severity. Some take the view that this is mostly conducted by young people (Jung, 2023) and has strong links to gang activity in ethnically diverse, deprived areas of London (Annan, et al, 2022). This is significant as the victim’s experiences of ASB are made more harmful as they interact regularly with the perpetrators (Heap, 2021). 
The long-term effects of consistent ASB have been known to be fatal. Infamously, in 2007 Fiona Pilkington took her daughters and her own life following 10 years of abuse (BBC News, 2011). Their home was targeted by large groups of youths throwing eggs, flower and stones at the house. The key aspect of this being that Police were aware throughout and failed to both record many instances and take any action to end the abuse (BBC, News 2011). Off the back of this, it was brought into legislation that victims of ASB can now request a multi-agency meeting to review and discuss the responses to their reports of ASB (Anti-Social Behaviour, Crime and Policing Act 2014) these are commonly known as a ‘community trigger’. In theory this forces Police and partner agencies such as the local council, mental health services and housing representatives to work holistically to solve the problem (Brown, 2015).
Firstly, and most significantly it puts the responsibility onto the victim to request the community trigger through a system that is already not effectively functioning and is under resourced which ensures they continue to carry the burden (Heap, 2021). Those working within the system discovered co-location working generated conflict, a lack of information sharing, unaligned working patterns and delays in providing requested information resulted in further delays for the victim (O’Mally and Grace, 2021). Officers also found further challenges and are often presented with a welfare-enforcement divide with the introduction of mental health workers and expressed concern that this undermines their work (O’Mally and Grace 2021). In one such meeting, I recall a victim who was living in a flat above a vulnerable drug user where drug dealers and other vulnerable users dependant on drugs would visit daily. They would cause noise, litter and even openly administer drugs on the front porch. I found that mental health and housing professionals would often be against moving perpetrators of ASB claiming it simply displaces the problem and whilst there is truth to this, it offers no reprieve for the victim. 

A study into the use of the community trigger found many negative aspects (Heap and Herrera, 2018). Firstly, victims are not invited to the review meeting and were not involved at all. Requesting a review meeting suggests that victims are dissatisfied with the current response, victims found it very frustrating that the review would be conducted by the very people they are complaining about and described it as a ‘cover up’ (Heap and Herrera, 2018). The disproportionate concentration of ASB activity and victimisation towards those perceived to be of lower socio-economic status and its links to educational differences lends itself to suggest a lower capability to negotiate with authority figures inevitably renders vulnerable victims practically voiceless (Heap, 2021). This suggests that those less able to articulate the problems they are experiencing are destined to continue to suffer with them. 
This makes it vital for Police to identify victims of ASB at the earliest opportunity, agencies need to adapt a more open and active response approach instead of a defensive stance for the community trigger to become a success (Brown, 2015).


Given the somewhat ‘hidden’ nature of ASB and crucially, the significant cuts to resources that are likely contributing to the poor initial response to ASB (Heap, 2021) the most tempting and appealing option is for authorities to issue civil preventative orders known as Community Protection Notices (CPN). To give a person a CPN they must have had a written warning that their behaviour is having a negative effect of an ongoing nature to the lives of those in the locality and the behaviour is deemed unreasonable (Anti-Social Behaviour, Crime and Policing Act 2014). It allows enforcement at a lower threshold than is traditionally expected for full criminal offences, however a breach of the conditions specified on said notice constitutes a criminal offence itself, creating a paradigm (Rodgers, 2023). Rodgers (2023) highlights that any act undertaken forbidden within the notice carried out by a person who is not subject to the notice would not be a criminal offence, thereby creating an imbalance of justice and fairness within the system open to abuse as a disposal option. Persons authorised to issue such notices include the local authority and Police Community Support Officers (PCSO) (Anti-Social Behaviour, Crime and Policing Act 2014). PCSO’s are employed to be the visible uniformed presence and link between policing authority and community (College of Policing, 2021). The increase in powers poses a conflict and potential confusion with their role, while it offers further opportunities in capacity to issue enforcement it could make vulnerable people hesitant of talking to them (O’Neill, et al, 2023)

The maximum penalty for a breach can be a fine of up to £2,500 (Anti-Social Behaviour, Crime and Policing Act 2014). This has serious potential to marginalise the most vulnerable in society such as the homeless or those with serious mental health issues (Rodgers, 2023). I am reminded of several occasions where my team and I received reports of homeless people that were sleeping rough on a busy shopping street. Local residents and shoppers would complain that it made for an unpleasant experience. When attempting to engage, most homeless people would, understandably refuse to move as they had nowhere to go. We had to be seen to take some action and initiating the process of one of these notices was the most suitable apparent option. My personal experience is that when I used to offer support services for homeless persons there was a barrier in the communication. As I was in uniform and therefore an extension of the state, I felt I was perceived by the homeless person as contributing to their current circumstance. The military-like appearance of the police uniform is known to illicit negative perceptions and responses from the person viewing (Blaskovits, et al, 2022). Academic recommendations to improve police interactions suggest that any informal engagement with homeless persons should not be led by police but by specialist homeless teams or outreach facilitators as there is a better chance of engagement (Heap, Black and Devan, 2022).

Heap, Black and Rodgers (2022) argue that CPN’s have further eroded the procedural rights of those receiving such notices and further increased the coercive power of the state. In a study of the experiences of those issued with a CPN it was found that there was too much subjectivity of the powers and notices were issued for a wide range of reasons such as feeding cats, escaping chickens and for having an untidy garden (Heap, Black and Rodgers 2022). The same study found this subjectivity to be excessive as 6 out of the 15 participants had their notice rescinded when appealing through the courts (Heap, Black and Rodgers, 2022). 

Another aspect of ASB enforcement are Public Spaces Protection Orders (PSPO). A PSPO (Anti-Social Behaviour, Crime and Policing Act 2014) works similarly to a CPN but can be applied to a number of different attributes such as geographical location, times of the day or groups of people (ASB Help, 2025). One common use of a PSPO is to reduce the amount of street drinking (Brown, 2017). My experience of PSPO’s is that they were mostly enforced either in preparation for or during large scale events. Such as major footfall routes in and around stadiums during matches or concerts to stop people from drinking on the street. A large local park was due to hold a live music event to be attended by more than 100,000 people over the course of a weekend. The park is ‘home’ to several rough sleepers who drink alcohol throughout the day and as the event was so large it required significant security measures and was strictly ticketed. We were tasked with removing one rough sleeper who refused to leave the park during the set-up phase of the event. With the use of the PSPO, the event went ahead successfully, yet most returned to the park once the event had finished. A study into the use of PSPO’s (Heap, Black and Devany, 2022) found that most people displaced through the enforcement of a PSPO return to the area as soon as able and the study claims that PSPO’s do not solve the core issue of street drinking or homelessness. A key aspect of the PSPO is that again, much like a CPN it requires no approval from any court or central authority (Brown, 2017). The vast majority of literature available heavily criticises the use of and nature of PSPO’s and claim that it undermines the rights and protections of various groups of people (Heap, et al, 2020). Heap, et al, (2020) highlights that currently there is no duty to report the use of PSPO’s to the home office and recommends any PSPO’s be put to the community to whom it will affect.

When I reflect on all the mentioned topics; Community Engagement, Community Tension, Evidence Based Policing and ASB and their relevance to Policing Communities it is a stark reminder of just multi-faceted the world of Policing is. Many aspects of Policing are intertwined with one another. I experienced many feelings whilst undertaking this essay. I felt very defensive of my occupation throughout, mostly during times of heavy criticism of tactics or powers that I have used regularly. I sometimes felt as though there would never be any concrete and agreed upon solutions to the problems faced in communities. My morality when faced with certain vulnerable people was at conflict with my operational duty. O’Reilly (2023) found that solutions to such conflicts are only resolvable in temporary and contingent ways and identifies its likeness to the conflicts of politics. There were many times where it felt as though no matter what action I took I would upset somebody and the concept of ‘the right thing to do’ was abstract. Bowling, (2007) asserts that perfect policing is unattainable and that we should strive for ‘good enough’ questioning whether police should treat every person the same or based on their needs. Evaluating these feelings proves dynamic and interchangeable depending on who you might be interacting with at the time. If I am talking to a rough sleeping charity conducting a walk around of the neighbourhood, I am deeply sympathetic with their circumstances. If I am liaising with a local independent business owner that has a strong smell of urine, litter and cardboard boxes outside their shop front I am understanding of the predicament of the image the business presents. I have learned that everybody will have their own unique perspective on what occurs in their community and most people seem to want a quiet and peaceful life with it being more favourable for those in the community to feel safe. For those living near a regularly used venue for large scale events, police powers such as a PSPO might offer them comfort and reassurance but to the individual the enforcement is implemented it might feel unfair and unjust. Justice, morality and fairness are central themes throughout the topics discussed, all principles that were in the forefront of mind when I joined the Police. However, practicality can be all consuming which can easily steer myself and undoubtedly others to less consider the effect on the few in favour of the many. That is not to say it isn’t the sensible choice at the time, but the danger is falling into a mindset where alternative measures are not even considered. I hope that any future interactions where morality and operational effectiveness are at conflict I can, at least, consider the ramifications of all before exercising any powers bestowed upon me.

