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‘Critically explore contemporary barriers to policing by consent’

[bookmark: _Int_xrLGJsQl][bookmark: _Int_d4CtuAVv]93% of Metropolitan Police staff and officers who thought the Metropolitans reputation had worsened cited “negative media coverage” as the reason (Camber et al., 2024). This essay will indulge into exploring contemporary barriers to policing by consent. Within this essay, the topics that will be discussed include the background into policing, barriers to policing in the current society, how these barriers affect the police, and is there anything that can be done.
 
[bookmark: _Int_N7jX9FIG][bookmark: _Int_HDQ5Pj0G][bookmark: _Int_Sf7HVJnE][bookmark: _Int_rJ4nr1s4][bookmark: _Int_pmlxHAsU][bookmark: _Int_y2kbVluX][bookmark: _Int_RN1TncIX]Policing by consent is a principle of a police forces legitimacy and effectiveness, that for policing to effectively work the publics trust is crucial. An idea based on the conviction that, rather than the governmental power, police authority comes from the public's cooperation and consent. However, it does not indicate a person's consent. A person cannot choose to stop cooperation with the police or with a law (Archive, 2025a). Examining where this idea came from, it would be the ‘father of modern policing’ Sir Robert Peel. In 1829, Sir Peel initiated the London Metropolitan Police Force. He laid out a set of rules, also known as Peelians Principles and these principles of policing still lay the foundation of policing today. They contain three core ideas and nine principles (Law Enforcement Action Partnership, 2017). The nine guiding principles of police set up by Sir Robert Peel place more emphasis on cooperation and public support than on using force to deter crime and disruption. According to the principles, police must gain the public’s trust by providing an unbiased service, reserving the use of physical force for extreme circumstances, and considering themselves members of the community rather than a separate being. Instead of the visibility of police action, the absence of crime is the ultimate indicator of success (Pennsylvania State University, 2008). Police have been recognised over the years that they are a separate being to the public, often viewed as working against the public rather than with them. In a report published by Reiner and O’Connor (2010), it is stated that ‘the police are under a lot of change, an understandable focus on control, but insufficient reform to support officers exercising their inescapable discretion in dealing with the demanding issues of competence and consent in changing times.’ However, it was also argued that it is not solely down to the police to make the decision to change, that responsibility is on those who lead the police to rethink the limits of independence and value of publics support in policing. In a modern context, according to Owen-Evans and Low (2024) trust and confidence in policing has declined in recent years, being one of the principles of policing by consent. In a survey conducted by YouGov, in October 2024, 52% of adults had no/not very much confidence in the police to tackle crime, compared to 39% in 2019. The 2021 murder of Sarah Everard by a serving police officer and the 2023 conviction of another serving officer for 85 sexual offences were two of the ‘atrocious reasons’ that HMICFRS cited for the drop in public confidence. The Metropolitan Police forces’ “deep seated cultures” such as ‘defensiveness and denial,’ need to be addressed, according to Baroness Casey of Blackstock (2023). 

[bookmark: _Int_PHuA1XMh][bookmark: _Int_gjF9dh9k][bookmark: _Int_zftcFwW8][bookmark: _Int_oQTiqESA][bookmark: _Int_wZ17lUxO][bookmark: _Int_vDorjsV4][bookmark: _Int_Kg4O5jkr][bookmark: _Int_glki1EYB][bookmark: _Int_ZuB4V0tw][bookmark: _Int_3psR4tEf][bookmark: _Int_OniiRd18]The heartbreaking fact of current policing falls upon the confidence and trust of the public, which is not seeming hopeful. No trust or confidence in the police causes an evidential barrier towards policing by consent, this is evidenced in a plethora of studies that show this. According to Duffy and Morini (2024), as a result of high-profile failures or a general lack of trust in the police’s ability to prevent or deal with crime, crises of public confidence in the police have unfortunately been a common theme in recent years. Although it is true, the public’s lack of trust in the police is not new. But this is a long-term, chronic disease, and by 2022, confidence has gradually decreased from 81% overall in 1981 to only 67%, which is alarming. This study investigates the problem between ‘generation Z’ and the police. Generation Z or ‘Gen Z’ are the youngest adult generation in today’s society, being between 15 to 28 years old. It is shown that the UK’s Generation Z are the ones with the lowest confidence in their police compared to other countries across the world. In comparison to earlier generations, this younger generation has also grown up during a period of limited police funding and a general disengagement from the community, which is likely to have created a relational void. There is also significantly less personal experience to shield police from the damaging effect of their reputation from high profile incidents and campaigns. Their experiences with the police are often negative, and personal experience will also play a part into the distrust and low confidence in the police. For example, in March 2022, approximately 94,900 stop and searches were conducted on individuals between the ages of 10 to 29, which is close to the present Gen Z age (Youth Justice Statistics, 2023). By decreasing societies desire to collaborate and comply with the police, a decline in public trust undermines policing by consent and makes law enforcement more challenging and less successful. A lack of trust immediately threatens the legitimacy of police authority that depends on the public support since it results in a fall in effective crime reporting, compliance with police appeals nd community safety (Swann et al., 2025). According to Jackson and Bradford (2010), the public sees the role of the police to deal with crime but also defend the community and civility, treated people fairly and with dignity. This solidifies the relationship between the public and the police instead of them being a separate being. Therefore, if the police show that they can deal with crime, and have a civil relationship and partnership with the public, the public are more likely to engage and support the police rather than ignore and withdraw from the idea of the police. For the police to engage and realise that this is how they are perceived, if they take this into account and outwardly display this, trust and confidence could be slowly restored therefore allowing the concept of policing by consent to occur naturally and effectively. The idea of policing by consent is the foundation of UK policing. This has to do with policing strategies intended to preserve the public’s acceptance, respect, and affection. Although police officers play a vital role in the social fabric of the communities they serve, their capacity to carry out their duties will be severely constrained if the public does not trust and believe in them (Home Office, 2023). 

[bookmark: _Int_Hud6muZd][bookmark: _Int_XdxkMqqz][bookmark: _Int_wtwRuOWY][bookmark: _Int_jcywo3yt][bookmark: _Int_WMprVdS6][bookmark: _Int_XUN7TH7V][bookmark: _Int_jFOfOKHU][bookmark: _Int_B4Cb5h54][bookmark: _Int_wyGg2Loc][bookmark: _Int_KRFx2ije][bookmark: _Int_FNpJveVr][bookmark: _Int_0a2epVPv][bookmark: _Int_1TrRCOBv][bookmark: _Int_aFlfidSI][bookmark: _Int_hgfHm7LI][bookmark: _Int_X4uTHBVX]Another barrier to policing by consent can be seen in the form of disproportionality and biased police practises. From acts like stop and search to underrepresentation within police forces, all of these have an incredible effect on how police practise their roles and powers in public. Stop and searches are one of the most prominent factors to abuse of power, according to HMICFRS (2025) stop and searches are statutory powers given to police officers to prevent and detect crime. The action of a stop and search includes detaining an individual on resonance suspicions in order to search their person. They can be used to avoid unnecessary arrests in where a quick search of the person can figure out whether the officers' suspicions were correct. The use of these powers is lawful if an officer has reason that a person is in possession of something illegal such as controlled substances or if a person is in an area where serious violence is expected. However, these powers can be abused, and it is shown in many statistics. For example, in the year ending March 2023, ‘there was 529,474 stop and searches conducted in England and Wales’ (GOV.UK, 2024). Of those, ‘there were 24.5 stop and searches for every 1000 black people and 5.9 for every 1000 white people.’ Apparent to Youth Justice Legal Centre (2021), individuals of the ‘BAME background were stopped and searched at a rate 4.1 times higher the white people in 2019-2020.’ Black people were 8.3 times more likely to be searched than white people, when studies shown that black people are less likely to be found with drugs on them compared to white people. Following this, society has recognised and raised concerns on the disproportionate use of stop and searches, particularly on black people. The IOPC published a national stop and search learning report on April of 2022, this reported raised concerns about the way police conducted their stop and search practises. These concerns included conducting searches on weak and unreasonable grounds and using excessive force. The results of this report highlighted how these ‘harsh stop and searches causes fear, humiliation, distress, and trauma.’ The effect that this has the relationship between public and police is negative due to the disproportionate use of powers. This is evidenced by Youth Endowment Fund (2025), where it was stated ‘research shows an association between people that are stopped and searched, and poorer mental and physical health, and more negative attitudes towards the police.’ From a report by the HMICFRS, Myhill et al. (2021) argued that ‘legitimacy in the eyes of the public is inseparably linked to the way police use their powers.’ Reduced legitimacy can arise from a lack of trust which can be influenced by seeing police abuse or disuse their given powers. An ‘unfair use of powers can be counter-productive if it leads people unwilling to report crimes that they are victims of or come forward as witnesses of.’ Also stated in this report, there has been complaint cases that some stop and searches conduced by police have made those people feel racially profiled, after investigation it showed that those officers decision making process while conducting these stop and searches were in fact led or influenced by assumptions about that persons ethnicity. Leading on from this, it was found a ‘worrying lack of understanding from some officers as to why their actions were perceived to be discriminatory.’ This can lead to a dramatic change in the public's confidence and trust in the police and their powers, therefore having an effect not only on the police themselves but policing by consent. 

[bookmark: _Int_VXPsV6SI][bookmark: _Int_31oDocNr][bookmark: _Int_9t5xxi7W][bookmark: _Int_ogDjfNC0][bookmark: _Int_uYL3Ium3][bookmark: _Int_F8sp864m]It is clear that the barriers that have been discussed in this essay have a clear impact on policing by consent. It is evidenced in many studies and reports that policing by consent is reliant on the trust and confidence from the public along with the publics willingness to comply with the law. Barriers to policing by consent that have been discussed are unique to the United Kingdom, more specifically England and Wales’ police forces. The barriers that appear to be the most damaging are those where the police are in physical connection with communities for example stop and searches. Policing by consent is can still be a realistic model within the diverse, digital and securitised society that we live in today, however it is evident that changes in policing attitudes and certain legislations need to change. Continuing that point, it is clear in reports from HMICFRS and College of Policing that these change in circumstances are being recognised and changes are being made. For example, in a report released by College of Policing (2023), there are actions being put in place to support the claims of disproportionate or biased policing practices, this report describes the new toolkit ‘PLANTER.’ PLANTER is for community scrutiny panels to access whether a police officers use of force was ‘proportionate, necessary and reasonable.’ The intended outcome of this toolkit aims to reduce disproportionality in use of force, improve monitoring of officers, and most importantly help build better trust and legitimacy between the police and community. 

Policing by consent is a principle of a police forces’ legitimacy and effectiveness, that for policing to effectively work the publics trust is crucial. An idea based on the conviction that, rather than the governmental power, police authority comes from the public’s cooperation and consent (Archive, 2025b). This is central to legitimacy as without publics consent there is no effective policing. Policing by consent is under strain from modern challenges like media pressures, upgrades in security, and increase in publics awareness in regards to discussing any police misconduct. To reflect, there are many barriers to policing by consent that have an effect on how well the police can do their jobs, however changes need to be made to comply and suit modern society. 
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