[bookmark: _Int_Jich0LkI]Critically explore contemporary barriers to policing by consent.

[bookmark: _Int_gWJmlpJC][bookmark: _Int_lgBxOwJG]Policing by consent is a concept based upon the 1829 Peelian principles. It outlines the idea that police derive their power from the trust, consent and cooperation of the public and society, not simply from the allowance of the state (Home Office, 2012). It essentially means that “The police are the public and the public are the police;”. The legitimacy and trust of the police is derived from their efforts to be transparent, effective and fair. (College of Policing, 2014). Therefore, the barriers to polcing by consent come from the undermining of public trust, legitimacy and cooperation (Owen-Evans and Low, 2024).
One of the most significant barriers to policing by consent in the UK is the prevalence of miscarriages of justice. A miscarriage of justice occurs when an individual is wrongly convicted of a crime or when a guilty party is allowed to go free due to systemic or procedural failings (Sever, 2024). These errors can arise from a combination of factors, including flawed eyewitness testimony, unreliable forensic analysis, coercive interviewing techniques, or institutional pressures within police forces.
The scale of this issue is substantial. The Criminal Cases Review Commission (CCRC) reported that in 2022 alone, over 57 convictions were completely quashed, while the total number of applications increased by 18.9% between 2022 and 2023, rising from 1,198 to 1,424 (Criminal Cases Review Commission, 2022; 2023). These statistics suggest that wrongful convictions are not isolated anomalies but indicative of weaknesses in the investigative and judicial process. The widespread nature of such errors has significant implications for public confidence, as individuals may perceive the police as incompetent, biased, or unfair, eroding the voluntary cooperation that is central to policing by consent (Hanway and Hambly, 2023; Owen-Evans and Low, 2024).
One very recent instance of a wrongful conviction in the UK that has been overturned is that of Andrew Malkinson. In July 2003, a women reported that she was sexually assaulted and attacked in the early hours of the morning whilst she was walking home. Andrew was subsequently arrested in the August, but his arrest amounted from not much more than multiple eye-witness statement identifications. There was no scientific evidence to support the claim that Andrew was the perpetrator. (Andrew Malkinson Inquiry, 2023) Research shows that more than 1 in 5 cases of eyewitness identification leads to wrongful conviction (Russ, 2015). Between 2007 to 2008, it was found that the samples taken from the original case were linked to an unidentified man, but only in July 2023 was Andrew's case overturned, after serving 17 years in prison. In August 2023, an independent inquiry was ordered into the handling of Andrew’s case (Andrew Malkinson Inquiry, 2023). This is only one instance of miscarriages of justice. Cases like these can lead to a lack of trust and confidence in the police (Hanway and Hambly, 2023). This shows how miscarriages of justice can lead to a drop in public trust and furthermore resulting in the community becoming less cooperative and willing to work with the police, since they are unable to police correctly, fairly and effectively in these cases. 
Research indicates that public perceptions of police bias, whether arising from wrongful convictions or broader failures, weaken the legitimacy of policing by consent. For example, the Home Office review found that individuals who perceived the police as biased were more likely to have lower levels of trust in them (Hanway and Hambly, 2023). 
The Cardiff Three wrongful convictions case provides a complementary example, demonstrating how regular misconduct can contribute to the erosion of public trust. Stephen Miller, Yusef Abdullahi, and Tony Paris were convicted in 1990 for the murder of Lynette White, despite a complete absence of forensic evidence connecting them to the crime scene (Robins, 2013). Subsequent investigations revealed serious procedural failings, including prolonged questioning without legal representation and coercion of witness statements, raising concerns about institutional pressures and investigative culture within the police at the time. These errors have been linked to wider concerns about discriminatory practices in policing at the time, as the three men were all from minority ethnic backgrounds, which likely contributed to public perceptions of bias and unfairness (Mouncher, 2017). When communities witness or learn of such miscarriages of justice, the perception that the police are biased or unfair is reinforced, threatening the foundational principle of policing by consent (Hanway and Hambly, 2023). 
One core aspect of policing by consent is the need for the police to remain accountable for their actions (Richards, 2022). Public‑attitude data suggest that levels of perceived accountability matter. For example, a survey found that 55% of respondents agreed that police were held to account for their actions, while nearly equal proportions believed it was clear (38%) or unclear (39%) who to complain to about local policing issues. The same survey showed that 68% of respondents said they had heard of Police and Crime Commissioners and that 71% trusted judges and 59% trusted senior police officers to tell the truth (Prosser, 2015.) These figures indicate a baseline of public expectation for accountability mechanisms and truthfulness in policing. Thus, when wrongful convictions are overturned and investigations of police or prosecutorial error occur, they could be interpreted as police accountability in action; reinforcing the principle of policing by consent. Therefore, the concept of convictions being overturned considering miscarriages of justice’s could improve public trust, subsequently improving policing by consent. Although, this does not prove that trust is restored. Miscarriages of justice leave enduring scars on communities long after the legal verdicts are overturned; the wrongly convicted, their families, and their neighbours often experience social exclusion, financial hardship and lasting reputational damage (APPEAL, 2025). Simultaneously, media coverage and online campaigns amplify and perpetuate these cases: when wrongful convictions are widely reported and discussed through newspapers, television and social media platforms, they become embedded in public consciousness and collective memory (Knox & Sollecito study, 2016). Together, these dynamics mean that miscarriages of justice not only undermine individual trust in policing but also reinforce lasting communal memories and perceptions of institutional failure, making it harder for policing by consent to be restored.
Research shows that public trust in policing is shaped by how the media and police communications frame police actions. Not just in terms of effectiveness but also fairness and accountability (Hohl, 2011; Home Office, 2023). According to research by Pelau et al. (2023) The media tends to and is known to produce and publish their material based on which stories are going to create the biggest ‘shock-factor’. They may exaggerate circumstances in a reductionist way to compel a large audience and gain the most traction. To address this, the Scottish Centre for Crime & Justice Research (2022) outlines how the media broadcasts the most bone-chilling, disturbing crime stories because they get “top billing”. To expand on this, research I found says that media works on a sensationalism basis. Sensationalism involves presenting stories or headlines in an exaggerated, shocking, or dramatic way to capture the attention of readers or viewers, often boosting audience engagement and increasing revenue for media organisations (Quadir and Quadir, 2024). In 2021, MailOnline published a sensationalised article regarding the case of Sarah Everard, that the Metropolitan police disputed and made complaints about, stating that MailOnline had published inaccurate information about the apprehension and arrest of Wayne Couzens. The publisher’s information was found by the IPSO to have been purely based on speculation by a member of the public, rather than facts (Independent Press Standards Organisation, 2021). This shows how simple it can seem for news outlets to publish this information world-wide, with no real concern for the effect it can have on policing by consent. Given that MailOnline's average monthly unique visitors is around 25 million individuals (Benjamin, 2023), it is highly likely that the article in question reached a vast audience, skewing the view of police once more and creating further unconscious bias by the readers. A further IPSO complaint summery outlined how MailOnline had published a completely inaccurate headline that read, “BREAKING NEWS: ‘Gunshots fired’ as armed police surround Oxford Circus tube station and shoppers flee ‘after lorry ploughs into pedestrians”. It was found that the information in this headline came from a twitter post, 10 days before the incident even occurred, and neither were any gunshots fired or a lorry striking pedestrians. (Independent Press Standards Organisation, 2018). Furthermore, there was a complaint made to the IPSO by Warwickshire Police on behalf of three victims. The Daily Mail had reported false information regarding the victim, that painted them as sexual assault victims; which was not the case. The victims also stated that their journalism techniques had amounted to harassment, while infringing on their privacy (Independent Press Standards Organisation, 2018). This shows a clear pattern of Newspaper headlined producing fiction at the expense of individuals and police forces to create more interesting headlines. 
It is abundantly clear that sensationalism of the media is systemic, rather than anecdotal. Though I have only outlined a few instances of false reporting thus far, according to the Law Gazette (2007), sensationalism of the media was on the rise in 2007. With social media and coverage of the news more widespread, this would have only gotten higher. The Parliamentary Office of Science & Technology (2024) specifically states how negative media coverage of the police has a detrimental impact on the public’s trust and confidence in the police. The number of publications and social media posts about the police is vast and influential. An American study on Understanding the role of media in the formation of public sentiment towards the police by Succar et al. (2024) found 2.5 million twitter posts and approximately 200 thousand newspaper covered stories about the police over a ten-year period. That is on average 685 tweets per day. Now, I will note that this is a US study, but we can assume that many members of the UK public may have been subject to this material also, since social media is accessible internationally. As of early 2025, ‘X’ (formerly Twitter) had approximately 22.9 million users in the United Kingdom, representing about 33 % of the UK’s total population (The Global Statistics, 2025). Therefore, we can assume that this American material may have been viewed by those in the UK also. 
Tv-show streaming is now more accessible than ever, with subscription use continuing to grow in the UK (Ofcom, 2024). Documentaries remain a particularly popular genre, with audience demand driven partly by their ability to provide dramatic, emotionally engaging narratives (Ofcom, 2023). Recently, several UK docuseries have focused on police misconduct. For example, To Catch a Copper (2024) is a three-part Channel 4 series examining the Avon & Somerset Police Counter-Corruption Unit and highlighting misconduct, systemic failure and weak disciplinary outcomes (Channel 4, 2025). Likewise, The Undercover Police Scandal: Love and Lies Exposed (2025) documents undercover officers deceiving women into intimate relationships (ITV News, 2025). A third example, Cops Gone Bad with Will Mellor (2024), explores corruption and criminal behaviour “within the police force” (Apple TV, 2025).
The growth and visibility of such programmes strengthen public awareness of police failings. However, this can also weaken confidence in policing, which is central to policing by consent. As noted by the Parliamentary Office of Science and Technology, negative media coverage and misconduct are recognised barriers to public trust in the police (POST, 2024).
While much of the discourse around media and policing emphasises sensational or negative coverage, a counterpoint is that media can also aid policing by consent when it highlights positive police behaviour, transparency, effective community engagement, and procedural fairness. By reporting not only on misconduct but also on instances of accountability, collaboration and legitimacy, the media can rebuild trust, improve the image of the police and facilitate public cooperation. For example, when newspapers cover positive stories of police-community partnerships, or when forces engage proactively with media to showcase procedural fairness, it helps reinforce the sense that the police are legitimate, accountable and deserving of public support (Hanway and Hambly, 2023).
To conclude, Policing by consent relies on public trust and legitimacy (College of Policing, 2014; Owen-Evans & Low, 2024). Miscarriages of justice, such as the cases of Andrew Malkinson and the Cardiff Three, show serious investigative failures and reinforce perceptions of bias, weakening cooperation with police (Robins, 2013; Andrew Malkinson Inquiry, 2023; CCRC, 2023). Sensational or inaccurate media reporting further damages confidence; IPSO rulings show that misleading headlines can gain large reach and shape public attitudes (IPSO, 2018; 2021; Quadir & Quadir, 2024). Recent docuseries focusing on misconduct also amplify narratives of institutional failure (Channel 4, 2025; ITV News, 2025).
However, media can also support policing by consent by highlighting accountability and positive community-police relationships, helping rebuild trust (Hanway & Hambly, 2023; Home Office, 2023). Ultimately, policing by consent is maintained or weakened not only by police behaviour, but by how policing is represented and understood.
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