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How effectively has the police service adapted to accommodate diversity within the UK?

Diversity within the police is a controversial subject within the UK. Historically, UK police forces have been an extremely white male dominated service and still today, largely criticised for having a racist and sexist culture and lacking in diversity. 
These issues were highlighted following the Brixton Riots in 1981 and the inquiry into the murder of Stephen Lawrence followed by the Macpherson Report 1999, labelling forces as ‘institutionally racist’. This essay aims to identify the issues of diversity within forces and steps that have been taken to try to adapt and overcome these issues.

Diversity is recognising that everyone is different and being able to value those differences through inclusion, regardless of a person’s age, disability, marriage and civil partnership, religion and beliefs, race, pregnancy and maternity, sex, sexual orientation or gender reassignment (Equality Act 2010).

Diversity is important within society but specifically in police forces in order to provide the public with a fair and effective criminal justice system. Diversity largely came into focus following events that occurred in Brixton. Being labelled as the ‘Brixton Riots’, this was a series of riots that occurred following a clash between the African-Caribbean community and the Metropolitan Police due to criticism about how the police dealt with incidents involving ethnic minorities (BBC, 2021). 

Due to the scale of unrest, the Home Secretary requested an inquiry, The Scarman Report (1981) found that there was a large amount of evidence suggesting that the police used their stop and search powers disproportionally against black members of the community. Subsequently, the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 (PACE) was established and created for police to follow in hopes to regain public confidence.

Although the aim of PACE was to increase public confidence by enhancing police guidelines in hopes of eliminating discrimination, it was actually seen by some as giving police more powers, so did not have the desired positive effect that was intended.

A further incident occurred in 1993, whereby Stephen Lawrence was stabbed in a racist fuelled attack by white males. Due to the actions of police during the investigation, it took almost 20 years for Stephen’s family to get justice for Stephen (UK Parliament, 2023). Due to this, another inquiry was conducted called the Macpherson Report (1999) which found large gaps in the police’s investigation and labelled the Metropolitan Police as ‘institutionally racist’. It was also highly critical as the findings suggested that there had been little to no improvement since the previous inquiry. 

Still today, there appears to be a large disparity between figures specifically for stop and search powers. The Home Office data (2022) shows that in England and Wales between 2020 and 2021, there were 697, 405 stop searches conducted. In the same year, those considered to be an ethnic minority were 7 times more likely to be stopped, with the largest proportion of those being black. Russell Webster (2023) suggests that in the same period the stop and search disparity rate was highest between black backgrounds and their white counterpart being 4.1 times higher. This figure being compared with black people only representing 3% of the population (Home Office, 2022). 

It is suggested by Miles-Johnson and Pickering (2017) that the disparity in such figures is a large factor in hostility towards police, as well as mistrust and a lack of confidence in police to do the right thing.

In response to these figures, a collaborative approach was applied between the Home Office (2021) and College of Policing to create the Best Use of Stop and Search Scheme. It was created in aim to eliminate the miss use of Stop and Search powers by creating more stringent guidelines. Dodd (2016) however, stated that 14 out of the 43 forces in England and Wales that were a part of the scheme were later suspended due to failure to follow the new guidelines imposed. The current research depicting that despite a number of amendments made in attempts to change the disparity in figures, they are yet to be successful (The Lammy review, 2017; Race Disparity Audit, 2019).

Despite attempts to make improvements in terms of recruitment, some of the targets set out within the Race Relations Act (2000) actually caused positive discrimination within forces which resulted in some white individuals’ applications being rejected. As well as this, in 2022, of officers whose ethnicity was known, 91.9% were white and a low 8.1% were from Asian, black, mixed and ‘other’ ethnic minority backgrounds (BAME). This relative to 81.7% of the population of England and Wales being white and 18.3% of BAME backgrounds, this showing that police forces are still not close to being representative of the communities that they police. 

Awan et al., (2017) found that BAME members of the community were less willing to consider a career in policing due to fear of institutional racism and lack of career development. This is supported by information obtained by Police.uk (2021) stating within one Welsh police force, there is only 1 sergeant of BAME groups compared to 179 from a white background, 1 inspector of BAME groups compared to 46 of a white background and there are no BAME community members of rank Chief Inspector or above compared to 39 of a white background. Within the same force similar figures, albeit not as large a disparity, can also be found within gender representation with male figures being higher than female figures for all ranks. These figures lead to the question of how police forces can enforce diversity when it is in fact not diverse itself. 

Awan et al., (2017) demonstrated that individuals aged between 25 and 34 and of an ethnic minority were those of the least satisfied victims with police services they received and the most satisfied are 55+ and of a white background. Participants were also asked how they thought barriers could be built between the police and BAME community. Some responses included more engagement with children and schools to build better relationships from a young age which they carry into adulthood as well as recruiting more BAME community members who will be able to educate white community members about the issues BAME members face and how forces are able to between engage with such communities however this already proving difficult from previous research discussed.

Although, there is significant negativity around police and BAME communities and evidentially from recent research some level of discrimination against communities within UK policing, there is an improvement with some engagement with the public (Shiner et al., 2018) leading to most communities largely accepting police and working with police to create a better and safer environment for all, no matter what background you’re from. Police forces need to change their internal policies and current police practises to better their approaches to diversity and engaging with ethnic minority backgrounds to build satisfaction of service and trust from all members of society.
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Why is it important to manage mental wellbeing in policing? What can be the consequences if mental wellbeing is not managed appropriately?

The role of a modern-day police officer is a stressful role and opens them up to traumatic events and an overwhelming amount of work. Police officers in the UK are becoming more prone to struggling with mental wellbeing because of many factors, both operational and organisational (Jackman et al., 2020). This essay aims to discuss the matter of mental wellbeing and its effects within UK police forces as well as how it can be appropriately managed to ensure that police officers are well and able to work to their full potential. 

Mental wellbeing can mean different things to different people as everyone’s idea of being well can constitute different things. A general definition of mental wellbeing is described as an individual being in a mental state that allows them to manage and cope with everyday stresses and feel comfortable to get by and complete day to day tasks to their full potential (World Health Organisation, 2020). 

In the UK, 1 in 4 adults fit the criteria for suffering with a mental health disorder (National Health Service, 2019) with a staggering 5 million referrals received by mental health services in England in 2023 (British Medical Association, 2024).

Duxbury and Halinksi (2018) suggests that stress within policing has two main origins being operational stressors linked to policing directly, for example witnessing the aftermath of road traffic incidents, exposure to violence and sudden deaths as well as organisational stressors being workloads, management, shift patterns etc. In 2019, 70.4% of police employee’s that took part in the survey stated that they had a personal experience with mental health problems with most saying that the workload, unrealistic deadlines and long hours were impacting them negatively (Mind, 2019).

Policing is becoming more complex, and officers are more susceptible to being witness to primary traumatic experiences including the likes of physical attacks, suicides, and hostility as well as secondary traumatic experiences such as dealing with victims of sexual assaults, grieving families and child abuse (Hesketh & Tehrani, 2018). The importance of dealing with such trauma is vital to an effective police officer. 

While stress is not limited to policing, the situations that officers can be faced with daily puts them at a higher risk of experiencing trauma, making them more vulnerable when experiencing systems of stress (Regehr et al., 2019). 

Officers dealing with this type of trauma, more often front-line response officers are more likely to develop traumatic stress disorders with The University of Cambridge and Police Care UK (2019) suggesting that 20% of officers that had experienced a traumatic incident could be considered to have Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). 

When police officers’ mental wellbeing is not managed, it can ultimately lead to psychological disorders such as anxiety, depression and Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (Bullock & Garland, 2020). Following a survey in 2016, it showed a worrying set of figures, with 39% of 17,000 officers stating that they were currently seeking mental health advice and services and 69.4% of officers who were actively looking to leave the force were doing so due to the strain that the job was having on their mental wellbeing. A survey by Mind also found that 5% of frontline public service staff had made an actual attempt to take their own life throughout their career (Police Federation, 2017).

Not only do these factors have a detrimental impact on the officers but it also has a negative effect on family members of those officers with them having to deal with officers prioritising their role, over-vigilance and over protectiveness (McDowell, 2017). Previous research has also found that divorce rates are also higher for those in front line roles compared to other occupations (Bullock & Garland, 2020), this removing vital support networks. Mind (2022) found that changes in personal relationships due to their role was having a large impact on them.

Experiencing stress as a police officer can affect your ability to carry out your role and due to the stigma of stress within the workplace, officers usually wait until it’s too late to seek advice. Poor mental wellbeing in the workplace has several knock-on effects for both the individual and the force, practically and financially (Phythian et al., 2023). In 2016, for those who had taken sick absence attributed to a form of mental wellbeing (Police Federation, 2017). Long working hours causes a low work life balance and not being able to have sufficient support from family and friends having a further effect on mental wellbeing and low job satisfaction leading to low moral within teams. This then causes more people to seek employment elsewhere and causing a high turnover of staff, this then has a knock-on effect on those who are still on shift and have an even higher workload and more work-related stress (Farmer & Stevenson, 2017). 

Research conducted by Cambridge University found that high amounts of lone-working due to being single-crewed and few resources meant that they were less able to seek support from work colleagues about traumatic incidents which also had a strain on their moral and mental wellbeing (Burchell & Miller, 2022). Burchell and Miller (2022) also found that forces that reported better working conditions had lower rates of PTSD. The Thriving at Work Report (2017) found that mental health costs employers in the UK up to £42 billion per year due to costs of sick leave and poor retention of staff. Improving wellbeing would help reduce these costs and leave for already limited budgets to be spent elsewhere. 

Officer wellbeing plays a crucial part in officers being able to do their job effectively and should be a priority within police forces to look after and retain staff. To help target officer wellbeing, the Police Federation worked with police forces in England and Wales by creating the nine-point stress plan (Police Federation, 2017). It created a targeted plan of actions including identifying the key sources of stress within the workplace, to ensure that all frontline supervisors and managers are suitably trained to identify and support an employee suffering from poor mental wellbeing, to provide suitable support for employees and for forces to utilise the ‘Oscar Kilo’ framework (Police Federation, 2017). 

Police forces across the UK have access to resources to help minimise stress such as Trauma Risk Management (TRiM), Employee Assistance Programme helplines (EAP) and access to counselling services. Hesketh et al., (2018) found resilience training has proven to have a positive impact on officers, improving their working lives, communication and regaining feelings of control.
To conclude, many elements within forces are affected by poor mental wellbeing of staff including staff commitment and productivity, sick leave and staff retention. Despite changes being made and more emphasis being put on supporting employees, the rate of poor mental wellbeing is still alarmingly high within emergency services. Stress plays an enormous part in police officers lives and is likely something that forces will never be able to alleviate within the work force due to the role and what officers are faced with daily however, if officers, employers and partner agencies work together to provide identification of employees struggling with stress and provide sufficient support, stress in the workplace can be stable and manageable leading to a more efficient and healthier workforce. 
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How might personal attitudes, values and bias impact upon the effective investigation of volume crime?

Police forces employ a large range of individuals as police officers and look for a range of characteristics and personal attributes within those people to ensure that they are suitable for the role of a police officer. Through recruitment selection they look for individuals who display the attributes located within the police Code of Ethics (College of Policing, 2024).

Police Officers are to base their decision making on the National Decision Model (NDM) (College of Policing, 2013) which encourages officers to utilise their professional judgement when it comes to making decisions in their role. Although officers are provided with the tools to make good professional decisions, everyone naturally has cognitive bias. Cognitive biases are described as unconscious errors in thinking that occur during decision making when other things influence their decision, causing us to not make rationally informed decisions (Da Silva, Gupta, & Monzani, 2023). This essay aims to consider different types of cognitive bias and how they can affect policing decisions when it comes to dealing with volume crime. 

There are many types of cognitive bias and there are some more common than others. ‘Confirmation bias’, when people seek to find information that will solidify their already made preconceptions and ignore information that doesn’t support them (Simkus, 2023). In line with this, investigators can experience something called ‘guilt bias’. This is when an investigator already has a preconception of who is responsible, they will then try and find information within the investigation that confirms that it is this person/s (Greenhalgh, 2024). For example, for shop lifting offences there may be a Modus Operandi (MO) that fits a prolific offender, unconsciously investigators may look for information that will fit this hypothesis. This could then cause the incorrect person being persecuted for an offence or long hours wasted on finding evidence to an incorrect narrative due to these preconceptions. Yang et al, (2023) completed a study which suggests that police officers were more likely to label someone as guilty when ‘guilt bias’ is already present before the suspect interview. 

Another is ‘anchoring’, when a person overly relies on one experience or one piece of information (the anchor) to make their decisions (Myers, 2023). This theory originated in 1874 when a study group was asked a general knowledge question, two separate groups were each given a different number before answering the question. The study found that both groups were influenced by the number that was shown to them beforehand (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974). ‘Anchoring’ can cause officers to judge a situation before you have all of the relevant information. For example, if a call comes through where an officer has previously attended for a high-risk domestic violence incident at the address, this information being your ‘negative anchor’. This in turn may affect how they deal with the call before they have been given all the information, e.g., if the high-risk warning marker is on the male, unconsciously officers may automatically assume that the male is also the subject on this occasion. Similar findings have also been displayed in a study completed on 66 officers in relation to grading future domestic violence incidents based on previous dealings (Kebbell, 2022). 

The ‘Halo effect’, where a person already has a positive impression of someone/something so naturally sway towards this direction when making a decision. The Halo effect is largely based off first impressions, findings showing that when people display positive characteristics on the first meeting, the person will look at them more favourably in the future (Neugaard, 2024). When dealing with incidents within police roles this can cause officers to deal with people negatively due to their first impression of the person. This has a negative effect on policing in scenario’s such as, if a person is known to police for being involved in crime, said person then reports a crime as a victim, for example something being stolen from them or being assaulted, the officer then not exploring the offence due to the negative preconception they already have of the person and not believing them due to those preconceptions. Due to the already made impression of them, the officer has then treated them differently by not sufficiently investigating the crime. 

Lastly, over-confidence, when someone has an over-estimation in the reliability of another’s judgement including their own (Moore & Healy, 2008). Over-confidence bias can cause an officer to have too much confidence in their own moral standing and good character, which leads them to taking ethical issues lightly due to thinking that they will also make a morally good choice when decision making, this sometimes then makes them make poor decisions when faced with ethical challenges due to not have proper reflection on their actions (Ethics Unwrapped, 2024). 

All these types of cognitive bias can have a negative effect on policing and how they make their decisions when dealing with investigations. There have been suggested ways to help decrease making decisions with cognitive bias’ however as they are usually unconscious bias’, these means are largely untested, however in aims of this officers can do things as such as ‘playing devil’s advocate’ and giving yourself both sides of the argument as to whether someone is guilty of innocent to ensure you’re making decisions throughout the investigation that use all the relevant information and evidence that is available to you to make an informed decision (Meterko, 2021).  

In conclusion, officers alike general members of the public are susceptible to cognitive bias’s when making decisions. These bias’s have a largely negative effect on how officers’ police the public and work needs to be conducted to ensure that all officers are using the decision making tools available to them as officers to ensure that they are making decisions without cognitive bias to are based on professional judgement. 
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How effective is early intervention an effective means of preventing young people from offending or re-offending?

For the year ending March 2023, 59,045 children aged 10 to 17 years old were arrested in England and Wales with 544 of those children receiving a form of custodial sentence, which provides insight into the vast number of children that are involved with the police. In the previous year, children had a higher reoffending rate that adults, 32.2% compared to 24.9% (Youth Justice Board for England and Wales, 2024). This essay aims to discuss why children offend and how effective early intervention is to preventing youth reoffending.

A common theme between youth offenders is Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE’s) (Hodgkinson et al, 2021). ACEs are considered events within their childhood (before they’re 18 years old) that are traumatic in nature and likely to have a negative effect on their adolescent or adult lives. The stress that is caused by these events can change the way in which the body reacts to stress and is said to have a correlation with substance abuse in later life, physic illness and mental illness and offending (Centres for Disease Control and Prevention, 2021). 

ACE’s can include events during childhood like being subject to physical, sexual or verbal abuse, emotional or physical neglect; or growing up in a household where there is substance misuse, domestic violence, parents having spent time in prison or mental health problems (Liverpool CAHMS, 2024). 

While ACEs can be considered a contributing factor towards youth offending, it is not a definite that once a child has experienced an ACE that they will automatically revert to criminal behaviour, as 1 in 4 adults have experiences at least one ACE (Centres for Disease Control and Prevention, 2021). There are several behavioural and environmental factors that would also need to be taken into account that would cause these individuals to become involved in crime. Other causes can also correlate with offending rates like mental health, unemployment and financial issues, homelessness and pro-criminal attitudes. 

In order to tackle youth offending agencies need to identify and support these individuals as early as possible to try and provide the highest likelihood of not reoffending. In England and Wales, the Youth Offending Service (YOS) has been created and designed to work with children to divert them away from offending. The Youth Offending Service usually work with children aged between 10 – 18 years old (however this can differ) who are either already involved in offending or at risk of offending. It provides a range of different services to youths within the community in aims of keeping the children out of the Criminal Justice System (CJS) (Caerphilly County Borough Council, 2024).  

Early interventions can include a programme called REACH, which also outside agencies to work with YOS to identify children that are displayed concerning behaviours, and it allows them to try and tackle the issues before their behaviour escalates. While diversionary schemes often have a positive outcome (Hodgkins et al., 2021), this programme is on a voluntary basis and often parents of the children that are displaying these behaviours often do not agree for their children to participate. YOS also are able to offer ‘Community Resolution’ outcomes for children who are first time offenders and admit guilt to an offence. This gives the child the opportunity to pay reparations to the victim and take accountability for their actions without giving them a criminal record (Caerphilly County Borough Council, 2024). 

Through both of the previously discussed interventions, children can receive courses such as victim awareness courses or can be given the opportunity to meet with the victims of their crimes to help make them more aware of the impact that their crimes have had one someone personally. This being an important part within the intervention as suggests that youths who re-offending largely are emotionally unaware and underdeveloped (Wolff and Baglivio 2017). Lui et al (2019) suggests that teaching offending youths’ emotional skills has a positive correlation with reduced re-offending. This is also further supported by previous research by Hubble et al (2015) whose study reported that there was a decline in the severity of the offending when youths were educated on recognising facial expressions.

YOS work alongside social services, education, police, probation and health. This helps provide children to have support from all areas and social services specifically allows children to have mentors or positive relationships with adults who are able to guide them in the right direction, something that they may not be receiving at home. Spending time with someone considered to be a mentor is effective for reducing youth offending in many ways, some being through direct help with life skills but it also reducing the time and opportunity that youths have to involve themselves in criminal behaviours (Jolliffe & Farrington, 2008).

Interventions that have been found to be effective include school-focused interventions. Studies have found that when children are taught certain characteristics while in school, this has an effective correlation with reducing youth offending. Teaching children the importance of school and achieving educational goals and those in school who follow rules and have a positive attitude and attachment towards school are less likely to offend (Gottfredson, Wilson, & Najaka, 2002). 

While we have considered what is effective, it’s also important to recognise what is not effective. It is found that strategies that involve fear or control tend to be ineffective, for example ‘scared straight’ programmes or ‘boot camps’ that utilise scare tactics as to what the consequences of committing crimes could be (Petrosino, Turpinpetrosino, & Buehler, 2003). This is mainly due to the main focus being to install fear into the children as a deterrent instead of dealing with the needs of the youth offending (Sherman, Farrington, Welsh, & Layton Mackenzie, 2002).  

In conclusion, despite new initiatives being created and designed to reduce reoffending in youths, it is difficult to argue whether they are effective or not.  The reasoning for this being that despite these interventions reoffending rates for children for the year of 2021-2022 increased to 32.2%, this increase being up 0.9% from the previous year. However, the reason for this could be that the early interventions are in fact effective however, a large number of children are not receiving these interventions quick enough. Hodgkins et al (2021) also expressed the need for more tailored interventions to each specific person due to multiple factors having an impact on effectiveness of such interventions including, cultural background, gender, age and psychological needs. In aim to improve this, further partner collaborations need to be pursued and work on so that all partner agencies are doing their part to reduce crime rates in youth offenders. 
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