The secret role of policing: An analysis of the perceived role and responsibilities of the police in society, and whether modern policing has moved outside of that remit. 

LITERATURE REVIEW:

Origins of Policing

The British police force is unique in that it was the first to be founded by a representative government and was, for a significant period of its existence, held in high favour as the embodiment of civility, successfully modelling the principles of investigating, crime prevention, and peacekeeping.

One of the oldest occupations in the United Kingdom is policing, and the constable's function within it. The Metropolitan Police was the first official full-time law enforcement agency in London when it was founded in 1829; and the creation of the Metropolitan Police by Sir Robert Peel, the Home Secretary at the time, is credited with bringing "modern" policing to the West (Maile, 2021)

Robert Peel held the belief that a non-militarised police force was necessary and essential, for a growing nation such as the United Kingdom. He emphasised putting the focus on a strict and non-discretionary approach to law enforcement. The Metropolitan Police, a full-time, professional, and centrally controlled police force for the Greater London area, was formed by Peel's Metropolitan Police Act of 1829 (Lentz and Chaires, 2007).

Historical Role

The ideology Sir Robert Peel created to define an ethical police force is outlined in the Peelian principles, with some of Peels more famous and prominent beliefs about policing being: 

- To prevent crime and disorder
- The absence of crime is a better indicator of police effectiveness than the quantity of arrests made. 
- An effective authority person understands the importance of trust and accountability above all else. 

These principles by Peel appear to place the prevention of crime as holding a central role for the police to carry out and give possible insight into what Peel believed the job of the police was.

By looking further into, and reading, the motivations and principles held by Peel, who many consider the founder of modern policing, we can begin to establish an idea of what the function of the police was originally intended to be. Here we can assess its intended function as being in the prevention of crime and disorder, to be trustworthy, accountable, and professional (Lentz and Chaires, 2007).

 However, there is some dispute as to whether the stated motivations behind the inception of the police differs from that seen acted out. It is often stated that actions speak louder than words and as such it is necessary to briefly review the actual role the police took after its formation. 

Aliverti (2020) states that the limits of policing have long been a topic of discussion for criminologists and policing academics, and the idea that the purpose of the police is to prevent and control crime has been further challenged by this discussion. He goes on to explain that police historians have demonstrated that the institutionalisation of police in the middle of the 19th century was primarily motivated by concerns about peacekeeping and order rather than criminal activity. 

It seems that, perhaps, the ambiguity of the responsibilities of the police is not a new idea. Studies on historical policing demand have shown calls involving a criminal aspect made up only a small part of police attendance, with the majority of police patrol job involves a variety of issues, including, searching for individuals who have gone missing, assisting mentally ill individuals who are in distress, handling accidents, and other social problems (Bowling et al,. 2016).

A further paper again corroborates this view of the police and suggests that the police in its earlier forms cared more about the urban environment and public health than they did about the more limited goal of crime prevention, which was its perceived goal upon inception (Zedner and Lucia, 2006).

When the police are called to an incident, what the people want is a ‘Philosopher, guide and friend’ (Cumming, Cumming and Edell, 1965).

Already it is obvious that, even in infancy, the policing role and remit was outside of that obviously stated by its founding fathers, with its focus seen being on far more than just the prevention of crime and more towards that of a peacekeeping public welfare organisation.

Other accounts of Peels intentions when setting up the police appear to provide an alternate view on its purpose with Peel concealing the full intentions. Peel played down his actual intentions of peacekeeping as a major reason for creating the police, preferring to focus on the idea of stopping commonplace crime in order to pass the 1829 Act (Bowling et al., 2016). 

Since that time, until the early 1990s, official declarations by Peel regarding the goal of policing downplayed law enforcement and the pursuit of criminals as important areas to focus on, viewing them as the signs of a failing in the main police duty of maintaining peace (Bowling et al., 2016).

Unfortunately, due to the time period, there is not much in the way of data collection that can tell us how exactly the police spent their time, and as such we have looked at other work to provide some idea of what purpose the police were implemented for and what role they were perceived to carry out. We can, however, look to a more modern context to establish how the police are being utilised, and what their role is in todays society.

Modern Policing

In a modern policing context, policing appears to have a clearer remit. The college of policing website (2024) sets out the role of a Police constable as follows, “Constables play a critical front-line role in the prevention and detection of crime and the criminal justice system. Constables 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.” 

This definition again shows the prevention of crime as having a central role. The police are most often found to be attending incidents with the objective of keeping the peace and maintaining order, with the traditional idea of crime fighting only making up a small percentage of the modern police forces day-to-day activities (Bowling et al., 2016). 

However, the police handle a lot of non-crime issues, in addition to responding to crimes. Demands from mental health, public safety, safeguarding, and missing persons activities are included in this (Institute for Government, 2023).

Scott and Goldstein (2005) state that, for some reason, the public expects police to have the knowledge and means to handle the amazing diversity of tasks and the range of problems they are called upon to handle. Many of these issues and responsibilities are placed on the police force as a result of the failures of other groups; they can range from low resources in the government services available, to personal, corporate, and other groups abdicating their accountability.

Although non-crime demand is not always accurately measured by forces, it does consume a significant portion of police time. For instance, in 2015, 83% of all calls to the police were not followed up on with a criminal report, and according to one study, occurrences needing mental health participation, that were often medical calls, account for about 20% of front-line police resources (Institute for government, 2023)

This is supported by Kotecha and Golding (2023) who provide the statistic that between 20-40% of police time is spent at mental health calls incidents alone, with each incident taking up an average of 14 hours of police time. 

One of the main differences, as stated above, between the use of police time historically and today is that of the police attendance at mental health and medical calls, which have increased at a high rate over recent years (Kotecha and Golding, 2023). This is seen as an issue due to a lack of training provided to police to deal with incidents such as a serious mental health incidents or medical incidents. This was outlined in a report by the HMIC (2018) which found that only around 3 forces in England and Wales put any real resources towards the training of officers in mental health scenarios with only low level first aid training given to forces. 

Additionally, a study by the Institute for government (2023) found there is some indication that demand for non-crime is rising. For instance, since 2017, occurrences involving mental health have increased in 21 out of 48 forces, with one force reporting a 313% increase. Between 2016–17 and 2021/22, the number of cases under the Mental Health Act that were detained grew by 36%. The frequency of instances involving missing persons has also increased by 65% between 2013–14 and 2019–20; it is estimated that these incidents cost the police around 3 million investigative hours annually (Institute for government, 2023). 

The Police Inspectorate (HMIC) recently argued that a clearer understanding of the police function in society is necessary, pointing out that the police frequently stray into performing the work of other services (HMICFRS, 2022). 

However, as stated earlier, the police role could historically be perceived as a peacekeeping and public order role, and so it may not be clear where the line between assisting at mental health/medical calls, along with other non-crime calls, and keeping the peace is drawn. To answer this, we can look to the policies provided by the College of policing as to why police may attend such calls. 

Some of the reasoning provided for the attendance of police at non crime calls, comes down to the core policing roles, as stated by the college of policing (2024), which outline the police role as preserving life and order, both in its own policy and their enshrinement in the human rights act 1998 (Legislation.gov, 1998; College of policing, 2013).

The right care right person policy introduced in 2023 may give a better idea of what the modern-day policing role demands. By identifying areas and calls that meet the threshold of when police attendance is required. It sets out a basic threshold for police attendance as to; investigate a crime that has happened or is being committed; or to defend persons when there is an actual, immediate, risk to their lives, or the risk that they could be seriously harmed (Gov.uk, 2024). This may be demonstrable as to what the modern police force values and sees as what its roles and responsibilities as a force are. 

The following quote by college of policing chief Andy Marsh (2023) sheds further light on what may be considered as the role of police from the view of the head of the professional body of policing:

“The public want police catching criminals and protecting them from harm. Attending mental health calls is not always appropriate and these changes will strike a better balance so that the public receives the service they want” (College of Policing, 2023).

However, if we go back to the idea of the police maintaining order as a key part of their role, we must also aim to arrive at some idea of where that line is drawn, especially with the newer phenomenon of increased mental health calls along with other services to the public, potentially requiring a broader definition of peacekeeping.

Over time, the public's expectations of the police in society have grown beyond their ability to enforce the law and now encompass a much wider range of services that may go outside the original intentions for policing (Whelan, 2015).

There are many different things that go into keeping the peace and preventing crime. Lack of social and health services in rural and distant areas (and metropolitan areas as first responders) forces the police to handle these kinds of problems in order to keep the peace; this is especially true in situations involving mental health, which is a growing concern for the modern police force (Vaughan et al., 2016).

Order in society can encompass much more than just prospective or actual criminal activity. A few examples include assisting a lost person, directing traffic following an accident, and mediating disputes between neighbours (Wuschke et al., 2018).

Going forward, a further definition that we may use for the police may be:

“Organised forms of order-maintenance, peacekeeping, rule or law enforcement, crime investigation and prevention” (Jones and Newburn, 1998).





Conclusion

To conclude, from examination of the literature surrounding the role of police in society, it can be seen that, even during the origins of policing itself, there was some debate as to the motivations and purpose for which the police were created. The founder of policing, Robert Peel, although emphasising the importance of crime prevention and investigation when positing the idea of a professional police force, appears to also have had other intentions for its formation. 

There is no doubt that the police role in society is at least in essence for the investigation and deterrence of crime and criminal activity, but from the above data we can see that this is not the main function which the police appear to carry out during their time in work. We can see that non-crime instances could make up as much as 80% of all calls dealt with by police, with much of it being medical related calls, along with missing persons and peacekeeping scenarios. Along with this, the peacekeeping role identified by many of the work spoken about is not to be understated and is possibly one of the most central roles held by police, and one which covers a broad range of duties and responsibilities.

In the latter part of this paper, I will investigate the perceptions of serving officers in the police force and examine their perceived idea of the role of the police prior to joining the job and after having served in the role with the goal of getting a clearer understanding of the differences between the two. 
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