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Professional standards in policing are vital to maintaining public trust and confidence. A failure to control police misconduct through a lack of adherence to policies and procedures can undermine community confidence and damage relationships with the communities they serve. Independent bodies like the Independent Office for Police Conduct (IOPC) exist to hold the police accountable to the public and are important in progressing professional standards from the learners of previous malpractice.
Policies and procedures such as the Code of Ethics exists to protect public confidence by providing behavioural and ethical guidance to police officers in how they should conduct themselves in making day to day decisions. Due to the emotional and physical demands policing encounters, it is not always certain the correct decisions are made at the time. By placing the public at the centre of decision making and being accountable for actions contributes to maintaining standards with the support and cooperation of the community. (College of Policing, 2024)
Devon Cornwall Police state, “The Code of Ethics helps guide us in the difficult decisions we make on a daily basis, to ensure we achieve our objectives by doing what is right and what is fair, not simply what it is lawful or easy.” (Devon Cornwall Police, n.d.) This highlights how the Code of Ethics puts ethical decision making at the core of every interaction by considering the emotional and physical needs of affected individuals rather than simply applying state law, in turn reducing potential misconduct and promoting public confidence.
However, the Police Federation of England and Wales (PFEW) are critical of the revised form of the Code of Ethics as it offers no process on what should happen if principles and standards are not met, in turn increasing the possibility of police malpractice. Previously, the policy provided guidance on how to handle behaviour that did not meet professional standards or adhere to the core principles of the policy. The PFEW also raise concerns with its implementation, giving an example of the updated conduct regulations in 2020 taking more than a year for the full differences in policy to be fully understood by all officers and staff. (Police Federation, 2024)
Similarly, The Police and Criminal Evidence ACT 1984 (PACE) was introduced to bring balance between officers having control in maintaining law and order, whilst protecting the freedoms of the public. The intention was to increase public confidence in policing, as previously, stop and search powers could be used against an individual without the belief a crime had been committed. However, in order to protect the public’s right to freedom and security in stopping criminal acts, the police have to infringe on the rights of subjects with stop and search, contradicting the original concept of protecting freedoms. (E.Cheadle, 2021)
Further, IOPC found stop and search to be biased against the ethnic minorities due to how overly used it was. Although the IOPC supports stop and search as a legitimate policing tactic, it needed to stop being used disproportionately as it was causing trauma to ethnic minorities and damaging public confidence in policing. To address the issue the IOPC called for guidelines to be created to protect minority ethic groups from decision making based upon stereotypes and bias. (IOPC, 2022)
A notable example of how malpractice has had a lasting impact of policy change are the events after the tragic murder of Stephen Lawrence (the subsequent investigation was found to be flawed by racial bias), Sir William Macpherson highlighted the imbalance, “black people were five times more likely than white people to be stopped and searched for drugs, weapons or stolen goods.” (Shaw, 2019)
PACE is designed to reduce misconduct and malpractice. Informing those individuals who for example are stopped of their rights is aimed to deter from injustice, and aimed at promoting fairness and integrity, foundations of not just pace but Policing Code of ethics in not just theory but practice too. Consistent training and revisiting of the training and regulations showed (Miller et al., 2020) “training improved officers’ knowledge of stop and search regulations; “A 1-day police training program to reduce ethnic/racial bias may change officers’ knowledge and attitudes.”
The IOPC are responsible for setting standards in how police handle complaints and investigate serious instances of police malpractice and corruption. Their role is to uphold professional standards and mitigate misconduct by using evidence in driving policy change, particularly in areas that impact public confidence. However, critics argue the IOPC lacks adequate training and therefore lack knowledge in vital areas. The independent nature of the body means they are not audited the same way as police forces, resulting in a lack of accountability and transparency when conducting investigations. Impacting officers under investigation and delaying answers to complaints. (Police Federation, 2021)
To conclude, policies and procedures in policing aim to reduce instances of misconduct and malpractice. The Code of Ethics and PACE show the initial intent of policy is aimed at increasing public confidence in the police. However, without adequate training to all staff in implementing methodologies, their effect becomes insignificant in day-to-day policing. Specifically, PACE was implemented to increase individual freedoms has resulted in being a tool of prejudice and bias against minority ethnic groups, arguably damaging public confidence rather than increasing it. The IOPC play a significant role in maintaining professional standards and act on policy to increase public confidence, but critics point to issues with autonomy in being held accountable when conducting investigations and addressing complaints. Undoing the purpose of what organisation was created for – to hold policing accountable.
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The social-economics of the trap[t] life. (Reid, 2023) is one of many articles within The British Journal of Criminology, which will be examined to quantify and explore the question of “What characteristics can make a person vulnerable to exploitation to criminal gangs?” Furthermore, there are a multitude of factors that will be touched on, though to briefly acknowledge their undeniable effects they have on vulnerable individuals such as radicalisation, being “the process through which an individual or group develops extreme political, social or religious beliefs...” (Bristol.gov.uk, 2024) which according to (Evans, 2020) is a growing sociological concern, which those from a lower income family are far more likely to be coerced through emotional, psychological and financial means of their abuser (Reid, 2023) and (Peddells et al, 2016), who explored the influences and vulnerabilities in further depth from a UK practitioner perspective.
Further areas to be covered are the absences of essential living requirements, such as warmth, safety and food, as well as factors for the individual being able to access housing and medical care (Ward, 2003) and (West, 1988); although dated in terms of new psychological findings in recent years within the further studying the connection of social-economic findings and criminal activities, both Ward and West hold strong arguments still used to this day in terms of fundamental human needs, and without those needs met has a strong possibility of further risk-taking behaviour, searching for “family” and fall into crime related organisations in seeking their needs met (Deci & Ryan, 2000), the “what” and “why” and (Deci & Ryan, 2000), the “darker” sides to existence.
More so, education, or rather the lack of it, has been established as another strong factor in regards to the individual’s ability to comprehend whether or not they are being exploited into criminal gangs and criminal activity (Bell et al, 2022); there is also an argument to be made whether an individual is even at fault if their psychological understanding is compromised, such as if the person is lacking the compos mentis and unable to understand a sense of moralism or morality (Welsh & Farrington, 2007). Another exploitative characteristic that abusers and gang recruiters will look out for is the individual's lack of self care, and negative physical health issues in which observations to their needs are not being met, and can be manipulated with promises of being ‘looked after.’ (Hegedorn, 2008), (Reid, 2023) and (Deci & Ryan)
Further key socio-economic characteristics which require far more examination are: race, age and sex of the individual, all of which are as complex as each other in terms of the type of exploitation that can occur; for example: sex, regarding young women are far more likely to be sexually exploited within a criminal gang in the promise of protection (Pitts, 2013). In regards to race, E. Cockbain’s narrative of ‘Muslim grooming gangs’ examines a plethora of links between race, religion and also dissects the aforementioned relation to exploitation into criminal gangs of characterics of radicalisation and extremism (Cockbain, 2020). And finally of age, which is a complex construct within gang culture and exploitative methodology which both exploits youth and older age in regards to serving numerous requirements of the criminal gang; an example is a child’s youth; their search for family, and naive, whereas a elderly person’s aged mind (Ashton, 2020), (Reid, 2023) and (Cockbain, 2020).

An important facet to explore in further detail is the psychological and emotional characteristics that are most prominent and observed within vulnerable individuals who are exploited into criminal gangs; in particular, the individual who has experienced and unconsciously projected their trauma and abuse (to observing criminal gangs), in both, their non-verbal and post-verbal trauma. Examining the term young trauma, as studies suggest could be argued are also physical characteristics, as the development/ structure of the brain and its ability to regulate stress and understanding (Dedovic et al, 2009) and (Reid, 2023), especially within early development has a huge impact on a person's ability to control key chemicals and hormones within their brain to make safe choices, such as cortisol, testosterone and oxytocin in direct correlation to criminal behaviour (Armstrong et al, 2022); Dabbs et al, 1991) and (Deci & Ryan, 2000).
Individuals who have experienced young severe trauma, such as witnessing parental abuse, sexual abuse, neglect, fetal alcohol syndrome (FAS), modern slavery, organisational abuse and further complicated types of domestic abuse, to name but a few have all showed more correlations to their trauma/ abuse within young people and the joining of gangs, both willing (though arguable due to previous reasons of even being self-aware or compos mentis or understanding from an educational rationale) and unwillingly joining (Cockbain, 2020), (Pitts, 2013), (Aston & Bussu, 2020), to name but a few.
To conclude, the common characteristics within this specified area have shown to be more aggressive behaviour; self-destructive behaviours; showing pleasing behaviour towards others, typically those with a detrimental power relationship to them, and wanting to please others, through a lack of regards for their own needs of physical, emotional or sexual wellbeing, or safety, which in terms is in direct a conflict of their original needs to being met; poor self control and high risk taking behaviours (Reid, 2023); higher amounts of testosterone (in both men and women) and higher amounts of cortisol, the stress hormone  (Deci & Ryan) and (Dedovic et al, 2009); and on many accounts a lower average IQ, one possible argument for this lower intelligence is due to cortisol’s continued creation within the brain flooding it with destructive hormones and stopping the usual function of developing new memories, thoughts, self-evaluation, self-awareness that causes further negative or damaging social characteristics and mental health conflicts. (Dabbs et al, 1991) and (Pitts, 2013)
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Early intervention is seen as a solution to identifying and supporting young people who are at risk of poor outcomes. The policy was introduced by government to address the insufficient attention given to challenging youth behaviour, in the hope acting early enough would stop a young person offending. (Straw and Michael, 1996). Decades have past since early intervention was a concept, but opinion is split on its effectiveness. To answer the question of “Is early intervention an effective means of preventing young people from offending?”, will require explaining victim theories and what factors push a young person to offending. Followed by analysing both sides of the argument to its effectiveness in society as a tool for preventing young people entering the youth justice system.
Victimology focuses on three main theories for the possible circumstances certain ages and groups are more likely to become victims of crime. Each blame different factors relating to lifestyle, society and behaviour pulling an individual into a vulnerable state.
1. Lifestyle Exposure Theory focuses on the individual’s choice to participate in a high-risk lifestyle, increasing the chances they will encounter potential offenders who undertake similar activities, in turn drawing them to crime. This theory disregards wider factors such as crime existing in everyday society and puts the blame on the individual’s lifestyle.
2. Routine Activities Theory that puts forward the idea crime is a part of everyday life and therefore even if an individual does not seek crime, they will encounter offenders eventually. Placing the blame on the absence of a capable guardian to mitigate and discourage such behaviour.
3. Victim Precipitation Theory suggests it’s the fault of the victim through their behaviour and mindset that draws the attention of offenders, spotting vulnerability in their character through behavioural traits such as aggression and irrational actions. Critics of the theory label it ‘victim blaming’ for putting equal blame on the victim. (McKee, 2024)
A report by the University of Edinburgh concluded childhood experiences involving socioeconomic factors such as poverty, maltreatment and school exclusion lead to frequent offending into adulthood. Out of 4300 participants, a quarter had at least one conviction and those involved in drug use in childhood and having an impulsive personality were more likely to continue offending. In the report Professor Susan McVie highlights how early intervention is most effective in preventing offending if it works in line with a portfolio of policy in areas such as improving educational outcomes, reducing child poverty, accessing health care and increasing financial opportunities. The report concludes “…those who come into conflict with the law in childhood and early adulthood, is best served by a wider set of institutions and policy frames than criminal justice itself.” (McAra and McVie, 2022)
Further on the effectiveness of early intervention, Susannah Hancock, Youth Justice Board Member states “there is compelling evidence that shows if we intervene earlier with vulnerable children, then their likelihood of committing an offence is much lower”. (Hancock, 2023) However, Susannah argues there needs to be change as currently there is a lack of importance in embedding early intervention across systems and practices. Early intervention needs to be a central thought of society and blames “widespread confusion over definitions of early intervention” and “inconsistent practices owing to a lack of central guidance”. (Hancock, 2023)
A pilot conducted of 18 young persons in Manchester resulted in a social worker responsible for implementing an intervention plan finding “a distinct lack of tailored intervention resources available to use to address the specific SOC lifestyles and behaviours.” (Hurley and Boulton, 2021) The pilot highlights the failure in providing flexibility to social workers to address unique circumstances a young person might find themselves in. In this case the rigid resources were not helpful and resulted in no positive outcomes being achieved. If early prevention programmes are to have the best possible success, then approaches need to evolve to put the unmet needs of the young person at the centre of the decision making process.
Critics of early intervention sound alarm to the concept as Barry Goldson highlights. Early intervention attempts to prevent what a young person might do and not what they have done, effectively labelling them. Intervention by the state can be actioned without a crime being committed, instead basing upon an assumption of character or lifestyle as a potential failure or posing a risk. Leading to terms such as ‘potential offender’ and ‘crime prone’ being placed upon a young person without a law being broken. (Goldson, 2019)
Maggie Blyth also adds to the Goldson’s point by describing early intervention as a form of proportional punishment. Compliance is forced through a court order, preventing parents and guardians from having a voice in return to such decisions. Further, targeted prevention is merely about achieving policy agendas and targets linked to state level bodies involved in youth crime, education attainment and health risk-based behaviour. (Blyth, 2008)
To conclude, early intervention was established to clamp down on bad youth behaviour and bring positive outcomes to those identified as at risk. Critics such as Goldson argue it unfairly penalises young people and places negative labels upon them when innocence is still the case. As a standalone policy, it fails to bring effective outcomes as each case is complex and requires wider society to cooperate, as Hancock identifies at present there is a lack of importance across systems. This coincides with the opinion of Blyth who claims prevention is merely about achieving policy agendas and targets. Additionally, it’s been highlighted the importance of stopping bad outcomes as the earliest opportunity as a single offence can snowball into a venomous cycle of crime. The benefits of preventing such outcomes can be seen not just for the individual but wider society as less people become victims of crime, society is safer and public body resources are spent in other problematic areas.
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Policing in modern society has been trying to appeal to communities from diverse backgrounds and minority groups who historically have been underrepresented in policing itself or through the lack of training and education in understanding diversity and inclusion. In this age everyone should feel represented by their local police force through the officers it employs and the community activities and attitudes it holds. A failure to do so can lead to a strained relationship with the local police force through mistrust as the community struggles to connect with those they do not see as themselves.
The importance of a diverse police force can be summarised by the word ‘trust’. The chances of crimes being solved greatly increase with the support of the public. If trust isn’t there, people don’t come forward with evidence and information, leading to investigations becoming harder. A community that sees officers as their own (members of their community), are more likely to have a positive relationship as they feel it represents them as a collective. (Munro, n.d.)
Applying the Code of Ethics to diversity and inclusion in policing promotes respect and empathy and ensures individuals are not treated differently from the unique circumstances they find themselves in regardless of their religion, ethnicity or sexual orientation. “In ensuring that everyone is treated equally and fairly, regardless of background or circumstance, we recognise the need to tailor our response to ensure that we are being responsive to individual needs…” (College Police, 2024) 
Patrick Johnson, Director of Equality and Inclusion at the University of Law, summaries the issue of diversity and inclusion in modern day policing as having significant work to do to “fully represent the communities they serve”. As diversity is not a simple issue, there is no quick fix. Johnson addresses the community issue of underrepresented police forces, “there must be a focus on identifying those areas where people are disengaged with their police force”. Positive relationships can only begin to be improved when issues of lack of trust are identified. Pointing to the importance of improving recruitment practises in helping to ensure those from underrepresented groups not only join the force but are promoted into senior positions. (Carruthers, 2023)
Data from the Office of National Statistics (ONS) between 2007 and 2022 recorded an increase in the percentage in each minority ethnic group (Asian, black mixed and other) of serving police officers. The single biggest increase was for ethnic Asian police officers (1.5% to 3.7%). (GOV.UK, 2023) Highlighted in the graph, Asian recruitment has the biggest steepest upward trajectory whereas black and ‘other’ ethnic groups has seen little growth in the 15 year period.
[image: A graph of different colored lines

Description automatically generated]
Figure 1: Percentage of police officers by ethnicity (2007 to 2020)
A closer look at the data between 2021 to 2022, shows each minority ethnic group had an increase in the yearly period. The most being Asian with 0.3%, followed by mixed with 0.2% and ‘other’ at 0.1%. The only ethnic group not to see an increase was black, remaining at 1.3% of total police officers. (GOV.UK, 2023)
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Figure 2 Percentage of police officers by ethnicity (2021 to 2022)
The Police Race Action plan is policy aimed at improving outcomes for the black community. The policy is specifically for improving outcomes for black people who work or interact with policing. The two overarching aims of the policy are to address inequality in the black community and promote a level increased level of trust and confidence in policing. Although change has resulted in improvements to racism in the police and society through building a more representative service, Chief Constables, Andy Marsh and Sir David Thompson write,
“Policing lags behind almost every part of the public service as an employer of choice for Black people. Confidence levels are much lower, and our powers are disproportionately applied to Black people.” (College of Policing, 2022)
This implies policing can go significantly further in appealing to minority groups as a potential employer for future generations and education and training programmes are important to understanding the mindset of communities who have a natural distrust to the police.
To conclude, it’s not clear policing has improved its attitude to diversity and inclusion through a combination policies and training initiatives. Data from the ONS points to mixed success for recruitment programmes. The Asian minority group in the period between 2007 to 2022 grew by 2.2% but black and other minorities saw little improvement.
Has the original aim of such actions resulted in corresponding success? John Kerr, Head of Policing and Criminology at the University of Law summaries the issue of, do constabularies truly represent the communities they serve? “As it stands currently, there is still significant work to be done to ensure constabularies fully represent the communities they serve.” (Carruthers, 2023) Policing must continue along the path to establishing truly representative forces of the local population. Because of historic events against minority groups and the cultural differences each hold, it is vital diversity and inclusion is at the heart of growing to establish high levels of trust and confidence which in turn results in benefits for both parties.
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