


The Governance Challenges of 21st Century Policing

When considering the governance challenges of modern-day policing, we must look deeper into what governance means and how it impacts policing and the communities we serve. 
The word governance comes from the Latin word Gubernare which means ‘to steer.’  When this comes to policing who is steering the ship and how are they held to account? 
The overarching aims of governance and accountability is to prevent the misuse of powers, enhance public confidence and establish legitimacy (Osse & Dossett, 2011).
Governance and accountability derive in part from the Peelian principles from 1829, they are the footing for modern ethical policing and illustrate the importance of public trust and cooperation. In British policing we police by consent, this means that the police operate with the cooperation and consent of the public rather than by the powers bestowed upon officers. 
Although not directly linked to Roman history, there are distinct similarities between the principles and Roman law and governance. 
Roman statesman, Cicero stated “Salus populi suprema lex esto” which translates to “The welfare of the people above all.” Although an ancient concept, this quote is echoed through the core values and mission of policing and is seen to some extent in every police force’s mission and vision statement. 
(Quirk, 2011) argued that this should be the highest goal of the government. 
Abraham Lincoln (1863) whilst leading in a time of national crisis stated, “Government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth,” again highlighting the need for transparency and accountability of the government. 

The key governance challenges facing policing in the 21st century include the accountability and oversight of Chief Constables and police forces by Police and Crime Commissioners. Questioning if this is an effective and fair governance structure, considering the benefits and concerns it brings such as underlying political agendas, increased transparency and accountability, and public involvement in elections. 

The professional and ethical standards of the police and those governing them are duly noted as a fundamental factor affecting how we operate, our reputation and are a crucial building block to forming trust, confidence and cooperation from the public. 

The public and communities we serve rightly form part of the governance structure around policing. Without them the police are not able to operate effectively and can face disorder and civil unrest. Involving communities and partner organisations in developing policies and strategies is key to success, by building sustainable and trusted partnerships a culture of collaboration and cooperation can be formed. 

The landscape of policing has changed dramatically with digital technologies playing a significant part. Crime itself has changed with many offences happening online or being carried out through the use of advanced technologies. As such, the police have had to adapt to this, developing computer systems to meet the need and training officers or bringing in subject matter experts to assist with new threats and trends. The police are more reachable than ever before which has had a positive impact on crime reporting and intelligence gathering, however raises a challenge of meeting the increase in demand and meeting response times. 

Historically, the Chief Constables of police forces in the UK were held to account by police authorities established in 1964. 
The ‘tripartite structure’ upholding police accountability was shared by the Home Secretary, Chief Constables, and Police Authorities (Newburn, 2012) . These authorities provided strategic oversight and accountability, holding chief constables to account for their force performance. Police authorities appointed members and local councilors which had made it difficult for the public to hold to account. Concerns were expressed by key groups noting a crisis of confidence (Barber, 2022), an atmosphere of mistrust and fear between police authorities and chief constables (HMICFRS, 2021), and low levels of public confidence (Home Office Report 38/03, 2003). 
Police authorities were seen to have limited authority to challenge Chief Constables and historically when they did the Home Office took the side of the Police. This evidenced that the tripartite system in control of police governance had led to a lack of confidence and ineffective accountability. 
In 2005, Michael Gove, in office as Secretary of State for Justice and Lord Chancellor, drove forward the need for change to improve police accountability. Gove, (2005) stated, ‘The level of democratic accountability to which the police are subject in Britain is woeful’ (Owens & Caless, 2016).
In 2010, following the coalition agreement, the government published the ‘Policing in the 21st Century’ consultation paper which mapped out the vision for policing, including the creation of Police and Crime Commissioners (PCC) and Mayor’s Office for Policing and Crime (MOPAC) to replace Police authorities (May, 2010) . 
The consultation paper was cemented in 2012 by the Police Reform and Social Responsibility Act 2011.
The change to PCCs in 2012 provided a directly elected official position who could be accountable to the public, a corporation sole. This enhancement of local democratic accountability was intended to provide increased transparency and a more effective policing system. 
The role of Police and Crime Commissioner is vast however it is bound by the Policing Protocol Order 2011 stating that the PCC "must not fetter the operational independence of the police force and the Chief Constable who leads it".
The introduction of PCCs was welcomed by many and was seen as the boldest reform in policing since 1960s (Gibbs, 2010) whereas ex-Met Police Commissioner Lord Stevens in 2016 argued that PCCs should be scrapped and more power given to local councillors and local authorities (BBC News, 2013).
Keith Vaz, as chairman of the Home Affairs Select Committee in 2013 stated, PCCs are ‘at a cost of 65 million a year and failing to hold Chief Constables to account’, therefore given the considerable expense, we must consider if PCCs are effective and value for money. This depends on the PCC’s resources, approach, their character and indeed their political alliance. 
Research conducted by the Association of PCCs demonstrates that over 50% of the candidates have been elected politicians and several have been part of the previous Police Authorities. The Government’s aim for independent and highly innovative candidates has been somewhat of a letdown. 
It has been voiced that PCCs do bring too much political influence into the policing landscape, thus potentially compromising the impartiality of law enforcement (Bailey, 2017). This could be seen should a PCC prioritise policies or projects that align to their political party’s agenda which may lead to prominent issues being shelved. 
It is a fundamental principle that there is a clear separation between politics and policing to ensure impartiality and fairness is upheld, this is seen in the Peelian principles and echoed further in the Police Code of Ethics. Public trust and confidence can be dramatically affected by politics, with PCCs at the helm, it is questionable whether policing actions could be seen as politically motivated. 
An example of a clash between policing and politics was demonstrated in 2022 when Dame Cressida Dick resigned as Commissioner of the Metroplitan Police after increased tensions with London Mayor, Sadiq Khan. At this time, the government and the mayor were from different political parties indicating differences in the policing outlook which caused public debates and increased public confusion.
The role of PCCs continues to be a contentious and debatable post when considering democratic governance. The low voter turnout at PCC elections raises questions about democratic legitimacy, we must consider if PCCs do in fact represent the wider views and priorities of the communities they serve and consider if they have the mandate of ‘the people.’
So why don’t people turn out to vote? Is it a lack of knowledge, interest or trust and confidence in the process? The government needs to address the electorate to achieve a PCC elected by the people for the people. Public education, accessibility to voting and a more transparent and inclusive approach should be taken to address this. Until this is achieved, we will never achieve the Government’s aims for Police Crime Commissioners, to increase police accountability, scrutiny, and public engagement. 
  
Home Secretary, Yvette Cooper made a clear commitment from the Government to enhance the role for the PCC to prevent crime (Cooper, 2024). It is unclear what this will look like and how it will be achieved. However, the stated major overhaul to increase public confidence must bring improvements and review current approaches.
(Bailey, 2015) stated that PCCs have enormous power and suggested that the current governance model does not adequately enable them to be held to account. Currently PCCs are held to account by several mechanisms. Firstly, in theory by the public through elections, although given the poor voter turnout it unlikely that this is an effective mechanism. Each PCC is scrutinised by Police and Crime Panels who are expected to conduct regular checks on the PCC, querying decisions, and actions. Police and Crime panels are made up of local councillors and independent members. It would be naive to think that some of the panel members are not driven by their own political alliance, therefore this again raises doubts as to their effectiveness. At the top of the chain is the Home Secretary, they hold the power to intervene and address serious concerns or commence investigations into the PCC. 
It is clear that PCCs have brought benefits and challenges to the governance of policing in the 21st century. It is unlikely they will disappear from the policing landscape soon. 

With the Home Office and government at the top of the governance structure, they should be the epitome of ethical and professional integrity. Like policing and the Code of Ethics, the government follows various ethical standards. The Ministerial Code set by the Prime Minister in post (Institute for government, 2024), defines the standards expected to be followed by ministers such as financial transparency, conflicts of interests and the use of public resources, upholding the highest standards of propriety and acting in the public interest (Institute for government, 2022). The Seven Principles of Public Life (Nolan Principles) apply to all public office holders giving guidance for behaviours namely selflessness, integrity, objectivity, accountability, openness, honesty, and leadership. 

The tone from the top is extremely important in any organisation including the government. Displaying the ethical climate and culture expected has a considerable effect on society. It is visible for all to see and should strive to set good values, behaviours and actions for others to emulate. 
It is interesting to note the instances when the ethical standards of the government have been called into disrepute. 
In 2009 UK parliament was under mass scrutiny following the exposure of ‘hands in the cash register’, involving the misuse of expenses and allowances by Members of Parliament. The Telegraph documented the details, indicating the misuse of public funds for personal gain, seeing examples of spending on luxury home improvements and second homes (The Telegraph, 2009). The infamous example being the expenses claim by Sir Peter Viggers MP for purchasing a floating duck house in his pond costing £1645.
This led to public outrage and understandably, had a decrease in public trust and confidence in the political system. Indeed, prosecutions were made and various resignations. However, it was a significant event in UK political history and illustrated the importance of ethical standards and accountability in government. Following this in 2009 the government created the Independent Parliamentary Standards Authority (IPSA) to ensure audit and governance of spending. 
The behaviours of Boris Johnson whilst in office as Mayor of London in 2012, namely his alleged affair with Jennifer Arcuri whilst his wife undergoing chemotherapy, raised concerns around his moral and ethical compass. He later became prime minister in 2019 when he led the country through the COVID pandemic. This paints an incredible picture around what government is willing to accept as the behaviours and actions of those holding the senior official posts. 
The Partygate Scandal 2021-2022, where gatherings were held at Downing Street whilst the whole country was in lockdown, thus in violation of the government’s own restrictions was deemed to be wholly inappropriate and had a significant undermined the public's trust and confidence on political leadership. 
Another example where we can focus on the questionable professional standards and moral compass of official office holders is Liz Truss’ departure from the office of Prime Minister in 2022. Despite her short tenure of only 45 days in office, she is eligible for the same benefits as other former prime ministers (Asl, 2023). Most interestingly, the Public Duty Costs Allowance (PDCA), where she could claim up to £115,000 per year to cover expenses incurred for public duties. For many this seems unfair and unjust given the economic state of the country. 
Historically, looking at how previous leaders acted in such circumstances we can look to the Romans for their falling on their sword approach or the Japanese with Harakiri, where they would rather kill themselves than be captured, dishonoured or face punishment. In modern society we are unlikely to see such extreme actions replicated, however the sentiment remains the same and the ownership of making poor decisions or behaviours should be echoed here. 
There are instances whereby MPs have used language that is unnecessarily emotive or inflammatory. This could cause members of the public to be empowered to act in the same way or alienate them from those with differing views. 
Nicola Sturgeon (2022), as Scottish First Minister stated, “I detest the Tories and everything they stand for,” this ignited criticism for polarising political discourse in the UK. 
In 2023 Conservative MP Lee Anderson was asked to apologise to a parliamentary security guard after swearing at them when asked to produce his security pass. 
Labour Deputy Leader Angela Raynor described Boris Johson as “a liar and a charlatan” during a television interview, this was whilst Johnson was in office as PM. Raynor faced criticism for the personal nature of the comments and its contribution to divisive political rhetoric. 
Such language and behaviours are not tolerated in policing with officers facing disciplinary action in similar circumstances. This leaves a sour taste and negative impression, making those working for the government question the professionalism and self-control of those leading them. 
In 1994, the Committee for the Standards on Public Life was established by then Prime Minister John Major, who published The Seven Principles of Public Life in 1995.  These principles were known as the Nolan principles. They were intended to address growing concerns around the standards of conduct demonstrated by public officer holders, providing a guide to behaviours expected of them. Given their publication in 1995 and the conduct of public officials previously mentioned, it could be argued that they are not upheld to or indeed governed. 
Through accountability and ownership, public trust and confidence can be gained. The behaviours and actions of government officials is crucial to this, they set the tone for how those acting for them and in turn the public conduct themselves. This should never be underestimated; the role is one of privilege that comes with great responsibility and power, it should never be underestimated how much influence and impact it has on our communities. 

Public governance indicates the acceptance that certain problems cannot be overcome by public bodies and requires the involvement of the public, private and voluntary sectors. We must seek to build relationships based on goodwill and trust, not just through rules and policies (Loeffler, 2016).
This begs the question, does the government do too much? Could people do more for themselves?  This is a particularly challenging concept around personal responsibilities and the roles and responsibilities of policing, (Quirk, 2011, p. 5) 
Mental health incidents that the police attend are at an all-time high, accounting for 20% of calls for service involving a mental health concern. This increase in demand has seen a detrimental impact on policing resources and in turn, reducing the visibility of police and their capacity to prevent and detect crime (Abramson, 2021). (Barber, 2022) highlighted the significant increase in non-crime related demand on policing and the need for reform to ensure the police service is equipped to deal with the challenges of the 21st century. 
At Humberside Police the Right Care Right Person (RCRP) has been designed and implemented to ensure that the public receive the appropriate care and service from the right professional body. The RCRP process is adopted by call takers in the force control room, assessing the risk and signposting to the correct agency. This partnership approach has been in place since 2022 and has seen significant reduction in demand, changing the culture of partners and the public to call for police in mental health non police related matters. 

 The communities that the police serve play a crucial role in preventing crime, ASB and helping the police to keep their areas safe. Sir Robert Peel stated, ‘the police are the public and the public are the police’ and this remains key to this day. Historically, the government imposed their agendas and services on the public, which led to a reduction in local action, creativity and innovation, and activism. Public trust and confidence is low, yet it is vital for public cooperation. As (Cooper, 2024) stated, “Public confidence is the bedrock of our British policing model” therefore, policing reforms should seek to increase community involvement and encourage the public to take on individual responsibility for keeping communities safe. The proposed Neighbourhood Policing Guarantee is a significant reform that will seek to address this growing concern and rebuild the public trust in the police. Arguably, if this is not followed through the erosion of trust in the government and police will continue, potentially leading to civil unrest and disorder. 
It is important to note however that there are outstanding examples where communities and the police have come together to address significant problems in certain neighbourhoods. This has demonstrated cultural change in impoverished areas and the forging of sustainable and long-term relationships. 
The Goodwin Development trust in Hull was established in 1994 when 14 residents of the Thornton Estate in Hull came together with an ambition to tackle problems in their community. The Thornton Estate was notorious at the time for being an area where drugs and prostitution were high, and the housing described as “misery maisonettes.” The demand for police was high and the community did not wish to engage. Over the last 30 years the Trust has worked alongside the local authority, police and volunteers in the community to address housing issues, create safe spaces for the community to enjoy and encourage information sharing to support agencies (Goodwin Trust , 2025). 
The police are often audited, and the media publish statistics and results on performance. Yet the public are not informed of the hidden performance data that is not published. Such as the hours spent with a rape victim raising their confidence to report a crime or stand in the court box as a victim, the times officer visit elderly residents to offer reassurance or help them across the road. Good work and the officer's commitment to the public can often go unnoticed or unreported. Many an officer’s locker will house thank you cards, and their emails store a folder of ‘good work’ and thankyous from senior leaders or peers. 

Nudge Theory was developed by (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008), it suggests that there is an ability to subtly guide people’s behaviour using positive reinforcement and indirect suggestions. 
A most notable example of nudge theory was seen at Schipol Airport in Amsterdam in 1999. An image of a fly was etched into the urinal in the toilets, thus encouraging the users to aim at the fly. The results were astounding with a reduction in spillage and an increase in cleanliness by 80%. Such a simple and engaging way to address a problem which led to a remarkable change in behaviour. 
This theory can be used in policing in diverse ways to encourage better decision making, encourage safer and more socially acceptable ways to live in society. 
Some examples of Nudge theory in policing can be found when looking at crime prevention, safety campaigns and through community engagement. A sharp spike in dwelling burglaries in a particular area is often addressed by sending out letters or leaflets to the community informing them of not only the increase but the modus operandi, encouraging them to be more vigilant, care for their neighbours and alert the police to suspicious activities. 
Most forces in the country are seen to launch drink drive campaigns around the festive season, aware that statistics indicate drivers are more likely to take risks and throw caution the wind during this period. Such campaigns include hard-hitting facts, true life stories and zero tolerance from the police. The viewpoint is that this nudge tactic will leave a footprint or impact on the public to make better decisions and consider alternative ways of travel.
We see and hear these types of campaigns during the year and subconsciously take them on board, reminding us of the inherent risks in our communities. 

Policing in the digital age brings new challenges including societal shifts, innovative technologies and differing crime types. The world has changed, and the current policing model has not caught up. Detection rates have worsened, poor victim satisfaction and low public confidence ratings are well documented nationally (Office for National Statistics, 2023).

This raises the question, what does the future of policing look like? There are three principal reviews that will govern and shape the ever-evolving progression of policing over the next decade. 

The Policing Vision 2030 published by the Strategic Policing Partnership Board builds on the previous Policing Vision 2025. The report recognises that the public trust in the police has diminished and seeks to address it with their Vision statement: 
“By 2030, to be the most trusted and engaged policing service in the world working together to make communities safer and stronger.”
This is quite a statement and indeed a high goal to achieve. There is also heavy weighting towards using digital technologies to enhance data collection and analysis to meet changing crime demands and proactive policing (Strategic Policing Partnership Board., 2023, p. 2). 

Strategic review of policing (Barber, 2022) includes 56 recommendations for a modern police service capable of meeting the challenges of the 21st century. It addresses fundamental concerns to address the crisis of public confidence including the expansion of the National Crime Agency, a new crime prevention agency, officers requiring having a license to practice and investment in training and technology. 

The college of Policing has produced the Future Operating Environment 2040 report which provides projections and key trends that the police service may face (College of Policing, 2020). Likened to the previously discussed reports the running themes are around technological advancements and the changing trust landscape. 

Body worn cameras (BWC) were introduced into British Policing in 2005, offering another aspect of governance and accountability for policing.  Some may argue that the use of the BWCs removes the validity of officer’s corroboration and could lead to the public questioning why this is required, giving more doubt to the integrity and trust in policing. However, others have the opinion that they are a welcome addition to an officer's toolkit, offering crucial evidence gathering base and giving a differing and true picture of what officers face on a daily basis. As a whole, BWCs do offer increased accountability for policing albeit they are not required to be switched on all the time. In the future we may see this change and the possibility of live links to be accessed. According to (Cubitt T., 2017) reviews and research show that the use of BWCs may not affect the behaviours of officers or the public. They are not shown to have a steady or compelling effect on the use of force or arrest activities. They may have a part to play in reducing complaints against officers or negating spurious complaints, which reduces the workload of professional standards departments and can have a positive impact on the wellbeing of officers. 

The increase of disinformation is having a profound effect on policing, with digital technologies enabling the dissemination of information in seconds and the ability to shape public opinion detrimentally. ‘Fake news’ coupled with widespread communication, has seen an increase in vigilantism and can be demonstrated in the mass disorder across the country in August 2024. 
During the Brexit referendum, disinformation played a significant role, with both the leave and remain campaigns using misleading or false claims to gain votes. This left the public confused and divided. Notably, the Brexit bus campaign displaying the strapline “We send the EU £350 million a week let’s fund our NHS instead” is an example of disinformation, with the leave campaign claiming that the UK would reinvest this money into the NHS should we leave the European Union (The Independent, 2018). Quite a sales pitch, however given the state of the NHS currently, it is clear they did not see this come to fruition. 
The harnessing of social media for electioneering has also been seen with Elon Musk and Donald Trump. Musk’s support for Trump has been well publicised, showing public endorsements and even financial contributions. This partnership of power is alarming, yet it highlights the increasing crossover of technology and politics. We may see such collaborations playing an impactive part in future elections. 

 Social media has no control or regulation over what is published therefore it is a useful tactic to operate under, also giving the ability to target individual communities. 
The increase and sophistication of online disinformation presents a new and unique challenge for policing. As technologies such as ‘deep fake’ become more accessible, the police will have to consider enhanced training and external recruitment of experts in this field to tackle this new crime, to reassure the public and maintain police legitimacy. 
Artificial Intelligence (AI) and automation systems will undoubtedly have an increased impact on policing. The systems will boost productivity, providing the ability to analyse vast amounts of information in a short space of time, this could be used for complex problem solving, crime prediction and prevention.
There are drawbacks, including limited human interaction and the potential for gut instinct and lived policing knowledge to be lost. There is also the distinct possibility that some back-office roles such as data analysts and crime reporting roles will become surplus. We should however tread carefully, as ethical concerns such as privacy and potential biases can be created. NPCC has established the National delivery board and independent advisory groups in order to scrutinise and advise on the delivery of AI practices. Although the NPCC states that AI will not see a reduction in back-office functions, I have reservations on this as displacement seems inevitable. 

 In conclusion, the governance challenges of 21st century policing are complex and varied however the core principles of British policing remain the same, to keep our communities safe, uphold the King’s peace and bring offenders to justice. 
The governance of Police forces and those leading them needs to be robust and ethical. PCCs and the government should embark on a drive to educate the public about what they do, how they are in fact elected by them, and how they can shape their communities to be better. Only then will we see democratic governance and gain the trust of the public.
Ground level policing must be led from the top, with leaders and the government being held to account their behaviours and actions. It is fundamental that the tone at the top is right, the impact this has should not be underestimated, both for the officers and the public. 
Given that British policing operates by consent of the public it is vital that we continue to rebuild trust and confidence and bring back neighbourhood policing with vigor. In order to see this come to fruition significant changes will need to occur, such as the recruitment of police officers and police community support officers to reflect a more diverse workforce allowing the ability to reconnect with communities. Further training around problem solving and diversity is required to ensure that the vision of Cooper can be achieved. 
Digital technologies and differing crime types will continue to have a colossal impact on the landscape of policing. Automation and AI technologies will need to be embraced to keep up with growing demands. This will mean increased training budgets and scoping for the future. The concern around disinformation is a more complex and widespread matter that the police nor government take on alone. They must however face it head on, being more transparent with working practices and evidence decision making. The world of policing can at times seems hidden and guarded, fearful of speaking out and sharing the work they do with the public. By using social media platforms, new technologies such as chatbots and interfaces to be accessible to the public, they can harness their support and commitment to taking criminals off the street, making communities safer and stronger. 
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