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Critically evaluate the role of the police in one of the following areas - Community policing (strategies and incentives)


Introduction

This essay will evaluate the role that community policing plays in the larger police service, including its effect on the idea of policing by consent, the role of Police Community Support Officers, its role in proactive rather than reactive policing and its role in encouraging public-police cohesion.   
For the purpose of this essay, ‘community policing’ is understood as aspects of policing whose core function involves engaging with the local community it is serving. These include, but are not limited to, Neighbourhood officers, Police community support officers, probation services and social media officers engaging with the community.  

The importance of community policing  

Community policing plays a huge role in the wider police service. In large part and at the basic level, the public perception of the police comes from police they see and deal with on an everyday, local basis. Because community focused roles in the police are inherently outward and public facing, they are essentially the ‘face’ of the police. But it may be pertinent to ask why this is so important and why this would have any impact on the wider police at all. 

Policing by consent 
It is largely accepted that the police now police by consent. This is the idea that the police cannot police communities without the cooperation and inclusion of the public it is serving. Put simply, this links to the idea that the police are a police service, rather than a police force. 
This was not always the case.  In 1981, Lord Scarman’s report following the Brixton riots highlighted that at that time there was a broken relationship between the community and police, with the community having a clear lack of confidence and trust in the police. This breakdown of trust led to feelings of resentment that the police was out of touch with the wider public and as Savage et al 2007 states there was a feeling that, “Policing had become police-oriented rather than community-oriented”. This feeling clearly had far-reaching negative implications on the wider police – including but going beyond the obvious impact of having to police a riot. 

The implications of a breakdown in police-community relationship
What is clear from the Brixton riots, and more recently the 2020 riots in America, is that the police need the public’s cooperation and support in order for the police to function properly. If the public disagree strongly enough with the police then there are several negative implications for the wider police. 

Firstly it is possible that as a result of a breakdown in trust between the community and the police, the public will no longer follow the police’s instructions. 
This could even be the case for usually upstanding citizens. As Jackson et al (2013) states, it is important that the public “think the police are a legitimate authority and…believe it is morally just to obey the law and cooperate with legal institutions”. At the basic level this appears to suggest that the public need to have confidence in the law and the police in order to abide by the laws they are enforcing. This has most recently been seen with the Covid 19 restrictions, where some members of the public who do not agree with the law, or the police being able to enforce it, have actively broken the ‘law’. This can be evidenced by the huge amount of covid breaches that have been reported to the police following the nationwide lockdowns.
In addition to this point, where the public do not have good relationships with the police and break the law, there is a wide reaching impact on the local community. The broken window thesis can go some way to explaining this. This is the idea that where the local community feel that there are issues left untouched by the police in their area, it can create a cycle of further crime. For example, anti-social behaviour continually occurring in a local park without any police intervention can follow onto further crimes such as drug taking/dealing or damage. 
Secondly, if there is a break down in community-police cohesion, it could result in the public not reporting crimes or engaging in the investigation of crime. If the public do not have good personal basic level interactions with police, they may feel there is no point reporting crimes because they have no faith in how it will be dealt with. Similarly, if the public witness something which could strengthen a case, but are unwilling to support the case due to doubts about police capabilities, this affects the polices’ abilities and efficiency in dealing with crime. 

Thirdly, and this will be explored further in this essay, if the community do not have trust in the police, they will not provide valuable intelligence. Without the community providing intelligence, it can become extremely difficult to target drugs, knife crime etc. 

Preventing these implications
In Lord Scarman’s report following the Brixton riots, he recommended a more community focused approach to policing to prevent a breakdown of relationship between the police and the community. 
The theory is that where the local public believe their concerns are being listened to and acted on, they are more likely to trust the police and interact positively with them as they have a shared common goal. As Weitzer and Tuch (2006) state, those “who believe that community policing is practiced in their neighborhood are more likely to express favorable opinions of the police.” 
Therefore, if the public’s confidence and trust is so important to the smooth running of the police service, it is important that the police build relationships to develop this trust. 
The remainder of this essay will explore the community policing strategies that the police use, how this develops trust and evaluate how this affects the wider police. 


The need for community policing 

Cooper et al 2006 put forward the idea that it has been accepted long ago that standard response officers were unable to carry out their role and provide effective community policing. Cooper et al’s 2006 research found that “there was a gap between the public desire for visible patrol and the ability of the police service to provide that function”. That research gave the example that an officer arresting someone could tie them up for hours inside the station and thus not able to provide that community engagement outside the station. 
Similarly, Hamilton-Smith’s 2013 research found that many police officers’ views at the time was that stretching resources meant a lack of public engagement, and that the “chasing of the radio made it difficult to engage with the public”. 
As this essay has already explored, there are negative implications if the police are not seen to be acting in the interests of the community. 

The use of PCSOS as a community policing strategy
One strategy the police have adopted to engage with the public and have a more community focused police service is the introduction of Police Community Support Officers (PCSOS), which were brought about in The Police Reform Act 2002.

Strategy of different PCSOS’ uniform
PCSOS have different uniform, and indeed roles, to police officers. These differences can work as incentives to engage with the public. 
Ariel et al 2016 highlights the differences between PCSOS and police constables, “PCSOs are non-warranted, and are barred from investigating crimes. They cannot carry firearms or any other weapons…they do not carry handcuffs”. 
It could be argued that PCSOs’ uniform looks less ‘intimidating’. As an example, they do not carry handcuffs or paver spray or even Tasers, which their police counterparts do. On first glance, they look more approachable than the police counterparts and this is a deliberate act. The consequence of being more approachable is that the public can stop and talk to PCSOS, give them intelligence or report crimes. The other benefit is seeing a PCSO can become normal for the public, whereas seeing heavily armed police can be a cause for concern or alarm that something bad has happened locally. The idea is that PCSOs become embedded in the community and while they offer a feeling of safety as a police presence, they do not signal serious crime or danger in the area. 


Strategy of PCSOS patrolling on foot
One community policing strategy implemented is the fact that PCSOS typically patrol on foot. This encourages community engagement because PCSOS are frequently seen by the public in the area and are therefore able to have conversations as they come across people. 
To the public, there would be a high visibility of ‘officers’ who are actively seeing the area and engaging with the public. This would be something police officers in vehicles and running around at calls may not have traditionally had time for. 
Cooper et al 2006’s research found that “people were often more prepared to approach CSOs than police officers, because they were accessible through foot patrol and people felt they had time to listen and were not too busy to handle more trivial problems”. This seems to echo the idea that PCSOS work well as a strategy to encourage police-community cooperation. 

BMG’s 2019 research found that there was a correlation between how frequently respondents saw police on foot or in a vehicle in the last 12 months and feeling confident in police. Likewise, the research showed that where respondents had not seen police on foot or vehicle in last 12 months, they would not feel confident in police. 
Furthermore, Cooper et Al 2006 conducted an evaluation of PCSOS and stated many residents, “felt safer and had less fear of crime since the introduction of CSOs in their local neighbourhoods”. Dalgleish et al 2004 found that for strong perceptions of safety, foot patrols were most effective. Therefore a focused community police service which actively patrols the streets in uniform, such as PCSOS, seems a great way to encourage community perceptions of safety and trust in the police. 
Cooper et Al 2006 also highlight how PCSOS also visit community centres, elderly people, victims, witnessed and schools as part of their daily activities. This encompasses a truly community focused version of policing – one that is not concerned with crime but in building relationships with the local public. This community focused policing has positive impacts for the wider police service because it encourages communication to voice expectations of police, support for police and to outline any areas of worry in the local area. 


Strategy of PCSOS having limited powers
Another strategy implemented is the fact that PCSOs also do not use force or have the same powers as police officers. This can make them seem more approachable and ‘citizen-like’. 
The importance of PCSOS having less powers was highlighted in Cooper et al 2006’s research. One point outlined was that it gives the appearance of PCSOS as being “less heavy handed” than police officers. One benefit of this as previously explored is that PCSOS may be seen as more approachable than police officers. 
On a broader level, a point was made in Cooper’s research that PCSOS should have less powers because they receive less training than police officers. Therefore arguably infringing certain rights should be maintained for those only with adequate training. 

Another point outlined in Cooper’s research was that if PCSOS were given similar powers to police, they would become an extra resource and be deployed to incidents taking them away from their community-focused roles. Clearly this would come to the detriment of building trust between the police and the public as they would essentially then become a standard response officer. 
Another point outlined in the research was that if they were given more powers, this could lead to more paperwork which again would have the effect of taking them from the streets. These points highlight that PCSOS’s having limited powers enables them to more effectively build trust with the public which affects the wider police. 


However, while this strategy can build trust, there are some drawbacks. 
Cooper et Al’s research highlighted that a large number of PCSOS had experienced “some level of physical abuse and most had experienced verbal abuse”. The research also found that young adults in particular do not listen to PCSOS now they are aware of their limited powers. And despite this research being over ten years old, there have been no further protective equipment issued to PCSOS to deal with violence. Clearly this can have negative implications on community confidence, as if a PCSO is attempting to deal with an issue and is themselves assaulted, the public cannot reasonably feel they are protected by the police. Though it should be noted that in most instances, response officers are readily available to provide swift support should these incidents arise. 

Another criticism if often that PCSOS can be seen as useless due to their limited powers if they are unable to intervene and assist with certain crimes. Paskell’s 2007 research also found that these limitations in powers led to PCSOS being known as “plastic police” or “mobile scarecrows”. Paskell’s research also found that some members of the community in the study would have preferred the money on PCSOS to be spent on extra police officers instead. However Barak et al’s 2016 research into crime hotspots in Peterborough looked at the ‘deterrent effect’ of PCSOS. The study compared PCSOS in an area compared with police officers in that area. They found that actually there was no difference in results between police officers patrolling and PCSOS patrolling and that both were sufficient deterrents to crime. Although in response to this point it can be argued that while they are both great deterrents to crime, when a crime actually happens police officers are equipped to deal with any offences whereas PCSOS are not. 

On the other hand however, O’Neill 2014 makes a valid point that this argument ignores the fact that PCSOS “are not meant to be police officers and thus the comparison (between them) is inappropriate”. What O’Neill’s research seems to suggest is that what PCSOS may lack in enforcement, they more than make up for in terms of their ability to engage with the public and build ‘social capital’. These seems to suggest that their role is one which requires them to be less physical or hands on in order to be able to speak more freely with people. 

Strategy of PCSOS being an additional resource
One positive of PCSOS already alluded to is their ability to deal with smaller low level incidents which takes some of the pressure from response. They are able to deal with low level neighbour disputes or youth annoyance, confiscate alcohol or issue fixed penalties.  Cooper et al’s 2006 research found that PCSOS were “valued by both the police and the public for their visibility and their accessibility”. This can undoubtedly take some of the stress from police officers who would have had to attend those incidents as a lower priority. 
However a negative of this is that PCSOS were not intended to be additional police officers and by taking the stress from response officers and attending these lower offences, they could be ignoring their essential role of engaging with the public.
O’ Neill’s 2014 research into PSCOS highlighted that PCSOS can often be used as the backfill in the organisation which affects their ability to build relationships with the community. These can include where they are used in incidents such as scene guarding, attending less pressing calls and assisting response officers. Whenever this happens, they are not spending time within their local patch speaking with the public and being that visible foot patrol. O’Neill highlights that this could mean PCSOS miss meetings with groups or individuals they had planned. This also ties in with criticisms of PCSOS that they are the cheaper alternative to officers. 

Another negative is that PCSOS are not fully sworn officers and are police staff. This means it is easier for them to be laid off. The problem with this as O’Neill 2014 explains is that the “remaining officers and staff will have to prioritize more immediate and emergency work rather than the slower and more time-intensive engagement work often found in neighbourhood policing”. Essentially then PCSOS are being seen as additional police officers, without the same protections as their police officer counterparts. 


Strategy of new PCSO recruits
Another positive from PCSOS comes in the diversity of the recruits. It is unclear whether this is a strategy that is actively implemented, but nonetheless it certainly has wide ranging benefits for the police. Various pieces of research find that PCSO recruits are far more diverse than their police counterparts. Cooper et al’s 2006 research found that PCSOS “tended to be older and more diverse in terms of ethnicity than police recruits and their past work experience was more wide-ranging”. 
Similarly more recently, Strudwick’s 2019 research in Lincolnshire found that 10% of PCSO applicants were black minority ethnic compared with 6% for police officers. Although not a huge contrast it certainly hints at more diversity entering the police as a result of PCSOS. 
Furthermore, Strudwick et al’s research found that there was a divide of 48% male/52% female for PCSOS compared with 71% male/ 29% female for police officers. Clearly this is a stark contrast with considerably more females joining the police service through the PCSO route compared with the officer route. However it is important to note that it is not clear from this research as to whether it is a case of females simply not applying for police officer roles or them applying but just not being accepted. 
The Strudwick research also looked at age and found that 67% of PCSOS were age 18-24 compared with 5% of police officers. 
This diversity with PCSOS compared with police officers clearly has a wide range of benefits for the police service. Firstly, the PCSOs dealing with the public will look and sound like a bigger demographic of the public. This means the community should feel more comfortable with the officers and have more things in common to relate with and communicate about. 
Secondly, going back to policing by consent, if the police are more diverse, they will understand the issues of the local community and will not go back to being out of touch with the community. 
Thirdly, having diversity in the police will attract even more diversity in future recruitments as potential recruits will see that they are represented in the police and can join. 
Johnston 2006 found that it is possible that the community-focused, less punish-focused role of PCSOS attracts a wider range of people, which may explain the diversity shown. 



Community policing as proactive rather than reactive policing (being a deterrent) 
When many think of the police, the image can automatically turn to high visibility individuals responding to calls made to them. Yili Xu 2005 et al state that the traditional policing method is “incident-orientated” and the authors suggest that in this traditional sense, the police will not act unless there is a victim that something has happened to. The problem with this as Wilson and Kelling 1989 explain is that if police only respond to crime, then the causes or explanations as to why crime is committed will not be looked into. This is a problem because without the police looking at the causes of crime, the crimes could continue and the police are always reacting to this. 
However community policing can be used a strategy to proactively fight and prevent crime before it happens, rather than just reacting to reports of crime.  As Goldstein 1990 puts forward, “The goal of community policing is to enact a proactive police force”.


Community policing as a deterrent 
As previously discussed, the unique nature of community policing by being out on the streets can act as a deterrent in its own right. Someone planning on committing a crime could be put off by seeing a uniformed officer walking passed and continually walking that route throughout the day. Marvell and Moody’s 1996 research found that each additional police officer at the city level translates to approximately 24 fewer crimes.

Community officers from neighbourhood/community safety teams also work with local schools through delivering talks and engaging. This can encourage children who could be on the wrong path to consider a different path. Similarly, police and younger people could typically have a negative relationship. Police engaging with local schools can affords them the opportunity to speak, understand each other and build a relationship. 

Community policing stopping smaller crimes escalating
Community officers also attend lower level neighbour disputes and anti-social behaviour. This early engagement in smaller crimes can stop smaller issues from bubbling into bigger issues. The community policing teams can work with partner agencies such as housing and social services to ensure everyone is aware of the smaller issues so support and actions can be put in place before things escalate. As an example, if the police receive numerous reports of anti-social behaviour from a particular household, the council could be advised who could look to rehouse the tenant somewhere else or evict. This could be the necessary step to avoid the crimes escalating into something more serious. 
 



Community policing to detect crime
Community policing also have strategies that are used to not only engage with the public but to actively detect crime. 

Strategies to understand what crime/issues are occurring 
Community policing acts as a strategy to encourage a conversation between members of the community and the police. As put forward by Fielding 2005, before police act on any policies to reduce crime, they need to understand what problems exist in the local community. The best way for this to happen is for the community itself to identify exactly what issues occur in the community and for police and the community to then collectively prioritise what should be dealt with first. As Shihadeh & Shrum, 2004 state, for these crime prevention programmes to be successful, the community must feel as though they are meeting their needs and expectations. This in turn leads to the community also carrying out crime prevention in conjunction with police because they actively care what happens to their community and want to assist police with crime prevention. 
The Bureau of Justice Assistance said, “Community policing is democracy in action. It requires the active participation of local government, civic and business leaders, public and private agencies, residents, churches, schools, and hospitals.” An example of this is a neighbourhood watch scheme, which encourages the local community to prevent crime in their own area and to actively report matters of concern.


Incentives for intelligence building 
This point has already been touched on, but PCSOS can be utilised to gain valuable intelligence about the local community. As an example, a member of the public may give a PCSO information regarding the use of drugs in a particular street or park. The PCSO can then pass this intelligence onto drug teams who can tackle the problem as part of a wider organisational approach. 

Another newer version of community policing to build intelligence is through the use of social media. Many police forces throughout the United Kingdom have Facebook and Instagram accounts with local residents of the respective forces able to subscribe to updates. Yu et Al’s 2018 research found that a huge 96% of American police departments now have social media. More locally to this paper, South Wales Police as an example regularly post a list of faces of their local perpetrators of crime. These posts ask for anyone with information of their whereabouts to come forward and anyone with information can easily respond privately through direct messages. This now makes it easier than ever for the public to engage with the police and report matters of concern. Most social media pages are also monitored 24 hours a day leading to a more personal and accessible way of working with the public. 


Community policing strategy of involving the community in local matters
As well as social media being used as a community strategy to build intelligence, it can also be used to build trust with the local public. 
As an example, South Wales Police update their Facebook with reassurance posts. As an example, they have previously posted about the number of knives taken off the street during an operation in Cardiff. They have previously asked for the public’s help in renaming a new police dog. The unique nature of social media means that within one click, the public can be kept up to date and do not have to actively look for the updates as they will naturally come across them. Hu et al 2018 give the example of a New York police department’s Facebook account that posted a photo of an officer giving a pair of shoes to a homeless person which led to an increase of 30,000 followers in one day. Clearly the use of social media is a strategy used by police to reach more members of the local community and give a positive perception of their work to the public. 

This community focused approach also enables the public to report crimes through social media. This is in much the same way as previously discussed with the public giving intelligence. 

BMG research conducted in 2019 found that the proportion of respondents who feel informed about what police are doing in their local area, had increased to 37% from 32% the year before. It is possible that this could be due to police services engaging with the local community through social media platforms which has become more popular in recent years. As an example, South Wales Police regularly update their Facebook with lists of operations that have recently been carried out such as stop search statistics. 
The same study found that there is a link between feeling informed and positive perceptions of how the police are dealing with crime. Therefore, if this is correct, then the public should feel more positive about the police as a result of regularly being kept informed of their actions via social media. This highlights the importance of this type of community policing engagement. 

Community policing strategy of protective neighbourhood policing
Another community function carried out by the police is the use of post-crime reassurance for victims and or those affected by it. This can include community officers, PCSOs or victim focus teams contacting the victim of crime after the event to offer an extended service that goes beyond simply dealing with the crime itself. Mayhew et Al 1989 highlight how the public’s satisfaction with a police encounter relies on whether the victim’s emotional expectations are being delivered by the police. This includes being regularly updated during the incident and ensuring they have all the support they need after the incident. The importance of this is particularly stressed in Ahrens 2006 research, which found that sexual assault victims who received negative experiences with police impacted not only their likelihood to report further offences to police, but also had an impact on their psychological recovery. Community policing uses a range of strategies to give an effective service to a victim of crime. These include submitting public protection forms which are passed onto social services, mental health services and other departments who should be made aware. Community policing can also carry this out by offering neighbourhood watch and reassurance visits to an area or address after a crime has been committed. 



Conclusion 
In conclusion, there are many community policing strategies that the police use, which affect the wider police in a positive way. These strategies include the use of PCSOS, the media and close contact with the public as a way of building trust with the community and encouraging communication. These strategies and incentives work to prevent, detect, deal with and understand crime.
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