Examine the concept of “policing by consent”, why is it important and how does it impact society. Consider the impact of past historical incidents and their role in shaping the idea of “policing by consent”


There is an often misconception when talking about policing by consent leading to public distrust and in some cases public outrage. Many arguments have been made over the years, by parliament and the general public on how they would change policing by consent, and make a change for the betterment of the UK’s police service. The concept of policing by consent originated as ‘general instructions’ for the police service since 1829, Gov.uk (2012). It will be outlined when policing by consent led to riots and other instances to form an understanding on how policing by consent has formed issues and changed them accordingly. The polices opinion will also be voiced, giving an argument on how policing by consent can change through the future plans for policing by consent such as the policing plan for 2025 making a difference on the way policing is done in the UK.

To understand policing by consent it is important to establish why it was created. In 1829 Sir Robert Peel formed policing by consent due to his understanding that without publics trust in the police they could simply take away the polices authority, causing major issue with crime around the UK Tudor. S, (2023). The original policing by consent consisted of nine rules for the police to abide by, but as of 2024 there is an abundance of different rules and guidelines the police go by also known as professional standards. Examples of the way professional standards are upheld include, counter corruption, governance, vetting and complaints and misconduct all going by the UK’s policing code of ethics, College of Policing, (2024). This is a prime example of how the police has developed to try and better the police service and protect the public, increasing trust. The UK’s policing code of ethics is followed using the 2024 code of ethics covering all ethical and policing standards, compared to the 2014 code of ethics it has been made for all policing related jobs instead of just police officers, making it more understandable for public and the different police job roles, alongside this there is also the 2023 code of practice for ethical policing following the section 39A of the Police Act 1996, College of Policing, (2024).

An example of how policing by consent has developed is by looking into previous situations which caused tension in the publics opinion of the police for example, there  had been many riots in Brixton scaling between the 1980’s and late 90’s due to the community feeling targeted by the police due to the minority that they were, with the most significant riot being in 1981 which was the riot which started a direct movement for the police to make a change, backing the point of Sir Robert Peels statement. This led the government to review the situation and look deeply into the stop and search laws to increase public safety, which created the Scarman report, Taylor. S, (2014). The impact of the Brixton riots created the need for a new stop and search act, which is exactly what took place in 1984 with the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984, effectively making it so the police no longer had the right to search anyone they felt like but instead having to have a direct reason to search an individual using reasonable grounds Legislation, (2023). The creation of the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 highlighted the fact that UK’s public can make a change in the way police can operate making it a safer environment for the public and decreasing ‘institutional racism’ within the police service. 

With the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 being set in place it carried an impact towards the police service due to the reasoning behind the act being the people of Brixton protesting against racism. Although the Act was put in place in 1984 largely due to the Brixton riots the police are still affected with claims of being ‘institutionally racist’, carrying an impact to future and present police officers. The independent office for police conduct did research on public confidence and discovered that people of white ethnicity are consistently higher in complaints in the police system than those from black communities based on less confidence in the police service IOPC, (2023). The research carried out by different organisations signifies the need for future adaptions in the police service and the importance of shaping different solutions on how the police operate. It was found that even if the police service were to increase the number of officers it has it would decrease general crime, but increase the variety of crime particularly violent crime Vollaard. B and Hamed. J, (2012). This could be due to public distrust in the police or the police themselves causing confrontation.

The police need the general public’s trust to operate and make the public feel safe, so with policing by consent why is it a large amount of the UK’s public don’t feel safe. Through research it is found that it’s mostly due to a small number of officers having a big affect on how the public see the police Criminal Justice Inspectorates, (1999). An example of this is when Wayne Couzens a singular officer who heavily impacted the trust from many people in the public due to what he had done. Wayne Couzens abused his power as a police officer to lure a woman into his car so he could rape her and later murder her Metropolitan Police, (2024). This caused a mass of public outrage and a massive increase in distrust in the police service, especially when it was later found that Couzens had been reported eight times for indecent exposure along with many other cases of sexually related crimes some of which could have had him in jail or losing his role as a police officer The Guardian, (2024). It shows that the policing by consent motive obviously was lacking in the areas where it really shouldn’t, such as the vetting and not suiting the code of ethics therefore creating a crime that should never have an officer being the cause of. 

The polices system of enforcing the policing by consent act is situated by an organisation known as the Independent Office for Police Conduct (IOPC) which begun in 2018 to focus on the more serious cases of police misconduct and investigate police complaints IOPC, (2023). This creates a non-bias format which the public can have a feeling of trust instead of the police being accused of ‘protecting their own’. The polices role in enforcing policing by consent is covered mainly in training and keeping officers up to date with the code of ethics and different legal requirements a police officer must meet, whilst having Superintendents or Chief Superintendents being involved with police misconduct hearings insuring whether a police officer was following the policing by consent guidelines such as in a stop and search following GOWISELY, ensuring everything was done in accordance to legal powers Readings. D, (2019). On the first of February twenty twenty The Police (Complaints and Misconduct) Regulations came into place which meant the way of police misconduct being handled changed and from then on, a copy of the misconduct was made and stayed permanent on the officer’s record whilst also prohibiting certain people being able to investigate the misconduct leading to a less bias and fairer way of treating misconduct Legislation, (2020). Which leads to ask how cases like Wayne Couzens never led to him dismissal or arrest, and is why organisations such as the IOPC play a vital role in reducing police misconduct going unnoticed and unreported.

It’s already been established on historic incidents of how some of the public have perceived the police and how the lack of trust from recent events also showcase a no real change in the development of the public trusting the police, but there has also been another key factor, which is the lack of respect shown towards the police in recent times compared to the older times of the police service highlighting that policing by consent can sometimes mean to the public that the police may not have as much capabilities to enforce the law as they used to. It is believed this lack of respect also comes from the lack of trust with different sources coming to the conclusion that it’s due to a lack of police presence compared to older times where police presence was heavily implicated within communities creating more of a bond and trust whether as of 2013 it was highlighted that mostly millennials were to have a lack of respect towards police officers which could be because of immaturity and  police bias towards the younger generations Barrow Cabury, (2013). It is also to be mentioned that the increased access to social media platforms can also be the reason behind lack of respect as trends can increase millennials to commit crimes from social influence and the wanting to be respected by peers.

Arguments could also be made that the police are trying to gather information from the public to support a better way in policing by consent can be done. This is done through public community support officers (PCSOs) and organisations such as schools, neighbourhood watch, youth clubs and other groups who inform the police on how they need to change for the betterment of different communities and therefore improving the process of how policing by consent takes place. An example of this is how the police use the ‘confidence cycle’ to create a trust with communities by engaging with communities and using them as a resource to voice their needs on how to deal with problems whilst creating trust between both the police and the community showing positive outcomes on how policing by consent is perceived and giving communities the feeling of importance College of Policing, (2013).

Although the police have made many changes within the police service to make it follow the lines of professional standards and boost policing by consent to have a better impact on society, in the polices eyes themselves it isn’t enough, which is why the policing plan for 2025 has been formulated to grasp a better future for the police service and the public. The 2025 policing plan consists of lots of future changes to make policing in the UK a better process but by focusing on the changes to policing by consent it can be seen that the police plan to follow the code of ethics whilst also increasing its openness and diversity, while also making it seen by officers how to be accountable of their own mistakes but also understanding to not be afraid of making some mistakes Policing Vision, 2016. This embodies the core of policing and how policing should be training due to the fact police officers can’t be perfect, and will occasionally make mistakes which is why the police don’t want future and current officers to fear doing there job just in case a mistake is made. The future of consent by policing has been prospected and should mean previous incidents of police misconduct should be reduced therefore making the public feel safer.

The police have evolved since it’s first creation and will continue to evolve for centuries to come. It is important to establish a trust between the public and the police, whilst also garnering respect towards the police service. From research it’s clear the police service needs to work on different solutions in the counter corruption, governance, vetting and complaints and misconduct area because there are still officers whom do not fit the code of ethics or professional standards. With the 2025 policing plan on its way and the police looking to have further outreach and knowledge from communities to further develop the police services role in communities it could be understood how policing by consent is so fundamental in the way police operate and how without it there would be no democratic value in the police in the sense that the UK’s public are the ones who can decide whether they want to abide by the laws the police enforce.
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