This essay will critically explore how structural inequalities and austerity measures act as barriers to policing by consent. The concept of policing by consent has long been considered a key principle for British policing (Watts, 2025). It is based on Sir Robert Peel’s 1829 principles of policing and states that police authority comes from the publics support and collaboration rather than enforcement form the state (Reiner, 2010). This model of policing by consent is based on the mutual respect, impartiality and fairness shared between the police and the community they serve. However, the legitimacy of this principle in modern day Britain is becoming increasingly fragile. As growing scepticism, particular amongst marginalised groups, shows that the consent aspect is neither universal nor evenly distributed (Bradford and Jackson, 2010).
[bookmark: _Int_Iq2uwxMG]Persisting inequalities related to race, gender, and class continue to define how different groups in society experience and perceive policing. Disproportionate use of stop and search against ethnic minorities, as well as prolific misogyny within police forces, and class-based disparities in police all contribute to the growing crisis of police legitimacy (House of Commons Home Affairs Committee, 2021) (Baroness Casey, 2023). 
Policing by consent is a core aspect of the British policing philosophy, however its longevity depends on the public's perception of fairness and accountability. Peels principles established that a police force must maintain public support by enforcing the law impartially and act as citizens in uniform rather than agents of the state (Reiner, 2010). This approach of democratic policing is mutually beneficial for the public and police, it leads to better police services, a greater sense of security and enhanced cooperation from the community, which leads to more efficient police work. Policing by consent shows that it is more effective to police through cooperation rather than coercion. However, consent is not fixed, and most be continuously earned through transparent, equitable, and just practices (Tyler, 1990). 
Procedural justice theory argues that people are more likely to comply with law enforcement when they believe that the police are exercising their powers fairy, regardless of the outcome (Bradford and Jackson, 2010). When policing is perceived to be bias, the legitimacy weakens and compliance becomes coercion rather than voluntary. Legitimacy is therefore connected directly to the publics lived experience of policing. Which is shaped by social divisions such gender, race, and class.
Crenshaws theory of intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989) helps us understand the different dynamics, as it reveals how different identities create differing and unequal experiences of state institutions. Structural inequalities within state institutions means that not all groups give consent to policing the same as others, as some marginalised groups experience law enforcement as a form of surveillance and control rather than protection. The inequities experience by these marginalised groups do not exist in isolation from economic or political forces. Austerity and cutbacks in the public sectors have intensified pre-existing disparities, because of stripping resources from communities and reducing the opportunities for police to engage with that community (Facchetti, 2024) (Hall et al., 2017). As a result, the legitimacy of policing by consent has been constrained by social and economic factors which police rely on for effective policing to work. 
Racial inequality has been one of the most damaging barriers to policing by consent in Britian. The relationship between the police and Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic groups (BAME) has been marked by distrust and a disproportionate use of police powers. Following the murder of Stephen Lawrence in 1993 the Macpherson report (Home Office, 1999) concluded that the metropolitan police was “institutionally racist”, finding that discrimination was embedded within the organisation and its workplace culture, rather than it being limited to and individual prejudice. As of March 2023, Home Office (2024) data shows that black people are 5 times more likely to be stopped and searched than white people. This undermines the legitimacy of policing by consent in minority communities, as law enforcement is often seen as targeting them instead of protecting (Bowling and Philips, 2007).
Whilst initiatives like the Police Race Action Plan (College of Policing, 2022) set out to address racial disparities, MP David Lammy argues it represent surface level reformation, rather than genuine change (Ministry of Justice, 2017). The over policing and under protection of minority groups reinforces a sense of alienation for those communities. Consent for policing cannot exist when sections of society experience policing as coercion. Legitimacy is eroded when policing is seen as a force over the public rather than a part of it (Newburn, 2016). Racial inequalities represent a failure and contradiction to the basic principles of policing by consent.
Another challenge to policing by consent is gender inequality. This challenge is both internal, within police forces and their culture, as well as external, with how women are treated in society. Historically, policing is masculine and has carried those values with it. This includes control, aggression/ risk taking, apathy over empathy (Buhrig, 2024). This masculine culture reinforces a resistance to change and further misconduct. Cases such as the murder of Sarah Everard by Wayne Couzens, a serving officer, followed by the Casey Review in 2023, which revelled blatant misogyny and sexual misconduct within the metropolitan police (Baroness Casey, 2023) has validified women's mistrust for the police and lack of faith in the institution that governs the country. Research done by The End Violence Against Women Coalition (2021) found a significant decline in confidence amongst both men and women, regarding safety and the belief that the police could handle gender-based violence fairly.
Female officers also face discrimination, research done by Brown et al. (2018) found that female officers in senior roles were excluded form key decision making roles and faced limited progression compared to their male counterparts. Women face inconsistent responses from police when reporting sexual assault and domestic abuse, they often experience victim blaming, outright dismissal or poor investigation standards (Murphy-Oikonen et al., 2020). According to Kohl et al. (2024) 47% of respondents that were surveyed, said that they would not have withdrawn their support for police investigation is the officer would have been more kind. 58% said that their experience with the police was worse than expected, and 73% reported that their mental health had worsened due to the polices actions or lack thereof. These failures not only discourage reporting, but they also reinforce the perceptions that police priorities male interest. Addressing gender inequalities through vetting reforms, misconduct monitoring and diversity recruitment, has made limited progress in changing police culture, the ‘blue wall of silence’ is still prevalent and protects those who exhibit unacceptable behaviour towards women (College of Policing, 2025). Reforming policing will require policy change as well as transforming institutional values that perpetuate gender hierarchies (Keddie, 2023). 
[bookmark: _Int_pCihVmlt]The discussion of gender-based barriers has been focused on the experiences of women so far. Research done by Schwarzenbach (2025) on stop and search data, shows that working class, minority men are more likely to be perceived as suspicious or threatening, leading to disproportionate targeting. Hypermasculinity within both policing and society forces a dynamic where male authority is asserted against other men and that is perceived as deviant (McVittie, Hepworth and Goodall, 2017). Young black men in particular experience what is known as ‘policed masculinities,’ this is when their identities have become criminalised through racial and class-based assumptions about aggression and risk (Smiley and Fakunie, 2016). This fosters distrust between male citizens and police officers, creating a barrier to policing by consent due to there being tension rather than cooperation. When interactions with officers is met with feelings of fear, hostility and a power imbalance, there is no longer any trust, and it becomes coercion rather than voluntary compliance.
Class is also a powerful influence on the barriers to policing by consent. Historically, the police have served as both agents of class control, and ushers of social order, particularly in working class communities (Bowling et al., 2016). People that live in deprived areas are more likely to encounter the police via enforcement of stop and search or patrols, while more affluent areas experience polices as a protection service (Agnew-Pauley, Hughes, and Stevens, 2025). Research done on communities that experience stop and search regularly, shows that individuals that are stopped regularly experience high stress, humiliation, and trauma (Agnew-Pauley, Hughes, and Stevens, 2025). This contributes to distrust in the police and forms a barrier to policing by consent. Austerity has further intensified the division class and disproportionately impacts low-income neighbourhoods (Facchetti, 2024). Budget cuts to policing, youth services, and social welfare have increased vulnerability, all the while reducing engagement between police officers and the locals (Smith, 2023). Furthermore, due to austerity induced youth club closures, teenagers that attended these clubs became 14% more likely to commit crime and did 4% worse in school exams (Villa, 2024). As a result of austerity, police presence in low-income areas often only occurs during enforcement efforts or crisis as neighbourhood policing teams are often pulled into response work (UNISON,2014). This reinforces the perception of the police being used as a tool for the powerful rather than members of the community meant to serve and protect. Wealthier communities that are less affected by austerity, continue to benefit for the consistence and visible police presence. This socioeconomic inequality in public service provisions erodes the idea of policing by consent, by showing that one’s social standing limits their access to security, thereby creating distrust of the police as they are no longer seen as members of the community.
[bookmark: _Int_SsZzgsOs]The implementation of austerity measures following the 2008 financial crisis completely reshaped policing in the United Kingdom. In 2010 the government implemented extreme cuts to public spending, this includes a reduction of approximately 20,000 police officers over the following decade (BBC News, 2017). The social impact of these policy implementations is significant. The erosion of community policing and closure of over 600 of the 900 police stations in England and Wales (Facchetti, 2024) has weakens the relationship between the police and the public that policing by consent relies on. Consent is maintained not by enforcement, but instead by everyday visibility and engagement that builds trust and cooperation. As police presence has been scaled back due to there being less officers as well as stations, policing has become more reactive and enforcement driven, rather than having a constant presence (BBC News, 2014). 
Neighbourhood policing, which is essential to building trust with the local community through engagement (College of Policing, 2013), has been left behind because of austerity measures. Fewer police officers on the ground means less contact between police and the public, particularly in deprived areas as mentioned before, which weakens the already fragile relationship those communities have with police. Research done by Jackson et al. (2012) suggests that fairness and accessibility are key predictors of legitimacy in policing by consent, when police officers are absent from communities and the public view this perception deteriorates, except in times of crisis. The loss of engagement has been most severe in low-income communities (Facchetti, 2024) which is already alienated by class and even racial inequalities. Austerity has exacerbated the effects of existing social division in many communities, creating a policing system that is less trusted by the community and the ones who rely on it the most.
The impact of austerity extends further than the policing budget. Cuts to youth services, education, and NHS mean that officers are at the frontline of issues such as mental health and homelessness (BBC News, 2024). This forces the police to manage problems they are neither trained for nor have the resources to handle, leaving them overstretched and unable to focus on core policing duties. When officers feel unsupported and even disconnected from a community, this can lead to moral and professional decline (Keaton et al., 2023), which weakens trust, and therefore, the legitimacy of policing by consent. 
Supporters of austerity argue that the resource constraints encourage greater efficiency and innovation (Dewhirst, 2020) (NPCC, 2025). Some police forces have turned to data driven methods, which raises concerns about surveillance, leading to public mistrust (Jansen, 2022). Austerity practices have hollowed the social foundation of policing by consent. Reducing visibility, engagement with the community and fairness, whilst amplifying inequality and distrust has created the conditions necessary for the legitimacy of policing by consent to be unequal across gender, class, and ethnic lines. 
To conclude, this essay has shown that policing by consent, which is a foundational principle of policing in the United Kingdom, is threatened by structural inequalities and austerity. Policing by consent requires fairness and mutual trust between the police and the public, which is often not met in certain communities. Racism, misogyny, and class disparities shape how the public perceives the police, and due to this there are varying levels of confidence and cooperation from the public. For many, policing is less protection and more coercion, fear, dismissal, and control, which erodes the legitimacy consent relies on. Austerity further intensified this division, policing by consent cannot exist within the context of inequality, discrimination, and deprivation. For trust to be rebuilt it needs to come from accountability within police forces as well as cultural reforms and a reinvestment into community policing, without addressing these barriers, policing by consent risks becoming just and ‘idea’ rather than reality.
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