


This essay explores the need of ethical decision making within policing scenarios, analysing its significance in accordance with the professional standards, the Code of Ethics, and the Standards of Professional Behaviour. Since the conduct of police officers have always been analysed, especially in the eyes of the citizens and well as the press (Maile et al., 2022a), this essay is looking to analyse whether there is a connection between ethical decision making and the frameworks that guide law enforcement conduct. Relevant examples from media as well as day-to-day policing will be used in to order to determine whether there is a balance in maintaining order and following the principles of justice and human rights by police officers in the United Kingdom. The essay will start by defining concepts such as ethical decision making, Professional Standard in Policing, the Code of Ethics, and the Standards of Professional Behaviours, then the essay will critically analyse the need for ethical decision making in policing, taking into consideration all the defined concepts.
First of all, ethical decision making in policing represents the process of evaluating and choosing actions that align with moral principles and standards of conduct (Dempsey, Eskander and Dubljević, 2023). At the same time, ethical decision making requires officers to consider the potential consequences of their actions on individuals and the community, balancing the search of justice and the protection of human rights (Dempsey, Eskander and Dubljević, 2023). Moreover, ethical decision making involves respecting values such as integrity, fairness, and respect for diversity (Millie and Hirschler, 2023), and it guides officers in navigating complex situations where competing interests may arise (Dempsey, Eskander and Dubljević, 2023). Given this, ethical decision-making is considered to be critical for maintaining public trust and preserving the authority of law enforcement (Schulenberg et al., 2015).
On the other hand, professional standards in policing represent the expectations and criteria that define the conduct, competence, and behaviour of police officers (Hayqal, Dwilaksana and Setyabudi, 2023). According to research (Hayqal, Dwilaksana and Setyabudi, 2023), these standards have been created to ensure a high level of performance, integrity, and accountability within the police service. However, Bacon, Hebenton and McCann (2023) argue that these professional standards refer to a large number of factors, including ethical behaviour, legal compliance, communication skills, and loyalty to departmental policies. Similar with the ethical decision-making, upholding professional standards is essential for fostering public confidence (Schulenberg et al., 2015), promoting a culture of professionalism among officers, and maintaining the credibility of the law enforcement institution Cao (2015).
Another important set of rules that police officers must follow is The Code of Ethics.  In policing, The Code off Ethics represents a formal statement of the values and principles that guide the behaviour of law enforcement professionals (Gani, 2023). The Code of Ethics highlights the ethical obligations and responsibilities that officers are expected to respect and apply in their day-to-day work (Gani, 2023). The Code of Ethics typically includes commitments to integrity, honesty, fairness, and respect for the rights and dignity of individuals (Gani, 2023). Given this, by providing a clear set of ethical standards, the Code of Ethics acts as a moral compass for police officers, helping them navigate ethical dilemmas and challenging situations with a commitment to upholding the highest standards of conduct (Snelling, MacVean and Lewis, 2022).
Apart from the standards explained, police officers must follow Standards of Professional Behaviour. These are specific guidelines that clearly define the expected conduct of police officers in various situations (Lin and Wu, 2023). These standards are often established by law enforcement agencies to ensure consistency and accountability in officers' actions (Lin and Wu, 2023). At the same time, these refer to a wide range of behaviours, including use of force, interactions with the public, confidentiality, and response to ethical dilemmas (Lin and Wu, 2023). Researchers (Triola and Chanin, 2023) consider that police officers must have a professional behaviour in order to promote professionalism, transparency, and increase the public’s trust. At the same time, the Standards of Professional Behaviour have a strong connection with the Code of Ethics and put together can offer a more detailed and context-specific framework for ethical conduct within the daily operations of law enforcement (Triola and Chanin, 2023).
The need for ethical decision making in policing is evident, as it serves as the key factor in fostering public trust, ensuring accountability, and upholding the legitimacy of law enforcement (Schulenberg et al., 2015). First of all, ethical decision making is mandatory in order to maintain public trust in policing (Morrell, Bradford and Javid, 2019). This is because when officers make decisions guided by ethical principles, such as fairness and respect for human rights, it reinforces the public perception that law enforcement is correct and operates with integrity (Morrell, Bradford and Javid, 2019). On the other hand, instances of discriminatory practices or excessive use of force negatively affects public trust, which highlights the essential role of ethical decision making in creating positive perceptions of the police (Bowling and Iyer, 2023). For example, in the United Kingdom, the implementation of stop-and-search procedures has been a source of controversy as people find this discriminatory, offensive, and unethical (Miller et al., 2020). Given this, ethical decision making was essential to ensure that these practices are carried out fairly and with respect for individual rights (Miller et al., 2020).
On the other hand, researchers (Murphy, Eckersley, and Ferry, 2016) argue that ethical decision making is often associated to accountability and transparency within the police service. This means that when police officers adhere to professional standards established in the Code of Ethics and the Standards of Professional Behaviour, they contribute to a culture of accountability (Murphy, Eckersley, and Ferry, 2016). Given this, in cases of alleged misconduct, officers who make unethical decisions will face fair and transparent investigations (Hough et al., 2016). On the other hand, ethical mistakes, such as the mishandling of evidence or dishonesty, can negatively affect public confidence and compromise the accountability of the police force (Westmarland and Conway, 2020).
Even more than that, looking at role of the Code of Ethics, this provides a comprehensive framework for ethical decision making in policing (Triola and Chanin, 2023). Therefore, officers who consistently refer to the Code in their decision-making process demonstrate a commitment to fundamental values such as integrity and impartiality (Maile et al., 2022b). For example, when faced with a situation where personal biases might influence decision making, adherence to the Code of Ethics reminds officers to prioritize fairness and treat individuals with dignity, irrespective of their background or circumstances (Maile et al., 2022b).
Additionally, professional standards, as outlined in the Standards of Professional Behaviour, offer specific guidelines for ethical conduct in various scenarios (Hayqal, Dwilaksana and Setyabudi, 2023). For example, when using force, officers must adhere to established standards to ensure that it is proportionate and justified (Cubukcu and Hom, 2023). Ethical decision making is critical in these moments, as officers must weigh the necessity of force against the potential harm to individuals and the preservation of public trust (Cubukcu and Hom, 2023).
For example, in the United Kingdom, instances such as the death of George Floyd in the United States have created discussions on the use of force and the importance of ethical decision making in policing (Nivette, Nägel and Gilbert, 2023). The incident has led to increased examination of similar practices in the UK, highlighting the need for officers to consistently apply ethical principles in their decision-making processes (Nivette, Nägel and Gilbert, 2023). Additionally, the handling of protests and demonstrations requires ethical decision making to balance the right to peaceful meeting with the need to maintain public order (Nivette, Nägel and Gilbert, 2023).
In conclusion, policing in general is based on principles of accountability, public trust, and professionalism, because the law enforcement duty is to protect the public and make it feel safe. However, this can only be achieved if the police is making decisions in an ethical manner. Therefore, the associated relationship between ethical decision making, professional standards, the Code of Ethics, and the Standards of Professional Behaviour appears as a main factor in shaping the character and effectiveness of law enforcement. If the ethical decision making is absent from law enforcement, the consequences of unethical practices go beyond individual actions, because this has a direct impact on the public’s perceptions and can negatively affect the trust that is essential for effective policing, as it has been demonstrated by real-world examples from day-to-day policing in the United Kingdom. Therefore, the need of making ethical decision making in policing is always valid, and it is a constant attitude that must be promoted within law enforcement. In conclusion, the need for ethical decision making in policing is not an aspirational goal but a genuine necessity, ensuring that the law enforcement operate with integrity, fairness, and a strong commitment to the safety of the communities they serve.
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