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Research Proposal

The right to life: 
Should Police in the UK be Routinely Armed?


Introduction:
In the UK there are 48 civilian police forces, 43 forces are in England and Wales, 1 in Scotland, 1 in Northern Ireland and 3 specialist forces.  Apart from the Police Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI), there are only 2 other forces in the UK that routinely arm officer regardless of the nature of their duties.  Although there are specialist departments that are authorised to carry a firearm as part of their utilisable equipment, the Police Federation for England and Wales saw a decrease in deployable armed officers for the second year running, with 78 officers deciding to leave that department. (Police Federation, 2021).

The question this study aims to answer is, should all police in the UK be routinely armed?  This specific question has been debated by politicians, the police and the public for many years and is considered a controversial convesation as it goes against the policing principles that were set out in 1829 by Sir Robert Peel.  In those 9 principles, the most famous of all is the phrase “the police are the public and that the public are the police, the police being only members of the public who are paid to give full time attention to duties which are incumbent on every citizen” (Gov.uk, 2012).  

In order to answer this question, research into the publics opinions on whether police should be routinely armed will need to be conducted. The use of a survey will allow engagement with the community and an opportunity to gather their opinions and perceptions towards police officer who carry guns.  By utilising a survey, it will give the public the anonymity to express their feelings, without the repercussions or judgement from others.


Research Rationale:
In 2018, Rylan Simpson released an article detailing how the various appearances of the police altered the public’s perception of them.  Factors such as their uniform, weapons and accessories were believed have an impact on how the police were perceived by the public (Simpson, 2018, p. 246).  The objective of this research is to understand how police officers and the public would feel if officers were routinely armed and what impact this would then have on a variety of different functions.  Although police in the UK are not armed, there has been a reduction in violent crime, both in England and Wales over the past 20 years (Office for National Statics, 2021).  Why, therefore should police need to carry a lethal weapon?  The intention is to expand on the work conducted by Simpson, and not just look at how the public feels towards police with guns, but how safe they feel with more armed police, whether police would be better equipped to deal with the dynamic incidents they are now encountering and whether they could stop terror attacks quicker. 

Research Methodology:
Cambridge Dictionary (2021) defines a survey as “an examination of opinions, behaviour, etc., made by asking people questions”.  In order to gain a diverse portfolio of information, a survey will allow participants to submit their honest feelings in a safe and confidential way.  To minimise the risk of bias or corrupt data, the survey will use “SMART” questions that are Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant and Timely to the overall question posed (Indeed, 2021).  By following the “smart” method of goal setting, it will give the survey a structure, ensuring that that the questions posed are specific to the overall proposal outlined.  Likewise, the questions will need to be measurable and achievable so that the data received is useable and not bias through ambiguous questioning.  Finally, the survey will need to be relevant to the overall question as it would be unethical to include unnecessary questions and timely so that there is a time frame to work towards.  That being said, the use of a survey does have some drawbacks.  Due to human error, it is likely that some questions will not be answered correctly and likewise some questions may be misinterpreted.  Also, if the overall question is controversial, then participants may feel uneasy answering it honestly through fear of reputational repercussions.  Therefore, in order for the survey to be the best option, there are a number of elements that need to be thoroughly considered.  The questions asked, need to be “SMART” and not ambiguous, they survey will need to be anonymous so that participants aren’t fearful of their answers and finally, there will need to be a variety of partakers so that the data collected is varied. 

Significance of Research:
This project will develop on the existing foundation of the publics opinions towards police by looking at other contributing factors.  By making statements such as “how does the drop in armed police make you feel?”, this research will address the publics opinions to their safety and not how they interpret police through physical appearance.  Finally, as the terrorism level is at the forefront of people’s minds, the data collected during this research will illustrate how the public’s feelings towards terrorism may change should police be more suitably equipped.
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