Critically Explore Contemporary Barriers to Policing by Consent
Introduction
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]Policing by consent has been considered the cornerstone of British law enforcement. Sir Robert Peel established the Metropolitan Police in 1829 (Reiner, 2010). In his nine, nineteenth century principles, Peel states it depends entirely on the willing cooperation and trust of the communities they serve, not on force or fear (Tyler, 2004), Deriving their authority from public consent, rather than state power (Jackson et al., 2012). However, contemporary policing faces significant barriers that threaten this fundamental relationship. This essay argues that some of the critical barriers are undermining policing by consent in modern Britain: systemic failures in accountability and vetting processes, toxic cultures within police forces, and the resulting crisis of public trust amplified by media exposure. While examining these barriers, which challenge the viability of peels model in twenty-first century Britain. 
The case of Sarah Everard, in 2021, demonstrates how accountability failures can shatter public consent. Sarah, a 33-year-old woman, was abducted while walking home, then raped and murdered by Wayne Couzens, a serving Metropolitan Police officer who used his warrant card and police powers to carry out his crimes (Davies, 2021). What makes this crime particularly damaging to the consent model is not just the horrific crime, but the systemic failures that allowed it to happen. Couzens was sentenced to a whole life order (Dodd 2021).  The subsequent IOPC (Independent Office for Police Conduct) investigation revealed that “Couzens had previously been accused of indecent exposure, but these incidents were not properly investigated” (IOPC, 2022). One occurring just days before Sarah's abduction. Couzens had also passed vetting checks when transferring between police forces, despite multiple warning signs being ignored. This case demonstrates a critical barrier to consent because it reveals that the systems designed to maintain public trust vetting, misconduct investigations, and interforce communication were fundamentally broken exposing institutional failures. The public outcry was immense, with thousands attending vigils on Clapham Common and protests erupting across UK cities, (Barr, 2021). The police response to the Clapham vigil, where officers arrested several attendees for breaching laws, further damaged trust, with images of women being handcuffed sparking accusations of heavy-handed tactics. (Dodd and Grierson, 2021). Similarly, the case of David Carrick (2023) also reinforces the barrier to policing by consent. Carrick, another serving Metropolitan Police officer who over a 17-year period, committed numerous sexual offences against women while serving as a officer (BBC News, 2023). Although colleagues were aware of some of his behaviour, no effective action was taken. The Baroness Casey Review (2023) concluded that such inaction reflected a culture of loyalty and silence within the force, where protecting colleagues often outweighed accountability to the public.  Despite repeated complaints being made about him, he managed to remain in his post for 20 years and pass all vetting checks, while it was noted that several of his colleagues knew about his behaviour but did not report it, highlighting a culture of silence, among the police. 
These cases matter for policing by consent because they strike at the heart of public confidence. If citizens cannot trust that dangerous individuals will be identified and removed from policing, they cannot consent to being policed by those officers. The failures are not just about individual "bad apples" but about systemic inadequacies. The Angiolini Inquiry (2024), found multiple missed opportunities to identify Couzens' unsuitability to be a police officer, revealing that accountability systems were failing at every level from initial vetting to ongoing monitoring to interforce transfers. Women were historically taught to trust police officers and seek their help when in danger. When officers abuse this trust in the most violent ways possible, it creates a fundamental crisis of legitimacy. How can women consent to police authority when they fear the very officers meant to protect them? This Question reveals how accountability failures do not just damage the general public’s view but can exclude entire demographic groups from the consent relationship (Hohl, Stanko, and Newburn, 2025).
While accountability failures represent systemic process breakdowns, the second major barrier is cultural the toxic "canteen culture" within police forces that normalises misconduct and discourages whistleblowing. This barrier directly undermines the Peelian principle of impartial service and the requirement that police always maintain ethical standards (Reiner 2010). 
The investigation into Charing Cross police station by the IOPC (2022) exposed disturbing evidence of toxic culture. Officers were found sharing messages containing highly sexualised, violent and discriminatory content, including racist, sexist and homophobic material (IOPC, 2022).  This was not isolated to one station, in September 2024, BBC Panorama exposed further issues through undercover footage of officers making misogynistic and racist remarks (Robins, 2017). Officer Phil Neilson was recorded saying that immigrants who overstay their visas should "have a bullet put through their heads or be deported" and calling Algerians and Somalians "scum." Other officers expressed anti-Muslim, anti-immigrant and racist views, both on and off duty. Officers also made sexual and misogynistic comments about women they had met online.
Reiner, (2010) suggested that toxic culture is a barrier to consent that it creates an environment where misconduct is normalised and protected. The BBC investigation highlighted what is known as the "boys' club" or "canteen culture" a male dominated network where loyalty and camaraderie among officers takes priority over accountability or fairness. This culture actively excludes and silences women officers and marginalises certain groups both within and outside the force, leading to discriminatory views going unchallenged. Crucially, it discourages whistleblowing, as officers who report inappropriate behaviour are ostracised (Kubbe, and Merkle 2025). This creates a "wall of silence" and an "us versus them" mentality where officers become reluctant to approach superiors about problems, even serious ones, because when officers hold and express racist, misogynistic and discriminatory views, they cannot possibly provide impartial service. Wieslander (2019) stated that communities cannot consent to being policed by officers who view certain groups as inferior or as legitimate targets for abuse. Furthermore, when this behaviour is protected by a culture of silence, it becomes institutional rather than individual, making it a systemic barrier.
“The Stephen Lawrence Inquiry identified institutional racism in the Metropolitan Police, defined as the collective failure of an organisation to provide an appropriate and professional service to people because of their colour, culture or ethnic origin “(Macphersons , 1999, p321). Despite decades of reform efforts, cases like Charing Cross and the Panorama investigation suggest that discriminatory cultures persist. The Child Q case 2020, revealed in 2023, where a 15-year-old Black schoolgirl was strip-searched by Metropolitan Police officers during her period without an appropriate adult present, further demonstrated how discriminatory attitudes translate into harmful policing practices that erode consent, particularly among minority communities. (Mohdin, 2022). The toxic culture barrier is particularly deceptive because it is harder to reform than procedural failures. New vetting processes can be implemented relatively quickly, but changing cultural attitudes requires effort over many years.
 Another erosion of public trust and legitimacy is the Media coverage particularly investigated journalism and social media, The media plays a complex role, on one hand, investigative journalism like the BBC Panorama investigation is essential for exposing misconduct and holding police accountable. On the other hand, the saturation coverage of police scandals can create a perception that misconduct is more widespread than it is, potentially damaging trust even in well-functioning areas of policing. Social media amplifies this, with cases like Sarah Everard sparking national conversations and protests that spread rapidly online (Grierson and Barr, 2021).
Even a small number of misconduct cases can taint the reputation of entire police forces, as the public begins to question whether they can trust any officer. This is particularly evident in the aftermath of high-profile cases. Following the Sarah Everard case, Hanway and Hambly, (2023) proposed that many women reported feeling unsafe around police officers and questioning whether they should comply with police instructions if stopped while alone. The Baroness Casey Review (2023) provided a comprehensive examination of standards and culture in the Metropolitan Police, concluding that the force was failing to protect the public from officers who abuse their powers.  Baroness Casey (2023) found that the Met was institutionally racist, misogynistic and homophobic. This crisis of legitimacy particularly affects marginalised communities who already had fraught relationships with police. Bowling and Phillips, (2007) highlighted that Black communities, who have a long history of complaints about discriminatory stop and search practices and racial profiling, find their concerns validated by revelations of racist attitudes among officers. Women, who historically sought police protection from male violence, now question whether they can trust male officers. Fandel, (2024) highlighted that LGBTQ+ communities face similar dilemmas when homophobic attitudes are exposed within forces. If large groups of people like this withdraw their consent, the foundation about the principle that "the police are the public and public are the police (Peel 1829), breaks down, as police increasingly represent only certain segments of the public while alienating others.
In response to these barriers, police forces and the College of Policing have implemented various reforms. The College of Policing published new vetting guidance in 2024, introducing more robust vetting standards for all serving officers and new recruits, (College of Policing 2024), including continuous vetting is the responsibility of everyone in the service, with immediate reviews, whatever the length of service. Mandatory randomised re-vetting occurs annually, and enhanced guidelines apply when officers transfer between forces. These reforms directly address the accountability failures exposed by the Couzens and Carrick cases.
Forces have also pursued cultural change through diversity recruitment, aiming to employ officers more representative of the communities they serve, including different races, backgrounds and religions. The goal is to break down barriers and promote understanding between police and marginalised groups. Following the Macpherson Report (1999), forces made efforts to recruit from underrepresented backgrounds and promote equality within their ranks. Additionally, cultural awareness training, and community oversight panels, reforms aimed to improve fairness and consistency throughout all forces (College of policing, 2024). These initiatives face significant implementation challenges. Enhanced vetting is only effective, if applied across all forces. They may deter some bad behaviour, but they do not change the attitudes that lead to that behaviour in the first place. Furthermore, these reforms often emerge as a reactive response to public sandals, rather than proactive transformation. Without sustained political will, adequate funding and total commitment from police leadership, reform risked becoming a good will gesture, that fail to address the root causes. 
Conclusion
Contemporary policing in the UK faces significant barriers to maintaining the consent model established by Sir Robert Peel. Failures, like the ones, exemplified by the Sarah Everard and David Carrick cases, reveal that systems designed to identify and remove unsuitable officers are essentially broken. Toxic workplace cultures that normalise misconduct and silence whistleblowers create environments where discrimination and abuse can succeed unchallenged (Loftus, 2010).
The resulting crisis of public trust, particularly among women and minority communities, means that entire groups of people are withdrawing their consent to be policed (Jackson, et al 2012).
While reforms including enhanced vetting, diversity recruitment and increased transparency show some progress, lasting policing by consent requires not just procedural changes but fundamental cultural transformation that may take generations to achieve. The Peelian principle that "the police are the public, and the public are the police" seems increasingly distant when significant portions of the public feel alienated from and threatened by those meant to protect them.
Ultimately, whether policing by consent can be restored depends on whether the police service can demonstrate through consistent ethical behaviour over time that they deserve public trust. As Peel stated, "The legitimacy of law enforcement depends not on fear, but the consent of the people” (Bradford, Milani, and Jackson, 2017). Until these contemporary barriers are fully addressed, that legitimacy remains in question, and the consent model faces an uncertain future in modern Britain.
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