

In contemporary policing, maintaining professional standards is paramount to ensuring the effective and ethical delivery of the police.  This essay explores the fundamental requirement for police powers to be exercised with both fairness and integrity acknowledging their pivotal role in upholding public trust and legitimacy (Brunt, M. 2023). Professional standards in policing encompass a comprehensive framework of values principles and behavioural expectations that guide officers conduct and decision-making processes. Central to this framework are ethical considerations which demand that police powers are wielded impartially consistently and with respect for individual’s rights and dignity. The concept of fairness underscores the need for officers to apply their authority equitably without prejudice or discrimination while integrity necessitates honesty transparency and adherence tomorrow and legal principles (Martin, D. 2021). Ultimately it will underscore the imperative for police agencies to cultivate a culture of professionalism accountability and ethical leadership to fulfil the mandate of serving and protecting diverse communities.

The required conduct, ethics, and performance levels of the police are outlined by professional standards in policing (Home Office, 2014). Numerous facets of police operations, such as contacts with the public decision-making process and adherence to legal procedures, are governed by these standards. By upholding professional standards, officers may be sure they act morally, maintain a high standard of professionalism, and follow departmental and legal procedures. The police can increase public confidence in their capacity to do their jobs by upholding these principles (Engelmann, L. 2023). The police must continue to inspire trust in the public in order to serve their communities, enforce the law, and foster a feeling of legitimacy and deference to authority in society.

The first version of the Code of Ethics was released in 2014 by the College of Policing and applied to all police officers, including special constables, PCSOs (police community support officers), and other staff members (College of Policing, 2024). This was created to provide police officers with a structure for appropriate behaviour and judgement, guiding them in interactions with the general public, colleagues, and other stakeholders. To ensure that it is effectively used and upheld throughout the police force, training courses, guidance, and supervision are utilised to reinforce it. For violations of the police code of ethics, punishments ranging from disciplinary actions to dismissal are possible (Sheldon, B. 2022). Nine fundamental values formed the basis of the first Code of Ethics: respect, leadership, openness, objectivity, accountability, fairness, honesty, integrity, and selflessness. Although the 2014 rule of Ethics was released as an obligatory rule of conduct for chief executive officers, its broad applicability and strength were questioned. Rather than the intended emphasis on "everyone working in policing," the primary attention was on police officers. Only a portion of the organisational factors impacting moral and professional behaviour was discussed. The purpose of the Code of Ethics was to set an example and guide decisions, even if many people viewed it as a guide for dealing with allegations of misconduct. This misconception was furthered by the Code's behavioural standards, which were repeated in the Police Staff Council handbook and described under the headings of the norms of professional behaviour taken from the Police Conduct Regulations. Instead of having nine principles, the updated 2024 Code of Ethics is inclusive, supports all police personnel, and is broken down into three categories: courage, respect and empathy, and public service. 

In addition, chief officers are required by section 39A of the Police Act of 1996 to follow the 2023 Code of Practice for Ethical Policing, which is a mandated code of conduct. According to the College of Policing, chief officers can get guidance from the Code of Practice on how to promote moral and professional behaviour among their staff members. Chief officers are mandated by law to take the Code of Practice seriously when performing any tasks linked to it (College of Policing, 2024).

The murder of Sarah Everard in March 2021 provides an example of the Code of Ethics in action. 33-year-old Sarah was abducted and murdered while returning home from a friend's home in London (Hancock, S. Ng, K. Osborne, S. 2024). The Sarah Everard murder investigation was being handled by the Metropolitan Police Service (MPS), and during the investigation, adherence to the Code of Ethics was essential. The code of conduct directs the investigating officers to behave honourably, truthfully, and with compassion for the victim and her family. It ensured that the investigation was conducted transparently and impartially, with the intention of apprehending and prosecuting Sarah Everard's perpetrator. Moreover, the case sparked intense public attention and debate about issues including women's safety, gender-based violence, and police accountability. The MPS's response to the public outcry also had to be consistent with the principles stated in the Code of Ethics, which emphasise upholding the people's trust, participating in the community, and paying attention to concerns. Although the case is still continuing, it offers a recent example of how the Code of Ethics affects police behaviour and how they manage delicate and public circumstances, highlighting the significance of ethical standards being upheld by the police.

The expectations and specifications for an officer's conduct and performance in performing their responsibilities are outlined in the standards of professional behaviour imposed by government bodies (UK Parliament, 2023). These standards include a number of crucial topics that are necessary to preserve integrity and professionalism. These include honesty and integrity, which require the officers to tell the truth and behave honourably in all of their dealings with the public and their coworkers. The guidelines also addressed the use of force, defining the situations in which it may be employed and stressing the significance of moderation and proportionality (Liberty, 2021). Another important topic addressed by the standards requiring officers to protect private information and respect individuals' rights to privacy is confidentiality. In addition, the standards place a strong focus on responsibility, making officers answerable for their choices and actions and guaranteeing openness and supervision in policing operations. In general, upholding the norms is crucial to preserving professional standards in the police and fostering public confidence. The legitimacy of policing depends heavily on public trust as it encourages community cooperation and compliance within the law. When standards are not upheld, incidents of misconduct or corruption can severely damage this trust.

Steven Lawrence case is a tragic example of how police actions can profoundly erode public trust when they fail to adhere to the principles outlined in the code of ethics (UK Parliament, 2023). In 1993 Stephen Lawrence a black British teenager was brutally murdered in a racially motivated attack in London. Despite significant evidence implicating suspects including eyewitness testimony and forensic evidence the initial police investigation was marred by incompetence institutional racism and a lack of urgency. The police failed to properly follow up on leads gather evidence and apprehend suspects leading to a miscarriage of justice and prolonged anguish for the Lawrence family. The subsequent public inquiry led by Sir William Macpherson, exposed deep seated institutional racism within the Metropolitan Police and highlighted systematic failures in handling of racially motivated crimes (Mathers, M. Mata, W. 2023). The inquiry concluded that the police investigation into Stephen Lawrence's murder was marred by incompetence institutional racism and a lack of accountability. The police were criticised for their failure to properly investigate the murder their mishandling of evidence and their prejudice attitudes towards the victim and his family. The mishandling of the Stephen Lawrence case shattered public confidence in the police and sparked widespread outrage and protests. It highlighted the urgent need for systematic reforms within police agencies to address issues of racial bias discrimination and accountability (Richards, G. 2022). The case underscored the importance of adhering to the principles of integrity fairness and respect outlined in the code of ethics to ensure equitable treatment and justice for all individuals regardless of race or background. Ultimately the failure of the police to follow the code of ethics in the Stephen Lawrence case not only undermine public trust but also perpetuated systematic injustice and inequality within the criminal justice system.
The process of making moral decisions in police situations entails a thorough evaluation of a number of variables, such as ethical standards, legal requirements, and possible stakeholder effects. The police are required to handle intricate scenarios where conflicting interests and moral principles may be involved, necessitating a meticulous evaluation of the moral consequences of their decisions. Officers also need to consider how their choices may affect the people directly engaged as well as the larger community. Common ethical dilemmas for police officers might involve matters like preserving secrecy and using discretionary force to enforce boundaries (Local Government Association, 2008). The professional standards and code of ethics act as guiding principles in resolving these quandaries, offering a framework for moral action and judgement. These guidelines support police officials in upholding their moral obligations to serve, protect, and preserve public trust in the agency.

The upholding of professional standards provides a multitude of advantages that are important to the efficient and moral operation of the police service. The improvement of public trust and confidence in the police force is one of the main benefits. Officers who uphold the highest standards of professionalism and behaviour show the public that they are dedicated to providing fair and honest services, which in turn promotes goodwill and collaboration. However, incidents like the Sarah Everard murder significantly eroded public trust, instilled safety concerns and highlighted systemic institutional failures thereby reducing the likelihood of the public communicating with the police. Maintaining professional standards also protects against abuses of authority and civil rights violations by lowering misbehaviour and corruption in the police (London Assembly, 2022). Furthermore, by encouraging accountability, openness, and efficiency in policing operations, adherence to professional standards improves operational effectiveness (College of Policing, 2015). But there might be dire repercussions if professional standards are not upheld. It may result in harm to the agency's reputation as well as that of individual personnel, undermining public confidence. Furthermore, unethical activity may put people and organisations in trouble, opening them up to possible court procedures, disciplinaries, and even diminished trust in the community. Thus, upholding professional standards is essential to protecting the credibility and integrity of the police. 

Acknowledging the challenges and complexities involved in maintaining professional standards in policing is essential for addressing systematic issues and fostering continuous involvement within agencies. Organisational culture and characterised by entrenched norms and attitudes can pose significant barriers to change and accountability, require and deliberate efforts to promote a culture of professionalism and ethical conduct (Facchetti, E. 2023). Moreover, resource constraints including limited funding and staffing shortages can hinder the implementation of comprehensive training programmes and the enforcement of professional standards. External pressures such as political influences and public scrutiny can also impact officers’ ability to adhere to ethical principles and uphold professional standards. To address these challenges various strategies and initiatives can be employed. Training programmes on ethics cultural competency and de-escalation techniques can equip officers with the knowledge and skills needed to make ethical decisions in challenging situations (M. Kilgallon & M. Wright 2022). Strong leadership committed to fostering a culture of accountability and transparency is also essential for promoting adherence to professional standards. Additionally, accountability mechanisms such as internal investigations and oversight bodies play a crucial role in holding officers accountable for misconduct. Furthermore, community engagement activities such as neighbourhood policing and advisory boards can facilitate dialogue and collaborative between the police and the communities, they serve fostering mutual understanding and support for professional standards. By implementing the strategies initiatives the police can mitigate the challenges associated with maintaining professional standards and work toward building more ethical accountable and effective policing practises.

In conclusion the preservation of professional standards within policing is indispensable for nurturing public trust integrity and accountability. Guided by the code of ethics on the standards of professional behaviour ethical decision-making serves as the cornerstone of these standards. By steadfastly upholding professional standards police officers demonstrate an unwavering dedication to serving with integrity, fairness and respect thereby fortifying the relationship between them and the communities they serve. Such adherence not only bolsters public confidence in policing but also amplifies transparency, legitimacy and police practises. Nevertheless, maintaining professional standards demands continual commitment and village and's from all stakeholders encompassing officers’ leadership policy makers and the public alike. By prioritising ethical conduct and holding themselves accountable to the loftiest standards of professionalism, police can perpetuate the cultivation of trust, the enhancement of integrity and upholding of justice and fairness in society. Thus, the ongoing dedication to preserving professional standards is indispensable for ensuring the efficacious and ethical provision of the police service while safeguarding the welfare of communities.
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