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Introduction 
Police Community Support Officers (PCSOs) in England and Wales have played and continue to play a crucial role in local policing, which was introduced under the Police Reform Act 2002.  During this time, there were beckoning cries about the rise surrounding crime and disorder within communities, which forced the hand of policymakers to combat this growing need. With ever-increasing workloads, the types of crimes police deem priorities and react to have shifted to greater focus on more serious incidents. This has reduced the presence and numbers of officers within neighbourhoods, which has led the public to notice their lack of visibility, resulting in less involvement with the general population. 
PCSOs have been the subject of extensive political and professional debates. Recently, several police forces have focused on the need for more neighbourhood policing, believing that this is the most effective method to build confidence in local communities and the public at large. Despite this, studies and research over the years has been used to justify and dismiss the role of the PSCO. The discussions with researchers and policy makers argue over whether this function was a permanent investment in policing, particularly during times of heightened antagonism. The purpose of this literature review is to critically show how academics have viewed the role's development, how communities perceive them. It will also examine the data showing the contrasts between PCSOs and police officers.

The Evolution of the PCSO Role
Community policing increased significantly in the late 1990s and early 2000s, with a wider focus on reassurance and anti-social behaviour. During this time, research from (O’Neill, 2019), and data from (Office, 2023)    shows that community trust had not only been influenced by a rise of crime but also by the visibility of police officers amongst the public themselves. Traditionally, policing strategies at the time focused on responding and reacting to incidents and complex investigations. Research from (O’Neill, 2019) also shows police were criticised for failing to address low-volume crime and the growing demand for public reassurance. PCSOs were the answer the government created to address these concerns and focus on community participation to prevent anti-social conduct, and they would assist police officers when carrying out their duties.
(Johnston, 2007) states PCSO role is typically associated with the concept of plural policing, which is carried out by an array of individuals other than sworn police officers. The function of a PCSO was initially established as non-sworn staff members with limited powers, which were to focus on community engagement and target hardening. Along with (Johnston, 2007), (Merritt, 2010) shows PCSO numbers increased at a rapid rate, which reflected a strong political support network, with neighbourhood policing central to the organisation.
However, the role of a PCSO has been in a state of flux for years. (Merritt, 2010) has demonstrated that the number of PCSOs within the role has fluctuated over time, (O’Neill, 2014b) agrees and states numbers began to decline rapidly during periods of austerity after 2010. As of March 2025, approximately 6,071 full-time PCSOs were employed within neighbourhood policing, which saw a large reduction compared to earlier years. In some forces, numbers have decreased by 30 and 40 per cent, research from (O’Neill, 2014b) indicates that while the PCSO role had been brought into ever-changing demands, it has also become increasingly vulnerable to financial and shifting policing priorities. 
Early Perceptions and Professional Legitimacy
Initially, there was a divide in attitudes towards PCSOs, especially within the police division. Which was shown with research from (De Camargo, 2019) with firsthand accounts showing police officers questioned the value and necessity of the role with limited policing powers, claiming that PCSOs lacked adequate authority to combat crime and disruption. Concerns about the role were frequently linked to a professional identity issue, as PCSOs were stigmatised as being a lower-ranking officer or as a "second tier" sort of police work. Attitudes like these were subsequently mixed with the decentralisation and devolution of traditional police functions to PCSOs. The delegation of duties will have limited the interaction between PCs and the public which (Cosgrove and Ramshaw, 2013) has stated. As a result, the public's view towards traditional PCs may shift, whether for the better or worse. (De Camargo, 2019) indicates that there were already greater concerns regarding professional limits within the police force. 
The public was similarly sceptical of the idea in the early phases of the PCSO position. (Rogers, 2016) research shows people believe that a PSCO is identical to and has the same capabilities as a standard PC. This caused a significant deal of confusion and dissatisfaction because PCSOs were unable to properly help the public or exercise the same powers as a PC which is backed up by (Pamment, 2025). Early contacts and misunderstandings like these might have influenced the attitude towards PSCOs. First impressions are essential; thus, the public may have established a little negative view that was undeserved. PCSOs are often portrayed negatively in the media. In several mediums, they were generally presented as clownish or inept. PCSOs are often portrayed negatively in the media. Many media outlets portrayed them as clownish or inept rather than offering a genuine service to community safety (Pamment, 2025).
Over time, however, research from (Cosgrove and Ramshaw, 2013) and (O’Neill, 2014a) have revealed that PCSOs have earned legitimacy via regular community involvement, becoming perceived as members of the community themselves. The frequent everyday encounters have resulted in a better knowledge and appreciation for the role. Where PCSOs were frequently deployed, there was a better sense of acceptability and community solidarity towards the police and its personnel which can seen through (O’Neill, 2019) and (Rogers, 2016) work. PCSOs became trusted local figures, especially in communities where residents valued regular social involvement and saw a need for more traditional police functions. This shows that legitimacy arose from the public's desire for regular community policing, which was not being met by regular PC responsibilities. PCSOs were also providing a service that many older members of the public considered classic police, which many believed was being underutilised which has been expressed by (Ariel, Weinborn and Sherman, 2016). 
Government Rationale and Funding
The government’s overall rationale to create and fund PCSOs was largely due to political and economic considerations. Politically speaking, PCSOs would be seen as fulfilling policy objectives around reducing crime, public reassurance and community cohesion. This could be largely due to a noticed lack of police presence within certain areas which was pointed out by (Miller, 2005), which the public would then seek to address with their government. Increasing or promoting more visible and overt policing would be seen as addressing the public's needs and concerns about the prevalence of antisocial behaviour and crime in residential areas. Economically, PCSOs were promoted as a cost-effective alternative to police officers, needing less training, equipment, a smaller organised structure and lower salaries which (Miller, 2005) and (Paskell, 2007) .
PCSOs were also to become the police diplomats, thus hopefully improving police–community relations, particularly in communities where police would be seen less favourably or where the community needed their presence. By recruiting PCSOs from a variety of backgrounds and sending them into neighbourhoods, policymakers hoped that it would result in more police legitimacy and safer communities. (Cosgrove and Ramshaw, 2013) proves This is a good example of procedural justice theory, which expects fairness, engagement and respectful treatment as key drivers of public confidence in policing.
Despite the aims and results, PCSOs would be seen as the first-place governments would cut, be it funding or jobs, making them vulnerable during periods of economic instability. This could be seen during the 2008 financial crash when police services reduced their PSCO numbers seen with (O’Neill, 2014b) in order to safeguard other services. Between 2012 and 2016, more than 3,300 PCSO posts were lost across the nation, with some forces reducing their PCSO workforce by almost half. These reductions raised worrying questions over the permanency of PCSOs and how seriously they were viewed by the government and police services in times of hardship.

Roles and Responsibilities of PCSOs
PCSOs are first and foremost used as a criminal deterrent and to engage and interact with the public rather than law enforcement. Their duties usually involve community foot patrols, attending community meetings with the public, defusing anti-social behaviour, working with various schools and youth groups, and being a presence that reassures residents. (Cosgrove and Ramshaw, 2013) shows that PCSOs' main activity will be public and community engagement, with studies showing that the vast majority of PCSO patrol time will almost certainly involve interaction rather than enforcement.
A key aspect and strength of PCSOs is their role in local intelligence gathering. In the past this was an integral part of the job of traditional PCs; however, over the years, due to many factors, it has been reduced. PCSOs being a far more visible and approachable police presence, members of the public are far more likely to share information about low-level crime and disorder that may not otherwise be reported. (Johnston, 2007) proves that PCSOs enable the public to become more cooperative with law enforcement, providing more information and taking part within the community. Generating more public engagement can also lead to a more accurate map of criminal activity within a community, which is due to the public's improved trust and willingness to engage with the police.
Despite what research from (Johnston, 2007) has stated, the limited role and powers of PCSOs remain a central point of debate. PCSOs at the end of the day will rely on police officers when incidents escalate, which can dampen their perceived effectiveness, particularly in high-crime areas. (Pamment, 2025) and (Paskell, 2007)  argue that this limitation restricts the role’s overall impact, making the role feel too token and symbolic, while others suggest that expanding PCSO powers would in essence just create another version of an already existing PC, reducing the main objective of their creation. 

Community Perceptions, Impact and Sustainability
Most people have a favourable opinion of PCSOs, particularly in strategic locations where they are often deployed to our communities. Even though crime rates may not always drop, research like from (Ariel, Weinborn and Sherman, 2016) indicates that PCSOs are known for being approachable, trustworthy, and engaged, which has helped communities feel reassured and safe. The data from (Office, 2023) demonstrates the disparity between the public's impression of safety and the decrease in crime, with PCSOs seeming to have a greater impact on the latter. 
Despite their function in increasing visibility and providing community reassurance, some members of the local community regard PCSOs as a type of "plastic policing". The argument stems from the assumption that PCSOs lack the authority, powers, and influence associated with warranted police officers which is verified by (De Camargo, 2019). As a result, these individuals may opt not to engage with PCSOs when reporting concerns or seeking assistance, instead waiting for the presence of a police officer whom they believe is more legitimate and capable of taking decisive action. Such views can impair the efficacy of PCSOs in completing their community involvement function.

(O’Neill, 2019) argues that PCSOs are not sustainable during times of financial hardship, particularly when police organisations are under increased pressure to prioritise complex crimes. To invest in more police officers, which seems to be a more economical use of resources, several UK forces have been observed to cut back on the number of PCSOs, with some doing away with the position completely.
However, many advocates like (Johnston, 2007) that the PCSO role provides preventative and community participation, which should be sustained in the long term. There is evidence that PCSOs are facing severe reductions, which has resulted in an increase in crime and antisocial behaviour. PCSOs collaborate with a variety of agencies, including local governments, commercial businesses, and minority groups, in areas where police officers are unable to assist.

Conclusion 
In conclusion the government and academics have researched and studied many aspects of PSCO’s and the impact they have on communities and the public at large. The views on the literature and public opinion seem to be mixed however attitudes tend to lean more positivity over time. This seems to put the concept of PCSO’s in good stead with the public and government however budget and public demands don’t always follow what has been researched. Despite the length of time that has occurred PSCOs seem to still have to justify their existence. My research will hopefully find out via PSCO’s themselves if they see the role as a long term and positive role.
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