According to London Assembly Labour (2020), police are public servants and is one of the great strengths of UK based policing, that the police are determined to build a strong community-based relationships with policing by consent at its core. Furthermore, policing by consent regards to the police being solely dependent on the relationship between themselves and the public, if the public were to take back their support the police would not maintain any authority (House of Lords Library, 2023). This essay will critically discuss and examine how contemporary issues such as race, gender and police misconduct can damage the legitimacy of modern-day policing. Since October 2019 there has been a 13% increase of adults that claimed they had ‘very little confidence’ in the police to tackle crime locally, this shows how scandals and misconduct can affect the public trust in policing (POST,2024).
The term policing by consent concerns the police being solely dependent on their relationship with the public, if the public were to take back their support, the police would not maintain their authority (House of Lords Library,2023). Coming from the Home Office (2012), the idea of policing by consent was derived from the 9 Peelian Principles. These principles were set out as the ‘General Instructions’ that are given for every new starting police officer from the year 1829. There are certain principles that in this essay it will be argued whether the police live up to them or not. For example, ‘To recognise always that the power of police to fulfil their functions and duties is dependent on public approval…’, ‘To use physical force only when the exercise of persuasion, advice and warning is found to be insufficient to obtain public cooperation…’ (LEAP,2025). 
The argument can be made that a significant barrier of policing by consent is racism in policing and how people of the BAME community is treated by police forces. It can be argued that policing towards minority ethnic groups can be disproportionate for example with the overuse of SUS laws, force and Stop and Searches across the UK where it is seen that in the year 2023, there were 24.5 stop and searches for every 1,000 black people compared to 5.9 for every 1,000 white people (Ethnicity fact and figures,2023). Using statistics from the Criminal Justice Alliance (2017) found that young people in the BAME communities’ perception of stop and search have a large and impressionable impact on their general impression and trust in the police and nearly two fifths of these young people have less trust in the police because of what they know about stop and search powers. Furthermore, a case where disproportionate policing can be seen towards the BAME community is the Brixton riots of 1981. In 1981 a fire broke out in a house party of black and minority ethnic young people, it was believed by those in the community that it was arson. A total of 13 young people died in this fire; the police did launch a murder investigation however quickly ruled out a social motive and rather focused on the chance that a fight withing the party had caused it. Many relatives and activists were angry with the lack of national attention the fire had received. The slogan of those who campaigned for justice was ’13 dead, nothing said’. (London Museum,2025). The lack of investigation can be seen as the catalyst for the Brixton riots. Furthermore, another prospective factor of the disturbance in Brixton was the ‘proactive policing’ in the are particularly under ‘Operation Swamp 81’. At this time the term ‘swamp’ or ‘swamped’ was rather loaded as this term was previously used by Margaret Thatcher to describe immigration (National Archives, 2025). During this 10-day operation, ‘150 plain clothes officers made 1000 stops and 150 arrests (Centre for Crime and Justice Studies, 2015). Across the days of rioting, 7,000 police officers had been involved in the rioters, and 282 people had been arrested where most of these people were black (BlackPast,2010). Moving forward, it can be seen that institutional racism still had not improved and continued to affect the public from the case of Stephen Lawrence in April 1993.  Coming from ‘The Stephen Lawrence Inquiry’ (1999), it is found that the Metropolitan Police were found to be institutionally racist “We do believe, that institutional racism is apparent…” (The Stephen Lawrence Inquiry,1999, p.369), it was also found that the polices initial response was abominable due to ‘the lack of direction and organisation during the vital first hours after the murder. (The Stephen Lawrence Inquiry, 1999, p.365). Moving forward, BBC London conducted a survey and interviewed 1,000 people from London by the telephone between 28th June and 2nd July 2013 regarding their trust in the metropolitan police (ComRes,2013). Q.2 of this survey was assessing the public’s opinion about the police after information surfaced about their role in the Stephen Lawence investigation, “Earlier this week, the Metropolitan Police was accused of using undercover officers to spy on the family of the murdered teenager Stephen Lawrence. To what extent, if at all, has this revelation affected your opinion of the Metropolitan Police?”. Overall, 64% of people said that they are less likely to trust the Metropolitan Police and 58% of Black people said they are less likely to trust the police. From both the policing initiatives in the 1980’s surrounding the Brixton Riots and the investigation of Stephen Lawrences murder it is clear to see there is institutional racism in policing and this has led to a visible and tremendous distrust in the police from the BAME community, for example continuing using statistics from the Criminal Justice Alliance (2017), the question “How does what you know about stop and search affect how much you trust the police?” was asked and it was found that 36% of children have less trust in the police. The lack of accountability and racial bias which can be seen in the cases of the Brixton Riots and Stephen Lawrence exemplifies how institutional racism can isolate communities which reduces cooperation with the public and the police and diminishes public trust which is central to policing by consent. College of Policing (2022), implemented the Police race Action Plan to improve policing for Black people however from the Panorama documentary Undercover in the Police (2025), it can be seen that institutional racism is still prevalent in the policing community despite this action plan.(Overall, this distrust which is still prevalent in today’s young people and adults in the BAME community creates a breakdown of cooperation and willingness to engage with local police forces, destroying one of the ‘General Rules’ that had been set out for police which is ‘To recognise always that the power of police to fulfil their functions and duties is dependent on public approval…’.

Moving forward a further barrier to contemporary policing that can be considered is gender-based issues in policing. For example, the mistrust that many women experience when it comes to feeling safe with the police due to factors like mishandling of cases and high-profile cases like Sarah Everard. Sarah Everard was a 33-year-old white woman who was killed by an off-duty police officer who stopped her walking home he then abducted her, raped her and murdered her. In the example of Sarah Everard, it was found that it was not only Wayne Couzens that was involved in vulgar, misogynistic conversations. It was found that multiple officers were involved in a WhatsApp group chat where some of the subjects of these messages where women, rape and sexual offences and the victims of these crime, race and ethnicity and violence. Some examples of the messages that were being sent from these officers are “Got a fit young Asian girl staying in the room next to mine and she’s asked me out for a drink! Little does she know she’s only a few steps away from being bummed!”, “Did you finger her to see if she was ok?”, “I considered it. But she was a right old lump. So, I just raped a bystander instead.”, “I find when they cry like that if you gently put your hands around their throat and slowly squeeze like f**k they are unbelievably quiet.” (Conduct matter Operation Argens,2021). These are just some of the messages between other officers and Wayne Couzens, this shows the amount of misogyny in policing behind closed doors and the fact that many officers have the fantasy and same beliefs of women. According to Hague and Jones (2023), over the past 5 years over 300 serving officers had been reported of rape and 500 had been reported of committing sexual assault. Only 10 of these reported officers had been convicted and around 350 of the remaining officers are still working for the police. This statistic also evidences that many offices continue out this fantasy of treating women like sexual objects and using the authority of their job to hide behind and avoid conviction. The way that the allegations of officers and public has been dealt with shows that little to no action is being taken as so many officers remains in positions of power. Many women will be hesitant to report crimes following these cases, especially those of Sarah Everard. End Violence Against Women (2021) stated that 47% of women have a declined trust in the police due to the high-profile case of Sarah Everard by Wayne Couzens and the data also found that 10% of women are less likely to report cases of sexual assault to police forces following the Sarah Everard case.  , this shows the erosion of the trust in the police which destroys the aspect of policing by consent which policing is built upon. According to the National Audit Office (2025), in 2021 the government introduced a strategy labelled ‘Tackling Violence Against Women and Girls” which outlined many commitments which focused on things such as prevention, pursuing perpetrators to transform the criminal justice response to ensure that those who commit violent acts against women are brought to justice. This can be seen as a proactive and positive change that the government are yearning to make, however does this apply to the officers who have been accused of these disgraceful offences?

Furthermore, police misconduct and the abuse of power can be seen as a hugely impactful barrier to policing. As previously seen with Wayne Couzens and the multiple other officers involved in misogynistic and obscene conversations, it shows the amount of police misconduct that is hidden and ‘let slide’ in police forces. A further case study that can be used to evidence this point further is that of David Carrick who has been convicted for 85 offences including 48 rapes (Centre for Women’s Justice,2024). Over the course of 17 years there had been multiple reports of allegations against Carrick which were not taken seriously. For example, in 2016,2019 and 2021 3 reports were made about Carrick committing violence against women however all these investigations lead to no further action (IOPC,2023). Considering that he moved from force to force and had multiple allegations made against him, this had somehow slipped through during his vetting process. This also reinforces the fact that many officers are not held accountable for their actions and continue to be serving officers even when they are risks to the public. In relation to policing by consent this completely obliterates the trust that the public have for the police as they feel they may not be able to trust the force if people who are so dangerous are ‘protecting’ them from crime. Furthermore, this supports the point that police believe they are ‘above the law’ which completely undermines policing by consent.
To conclude this essay, policing by consent continues to be the foundation of policing across the UK, however it continues to face significant contemporary challenges such as institutional racism, gender-based violence and police misconduct. All these things collectively erode the public’s trust particularly towards women and ostracized communities. Policing by consent is solely based on public trust and the publics cooperation however with both things being fragile and easily lost can policing by consent continue to work? Although initiatives such as Tackling Violence Against Women and Girls and the Police Race Action Plan, have been implemented in attempts to rebuild public trust and legitimacy, the issues discussed throughout this essay continue to undermine the efforts that are being made. Consequently, unless the police demonstrate genuine transparency, equality and accountability, policing by consent cannot be carried out effectively in policing in Britain. 















