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Policing in England and Wales is traditionally understood as deriving its authority from public approval with cooperation rather than coercion underpinning its legitimacy. This model emphasises that policing is reliant on public trust and voluntary compliance, rather than the routine use of force. (Reiner, 2010). Newburn (2017) similarly identifies that policing effectiveness is closely linked to public willingness to comply with the law, reinforcing the centrality of legitimacy within policing practice. Over time, policing has developed in response to changes in crime, public expectations and national security requirements. These developments have contributed to increasing organisational complexity, the growth of specialist functions and the expansion of policing responsibilities. Brodeur (2010) identifies this as a shift towards more differentiated and complex policing systems, where a range of functions operate alongside traditional policing roles. Recent policy developments, particularly the Home Office reform paper From local to national: a new model for policing (Home Office, 2026), identify structural challenges within the current policing system. These include inconsistencies between forces, alongside uneven levels of capability and performance. This literature review examines how academic and policy literature describe the development of policing and how contemporary challenges have influenced structural reform, with particular focus on national coordination and capability.
The Home Office reform paper From local to national: a new model for policing (Home Office, 2026) further situates these developments within a context of structural fragmentation. The document identifies variation in capability, performance and access to specialist functions across forces, particularly in relation to serious and organised crime and cross-border threats. It highlights that policing demand increasingly extends beyond local boundaries, requiring coordinated responses at regional and national levels. This reflects a shift in policy emphasis towards consistency, interoperability and shared capability across the policing system (Home Office, 2026). Academic literature similarly identifies that increasing organisational complexity has required policing to move beyond locally bounded models towards more integrated and differentiated systems (Brodeur, 2010).
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[bookmark: _Toc227360951]Policing by Consent and Legitimacy
Policing by consent has been central to the development of policing in England and Wales. Reiner (2010) identifies legitimacy as a defining feature of British policing, with authority derived from public approval rather than force. This reflects a model in which policing is dependent on cooperation and trust rather than co-oercion. Newburn (2017) similarly outlines that the effectiveness of policing is linked to public willingness to comply with the law and support police activity. The use of force is therefore limited, with policing framed as preventative and service-orientated function. This alignment between legitimacy and effectiveness demonstrates the foundational role of public consent within policing practice. This model positioned policing as visible and locally embedded, with officers operating within communities. Legitimacy was maintained through engagement, accountability and responsiveness to public concerns. However, as Brodeur (2010) identifies, modern policing systems have developed beyond this localised model, incorporating a range of specialised functions that are less visible but operationally significant. This indicates that while the principle of legitimacy remains central, the context in which it operates has expanded, requiring policing to balance visibility with increasingly complex operational demands.
Reiner (2010) further identifies that while legitimacy remains central, its operational context has altered as policing has expanded into areas that are less visible to the public, including intelligence-led and specialist functions. This creates a distinction between traditional visible policing and contemporary operational requirements. Newburn (2017) similarly identifies that legitimacy must now be maintained within a system that includes both community-based engagement and less visible forms of policing activity. This reflects a shift from a purely localised model towards one that incorporates organisational structures and capabilites.
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The structure of policing in England and Wales has evolved from a localised and generalist model towards a more complex and dedicated system. Reiner (2010) identifies the expansion of policing through legislation as a key stage in establishing a national framework, providing consistency in organisation and governance. Over time, policing became increasingly expert-led. The introduction of the Criminal Investigation Department, formalised investigative work and separated it from uniform patrol duties. Newburn (2017) identifies this as part of the professionalism of policing, where distinct roles and expertise became necessary to address different forms of criminal activity. Brodeur (2010) further develops this by identifying modern policing as a system characterised by differentiation and complexity. Policing now involves a range of functions, including intelligence, investigation and public protection, which operate within structured organisational frameworks. This suggests a shift away from the generalist constable model towards a system that requires varied capabilities. The literature demonstrates that specialisation is not a recent development but a gradual process linked to changes in crime and operational requirements. This aligns with contemporary policy emphasis on capability and specialist functions.
Bordeur (2010) conceptualises this development as part of a broader transformation towards what is described as a “policing web”, where multiple functions operate across interconnected organisational structures. This includes the integration of intelligence, investigation and preventative functions within a coordinated system. Newburn (2017) similarly identifies that policing has become increasingly professionalised with greater reliance on expertise, structured processes and formal governance arrangements. These developments demonstrate that structural change in policing is closely linked to the need to respond to increasingly complex and diverse forms of criminality.
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Historical events have played a significant role in shaping policing policy and practice. The Brixton riots of 1981 highlighted tensions between policing practices and community trust. The Scarman Report identified weaknesses in police-community relations and emphasised the need for improved engagement and accountability (Scarman, 1981). The MacPherson Report (1999), following the murder of Stephen Lawrence, concluded that systemic racial bias was present within policing practices in the Metropolitan Police. The report documented failures in investigative processes, leadership, and communication, and highlighted the impact of policing practices on public confidence. 
These reports contributed to reforms focused on accountability, transparency, and equality. They demonstrate that legitimacy is subject to ongoing scrutiny and requires adaptation in response to public concern. Reiner (2010) identifies legitimacy as a central feature of policing, and these inquiries illustrate how legitimacy can be challenged and reshaped through institutional reform. This indicates that policing and development is influenced not only by changes in crime but also by public expectations and formal inquiry.
The Macpherson report (1999) further identifies that failures in policing practice can have a significant impact on public confidence and institutional legitimacy. The report documents deficiencies in organisational culture, leadership and accountability, highlighting the need for structural and proecdural reform. These findings reinforce the relationship between legitimacy and organisational practice, demonstrating that public confidence is influenced not only by outcomes but also by the processes through which policing is delivered. This aligns with Reiner’s (2010) identification of legitimacy as a central and continually contested feature of policing.
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[bookmark: _Toc227360955]Contemporary Policing Demand
Contemporary policing operates within a more complex and expanded environment. The Strategic Policing Requirement outlines national threats including terrorism, serious and organised crime and public disorder (Home Office, 2023). These threats operate across geographic boundaries and require co-orindated responses. The document emphasises interoperability, intelligence sharing and sufficient capability across forces. This reflects the need for collective capacity rather than isolated local responses, aligning with Brodeur’s (2010) description of increasingly complex systems. The Government Cyber Security Strategy identifies cyber threats as growing in both volume and sophistication, with more frequent and complex incidents (HM Government, 2022). These include cyber-dependent crime, data breaches and hostile activity. The strategy highlights the need for specialist skills, technological capability and coordinated responses across organisations.
In addition to these threats, policing has expanded its role in relation to vulnerability and safeguarding. Brothers (2015) identifies the importance of partnership working in addressing complex social issues. Chanan and Miller (2013) emphasise community-based approaches, while James, Mullins and Bovaird (2012) highlight the role of collaboration in service delivery. These developments demonstrate that policing now involves a combination of enforcement, prevention and safeguarding function. This indicates an expansion in both scope and responsibility, requiring organisational adaptation and coordination.
Contemporary policing demand has also been shaped by the increasing requirement for forces to maintain consistent capability in responding to national threats. The Strategic Policing Requirement specifies that forces must demonstrate the capacity to contribute to national responses, particularly in relation to serious and organised crime and terrorism (Home Office, 2023). This includes the ability to deploy resources across force boundaries and to operate within coordinated national frameworks.
The requirement for interoperability reflects the nature of contemporary threats, which are not confined to local geographical areas. The Home Office (2023) identifies that forces must maintain the ability to operate collectively, including sharing intelligence, resources and specialist capabilities. This reflects a shift from locally contained policing activity towards a model requiring coordinated operational delivery.
The Government Cyber Security Strategy further identifies that cyber threats require a coordinated and capability-based response across public sector organisations (HM Government, 2022). The strategy outlines that cyber incidents can affect multiple organisations simultaneously, requiring consistent standards and coordinated management. This reinforces the requirement for policing to operate within a broader national framework when responding to technologically enabled crime.
The Home office (2026) reform paper identifies that these demands expose limitations within the current policing structure, particularly where forces operate independently in responding to threats that are inherently cross-border. The document highlights that serious and organised crime, cyber-enabled offending and terrorism require coordinated responses that extend beyond individual force capability. It identifies the need for shared services, regional coordination and national oversight to ensure consistent standards and effective deployment of specialist resources (home Office, 2026). This reflects a policy shift towards integrated capability and collective response across the policing system. 

[bookmark: _Toc227360956]Vulnerability and Safeguarding in Policing
The role of policing has expanded to include a significant focus on vulnerability and safeguarding. This includes areas such as domestic abuse, child protection and exploitation, which require structured approaches to risk assessment and intervention. Brothers (2015) identifies that public services increasingly operate in partnership to address complex social issues, particularly where vulnerability intersects with crime. This reflects a shift towards collaborative approaches involving multiple agencies.
Chanan and Miller (2013) describe how community-based approaches contribute to addressing underlying causes of harm, emphasising engagement and coordination between services. This approach extends policing activity beyond enforcement into broader public protection functions. James, Mullins and Bovaird (2012) identify that partnership working enables more effective service delivery where issues are multi-dimensional. In the context of policing, this includes joint working with health, social care and other agencies to manage risk and support vulnerable individuals. These developments demonstrate that vulnerability has become a central component of contemporary policing practice, requiring coordinated and preventative approaches.
Brothers (2015) identifies that partnership-based approaches are necessary where issues are complex and extend beyond the remit of single agency. This is particularly relevant in the context of vulnerability, where policing interacts with health, social care and other public services. Chanan and Miller (2013) further identify that effective responses require coordination and community-based approaches with an emphasis on prevention and early intervention. These developments demonstrate that vulnerability has become embedded within policing practice, reflecting an expanded role that incorporates safeguarding alongside traditional enforcement functions.
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The Home Office reform paper From local to national: a new model for policing identifies structural challenges within the current policing system (Home Office, 2026). The existing model of forty-three forces is described as fragmented, with variation in capability and performance. The document identifies limitations in responding to serious and organised crime and cross-border threats. It proposes increased regionalisation, shared services, and stronger national coordination. These proposals are presented as mechanisms to improve consistency, capability, and resilience. 
This emphasis on coordination aligns with the Strategic Policing Requirement, which identifies the need for collective capability across forces (Home Office, 2023). It also reflects the Government Cyber Security Strategy, which highlights the importance of coordinated national approaches in managing cyber threats (HM Government, 2022). The literature demonstrates that policing has developed towards increasing complexity and differentiation (Brodeur, 2010), and the reform proposals reflect this trajectory by emphasising integration and capability.
The Home Office (2026) identifies that variation in capability across forces limits effectiveness of responses to serious and organised crime. The document highlights that some forces lack sufficient specialist capability to address where criminal activity operates across multiple jurisdictions. The reform paper identifies that the current structure can lead to duplication of functions and inconsistency in service delivery. It poposes that shared services and regional structures would enable more efficient use of resources and improved access to specialist capability consolidation rather than independent force-level provision. The document also identifies that national coordination is necessary to ensure consistency in operational standards. This includes the development of unified approaches to intelligence, investigation and response. 
The emphasis on coordination aligns with the Strategic Policing Requirement, which identifies the need for forces to operate as part of a collective national system (Home Office, 2023). These proposals indicate a structural response to the challenges identified within both academic and policy literature, particularly in relation to complexity, capability and cross-border criminal activity.
The Home Office (2026) identifies that the current model of forty-three territorial forces results in variation in capability and access to specialist resources. The document highlights that some forces lack the capacity to respond effectively to complex and serious threats, particularly those that operate across multiple jurisdictions. It identifies duplication of functions and inconsistency in service delivery as key challenges within the existing structure. To address this, the reform paper proposes increased regionalisation, the development of shared services and enhanced national coordination mechanisms (Home Office, 2026). This aligns with the Strategic Policing Requirement (Home Office, 2013), which specifies that forces must operate as part of a collective national system in responding to serious and organised crime and terrorism. Similarly the Government Cyber Security Strategy identifies that cyber threats require consistent standards and coordinated responses across organisations (HM Government, 2022). These policy documents demonstrate a consistent emphasis on integration, interoperability and shared capability as central components of contemporary policing.

[bookmark: _Toc227360958]Implications for Contemporary Policing Practice
The literature demonstrates that policing has evolved in response to changes in demand, structure and policy. While legitimacy remains central, operational practice now incorporates specialist functions and broader responsibilities. Specialisation has become a defining feature, with roles focused on investigation, intelligence and safeguarding. Partnership working has also become central, particularly in addressing vulnerability and complex social issues (Chanan and Miller, 2013; Brothers, 2015; James, Mullins and Bovaird, 2012).
Bordeur (2010) identifies that increasing differentiation within policing systems requires coordination mechanisms to ensure effectiveness across multiple functions. Newburn (2017) similarly identifies that modern policing operates within a multi-layered structure that combines local, regional and national elements. These developments indicate that contemporary policing is characterised by both specialisation and integration, requiring alignment between organisational structure and operational demand.
National threats and cross-border crime require coordination beyond individual forces. Policy documents emphasise shared capability, intelligence and integrated working (Home Office, 2023; HM Government, 2022). The Home Office (2026) reform paper reflects these developments, identifying structural reform as necessary to support contemporary policing demands. This aligns with academic literature which identifies the need for coordinated and specialist approaches within modern policing.
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The literature reviewed demonstrates that policing in England and Wales has evolved from a locally based model based on legitimacy and consent to a more complex and specialised system. Academic literature identifies increasing organisational complexity and differentiation, while policy documents highlight the need to respond to national threats and emerging forms of crime. Historical inquiries have shaped policing by emphasising accountability and public confidence, while contemporary developments have expanded the role of policing in safeguarding and public protection.
The Home Office (2026) reform paper reflects these developments, proposing structural changes to improve coordination, capability and consistency.  The literature demonstrates developments in policing structure are closely linked to changes in crime patterns, public expectations and national security requirements. Academic and policy sources consistently identify increasing complexity, differentiation and the need for coordinated capability. The Home Office (2026) reform paper reflects these developments by proposing structural changes aimed at improving consistency, capability and resilience across the policing system. This aligns with wider literature which identifies the need for integrated and specialist approaches to policing in response to modern challenges.
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