Communication in UK Policing: A Critical Review
Introduction
Effective communication is an essential component of professional policing in the United Kingdom, where policing operates on the principle of consent. Communication extends beyond spoken words to include non-verbal cues and active listening, shaping how officers interact with the public. In modern UK policing, verbal and non-verbal communication and active listening are embedded within professional standards and training frameworks, highlighting their role in managing interactions, reducing conflict, and building public trust and legitimacy (College of Policing, 2021). This literature review critically evaluates research and official guidance on the effectiveness of these communication approaches in UK policing, their impact on de-escalation and public perceptions, and the limitations linked to training and implementation.
The College of Policing (2021) identifies communication, including verbal and non-verbal behaviour and active listening, as core skills that officers should use before resorting to force. This guidance emphasises calm verbal language, appropriate tone, controlled body language, and active listening to manage conflict and reduce the risk of escalation. The National Decision Model also encourages officers to prioritise communication strategies where possible (College of Policing, 2021).
[bookmark: _Int_jOB7OOEX][bookmark: _Int_SCgs7D8R]National survey data supports this guidance, showing that UK officers frequently rely on communication during police interactions. The National Police Safety Survey reports that officers regularly use verbal explanations, open posture, and attentive listening to defuse tension and achieve compliance without using force (College of Policing, 2020). These practices align with de-escalation frameworks that view communication as a primary tool for managing high risk situations. However, conflict management research recognises that effectiveness can be limited by situational factors such as mental health crises, intoxication, and urgency, particularly when communication is used in isolation (College of Policing, 2020).
Active listening involves acknowledging concerns, reflecting information, and demonstrating empathy. Research indicates that it plays a key role in reducing hostility and encouraging cooperation, especially where individuals feel misunderstood or marginalised (Home Office, 2023). However, the literature recognises that communication alone cannot fully de-escalate every encounter, particularly those involving acute emotional distress or crisis. This highlights the need to combine communication with wider tactical and support-based responses where appropriate.
Verbal and non-verbal communication and active listening are strongly linked to public perceptions of fairness and trust in policing. A Home Office (2023) review identifies the quality of police public interactions, including respectful communication and active listening, as key influences on public confidence and legitimacy. When individuals feel listened to and treated with dignity, they are more likely to view police actions as fair, increasing cooperation and voluntary compliance.
Recent Office for National Statistics data suggests that public confidence in policing is influenced by perceived fairness and the quality of interpersonal encounters. Positive communication experiences, such as clear explanations and respectful non-verbal behaviour, are associated with higher levels of trust and confidence (Office for National Statistics, 2025). These findings reinforce the role of communication in maintaining policing by consent.
However, the UK Parliament’s POSTnote on trust in the police (2023) argues that communication alone cannot address deep rooted mistrust, particularly within communities affected by disproportionate policing. Historical experiences, perceptions of bias, and systemic inequalities may limit the impact of individual communication efforts. Inconsistent communication practices across police forces may also undermine legitimacy.
Communication skills training is a central aspect of professional development in UK policing. The College of Policing identifies communication, conflict management, and active listening as core competencies within both initial training and continuing professional development (College of Policing, 2020). This training aims to improve verbal clarity, non-verbal awareness, and listening skills.
Despite this, the literature highlights variation in the quality and consistency of communication training across forces. Resource constraints, organisational culture, and operational pressures can affect training delivery and application. Inspection findings suggest that high workloads, fatigue, and exposure to high stress environments may reduce officers’ ability to consistently apply communication techniques (HMICFRS, 2023). Limited longitudinal research also raises concerns about long term skill retention.
National surveys and inspection reports identify weaknesses in evaluating communication training outcomes. The lack of clear links between communication training and performance indicators suggests that current evaluation frameworks require improvement.
Conclusion
The literature shows that verbal communication, non-verbal behaviour, and active listening are key elements of UK policing, supporting de-escalation, public trust, and police legitimacy. However, their effectiveness depends on situational complexity, officer capability, and organisational support. Limitations include inconsistent training, challenges during high-risk encounters, and limited long term evaluation. Despite this, communication remains a vital part of effective and legitimate policing in the UK.
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