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How effectively has the police service adapted to accommodate diversity within the UK? Consider the police force itself and/or the way police engage with diverse communities?


The police service is an ever adapting and changing entity and it has developed greatly since the early idea by Sir Robert Peel. It has however been continually criticised for not fully representing society as whole. According to Bhugowandeen (2013). “Historically white male dominated, the police service was criticised for having a sexist and racist culture and lacking black, Asian and female officers”.

This idea has continued on throughout development of the police service with the term “institutionally racist” often being used by the media and police forces themselves. The question lies then in how effectively has the police force adapted to accommodate diversity within the UK?
Early policing can be contributed to Peel’s ‘bobbies’ from the early 1800’s. Seeing as mass immigration didn’t really explode until post war UK, as stated by BBC (2024) “Migrants from Commonwealth countries…in the late 1940s and 1950s” it is understandable that prior to this that the majority of policing; the same as society as whole was white dominated. It is surprising however to consider that females were not a part of the police for many years. 

 It was not until the beginning of the 1st world war where there was a requirement for females to support in otherwise male orientated roles. Jackson (2014) states “Across the UK around 4000 women took on a policing function as voluntary patrols, aiming to ensure orderly behaviour in parks, railways stations and other public spaces”. This was controversial considering women did not receive the right to vote until 1918. Compare that with today’s figures and as of 2020 there are now 50, 364 women in the UK police force making up 34.9% of the overall workforce (Home office, 2022). 
From humble beginnings female officers have certainly become a staple part of UK policing, however the argument could be made as to why the figures aren’t closer to being 50/50 and the suggestion that policing is still a male dominated role. 

This issue however is likely not a UK only problem, with the consideration that policing as a whole is viewed as a male dominated role. Alexander et al. (2023) state “Under-representation of women in policing is a global phenomenon”. As such it is likely that police forces have worked hard to make UK policing a more representative workforce, but faced with societal challenges, this is something that will still take time to implement and something policing will need to review as its adapts and grows.

As stated earlier in this essay, mass immigration from commonwealth countries exploded Post-War UK as such the UK itself became a far more diverse nation. There are a vast number of reasons for this including the break-up of colonised countries, the development of the NHS and what James (2022) describes as “labour shortages as a result of the war”.

The UK itself was rapidly becoming more diverse and as such the generally white male dominated police force would need to adapt to this. However, the late 20th century was filled with examples of when there were clashes between the police and ethnic portions of the UK, on most famous of those being the Brixton Riots of the early 1980’s. Warwick.ac.uk. (2024) states that “Long standing tensions …. by the disproportionate use of 'stop and search' ('sus') powers against young black men”.

The Brixton riots are just one example of the challenges face by modern policing when trying to police a wider diverse portion of the population, and its could be argued that it was a strong catalyst for changes within the police and powers used. lawteacher.net (2024) states “Lord Scarman’s report after the Brixton……….. disproportionate and discriminatory” This report argued that policing powers were out of date and there was a need for change. It helped develop the need for what became the codes and practice known as PACE 1984 which are powers that UK policing use to this day and used to govern stop and search, treatment of detainees, and investigative procedures.

It would be naïve to state that this solved the issue of race relations and the police. There have been many culturally significant events since then including the Stephen Lawrence murder, the Macpherson Report and the BLM movement. Can it be argued then that the police have adapted to accommodate diversity? There are obvious attempts such as the police recognising and celebrating various religious events and being shown to be an active part of events such as Pride and Notting Hill Carnival. Can this however ever be successful if people don’t feel represented by police offciers themselves?
In a study by University of Law (2023)  found ”significant feeling of underrepresentation amongst minority groups, particularly those from mixed or multiple ethnic groups”. 

As I previously mentioned, the police have typically been seen as a typically white male organisation (although female representation has significantly increased) the proportion of those from an ethnic background still remains low. Data shown by Government Events 92024) states that representation within the police force is well below what is represented within the country as a whole “As of March 31, 2023, 12,000 police officers … minority ethnic groups”. 

As such there is a lot more work that needs to be done to be able to say that the police have been effective in accommodating diversity. According to a study by (GOV 2021) confidence in police is on a decline with that of the black community dramatically dropping lower than other surveyed
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There have been measures to try and significantly improve race relations. The introduction of PCSO’s could be argued as one of the most successful with PCSO’s being far more focused on community engagement and the fact that PCSO’s are far more represented by the BAME community rather that other traditional police roles (Hills, 2021). 
The police in the past few years have adopted a race action plan COP (2022) to try and tackle the long-standing issues between the police and a racially diverse population, however as with any agenda which aims to try and change perception, it is likely this will take years to be successful. As I mentioned earlier, we still talk about the significant events such as the Stephen Lawernce murder even over 30 years later. It is obvious that the police are trying to adapt to accommodate diversity, but it is not a quick process. There have been some successes such as women in policing growing strength to strength, but confidence and representation of black and ethnic backgrounds is lagging and is likely to be a challenge for years if not decades to come.
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Why is it important to manage mental wellbeing in policing? What can be the consequences if mental wellbeing is not managed appropriately?

Mental wellbeing is a fundamental quality strived for in in almost every aspect of life and in almost every career. It could be argued that this is truer in policing than any other career. Within this essay I will examine the studies and evidence to answer how importance mental wellbeing is in policing and the possible consequences if this isn’t managed correctly.

Mental wellbeing is defined by Gov.Scot (2023) as “our internal positive view that we are coping well psychologically with the everyday stresses of life and can work productively and fruitfully”. According to this definition mental wellbeing isn’t about being happy and tress free daily; it goes beyond that. It is a recognition that life is full of daily stresses, yet we are able to cope with those stresses and are able to manage them on a day-to-day basis. What is the argument for mental well-being within the police then and how important is mental wellbeing for officers?

As is stated in Porter et al. (2024) “Police officers are regularly exposed to occupational stressors”. One could argue that every job has some sort of occupational stressors however they go on to describe that police officers often face challenges such as attending domestic violence situations to traffic accidents, sudden deaths and violent or dangerous criminals. It would be difficult to describe any other career where this would be a common place occurrence on an almost daily basis. Not only this but there is an expectation that once that ‘job’ has been done officers need to move on to the next one almost immediately with little to no downtime in between. Therefore, mental wellbeing is of vital importance within policing. 


There are potentially those that would argue that policing is not for the ‘weak willed’ with mental health and stress being seen as stigma words; with a Darwinian ideology of ‘survival of the fittest’. However, Porter et al. (2024), in their study of 54 police officers in England and Wales found that “even police officers who appear more resilient have reported difficulties with their mental health”. It is unlikely then that no one is affected by the stresses of the job and that mental wellbeing is of vital importance in policing.


What then are the consequences if mental wellbeing is not managed appropriately within policing? On an individual level there is the obvious potential of increased stress and difficulty facing the day-to-day challenges of the role. However, this can lead to further issues for police officers who end up feeling no way out from the mental health challenges they face. As is stated by Polfed (2024) “More than 14,500 officers were signed off work over the financial year 2023-24 due to stress, depression, anxiety or …PTSD”. The worrying thing about these figures is that this is an increasing trend. As the briefing continues, this has increased by 9% on the last year and up 130% since the survey was first introduced 11 years ago. Ther are those that could argue that there are some positives, such as mental health being discussed more openly and policing recognising the challenges of mental health. However, it is difficult not to see this as a worrying trend and indicator of what can happen if mental wellbeing isn’t managed properly.  

These findings are confirmed in a freedom of information study conducted by (Roach 2021) which shows a steady increase in the amount of police officers and staff taking leaves of absence due to mental health reasons.
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Figure 1. Percentage of employees who took a leave of absence due to psychological or mental-ill health between 2008-2018

Roach continues by stating that of the mental health reasons given, stress was the reason given as the primary mental health factor for taking that leave of absence. This again makes the argument for mental wellbeing within policing and of how important it is.  

Again, some would argue that this is potentially a growing trend within all careers with the pressures of the rising costs of living, and demands such as job security however in an article looking at HSE data Brand (2024) states that policing is the career whereby employees are most likely to suffer a negative impact on their mental health.  

Not only is mental wellbeing important for individual officers on a day-to-day level, but there is also an argument that mental wellbeing for the policing is of the upmost importance. The challenges faced daily by officers can often lead to increased sickness and potential officers leaving the role. As is stated in a briefing by Police Now (2020) “wellbeing is the strongest predictor of recruits’ satisfaction with policing as a career choice”.

With a greater satisfaction within a career choice, the argument can be made that policing needs to prioritise mental wellbeing as a way of retaining officers. The briefing continues by describing that career satisfaction has a strong correlation with the likelihood of staying in a career, we can see that mental wellbeing needs to be a priority for police chiefs. 
Retention of police officers is vitally important. As it stated in a study conducted by Polfed (2024) there are a number of negative consequences of experienced officers leaving the role which include a higher workload for others, loss of experience and expertise and an increased cost due to the necessity to train and recruit new officers. 

In conclusion it is therefore paramount within policing for a healthy and strong mental wellbeing. Unlike some other careers, stress and negative impact factors cannot be wholly avoided within policing. It is a challenging role where factors such as traumatic events, increased public scrutiny, increasing workload is unlikely to change for the better any time soon. As such, police officers as individuals must do all they can to improve their mental wellbeing – whether by talking to someone, eating better, exercising and leaving the job at work rather than taking it home. Not only this but management as a whole have a responsibility for ensuring that police officers are supported with their mental health. As I mentioned the impact factors cannot be wholly negated but the support, compassion and care shown by management can have a significant impact on the mental wellbeing of police officers. 
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How might personal attitudes, values and bias impact upon the effective investigation of volume crime?

Personal biases and values are something that as humans we are naturally predisposed to be affected by. This isn’t just in our careers but also in our day to day lives. It is something that is governed by multiple factors such as where we grew up, our parents and family and our social circle. According to IAC (2024) unconscious bias is influenced by “background, personal experiences, societal stereotypes and cultural context”. How then does this impact on the effective investigation of volume crime?
I believe it is firstly important to understand what exactly volume crime is. According to COP (2023) “any crime which, through its sheer volume, has a significant impact on the community and the ability of the local police to tackle it”. It goes on to describe that this can include offences that police deal with on a regular basis such as robbery, theft, car crime and assaults. Typically, these are the crimes that police officers would be going to most regularly. As such do these crimes then become normalised by police and as such are affected by values and biases? Take for example a serious sexual assault or murder. These are crimes which are typically rare. As such biases are potentially less likely to have been formed. Volume crimes however are likely to be a day-to-day occurrence for most police officers and so it is likely that they will develop their own unconscious biases when conducting investigations.
 Again IAC (2024) states the unconscious biases is triggered when our brain “automatically making quick judgments and assessments”. For police officers who attend the same call regularly, are they then at risk of developing biases and personal attitudes? According to COP (2023) “there was good evidence that biases …can influence an investigation.” It goes on to argue that initial hypothesis and beliefs can impact the interpretation of further evidence. With police officers looking at evidence based on whether they believe someone is guilty or not rather than from an impartial perspective. As such police officers may form an impression of a suspect based on their ethnicity, background or attitude.
This can be exasperated in policing whereby the demand and stress of the role can potentially lead to more unconscious bias to formulate. As is stated by unconscious bias can often present itself more in times of stress “because in these instances we place ourselves in a state that interrupts our logical and rationale thinking”. 
I have previously discussed in a previous essay that policing is a high stress job and so it is likely that this can have an impact on how officers’ approach and formulate beliefs within certain crimes. With an increasing workload and public and managerial demand to get results from crimes. With articles from HMICFRS (2022) stating “Police response to burglary, robbery and theft must improve” it is easy to understand how police become under pressure to get result and as such formulate suspicion based on values and biases.
This leads on to repeat offenders and the argument police often end up dealing with the same offenders repeatedly, this can impact their biases. A briefing by (Cuthbertson 2018) found that 47% of thefts and robberies were committed by offenders with at least 15 previous convictions or cautions. He also stated that this was an increase from 21% in 2016. As such the argument can be made that it is difficult for police to effectively investigate such volume crimes. The challenge is twofold. Firstly, when a volume crime is reported, officers may automatically picture in their head who they believe may have committed that crime especially if the modus operandi (MO) is similar to that of a known offender. Secondly, if an investigation reveals that a repeat offender maybe the suspect, it could be argued that it would be almost impossible for police officers not to have already formed an outcome of guilt in their head based on past interactions and outcome with that offender. 
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There is an argument that this goes further than just re-offenders but also with prejudices and biases within certain communities or races of people. In a study conducted with legal representatives, Minhas et al. (2021) argued that “police officers treated suspects from deprived areas inferior to those who came from more affluent areas”. They also go on to describe that statistics show that those from BAME communities are more likely to live in more deprived areas. Not only could this effect how police perceive criminality within more deprived areas, but it could also lead to racist prejudices as police could equate those of minority as being more likely to commit crime. 
As is stated in a study by Vomfell (2021) et al “ethnic minorities are over-represented in stop and search compared to both their representation in the population and in crime.”
It can be argued that these biases within policing lead officers to stereotype and predetermine guilt based on someone’s ethnicity or background rather than evidence alone. As such, effective investigation of volume crimes is hindered due to police already either having an offender in mind or believing that a certain minority group is responsible. This is compounded by media where those of migrant background or BAME communities are often over-represented when it comes to crime. Burton (2020) argues “crimes committed by migrants and …(BAME), get far more attention than crimes committed by white nationals”. As such public demand and outcry can have an impact on police’s beliefs and again impact unconscious bias when it comes to investigating crime. 
In conclusion there are multiple potholes when it comes to police and their values, beliefs and bias when it comes to investigate volume crime. Police chiefs in recent years have recognised this and there has been an increase in unconscious bias training across police forces. However, this is often a one-day training session completed by external parties. It could be argued that this isn’t nearly enough to tackle bias within police. Young (2023) in a US study found “that current programmes are unlikely to change police behaviour”. It is therefore far more necessary for bias training to be an integral day to day part of policing for it to have any significant impact. 
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How effective is early intervention an effective means of preventing young people from offending or re-offending?

The question of how to prevent young people from offending and then re-offending is one that has been postured within the criminal justice service for many years. There has been much debate on what causes young people to start offending. The analogy of ‘nature vs nurture’ has been argued by psychologists for many years with the question of whether criminals are born or made. However, it has been generally agreed that it is not a simple question of one or the other. As is stipulated by “Apart from the socio-economic and familial factors, …. support services” which discusses multiple ranging factors as to why people turn to crime in the first place with no simple answer. “No one factor explains their involvement in offending and the relationship between the different factors and their offending behaviour is complex” Kilkelly (2023)
How then is society, police, and governments able to tackle young offending at an early stage and how effective are these measures?
Typically, the idea has been to be tough on young offenders. The idea of scaring people straight and that a lack of discipline is likely the cause of offending. However, in recent years this argument has grown weaker. The physical chastisement is now a thing of the past and as is argued by Lotti (2016) “severe punishment may have instead a negative effect on offenders” They argue that this break away from society and the potential to network with other offenders can actually worsen re-offending rather than help it. 
Youth offending has seen a more progressive outlook in recent years with a far more focus on diverting young offenders rather that criminalising them. As is stated by Lucas et al. (2022) “police-led diversion schemes … have been shown to reduce re-offending rates by about 20 per cent relative to usual practice”. They argue that the work being done by police and youth justice services to engage with offenders has been far more successful than traditional punishments given such as custodial sentences. 
The argument then for early intervention appears to be a strong one. As described by Hancock (2023) “getting in early stops this vicious spiral”. She describes that those with no previous convictions have a much lower rate of re-offending than those of 11 or more previous convictions (16.4% vs 63.8%). Within this paper she describes that the youth justice system is focused on ‘prevention and diversion’. The first involves stopping young people becoming involved in crime in the 1st place by meeting their unmet needs. Whether this be education or health and social care. The second is a more supportive approach to tackling crime rather than a criminal record. 
The prevention method does seem to have quite a lot of basis within statistics with and there has been a lot of studies conducted on why young people commit crime in the 1st place. Those from vulnerable backgrounds seem to be particularly at risk of becoming involved in crime. As data presented by Stafford et al. (2022) show:
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Those children who are brough up in care appear to be far more likely to have received a custodial sentence by age 24 compared to those who have not been within a care background (15% vs 1%). Therefore, there is a strong argument that meeting the education, welfare and care neds of these young people has a strong impact on whether they will turn to crime. Kilkelly (2023) describes that education that meets the need of young people is especially important to turn them away from crime in the first place and to prevent further re-offending down the line. 
The diversion method is all about avoid custodial sentences and criminalising young people in the first instance. Kilkelly (2023) argues that “the use of detention must be avoided, …safe return to their communities”, stating that it should only be done if it meets the needs to children in a similar approach as the prevention ideal – with a focus on education and welfare rather than punitive punishments. It is easy to make the argument that if ‘you do te crime you pay the time’ but numerous studies have shown that custodial sentences have a limited impact on re-offending as a whole. For young offenders this is even more true with Porter (2014) arguing that the end of a custodial sentence is just the beginning for young offenders because after prison is “a struggle to readjust to a life back in the community, where the problems that led to them offending in the first place await them”.
As I have postured earlier, there are complex reasons why young people enter criminality in the 1st place and the argument can be made that prison mean that young people end up associating with other young offenders which allows them to network and link up after prison. Also, when looking at statistics, Lucas et al. (2022) state that “victims of crimes do not report greater satisfaction when children receive criminal sentences. 
It would appear then that a tough strategy on young offending does not have a positive impact, and the current mindset of a rehabilitative strategy is showing positive results.


Statistics would appear to agree with this as is shown in the following table
[image: A graph of a graph with numbers and lines

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]
(Youth justice service, 2024)
Current stats seem to show that rates of youth offending within the UK has shown a steady decline in the last 13 years with current youth offending practices appearing to have a positive impact. However, as can be seen in table there has been an increase of re-offending in the past 2 years. This is also corroborated by statistics from YJS (2024) which show first time arrests and arrests for notifiable offences by young people have gone up. It may be too early to interpret this data with this only showing an increase for one year, however, should the statistics continue to show a rise, it may point to a worrying conclusion that current early intervention practices have become ineffective.
In conclusion data suggests that current early intervention policies have had a significant impact on young offenders and rates of re-offending. It is generally agreed that prison should only be used as a last resort with a far greater success with intervention and prevention and looking at the complex causes of why young people offend in the first place rather than punishing and criminalising them.  
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