Rachel Hughson 2204895 
Show an understanding of the importance of ‘policing by consent’ and the impact it has upon a modern-day police service.


Today’s society is very different to what it was just fifty years ago. We are a more diverse and open society, with different religions, ethnicities and views. Although there are still some major problems which need to be dealt with, we have come a long way in recent years. Modern-day Britain is very different compared to Britain traditionally, in many ways this is a positive change. However, when it comes to the police services and the publics opinions on them, there are many things that haven’t changed. Modern-day society has changed so dramatically over recent years, the types of crimes and the extent to which they are committed has changed so significantly, the police service has no choice but to adapt to these new surroundings. The Policing Vision 2025 outlines their plans for the future of the service and the importance of “policing by consent”, with the needs of communities prioritised and recognising that needs may differ from one community to the next (Policing Vision 2025, 2015). 

The police service has many duties and responsibilities, one of the most important being the protection of life and the rights of the public (College of Policing, 2018). For the police service to accomplish their duties and responsibilities, they rely significantly on the public and their cooperation, which is the principle known as ‘policing by consent’ (College of Policing, 2021). This can be linked to the Peelian principles, which were established in 1829 by Sir Robert Peel (Blackstone’s, 2022, pp. 31). He brought in these principles and ideas as a way of protecting the public and working alongside them with respect and trust between both parties, and for everyone to be seen as equal, which was a major turning point and the beginning of modern-day policing (The Crime Prevention Website, no date). Sir Robert Peel changed the aims of the police service and the way in which police constables were to approach situations. An emphasis was put on the prevention of crime beforehand, rather than the aftermath of preventable situations. He also set out to change the publics outlook on the police with more transparency within the service and the realisation that the authority that police services have is heavily reliant on the consent of the public (House of Commons, 2021). 

There are many reasons as to why ‘policing by consent’ is important in todays society. The police service is there to serve and protect the public, to prevent crime and harm being caused to the public and to ensure that those who break the law are held accountable for their actions. At the core of the police service and their roles and responsibilities is the community and meeting their needs within their capabilities (Police Foundation, 1996). The trust and confidence that the public have in the police service will reflect on the participation and interaction that they have with the police. If the public feel that they are being supported and that the police have their best interest in mind, they may be more willing to help and be cooperative with them when it is needed, which may lead to the work being done by the police being more effective and have a larger, positive impact in the long run for communities. 

A significant issue that has faced our societies history is racism, which unfortunately extended into our police service. A negative and very unfortunate consequence of this problem led to the Brixton riots, in April of 1981. The Brixton riots took place to protest the systemic racism within the police service. The high number of unemployed, young black men in the Brixton area, resulted in 943 stop and searches within a five-day period in early April of 1981, which understandably angered the public. The continual bias and racism towards the black community led to one of the largest riots in British modern-day history. The riot led to an inquiry into the matter and the handling by the police, which found much of the blame falling on the police service for escalating the situation to such dire lengths, where the public felt that they had no other choice but to turn to these actions for their voices to be heard and the police services actions to be seen (Black Pasts, 2010). The Brixton riots is an example of the public lacking trust in the police and being treated unfairly and unlawfully, caused by the abuse of power shown by the police, leading to a major divide between them and the public. Racism was a very large problem within policing in the past and many police officers did not shy away from it and often did not try and hide their blatant racist views, which consequently had a very negative and devastating impact. 

Racism and discrimination are still a huge problem within the modern-day police service, which they recognise and are actively trying to change. This issue may be having a negative impact of the ability to police by consent in these communities due to the lack of trust. The Police Race Action Plan has been set up to try combating and addressing these issues and try to improve the relationship between the black community and modern-day police service. One aspect that the police service is trying to improve on is being more inclusive and diverse within their service, meaning that they want more police constables from different ethnic backgrounds. By having a more inclusive and diverse service, the public may feel more comfortable when in contact with the police and may feel more inclined to trust them and trust that their views and concerns are being listened too and taken seriously. The police are actively trying to be more engaging with the communities and have more involvement. With the aim to have better lines of communication and a more trusting environment (Police Race Action Plan, 2022). 

In the years since the Peelian principles were introduced and ‘policing by consent’ became such an invaluable aspect of modern-day policing, the police service has changed dramatically and recognise areas that need improvement. The Met Police are putting plans in place and taking action to try and improve situations for the public and rebuilding trust that was once lost. A large problem that the police are trying to improve on is the trust and confidence within the black, Asian and minority ethnic (BAME) communities. A study by the Mayor’s Office for Policing and Crime (MOPAC) shows that the percentage of black Londoners that believe that the police treat everyone equally has dropped from 79% to 63% between April-June 2019 and April-June 2020, which is a significant drop in numbers. This suggests that the trust between BAME communities and the police service is declining, and changes need to be made to regain the trust and confidence. The Met police have put a plan in place in order to try and improve things in the area, such as engaging with the community and being more actively involved (London Assembly Labour, 2020). 

‘Policing by consent’ is a very important aspect of modern-day policing as without the trust and confidence of the public the police service wouldn’t be what it is today. For the public to cooperate with the service they must have trust and confidence that the service is doing what they are there to do and that they are accountable for their actions, good and bad. There is distrust towards the police across many of our communities, which is heavily due to the media painting the police service in a negative light. An example of this occurring is the devastating case of Sarah Everard, who was brutally murdered by a Met police officer, Wayne Couzens, in 2021. Couzens abused his power as a police officer and took complete advantage of a member of the public, by abducting and murdering her, while wearing his Met police uniform and using the equipment, given by the Met police, to aid him in his crime. The Met police are very understanding of the consequences that Couzens actions had on the rest of the public and that the disgust, distrust and concerns that the public may have towards the police service. In order to try and help the public gain back the trust that they have lost, the Met police have issued information to the public to help them stay safe and feel safe, especially around police officers (Metropolitan Police, no date).  

To conclude, ‘policing by consent’ is a principle which all police services in the UK must follow and practice every day. It means to serve and protect the public in a way that is fair and equal for all, whilst upholding the law in a lawful and fair manner. It is the main principle for modern-day policing and the changes that are still being made to this day. It differentiates modern-day policing and traditional policing in the UK. The public as a whole work together with the police service, with mutual respect, to help keep order in society and protecting society as a whole. 
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