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The challenges faced by the police service in 
E&W in recent years have been considerable... 

• 2010-11 to 2014-15 real spending on police fell by 14% (central 
grants by 20% - but local police precept levied on council tax base 
increased).  

• Since 2015, the central police grant is maintained in cash terms (but 
continues to fall in real terms) and local precepts are capped.  

• Peak number of police officers in E&W 2009: 143,800; by 2017: 
123,100 (14%). Police staff (i.e. non-officers) have fallen at a faster 
rate. Total workforce now <200,000. 

• Given non-severance of police officers, recruitment frozen for much 
of post-2009 period. Recruitment (applicant numbers) has always 
been healthy but now local shortages of specialists are emerging 
(PRRB, 2nd Report, 2016) 



But the police service has also been the subject of 
other major reforms in this period..... 

• Introduction of Police and Crime Commissioners (2012). 

• Winsor Review (2011, 2012) recommended major changes to 
remuneration structure, entry standards and levels, career 
structure, pay-setting machinery etc. – mostly being implemented. 

• New ‘career average’ pension from 2015 for new accruals + 
increased normal retirement age. 

• The College of Policing was established 2012 to oversee training, 
development and skills and which in 2017: 

– Recommended degree-level standard entry requirements for police officers 
and upgrading to comparable level of skills of existing officers. 

• A new strategy for ‘digital policing’ – new interfaces with public, 
updating IT, enhanced response to e-crime etc. 

• And much much more, such as (1) merging all Scottish police forces 
into Police Scotland in 2013...(2) a continued attempt to reform the 
funding formula determining grants to police forces in E&W, etc etc. 



As a result of which... 

• Police forces are having to work harder with fewer resources... 
– Has this affected performance in the short run? In the medium term? 

• Police forces are trying to respond to developments in crime 
and to other demands on their time... 
– Different skills are required? 

– A different structure of the workforce?   

• Some economic questions: 
– Can we link past ‘performance’ to resources? 

– What are the drivers of police recruitment & retention? 

– In particular, ‘number of applicants per vacancy’ is not a valid measure 
– can we examine the drivers of a more ‘professional’ police service? 

 



Number of police officers 
Source: Disney and Simpson, Police Workforce and Funding in England and Wales, IFS BN#208, May 2017 (1) 



Trends in crime (recorded and self-reported) + clear-up rate 
Source: Disney and Simpson, Police Workforce and Funding in England and Wales, IFS BN#208, May 2017 (2)  
(Crime Survey of England & Wales; ex-BCS) 



HMIC PEEL scores 2015/16 by police force v budget cuts 
Source: Disney and Simpson, Police Workforce and Funding in England and Wales, IFS BN#208, May 2017 (3)  (PEEL = 
HMIC assessment of performance) 



What conclusions can we draw...? 

• Budget cuts may have induced ‘forced efficiency’, but.... 

• Some forces have reached crisis and rebalancing the funding 
formula may not be enough. 

• ‘Traditional crime’ (e.g. car theft, burglary) may be over-reflected in 
these indicators. 

• Police struggling to deal effectively with ‘new’ crime – e.g. sexual 
harassment (physical & online), ‘white collar crime’, e-crime etc. 

• Much of police time is spent on non-crime (non ‘public good’) 
aspects e.g. domestic disputes, mental health, homelessness, 
alcoholism, runaway children etc. 

• Social service/local government cuts spillover onto police service.  

• Constant political demands for ‘more bobbies on the beat’ 
(©Jeremy Corbyn) 



The police workforce 

• What police officers do (relative to police staff) 

• Qualitative barriers to recruiting high quality officers: 

– Perceptions of the police service as a career 

– The recruitment process (1st stage screening; pass standards) 

• What characteristics score highest in police hiring 
assessment? 

• Improving applicant quality: is it pay, nature of policing, skill 
factors?    



What police officers v staff do (Source: Winsor (2012) 



What police officers & staff do... 

• There are few tasks that are wholly officers or wholly staff 

• Staff are cheaper than officers 

• Some functions could clearly be contracted out e.g firearms 
training, piloting helicopters etc. 

• It’s not clear why ‘fraud’, ‘sex crime and vice’, ‘domestic’ etc is best 
dealt with by officers v trained civilian staff. 

• Part of rationale for police officer ‘pay premium’ (and also early 
normal retirement age) is ‘full deployability’. 

• But many officers on ‘restricted duties’ receive the pay premium... 

• And why not specialist roles e.g e-crime? 



The recruitment process 1 
(Source:  Winsor (2012) Figure 3.1) 



The recruitment process (2) Stage 1 
Cited by Crawford and Disney: Wage regulation and the quality of police officer recruits, 
https://www.ifs.org.uk/publications/7937 



The recruitment process (3) – Who applies? 
Winsor (2012) Chapter 3 



Recruitment: Stage 2: The SEARCH process 

• Is a more robust component of the process: all candidates must 
satisfy a common national standard in a variety of exercises and 
testing frameworks to become a police officer. 

• Nevertheless, as Winsor argued, the pass thresholds are low in 
some tests e.g. 44% for ‘written communication’. 

• Low pass thresholds to encourage better ‘mix’ of candidates (e.g. 
ethnically?). But signalling theory suggests this might discourage 
better quality applicants.  

• Crawford and Disney (Wage regulation and the quality of police 
officer recruits, https://www.ifs.org.uk/publications/7937) uses all 
the data on candidates submitted to the SEARCH process over a 4 
year period matched to local area conditions e.g. local average 
wages and local (dis)amenities of police work. 



Findings from Disney and Crawford op.cit 

• In SEARCH assessment: 

– Women perform better than men (but 67% of candidates put 
forward are men – in 1 police force c.80%) 

– ‘A’ level candidates perform much better than GCSE-level. 

– Graduates perform better than ‘A’ level candidates but 
performance gap is narrower (selection). 

– Experience (esp. in police service e.g. as PCSO) helps. 

• Local area conditions: 

– Shifting from highest to lowest outside wage-paying area would 
only improve average test score by 4 ppt. 

– But shifting from highest to lowest area by incidence of violent 
crime would increase average test score by considerably more. 



Inferences on pay and recruitment 

• Pay of police relative to local outside options has implications for 
quality of recruits. 

• But other aspects of policing e.g. ‘police culture’, fear of own and 
public safety, i.e. non-pecuniary aspects, are more significant 
‘drivers’ of who applies to be a police officer. 

• (This finding is common to other studies of public sector workers) 

• Selection on qualification? 

– The cut-off seems to be ‘A’ level plus rather than degree. 

– But this likely arises from self-selection of applicants. 

– Locality matters to quality of applicants. 

• Re-assessing ‘full deployability’ and recruitment of specialists for 
specialist tasks? 



Conclusions 

• So far, no clear evidence that cuts to funding and to numbers of 
police officer/staff have deleterious effects on ‘outputs’. 

• This is unlikely to continue. And hinders police’s capacity to deal 
with many new challenges (changing nature of crime, non-crime 
activities of police). 

• This makes police officers (including senior officers) more unhappy 
as evidenced by PRRB reports. 

• Pay is important but not the biggest barrier to recruitment. 

• To improve the ‘professionalism’ of the police may involve changes 
in (a) recruitment procedures (b) task allocations in police service 
(c) growth of specialisms which may require more flexible pay 
structure.   


