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Abstract 

 

The aim of this ten-year longitudinal study was to establish whether preventative 

measures can be identified through a quantitative analysis of the modus operandi and 

identified learning recommendations arising from cases where, subjects working 

within the police service of England and Wales abused their position of trust for sexual 

and, or emotional gain.  Benefitting from police sourced information, descriptive 

analysis appertaining to the perpetrator, victim and offending characteristics was 

undertaken in respect of 128 case studies, obtained from 23 of the respective 

Professional Standards Departments.  Previous academic research into the sexual 

offending of professional perpetrators has recommended for the implementation of 

pre-employment vetting measures and, an increased use of technology to identify the 

risk of offending at an early stage.  However, this paper argues that an increased focus 

should be directed towards more intrusive supervisory and organizational measures 

to prevent and mitigate against offending.  Comprehensive data has supported 

conclusions corroborating similar research findings in respect of the 

sociodemographic profile of perpetrators, facilitating the continued development of a 

risk identification matrix.  Moreover, the study identifies thematic areas of 

organizational learning, recommending further measures to mitigate against police 

employees abusing their position of trust for sexual and, or emotional gain. 
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Introduction 

 

Can preventative measures be identified to mitigate against the offending of police 

employees who abuse their position for a sexual purpose, or for the purpose of 

pursuing an improper relationship?  In 2012, following the conviction of a former police 

constable for rape, indecent assault and misconduct in a public office, the Independent 

Police Complaints Commission (IPCC), then oversight body for police complaints and 

misconduct in England and Wales, reported upon the position of police employees 

who abused their position of trust against members of the public for sexual gain.  

Inconsistencies in the identification of such misconduct was highlighted, with only 54 

cases referred by police forces nationally, in the preceding two-year period.  Parallels 

were established between the offending of police employees and perpetrators of 

abuse in other professions such as healthcare, social work and the clergy.  Moreover, 

reporting inconsistencies prevented the identification of the prevalence of offences 

and, where identified, opportunities to establish learning were also inconsistent.  

Cognisance was given that such behaviour was a form of corruption and that moving 

forward, offences should be treated as such (IPCC, 2012a).  Three years later, 

increased governance and oversight had resulted in the identification of an additional 

436 cases (HMIC, 2016) and a further 415 referrals in the subsequent three years 

between 2016 and 2019 (HMICFRS, 2019).  Enactment of legislation to address police 

officer corruption (Section 26, Criminal Justice and Courts Act, 2015) and, a new 

mandatory referral criterion for ‘serious corruption’ was introduced (IPCC, 2017).  The 

National Police Chiefs’ Council defined an ‘abuse of position’ as, 

‘any behaviour by a police officer or police staff member, whether on or off duty, 

that takes advantage of their position as a member of the police service to 

misuse their position, authority or powers in order to pursue a sexual or 

improper emotional relationship with any member of the public’ (NPCC, 2017, 

p.6). 

 

In his annual assessment of policing for 2012/13, Sir Thomas Winsor, Her Majesty’s 

Chief Inspector of Constabulary, set out the qualities required to be a good police 

officer.   

‘The police service should be as ruthless and uncompromising with officers 

guilty of discreditable and dishonest conduct as are professions such as law 

and medicine. The police are entrusted with the safety and security of the public 

and its property, and hold special powers, given to them by the community, for 

those purposes. That bond of trust is sacred and must be honoured at all times. 

The same principles apply and should be operated in cases where police 

officers abuse or exceed their powers, for misuse of authority is also an 

intolerable breach of trust’ (HMIC,2014, pp.63-64).  
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However, the adverse effects caused by those serving within the police service, who 

abuse their position of trust upon individuals cannot be understated (HMICFRS, 2019).  

In 2018 Jim Boyling, an undercover police officer, was dismissed from the Metropolitan 

Police Service having formed relationships with three campaigners whilst infiltrating 

political groups, one of whom he married, fathering two children (Guardian, 2018).  

Such was the detriment to public trust and confidence following corrupt practices of 

undercover policing investigations, the Home Secretary instigated a public inquiry 

(Home Office, 2015).  Whilst Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary, Fire and 

Rescue Services acknowledged progression since 2012, a variable picture was noted 

amongst police forces in England and Wales (HMICFRS, 2017).  Within their spotlight 

report, ‘Shining a light on betrayal. Abuse of position for a sexual purpose’, action that 

police forces should take in respect of prevention, understanding the threat and, 

uncovering corruption was specified (HMICFRS, 2019).  Academic consensus and 

similar findings to prevent wider police corruption (College of Policing, 2015a) 

recommended for the implementation of pre-employment vetting, increased use of 

technology and more intrusive supervision.  Some evidence-informed research has 

examined the method of offending into the wider sexual offending of police officers 

within England and Wales, supporting the development of a national risk matrix to 

identify key indicators of those who may be likely to offend (HMICFRS, 2019).  

However, this paper argues that more focus should be directed towards supervisory 

and organizational measures to mitigate against opportunities for those potential 

perpetrators to offend.  A paucity of research into ‘abuse of position’ cases within 

England and Wales has been undertaken, which could provide for contextual insight 

and elaborate upon earlier recommendations.  Further justification for this study is 

addressed by the National Strategy key principles of prevention,  

‘…to develop an evidence-based understanding of the abuse of position for a 

sexual purpose and what works to prevent and detect it effectively’ (NPCC, 

2017, p.8). 

 

This quantitative research aims to establish whether preventative measures can be 

identified through a descriptive statistical analysis of the modus operandi and learning 

recommendations arising from cases where, subjects working within the police service 

of England and Wales abused their position for sexual and, or emotional gain.  

Thematic review of literature will firstly consider previous academic research relating 

to the method of offending by those who abuse their position of trust within religious 

and educational establishments (Firestone et al., 2009; Moulden et al. 2010).  

Subsequent studies relating to ‘Police Sexual Misconduct’ committed by American 

police officers will also be explored (Maher, 2003, 2008, 2010; Cottler et al., 2014; 

Stinson et al., 2015) before reviewing how the police service of England and Wales 

has responded to the issue.  Since 2010, over 900 referrals have been submitted by 

police forces in England and Wales to the governing body.  Objectives of the employed 

methodology seek to analyse demographic information from those cases providing for 

a ten-year longitudinal study identifying the offending characteristics of those who 

abuse their position.  Previous academic studies obtained demographic information 

through the sourcing of media reports; however, Firestone, Moulden and Wexler 
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(2009) identified that future research may benefit from obtaining information from 

police sourced data.  Having specialised within the field of Professional Standards, the 

researcher is a serving Detective Inspector who has managed and investigated 

serious sexual offences including a female officer’s abuse of position for sexual gain 

(Police Oracle, 2019).  Demographic findings relating to the offending characteristics 

will be discussed, further supported by narrative of identified learning 

recommendations arising from investigations and, observations relating to the 

outcomes of criminal and disciplinary proceedings.  Cognisant of financial, resource 

and operational constraints, conclusions of this paper seek to identify what, if any, 

organisational and supervisory preventative measures can be implemented to mitigate 

against the future offending of those who abuse their position of trust, whilst 

considering opportunities to develop social understanding, recommending further 

research and future pathways to take the understanding of this issue forward. 
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Literature Review 

 

Introduction  

The NPCC definition appertaining to an ‘Abuse of position’, as outlined on page 4 of 

this paper, was derived from the varying definitions relating to police ‘corruption’ 

(Newburn, 1999; Miller, 2003) and ‘police deviance’ (Barker and Carter 1986; 

Kappeler, et al., 1998).  The National Policing Counter Corruption Advisory Group 

(NPCCAG), Independent Police Complaints Commission (IPCC) and Crown 

Prosecution Service (CPS) considered that theft, fraud and dishonesty, breaches of 

confidentiality, sexual misconduct and drug-related offences were the most common 

types of behavior to constitute ‘corruption’.  To achieve harmonious discord for police 

forces in England and Wales, corruption was defined as occurring where, 

‘A law enforcement official commits an unlawful act, or deliberately fails to fulfil 

their role, arising out of an abuse of their position, for personal or perceived 

organizational advantage, having the potential to affect a member of the public.’ 

(HMIC, 2015, p.49). 

 

Similarly, a lack of definitional uniformity has arisen from universal research into the 

sexual offending by police officers.  Within the context of U.S. policing, Sapp (1994) 

categorized the sexual offending by American police officers as ranging from 

voyeuristic behavior and sexually motivated contacts such as stopping vehicles on the 

pretense of legitimate traffic violations, through to consensual sexual activity or, 

‘sexual shakedowns’ involving the coercion or bribery of individuals.  Kraska and 

Kappeler (1995) defined ‘police sexual violence’ occurring when a police officer used 

force or their authority upon female citizens.  Maher developed a definition relating to 

‘Police Sexual Misconduct’ (PSM) as, 

‘any behavior by a police officer, whereby an officer takes advantage of his or 

her unique position in law enforcement to misuse his or her unique position in 

law enforcement to misuse his or her authority and power to commit a sexually 

violent act, or to initiate or respond to some sexually motivated cue for the 

purpose of personal gratification.  This behavior must include physical contact, 

verbal communication, or a sexually implicit or explicit gesture directed towards 

another person’ (Maher, 2003, p.357). 

 

The National Police Chief’s Council definition of ‘abuse of position’ (NPCC, 2017) has 

similarities to Maher’s (2003) earlier definition.  Both reference the taking advantage 

of their position; however, within the context of U.K. policing, the ‘abuse of position’ is 

confined to offences committed against any member of the public.  Colloquial U.K. 

references to ‘Police Sexual Misconduct’ may often encompass sexual offending not 

directly linked to their position, including offences of voyeurism, or the possession of 

child sexual abuse material. 
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Referring to the abuse of position by police officers, Her Majesty’s Inspectorate, Mr 

Mike Cunningham reportedly stated, ‘this is the most serious form of corruption facing 

the service’ (Police Oracle, 2016b).  Whilst facets of police corruption have been 

subject to various academic research, few studies have examined the method of 

offending of those working within the police service who abuse their position of trust, 

which could further inform upon prevention strategies (College of Policing, 2015a; 

NPCC, 2017).  This thematic review begins by considering studies into the sexual 

offending within other professions and thereafter, previous research into the ‘Police 

Sexual Misconduct’ within American policing.  Policy and legislation development 

within U.K. policing is further considered, leading to a discussion on key themes and 

the identification of gaps in the current evidence-based research.   

 

Professions 

In 1986, a social worker turned ‘whistle-blower’ alleged that children were being 

physically abused within care homes in North Wales, by colleagues entrusted with 

their safeguarding.  Two separate police investigations ensued, encompassing 

multiple disclosures of systematic physical and sexual abuse, followed by an 

independent inquiry (Waterhouse, 2000).  Historical allegations continued to surface 

over a decade later and, in 2012 the government instigated ‘Operation Pallial’, a 

National Crime Agency investigation; which, resulted in numerous convictions against 

those charged with the care of juveniles, including that of former North Wales Police 

Superintendent Gordon Anglesey (Macur, 2017).  Within the context of child abuse, 

Weiss (2002) defined a ‘position of authority’ as any person who by reason of their 

position can exercise undue influence over a child and, sexual offending may be 

committed by ‘professional perpetrators’; who, 

‘use either the institutions or organisations within which they work to target and 

abuse children’ (Sullivan and Beech, 2002, p.153).  

 

Leclerc, Proulx and McKibben (2005) utilised a modus operandi questionnaire 

developed by Kaufman (1991), to obtain responses from 23 convicted male sexual 

offenders who had worked with children.  Qualitative responses validated previous 

research, identifying that offenders were often perceived as a ‘father figure’ or ‘rescuer’ 

(Colton and Vanstone, 1996); who, employed grooming strategies (Gallagher, 1998) 

by engineering themselves into a position to spend time with the victim before 

increasing the severity of sexual offending (Abel, Osborn and Warberg, 1998).  

Offending behavioural traits included the giving of love, attention and gifts (Kaufman, 

Hilliker and Daleiden, 1996; Colton and Vanstone, 1996) and, coercing victims’ non-

disclosure by threatening imprisonment for either party (Proulx, Perreault and Ouimet, 

1999).  The adoption of pre-employment vetting procedures and supervisory 

measures were recommended to prevent the future commission of sexual offending. 

Crime data obtained from the Royal Canadian Mounted Police, facilitated research 

into the sexual offending against children as committed by 23 male religious leaders 

between 1995 and 2002 (Firestone, Moulden and Wexler, 2009).  The authors’ 
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replicated the methodology a year later, researching the sexual offending against 

children as committed by 95 male Canadian teachers (Moulden, et al., 2010).  Coding 

of victim, offender and offence demographic information sought to identify 

commonalities in offending.  Pertinent to religious leaders who frequently committed 

offences at their place of residence, the implementation of supervisory measures was 

recommended.  Pre-employment screening was further advocated; albeit, this was 

observational as opposed to findings obtained from the quantitative data. 

 

Police Research 

As a former police officer, Maher’s (2003) research sought to identify incidents of PSM 

from a sample of 40 American officers’ first and second-hand knowledge, within St 

Louis, Missouri.  Respondents reported significantly high numbers of incidents, the 

ratio of which suggested that over one third (36.5%) of all officers engage in some 

form of PSM; albeit, Maher observed that duplication and a tendency to report 

incidents outside of the research parameters may have inflated the overall results.   

Almost two thirds of incidents related to lower-level PSM as categorised by Sapp 

(1994) whilst one third of PSM incidents suggested that the sexualised contact, 

whether officer or citizen initiated was consensual.  Only three percent of reported 

incidents involved the commission of serious sexual misconduct and criminality; 

although, a potential for the underreporting of serious incidents also existed due to a 

fear of repercussion for officers.  The study also requested participants to rate nine 

specified factors that were most likely to influence an officer’s decision to engage in or 

refrain from PSM.  Respondents more strongly perceived that officer engagement in 

PSM was due to an individual’s ethics and morals, aligned to the notion of the ‘rotten 

apple’ (Sherman, 1980) and, that the opportunity to commit misconduct influenced 

officers’ behaviour, particularly at times when supervisory oversight was minimal.  

Peer pressure and organisational policy were perceived with least importance, 

suggesting that a police culture may create apathy towards PSM and demonstrative 

of a ‘blue wall of silence’ (Goldstein 1977; Reuss-Ianni 1983; Kleinig and Zhang, 1993; 

Parish 2001).  Whilst Schein (1996) identified that there are positive aspects to a 

policing culture, Cain (1973) stated that police officers developed loyalties to one 

another above the interests of other persons.   

Through semi-structured interviews, Maher (2008) corroborated findings from his 

earlier research, ascertaining perceptions from 20 police county chiefs.  Respondents 

estimated the prevalence of PSM to be half than as perceived by police officers in 

2003, believing that incidents were reducing due to increased pre-employment vetting, 

professionalism and increased use of technology.  Conversely, police culture and a 

lack of supervision were prominently sighted along with a lack of formal PSM training 

or policy.  Some chiefs considered that officers would commit misconduct if they 

thought could get away with it and, that a code of conduct may be more beneficial than 

policy.  Further expressed views that victims may not report incidents due to a fear of 

retaliation, not being believed or, being blamed for the incident (Kraska and Kappeler, 

1995).  Maher suggested that the internal investigation of complaints may not be 

sufficiently impartial to ensure public confidence and recommended an external review 



Abuse of Position:  Identifying measures to mitigate against the offending of police employees for a 
sexual purpose, or for the purpose of pursuing an improper emotional relationship. 

 

10 
 

of police complaints (Kerstetter, 1985; Punch, 2009).  Maher’s (2010) study of female 

officers’ perceptions concluded that more females working within male dominated 

environments have experienced sexual harassment than those who have not (Gutek, 

1985; Lafontaine and Tredeau, 1986; Ilies et al., 2003).  Views were expressed that 

‘clear proof’ was required prior to reporting as to do so without would result in 

significant issues for the female victims’.  Gender discrepancies as to what actions 

constituted sexual harassment provided attitudinal differences as to what constituted 

PSM.  Maher recommended that officers be educated in PSM and, for a systematic 

approach to be undertaken by the police organisation to define, measure and control 

PSM, comparable to other professions. 

Cottler, et al. (2014) interviewed female offenders, again in St Louis, who were 

enrolled on a court drug programme to ascertain whether police officers had 

perpetrated sexual misconduct against them.  A quarter of all respondents reported 

PSM, almost all of whom disclosed sexual activity whilst the officer was on duty.  A 

third of respondents who reported PSM disclosed that they were forced to have sex.  

Research concluded that regardless as to whether the females consented, the 

imbalance of power was such as to constitute an offence by the police officer.  

Employed research methodology sought to mitigate limitations to the reliability of the 

study, cognisant that participants were directly asked whether they ‘had ever traded 

sex of any kind with a police officer’ and that due to the participants’ background, the 

veracity of responses might be questionable.  Notwithstanding, it could be argued that 

the findings are not inconsistent with other studies. 

Research has also sought to obtain demographic information from media reports 

appertaining to the victim, offender and modus operandi (Kraska and Kappeler, 1995; 

Lopez, Forde and Miller, 2017).  Stinson, et al. (2014) reviewed the sexual related 

offences of 555 arrested officers who committed offences between 2005 and 2008.  

Male officer offending accounted for over 99%.  Whilst one may anticipate a significant 

disparity in offending gender, Cortoni, Babchishin and Rat (2016) asserted that 2.2% 

of sexual offences were committed by females.   Prior research placed the United 

States official rate of female offending at 7%, with victimisation surveys suggesting 

female offending as high as 11.6%.  Offenders employed in ‘front-line’ duties 

accounted for over 80% of cases.  The age range of officers at the time of offending 

spanned the whole service career with a modal age of 36 to 43 years and, almost one 

third of offending occurred within the first five years of service.  Female victims 

accounted for 91%, almost three quarters being under the age of 18 years (Stinson et 

al., 2014).  Research from Rabe-Hemp and Braithwaite (2013) found that juveniles 

were targeted rather than adult victims and noted a practice of ‘shuffling’ or moving of 

officers following allegations.  Contrary to Cottler (2014), the commission of on-duty 

offences was as likely as those committed off-duty; albeit, by the very nature of media 

reported crimes, most were of the most serious sexual offending.  Improvements to 

facilitate victim reporting, the employing of technology to deter on-duty misconduct 

and, indicators to flag performance concerns (Walker, 2005) were recommended.   
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Policy / Legislative Development 

Within the U.K., the abuse of position by those serving within the police gained 

prominence following the IPCC (2012a) report, identifying parallels with perpetrators 

of abuse in other professions such as healthcare, social work and the clergy.  Despite 

recommendation that such matters be treated as a form of corruption, implementation 

of policy did not follow for several years.  Inconsistencies by police forces in referring 

cases (HMIC, 2016), resulted in the definition for an ‘abuse of position’ and, a new 

mandatory referral criterion for ‘serious corruption’ (IPCC, 2017) with supportive 

guidance for those serving with the police to maintain professional boundaries with 

members of the public (College of Policing, 2015b).  

Ethical values were deemed to be a central requirement for policing (IACP, 1999 cited 

in Neyroud and Beckley, 2013).  The Inspectorate’s report ‘Without fear or favour’ 

reviewed community relationships, questioning police integrity following high profile 

cases (HMIC, 2011) and thereby prompting the Home Secretary’s announcement of 

a Code of Ethics by the recently formed College of Policing.  The ‘Code’, developed 

and expanded upon by the Committee on Standards in Public Life, set out nine policing 

principles and ten Standards of Professional Behaviour.  Standard 2 relates to 

authority, respect and courtesy, section 2.3 of which states that, 

‘you must ‘not establish or pursue an improper sexual or emotional relationship 

with a person with whom you come into contact in the course of your work who 

may be vulnerable to an abuse of trust or power’ (College of Policing, 2014, 

p.6). 

Following the abolition of bribery, the common law offence of misconduct in a public 

office has been used to prosecute some forms of corrupt behaviour, where other 

statutory offences are insufficient.  Enactment of ‘corruption or other improper exercise 

of police powers and privileges’ contrary to section 26, Criminal Justice and Courts 

Act 2015 in April 2015 has sought to address a void; albeit, the offence applies only to 

sworn officers and not police staff members.  The College of Policing (2015a) reviewed 

pre-existing academic research, with the aim of mitigating police corruption.  

Recommendations included the development of pre-employment vetting procedures 

following Sced’s (2004) evaluation of personality testing.  Weisburd, et al. (2001) 

sighted education and training as positive measures; whilst Kroon et al. (2001) 

reflected that personal accountability positively impacted upon reductions in 

corruption.  Such measures may also support the prevention of sexual offending by 

those serving with the police (Safer, Khemani, and O’Keefe, 2014; Werner and 

Strickler, 2015).  However, Gonzalez, Bishopp and Jetelina (2015) suggested that no 

evidence exists to reflect that such measures reduced rates of PSM.   

 

Discussion 

Following recognition within other professions and policing within the United States, 

one might observe that a decade elapsed before U.K. policing gave due prominence 

to the issue of ‘abuse of position’; albeit, within the last ten years collaborative efforts 

by the police service in conjunction with oversight bodies has demonstrated significant 
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progression in the implementation of a police code of ethics, policy and legislation to 

provide accountability (HMICFRS, 2019).  Notwithstanding, ongoing debate as to what 

research or evidence can demonstrate how such measures effectively reduce 

offending continues (Werner and Strickler, 2015; Gonzalez, Bishopp and Jetelina, 

2015).  The national strategy denotes the four key principles to address abuse of 

position as ‘prevention’, ‘intelligence’, ‘enforcement’ and ‘engagement’ (NPCC, 2017).  

Guidance and education has developed, including the ongoing publication of 

misconduct outcomes to prevent offences; although, the ethical notion arising from 

principle seven of the ‘Peelian principles’ that ‘..the police are the public and the public 

are the police’ (Home Office, 2012) can be interpreted to reflect that the police service 

will always be a cross-section of society for which professional perpetrators may 

infiltrate (Sherman, 1980).   To mitigate against a potential offender’s recruitment, an 

academical consensus exists relating to the merits of pre-employment vetting (Leclerc, 

Proulx and McKibben, 2005; Firestone, Moulden and Wexler, 2009; Moulden, et al., 

2010).  Despite such recommendations, developed psychometric testing (Sced, 

2004), has yet to be implemented and again, the effectiveness of any implementation 

may be difficult to measure.  However, iterations of a counter-corruption risk matrix 

have developed through some evidence-informed research to signal early warning 

indicators (Walker, 2005; Stinson et al., 2014), for which the National Police Counter 

Corruption Advisory Group (NPCCAG) are undertaking a national review to identify 

best practice (HMICFRS, 2019).  Evidence suggests that developed technology to 

monitor officer positions and record public interactions improves officer behavior 

(Harris, 2010).  Maher (2003; 2008) demonstrated that opportunity for misconduct 

arose when supervisory levels were minimal.  However, despite proliferation of 

personal issue Body Worn Video, one may observe that for the same reasons, no 

review is undertaken unless adverse incidents are reported.  Moreover, such 

measures alone cannot prevent offending, when significant offending may take place 

off-duty (Stinson et al., 2014).   

Procedures stipulated that all cases meeting the ‘abuse of position’ criterion will be 

recorded as ‘serious corruption’ and referred to the IOPC as the oversight body.  The 

commission of police sexual misconduct, not in direct correlation to their role, by those 

employed within the police service may be an indicator for those who abuse their 

position of trust with members of the public.  However, a lack of definitional 

understanding may result in PSM matters being over-referred as an ‘abuse of position’.  

Since 2018, the IOPC have adopted a thematic approach and, as advocated by Maher 

(2008), increased governance surrounding ‘abuse of position’ cases by significantly 

increasing the number of independent investigations.  Financial contributions and 

stability in retirement holds significance for Police Officers.  The NPCC (2017) strategy 

advocates that where there is a criminal conviction, consideration be given to the use 

of pension forfeiture regulations, as with cases involving two Nottinghamshire officers 

(Police Oracle, 2015).  One may question whether such threat of enforcement and 

forfeiture is routinely used by police forces when removing ‘rotten apples’ (Sherman, 

1980); moreover, whether any lack of enforcement is demonstrative of the cultural 

apathy (Goldstein 1977; Reuss-Ianni 1983; Kleinig and Zhang, 1993; Parish 2001) 

and endemic of ‘rotten barrels’ and ‘orchards’ through organizational and systemic 

failings (Punch, 2003). 
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Employed research methods to interview offenders and victims (Leclerc, Proulx and 

McKibben, 2005; Cottler, et al., 2014) provided for direct insight into offending 

characteristics, whilst demographic information has also developed understanding of 

offending across professions.  Whilst Maher’s (2003; 2008; 2010) research may have 

benefited from primary data collection within law enforcement, limitations to the 

respective studies arise from the perceptions of a small sample, few of which had first-

hand knowledge leading to inaccuracies in data.  However, Maher’s research and 

definitional advancements were positive developments within the field of PSM and 

equally, it could be argued that the significant number of incidents could be a fair 

reflection of those not reported.  Obtaining demographic information through media 

reports provides for some comprehensive information (Stinson et al., 2015; Lopez et 

al., 2017); however, some limitations exist, with missing data relating to an officer’s 

role, length of service or, potential for the inaccuracy of an offender’s age at the time 

of reporting or offending.  As academics outside of the police service, Kraska and 

Kappeler (1995) and McGurrin and Kappeler (2002) suggested that data was hard to 

obtain due to police secrecy and culture, although such methodology could be 

enhanced with direct access to police data (Firestone, Moulden and Wexler, 2009).  

Whilst offending rates of female offenders may fluctuate (Cortoni, Babchishin and Rat, 

2016), consensus exists across all studies that offending is dominated by male 

perpetrators.  Although it was determined that a female Police Officer abused their 

position of trust (Police Oracle, 2019), the identification as to whether a developed 

relationship is as a consequence of an abuse of position or, the corruption of a police 

officer may not always be recognised. 

 

Conclusion 

Entering the twenty-first century, the existence of ‘professional perpetrators’ within 

organisations (Sullivan and Beech, 2002), who abuse their position of trust to sexually 

offend against vulnerable persons, has been subject to some extensive research 

within various professions including education (Moulden et al., 2010) and the clergy 

(Firestone, Moulden and Wexler, 2009).  Similar studies began to develop within 

American policing (Maher, 2003; Cottler, et al., 2014; Stinson, et al., 2014).  Within the 

last decade, governance and oversight within U.K. policing has resulted in strategic 

development (HMICFRS, 2019); however, gaps in the evaluation of ‘abuse of position’ 

cases have been recognised and further evidence-based research has been 

advocated (College of Policing, 2015; NPCC, 2017).  In the spotlight report, HMICFRS 

(2019) specified action to be taken in respect of prevention, understanding the threat 

and uncovering corruption.  

Consensus exists amongst academics for the implementation of measures to mitigate 

against such forms of corruption.  Pre-employment screening is advocated (Leclerc, 

Proulx & McKibben, 2005; Firestone, Moulden and Wexler, 2009; Moulden, et al., 

2010); however, ‘rotten apples’ are likely to exist within an organisation, despite 

measures to prevent offenders from entering (Sherman, 1980).  Employed technology 

including global positioning and Body Worn Video may further mitigate against 

corruption (Ariel and Farrar, 2013; Harris, 2010).   
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Studies have sought to understand the offending characteristics by interviewing 

perpetrators and victims of sexual misconduct (Leclerc, Proulx and McKibben, 2005; 

Cottler, et al., 2014).  Similar insight has been gleaned through obtaining officers’ 

perceptions (Maher, 2003; 2008; 2010).  Various pieces of research have attempted 

to provide a comprehensive picture of offending within the respective profession by 

quantitatively analysing demographic victim, offender and modus operandi 

information.  Significant data collection can be obtained via media reporting (Stinson 

et al., 2014; Lopez et al., 2017); however, academics acknowledge that such research 

findings would benefit from directly sourced police information (Firestone, Moulden 

and Wexler, 2009).  Some evidence-based research within U.K. policing has collated 

demographic information relating to PSM with the aim of developing ‘indicators’ as to 

potential offenders. One may hypothesize that research of demographic information, 

would reflect similar information to that obtained by previous research, for instance, 

that offenders are predominantly middle-aged males, operating in an operational role 

where contact with members of the public facilitates offending methods.   

Over a 10-year period between 2010 and 2019, over 900 ‘abuse of position’ cases 

have been identified and referred by police forces in England and Wales (IPCC, 2012; 

HMIC, 2016; HMICFRS, 2019).  Whilst key themes and recommendations have 

emerged relating to pre-employment vetting and developed use of information 

technology to monitor employees, recommendations have not elaborated upon what 

supervisory measures may be required to prevent offending.  Since succeeding the 

IPCC in January 2018, the Independent Office for Police Conduct (IOPC) have 

provided a thematic approach towards ‘abuse of position’ investigations, publishing 

individual outcomes and learning recommendations.   

This quantitative study seeks to gather demographic data specifically relating to 

identified ‘abuse of position’ cases from police forces within England and Wales.  

Utilising similar methodology as Moulden et al. (2010), the research aims to build a 

comprehensive understanding of the nominal and offending characteristics of police 

employees.  To close identified research gaps, this paper aims to analyse 

recommendations arising from those individual cases, drawing further conclusion 

supporting recommendations for the implementation of prevention measures, leading 

to the following research question: 

‘Can preventative measures be identified through a descriptive statistical 

analysis of learning recommendations and, the modus operandi of persons 

working within the police service of England and Wales, who abuse their 

position for sexual and, or emotional gain?’ 
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Methodology  

 

Introduction 

The sociology of a police culture and sub-cultures, developed through a hierarchical 

structure, rules and regulations to which people are required to conform and, the 

defining of an ‘occupational culture’ (Manning, 1989), led this study to take the 

ontological position of objectivism.  Thematic literature review identified research 

which obtained demographic information relating to the offending characteristics within 

other professions.  Studies employing similar methodology have considered police 

sexual misconduct, focussing upon pre-employment screening measures and, the 

identification of those who may present a risk of offending.  Notwithstanding, a 

requirement to provide a comprehensive picture for the police service of England and 

Wales bespoke to those who abuse their position of trust was established.  The aim 

of this quantitative research was to establish whether preventative measures can be 

identified through a descriptive statistical analysis of the modus operandi and learning 

recommendations arising from cases where, subjects working within the police service 

of England and Wales abused their position for sexual and, or emotional gain.  The 

first objective of the employed methodology sought to analyse demographic 

information following similar methodology employed by Firestone, et al. (2009) and 

Moulden et al. (2010), to identify the offending characteristics of those who abuse their 

position.  Secondly, the study sought to review the identified learning arising from 

cases, which could prevent or mitigate against future offences, where potential 

perpetrators already exist within the organisation.  This objective sought to enhance 

upon previous recommendations for increased supervisory measures, to develop 

social understanding as to what form such measures may take. 

 

Procedure for Data Collection 

Every police force in England and Wales maintains a register of public complaints and 

internal conduct cases.  Following regulatory changes to the police complaints system 

in February 2020, each force captures case information upon ‘Centurion’, the 

database used by the respective forces’ Professional Standards Department.  

Demographic information relating to the police employee to whom the allegation 

relates, the complainant or victim and, further information relating to the alleged 

offence and investigation is recorded.  Consequently, the Professional Standards 

Departments for the 43 police forces of England and Wales, were identified as the 

participants to source the secondary data for this study and, data collection was sought 

by submitting an email request to the Head of Professional Standards Departments, 

for the respective police forces.  Participants were supplied with an information sheet 

outlining the purpose of the study; which, highlighted a participant’s implied consent in 

the research through completion of the requested variable information within the 
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enclosed spreadsheet.  The inclusion criterion was confined to ‘finalised’ cases 

meeting the NPCC (2017) definition of ‘abuse of position’, where a ‘case to answer’ 

determination’ had been made arising from either a public complaint or through the 

identification of misconduct against the sample of police officers (including Special 

Constables) or, police staff members.  Selection of finalised cases ensured that no 

ongoing criminal or disciplinary investigations were compromised; whilst, parameters 

for the selected cases related to the ten-year period between 2010 and 2019, thereby 

maximising opportunities for data collection.  The date of case creation and force 

reference numbers were requested for validation purposes; however, excluded from 

the findings to ensure anonymisation of the data.  Respondents were requested to 

ensure that supplied demographic information related to the time of offending (for 

instance, age and length of service).   

Terminology within this paper will refer to the police employee as the ‘subject’, as 

opposed to an ‘offender’.  This is commensurate with legislation (Police Reform Act, 

2002) and recognises that whilst determination that an employee may have had a case 

to answer, not all cases were proven.   Requested sociodemographic information 

appertaining to the ‘subject’ included gender, age, rank, role, length of service and 

marital status.  Reference to ‘individuals’, recognises that nominals subjected to an 

‘abuse of position’ may not in all cases consider themselves to be a victim.  Data for 

an individual included gender, age and any identified vulnerabilities, requested 

variable information commensurate with the National strategy, 

‘Vulnerability may arise out of the citizen’s age, mental health, abuse of alcohol 

or drugs or their circumstances at a particular time, for example reporting of a 

domestic abuse incident, being the victim of a crime, the suspect or witness in 

an offence, or suffering bereavement.  However, vulnerability must always be 

considered in its widest sense and it should be recognised that victims of this 

kind of corruption often do not see themselves as victims or indeed vulnerable’ 

(NPCC, 2017, p.6) 

 

Requested variable information relating to the ‘offence’ included an anonymised 

summary of allegations and method of offending, to incorporate how the subject 

initiated and maintained contact with the individual.  Further information was sought 

by the categorisation of disciplinary allegations, whether matters were subject to a 

criminal justice investigation and, what disposal outcome ensued.  Forces were 

requested to identify any identified learning outcomes arising from the investigation of 

such cases.  Copy of the participants information sheet, spreadsheet, anonymised 

SPSS report including coding of variable fields can be produced upon request. 

 

Data Analysis  

Where sufficient information was obtained, dichotomous and categorical variable data 

was codified, entered and analysed using IBM SPSS 26.  Descriptive statistics were 
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used to analyse the data.  Cases not meeting the NPCC (2017) definition and, or 

inclusion criterion were excluded.  Furthermore, respondents included cases where a 

subject had offended against multiple individuals, defined as two or more individuals; 

which, may have biased the findings towards those subjects.  To address the 

confounding of variance, a nesting procedure would normally be adopted; however, 

such a procedure was not appropriate given the nature of the data (Tabachnick and 

Fidell, 2007).  Accordingly, the methodology of Moulden, Firestone et al. (2010) was 

adopted, with the most typical case for each subject recorded within the data analyses. 

 

Strengths and Limitations 

Whilst criticisms of quantitative research are acknowledged, the sourcing of data from 

respondents provided for an integrity and transparency in obtaining longitudinal 

information, captured in a consistent format, facilitating an objective and, ‘unobtrusive 

method’ of analysis (Webb, et al., 1966).  Blumer (1956) argued that analyzing the 

relationship between variables provides for a static view of social life.  To mitigate, this 

research sought to address the gap by providing a qualitative description to the 

statistical analysis, reflective of peoples’ lives and the organizational context within 

which people work.  This research only captured known cases and limitations of the 

study recognized that a significant proportion of sexual misconduct goes unreported.  

As previously indicated within this paper, 54 allegations were referred to the oversight 

body between 2010 and 2012.  Only 48 percent of the 436 allegations, were referred 

during the following three-years (HMIC, 2016) and, forces were further requested to 

review and retrospectively refer those cases that met the ‘abuse of position’ definition.  

Since April 2017, police forces have been mandated to refer identified ‘abuse of 

position’ public complaints and internal conduct matters to the IOPC, resulting in a 

further 415 referrals in the subsequent three-year period (HMICFRS, 2019).  

Therefore, strengths of this research arose from the potential to analyse over 900 

cases within England and Wales.  However, application of the inclusion criterion of 

‘finalised’ cases with a ‘case to answer’ determination significantly reduced the total 

number of cases with which to review.  Whilst potential learning recommendations 

were omitted, the selected criterion ensured standardization of the data.  Supplied 

data from the 23 police forces totalled 190 individual cases.  Following review, 62 

cases were subsequently excluded due to the information reflecting offences of Police 

Sexual Misconduct which did not meet the NPCC (2017) definition of an ‘abuse of 

position’ or, insufficient information to satisfy that the criterion had been met resulting 

in the total analysis of 128 valid cases.  Supplied data from respondents was accepted 

as valid, as there was no mechanism available to quality assure the information 

supplied.   

A network directory provided for relative ease of contact with Professional Standards 

Departments throughout England and Wales.  The only complication encountered was 

to identify a single point of contact, where a collaboration of services between 

Professional Standards Departments ensued.  Following ethical approval, an initial 

request for data was submitted to forces on 06th April 2020.  Where no response was 

received, one further request was submitted on 01st May 2020.  Regulatory changes 
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to the police complaints and misconduct system, implemented in February 2020, 

presented challenges to many forces supplying data due to the implementation of new 

working practices.  Moreover, the ability for participants to provide information was 

further compounded by the viral Covid-19 pandemic, with significant demands placed 

upon police forces to maintain operational service delivery. Of the 43 forces, eleven 

negatively responded (26%) sighting the above reasons.  However, despite being 

unable to resource the request, some forces provided localised research to provide 

added value to the study.  No response was received from the remaining nine forces.  

Notwithstanding, respondents acknowledged potential benefits of the study and 

significantly, of the requested sample, 23 of the 43 police forces engaged in the study 

(53%).    Upon reflection, it is considered that the researcher’s position as a practitioner 

within Professional Standards, as opposed to an external academic, influenced 

positive engagement (Firestone, Moulden and Wexler, 2009).  Some further 

challenges were encountered to provide additional confidence and reassurance to 

participants, demonstrating that supplied information would be anonymised within any 

subsequent publication and, or dissemination of the research.  Whilst keen to engage 

with the research, prior to one force’s engagement appropriate legal advice was 

obtained in respect of information disclosure.  Consequently, to avoid the perceived 

identification of nominals within the research, the respondent provided information 

within the defined variable age bands.   

In devising the coding, some interpretation was required, predominantly, when 

considering the variable appertaining to ‘subject role’ as differing terminology was 

applied by responding forces when referencing team functions.  This to some extent 

was mitigated by the professional knowledge of the researcher.  Employed 

methodology in requesting variable information resulted in unquantified data.  For 

example, participants were requested to identify an individual’s vulnerabilities.  

Respondents entered the information into one variable (i.e. ‘drugs and alcohol’).  Some 

respondents confirmed no vulnerability, whilst other responses gave no indication and 

with hindsight, separating the variable fields further would have supported the pattern 

of comorbidity.  However, additional requests for variable information may likely have 

impacted upon the number of respondents and significantly reduced the total amount 

of case studies to analyse.  Retrospectively, the research could benefit from obtaining 

further variable information, including a subject’s protected characteristics to ensure 

that force processes are operating without bias or discrimination specifically relating 

to abuse of position cases.  Future national study could benefit from both an increased 

level of detail relating to the initiated contact and modus operandi and further variable 

information identified within some localised force research.  For example, previous 

complaints, conduct and other performance management data including attendance 

management, intelligence and other highlighted welfare concerns could inform upon 

risk indicators.  Further analysis home, work and offending locations and whether 

offences were committed on or off duty might also support future preventative 

measures.  The requested variable field ‘subject marital status’ is not automatically 

captured within the Professional Standards database, accounting for missing data; 

however, where supplied, information will have been known to the participants through 
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review of any investigation report or other organisationally held personnel records and 

this paper will consider the merits of accurately capturing such data within any future 

research.    

As a contingency in the event of limited responses being received, the methodology 

considered combining media sourced information from cases relating to non-

participating forces, with the obtained police data set.   Review of media articles within 

Police Oracle identified an additional 39 cases meeting the inclusion criterion.  

However, the inclusion of media cases was discounted as the variable data did not 

add value to the existing methodology.  Where applicable, respondents have identified 

learning arising from cases; however, it is understood that whilst police forces referred 

abuse of position cases to the oversight body, a comprehensive record of individual 

and organizational learning may not have been consistently captured.  Since 2018, 

the IOPC have adopted a thematic approach, undertaking independent investigations 

and, developing strategic approach to an abuse of position, through implementation 

of a subject matter network.  Benefits of qualitative methodology as employed by 

Maher (2003; 2008; 2010) are further acknowledged.  Due to restrictions in obtaining 

ethical approval for this study, the researcher was unable to interview subjects as per 

the methodology employed by Leclerc, Proulx and McKibben (2005).  Such 

methodology could add depth through obtaining direct insight from perpetrators as to 

what, if any measures may have prevented their offending.  Similarly, this research 

may have been further embellished by undertaking semi-structured interviews with 

Heads of Professional Standards Departments and Legally Qualified Chairs presiding 

over Gross Misconduct Hearings.  However, the quantitative methodology was 

preferred based upon the ability of the researcher to remotely obtain and analyze the 

data combined with full-time work commitments. 

 

Ethical Considerations 

Respondents were initially approached via email and provided with a participation 

information sheet detailing the purpose of the research.  Clarity was provided as to the 

researcher’s position in conducting academic research and, as a police officer.  

Respondents were informed that participation was voluntary, and that implied consent 

was given by the returning of data.  Working within Professional Standards, the 

researcher held Management Vetting status and any data supplied by respondents 

was submitted securely to the researcher’s police email address and, stored upon a 

password encrypted computer.  

Risks to respondents, subjects and individuals through the inadvertent disclosure of 

information have been considered.  The proposed methodology sought to negate the 

identification of subjects and individuals through the gathering of anonymised 

demographic data.  Whilst recognition that many cases have entered the public 

domain identifying police officers; police staff are not subject to public gross 

misconduct hearings.  Moreover, individual details in many cases will also have been 

redacted to ensure their anonymity.  Cognisance that potential existed for the indirect 
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identification of subjects and, or individuals through the combination of variable data; 

however, the employed methodology to codify and analyse the data, mitigated such 

risk.  Whilst challenges in obtaining data due to sensitivities were presented, the 

thematic review concluded that academic research would benefit from directly sourced 

police information.  With ethical safeguards, the overall benefits to the police service 

and society to mitigate against an abuse of position are recognised.  Anonymised 

findings would be suitable for publication and could be shared with all stakeholders 

including police forces, College of Policing, IOPC and HMICFRS alike. 
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Findings 

 

Introduction 

Of the requested sample, 23 of the 43 police forces responded (53%).  Although the 

respondents were distributed throughout England and Wales, it is noted that except 

for one respondent, all forces were provincial.  Supplied data totalled 190 individual 

cases.  However following review, 62 cases were subsequently excluded due to the 

information reflecting offences of Police Sexual Misconduct which did not meet the 

NPCC (2017) definition of an ‘abuse of position’ or, insufficient information to satisfy 

that the criterion had been met.  Examples include the commission of offences, for 

instance the possession of indecent images or other sexual offences not linked to an 

abuse of position.  Whilst offences committed against colleagues may amount to police 

sexual misconduct, such cases were excluded due to the definition of an abuse of 

position being committed against members of the public.  A residual number of cases 

were excluded due to not being finalised or, falling outside of the stipulated time 

parameter.  Thus, data was analysed for valid cases (n=128). 

 

Subject Demographic Factors 

Table 1:  What was the Subject’s Age? 

Age Group Frequency Percentage 

18-25 9 7.0 

26-30 13 10.2 

31-35 18 14.1 

36-40 23 18.0 

41-45 32 25.0 

46-50 14 10.9 

51+ 13 10.2 

Unknown 6 4.7 

Total 128 100.0 

 

Figure 1:  What was the Subject’s Age? 
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Male subjects (n=124) accounted for 97% of all offending, whilst only 3% were female 

(n=4).  Marital status is not routinely captured by forces resulting in missing data 

accounting for one third of all responses.  However, of the valid responses (n=88), 

69% were married or in a relationship, 25% single and 6% either divorced or 

separated. 

The mean age of subjects at the first known instance of an abuse of position is 39.2 

years, with a range of 22-61.  However, the modal age is 41-45 accounting for one 

quarter of offences (n=32) and, over half of all offending (57%) occurs between the 

age of 31-45. 

 

Subject Rank / Role  

Figure 2:  What was the Subject’s Rank and Role? 

 

 

The rank of Constable accounted for 80% of all offending (n=102) and PCSO’s 12% 

(n=15).  Some interpretation was required when inputting data due to variations in the 

respondent forces’ terminology of role.  However, almost three quarters (73%) of 

offences were committed in either a response or patrol role (n=61) or a community or 

neighbourhood policing function (n=32). Officers undertaking a role within CID 

accounted for 9%.  Whilst certain roles may not be commonly referred to as ‘front line’, 

except for one case all roles could be considered as public facing.   
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Subject Length of Service 

Table 2:  How many years’ service did the Subject have at the time of offending? 

Years’ service group Frequency Percent 

0-5 33 25.8 

6-10 30 23.4 

11-15 26 20.3 

16-20 19 14.8 

21-25 6 4.7 

26-30 3 2.3 

31+ 2 1.6 

Unknown 9 7.0 

Total 128 100.0 

 

Figure 3: How many years’ service did the Subject have at the time of offending? 

 

 

The average number of years’ service when a subject was identified as committing 

their first abuse of position related offence is 11.0 years, with a range between 0-41 

years.  A quarter of all offending had occurred by the subject’s completion of 5 years 

full service.  Almost half of offending (49%) had taken place by 10 years and, over two-

thirds of subjects (69.5%) had offended by 15 years-service.  By the nature of role 

progression, the years’ service of a subject increased when committing offences in a 

neighbourhood or CID role. 
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Method of Offending 

Table 3:  How did the Subject initiate contact with the Individual? 

Initiated Contact Frequency Percent 

Domestic Abuse Victim 17 13.3 

Sexual Offence Victim 2 1.6 

Other Victim 22 17.2 

Missing Person 2 1.6 

Other Vulnerability 8 6.3 

Witness 9 7.0 

Offender 11 8.6 

Traffic Violation 2 1.6 

Identified via force systems 8 6.3 

Other work-related contact 33 25.8 

Off-duty contact using position 8 6.3 

Unknown 6 4.7 

Total 128 100.0 

 

Figure 4:  How did the Subject initiate contact with the Individual? 

 

 

Except for 6.3% of cases (n=8), the subject initiated contact with an individual directly 

through work-related contact.  Thereafter, evidence reflects that the pursuance of a 

sexual or emotional relationship has been undertaken both on and off duty; however, 

insufficient data was obtained through responses to enable for a statistical 

comparison.  Predominantly, contact was initiated with individuals by subjects through 

the investigation of crime.  Victims of crime accounted for almost one-third of cases 

(32.1%); of which, 41% (n=17) were subject to Domestic Abuse.  An additional seven 

percent of subjects contacted individuals as witnesses in investigations. 
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The subject initiated contact with an individual categorised as an ‘offender’ in 8.6% of 

cases (n=11), including contact through an individual’s detention in custody or via 

offender management roles.  Contact with an individual through the completion of 

missing person enquiries or other vulnerability (i.e. medical provision, or subject to a 

community management plan) occurred in 7.9% of cases.  Eight cases reflected that 

a subject had actively ‘trawled’ force systems to identify and establish contact with the 

individual.  ‘Other work-related contact’ was selected where insufficient information 

was provided to further define and accounts for one quarter of offences.  

Consequently, had complete information been obtained, percentages for all categories 

would be higher.  Of the 128 cases, respondents provided indication that 62% of 

subjects used personal communications (n=79) and 9% shared intimate / explicit 

photographs (n=12).  In 14% of cases, subjects used work systems to contact an 

individual (n=18) and, 11% accessed force systems (n=14).  Subjects abused their 

position of trust against multiple individuals in 29% of cases (n=37).  

 

Individual Demographic Factors 

Table 4:  What was the Individual’s Age? 

Age Group Frequency Percentage 

Under 18 7 5.5 

18-25 27 26.6 

26-30 8 6.3 

31-35 16 12.5 

36-40 15 11.7 

41-45 2 1.6 

46-50 7 5.5 

51+ 4 3.1 

Unknown 42 32.8 

Total 128 100.0 

 

Figure 5:  What was the Individual’s Age? 
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Broadly correlating with the subject demographics, 96% of individuals were female 

(n=123) and 4% male (n=5), predominantly indicative of heterosexual offending.  

One third of responses reflect an individual’s age as ‘unknown’.  Of the valid 

responses, the mean age of individuals at the time of the abuse of position is 30.7 

years, with a range between 13-64.  However, the mode is 18-25 with almost one third 

of all offences (32%) against individuals occurring by age 25.  Only 10% of offending 

occurs with an individual over 41 years.  Child offending occurred in seven cases 

(5.5%). 

 

Individual Vulnerabilities 

Respondents identified an individual to be ‘vulnerable’ in 72% of cases (n=92).  

Vulnerability through being a victim of domestic abuse was identified in 30% of cases 

(n=38).  Notably, this is over two times higher than the number of identified cases 

where a subject initiated contact with a victim of domestic abuse.  Such disparity would 

be commensurate with the significant number of cases where insufficient information 

was received as to the initiated contact.  Similarly, victims of sexual offences (n=5) 

were identified as being vulnerable whereas initiated contact with a victim of sexual 

offences was reported in only two cases.  

Recognition is given to the assessment of vulnerability being subjective based upon 

professional judgement.  Mental Health was identified as a factor in 21 cases and 

substance misuse in a total of 18 cases, alcohol (n=11) and drugs (n=7).  The 

identification of vulnerability arising from the age of an individual (n=6), is broadly 

consistent with the number of cases where a subject offended against a child (n=7).  

‘Other vulnerability’ was sighted in 21 cases and includes incidents of bereavement, 

other health or medical issues. 
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Disciplinary allegations and outcomes 

Table 5:  What were the resultant disciplinary outcomes? 

Year     Outcome     

  Resigned 
/ Retired 

Dismissed Final 
Written 
Warnin
g 

Written 
Warning 

Man 
Advice 

No 
proceeding 

Unknown Total 

2010 Count 2 1 1 1 0 0 1 6 

 % 33.3 16.7 16.7 16.7 0.0 0.0 16.7 100.0 

2011 Count 8 2 2 2 1 0 0 15 

 % 53.3 13.3 13.3 13.3 6.7 0.0 0.0 100.0 

2012 Count 4 5 0 2 1 0 0 12 

 % 33.3 41.7 0.0 16.7 8.3 0.0 0.0 100.0 

2013 Count
  

7 2 0 0 1 0 1 11 

 % 63.6 18.2 0.0 0.0 9.1 0.0 9.1 100.0 

2014 Count 7 6 2 0 3 1 1 20 

 % 35.0 30.0 10.0 0.0 15.0 5.0 5.0 100.0 

2015 Count 2 7 3 0 1 0 0 13 

 % 15.4 53.8 23.1 0.0 7.7 0.0 0.0 100.0 

2016 Count 1 6 1 1 1 0 0 10 

 % 10.0 60.0 10.0 10.0 10.0 0.0 0.0 100.0 

2017 Count 7 5 2 0 2 0 0 16 

 % 43.8 31.3 12.5 0.0 12.5 0.0 0.0 100.0 

2018 Count 6 4 3 1 0 0 0 14 

 % 42.9 28.6 21.4 7.1 0.0 0.0 0.0 100.0 

2019 Count 2 1 0 1 2 0 0 6 

 % 33.3 16.7 0.0 16.7 33.3 0.0 0.0 100.0 

Total Count 46 39 14 8 12 1 3 123 

 % 37.4 31.7 11.4 6.5 9.8 0.8 2.4 100.0 

Missing = 5. 

 

Figure 6:  What were the resultant disciplinary outcomes? 

 

 

 

Incomplete data was obtained relating to disciplinary allegations.  In several cases 

data was either missing or recorded complaint categories were returned as opposed 

to the Standards of Professional Behaviour.  Of the valid responses, subjects were 

most frequently alleged to have committed discreditable conduct (n=83).  Breaches of 

authority, respect and courtesy (n=23), honesty and integrity (n=14) and duties and 
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responsibilities (n=12) were also common.  Breaches of confidentiality (n=17) were 

common disciplinary allegations amongst those offences where force systems were 

accessed other than for a policing purpose. 

Over two-thirds of cases (69%) resulted in the resignation or retirement (n=46) or 

dismissal (n=39) of a subject.  It is noted that in the case of resignation or retirement, 

some cases may have subsequently progressed to disciplinary proceedings, whilst 

others reflected that a ‘case to answer’ had been established which may have resulted 

in dismissal had disciplinary proceedings ensued.  Statistically, no conclusion can be 

made; however, some evidence suggests that dismissal outcomes have increased 

over time, peaking at 60% of cases in 2016.  Feasibly, since 2017 several ongoing 

investigations may have yet to conclude which could further increase the count of 

dismissal or other outcomes.  Formal sanction other than dismissal included the issue 

of a final written warning (n=14) or written warning (n=8) which account for almost one-

fifth of all outcomes (18%).  Outcomes not resulting in a formal sanction occurred in 

10% of valid cases with management advice being provided. 

 

Criminal Investigations, Offences and Outcomes.   

Table 6:  What criminal offences were investigated and what was the resultant outcome? 

Offence   Outcome   Total 

 Conviction Caution NFA Not 
Guilty 

Unknown Not 
Applicable 

 

MIPO 16 1 10 3 0 30 

Corruption 1 0 0 0 0 1 

Sexual Off 2 0 6 2 0 10 

Harassment 1 0 1 0 0 2 

Data 
Protection 

1 4 2 1 0 8 

Other 1 0 0 0 0 1 

Unknown 1 0 2 2 0 5 

Not Applicable 0 0 0 0 71 71 

Total 23 5 21 8 71 128 

 

Figure 7:  What criminal offences were investigated and what was the resultant outcome? 
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Responses where a criminal investigation was either unknown or not progressed were 

removed.  Of the 52 valid cases assessed, 60% investigated Misconduct in a Public 

Office (n=30) or Corruption (n=1).  The investigation of sexual offences accounted for 

19% and, 15% related to Data Protection Act offences.  Of those cases criminally 

investigated, respondents provided an outcome for 49 valid cases, of which, 47% 

resulted in convictions, the percentage of which were significantly higher in respect of 

MIPO offences.  No further action or not guilty outcomes accounted for 42% of cases, 

sexual offences accounting for a higher proportion.  Data protection offences 

accounted for 80% of administered cautions. 

 

 

Learning 

Chi-square analysis is an appropriate statistical test to determine whether any 

observed pattern between the variables of how a subject initiated contact with the 

individual and whether any individual / organisational learning was identified.  For a 

95% confidence level, the significance or probability (p-value) of less than 5% (p<0.05) 

reflects that the pattern observed is statistically significant.  Respondents however 

identified potential learning in approximately only one-fifth of cases (n=24).  

Consequently, the chi-square tests reflect that statistically, it was not possible to 

determine any observed pattern between the variables of how a subject initiated 

contact with the individual and whether any individual / organisational learning was 

identified (6.534; df=11; p<.835). 

Notwithstanding, assessment of the total number of valid cases (n=24), noted that a 

generalised organisational recommendation for abuse of position training inputs for 

first and second-line managers was most common (n=7).   Where cases did not result 

in dismissal, some individual learning was identified (n=5).  However, examples of 

such learning were restricted to online training to mitigate data protection offences or, 

management advice instructing a subject to cease their identified behaviour.  

Recognising the smaller proportion of cases within which learning was identified, 

organisational culture also featured prominently (n=5).  A subjects’ offending was 

linked to a lack of intrusive supervision in three cases.  Retrospectively, learning 

established that pro-active monitoring of force systems may have prevented or at least 

identified subject’s correspondence with an individual at an earlier stage (n=5), 

recognising that the development of force procedures has taken place since 

identification of those historical cases.  The improvement of pre-employment vetting 

procedures was sighted in only two cases.  One case identified consideration as to the 

officer’s gender when tasked with obtaining evidence from a domestic abuse victim; 

which, potentially may have prevented the subsequent abuse of position.   
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Table 7:  How did the subject initiate contact with the individual and was any individual / organisational learning identified? 

How did the subject 
initiate contact with 
the individual? 

 Was any 
individual / 
organisational 
learning 
identified? 

 Total 

  Yes Not identified  

Domestic Abuse 
Victim 

Count 4 13 17 

 % within initiated contact 23.5% 76.5% 100.0% 

 % within learning identified 16.7% 12.5% 13.3% 

 % of Total 3.1% 10.2% 13.3% 

Sexual Offence Victim Count 0 2 2 

 % within initiated contact 0.0.% 100.0% 100.0% 

 % within learning identified 0.0% 1.9% 1.6% 

 % of Total 0.0% 1.6.% 1.6% 

Other Victim Count 3 19 22 

 % within initiated contact 13.6% 86.4% 100.0% 

 % within learning identified 12.5% 18.3% 17.2% 

 % of Total 2.3% 14.8% 17.2% 

Missing Person Count 0 2 2 

 % within initiated contact 0.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

 % within learning identified 0.0% 1.9% 1.6% 

 % of Total 0.0% 1.6% 1.6% 

Other Vulnerable 
Victim 

Count 2 6 8 

 % within initiated contact 25.0% 75.0% 100.0% 

 % within learning identified 8.3% 5.8% 6.3% 

 % of Total 1.6% 4.7% 6.3% 

Witness Count 2 7 9 

 % within initiated contact 22.2% 77.8% 100.0% 

 % within learning identified 8.3% 6.7% 7.0% 

 % of Total 1.6% 5.5% 7.0% 

Offender Count 1 10 11 

 % within initiated contact 9.1% 90.9% 100.0% 

 % within learning identified 4.2% 9.6% 8.6% 

 % of Total 0.8% 7.8% 8.6% 

Traffic Violation Count 0 2 2 

 % within initiated contact 0.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

 % within learning identified 0.0% 1.9% 1.6% 

 % of Total 0.0% 1.6% 1.6% 

Identified through 
force systems 

Count 2 6 8 

 % within initiated contact 25.0% 75.0% 100.0% 

 % within learning identified 8.3% 5.8% 6.3% 

 % of Total 1.6% 4.7% 6.3% 

Other work-related 
contact 

Count 7 26 33 

 % within initiated contact 21.2% 78.8% 100.0% 

 % within learning identified 29.2% 25.0% 25.8% 

 % of Total 5.5% 20.3% 25.8% 

Off-duty contact used 
postion 

Count 3 5 8 

 % within initiated contact 37.5% 62.5% 100.0% 

 % within learning identified 12.5% 4.8% 6.3% 

 % of Total 2.3% 3.9% 6.3% 

Unknown Count 0 6 6 

 % within initiated contact 0.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

 % within learning identified 0.0% 5.8% 4.7% 

 % of Total 0.0% 4.7% 4.7% 

Total Count 24 104 128 

 % within initiated contact 18.8% 81.2% 100.0% 

 % within learning identified 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

 % of Total 18.8% 81.2% 100.0% 
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Figure 8:  How did the subject initiate contact with the individual and was any individual / organisational learning identified? 

 

 

  

Conclusions 

Comprehensive subject and individual demographic information has been obtained 

through the analysis of the case studies from data received by over half of all police 

forces within England and Wales.  Research reflects that most of the identified 

offending was committed by male Police Constables and Police and Community 

Support Officers, aged between 31 and 45 years, with less than 15 years-service, 

performing a patrol / response or neighbourhood / community role.  Almost one-third 

of subjects abused their position with multiple individuals.  Offending against 

individuals was committed predominantly against vulnerable females between the 

ages of 18 and 40 years, with offending against children occurring in only 5.5% of 

cases.  The emerging picture reflects that approximately one-third of individuals were 

victims of crime, with one-quarter of cases reflecting initiated contact with an individual 

as an offender, witness or, other welfare concern.  Work related systems were utilised 

to contact individuals in 14% of cases; however personal communications were 

identified as means of contact in almost two-thirds of cases (62%). 

Despite incomplete data, over two-thirds of valid cases which determined a ‘case to 

answer’, resulted in the subject’s departure from the police service through 

resignation, retirement and, or dismissal.  Approximately one-fifth of cases resulted in 

a formal sanction of either a written warning or final written warning, whilst ten percent 

of cases resulted in management advice.  Where identified, almost half of outcomes 

arising from criminal justice proceedings resulted in conviction (47%) whilst 42% of 

resulted in the determination of no further action or ‘not guilty’ verdicts. 
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Some learning has been extracted from cases; however, due to the limited number of 

cases where learning was identified (n=24), it was not statistically possible to attribute 

thematic learning to the initiated contact and method of offending by subjects.  Of valid 

cases, almost one-third recommended organisational ‘abuse of position’ training for 

line management, whilst cases resulting in the identification of an organisational 

culture, pro-active monitoring of force systems or individual learning for subjects each 

accounted for one-fifth of identified learning opportunities.  A lack of supervision was 

identified in three cases whilst improvements to pre-employment vetting was sighted 

in two cases.  Whilst a subject may be individually accountable for their actions and, 

despite the identified learning what, if any, further opportunities may be gleaned from 

the descriptive analysis arising from the case studies? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Abuse of Position:  Identifying measures to mitigate against the offending of police employees for a 
sexual purpose, or for the purpose of pursuing an improper emotional relationship. 

 

33 
 

Discussion 

 

Introduction 

Cognisance is given to the research limitations arising from the under-reporting of 

offending and, of those matters identified, fewer cases which result in a case to answer 

are also acknowledged.  Whilst in recent years, the premise is that gross misconduct 

hearings for police officers are to be held in public, issues of anonymity may preclude 

reporting and, police staff hearings which are held in private also result in fewer cases 

receiving media attention.  Adopting the recommendations of Firestone, Moulden and 

Wexler (2009), this study has benefitted from both the number of police respondents 

(53% of requested participants) and valid case studies (n=128).  Accounting for the 

inclusion of metropolitan forces, one might estimate that had all forces participated in 

the study, the total number of case studies meeting the inclusion criterion could be 

doubled, providing for the assessment of at least 250 case studies.  Such estimation 

would reflect that of the 905 referred ‘abuse of position’ cases between 2010 and 2019, 

between 25-30% of cases result in a ‘case to answer’.  As identified within the 

methodology, some forces were unable to participate in the research.  Despite this, 

excellent practices of research at a localised force level or, regionalised collaboration 

were identified.  Although localised research provided further limitations, 

predominantly due to the small sample size of cases, benefits arose from in-depth 

analysis relating to the subject’s ethnicity and family background, sickness and 

abstraction antecedence and, consideration of previous complaint and conduct 

history.  A subject’s method of offending was further dissected, including the 

assessment of offending on and off-duty and, in proximity to the subject’s place of 

work. 

Whilst undertaking this dissertation, some completed and ongoing academic research 

was identified, dealing with parallel issues.  Sweeting’s evidence-informed research 

considered 153 cases of Police Sexual Misconduct, data publicly available through the 

review of websites of 30 police forces in England and Wales.  Cognisant that fewer 

and more serious cases are reported within the media (Stinson et al., 2014), 

correlation could be drawn between Sweeting’s findings whereby over one-fifth of 

cases (21.9%) related to peer to peer offending with the findings of this research 

relating to the removal of 33% of cases (n=62) due to falling outside of the abuse of 

position criterion.  Sweeting’s research has sought to identify key indicators to predict 

the risk of an abuse of position and facilitated development of a national risk matrix.  

Whilst police employees who commit police sexual misconduct may possess a 

propensity to abuse their position of trust against a member of the public, this paper 

asserts that methods of offending can be significantly distinct from one another.  

Further research might seek to identify how many subjects who commit PSM also 

abuse their position.  This research asserts that most investigations are reactive 

following an individual’s disclosure and, or complaint against police as opposed to pro-

active measures to identify offending.  Moreover, whilst psychometric testing may 

prevent perpetrators from joining the police service, Sherman (1980) considers that 

potential recruits could circumvent the process.   
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Findings arising from the demographic information will be discussed; which, could 

benefit considerations relating to the future identification of risk and proactive targeting 

of potential offenders.  However, if accepting the position that most cases are reactive, 

what additional learning can be drawn from those case studies to mitigate against and, 

prevent the offending by police employees against members of the public?  Thematic 

exploration of case studies will consider identified and further potential opportunities 

for learning and, additional observations upon the findings of disciplinary and criminal 

outcomes will also be discussed. 

 

Demographics 

Demographic findings reflect that most offenders are male, which is notably consistent 

with all other studies.  Whilst the overall cases are low in number, female subjects 

(n=4), accounted for 3% of offending, higher than 1% (Stinson, et al., 2014) and, 2.2% 

(Cortoni, Babchishin and Rat, 2016); albeit, lower than the US official rate of 7% or 

higher as suggested by victimisation surveys.  Corruption risks are suggestive that 

young female officers could be prone to targeting by offenders and, or organised 

criminal groups.  An organisational mindset may therefore consider female subjects’ 

to be victims as opposed to offenders and potentially if not recognised, the percentage 

of female offending could be higher.  Whilst accepting that relationships may be 

formed through the meeting of individuals across many social contexts including work, 

‘Maintaining a professional boundary between police and members of the public’ 

provides specific guidance relating to interactions with members of the public either 

during a current incident or investigation and, relationships with members of the public 

where there was previous professional contact (College of Policing, 2017).  Similarly, 

the importance for an organisational culture to steer away from the emotional aspects 

of formed relationships both in the decisions whether to instigate investigations and, 

or in any determinations made by the Appropriate Authority whether to instigate 

disciplinary proceedings should not be understated. 

Whilst there is no requirement for police forces to capture certain demographic 

information, for example a subject’s marital status, two-thirds of valid cases revealed 

that the subject was married or, in a form of relationship.  Within this current research, 

one case study did provide indication that the subject was suffering with anxiety, stress 

and depression due to marital problems.  Consistent with some localised research, 

this study suggests that best practice in the identification of potential perpetrators 

could be achieved through the effective collaboration between force Human Resource 

and Professional Standards Departments, combining sickness, abstraction and wider 

performance data with intelligence and complaint information respectively.   

Findings considered both the modal and mean age of subjects to compare with 

previous research and, to aid organisational risk-assessment considerations.  

Fundamentally, whilst a modal age range may indicate that over half of all offending 

occurs within a 15-year period between 31 and 45 years, the range of offending spans 

the lifetime of the subjects’ police service.  Valid cases reflected that the youngest age 

was 22 years; albeit, a wider review of media reports indicate subject offending as 

young as 18 years.  Furthermore, a review of 39 media cases meeting the inclusion 
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criterion as published within Police Oracle, reflected the mean age of offending to be 

39.7 years, commensurate with this study at 39.2 years.  Stinson et al. (2014) identified 

that 82% of subject offending was committed by subjects’ operating at ‘street level’.  

What roles are considered as ‘street level’ or ‘front line’ may vary; notwithstanding, this 

research overwhelmingly reflects that subject offending is committed by those 

employed in roles with direct contact with members of the public.  Through the 

exclusion of cases, this study observed that peer to peer offending was hierarchical in 

nature, whereby a greater proportion of senior ranking officers featured in those 

redacted cases falling outside of the abuse of position remit.   

This study found that subject demographics are well documented whether obtained 

through police or media sources.  Missing data appertaining to an individual’s age at 

the time of the offence, increases both within media sourced research potentially due 

to the anonymity restrictions or other lack of reporting, but also through the ability to 

readily obtain information from police sourced repositories.  Research findings reflect 

that the mean age of individuals at 30.7 years, is 8.5 years below that of the subjects’ 

mean age.  Combined with the mode at 18-25 years, the findings could be supportive 

of the subject taking advantage of their age over an individual as part of the abuse of 

position, as much as taking advantage of the vulnerability of an individual which was 

identified in almost three-quarters of cases.  This study reflected an individual’s age 

range of 13-64; although, wider review of media reporting identified a child victim as 

young as eight years (Police Oracle, 2016a).  Child offending only occurred in 5.5% of 

cases (n=7) and disparity exists with the research findings from Rabe-Hemp and 

Braithwaite (2013) which found that juveniles were targeted rather than adult victims 

and, Stinson, et al. (2014) who reported that three-quarters of victims were under the 

age of 18.  This research identified two cases relating to child offending which involved 

the subject initiating contact outside of a work contact, for instance as a sports coach 

or via a dating site; however, both cases were included within the abuse of position 

criterion due to on-duty work contact.  Additionally, two of the seven cases related to 

same-sex offending, a higher proportion when compared to overall gender 

comparisons between the subject and individual. 

 

Learning 

Individual responsibility to conform to the standards of professional behaviour is clear 

and the misconduct regime is legislated to ensure accountability.  The threefold 

purpose of the police misconduct regime is to maintain public confidence in and the 

reputation of the police service, uphold high standards in policing and deter 

misconduct; and, to protect the public (College of Policing, 2017).  Although this 

research reflects that learning was identified in only one-fifth of cases, regulatory 

changes to the police complaints and misconduct regime implemented in 2020 are 

further supportive of a move from a ‘blame culture’ towards one embedding learning 

and development.  As with the investigations into death or serious injury of members 

of the public following police contact.  The IOPC ‘Statutory Guidance’ succinctly 

provides emphasis and focus to police forces, 
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‘The way in which complaints, conduct matters and death and serious injury 

matters are dealt with has a huge impact on confidence in the police. Where 

they are dealt with well, it helps to restore trust, bring about improvements in 

policing and makes sure something that has gone wrong does not happen 

again. Where they are dealt with badly, it damages confidence in both the police 

and the police complaints system. The handling of all matters should aim to 

improve the police service and individual performance through learning, and to 

put things right when they have gone wrong. This should be done while 

ensuring there is appropriate accountability at both individual and force level.’ 

(IOPC, 2020). 

 

Amongst the recommendations to mitigate against behaviour, previous academia 

highlighted that a lack of intrusive supervision to be a significant factor (Maher, 2008).  

That only three cases within this study identified supervision as a factor suggests that 

previous opportunities to identify learning have been overlooked could be asserted 

and, one may hypothesise that a lack of intrusive supervision could be a contributory 

factor within a significantly higher number of cases.   

Since recommendations for the increased use of information technology (Ariel and 

Farrar, 2013; Harris, 2010), development of and the proliferation of Body Worn Video 

has ensued.  Whilst only one identified case related to a subject using a modus 

operandi to target multiple individuals through alleged traffic violations (Sapp, 1994), 

as with other methods of offending, Body Worn Video could have mitigated such 

behaviour, particularly when recording a subject’s interaction within an individual 

during the initiated contact.  However, battery life or due to the dynamic nature of 

response, a lack of manual instigation of recording prevents the capture of 

interactions.  Technological advances in the automated activation of Body Worn Video 

employed within firearms incidents might be developed for the future activation upon 

scene arrival until departure.  However, a lack of supervisory capacity to review and 

monitor interactions reduces the effectiveness of Body Worn Video other than any 

‘fear factor’ of being monitored.  Regardless, perpetrators may be able to overtly 

portray their professional behaviour, thereafter, covertly contacting victims via 

personal communications after any initiated contact.   

Contact with individuals as part of missing persons enquiries or other medical 

interventions necessitate the conveying of vulnerable persons within police vehicles, 

one case identifying sexual activity within the vehicle.  Despite vehicle telematics and, 

acknowledging resource implications which may prevent double-crewing, 

organisations may wish to consider what policies exist or, may be implemented to 

ensure that where police are unable to conform to best practice, pro-active officer 

contact with force control rooms may enable for GPS monitoring.  Whilst live review 

may not be feasible, such specified actions and the non-compliance of orders and 

instructions may itself mitigate offender behaviour.  Whilst disciplinary proceedings are 

not necessarily advocated for any non-compliance of policy, an ongoing lack of 

adherence might be adequately addressed via reflective practice or Unsatisfactory 
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Performance Procedures.  Repeated issues could further highlight the risk of an 

individual as a potential perpetrator. 

Whilst forces have become increasingly adept at pro-active monitoring of force 

systems, difficulties in detecting subjects establishing personal contact with individuals 

will continue, particularly where subjects divert their personal contact from work 

devices to personal applications.  Obtained evidence relating to breaches of data 

protection are often easier to prove than substantiated offences associated with abuse 

of position cases.  However, despite the identification of explicit images being 

exchanged, wider use of criminal legislation was not apparent.  For instance, a person 

is guilty of an offence if he sends by means of a public electronic communications 

network a message or other matter that is grossly offensive or of an indecent, obscene 

or menacing character (Section 127, Communications Act, 2003).  Evidence of a 

police employee sending indecent pictures, even to partners can often be overlooked.  

However, even where such incidents are not progressed via criminal justice 

proceedings, the circumstances could sufficiently result in the instigation of disciplinary 

proceedings, where an organisation is intent upon mitigating against future potential 

risks to the public following concerns relating to the sexualised behaviour of a subject 

(BBC, 2020). 

References to ‘vulnerability’ supplement the ‘abuse of position’ definition (NPCC, 

2017).  However, this research may corroborate the assertion that any breach relating 

to a position of trust targets those who are vulnerable as means to employ offending 

strategies (Kaufman, Hilliker and Daleiden, 1996; Colton and Vanstone, 1996; 

Gallagher, 1998; Abel, Osborn and Warberg, 1998).  Whilst the assessment of an 

individual’s vulnerability will, in some cases, be subject to professional judgement, this 

study found that subjects instigated contact with vulnerable individuals in almost three-

quarters of all case studies.  Within three separate cases, a subject’s offending was 

identified following their undertaking of management plans for individuals either as an 

offender or other vulnerable person.  Whether managed by an Integrated Offender 

Management team or other localised policing team, generic aims of the continuous 

engagement are to safeguard individuals, reduce offending and, or demand upon 

policing services, often involving multi-agency partnership collaboration.  Authorised 

Professional Practice (APP) in respect of ‘major investigation and public protection’ 

(College of Policing, 2020) provides best practice for the management of sexual 

offenders and violent offenders (MOSOVO).  Police Officers in such roles are trained 

and apply risk matrix models to assess the actuarial static and dynamic risk.  The APP 

specifically references officer and staff safety, sighting that staff should inform the 

force control room at the beginning and end of each visit and, that individual officers 

should not conduct home visits on their own.  The ‘rescuing’ of victims through the 

initiated contact could be viewed as a commonality of offending (Colton and Vanstone, 

1996) and, this could be perceived by the victim or, a grooming strategy employed by 

the subject (Gallagher, 1998).  Whilst potential exists for sexual and violent offenders 

to manipulate others, how do police forces consider their organisational response to 

deal with vulnerable persons, which make up a large percentile of police interaction 

with members of the public?  Furthermore, can learning from the above case studies 

and utilisation of best practice be cross-referenced with community or neighbourhood 
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teams and other specialist roles, including Sexual Offence Liaison Officers and Family 

Liaison, where contact is established with vulnerable persons?  

Research findings indicated that a subjects’-initiated contact through responding to 

victims of crime accounted for one third of all cases, of which victims of domestic abuse 

featured prominently.  One specific case study identified learning that the abuse of 

position may potentially have been avoided with due consideration to the subject’s 

gender who dealt with and photographed the victim’s injuries.  This is particularly 

relevant when considering that most offending was against the opposite sex.  

Therefore, it would be considered beneficial for the allocation of an officer in dealing 

with the victim to be of the same gender, cognisant of the sexual orientation of both 

parties.  Practicalities in the delivery of operational policing services are recognised 

and, resourcing issues cannot ensure gender balance when dispatching police 

officers.  Neither may the ability to facilitate two police officers to remain and deal with 

a victim be achievable and, nothing may subsequently prevent a subject from initiating 

personal contact through any obtained contact details.  However, application of the 

APP best practice principles could do much to mitigate offending and prevent an 

opportunity for a professional perpetrator to initiate contact with a victim.  Quality 

assurance processes relating to the reporting and investigation of crime may be 

undertaken by respective forces, although subsequent contact with victims of domestic 

abuse also present associated risks to their safeguarding and welfare, particularly 

where the offender may be present. Through their contact, opportunity might exist for 

Domestic Abuse Officers to generically explore the initial police response without 

leading a victim; which, could provide opportunity for initial disclosure.  Whilst such 

retrospective action may not prevent an incident from occurring, the potential to 

identify a subject’s alleged abuse of position and, prevent further offences from 

occurring at an earlier stage may be possible.  On-duty follow-up visits were found to 

be commonplace and one case identified that the subject had a propensity for dealing 

with domestic abuse incidents.  Further procedural measures relating to ongoing 

contact and ‘follow-up’ visits could be implemented without unnecessary bureaucracy.  

Line manager notification would ensure supervisory consideration as to the necessity, 

proportionality and requirement of any ongoing contact and, where required, directing 

for resources to be double-crewed.   

Post-event contact between a subject and individual, often by personal communication 

devices provides for significant difficulties in detecting offences.  Notwithstanding, of 

the valid cases where learning was identified, policing culture featured prominently.  

Indication that a subject’s behaviour as a womaniser and or known to have internal or 

external affairs being known to colleagues was highlighted within seven cases.  

Despite such knowledge, internal support for the subject was evident where 

colleagues did not wish to support disciplinary or criminal proceedings.  Extreme 

examples include where a subject having sex on duty was not challenged.  

Anecdotally, the perception of professional standards investigators may suggest that 

a subject’s known behaviour was more commonly known to colleagues, reflective also 

of the lack of identification of wider organisational learning.  Evidential requirements 

to establish an abuse of position thereby enabling for a ‘case to answer’ determination 

can be challenging, let alone for investigations in respect of employees not challenging 
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or reporting inappropriate behaviour indicative of the ‘blue wall of silence’ (Goldstein 

1977; Reuss-Ianni 1983; Kleinig and Zhang, 1993; Parish 2001).  Only one case 

identified that a line manager facilitated a subject’s offending resulting in a formal 

sanction of a written warning.  However, individual self-preservation can be a driving 

factor where an organisational culture provides for clear messages as to the 

implications of not challenging or reporting inappropriate behaviour.  Although such 

information was not specifically requested, no indication was provided reflecting cases 

whereby the forfeiture of pension was enacted following the dismissal of a subject, like 

the reported Nottinghamshire case (Police Oracle, 2015).  Financial incentive can be 

significant in motivating or influencing behaviour and an organisational culture to 

normalise the expectation of consequences, as with the knowledge that instant 

dismissal will likely ensue following the social unacceptance of drink driving. 

 

 

Outcomes of Disciplinary and Criminal Proceedings 

The assessment of consistency in disciplinary outcome determinations is less easy to 

assess.  Each case has to be assessed on the individual circumstances and, the 

College of Policing (2017) guidance on ‘outcomes in police misconduct proceedings’ 

provides for some clear considerations on assessing seriousness based upon a 

subject’s culpability, harm caused, cognisant of aggravating and mitigating factors.  

Those delegated to perform the Appropriate Authority function for police forces and, 

Legally Qualified Chair’s and or other individuals assigned as panel members for 

disciplinary proceedings are suitably qualified to rationalise decisions and whilst there 

may be variances in approach, determinations will be made upon the merits of each 

case.   

Two case studies commencing in 2017 and 2019, identified that following the subjects 

dealing with individuals as victims of domestic abuse and other crime respectively, 

they instigated personal communications with individuals suggesting that they meet 

socially.  Both matters were reported.  The latter was independently investigated by 

the IOPC and the outcome of both cases resulted in ‘management action’ being 

provided.  In comparison, an earlier case identified the same method of offending 

against a victim of crime in 2015, which resulted in a sexual relationship being formed.  

Other offences were discovered, the subject ultimately convicted for misconduct in a 

public office and dismissed.  Consideration as to the level of harm caused, mitigation, 

recognition and remorse may hold relevance where no formal sanctions were applied 

to the less severe outcomes where a sexual relationship was not established.  Such 

outcome may sufficiently change a subject’s future behaviour; however, organisational 

considerations may also wish to balance any outcome decisions cognisant of subjects 

within other case studies who were subsequently discovered to commit further 

offences against additional victims.  Whilst guidance cannot be written for every 

potential incident, one might consider that the College of Policing (2017) guidance on 

‘maintaining a professional boundary between police and members of the public’ 

provides enough clarity.  Much can be dependent upon the delivery of messages and 

disciplinary outcomes are reinforced and how this may impact upon the organisational 
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culture.  The IOPC have since adopted a thematic position to increase the 

independence of investigations (Rabe-Hemp and Braithwaite, 2013; Lopez, et al., 

2017; James, Beardsall and Atkinson, 2010) and legislation provides the oversight 

body with governance over determinations made by the Appropriate Authority in 

respect of those investigations. 

Public consternation is often heightened through media reporting that a police officer 

has resigned or retired when facing disciplinary proceedings.  It is suggested that 

historically, resignations may have been accepted in lieu of progression of criminal or 

disciplinary investigations.  Recent legislation changes to allow police officers to resign 

is wholly appropriate however, as this prevents ongoing financial cost at public 

expense and neither precludes the ongoing disciplinary procedure or administration of 

criminal justice.  In the same way, whilst police staff are not regulated and can resign, 

progression of criminal and, or disciplinary proceedings may ensure that justice for an 

individual and accountability for a subject ensues, further enabling measures to place 

a subject upon the College of Policing barred register for five years, precluding their 

work within the profession and supporting the identification of risk within future pre-

employment vetting measures.  Evidence that a sexual relationship has been formed 

is often obtained through telecommunications data and similarly, such information may 

reflect attempts to establish an emotional relationship.  The definitions ‘for a sexual 

purpose’ and ‘improper emotional relationship’ and examples were outlined and to be 

taken in the context of what a ‘reasonable person would consider to be a breach of 

appropriate professional boundaries’ (IPCC, 2017).  

Misconduct in a public office has been extensively used to prosecute subjects with 

some significant convictions arising.  This research identified only one case utilising 

the corruption offence, implemented in 2015.  This latter legislation applies only to 

police officers and whilst the corruption offence could be amended to include, it is 

suggested that existing legislation sufficiently caters for the misconduct of police staff.  

Whilst the remit of this study has not sought to further explore, for several reasons, 

criminal convictions can be harder to achieve.  Foremost, the burden of proof requires 

beyond all reasonable doubt as opposed to on the balance of probabilities.  Lower 

prosecution rates relating to sexual offence allegations could be due to several factors 

including the defence seeking to undermine witness testimony, particularly where 

vulnerabilities or antecedence are apparent. 
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Conclusions 

 

Constant challenges exist to effectively identify those who abuse their position for a 

sexual purpose.  Moreover, within the spotlight report ‘Shining a light on betrayal’, 

recognition that such offending can be extremely difficult to detect as many individuals 

do not consider themselves to be a victim, believing they are in a relationship, not 

subject to abuse and, or frightened that they may not be believed.  Notwithstanding, 

following 415 referrals in three-year period to 31st March 2019 set against a police 

workforce of 202,023 on the same date, Zoe Billingham, HM Inspector of Constabulary 

stated that,  

‘…it is crucial to make clear from the start that only a tiny proportion of police 

officers and staff abuse their position for a sexual purpose.  The vast majority 

of police officers and staff are dedicated public servants who would never 

contemplate this inexcusable behaviour.’ (HMICFRS, 2019, p.1).   

 

Following government announcement for an uplift of 20,000 police officers in England 

and Wales (Guardian, 2019b), by September 2019 for the first time in over a decade, 

police officer numbers increased by 1.9% upon the previous year (Home Office, 2019).  

Despite any future incremental uplift of staffing, this study acutely recognises that the 

potential implementation of any procedures arising from learning recommendations 

must be balanced with the level of public risk attached to the low percentage of 

offending, set against the ongoing financial and resource constraints.  

Notwithstanding, extensive public safeguarding policies, procedures and legislation 

exist and, the police service has a duty to ensure rigor is applied within its own 

operational service delivery, to minimise threat, risk and harm to the public. 

Increasingly, evidence-informed research has been undertaken since the 

recommendations of oversight bodies (College of Policing, 2015a; NPCC, 2017).  

Encompassing ‘abuse of position’ cases, localised, regional and national studies have 

considered the method of offending of police employees relating to the wider offences 

of police sexual misconduct.   Research findings have enabled for a developed picture 

of the demographic of those who offend within the police service, identifying key 

indicators and supporting the national development of a risk matrix to identify those 

who may have a propensity to abuse their position of trust.  Sexual offending including 

unwarranted sexual conduct against colleagues, voyeurism or the possession of child 

sexual abuse material, may be indicative of a propensity to seek opportunity to, or 

commit sexual misconduct against members of the public.  Recognising differences in 

the method of offending across sexual misconduct, this paper has through the 

obtaining of police sourced data, sought to provide a comprehensive review of ‘abuse 

of position’ cases within England and Wales over the last decade.   

Comprehensive subject and individual demographic information has been obtained 

through analysis of the case studies.  Research is largely corroborative of former 

studies (Stinson et al., 2014), reflecting that most of the identified offending was 
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committed by male Police Constables and Police and Community Support Officers, 

aged between 31 and 45 years, with less than 15 years-service, performing a ‘front-

line’ response or community role.  Offending against individuals was committed 

predominantly against vulnerable females between the ages of 18 and 40 years, with 

offending against children occurring in only 5.5% of cases.  Almost one-third of 

subjects abused their position with multiple individuals.  The emerging picture reflects 

that approximately one-third of individuals were victims of crime, with one-quarter of 

cases reflecting initiated contact with an individual as an offender, witness or, other 

welfare concern.  Work related systems were utilised to contact individuals in 14% of 

cases; however, personal communications were identified as means of contact in 

almost two-thirds of cases (62%), the true figure of which is likely to be higher.   

Previous academic research has advocated for the implementation of pre-employment 

screening measures, increased utilisation of information technology and more 

intrusive supervision; albeit, former studies have not elaborated upon how such 

measures may be implemented.  Whilst those working within the police service are 

accountable for their actions and behaviour, this study has sought to consider what 

organisational learning, within an operational context, could be gleaned to mitigate 

against those who abuse their position.  This paper concludes that preventative 

measures can be identified through a descriptive analysis of learning 

recommendations and, the modus operandi of persons working within the police 

service of England and Wales, who abuse their position of trust for a sexual and, or 

emotional gain. 

 

Further Research? 

The findings identify key indicators which could direct anti-corruption activity towards 

those who may considered to be of higher risk of offending (Walker, 2005) and 

effective collaboration between force Human Resource and Professional Standards 

Departments, may support the identification of potential perpetrators.  Whilst 

demographic findings might have been predicted, the merits of undertaking further 

periodical study are to be considered.  Strategical oversight through collaboration by 

the IOPC’s Subject Matter Network, NPCC Complaints and Misconduct Working 

Group and the National Policing Counter Corruption Advisory Group (NPCCAG), 

HMICFRS and the College of Policing might ensure for a current picture and the 

identification of any emerging trends.   Commissioned research at a localized force or 

regional level may always be beneficial; however, national coordination could alleviate 

duplicated and nonparametric pieces of work.  Moreover, akin to Firestone, Moulden 

and Wexler (2009), this study asserts that research benefits from police sourced data.  

Encapsulation of extensive data could support risk identification and anti-corruption 

methods, whilst identifying learning arising from complaints and misconduct 

investigations.  Should further research be undertaken, early determinations as to the 

recording of required variable information could influence requirements through the 

National Centurion Users Working Group and facilitate the extraction of data in 

subsequent years. 
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Recommendations 

Inconsistencies with which to identify learning opportunities was sighted by the IPCC 

(2012a) and, due to the limited number of cases where learning was identified (n=24), 

it was not statistically possible to attribute thematic learning to the initiated contact and 

method of offending by subjects.  In lieu of the regulatory changes to the police 

complaints and misconduct system, emphasis towards the identification and 

implementation of learning outcomes, akin to the approach to Death or Serious Injury 

(DSI) investigations is key to an organisational development and wider than the 

culpability of a subjects’ offending.  Identified learning recommendations did however 

advocate organisational ‘abuse of position’ training for line management.  Significant 

emphasis was provided by police forces across England and Wales to the issue of 

‘abuse of position’ following the introduction of the mandatory referral criterion for 

‘serious corruption’ (IPCC, 2017).  Notwithstanding, national coordination is advocated 

to maintain the profile of sexual misconduct and, ongoing and repeated inputs for new 

and established police employees is required (Weisburd, et al., 2001; Maher, 2010).  

‘Benchmarking’ abuse of position cases through Regional and National Complaints 

and Misconduct Working Groups could facilitate further consistency in outcome 

determinations for Appropriate Authorities. 

This research has identified thematic areas where protocols could reduce 

opportunities for subjects to abuse their position.  Application of Authorised 

Professional Practice for two persons to be present in their contact with violent and 

sexual offenders, would also translate as best practice through responding to 

vulnerable persons, victims of crime including those subjected to domestic abuse.  The 

issue and efficiencies of ‘double-crewing’ remains an ongoing debate within policing; 

however, organisations may best protect their staff when more than one person is 

present to obtain accounts, statements and, or through the ongoing management of 

an individual’s welfare through care and transportation.  Implemented procedures 

could also ensure that the necessity for follow-up visits be considered without 

bureaucracy and where required, similar safeguarding procedures enacted.  Where 

operational service delivery cannot achieve best practice, police forces may wish to 

give further consideration as to the use and review of Body Worn Video and, 

subsequent dip-sampling of contact with victims of crime including domestic abuse 

based upon the identification of risk.   

This paper asserts that increasingly, disciplinary proceedings are being progressed 

even where a subject resigns whilst under investigation.  However, police forces 

should routinely consider pension forfeiture to enforce the consequences of any 

potential offending and ensure further personal accountability exists to challenge and 

report inappropriate behaviour (Kroon, 2001).  Abuses of a position of trust within an 

organisation is an inherently sensitive and controversial topic and, it could be easy for 

Chief Officers to resist exposing such misdemeanour in the belief that by doing so it 

creates a public relations issue and adversely impacts upon public trust and 

confidence.  Greater transparency in respect of cases, even where disciplinary 

outcomes do not ensue, could supplement awareness and opportunities for 

organisational learning.  Sapp (1994) stated that Police Sexual Misconduct would 

never be eradicated until the ‘boys will be boys’ attitude was eradicated from 
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hierarchical structures yet, changing complex bureaucracy is never a simple or easy 

process, requiring of time and effort (Feeley and Rubin, 1998).  The constant issue of 

intrusive supervision (Davis, 1975; Kappeler et al., 1998) will be ever present, 

balancing limited resource versus operational demand and capability.  This thesis 

recognises the complexities which exist to implement such measures; however, 

concludes that an organisational culture driven to mitigate against those who abuse 

their position is key to prevent apathy towards sexual misconduct (Goldstein 1977; 

Reuss-Ianni 1983; Kleinig and Zhang, 1993; Parish 2001).   
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