Examining children’s perspectives of the Mini-Police in England and

Wales

The mini-police is an innovative police engagement programme that is aimed at
children aged 8-11 years in England and Wales. This article examines the perspectives of
children that have participated in the mini-police programme filling a significant gap
within the literature. Children’s voices were captured through a national online survey
completed by 248 children that had been in the mini-police and 102 children that had not
and 8 child-friendly creative workshops were held in four forces involving 56 children.
The article suggests that participation in this programme can increase children’s
understanding of what the police do, their trust in the police and their desire to help others.
Additionally, findings suggested that other positive impacts of participation include an
increased self-identity, confidence, and sense of safety. This article argues that engaging
younger children in programmes such as these can help to promote and support positive

life course trajectories.
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Introduction

The National Police Chiefs’ Council’s aim to build the relationship between the
police and young people is one that has been of great importance for decades (National
Police Chiefs’ Council, 2024). In England and Wales, police-based uniformed youth
organisations such as the Volunteer Police Cadets (VPC) and the Mini-Police have been
developed to help achieve this aim. Although both programmes share a similar ethos, the
mini-police differs by working with younger children (aged 8-11) and the voluntary
innovative police engagement programme is delivered in schools by local forces with the
support of local Police Community Support Officers to provide a fun and interactive way
to introduce children to a positive experience of policing and to get them involved in the
local community. Previous studies, such as Pepper and Silvestri (2017) and DeMarco et
al. (2018), have documented a range of benefits for young people in the Volunteer Police
Cadets, whereas this paper details the experiences and views of younger children

following their involvement in a police-based uniformed youth organisation.

Whereas the VPC, which is established in all areas of England and Wales, involves young
people aged 13-18 years, the mini-police is a police engagement programme in primary
schools which agree to participate originally developed in Durham for children 8-11 years
old (years 5 and 6). The objective of the Durham mini-police initiative was to provide a
fun and interactive way ‘fo introduce children to a positive experience of policing and to
get them involved in the local community’ (Callender et al., 2019). The wider aims include
building trust with communities, promoting responsible citizenship and a sense of social
responsibility, improving relationships between the police and young people and
increasing skills such as self-confidence. The Durham model was critical at inspiring
other sites across England and Wales to launch their own initiatives for 8-11 year olds,

though other sites did not create direct replicas of the Durham model and instead



developed their own localised aims and structures for implementation. Currently there is

partial coverage across England and Wales (c. 25% during the fieldwork).

Each mini-police unit is based in a primary school within the respective force area and
sessions are facilitated typically by one or two police officers from the local policing team
who in their duties police the local community. Schools in deprived areas or with high
levels of crime are usually targeted by programme leads and are required to agree to
support mini-police activities in partnership. Whilst selection processes for participating
children within schools varied between sites, all children were required to volunteer to
participate. Noting variance between the sites, children who participate were issued
branded clothing (Jackets, high-visibility vests etc.) that they could wear during their
mini-police activities. Within the sessions which lasted around 1 hour, children learn
about different subjects linked with local policing priorities and issues effecting the
communities in which they live. They learn about safety, such as road or water safety,
within the groups and then disseminate that information to the wider population of
children within schools. In some schools, the mini-police supported lunchtime
supervisions when children were playing in the playground. As part of the programme,
some children are able to visit the local police station. Children also are able to participate
in organised campaigns such as speed awareness and/or activities to address illegal
parking outside of schools during pick-up times. It should be noted that, whilst operating
with aligned aims, the operational practices in sites varied. For example, in participating
schools in some areas, the mini-police was delivered as a set lesson where children
received information within established lesson plans whereas in other areas, children and
police officers collaborated to develop the focus and determine activities. Further
information concerning the activities children undertake is presented in the findings

section.



A key tenet of public and police relations is the perception of procedural justice (Bradford
et al.,2009; 2014). It is argued that if the public judge the police to be using their powers
fairly, institutional legitimacy is built and thus public compliance with the law increases
(Sunshine and Tyler, 2003; Gau and Brunson, 2010). Although research has largely
focused on adults, recent research suggests that procedural justice is more important to
children and young people (C&YP) (Hinds, 2007; Murphy, 2012). As such, improving
relations and understanding between C&YP and the police is critical to increasing
C&YP’s likelihood of asking for help, compliance with the law and cooperation with the
police. There is a need to improve the connections between C&YP and the police, with
the National Strategy for the Policing of Children and Young People: Child Centred

Policing (National Police Chief’s Council, 2016, p.4) acknowledging evidence that:

“shows the lack of confidence many young people have in the ability of the Police
service to protect them — and so they rarely ask for help” and “Policing policies,
processes and interactions with C&YP can have a significant impact on their

lives, both in the short and long term”.

Moreover, young people are more likely to have contact with the police and that this
contact can often be adversarial and problematic (Murray et al., 2020). These contacts
can often be negative with young people reporting that they do not feel that they are
treated with respect, that procedures are not explained to them, that the police have
negative stereotypes of them, and they are labelled as a ‘problem’ (Crawford, 2009;
Norman, 2009). Contact has been consistently demonstrated to be a significant
determinant of attitudes towards the police, with those having contact often being more

negative (Bradford et al., 2009).

At the same time as difficult and negative contact that C&YP have with the police,

C&YP are exposed to significant risks in their lives that the police are positioned to



provide protection. The rise of county lines organised crime, reliant on the exploitation
of C&YP, is a prominent societal and policing concern (Home Office, 2020). Although
the extent is not known, the Children’s Crime Commissioner estimated in 2017 that there
were at least 46,000 children in England involved in gang activity, with around 4,000
teenagers in London alone being exploited through child criminal exploitation, or county
lines (Children’s Commissioners for England, 2017). Furthermore, the rise of online
safety risks presents a threat to the healthy development of C&YP. Concerningly, the
number of “URLs identified by the Internet Watch Foundation as containing sexual abuse

imagery involving adolescents is increasing” (Bentley et al., 2020, p.38).

There is growing evidence that police-youth schemes improve relations between
C&YP and the police, as well as impact upon the willingness of C&YP to help the
community, improve behaviour, increase skills and confidence and enhance wellbeing.
Several studies demonstrate positive benefits of police-based C& YP engagement in terms
of rapport between C&YP and officers. For example, Anderson ef al. (2006) found that
young people reported feeling significantly more respected by police officers and more
comfortable in their presence following their engagement in a programme in Connecticut
designed to promote positive youth development through meaningful and enjoyable
community activities. Drawing on research with Volunteer Police Cadets, Pepper and
Silvestri (2017) argue that being a police cadet provides young people with important
opportunities to experience positive ‘personal encounters’ with the police, resulting in a
greater feeling of belonging and an increased stake in conformity. Such benefits of police-
based engagement are evidenced to be positive both for C&YP as well as police officers

(Goodrich et al., 2014; Hyanghee et al., 2017; Walmsley, 2015).

Studies of C&YP’s engagement in uniformed youth groups illustrates potential to

increase community involvement and future willingness to volunteer. The Scout



Experience Survey showed that 48% of their young people took part in action to make a
positive difference to their communities (Scouts, 2023), in comparison 16% of
respondents in the Community Life Survey participated in formal volunteering at least
once a month in 2021 to 2022 (Department for Culture, Media and Sport, 2023). Kirkman
et al.’s (2016) randomised control trial of youth social action initiatives found that young
people who participated were more likely to express interest in specific volunteering
activities available to them in the future than their counterparts. Engagement with
uniformed youth groups can, therefore, improve how children and young people behave
within and perceive their community. Moreover, initiatives have potential to improve
children and young people’s sense of moral order and sense of responsibility for

delinquency and transgressions in their local environment (Moon et al., 2010).

Alongside improved attitudes and civic engagement, uniformed youth
engagement programmes are evidenced to improve the behaviour and attitudes of
children and young people who participate. For instance, Bajwa-Patel et al. (2018)
reported that 85% of the cadets who participated in a survey felt that their behaviour and
attitude at school had improved due to their membership of the Cadet Forces. Similarly,
Anderson et al.’s (2006) evaluation of police working with young people in non-
enforcement roles found that younger children (10-12 years) were significantly more
likely to improve their scores on self-regulatory efficacy (which refers to one’s ability to
resist negative peer pressures) following completion of the programme than older
children (13-18 years). Kearney and Levine (2020, p.101) highlight that interventions
designed to improve children’s social influences can make important contributions and
mentors can help guide youth productively through the ‘path of life’ to make a meaningful

impact.



C&YP also develop new skills and improve existing skills through participation
in police-based uniformed youth organisations. Moon et al. (2010) highlighted how
cadets view membership in terms of future benefits such as CV enhancement as well as
for personal development and skills acquisition. DeMarco et al. (2018) argue that young
people most ‘at risk’ due to family composition, school exclusion, or other lifestyle risk
factors were the most vocal about the importance of these advantages within the cadet
unit as those they would normally not have access to. The perceived future benefits of
skills gained or developed through uniformed youth organisation involvement are

important to C&YP who participate, as well as for future employers.

Volunteering is linked with improved mental wellbeing and confidence, and there
is evidence that participation in uniformed youth groups has similar benefits. Moon et al.
(2010) identified that members of cadet forces demonstrated a high level of self-esteem
with over 90% of respondents agreeing or strongly agreeing with a series of statements
designed to evaluate how individuals feel about themselves. Dibben ef al. (2015) found
that participation in guides and scouts was associated with better mental health and
narrower mental health inequalities, at age 50. This suggests that youth programmes that
support resilience and social mobility through developing the potential for continued
progressive self-education, soft non-cognitive skills, self-reliance, collaboration and
activities in natural environments may be protective of mental health. Wang et al. (2015)
in a two and half year study with scouts measured that self-ratings increased significantly
for cheerfulness, helpfulness, kindness, obedience, trustworthiness and hopeful future
expectations but did not increase significantly for a non-scout control group. The
improvements to mental health are extremely valuable, in a wider societal context of

increased levels of poor mental wellbeing, especially among specific groups of children



and young people. Participation in uniformed youth groups has the potential to improve

C&YP’s self-identity as well as increasing their resilience.

In this context, the mini-police is strategically well placed to provide children with
access to positive and integrated activities from an early age, representing a potentially
critical programme to deliver the ambitions of national policy. The next section provides

an overview of the development and context of the mini-police in England and Wales.

The development and context of the mini-police in England and Wales

Whilst recognising the diversity of mini-police programmes nationally, the aims
of all mini-police initiatives resonate with government strategy that seeks to work with
C&YP to reduce their risk of becoming offenders or victims; build positive relations
between the police and C&YP; and nurture their feelings of social responsibility so that
they become active citizens. For example, the Modern Crime Prevention Strategy (Home
Office, 2016, p.17) aimed to prevent crime by “building positive character traits and
increasing young people’s abilities to make good decisions and achieve positive life
outcomes”. To achieve this, positive interactions between the police and young people,
such as police cadets, will foster positive characteristics and resilience in C&YP. The
Serious Violence Strategy (Home Office, 2018) also promoted the importance of
providing programmes that help C&YP build their self-confidence, character and ability
to engage positively with society. A commitment is to “explore and build on models of
partnerships that exist and work well in building positive relationships between schools

and police in England” (Home Office, 2018, p.66). Indeed, research carried out by Wong



et al. (2018, p.14) of the Thames Valley mini-police provided some evidence of this

potential with them commenting that:

“Whilst it is difficult to confidently ascertain or isolate any direct impact of the
Mini-Police on participants’ perceptions and trust in the police, our data suggests
that Mini-Police students do command a broad understanding of police work and
that their regular encounters with a police officer seem to be supporting their

development as responsible young citizens”.

Early intervention is a crucial component of strategies (Home Office, 2016;
National Police Chief’s Council, 2016), aiming to improve communication and
engagement with C&YP. The Civil Society Strategy: Building a Future that Works for
Everyone sets out a commitment to empower young people to shape the future of the
country by helping them to develop the skills and habits of social responsibility during
their childhood and youth (Cabinet Office, 2018). The importance of schools is critical,

with:

“citizenship teaching in schools, both as a discrete curriculum subject and as
part of a whole-school approach, has been shown to enhance and reinforce

participation individually and at school level ” (Cabinet Office, 2018, p.43).

Since its conception, the mini-police has grown considerably over the past few years.
Data captured by Callender et al. (2019), show that there are now some 388 mini-police
schools across 16 forces. The growth of the mini-police has been uneven, with Durham
and Lincolnshire having a much higher number of schools (137 and 122 respectively)
compared to other areas which ranged between 1 and 27 schools. In total, there were
5,517 children who were mini-police officers in England and Wales. The average number
of mini-police children per school is 17, though the size of cohorts in schools varied

considerably. Seven sites indicated that they had one mini-police cycle a year, one site



indicated they had 3, one indicated they had 6 and one indicated they had 9. The
remaining sites did not share how many cycles they had a year. Sites were asked whether

mini-police undertake social action as part of the scheme, 11 of the 16 sites indicated that
they did. It is worth noting that six sites held after school activity relating to the mini-

police whereas some sites conducted mini-police activities during the school day.

Overall, there is much variety across mini-police programmes within local
contexts and there is much scope to increase the scale of programmes. In this paper, for
the first time, insights into the mini-police from the perspectives of children are presented,

providing timely evidence to inform the development of programmes locally.

Method

A mixed method approach was taken to explore the mini-police in England and
Wales. To understand the scheme from children’s perspectives, a national online survey
was administered through schools which was completed by 248 children that had been in
the mini-police and 102 children that had not. Secondly, 8 child-friendly creative
workshops were conducted which involved 56 children in the mini-police from 4 forces.
This child-centred research approach, empowered children to share their views on their
terms, providing important insight that contributed to service development. The project
was reviewed and approved by the University of Northampton, Faculty of Health,

Education and Society Research Ethics Committee.

National Online Survey

A national online survey was created to capture the views of children on the mini-

police. The survey was distributed by force leads to schools and was launched in



December 2018 and closed in February 2019, being live for 8§ weeks. The aim of the
survey was to be as inclusive as possible, recognising that some schools may not be able

to participate due to its online nature.

The survey was designed to be completed by children who are or not directly
involved in the mini-police, to enable a comparison of attitudes and explore whether the
mini-police was influencing peers. The survey was designed around 4 core sections:
perspectives on the mini-police; perspectives on policing; perspectives on safety; and

continued and future connections with policing.

A total of 248 children who were directly involved in the mini-police participated
in the online survey from 26 schools across England and Wales. The site that had most
schools participate was Durham (n=10) with most other sites having between 2 and 4
schools participate. However, in terms of numbers of children, around a half (55%) of the

sample were located in Cumbria (n=55) and Durham (n=90).

[Insert Table 1 about here]

Child-Friendly Workshops

Four case studies were completed across England and Wales to gain an in-depth insight
into children’s perspectives. A total of 8 child-friendly creative workshops were
completed in collaboration with the following forces: Cumbria; Durham; Gwent and
Lincolnshire. Between 6 and 10 children participated in each group and a total of 56

children took part overall.

In the workshops, children were asked to draw an image or collection of images
about the police or mini-police and then write around the image a series of comments

about the police or mini-police. Researchers actively attempted not to influence what the



children shared and rather allowed them to write their own views. Researchers informed

the participating children they were free to write both positive and negative comments.

If children struggled, they were provided starting points for sentences (such as “I
enjoyed the mini-police because...”, “I didn’t like it when we...” etc.). Following the
creation of their image, children were invited to share with the group what they had drawn
and to read out some of their statements. The children were then led in a discussion by
the researcher on emergent themes, topics or issues identified in the exercise. All written

and spoken data' were transcribed and thematically analysed (Terry et al., 2018).

Results

The section is organised into four sections. First, general perspectives on the mini-police
based on national online survey results and case study findings, before providing an
overview of 3 key themes that emerged from the analysis of the in-depth child-friendly
creative workshops: 1. Having fun and doing new things; 2. Learning, helping and

feeling; and 3. Connecting with policing.

General Perspectives on the Mini-Police

! Due to ethical/commercial issues, data underpinning this publication cannot be made openly
available. Further information about the data and conditions for access are available from the
Institute for Public Safety, Crime and Justice, University of Northampton, at

ipscj@northampton.ac.uk.
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This section provides an overview of the results from the national online survey and then

a summary of findings from the in-depth case studies.

National Online Survey Results

The overall experience of being in the mini-police was reported very positively,
with there being only 2 children who indicated that they did not enjoy being a part of the
mini-police. Of the 248 mini-police officers, 190 (77%) children enjoyed all of mini-
police, with a further 47 (19%) enjoying most of their experiences (see Table 2). Children
in the mini-police were asked what they enjoyed most about their experiences. The most
common answer, representing a little over half of all comments (54%) related to activities
they had completed during the mini-police. There were 5 other recognised themes, which
were in order of prominence: making an impact to others (14%); connecting with policing
(12%); learning (8%); the feelings of being a mini-police officer (7%) and creating

connections with peers, other children and adults (6%).

Children were also asked about which bits they least enjoyed. There were less
comments compared with comments on enjoyment, with most comments relating to
specific activities they did not enjoy. A few recurring issues, though with a small number
of children, included missing out on play times to complete mini-police duties, feeling

bored during specific activities and feeling like there was not enough police contact.

Children in the mini-police were asked to assess what features had been impacted
by being in the mini-police, illustrated in Table 2. The features that most children
indicated had been impacted related to better understanding what the police do and their
desire to help others. The trust they had in the police alongside their ability to work in a
team also had c.85% levels of agreement. The least agreed with statements related to
speaking and listening skills, though it must be noted that each still had over two-thirds

agreement suggesting a reasonably high impact across all features surveyed. There were



no significant differences in the reported impacts based on gender, year group in school
or age. These results demonstrate how being a part of the mini-police had a range of

impacts on children’s perspectives and values.

[Insert Table 2 about here]

In-depth Case Study Findings

Children who participated in the creative workshops were all very positive about
their experiences in the mini-police and shared how they found the activities fun and
interesting. There were numerous comments that children provided which documented
their love of being in the mini-police and the importance of this experience to them,

illustrated in Figure 1 (1a&1b).
[Insert Figure 1 about here]

It should be recognised, however, that children provided some negative comments
based on their experiences, such as “I didn't like it when people made fun of the mini
police when we started”. Whilst there were not many negative comments, they show how
children take their role in the mini-police seriously. A couple of comments related to
either the length of the programme such as “It was really good but I wish it could have
been longer”. As children shared negative experiences, it demonstrates how a critical and
safe space for children to share their views was achieved within the research (see Figure

l:1c,1d&1e).

Overall, children were broadly positive about their experiences in the mini-police,
with a large proportion enjoying all or most of their experiences. The results indicate the
importance of positive, dynamic and impactful activities, that have a secondary effect of

breaking barriers and misperceptions of who the police are and what they do. The mini-



police was found to be important to children, enabling them to construct positive and
prosocial identities whilst achieving a range of self-reported positive impacts that link

with national policing policy.

The following three themes emerged from the analysis of the child-centred
workshops which relate directly to their experiences in the mini-police - 1. Having Fun

and Doing New Things, 2. Learning, Helping, Feeling, 3. Connecting with Policing.
Theme 1. Having Fun and Doing New Things

The most prominent theme identified in the analysis related to children having fun
and doing new things, with 42% of comments coded within this theme. The activities
illustrated in Figure 2 (2a,2b&2c) included both visits to new and exciting places, such
as a trip to London for children from Lincolnshire, and trips to local and familiar places,
such as the beach for children from Cumbria. Many of the comments that children
provided related to different activities and the experience of going to new places was
discussed with great enthusiasm by the children. Being in the mini-police afforded
children a range of experiences to participate in community events in important roles,
which was extremely valuable and enjoyable. Critically, when out in the community,

children were able to construct their identity as a mini-police officer.

“When we joined the mini-police, we had to be good in school and outside of

school and not get into any trouble” (Lincolnshire)

“I like being in the mini-police because we go on loads of trips and we learn about

police education too that might lead us to something in the future” (Gwent)
“You get to do fun activities and that... like it isn’t just work and stuff” (Cumbria)

[Insert Figure 2 about here]



There were several events that children described which involved visits to policing
spaces, such as police headquarters or custody units (Figure 2: 2d,2e&2f). These types of
events were particularly prominent in children’s accounts related to insights into a
previously unknown world. Visiting police officers at their place of work was an

appealing prospect that the children looked forward to.

Children described with excitement activities that involved interactions with
police officers during visits (2g,2h&?21). For instance, meeting police dogs was a recurrent
positive factor across the sites, though one or two children found the dogs scary. Children
in Cumbria described participating in police ‘riot training’, which many found a fun and
exciting activity. Such activities were memorable to the children and highpoints within

their mini-police experiences.

Overall, the first theme documents how children reported being in the mini-police
positively because it comprised a range of fun activities. Membership in the mini-police
involved visits and activities to places that they may otherwise not have access to.
Importantly, children spoke most excitedly when activities involved encounters with
police officers, police dogs or were completed in policing spaces. Having fun and doing
new things represents an important part of the mini-police that should not be dismissed,

as it represents a critical component of the main attraction to being in the mini-police.

Theme 2: Learning, Helping, Feeling

The second most prominent theme identified related to children learning about the
mini-police, applying that learning to helping others and then experiencing the emotions
of helping others, representing 33% of comments coded to this theme. The process of
becoming a mini-police officer across sites involved different recruitment and
appointment processes, but fundamentally included children agreeing with and

committing to a set of values and principles of who a mini-police officer is. These



included being kind, helping others and acting as role models (both in an out of school),
behaviours they identified within the workshops (Figure 3: 3a&3b). Children assumed
the identity of being a mini-police officer which led to a range of positive internal
emotions. Several children described how taking part in the mini-police had impacted
their confidence in themselves, enabling new social networks to form within school
(Figure3: 3c&3d). By helping others and behaving in accordance with the values they had

committed to, the children expressed how this made them feel happy and important.

“When I'm at home I used to never help make anything but now when I am at
home I help dad make the tea... Like just seeing how brave the people in the police

are and seeing how much it can help to do one little thing in the house.” (Durham).

“It’s helped me with my confidence and to speak out when something is wrong”

(Gwent)
[Insert Figure 3 about here]

Being a part of a team was an important part of the experience of being in the mini-police.
For some children, they described themselves as being very shy and reserved within group
activities prior to participation in the mini-police. For these children, the activities had
facilitated increased social contact within peer groups as well as with visitors to the
school. Creating connections with others appears to be central to improving self-
confidence as well as being a meaningful part of the children’s experiences (Figure 3:

3e&31).

“If we find people around school not behaving or doing something that they
should, we have to tell a teacher. We can’t make a consequence for them but we

have to tell a teacher” (Cumbria)



Children described how they had learned new safety information, including road safety,
water safety and county lines. This type of information was related to increased sense of
safety in public space, as well as enabling the children to share this information with
friends and family, which strengthened their identity as a mini-police officer. Providing
safety information to others was an important aspect of who they see police officers to be

and a central part of their identity as a mini-police officer.

“I can protect my brother from things and before I couldn’t really do much games
with him... and now we can play police and can team him all sorts of things like

the phonetic alphabet... and it’s created a bond between us.” (Durham)

“I feel more safe on my own... like just me and myself... when there’s no one else

around me” (Durham)

A final and important aspect within this theme was feeling connected to and
helping the local community (Figure 3:3g). Children were particularly motivated to
improve safety within their local environment, through litter picking, supporting local
speed awareness campaigns or online safety. Making an impact on the community
enabled children to feel proud of their role in the mini-police and their place within the
community. Key here is that the impacts of being a mini-police officer extended beyond
school spaces and into community life, showing that the relative reach of the mini-police

was not confined to educational spaces.

Overall, the second theme demonstrates how the experience of being in the mini-
police is having positive impacts for many of the children, especially in terms of
confidence, and is enabling the children to make a positive contribution and impact to
their community. The value of the mini-police to less confident and socially excluded
children is of importance, with the mini-police empowering children within school. It is

critical, considering theme 1, that activities are created that are both enjoyable and fun



but also inspire children to make a positive difference in school and within the

community.

Theme 3. Connecting with Policing

The third theme identified in the analysis related to children meaningfully
connecting and building a trusting relationship with the police, 19% of the comments
were coded into this theme. Police officers were perceived by the children as interesting
and important, coming from a ‘world’ that they had limited knowledge of. The process
of being in the mini-police enabled the children to have increased exposure to police
officers and police community support officers allowing misconceptions about the police
to be addressed and more trust in the police. For example, when asked in the survey ‘What
did you learn when spending time with the mini-police?’ answers included “/ learned that
I have trust in the police and to tell someone if something bad is happening” and “that
you can feel safe around the police and that they can be very fun”. The children also
became more aware of what the police aim to do and the improvements to knowledge for
some children made them ‘less scared’ of the police. For example, some said “Being in
the mini police has made me less afraid of the police” and another stated “I like being in

the mini police because we can learn about the police” (see figure 4).
[Insert Figure 4 about here]

The connections that children have made with the officers that deliver the mini-
police programmes were strong and the children spoke fondly of the officers (Figure 4:
4c&4d). This connection felt for some children as a form of belonging within the policing
family and some children described how they now would feel more comfortable to

approach and speak to police officers in public spaces. Children were more mindful of



what the police do and the stresses they face, with the children respecting officers and

holding them in esteem.

The uniforms children were provided and wear when they are ‘on-duty’ were
essential to their policing identity, which in their minds transformed them from being
students to officers (Figure 4: 4e&4f). The uniforms acted as symbols of a legitimised
identity which reflected the values of respect, care and safety. The creation of artefacts
through the activities they participated in, such as posters and information leaflets, were
valuable to the children especially when supporting the promotion of safety information

or documenting their experiences.

The experience of being in the mini-police for several children had shaped their
aspirations to become a police officer in the future (Figure 4: 4g,4h&41). For instance, in
Durham, the children learned the phonetic alphabet which they positioned as important
to becoming a police officer in the future. Children arguably prior to involvement in the
mini-police held a partial and narrow view concerning the roles and functions police
officers undertake (“like they drove cars and stuff’, but through participation in the mini-
police were exposed to a wider variety of roles and functions police fulfil. This was linked
with children having new perspectives on policing viewing the police officers differently

as they got to know them, often feeling less scared when seeing them in the community.

“Before I just knew little things about the police like they drove cars and stuff,
but now I'm telling my mum and dad all the time like the alphabet and like what

they do...” (Durham)

“l used to be scared when I would walk past the police because they look big but

now when I walk past I am not scared anymore” (Cumbria)



Overall, the prominence of theme 3 within data shows the value of the dynamic between
the police and children as part of the mini-police programme. Across the sites, children
wanted to develop relationships with officers and assume a place of being on their ‘team’.
Being in the mini-police improved children’s knowledge of what policing involves and,
more importantly, that police officers are not scary and are indeed people they can relate

to.

Discussion

The findings demonstrate children’s perspectives on the mini-police, creating new
knowledge on uniformed police-based youth organisations. The evidence presented
above shows how children reported their experiences in the mini-police positively,
increasing their understanding of what the police do, the level of trust they have in the
police and their desire to help others. Taking into account the recognised challenges in
the relationship between children and the police (National Police Chiefs Council, 2016),
the mini-police offers an innovative programme that children report as positively
changing their perceptions about policing and the trust they have in officers. In this
context, the mini-police has potential to support key public policy, such as the Modern
Crime Prevention Strategy (Home Office, 2016) and the Serious Violence Strategy
(Home Office, 2018), by developing children’s competencies, confidence and positive

engagement with their community.

Being a part of the mini-police for many children was found to have profound
impacts on their self-identity, improving their confidence and sense of safety, which align
with results presented in other studies of uniformed youth groups (Moon et al., 2010;
Dibben et al., 2015). Moreover, the collective identity of the mini-police in school had

supported a diverse group of children to work together and support positive change within



the school environment. In this sense, the mini-police differed from other education-based
programmes and inputs in school by enhancing children’s sense of pride and involvement

in the community supporting them to construct prosocial identities.

Extending previous evidence of positive impact from police engagement
programmes targeting young people or adolescents (Anderson et al., 2006; Pepper and
Silvestri, 2017), this study documents a series of positive impacts that the mini-police has
on younger children. Mini-police programmes involved a range of activities and learning,
which the children who participated enjoyed and valued. The key learning points are
critical in the face of contemporary societal risks such as county lines and online safety.
The mini-police had facilitated children to learn about different topics and translate their
learning into their everyday lives. Critically, children were able to convey these messages
to other children in school and to the wider community, a role that formed a central
component of the identity as a mini-police officer. Police officers were held in esteem by
the children and they valued the relationships they had built with key staft that delivered
the mini-police. Though to different degrees across the sites, children discovered a sense
of belonging within the wider policing family, with their experiences in the mini-police
removing barriers between themselves and officers. This was especially important for
children who previously had, or other family members had, negative perceptions of and
encounters with the police. This links with the findings of Pepper and Silvestri (2017)
which document how positive personal encounters have lasting implications for children

and young people’s sense of belonging.

Children across the sites were empowered to different degrees in the mini-police,
which influences what the mini-police is as a concept within the schools. There were
distinctions between sites in terms of the mini-police being framed by the children as a

representation of who they are and also in children being involved in setting objectives



or deciding topics to be explored by the mini-police. In some sites, the mini-police had a
transforming effect for children, impacting core values and perceptions related to
policing, community and pride, whilst in others, the mini-police was something that
happened, with children having limited agency to define what the mini-police is, and it
being less anchored in their self-identity. Therefore, this article has built upon Wong et
al’s. (2018) findings that engaging in the mini-police increases trust in policing, to show
that some children have articulated a sense of identity that they construct as a mini-police

officer.

These differences were shaped by the unique design, implementation and aims of
the mini-police programme in each site, resulting in an observable difference with how
children behaved in school as reflected in their identity as a mini-police officer. For
instance, in one site, the children formally presented themselves as ‘officers’ in the mini-
police, with the mini-police being constructed as a core aspect of their identity. In another
site, however, the mini-police was framed as being a series of learning activities and the
children identified themselves less explicitly as mini-police officers beyond their
participation in learning activities. This highlights the importance of local context in fully

appreciating the importance and value of the mini-police to local policing objectives.

There are significant opportunities to develop a robust evidence-base on what
works at engaging children at a younger age to promote and support positive life course
trajectories and build upon current literature (Callender et al., 2019; Demarco et al., 2018;
Pepper and Silvestri, 2017). Future research should focus on first measuring the impacts
of participating in the mini-police and then recording their sustainability as children
negotiate key moments in their life course: transition to secondary education and to
adolescence. Studies should engage with children not directly involved in the programme

wot understand the wider benefits of schools engaging in the mini-police programmes.



Moreover, future research should also create a robust evidence base of ‘what works’ in
practice and sharing learning across different sites to improve the efficacy, efficiency and
effectiveness of programmes. Future research should also consider the cost-benefits of
mini-police programmes to justify allocation of resources alongside other policing

priorities.

Conclusion

This paper has presented the first national scale piece of research on the mini-
police, providing new and original insights intoan under researched area of police-based
uniformed youth organisations. The research demonstrates how, similarly to the VPC,
police-based uniformed youth organisation can and do have significant value for younger
children which has not previously been documented. It is argued, based on the evidence
presented, that local police forces do not overlook or dismiss the mini-police as it holds
significant potential to fashion new relationships with children in deprived or high-crime
areas. Children were very positive about their experiences and valued their role and sense
of belonging in the mini-police. What appeared to be most valuable within sites was the
positive impact participation in the mini-police had achieved with children who
previously held negative views of the police. This is not to say that safety information
and education on topics such as road safety, county lines and water safety are not
important, but rather that the unique feature of the mini-police was more about forming
trusting relationships with the police, reframing the perceptions of who police officers are

and what they do, and fostering a sense of pride in the community.
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