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Abstract

The scope of this dissertation was to answer the question ‘How does social media, and its use in society, affect policing and are there improvement to be made’. Specifically, the aim was to critically analyse how social media is used by police and public and to identify key findings of learning to be made or improvements to be implemented by UK police forces. 

The aim of this dissertation was to research the use of social media in today’s age and how it has grown in its short existence to date. Social media has grown rapidly and has evolved from simple chat sites to global platforms that are used twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, by people across the world. This dissertation sought to focus specifically on the use of social media in relation to UK policing and what effect its use has on policing, and the public’s view of UK police forces. Police forces across the UK use social media to spread messages across the population who reside in their areas and this dissertation delves into what types of communication is made and what benefits or shortfalls they may have. Furthermore, this dissertation analyses how the public use social media regarding the police and reviews specific incidents in the public eye that have had further effects on policing.

The researcher reviewed the academic literature available in relation to these topics and critically analysed them to seek what gaps in the research there are, with potential for further research to be carried out. Surveys were conducted on people from policing backgrounds and those with no policing background. The participants were asked several questions regarding their experience of what they have seen posted on social media relating to UK policing and whether the police use social media enough, or too much. They were also asked about their personal experiences of using it, mostly with regards to the participants having served or currently serving as a police officer, and if more could be done to use social media as a method of improving public confidence in policing.
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Chapter 1 – Introduction
1.1 – Background

Social media has existed since the 1970s, when they were simple chat sites or forums used to spread information on a small scale. (The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2025). Since being created, social media has evolved into more advanced websites and applications, to be used on mobile devices. All it takes to access the wide variety of social media sites out there is access to the internet. With this comes the easier ability to share whatever one wishes by a simple press of a button. Overtime, the police forces in the UK, and of course globally, learnt that there were potential benefits that social media presented to them and with that saw an opportunity to use social media as a powerful tool to address the members of the public of which they serve.

As the internet has grown since its inception, so has social media. Platforms such as X (formally named Twitter), Facebook, and TikTok, have changed how people communicate with each other. Some will remember how face to face conversations were once the main way to communicate with each other, and many will remember the development of phones, which in turn allow for people to communicate without being next to each other. UK police forces have always tried to police the communities in which they operate by “policing with consent” (Home Office, 2012). Social media has now become a tool which police forces use to engage with the public and assist in using the policing by consent methodology. The use of social media can allow police forces to maintain transparency and openness as they can release messages or updates on situations when required.

Police forces have departments that aim to maintain a constant presence on social media and to ensure there is continued engagement with the general public. X is one such site that is used commonly because it is a modern day version of a bulletin board that can be accessed by many people at once. X allows for the police to rapidly output key messages or updates regarding ongoing incidents, but also allows for the police to show images or videos of police officers within the community doing good work (Crump, 2011).

Although social media is a useful tool, there are of course ways in which it is used that cause negative effects for policing. One such example of this is that police officers on the streets now face an unprecedented number of people who simply have to put their hands in their pockets and are then equipped with a tool that takes photographs, films videos of any length, and then upload them to social media all within a matter of minutes. Of course, this again can provide benefits as evidence of offences could be captured, and the good work of police officers can be spread across social media with ease. In contrast to this, people can film interactions with police, both those that are negative and those that can be perceived to be negative when the whole incident is not captured or released. This in turn then causes for negative examples of the police to be uploaded to social media and spread across thousands, or millions of people, again within a matter of minutes. The misinformation that can be spread takes a negative toll on the public’s perception of the police, and due to issues with ongoing court cases or other reasons stemming from ‘red tape’ the police forces often cannot release the footage they have on hand to social media which would show the full picture and in turn exonerate many police officers.


1.2 - Aims and Objectives

This dissertation hopes to review both the positives and negatives of the use of social media and highlight the key areas, such as the last point explained above, where improvement and changes could be made. By doing this, this dissertation will answer the question: How does social media, and its use in society, affect policing, and are there improvements to be made? The objective of this dissertation is to critically analyse how social media is an asset and hindrance to the police.

By using research into the current literature, in addition to surveys completed by both police officers and the public, this dissertation aims to gather information on how social media is used by the police and the public and then provide recommendations on how it could be better used by both parties.

The predominant method of research will be using secondary data as there are multiple other academic pieces on this topic and similar topics that can be useful to answer the question posed. To ensure that the research is of the best quality, primary data will be collected by the researcher via a survey. This is beneficial to the overall research for the project, as the survey will include opinions from people who may have never been questioned on this topic previously and will also particularly obtain opinions from current or previous police officers to offer a more inside view on the topic. This primary research style will also allow for up to date information and opinions from participants, that will complement the secondary data from previously published academia.


1.2 – Conclusion

To conclude, this dissertation will explain how social media has grown since its inception and how it has become an embedded part of people's everyday lives. As social media continues to evolve, it is paramount that police forces continue to ensure the benefits of its use are utilised and its threats are closely monitored to maintain a steady improvement on its use. This dissertation will use both primary and secondary data to answer the title question.
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