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1. Introduction: Legitimacy, Consent and the Leadership Dilemma in Contemporary Policing
Public trust and police legitimacy have become increasingly fragile, particularly in the United Kingdom, where policing has historically been grounded in the principle of policing by consent. This principle reflects an ongoing moral relationship between the police and the public, in which authority is exercised primarily through cooperation rather than coercive force (Reiner, 2010). Drawing on Weberian conceptions of authority, legitimacy extends beyond legal power to encompass the moral justification of state coercion in the eyes of those subject to it (Weber, 1978). In this context, legitimacy is distinct from formal legal authority and instead concerns public perception about whether police power is exercised fairly, proportionately, and in ways that align with shared social values.
Declining public confidence, sustained media scrutiny, and a series of high profile institutional reviews have brought questions of legitimacy to the forefront of policing debate. This erosion extends beyond reputational concern. A substantial body of empirical research demonstrates that legitimacy plays a central role in shaping voluntary compliance, cooperation with the police, and public willingness to engage in crime prevention and reporting (Tyler, 2006; Bradford et al., 2014). Where legitimacy is weakened, policing may become more contested and resource intensive, resulting in increased reliance on enforcement rather than consent and potentially undermining effectiveness, resilience, and public safety.
Importantly, legitimacy challenges are rarely attributable solely to isolated incidents or individual misconduct. Major inquiries into UK policing, including the Stephen Lawrence Inquiry (Macpherson, 1999) and the Casey Review (2023), indicate that legitimacy concerns are rooted in long term organisational, cultural, and governance failures. Viewing legitimacy only as a function of frontline behaviour risks obscuring the role of institutional power, policy design, and leadership accountability in shaping public perceptions of police authority. These findings suggest that legitimacy is best understood as a systemic and historically situated phenomenon, shaped by institutional practices and leadership decisions as much as by frontline behaviour.
This literature review supports the accompanying presentation and addresses the aim of critically evaluating a contemporary policing issue and its implications for leadership, policy development, and service design. Drawing on procedural justice theory, critiques of legitimacy scholarship, organisational justice research, democratic governance theory, and evidence from institutional reviews, the review frames police legitimacy as an ongoing leadership and governance responsibility rather than a static ethical achievement or purely reputational outcome. In doing so, it establishes the theoretical foundation for the argument that ethically grounded and procedurally just leadership plays a central role in sustaining policing by consent in contemporary UK policing.
2. Conceptual Foundations of Police Legitimacy
Police legitimacy is commonly defined as the extent to which the public perceives police authority as morally justified and worthy of voluntary compliance, rather than compliance secured primarily through fear of sanction (Sunshine and Tyler, 2003). Within democratic societies, legitimacy enables authority to be exercised both effectively and ethically, encouraging cooperation while constraining the improper use of state power. Contemporary scholarship distinguishes between empirical legitimacy (public belief and acceptance) and normative legitimacy (the moral justification of power), highlighting that the two may diverge in practice (Beetham, 2013; Bottoms and Tankebe, 2012).
Procedural justice has emerged as the dominant theoretical framework for explaining police legitimacy. Tyler (2006) argues that public judgements of legitimacy are shaped less by instrumental outcomes, such as crime rates, and more by perceptions of fairness in decision‑making processes. This theory identifies four core components linked to legitimacy judgements: fairness of procedures, neutrality in decision making, respectful treatment, and opportunities for voice.
UK‑based empirical studies consistently suggest that procedurally just policing is associated with higher levels of trust, perceived legitimacy, and cooperation with the police across diverse social contexts (Jackson et al., 2012; Bradford et al., 2014). Procedural justice therefore reframes policing effectiveness as dependent not only on outcomes, but also on how authority is exercised routinely.
From a leadership perspective, this is significant. Legitimacy isn’t generated solely through formal policy or performance indicators, but through organisational norms, ethical consistency, and leadership behaviour over time. Senior leaders therefore shape legitimacy indirectly but substantively through the priorities they set, the behaviours they reward, and the inconsistencies they address. However, critics argue that procedural justice provides an incomplete account of legitimacy where structural inequality, historical harm, or power asymmetries shape police–community relations (Tankebe, 2013; Loader and Walker, 2007).
3. Limits of Procedural Justice: History, Inequality and Structural Harm
While procedural justice offers valuable insight into legitimacy formation, it has notable limitations in contexts characterised by longstanding negative experiences of policing. Tankebe (2013) argues that procedural justice frameworks often assume a baseline level of institutional trust that doesn’t exist in all communities. In settings where policing has been experienced as discriminatory or disproportionate, legitimacy judgements may be shaped more strongly by collective memory, power relations, and cumulative institutional experience than by individual encounters.
A central limitation of procedural justice theory lies in its implicit assumption of a shared moral baseline between police institutions and the communities they serve. Critical criminological scholarship highlights that procedurally correct treatment may coexist with unjust outcomes where policing practices reproduce social harm or exposure to coercion (Loader and Walker, 2007; Loughnan, 2014). Where trust has been eroded by historical over‑policing, discrimination, or institutional denial of harm, procedurally fair treatment in individual interactions may be insufficient to alter perceptions.
Research spanning decades indicates that marginalised communities often experience policing through a lens of disproportionality, surveillance, and perceived discrimination. As a result, even encounters that align with procedural justice principles may have limited impact unless historical harms are acknowledged and addressed (Macpherson, 1999). Legitimacy in such contexts operates cumulatively and intergenerationally rather than episodically.
Procedural justice theory also assumes a shared understanding of fairness, neutrality, and respect. Yet perceptions of what constitutes fair policing may diverge between police organisations and communities whose lived experience is shaped by marginalisation. Where institutional interpretations of fairness differ from public expectations, procedurally correct behaviour may not translate into strengthened legitimacy.
These critiques don’t negate the value of procedural justice but underscore the need to situate it within a broader ethical, historical, and structural context. From a leadership perspective, legitimacy therefore requires an integrated approach that combines procedurally just practice with outcome sensitivity, historical awareness, democratic accountability, and institutional reform.
4. In response to the limits of interaction‑focused theories, legitimacy can be understood as a negotiated and context‑dependent process. Tankebe (2013) conceptualises legitimacy as emerging through ongoing interaction between authority and audience, involving acceptance, resistance, and contest. This dialogic perspective reframes legitimacy as a socially situated and potentially reversible judgement (Bottoms and Tankebe, 2012).
However, negotiation in the context of policing isn’t conducted on equal terms. Police organisations retain coercive authority irrespective of public consent, meaning that legitimacy is negotiated under conditions of structural power asymmetry. While members of the public may withdraw moral consent, the police retain the legal capacity to enforce compliance. This complicates notions of dialogue, suggesting that legitimacy is negotiated within bounded conditions where refusal of consent may carry social or legal consequence.
From a leadership perspective, this is critical. Leaders don’t simply balance competing expectations of fairness, effectiveness, and security; they actively authorise the boundaries within which coercive power is exercised. Strategic decisions concerning enforcement priorities, tolerance of misconduct, resource allocation, and public communication function as legitimacy‑shaping acts, regardless of their ostensible neutrality. Silence, or defensiveness in moments of institutional failure may therefore be interpreted not as caution but as moral positioning.
Legitimacy, viewed in this way, is neither stable nor cumulative in a linear sense. Rather, it is conditionally granted and readily withdrawn, particularly during periods of crisis, controversy, or heightened visibility. While procedural justice emphasises how legitimacy is built through fair treatment, negotiated legitimacy highlights how it may be rapidly eroded by perceptions of organisational denial, disproportionality, or unaccountable power.
This understanding situates legitimacy squarely within the domain of governance rather than frontline conduct alone. For police leaders, sustaining legitimacy requires not only procedural fairness but public justification of coercive authority, demonstrable accountability, and responsiveness to contest. Legitimacy is thus produced not merely through interaction, but through leadership choices that signal whose concerns matter, which harms are acknowledged, and how power is morally constrained.
5. Policing by Consent in a Mediated and Globalised Context
Policing by consent remains a defining normative principle of British policing, rooted in traditions of public approval, accountability, and restraint. Historically, consent reflected an implicit moral understanding between police and public. Contemporary conditions, however, have altered how consent is constructed, communicated, and withdrawn.
Digital media, citizen journalism, and social networking platforms have significantly increased the visibility of policing. Police encounters are frequently recorded, circulated, and interpreted in real time, often through simplified narratives concerning misconduct, discrimination, or institutional failure. Media criminology research highlights how policing is increasingly subject to ‘trial by media’, in which reputational legitimacy is shaped by visibility and symbolism as much as formal process (Greer and McLaughlin, 2012; Loader and Mulcahy, 2003).
Legitimacy has also become increasingly transnational. Events occurring outside the UK, such as the killing of George Floyd in the United States, have influenced domestic legitimacy debates by shaping public expectations and comparative scrutiny. Although policing systems differ internationally, such events affect how British policing is perceived, particularly in relation to disproportionality and institutional racism.
For police leadership, this environment highlights the intersection between operational practice and narrative accountability. Leadership responses characterised by defensiveness or silence risk being interpreted as institutional disengagement. Sustaining legitimacy therefore requires moral clarity, transparency, and public explanation alongside operational competence.
6. Crisis Policing and Legitimacy: COVID‑19 as a Stress Test
The policing of COVID‑19 restrictions represented a significant stress test of police legitimacy and leadership decision making. The Coronavirus Act 2020 introduced extensive emergency powers, requiring police to enforce behavioural compliance rather than conventional crime control.
UK research suggests that COVID‑19 policing was often experienced as intrusive and liberty restricting, with enforcement sometimes perceived as prioritising compliance over protection from harm (Inkpen et al., 2023; Boulton et al., 2024). Procedurally just communication mitigated some legitimacy concerns; however, the pandemic exposed the limits of interaction-focused legitimacy frameworks during periods of emergency governance.
The policing of public health restrictions illustrates how states of exception may temporarily displace consent‑based policing models, increasing the risk of legitimacy erosion when coercive power expands without commensurate democratic justification (Zedner, 2010). From a leadership perspective, legitimacy risks during COVID‑19 were shaped largely by strategic decisions regarding mandate clarity, proportionality, discretion, and narrative framing. These experiences reinforce the view that legitimacy problems are often structurally produced, emerging from governance choices rather than individual officer behaviour.

7. Historical and Structural Foundations of Mistrust
Mistrust in UK policing cannot be fully understood without reference to historical and structural foundations. Research demonstrates that legitimacy concerns are shaped by sustained experiences of unequal treatment and perceived discrimination, particularly among racialised communities.
The Stephen Lawrence Inquiry (Macpherson, 1999) marked a critical moment, formally identifying institutional racism within British policing. Its enduring significance lies not only in its recommendations, but in its impact on collective memory. Legitimacy can therefore be understood as intergenerational, with present‑day encounters interpreted through historical reference points.
Leadership strategies focused solely on procedural reform risk appearing insufficient where institutional harm remains unresolved. Sustainable legitimacy is more likely to require explicit acknowledgement of past failures alongside credible structural and cultural change.

8. Organisational Culture, Misconduct and Institutional Legitimacy
Recent institutional reviews suggest that legitimacy challenges in UK policing are closely linked to organisational culture and governance. The Casey Review (2023), for example, identified systemic shortcomings within the Metropolitan Police Service relating to supervision, misconduct processes, and accountability.
These findings challenge “bad apple” explanations and reposition legitimacy concerns as organisational rather than individual phenomena. Organisational culture shapes which behaviours are normalised, challenged, or tolerated. Where misconduct processes are perceived as opaque or inconsistent, both internal and external legitimacy may be weakened.
Oversight bodies such as the IOPC and HMICFRS play important roles in legitimacy maintenance, although their effectiveness may be constrained by delay and perceptions of limited independence. Public confidence frequently depends less on the absence of misconduct than on how police organisations respond to it.

9. Internal Organisational Justice and Leadership Influence
Internal organisational justice refers to perceptions of fairness within police organisations, including transparency, consistency in discipline, and respectful supervision. Research suggests that organisational justice influences officer morale, ethical behaviour, and alignment with organisational values (Bradford and Quinton, 2014).
Tyler’s (2011) concept of “trickle‑down justice” highlights how perceptions of internal fairness shape external policing practice. Officers who experience fair treatment internally appear more likely to enact procedurally just behaviour in public encounters.
Together, this literature supports the view that legitimacy challenges are shaped not only by frontline interaction but by leadership decisions, organisational culture, and governance arrangements.

10. Reform, Symbolic Compliance and Structural Constraint
Despite widespread recognition of legitimacy challenges, reform initiatives within policing often appear uneven. Performance pressures, political accountability, and organisational inertia may limit the translation of leadership intent into sustained practice.
Brunsson’s (2002) concept of symbolic compliance highlights the risk that organisations engage with reform rhetorically while daily practice remains unchanged. Within policing, legitimacy‑focused initiatives may therefore foster cynicism unless embedded within consistent cultural, supervisory, and structural change.
The literature also highlights the structural constraints faced by police leaders. Legitimacy‑oriented leadership may conflict with short‑term performance metrics or reputational risk management, suggesting that legitimacy deficits cannot be attributed solely to individual leadership capability.

11. Legitimacy as Strategic Organisational Risk and Leadership Implications
Framing legitimacy as a form of strategic organisational risk provides a useful integrative lens. Unlike traditional performance risks, legitimacy deficits develop incrementally, resist easy measurement, and materialise indirectly through reduced cooperation, workforce cynicism, and contested authority.
Legitimacy indicators such as public confidence surveys, complaint data, and misconduct statistics offer insight but function primarily as lagging measures. Over‑reliance on quantitative indicators risks encouraging performative compliance rather than substantive change.
Conceptualising legitimacy as strategic risk highlights its simultaneous impact on compliance, cooperation, workforce morale, and public confidence. Ethical leadership, organisational justice, and credible accountability therefore function not only as moral commitments but as mechanisms of organisational resilience.

12. Leadership, Policy and Service Design Implications
My accompanying presentation frames police legitimacy as a leadership dilemma rooted in governance, ethical judgement, and organisational decision making rather than isolated failures of conduct. The literature corroborates this framing, demonstrating that legitimacy is constructed cumulatively through leadership choices concerning priorities, oversight, transparency, and response to harm.
From a senior investigative leadership perspective, legitimacy has direct implications for investigative effectiveness, victim confidence, and public cooperation. Research links trust and legitimacy to information sharing, engagement with the criminal justice process, and compliance with authority (Tyler, 2006; Bradford et al., 2014).
A central argument advanced in both the literature and the presentation is that procedural justice, while necessary, is insufficient where legitimacy concerns are shaped by historical harm or institutional failure. Leadership approaches reliant solely on training or behavioural standards risk neglecting the governance arrangements and supervisory cultures that influence legitimacy at organisational level.
Policy design also emerges as significant. Institutional reviews suggest that public confidence is shaped less by claims of reform than by demonstrable, consistent responses to misconduct and error. For investigative leaders, legitimacy is enacted through supervision, transparent rationale for decisions, and credible accountability mechanisms.
Finally, internal organisational justice represents a further point of alignment. Research indicates that officers’ perceptions of internal fairness influence ethical behaviour and commitment to democratic policing values (Bradford and Quinton, 2014). Within investigative teams, leadership approaches to autonomy, supervision, and ethical reasoning are therefore particularly influential.
This review contributes to contemporary policing scholarship by reframing police legitimacy as a form of strategic organisational risk that develops cumulatively from leadership decisions, governance arrangements, and institutional responses to harm. Police legitimacy in contemporary UK policing is shaped by systemic, historical, and organisational factors. Procedural justice provides an important foundation, but appears insufficient when isolated from historical context, organisational justice, and leadership accountability.
Across the literature, there is broad agreement on the importance of ethical leadership, credible governance, and internal fairness in sustaining public trust. Legitimacy challenges can therefore be understood not only as ethical concerns but as strategic organisational risks with consequences for effectiveness, cooperation, and long‑term resilience.
Legitimacy should be understood not as a reputational asset to be defended, but as an operational and ethical condition continuously shaped by leadership decisions, institutional memory, and organisational willingness to engage credibly with harm. In a context of heightened scrutiny and expectation, policing by consent depends on leaders’ capacity to confront institutional shortcomings, foster reflective cultures, and sustain ethical consistency alongside operational demands.
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