	
	
	



This paper will be supporting a presentation on the murder of James Bulger and the impact that this case had on policing and public perception. In February 1993, at two years old, James Bulger was abducted and murdered by two 10-year-old boys from a shopping centre in Merseyside, Liverpool (The Independent, 2023). This case grew an intense media following because of its strange circumstances, with public outcry growing as the case progressed. This paper will be focusing upon the initial police response, the media coverage and the changes to policing and the criminal justice system following this incident to highlight the impact of this major event on policing. 

The initial abduction and then murder of James Bulger sparked a huge police response, with the police labelling the incident as ‘critical’. The College of Policing [2013] explains that a ‘critical incident’ is an incident where the police’s response could severely impact public perception. With such a devastating case at hand, it is clear that Merseyside police service had to handle the case with utmost care and efficiency. Prolonged and repeated exposure to ‘critical incidents’ have been found to cause physical and emotional effects on police officers, including an extreme amount of stress (Otto and Gattens, 2022). Therefore, this emphasizes the negative impact that major incidents have upon police officers and their ability to police adequately. After locating the suspects, detectives interviewed and charged Robert Thompson and Jon Venables for the murder of James Bulger. Even though Thompson and Venables were so young, the age of criminal responsibility in the United Kingdom sits at 10 years old, as the UK Government believes that a child of this age should reasonably know the difference between right and wrong (Maguire, no date). The age of criminal responsibility has the potential to affect public perception of the police service as it leads the public into a confused state regarding sympathy for the children. It is human nature to feel sympathy towards someone so young, but after the details of their crime were revealed, the public quickly grew angry and hateful towards the young boys. 
Media coverage plays a substantial role in shaping the publics views and beliefs, especially when they report on major incidents, such as James Bulger’s murder. A study by Chong and Druckman [2007] explained the media’s ability to affect the process in which people form a concept of a topic, therefore leading to the development of their attitudes towards said topics. Following the reveal of the identities of Venables and Thompson, a media frenzy ensued, with the boys being dubbed as ‘Freaks of Nature’ by the daily mirror (The Guardian, 2010). Negative media portrayals of these boys fuelled the public’s anger, with more negative headlines came more anger and outrage from the public. The tabloids took advantage of this and continued to publish “deep dives” into the boys' backgrounds, causing further turmoil to the public (Role of Stats Public Opinion, no date). Due to the sheer number of negative media being published, public perception began to mirror those negative headlines. In turn, this pushed immense stress onto the police service and partner agencies to secure the correct judgement and adequate sentencing. Major incidents with as much coverage as this case have a larger impact on policing and public perception as it is as if everything is being magnified and every move is watched and criticised. Following the harrowing media frenzy of this case, stricter rules have now been implemented regarding the way the media are allowed to report on criminal cases, specifically those involving children. 

Following the investigation and intense public outrage, many human rights advocate groups pushed for there to be changes in the way children are treated during police investigations and in court (Creaney et al, 2018). It is evident that this led to immense pressure on police forces and partner agencies, such as the Crown Prosecution Services (CPS), in dealing with and prosecuting children in criminal cases. This also led to continuous calls for the age criminal responsibility to be raised from the age of 10, as people believed it was too young. A survey published by Pierpoint (2021) revealed that out of 200 people, 88% of participants believed that the age of criminal responsibility should be raised, with the most frequent answer being to raise the age to 16 years old. In turn, this shows how major incidents, specifically those involving children, have a significant impact on the way policing works and how public perception can change so easily. As during the investigation and trial, the public were relentless in their anger towards Venables and Thompson and yet now people are requesting for the age of criminal responsibility to be raised. 

This presentation has emphasised the impact of the James Bulgers’ case on policing, partner agencies, public perception and the way the media can sway opinions. By bringing in new rules to restrict the media’s ability to report on criminal cases involving children, it will allow the families to grieve and receive justice fairly (Youth Justice Legal Centre, no date). It will also allow them to have faith and trust in the police service to be able to deal with the case correctly, without the involvement of negative media portrayals standing in the way and damaging the child in the future. In addition, extensive measures have been implemented into the Criminal Justice System in the years following the James Bulger case to ensure it’s ability to deal with and protect the youth that pass through. The Youth Justice Board (2019) published figures supporting that these extensive measures have proven successful, while showing more than a 75% decrease in the cautions or convictions given to white youths and a 55% decrease given to BAME youths.
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