Findings and Conclusion.

This chapter shows the findings from the primary data that was collected through my questionnaire that I distributed to Police Officers, friends and family and also includes my conclusion to this dissertation. 

This survey looked at perceptions of UK Policing during the COVID-19 pandemic, as outlined in my analysis chapter, which focused on my three key chosen themes: Policing operations, Officer wellbeing, and Community relations.

A total of 52 people completed my survey (25 Police Officers who joined during in and around the time of the pandemic and 27 of my friends & family). The questionnaire contained number scale questions (1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree) and open-ended questions.

Some participants reported that they witnessed a noticeable increase in Police visibility during lockdown, whilst 78% of all respondents (81% of officers, 74% of public) agreed or strongly agreed that they observed a heightened Policing presence in their respective communities (mean score 4.1). 
This aligns with the “4E’s” framework (Engage, Explain, Encourage, Enforce) which is documented in my previous literature review.

The respondent’s perception of fairness and consistency were more split and divided. The findings showed that 62% of participants agreed that Policing was enforced fairly (65% officers and 59% public), but 28% of people disagreed or felt neutral, and these findings showed rapidly changing rules across the UK. 
Only 41% of respondent’s agreed that enforcement was consistent (mean 3.2), with officers themselves acknowledging interpretive challenges. 
One Officers stated “I felt like the rules were changing daily, it was hard to know what we were supposed to enforce at times.” Qualitative responses frequently mentioned confusion surrounding the Coronavirus Act 2020 and Health Protection regulations.

A significant minority (47%) felt Police used excessive powers, with 38% believing certain groups (particularly ethnic minorities and young people) were treated more harshly than other ethnic groups and also other age groups. 

Direct experiences reinforced this 31% of public respondents reported witnessing or experiencing unfair treatment. These findings were highlighted and showed disproportionate Fixed Penalty Notices in minority communities.

There was a strong consensus on the toll that the pandemic took on officer’s health and wellbeing. 88% of all participants (92% officers, 85% public) agreed that they experienced increased anxiety and stress related issues (mean average of 4.4). 

76% of all officers recognised that fear of infection affected their performance. Officers who joined during the pandemic reported particular challenges, as 68% agreed that disrupted training impacted their confidence and professional development. Perceptions of Institutional support however were less positive. Only 35% agreed that officers were adequately supported (mean average of 2.6), with many mentioning insufficient PPE early on in the pandemic and limited mental health resources were made available to them. 22% of officer respondents reported ongoing effects into 2023–2024, including symptoms consistent with burnout or Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). 

Qualitative comments highlighted empathy but also frustration: “They were under immense pressure and deserved more support,” while one officer stated, “We all felt that the institution forgot about us once the initial crisis had passed.”

Public trust showed mixed outcomes. 29% of public respondents reported increased trust in the Police during the pandemic, and 41% said it remained unchanged, and 30% reported a decrease. Officers were more optimistic, with 52% believing public trust had been maintained or improved. 
Overall, 55% of participants agreed that Police acted with respect and empathy towards them, though 32% disagreed, and open-ended responses revealed a more complex picture. Positive themes included understanding of difficult circumstances, one response included “They were just doing their job in an impossible conditions”. 

Negative themes centred on perceived overreach and inconsistency “It made me trust Police less because of how some of them issued their powers”. Several respondents noted that government actions for example the Downing Street garden parties indirectly damaged police legitimacy.

The COVID-19 pandemic significantly reshaped UK Policing, accelerating operational changes while exposing and growing vulnerabilities in Officer wellbeing and community relations. 

This dissertation, through literature review, methodology, and primary questionnaire data, has demonstrated that the crisis has acted as both a catalyst for innovation and a stress test for multiple established Policing principles.

The findings confirm key themes from the literature. Policing operations shifted towards public health enforcement under emergency legislation, with increased visibility but challenges in consistent and fair application. 
The “4Es” approach helped maintain some legitimacy, yet rapid regulatory changes and disproportionate enforcement in certain communities reduced public confidence, which was consistent with procedural justice theory. 
Officer wellbeing emerged as a critical issue. High stress levels, infection risks, disrupted training especially for new recruits, and inadequate support structures led to lasting impacts, including burnout and retention worries. The data highlights a gap between public recognition of these pressures and perceived organisational response, supporting calls for better mental health resources and peer support systems across the board.

Community relations proved most fragile during the pandemic. While some participants maintained or increased their trust due to more visible policing, more showed empathy for officers, that were faced with such a difficult role during that time. A substantial proportion reported declining confidence in Police which was linked to perceived overreach and inconsistency from Officers. This reflects broader legitimacy challenges, particularly affecting minority and the younger generation, and he study’s limitations must be acknowledged. The sample size (n=52), while sufficient for identifying patterns, is relatively small and drawn primarily through professional networks, potentially introducing selection bias. Self-reported data may also reflect subjective perceptions rather than objective measures. 
Future research could benefit from larger, longitudinal studies incorporating more diverse community voices and official Police data. Despite these constraints, the research fills a gap by capturing perspectives from Officers who joined the force during the pandemic alongside public views. 
It contributes to understanding how crisis Policing affects long-term legitimacy and Officer resilience and wellbeing.

In conclusion, while UK Policing demonstrated adaptability and commitment during an unprecedented crisis, the pandemic exposed systemic weaknesses that continue to reverberate in today’s Policing. Rebuilding public trust will require sustained focus on procedural fairness, consistent training, improved wellbeing support, and genuine community engagement. 

Policing by consent remains the foundational principle; restoring and strengthening it demands learning from COVID-19 experiences to enhance preparedness for future emergencies.

This includes investing in scenario-based training that simulates rapidly changing regulatory shifts, establishing robust mental health frameworks with proactive rather than reactive support, and embedding community oversight mechanisms to ensure transparency in crisis decision-making. 

Furthermore, addressing gaps in enforcement, particularly concerning ethnic minority groups and younger demographics. It is essential to prevent the erosion of legitimacy. As hybrid working models and digital tools persist, the legacy of the pandemic offers opportunities for a more resilient, transparent, and community-oriented police service. 

Ultimately, the lessons learned underscore the need for a balanced approach that protects both public safety and officer welfare, ensuring the police service emerges stronger and more trusted in the face of future national challenges.

