Policing Models, Power and Society 



BMCJ7007




Word Count – 3750




Assignment Title - Critically evaluate the concepts of trust and confidence in UK policing, examining their significance for legitimacy and public cooperation. Analyse historical and contemporary influences on these concepts and apply relevant theoretical perspectives to a specific case or policy initiative, discussing implications for current policing practice and public engagement.








Leah Jones 














Indroduction	2
Procedural Justice + Stop and Search	3
Trust, Compliance and Public Cooperation	4
Historical Influences on Trust and Legitimacy in UK Policing	6
Case Study: Stop and Search Reform and Police Legitimacy	8
Implications for Contemporary Policing Practice	10
Conclusion	11
Refence List	12



















[bookmark: _Toc385986146]
Introduction
Public trust and confidence are widely regarded as essential to the effective function of policing in democratic societies. Within the United Kingdom, the motto of policing by consent assumes that policing authority is sustained not primarily through coercion, but through public feeling and legitimacy, and the moral alignment of the community values (Newburn, 2017; Bardford et al., 2020). Although often used interchangeably, trust and confidence represented analytically distinct concepts. Confidence reflects intrumental evaluations of police performance, such as effectiveness in crime control and responsiveness to public concern, whereas trust relates to normative judgement about fairness, integrity and the appropriate use of police power (Jackson and Bradford, 2019; Yesberg and Bradford, 2021)  
This is significant because legitimacy, understood as the belief that police authority is rightful and should be voluntarily obeyed, is more strongly associated with perceptions of procedural justice than with assessment of operational effectiveness alone (Tyler 2006 ; Tankebe and Liebling, 2013). Where public trust is weakened, cooperation with police may decline, affecting crime reporting, intelligence sharing and long-term community engagement (Loader and Walker, 2021).   In the UK context, legitimacy has historically been shaped by controversies over discrimination, misconduct, and organisational accountability, while contemporary challenges such as austerity, social media scrutiny, and disproportionate policing practices continue to influence public perception (HMICFRS, 2021; Casey, 2023). 
This essay will argue that although policy initiatives aimed at improving performance may enhance short-term confidence, sustainable police legitimacy depends primarily on the cultivation of normative trust through procedurally just practices and meaningful community engagement. By applying theoretical perspectives to development, such as stop and search reform and neighbourhood policing, this essay evaluates the implications of trust and confidence for public cooperation and contemporary policing practices.

[bookmark: _Toc2100776684][bookmark: _Toc1645919873]Procedural Justice + Stop and Search

Procedural justice theory (1990) suggests that the public compliance with police authority is shaped less by the outcomes of police encounters and more by the perception of fairness, respect and neutrality during interactions (Tyler, 2006; Braford et al., 2020). Within the UK context, this theoretical framework has been particularly influential in shaping debate over the use and reform of stop-and-search powers. Stop and search represents a highly visible and discriminatory police tactic which has historically generated concerns regarding racial disproportionality and legitimate defects among minority communities (Newburn, 2017). 
From the perspective of procedural justice, reforms that enhance communication between officers, provide clear reasons for searches, and minimise unnecessary enforcement actions should improve perceptions of fairness, thereby boosting public trust and the willingness to cooperate with law enforcement. However, empirical evidence indicates that while some reforms have led to slight decreases in overall stop-and-search applications, disparities in how minority groups are targeted remain, constraining advancements in perceived legitimacy (HMICFRS, 2021; Yesberg and Bradford, 2021). This highlights a significant limitation of procedural justice theory in real-world application: even when fairness in interactions enhances individual experiences, broader structural enforcement patterns may still erode normative trust. 
The distinction between instrumental and normative compliance is strikingly clear in the context of stop-and-search practices. While these measures may yield short-term results, such as deterring criminal behaviour or recovering weapons, they can have detrimental long-term effects if individuals consistently perceive them as unfair. Repeated experiences of perceived unfairness will significantly erode public trust, leading to decreased cooperation with law enforcement, including reluctance to report crimes or provide valuable intelligence (Loader and Walker, 2021). As such, it is evident that while procedural justice offers a useful framework for reform, achieving sustainable legitimacy demands comprehensive organisational changes that prioritise accountability, address disproportionality, and foster genuine community engagement beyond superficial interactions with the police (Chan et al., 2023)
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Research shows a strong connection between public trust and confidence and the extent to which individuals cooperate with police, which includes compliance during interactions, willingness to report crimes, and involvement in investigations (Bradford and Jackson, 2010). According to procedural justice theory, people are more inclined to cooperate when they view policing methods as fair and legitimate, rather than just effective at reducing crime (Tyler, 2006; Bradford et al., 2020). Government statistics and inspection documents shed light on how these factors influence modern policing in the UK. 
Stop and search serves as a crucial measure of police legitimacy due to its public visibility and the discretionary power it gives officers. In 2023–24, more than 535,000 stop and searches were conducted in England and Wales , yet only a small fraction led to arrests or further legal action (House of Commons Library, 2025). Although this tactic can aid in recovering weapons and temporarily reducing crime, frequent implementation without clear results could damage perceptions of fairness and effectiveness. Ongoing racial disparities exacerbate the situation, as data shows that Black individuals are stopped and searched at significantly higher rates than their White counterparts (Home Office, 2024) leading to feelings of unequal treatment and decreased trust among minority communities. These trends highlight the conflict between crime-control methods focused on results and the principles that underpin police legitimacy (Bradford, 2014).
Public trust similarly impacts people's willingness to report crimes and participate in policing initiatives. According to findings from the Crime Survey for England and Wales 2023, overall public confidence in the police has varied in recent years, with differences across various demographic groups and localities (HMICFRS, 2023). Lower levels of confidence correlate with perceptions of reduced police accessibility and responsiveness, especially in communities that have experienced cuts in local policing due to austerity (Jackson et al., 2018). This suggests that trust is influenced not only by policing actions but also by residents' day-to-day interactions with law enforcement and the quality of service they receive. 
Collaboration with the community is also vital during criminal investigations, as police effectiveness often hinges on voluntary information sharing and witness cooperation (Bradford and Jackson, 2010). Inspection reports indicate a decline in positive outcomes from investigations, suggesting that resource constraints and reduced public engagement may hinder police efforts to gain cooperation and resolve cases (HMICFRS, 2023). From a legitimacy standpoint, this arguably reflects how operational success is linked to the public's perceptions of fairness, accountability, and law enforcement's competency. 

In summary, these empirical findings support the view that effective policing over the long term depends more on building normative trust than on achieving compliance through enforcement alone. While tactics like stop-and-search may lead to immediate compliance with law enforcement directives, sustained cooperation is more likely when communities believe policing methods are fair and the organisations behind them are accountable. Research shows a strong connection between public trust and confidence and the extent to which individuals cooperate with police, which includes compliance during interactions, willingness to report crimes, and involvement in investigations. According to Procedural Justice Theory (1990), people are more inclined to cooperate when they view policing methods as fair and legitimate, rather than just effective at reducing crime (Tyler, 2006; Bradford et al., 2020). Government statistics and inspection documents shed light on how these factors influence modern policing in the UK.
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Public trust in policing within the UK has evolved through a series of legitimacy crises influenced by perceptions of misconduct, discrimination, and defensive behaviours within police organisations (Casey, 2023). These historical events have significantly reshaped public expectations regarding accountability, fairness, and the proper use of police authority. Grasping these developments is crucial for assessing current discussions around trust, confidence, and collaboration.  
The Brixton disturbances in 1981 are often regarded as a critical juncture in public attitudes toward policing, especially concerning minority communities (Renshaw, 2018). The aggressive implementation of stop-and-search powers under the "sus" laws heightened tensions between law enforcement and local populations, reinforcing feelings of over-policing and racial bias (Reiner, 2010; Newburn, 2017). The ensuing Scarman Report recognised that policing methods contributed to community alienation, underscoring the necessity of fairness and community engagement in sustaining legitimacy (Renshaw, 2018). From a procedural justice standpoint, these events illustrated how enforcement approaches perceived as excessive or disrespectful can erode normative trust, even when deemed necessary for crime control. 
Concerns surrounding institutional legitimacy were further exacerbated by the Macpherson Inquiry into the police investigation of Stephen Lawrence's murder (Rowe, 2014). The inquiry concluded that the Metropolitan Police demonstrated "institutional racism," challenging the notion that policing by consent was uniformly experienced throughout society (Newburn, 2017). This revelation transformed  national conversations regarding accountability, diversity, and community engagement, showing how organisational culture and systemic bias can undermine public trust beyond the actions of individual officers. Legitimacy Theory  indicates that such institutional breakdowns can diminish voluntary compliance with police authority, especially among those who feel unfairly targeted or marginalised (Tankebe and Liebling, 2013). 
In a similar vein, the Hillsborough disaster 1989 and the subsequent scrutiny of South Yorkshire Police's actions revealed the lasting effects of perceived dishonesty and defensive responses from police organisations (Loader and Walker, 2021). Public inquiries and legal actions revealed significant shortcomings in transparency and accountability, which fueled broader scepticism about police integrity and the trustworthiness of their accounts (Loader and Walker, 2021). These incidents highlighted the crucial role of trustworthy intentions and procedural fairness as essential elements of legitimacy(Loader and Walker, 2021). 
The ongoing challenges in counter-terrorism policing have brought to the forefront the delicate balance between security needs and civil liberties (Hillsborough Independent Panel, 2012). The introduction of expanded surveillance powers and preventative measures has sparked significant debate about the proportionality of these actions and their potential to stigmatise specific communities, particularly among Muslim populations. Although proponents may argue that these measures are necessary for national security, Legitimacy Theory emphasises the potential dangers of policing approaches perceived as discriminatory.  (Qurashi, 2018).
These historical contexts highlight that public trust in policing is influenced not just by how effectively crime is managed but also by individuals' perceptions of fairness, equality, and accountability within institutions. The legitimacy crises arising from various policing practices underscore the long-term repercussions for public cooperation. This reality reinforces the importance of ongoing reform and genuine engagement as foundational to upholding the principle of policing by consent (Qurashi, 2018).
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The implementation and reform of stop-and-search powers constitute a pivotal case study for exploring the intricate relationship between trust, confidence, and police legitimacy in the United Kingdom. Traditionally, stop and search has been defended as an effective crime control strategy designed to deter criminal behaviour, recover weapons, and disrupt illicit activities. Nevertheless, ongoing concerns about disproportionality, low arrest rates, and negative experiences during encounters have given rise to challenges regarding legitimacy, particularly within minority communities (Newburn, 2017; Reiner, 2010).
 
Policy reforms initiated in the 2010s aimed to combat the decline in public confidence and enhance accountability concerning these powers. Initiatives like the Best Use of Stop and Search Scheme were designed to decrease unnecessary searches, improve officer communication, and bolster transparency by implementing better recording practices and community scrutiny mechanisms (Home Office, 2014). From a procedural justice standpoint, these reforms were anticipated to enhance perceptions of fairness, ultimately fostering greater public trust and willingness to cooperate with police authority (Tyler, 2006; Bradford et al., 2020). The underlying assumption guiding these reforms was that more respectful interactions and clearer justifications for police actions would encourage normative compliance rather than relying solely on deterrent measures. Empirical evidence indicates that these reforms led to some noticeable changes in policing practices. Following the updated guidance, there was a significant decline in the overall number of stop and searches, with some studies noting modest improvements in public perceptions of police fairness and professionalism (HMICFRS, 2021; Yesberg and Bradford, 2021).  
In objective terms, stop and search still plays a role in the recovery of weapons and arrests linked to serious violence, sustaining political backing for its use as a preventative policing strategy (House of Commons Library, 2025). However, the reform's impact on public trust and legitimacy has not been uniform. Government statistics still reveal considerable ethnic disparities in the application of stop and search powers, with Black individuals facing significantly higher stop rates compared to White individuals (Home Office, 2024). This pattern suggests that while reforms may enhance the quality of individual encounters, they might fall short in addressing broader perceptions of structural inequality within policing. Legitimacy theory posits that trust is influenced not only by how police exercise their powers, but also by the perceived fairness of the distribution of that power across society (Tankebe and Liebling, 2013).  
Additionally, research has found that aggressive or highly visible stop-and-search implementations can yield immediate instrumental compliance while simultaneously eroding long-term community cooperation (Loader and Walker, 2021). Frequent encounters perceived as unjustified can diminish community willingness to report crimes , share intelligence, or participate in investigations, especially in areas marked by concentrated enforcement. This illustrates a critical limitation of reform strategies that primarily emphasise performance outcomes like arrest rates or weapon recoveries. Procedural Justice theory sserts that legitimacy is established progressively through consistent fair treatment. However, organisational pressures tied to crime reduction targets and political expectations may incentivise enforcement-driven methods that conflict with trust-building aims (Bradford et al., 2020).  
The case of stop-and-search reform, therefore, underscores both the possibilities and the limitations of policy initiatives designed to bolster public confidence. While procedural enhancements can improve perceptions of accountability and professionalism, achieving sustainable legitimacy necessitates bigger organisational changes that address issues of disproportionality, transparency, and community engagement. This implies that restoring trust in policing cannot be accomplished solely through technical adjustments to operational tactics; rather, it requires a broader institutional commitment to fairness and inclusive governance.
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The analysis of trust, confidence, and legitimacy in UK policing highlights the need for policy approaches that move beyond short-term performance indicators towards sustainable strategies to strengthen public cooperation (Bradford et al., 2017). Procedural justice research suggests that legitimacy is primarily constructed through everyday interactions between officers and citizens, indicating that policing practice should prioritise communication skills and relational engagement alongside tactical effectiveness (Tyler, 2006; Bradford et al., 2020). Training programmes that emphasise respectful dialogue, explanation of police actions and recognition of community concerns may therefore contribute to improved perceptions of fairness and increased willingness to cooperate with police authority (Bradford et al., 2017).
  
The importance of sustained community relationships also suggests a renewed focus on long-term neighbourhood policing deployment (Newburn, 2017).. Consistent officer presence within defined local areas can foster familiarity, trust, and informal information sharing, reinforcing the normative foundations of policing by consent (Newburn, 2017). However, austerity-related reductions in neighbourhood teams have limited police forces' capacity to maintain this model, highlighting the tension between resource constraints and legitimacy-based policing strategies (HMICFRS, 2021). Reinvestment in locally embedded policing may therefore represent a necessary condition for rebuilding public confidence in service accessibility and responsiveness. 
Strengthening independent accountability mechanisms is another key implication. Legitimacy theory  emphasises that public trust depends not only on fair treatment during encounters but also on confidence that misconduct will be addressed transparently and impartially (Tankebe and Liebling, 2013). High-profile inquiries into policing failures have reinforced the perception that organisational defensiveness can undermine institutional credibility, suggesting the need for robust oversight structures and improved public communication regarding disciplinary processes (Loader and Walker, 2021). Enhancing the visibility and effectiveness of external scrutiny bodies may help to counteract scepticism and demonstrate commitment to procedural fairness at the organisational level. 
Finally, contemporary scholarship increasingly highlights the potential of community co-production approaches to policing. Collaborative problem-solving initiatives involving residents, voluntary organisations and police representatives can facilitate shared ownership of safety priorities and reduce perceptions of imposed enforcement (Bradford et al., 2020). Such strategies align with normative models of compliance by encouraging citizens to view policing as a collective endeavour rather than solely a state-led intervention. Nevertheless, the success of co-production depends on meaningful participation rather than symbolic consultation, requiring police institutions to engage with diverse communities in ways that acknowledge historical grievances and structural inequalities.
Taken together, these implications suggest that rebuilding trust in UK policing requires organisational commitment to relational engagement, accountability and inclusive governance. Without sustained efforts to address these areas, policy initiatives aimed at enhancing public confidence may achieve only limited or temporary improvements in legitimacy and cooperation.
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This essay critically evaluates the relationship among trust, confidence, and police legitimacy in contemporary UK policing. It has been demonstrated that while public confidence in policing may be influenced by perceptions of effectiveness and crime control performance, sustainable legitimacy is more fundamentally shaped by normative trust grounded in procedural fairness, accountability and moral alignment with community expectations. Theoretical perspectives on procedural justice and legitimacy highlight that voluntary cooperation with police authority is unlikely to be secured through enforcement strategies alone; instead, it depends on the consistent experience of fair treatment and transparent institutional practice. 
Historical legitimacy crises, including controversies over discriminatory policing, organisational defensiveness, and failures of accountability, have significantly reshaped public expectations of policing by consent. These developments illustrate that trust is not static but is continually negotiated through interactions between police institutions and the communities they serve. Contemporary challenges such as the disproportionate use of stop-and-search powers, intensified media scrutiny, and the organisational pressures associated with austerity have further complicated efforts to maintain public confidence and cooperation. The case study of stop-and-search reform demonstrates both the potential and the limitations of policy initiatives aimed at restoring legitimacy. While procedural improvements may enhance the quality of individual encounters and contribute to modest gains in confidence, persistent structural disparities and performance-driven enforcement priorities can undermine long-term trust. This suggests that legitimacy cannot be secured through technical policy adjustments alone but requires broader organisational commitment to equitable policing practices and meaningful community engagement. 
Ultimately, effective policing in democratic societies depends on maintaining legitimacy as an operational resource. Where trust is weakened, public cooperation declines, reducing police capacity to prevent crime and maintain social order. Rebuilding sustainable trust, therefore, requires continued investment in relational policing, independent accountability, and inclusive governance approaches that recognise the complex historical and social foundations of public confidence in police authority.
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