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Introduction

Developing upon the separate presentation on policing and public trust, it is apparent that every day, police officers in frontline and specialist roles make decisions that impact on individual members of the public. 
Often, these decisions, usually based on risk and informed by experience and policy can have an effect on wider communities and in some cases, the way they are communicated and perceived can have a national, or even wider, impact on public trust and confidence.
In approaching the issue of how public trust is impacted by police decisions and how these effects are communicated, recent events in policing are considered to illustrate the factors which operate upon the police and the public along with a discussion of theoretical concepts which underpin how decisions are made and events are perceived.
While the method used by police officers to make their decisions may vary dependent upon the circumstances, often there is a consideration of perceived risk, whether to the officer themselves, to another person, or of a different category of harm arising.
This notion of risk perception is particularly relevant to decisions on the use of force and operational responses in the acute phase. The perception of risk in this setting is informed by what officers directly encounter and also their prevailing attitude to risk, often based on experience.
The decisions made at an early stage have relevance from the first stage of a police encounter and persist through the submission of files of evidence in criminal matters and the conclusion of legal proceedings. Where this risk is properly assessed and appropriately managed, there is often little notice paid or attention attracted.
Where there are adverse outcomes or results that are perceived as such, however, it is commonplace for scrutiny and criticism to follow, impacting upon public trust and confidence in the police.
Overview of the specific policing issue

Following the death of George Floyd in Minneapolis in 2020 and the subsequent conviction for murder of Derek Chauvin, the officer who arrested him, public and media scrutiny of police decision-making has become more frequent and intense. The impact of this incident on UK policing has been significant, despite taking place some 4000 miles away, and demonstrates how policing is sometimes viewed as a monolith, without a consideration of national, regional and local differences (Albrecht and Nogala, 2001).

Public trust and confidence in the police is important because of its relevance to legitimacy and the notion of policing by consent (Misztal,1996). Also significant is research that associates positive attitudes toward an institution with a greater likelihood to accept its decisions (Tyler,1998). As such, the success of policing by consent,  enabling police to operate using a minimum of physical force or coercive power, depends upon public support.

Police officers, then, as individual representatives of the organisation, influence public trust and confidence through the interactions they have with the public, (Giddens, 1990) and the reporting of these through traditional or social media extends the audience to a much wider community. Usually, though, it is police failures or otherwise inadequate responses that attract the greatest publicity.

In one recent incident during July 2020, a decision in the Metropolitan Police area to stop and search a car in which Team GB athlete Bianca Williams and her family were travelling received significant public scrutiny through intense media coverage, and has led to five officers facing gross misconduct proceedings. The widespread theme of public discourse has been of police racism, drawing criticism from London’s mayor and an apology from the Commissioner herself.

Similarly, the decision to strip-search a black schoolgirl known as ‘Child Q’ in December 2020, again in the Met, has resulted in protests, accusations of racism and four further gross misconduct enquiries. In July 2022, concerns among organisers of the Pride march in London requested that uniformed police no longer participate in the event, following concerns about police homophobia apparent in the Met’s handling of the murders of four gay men by Stephen Port between 2014-15.

These incidents, along with the murder of Sarah Everard by a serving officer and concerns about police attitudes and behaviours on social media combined to create a background of media and political criticism that eventually led to the Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police leaving her job.

On those occasions when officers suspect a crime or perceive risk and respond to it, whether by the exercise of a power such as stop and search or the use of force, there is an expectation that this will accord with the framework established by the National Decision Model.

This has at its heart a focus on the police’s Code of Ethics, itself underpinned by the legal concept of human rights, but while there has been much academic discussion of how risk is approached in the fields of healthcare, aviation, commerce and industry, there has been limited research conducted on how these decision-making theories apply in a policing context.

When discussing risk, there are a number of academic definitions, perhaps the most concise being ‘how people see the probability of harm, and the magnitude of that harm’ (Bodemer and Gaissmaier, 2015) and this can apply in an instinctive, reactive context or through a structured, formal approach. 

While much public concern may arise from those fast-time operational decisions evident in the Bianca Williams and Child Q cases, even the most considered and policy-based decisions can still attract controversy, as seen in Operation Midland, the enquiry based on false accusations of historic child abuse made by Carl Beech.

It has been determined, though that even when evidence is assessed on a slow-time and apparently dispassionate basis, that subjective factors can still influence the outcome (Sjoberg, 2000). 

This has particular relevance to policing, where unconscious bias may impact upon decisions to stop and search, or to grant bail. Traditional policing notions such as ‘having a nose’ for detecting crime instinctively are usually based on experience, local knowledge and imperceptible factors rather than evidence that can be objectively scrutinised.

Theoretical explanation

When police officers make decisions, they do so as individuals, and as such operate in a social context that reflects their experiences and values (Renn, 1990). Renn’s work focused on the influence of heuristic processes, which can be described as those mental strategies that people develop subconsciously as a method of assessing risk and identifying potential hazards.

Two of the most influential heuristics are ‘affect’ and ‘availability’. Affect relies upon experience and emotion, and informs decisions by making connections with previous events and outcomes (Slovic and Peters, 2006). Affect can be shown to be  less relevant in new or unfamiliar situations, where fewer associations with past experience or feelings exist.

Availability refers to the perceived likelihood of a particular result, and is influenced not just by personal experience but also by prevailing societal views, media coverage and the shared perspective of a group that the decision-maker belongs to. In this way, the wider influence of police culture can be considered to have an effect upon the decision-making of individual officers.

Where an officer is presented with a set of circumstances outside their affective or available mindset, they may fail to notice or otherwise disregard an issue which is of great significance to another group or section of the community. Where this relates to an incident of hate or vulnerability, it is apparent that police could appear insensitive or out-of-touch and underlines the importance to policing of diversity in recruitment and wider cultural awareness.

Police actions which appeared dismissive and uninterested were reflected upon in the Stephen Lawrence Inquiry (Macpherson, 1999) and included initial responding officers and supervisors failing to secure witnesses or preserve the scene and the behaviour of a senior officer taking possession of a note from the victim’s family which he folded up and put in his pocket. This communicated a notion of distance and lack of empathy.

This sense of distancing aligns with the concept of social identity (Bradford, 2014) in which a feeling of belonging to the same group as the police, in terms of nation or community, enables the establishment of a social bond which becomes the basis for trust. The interaction between an officer and member of the public may reinforce or undermine this trust depending upon whether expectations are lived up to, or fail to be met (Hardin, 2002)

Police officers may often have to make decisions to exercise powers or use force in uncertain circumstances, with more complete information only being available retrospectively. It is with the benefit of this hindsight, though, that media and public perception will be determined. Where clarity is lacking, officers may rely upon heuristic methods and treat these situations in a familiar way, or adopt an approach reliant on the theory of social trust.

In a setting of social trust, the responsibility for addressing risk is not adopted on a personal basis, but rather, it is deferred to others on a distributed basis, trusting that others may be better equipped to do the right thing or take on responsibility within the group hierarchy (Cvetkovich and Lofstedt, 2013).

This may also apply from the perspective of the public if the police are not trusted, leading to underreporting and the development of problems that are outside the police’s perception and which communities too may go on to ignore. While trust in the police can be seen to be in decline in the YouGov data discussed in the accompanying presentation, it is part of a wider long-term decline in trust of officials (Slovic, 1997).

Rather than putting their trust in formal power structures and those with official expertise, a growing number of people are looking instead to those within their own trusted groups (Frewer, 1999) for information. The growth of personalised news and coverage catered to the individual online has accompanied this trend and is perhaps best illustrated by the vocal anti-vaccine and anti-government rhetoric displayed during the Covid-19 pandemic.

What measures are the service or academia considering to help meet the challenge(s) outlined?

Given that police culture is based on shared experiences, it is relevant to consider whether this influences officers’ behaviour and decisions in order to understand how greater community trust and confidence can be developed.

Previous research (Sykes and Brent, 1983) demonstrated that a strong sense of scepticism can prevail in policing and that officers tend not to implicitly trust sources and influences outside their own profession. Recent work conducted in the Metropolitan Police (Pyle and Purdie, 2022) focused on examining officers’ attitudes through a survey of their attitudes to risk and trust.

By focusing on operational hazards, defined as ‘circumstances that could lead to harm’ (Pigeon et al, 1992) this research considered the experiences of frontline uniformed officers, identifying their greatest concerns were of being assaulted and being threatened with a firearm. This is of interest as it may inform officers’ decisions to restrain a subject they encounter, aligning with longstanding evidence that more widespread, heuristically ‘available’ hazards have a greater influence on decision making (Kahneman and Tversky, 1972).

While London experiences a higher volume of gun-related violence than any other UK city (Office for National Statistics, 2021) the threat from illegal firearms is very low by comparison with other countries (National Crime Agency, 2022). As such, the perceived high priority of an armed threat to officers accords with research that suggests negative factors are disproportionately influential in decision-making (Keller, 2006).
This demonstrates that police use of force in detaining or restraining members of the public they encounter may have a basis not only in the facts of that particular interaction but also in the threat that is perceived from wider factors such as organised crime and the use of weapons.

In addressing the way in which police decisions are made and perceived, connecting and communicating with the public is vital. In this regard, social media may also be regarded as an effective method of promoting greater levels of trust and co-operation between the police and the communities they serve (Akhgar et al, 2019).

It is vital though that police efforts to engage and communicate with communities are both sincere and bi-directional. Although impression management tactics can be an effective tool (McDonnell and King, 2013) in asserting a message, steps to promote only positive news are seen as boastful, while obscuring or ‘burying’ bad news undermine efforts to develop trust.

Conclusion

Although academic research dealing specifically with police decision-making is limited, it can be shown that existing theories surrounding the perception of risk are valid and that officers are guided by heuristic processes affected by emotion and experience.

As such, officers’ perceptions must be supplemented by training and policy in order to avoid unconscious bias affecting their decisions.
There are a number of steps that can be taken to improve the quality and defensibility of police officers’ decisions and to positively influence public perception:
1. Police forces should ensure that training and development of frontline officers accurately reflects real operational risks. In the absence of an evidence-based approach, officers may become complacent about the high risks of lower-level assaults and put too great a focus on less likely threats, creating disproportionality in the use of force.

2. Police forces should ensure that diversity in recruitment and officers’ experience continues to develop and represent the communities they serve. Without this, there is a danger that the organisation will fail to identify issues and concerns that matter, impacting on social trust and public confidence.

3. Communication with communities in appropriate and accessible ways must support public understanding of the context in which police operate, and how their decisions are made in complex and uncertain settings. This will serve to maintain the Peelian principle that the police are the public, and the public are the police.
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