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ABSTRACT

This research was commenced to answer the question ‘to what extent does social media effect the public’s perception of the police’. The aims of this research set out not only to answer the research questions but to also establish whether what the public read on social media was believed by the reader and where respondents obtained their information regarding the police and current affairs. Based on the literature available it was deemed the best way to obtain data was by way of a quantitative method. This allowed the answers to be represented in numerical form giving a clear answer to each question that can be converted into a graph allowing the results to be read with clarity. The method undertaken to achieve the answers to these aims was an online survey distributed via social media and was available to respondents for 30 days. The survey was a multiple-choice survey with closed questions. This gave respondents the opportunity to select the most appropriate answer that represented their views. The closed questions also ensured that respondents remained focussed on the questions and that the data collected was relevant to the research being undertaken. At the end of the 30 days the online survey was deactivated so further participation could not be undertaken.
The two key themes identified were the reliability of social media as a news source and the impact of social media on a person’s opinion of the police. 
The results show that large percentage of participants have a presence on social media, and although a large percentage of those do not trust what they read on social media, they do use it to gather information of current affairs and policing. Participants acknowledged to seeing posts on social media regarding the police and a third replied that these posts had an impact on their opinion of the police. The most interesting result of the survey was that 33% of participants replied that the posts they have seen on social media regarding the police had a negative impact on their opinion of police. Although not a large number, the evidence suggests that social media is having a negative impact and causing the public to view the police in a negative way. 
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Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION

Background

Social media has been a part of every-day life for the last two decades, if not longer. 66% of the United Kingdom’s public have a form of online social media presence, with the average person having social media profiles on 6 platforms. In the UK, Facebook alone has a reach of approximately 38 million people (Avocado Social, 2021). 
With this amount of exposure in mind, and the users of social media increasing it opens up a new level of exposure and criticism that the police receive. As Newman (2020) stated social media exposure helps create a negative attitude, and also, those with negative attitudes look to social media to confirm their opinions. Public opinion and confidence in the police are absolutely vital. Green (1996) notes how public opinion should be the ultimate basis of the law. This also ties in with Carter (2002) who states that the police should police with the consent of the public. In order for the Police to be successful there needs to be a cooperation, understanding, trust, and confidence between the police and the public. 

Aims and Objectives  
The aim of this research is to investigate whether social media has an impact and can influence the public’s perception of the police. Footage of the police shown on social media has more often than not been filmed by members of the public. This footage fails to show the context in which the police have acted, for example where force has been used. 

The purpose of this research will be to answer the question: 
· To what extent does social media impact the public’s perception of the police? 
This investigation will not necessarily focus on the negative aspects of social media but also highlight any positives.

The objectives will be to gather and analyse quantitative data relating to the public’s use of social media and impact social media has on their opinion, determine whether social media has a role to play when the public form an opinion, conduct research to gain an in-depth knowledge of the public’s perception of the police. 

Research Rationale  
The rationale behind this research stems from the public’s interaction with the police and public posts on social media regarding the police. The death of George Floyd in 2020 sparked global outrage, not only that but it paved the way for members of the public filming their interactions with the police. Although not the first video of police brutality to go viral due to the length and level of detail this one highlighted police brutality in a new light (BBC, 2020). Although in the case of George Floyd’s death officers were found guilty of causing his death the speed at which the footage became viral shows that footage regarding police can quickly be seen by large number of people. According to Domo’s Data Never Sleeps 9.0 Twitter users post 575,000 tweets per minute every day, Facebook live receives 44 million views per minute, and Facebook users share 240,000 photos per minute (Domo, 2021). 

Conclusion 
When the figures are as large as those stated in Domo’s research, which show an increase in the figures from the 2020 research, this research paper will seek to establish whether social media impacts a person’s opinion by reviewing available literature and previous research, as well as conducting further research and analysing those results against previous research conducted. 


















Chapter 2 
LITERATURE REVIEW
In this chapter existing literature will be reviewed in order to identify past and current studies, but also to identify any potential gaps in research that this paper may be able to fill and provide answers for.  This literature will include academic papers and theories, peer reviewed articles, news articles and studies deemed relevant to this research. 

The current literature is primarily theoretical; however, studies have taken place in the United States of America which already identifies that there is a gap in the research regarding British Police, and the British public. 

As stated within the introduction of this paper, the aim of the research is to answer the question 
· To what extent does social media impact the public’s perception of the police?

In order to establish whether social media has a negative impact on the public’s perception of the police it must first be ascertained whether the public are influenced by what they read on social media, is social media a credible and regulated news source and does what the public read on social media about the police impact their confidence in the police? 

Research conducted by the Office of National Statistics (ONS) in 2020 found that 70% of internet users in the United Kingdom used the internet for social networking, for example Facebook or Twitter. This is an increase of approximately 25% since 2011 (ONS, 2020). It is important to know how many social media users there are in the United Kingdom as it gives an idea as to how big an audience a media article or a person’s personal experience could reach. Bakhshandeh et al. (2011) conducted research in regard to degrees of separation of social media users. The algorithm used during the research found that the average degree of separation between 2 random Twitter users was approximately 3.4 users. This research is important in answering the questions as to whether social media has a negative impact on people’s opinion of the police as it shows that an article, or status posted by a person can be shared, reposted and seen by contacts of contacts, the research conducted in this dissertation will help to establish whether social media can influence a person’s opinion. 

Shearer and Gottfried (2017) suggest that two thirds of Americans get their news from social media. In some cases, audiences of traditional news media such as newspapers and television are moving away from this and supplementing it with news stories from social media. News audiences are increasingly turning to social media platforms such as Facebook and Twitter for information (Yang & Horning, 2020). Bond et al., (2012), Bode (2015), Messing and Westwood (2014) and Turcotte et al., (2015) all state that people are becoming reliant on social media for their news and recommendations, and their opinions, knowledge and behaviours are becoming influenced by the information that is available on social media sites. The dangers of audiences gathering their news from social media is the risk that articles or stories have not been corroborated and as such could be classed as ‘fake news’. Fake news can be considered to be a piece of writing that has the appearance of real news but has other motives, either political or as a way of generating income and revenue. Alcott and Gentzkow (2017) have defined fake news as “news articles that are intentionally and verifiably false and that could mislead readers”. Nelson (2017) reported that whilst shares of fake news articles are relatively low, almost 30% of fake news could be traced back to Facebook. These studies assist in this research as it establishes that fake news articles are out there on social media, they are being shared, all be it on a relatively low scale and they are being read. Although in America, these studies also establish that social media users are using social media as a source of news, and in some cases are replacing corroborated news outlets in favour of social media news articles. This research will help understand whether the statistics are the same for United Kingdom audiences. 

Jewkes (2015) states that social media is a technology that, for youths in particular, is eclipsing mass media as a source of information. Durant (2010) furthers this by stating that such development in technologies influence how social issues are constructed and perceived. 
Murthy (2013) states that social media’s viral and networked qualities can exponentially amplify the reach and impact of content transforming local events into global legible issues. This can be seen in cases such as Eric Garner (The Guardian, 2014) and George Floyd (The Guardian, 2020). In regard to these cases, it should also be noted that the emergence of smart phones and the ease of accessibility to cameras also had an impact on getting this footage seen by the masses. 
Following these deaths, the Black Lives Matter movement has become one of the most significant social media presences, promoting the movement with hashtags such as #BLM and #BlackLivesMatter allowing broad based participation and unifying users conversations. Rickford (2016) describes the movement as a leading voice in the struggle for racial justice and in highlighting police violence to address social inequality. Interviews conducted by Freelon, McIlwain and Clark (2016) found that the social media use by Black Lives Matter is predominantly orientated towards education about police brutality and structural racism. 

Alonso (2018) uses the example that in the United States police shootings are on the increase. Alonso theorizes that social media and technology, such as smart phones, have likely had an impact on this. Alonso appears to be suggesting that when members of the public film police incidents on mobile devices it can easily be uploaded onto social media. Once this video has been uploaded it can be viewed shared and viewed more. As cited in Brown (2015) how the public perceives an incident is often is often impacted by what they see and discuss on social media. Weitzer and Tuch (2005) support this theory by stating that frequent exposure to media reports of police misconduct led to the belief that it is a common, which in itself is a negative perception. The research conducted found that African Americans who live in high crime areas and hear others talk of police misconduct are especially likely to believe this is common. 

Conkling (2019) conducted a study around college students’ perception of police brutality and how social media effects this perception. The results of this study found that college students spent more time using social media than following reputable news outlets. Conkling has theorized that this could be because social media offers other functions such as connection with friends and family and entertainment whereas news outlets only offer a summary of current affairs. The study also found that a majority of student used social media as a source of news. Conkling acknowledges that there could be consequences with people getting their news and information from social media, largely due to the fact that news outlets will generally have fact checkers and are somewhat responsible for the content they post and report on. Although this report is largely based around police use of force and police brutality and although is based upon American respondents it is important to this research paper as it clearly shows that more people, what appear to be younger people, gain their news from social media. What is not clear from the study is whether this impacts their opinion or perception of the police. 

Graziano and Gaulthier (2018) conducted a very similar study. This study focussed more on the media effects on the public perception of police legitimacy. Again, this study is from the United States. The results of this research found that respondents who cited local television as their most important source of news saw the police as more legitimate as those who cited the internet. The overall finding of this study was that media consumption does have an effect on perception of police legitimacy. What this study does not tell us is where on the internet respondents were gathering their news, it could well be a legitimate news source, just an online version or could be social media. Although this study is helpful in ascertaining that television news viewers have a largely positive perception of the police, and that media does have an effect on police perception, clarity is needed over whether that effect is positive or negative and where respondents are sourcing their news online. Interestingly, Graziano and Gaulthier end the study by concluding that no previous research has examined the role media consumption plays in shaping perceptions of the police.

Oglesby-Neal Et al. (2019) researched public perceptions of police on social media. The aim of this research was to analyse the sentiment towards police on twitter, specifically looking at tweets mentioning the words ‘police’ or ‘cop’. Approximately 65 million tweets were gathered over a time equating to 304 days, between January and June 2014 and the same time period in 2015. The research showed that of these 65 million tweets just under 13.5 million were negative, equating to almost 20%, with positive tweets only equating for 2% of all tweets. Other tweets were deemed as neutral or not applicable accounting for the other 79%. The results of this research also showed that positivity towards police remained stable at around 2% however, negative tweets rose from 17% in 2014 to almost 21% in 2015. The reason this study is valuable to the research question being proposed in this paper because it clearly shows that there is a higher percentage of negative tweets to positive, almost 10 times more negative to positive. What would be advantageous from the research conducted by Oglesby-Neal et al. would be to establish how many times these tweets were interacted with, this would have allowed us to see how widely those tweets were viewed, retweeted, or liked. With Oglesby-Neal et al. research the main focus is twitter. This is addressed in the paper by acknowledging that security settings on other social media sites such as Facebook are a lot stricter, allowing the user control over who can see posts, where-as twitter is seen as a public forum where views regarding prominent issues can be discussed and interacted with. Once again this appears to be a study published in the United States and the tweets used in the study were from US twitter users, so it is unclear whether United Kingdom twitter users have the same negativity towards the police. 

As part of this research, we must also establish whether the police’s use of social media has an impact on a person’s opinion. Most, if not all, United Kingdom police forces have some form of a presence on social media, whether it be on Facebook or Twitter. In 2012 there were approximately 1000 approved Police twitter accounts (The Social Element, 2012). The police can use these accounts to relay prevention advice, missing person appeals, share pictures and videos, and for an element of community engagement. Fowler (2017) notes the chaos of the online environment means that there is potential for a lot of misinformation to be shared and go viral. What police social media accounts need to do is establish themselves as the only credible source of information regarding incidents. 
By having control of their own social media accounts, police services are able to portray themselves in a way that promotes them in a positive light, thus offering the public to view them in a positive way and effecting the public’s perception positively. When looking at the relationship between police and social media it largely seems positive, as cited in the BBC in 2012 police forces with a strong social media presence had a better relationship with the citizens they are policing. Although this doesn’t go as far to say that the public perceive the police in a more positive way because of their social media presence it does seem to suggest that the police are received more positively in the public. Rather than look at social media having a negative impact on policing, is there a possibility that by having Police services on social media it is actually having a positive impact on the public’s opinion and perception of the police?  

What also needs to be considered is whether social media does have an impact on the public’s perception of police or are there other factors. A lot of social media users tend to only have connections with people they know, such as friends or family. If a contact on social media posts negatively about the police and this does impact a person’s perception is this impact due to social media or due to the fact that the negative experience has happened to a family member or friend. Schuck and Rosenbaum (2005) found that personal interactions have the strongest impact on perceptions. The study found that people formed opinions based on personal experiences with the police or those of friends and family, not necessarily what they have read online regarding police. 

There is certainly a gap in the research as to whether social media has a negative impact on a person’s confidence and perception of the police not only in the United Kingdom but globally. Walsh and O’Connor (2019) acknowledge that this area has largely been overlooked by researchers. However, as the literature suggests large portions of society are using social media as a platform for gathering news. It is difficult at the moment to definitively say that social media has a negative impact on policing as there are positives such as the police’s use of social media to engage with the community. However, as we can see from studies taking place in the United States, social media has a role to play in the perception of the police. Negative posts far outweigh positive posts in some studies, whether interaction with these posts is enough to have an effect on an individual’s opinion is yet to be established.






Chapter 3
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
Within the literature review a gap was identified in the knowledge and understanding of whether social media has an influence on a person’s perception of the police. This chapter will outline the methodology adopted within this research and the rationales which underpin these research choices.  

When conducting research, it is important to ensure that the most appropriate method of data collection is selected and used in order to achieve the objectives of the research. Paradis et al (2016) state that data collection methods are important, because how the information collected is used and what explanations it can generate are determined by the methodology and analytical approach applied by the researcher. Not only that, but the research also undertaken should be possible to be replicated in other instances of research of a similar nature. 

Collis and Hussey (2009) define research as a process of enquiry and investigation to enhance knowledge and understanding of a subject. As well as academic scrutiny Collis and Hussey also suggest that effective collection, analysis and presentation of subject data is essential in the research process. Walliman and Walliman (2011) define research as an activity that involves finding out, in a systematic way, things you did not know. 

An important part of the research methodology is understanding the philosophy behind the approach to research. Brown (2006) defines a methodology as philosophical framework within which the research is conducted or the foundation upon which the research is based. Saunders et al (2009) discuss the research philosophy as an idea regarding the way that the data is gathered, analysed, and used. Saunders et al further discuss how the common philosophies in research are positivism, realism, interpretivism, subjectivism, and pragmatism.

When selecting an appropriate approach to the research the type of data relevant to the research should be conducted. There are 2 main approaches to research, deductive and inductive (Dumke, 2002). The inductive approach is commonly drawn on by use of observations (Dumke). Dumke further states that researchers who adopt the inductive approach tend to work with qualitive data. The deductive approach would suggest that in order to ascertain a relationship between the literature and research being undertaken this would be the most commonly used approach. Bryman and Bell (2015) developed a process of deduction in which a hypothesis is drawn from the literature reviewed and studies already undertaken. From this further research is undertaken by the researcher and the findings compared against the hypothesis which is then either accepted or rejected and further research potentially undertaken (Bryman and Bell).

Saunders et al. (2015) created the research onion, which discusses research as having many different layers directing a researcher through the process, approaches, methodology, and data collection. Each layer of the onion is as important as the last in research design and allows for the researcher to track progress and be directed in the next steps (Saunders et al). The research onion is important in this research as it underpins the process being undertaken by the author, ensuring understanding between the philosophies, approaches, strategies, and choices. The research onion directs the researcher in order to maximise the potential of their research. 
[image: See the source image]
[bookmark: _Toc89077226]Figure 1: Research Onion for research design. Saunders et al. (2015)

The aim of this research is to answer the question to what extent does social media effect the publics opinion of the police? When examining the varying approaches to research it is critical to consider the aims and objectives of this research in order to select the most appropriate approach. 

There are three main methods in which data can be collected, qualitive, quantitative and mixed. Cresswell (2013) states that all three methods should not be considered as distinct to one and other, and in regard to qualitive and quantitative they should not be treated as rigid. What this appears to suggest is that rather than use each method as a single entity, they can be used in conjunction with each other in order to maximise data collection. 

When examining the methods of research available quantitative data was clearly the most appropriate method within this context as it allows raw data to be obtained and analysed. This analysed data can then be interpreted into a definitive answer to the research question. With this in mind the surveys were considered as the most appropriate way of obtaining data. Robson (2007) and Kelley et al (2003) describe surveys as a widely used approach that can be replicated with ease and at a low cost. This survey will be made available to participants through social media. It has been decided that this is the best way to reach participants as the research specifically relates to social media, therefore it is envisaged that participants will already be users of social media. Mujis (2010) states that the use of quantitative data in research assumes that there is a single reality about social conditions that the researcher is unable to influence leading to more reliable results. Saunders and Tosey (2015) have stated that quantitative data is simpler to collect and easier to present. 

Surveys are a useful tool to gather quantitative data and human behaviour and are frequently used in social research (Singleton and Straits, 2009). The questionnaires will not be targeted towards any group of people specifically but open to all persons, regardless of age, however the participant will need internet access in order to access the survey. This approach was selected as the research is not specifically addressing one segment of the population but rather seeking to analyse society as whole. Surveys allows for quantitative data to be collected from a large audience and uses numerical results to generate usable statistics. Horn (2012) describes surveys as an ideal method of providing a reasonable representation of a population, this reinforces the decision to use a survey as the most appropriate collection method as the research is focussing on society as a whole. There are disadvantages to using surveys as a data collection method such as a lack of participants and participants not answering questions honestly, potentially obscuring data. Edwards et. Al. (2002) note that a majority of researchers use questionnaires as they are unable to influence participants, and although this leads to low response rates, more accurate data is obtained. 

The quantitative survey will mainly consist of closed questions, with a limited number of responses for the participant to select. This allows for the data received to be minimal and ensures that results will be relevant to the research being undertaken, not allowing the participant to give answers which may not be relevant to the research and deviate from the research question. As Hyman and Sierra (2016) noted close ended questions are easier to answer, require less articulation by the participant, can be answered quickly as there are a set number of answers, but also, for the researcher the data is quickly coded and can be entered quickly and easily into a database to be analysed.  

In order to keep participants engaged in the survey, questions will be kept minimal and concise. The risks associated with long drawn-out surveys could include the participant losing interest and either not completing or selecting answers at random providing unreliable data. Rathod and Labruna (2004) conducted research into participant fatigue which found that people put less time and effort into things when they become less interested in the task in hand. There will be approximately 12 questions and each question will have a selection of set answers for the participant to choose from. The questions will relate to opinions, social media trends, social media interests regarding the police and the online presence of the police. The survey will be constructed on smartsurvey.com and will be posted on social media giving social media users the opportunity to share it amongst peers who wouldn’t otherwise have access to the survey through other means. The survey will be active for 30 days and data collected after this point. Any data collected after the 30-day period will be discounted and not used as part of this research. Gupta et. Al. (2004) describes web surveys as a visual stimulus that give the participant complete control in how the questions and answers are interpreted and understood. Dillman (2000) argues that participants will likely engage in surveys that most resemble postal surveys, which is another reason the survey being conducted in this research will be kept minimal with clear objectives. 

The participants are completely anonymous, however there will be questions on the survey which relate to past personal experience and age. An ethics form was submitted to University Wales Trinity St David prior to the survey being distributed which outlines all intentions. There are no expected ethical issues that may arise due participant’s responses to the questionnaire. 

Following the collection of the quantitative data the results will be analysed using smartsurvey.com breaking down the data into percentages and raw numbers. The results section of this research will seek to outline this data effectively creating ground for further analysis. These results will be compared with the extensive literature and academic research already conducted around the subject.  The data collected will be used to identify trends and themes which can be used to identify members of the public’s relationship and opinion of the police as an organisation. More crucially these trends and themes will allow the extent to which social media effects public perceptions of the police to be critically analysed.

In summary, this research will be conducted using quantitative data which will be obtained by and online questionnaire made available to participants by means of social media. There is no targeted demographic, and it is hoped that this will lead a broader spectrum of society responding to the survey achieving more varied results enhancing our knowledge around the research question. It is evident after analysis that a quantitative approach will offer this study the greatest chance at answering the overarching research question.  




Chapter 4
ANALYSIS OF RESULTS
This chapter will seek to analyse the data obtained from the research outlined within the methodology chapter of this study. The survey, which can be found in full in appendix A, was open to participants via the website Smart Survey for 30 days. Graphs containing the full results of this survey can be found in appendix B of this paper. 

Saunders et al. (2015) describe the data collection process as a jigsaw puzzle, out of the many pieces of data that are collected by the researcher a bigger picture can be produced. The analysis of all the data collected helps to view a bigger picture which ultimately contributes to answering the overarching question and completing the objective in understanding to what extent does social media affect the public’s perception of the police. 

 Reliability and validity are important elements of the data collection and analysis of academic research. Robson (2007) argues that the reliability of data relates to repeated studies conducted under the same or similar conditions, if a data collection method is standardised it could be argued that the reliability of results is higher. Thody (2006) states that research should demonstrate accuracy and Cresswell (2014) states that consistency in approach is important for reliable research. Horn (2012) argues that validity is more subjective. As demonstrated within the methodology chapter, questionnaires were selected as the most effective approach in data collection in order to produce reliable and credible results. As discussed in Silverman (1993) validity is how credible the data is if the correct method is used in its gathering. In this research, quantitative data will assist in answering the research question, therefore the correct method for collecting data is via a questionnaire. Closed questions were used, and responses limited in order to keep respondents on track and focused on answering the main research question. 
By complying with university ethics and following previously used practices and methods the validity and reliability of this research can be ensured. No ethical issues arose from this survey and a UWTSD ethics form was submitted prior to the survey being released. Although respondents were completely anonymous, one questions did relate to age to ascertain whether age had an impact on a person’s use of social media. 

The survey link was made available via personal social media, namely Facebook, and available for data collection for 30 days, following the 30 days the link was deactivated meaning any person attempting to complete the survey would be denied and excluded from the research. In total there were 42 responses to the survey. The survey consisted of 15 questions, with the option of skipping questions, although no respondent skipped any questions.  

Question 1 related to whether respondents used social media. It was expected that a large percentage of respondents would answer in the affirmative given the statistic that 70% of internet users in the United Kingdom use the internet for social media (ONS, 2020). 92.9% of respondents answered yes confirming their use of social media. Within the questions were named examples of social media Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat, and TikTok, although the basis of the question was not intended to be limited to these platforms. This shows that the majority of participants did engage with a social media platform, which further shows that social media has a prominent position in modern society. Having such a prominent position in society there is a consequence that they could potentially have an impact on the public’s attitudes and opinions. 
[image: ]Figure 2: Q1 Do you use social media?









[image: ]As a large percentage of the respondents are social media users, it needed to be established whether these users trust what they read on social media. This needed to be established in order to answer the research question because if social media users trust what they read on social media this is likely to have an effect on their opinion of a topic area, in this case policing. Figure 3: Q2 Do you have trust in what you read on social media?










11.9% of the respondents replied that they do have trust in what they read on social media, however what is not established is whether they are able to identify legitimate posts. A theme that emerged during this survey was how the respondents engaged with social media, whether they trust these sources, or whether they looked elsewhere to validate what they had read on social media. 
Question 4 relates to where respondents gather their information, and as the results show 38.1% of respondents reportedly get their information from social media. This shows that Shearer and Gottfried’s (2017) research which suggested two thirds of American’s get their information from social media, what this study has shown us is that there are distinct differences between the number of Americans who consume information this way compared to the British public with just over one third of respondents reporting that they get information on current affairs from social media.
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Figure 4: Q4 Where do you gather information regarding the police and current affairs?




Question 4 ties into question 3 and question 5 in the way that question 3 asked does social media help shape your opinion on current affairs and question 5 asked have you seen articles or posts relating to the police on social media. These questions identified themes around social media and consumption of information. A higher percentage of respondents answered question 3 in the negative stating social media does not help shape their opinion of current affairs, as detailed within Schuck and Rosenbaum (2005) personal interaction tend to have an overwhelming impact on shaping a person’s opinion and perceptions. Overwhelmingly over 97% of respondents confirmed having seen social media articles or posts relating to police. 
[image: ]





Figure 5: Q5 Have you seen articles or posts relating to the police on social media?


Question 6 asked respondents whether these articles had an effect on the respondent’s opinion of the police. The data collected shows that although a higher percentage of respondents claimed the articles had no effect, 31% of respondent said it did. This data clearly shows that although not to any great extent, social media is having an effect on people’s opinion of the police. Although the majority of respondents are claiming the posts had no effect on their opinion, the content has changed their opinion on the police. Themes regarding police content on social media as well as effect of social media begin to emerge as responses from participants become more varied and links are draws between the posts participants are seeing and the effects these are having. Although this is only a small sample the wider implications would suggest that if this is a representation of the population there will a large number of the public whose opinion is being changed following what they see on social media.
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Figure 6: Q6 Have these articles or posts affected your opinion of the police?
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Figure 7: Q7 What affect did these articles have?

Perhaps the most significant question in the survey is question 7 which asks what affect these articles had on the respondent. This question is significant to achieving the objectives and answering the overarching questions as it clearly identified that social media is negatively impacting the public’s opinions of the police with one third of respondent reporting that these articles had a negative effect on them. Again, what is not established is if the respondents could identify legitimate articles and posts compared to illegitimate or ‘fake news’. What this data tells us is that a significant section of the participants have developed negative views of the police due to what they are seeing on social media, as stated in Brown (2015) how the public perceive something is often impacted by what they see and read on social media. 
With 33% of respondents saying that social media posts have given them a more negative view of the police consideration was given to what factors most influence respondent’s opinion of the police. Question 12 sought to establish what factors respondents believed in believed influenced their opinions the most. Respondents were given the option of selecting more than 1 answer and were asked to rank their answers in the comments box. Of the 42 respondents 8 made comments ranking their answers. 6 respondents ranked their answers, and 2 respondents used the free text comments box to note how negatively social media negatively portrays the police. The data collected show that 44% of respondents selected that their personal experience with police influences their opinion most. Of the 6 respondents who ranked answers this option was ranked top 4 times and 2nd once. Social media was selected as a response by 10.7% of respondents and was ranked 2nd once. This ties in with Schuck and Rosenbaum’s theory that personal experience influence’s opinion more than anything else. The answer to this question also identified a wider theme of factors that affect opinion. 
[image: ]Figure 8: Q12 What factors most influence your opinion on the police?









Many police services also have a presence on social media and regularly post about missing persons, wanted persons and community initiatives (Bullock, 2018). This research has also considered whether people interactions with police social media accounts have an effect on a person’s opinion and perception of the police. 71.4% of respondents replied to not interacting with police social media accounts. Respondents were then asked if the police social media accounts influenced their opinion in a positive or negative way. 35.7% of respondents replied that police social media accounts influenced their opinion in a positive way. Further investigation would need to be conducted to establish what sort of posts are influencing the public is a positive way, and also into what 2.4% of respondents found negative about police social media accounts. These results tie in with statements made by the BBC (2012) which stated that police forces with strong social media presence had a better relationship with the public. This doesn’t go as far to say that the relationship is more positive, but it also doesn’t suggest that the relationship is negative. Given that these results show Police social media has a positive influence would suggest that a better relationship is a positive relationship. 
[image: ]Figure 9: Q14 Do police social media accounts influence your opinion of the police in a positive or negative way?









The final question of the survey sought to gauge the age ranges of respondents. All respondents were aged 21-60+ with 66.6% of respondents split evenly between the 21-29 age range and 31-39 age range. Research conducted by the London School of Economics (2017) shows that the largest demographic of twitter users at 62% are between the ages of 18-49, 90% of Instagram users are under the age of 35, and 55% of Facebook users being between the ages of 18 and 24. The data shows that a higher sample of participants fall within the category of those that are likely to use and engage with social media. 
There were limitations to this survey which impacted on the data obtained and the reliability of the results. The most significant limitation is that there were only 42 respondents, in order to obtain more accurate data more respondents would be required to strengthen the evidence already in existence. During the time that the survey was posted there were high profile criminal cases involving police officers as the perpetrators, namely Wayne Couzens, this is likely to have impacted respondents’ answers, as Chief Constable Steve Jupp noted in the East Anglian Daily Times (2021) this case would undoubtedly have damaged the public’s trust and confidence in the police. Although impact factors such as this cannot be predicted, it is worth considering repeating the survey, during the same time frame the following year, or at random intervals throughout the year comparing and contrasting results, this would allow for broader results to be obtained as feelings towards police alter throughout the year.  
To conclude this chapter, there is evidence to suggest that social media does have an impact on people’s opinion and perception of the police. Although not to a large extent, the posts people are seeing are having more of a negative than a positive. A number of key themes were also identified from the results of the survey. The main themes identified were how the public engage with social media, whether police content on social media has an influence, and other factors influencing the public’s opinion. These themes and findings will be further advanced in the following chapter. 












Chapter 5
CONCLUSION
Following the analysis conducted within the previous chapter, a number of salient findings emerged, particularly in regard to the use of social media and the impact of social media on public perceptions of the police. This chapter will seek to summarise the key findings within this study before proceeding to acknowledge the limitations which impeded its overall effectiveness. Following this conclusion, recommendations will then be made based on the research findings to ensure that social media does not unjustly impact the public perceptions of the police, areas where the police could improve their relationship with the public using social media and also suggestions for future academic studies. These recommendations will be based on the research carried out in this dissertation.
	
The ultimate aim of this research was to answer the question ‘to what extent does social media impact public perceptions of the police?’. The aim of the research has been achieved by using agreed methods and research methodology. The data collected was analysed, and through this analysis key themes and findings were established. 

Firstly, the research confirmed that a large proportion of the public have a presence on social media and have also viewed social media content relating to the police. Interestingly, a common thread throughout the participants responses was a lack of trust in social media content more broadly, however the content some participants had viewed on social media was enough to impact their opinion of the police in a negative way. 

Based on the results from the survey, the main findings of this research confirmed that social media impact’s opinion and influences members of the public. This is in-line with the extensive research that has already been conducted, and included in Bond et al., (2012), Bode (2015), Messing and Westwood (2014) and Turcotte et al., (2015) which in summary state that people are becoming reliant on social media for their news and recommendations, and their opinions, knowledge and behaviours are becoming influenced by the information that is available on social media sites. 

Following the data analysis, it is evident that the results of the data collected demonstrate a clear relationship between public use of social media, consumption of content and public perceptions of the police, particularly enforcing negative perceptions however the exact depth of this relationship remains slightly negative. It is important to note that the results of the primary research conducted have primarily served to support the existing vast amount of literature already available that examines public perceptions and the influence of social media, however the results of this research have also added depth to this field by specifically examining the ways social media may influence perceptions of the British police. The results of data confirmed what is cited within Brown (2015) that public perception is influenced by what is viewed on social media. Interestingly, the research conducted in this paper clearly suggests that the police's presence on social media has no clear impact on public perceptions of the police, this an area which would require further academic research to establish why this is the case.

A large percentage of the respondents to the survey responded that personal experience has the greatest impact on their opinions which is in line with Schuck and Rosenbaum’s (2005) research, reinforcing that this is the overwhelming influencing factor in helping members of the public form a perception and opinion of the police. Although the main focus of the research was to establish whether social media has an impact on the public’s perception of the police examining the driving factors which shape the views of the public is also critical in order to construct a comprehensive overview of the number of factors which influence public opinion.
A survey was chosen as the most appropriate method of collecting data. As outlined in Denscombe (2010) the positives to a survey include participants are able to remain anonymous, which in this research paper was vital. Even though no personal data was requested there were questions relating to participants involvement with police. This may not have been a topic area a participant would feel comfortable answering, however from a research perspective it was an important factor that could affect their opinion and perception of the police, therefore guaranteeing anonymity reduces the chances that this question would be skipped or left unanswered.  Another positive that Denscombe (2010) makes about surveys is their ability to generate large amounts of data. The more data that can be generated in research, the more reliable that research becomes, as stated in Vasileiou et al (2018) which states that sample size insufficiency is seen to threaten the validity of a studies’ results. In this research there were only 42 respondents and more respondents would be needed to validate the research and provide a substantial contribution to the extensive research already available in this field. 
There were limitations to this research. Theofanidis and Fountouki (2019) describe the limitations in the research process as potential weaknesses usually out of the researcher’s control. In this research paper one of the most significant limitations is the fact that were only 42 respondents, which is not considered to be a reliable sample size. According to Bissits-Bullen (2021) most statisticians agree that a sample size for meaningful results should be 100 people. Although, it is noted in Bartlett et al. (2001) that it should be up to the reader to make their own judgements on whether they accept the research data as valid. It is also worth considering the effect of current affairs that were taking place during the timescale of survey. Judicial proceedings against Wayne Couzens were taking place in the month of September. Judicial proceedings were taking place against Couzens, who has since been found guilty of murdering Sarah Everard, a lone female who was walking home from her friend’s house. At the time of the murder Couzens was a serving police constable and used this as a way to detain Sarah before kidnapping and murdering her. This trial was heavily reported on within news outlets and social media, although this is not necessarily a limitation the impact and events of the crime could have impacted the results of the survey, and the perception that the public have of the police.
Despite there being a small sample size, the research conducted has answered the overarching research question and shown that social media has a significant impact on the public’s perception of the police. Within the literature review of this paper a gap was identified that a majority of studies relating to the police, the public and social media were American based studies. What this research has shown is that the results mirror those of the research findings conducted in America. This research appears to support and confirm the already extensive literature that exists. 

Following this discussion, it is evident that further investigation needs to be carried out to validate the research findings present within this study, furthermore a number of recommendations may be drawn which will be discussed further in the recommendations chapter of this paper.







Chapter 6 
RECOMMENDATIONS
This chapter will look to make recommendations, not only in regard to further research that can be conducted within this field, but also recommendations on the basis of the results of the research carried out in this paper. 
As already identified and discussed further research will be needed to validate the findings within this paper, as in Bissits-Bullen (2021) 100 participants are required for research results to be considered meaningful. In order to obtain further results it would be advantageous to repeat the investigation over a longer time period, allowing more participants to view the survey, and over more social media platforms. There will be overlaps where users have profiles on multiple social media platforms, there will be occasions where people will only have access to single platforms. 
Although events such as judicial proceedings against police officers cannot be predicted completing further studies at intervals throughout the year will allow for broader results to be obtained. Not only that but it allows for trend patterns to be identified and either exploited by the police on occasions where the trend patterns are positive, but also to identify areas for improvement where trend patterns are negative. These trend patterns will also open avenues for further research to be conducted around when and why these trend patterns emerge. 
The investigation revealed that the public were negatively affected to a degree by what they saw on social media. However, the results also revealed that over 71% of the participants did not engage with police social media accounts, and of those that did engage, 35% stated that police social media accounts had neither a positive nor negative impact. Recommendations can be made to police forces to use social media more effectively. A survey conducted by Accenture (2012) found that 58% of UK respondents would like to see the police use social media to engage with the community rather than just provide information, according to Crump (2011) the police often use social media merely to give advice or information. The same study by Accenture (2012) also found that less than a fifth of respondents knew the police utilised social media. This presents a missed opportunity for police forces to build a rapport and a positive relationship with members of the public and the social media community. Providing the public with posts and information that want to see not only opens up another avenue of communication between the public and police, but also gives the police an opportunity to promote themselves in a positive light and highlight successes in criminal incidents.
The responsibility should not just be on the police to make amendments when it comes to having a negative impact on the police perceptions. Social media platforms offer members of the public a blank canvas to post whatever material they like to their personal page, with limited exceptions. There is a fine line between censorship and moderation however social media platforms should be able to moderate content and offer guidance to viewers regarding posts that may be considered ‘fake news’ or posts that do not offer a wider context to the situation that police for find themselves in, for example a 10 second video clip of policing using force against a subject that does not show the full development of the situation.
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APPENDIX A – Questionnaire

Ethical Disclaimer
My name David Griffiths and I am currently a Police Constable in South Wales Police. I am currently completing a Bachelor of Science degree in Professional Police Practice at the University of Wales Trinity St David. As part of my studies, I am currently completing research regarding social media and its impact on the public’s perceptions of the police. This survey is optional however I would be very grateful for your time and completion of the survey. 

This survey is completely anonymous, and the information will be used to identify whether members of the public are influenced by what they see on social media and whether this impacts their perception and confidence in the police in the United Kingdom. 

Please do not divulge any sensitive information e.g., names, dates of birth or addresses of yourselves or any other person. 

This survey consists of 15 questions and should take no longer than 5 minutes to complete. You can still submit this survey with the option of skipping any questions that you do not feel comfortable completing. 

By completing this survey, you are consenting to myself using the information you provide for the purpose of my research. 

Thank you for your assistance


 1. Do you use social media? e.g. Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat 

	  
	Yes

	  
	No

	  
	N/A


 
2. Do you have trust in what you read on social media? 

	  
	Yes

	  
	No

	  
	N/A


 
3. Does social media help shape your opinion on current affairs? 

	  
	Yes

	  
	No

	  
	N/A


 
4. Where do you gather information regarding the police and current affairs? 

	  
	Social media (e.g. Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat)

	  
	News apps

	  
	Televised news

	  
	Newspapers

	  
	Other (please specify):
	 





 
5. Have you seen articles or posts relating to relating to the police on social media? 

	  
	Yes

	  
	No

	  
	N/A


 
6. Have these articles or posts affected your opinion of the police? 

	  
	Yes

	  
	No

	  
	N/A


 
7. What affect did these articles have? 

	  
	Positive

	  
	Negative

	  
	N/A


 
8. What is your opinion of British Police? 

	  
	Very good

	  
	Good

	  
	Neither good or bad

	  
	Bad

	  
	Very bad


 
9. Do you have confidence in the police? 

	  
	Yes

	  
	No


 
10. Have you ever had contact with the police? 

	  
	Yes

	  
	No

	  
	Prefer not to say


 
11. Did this contact experience give you a more positive or negative view of the police? 

	  
	Positive

	  
	Negative

	  
	Neither positive nor negative

	  
	N/A


 
12. What factors most influence your opinion on the Police? (Select more than 1 if appropriate, if more than 1 answer selected please rank in the comments box) 

	  
	Personal experience

	  
	Family

	  
	Friends

	  
	Social media

	  
	News outlets

	  
	Other (please specify):
	 






Comments:  
	 





 
13. Do you engage with police social media accounts? 

	  
	Yes

	  
	No

	  
	N/A


 
14. Do police social media accounts influence your opinion of the police in a positive or negative way? 

	  
	Positive

	  
	Negative

	  
	Neither positive or negative

	  
	N/A


 
15. How old are you? 

	  
	Under 18

	  
	18-20

	  
	21-29

	  
	30-39

	  
	40-49

	  
	50-59

	  
	60 +

	  
	Prefer not to say
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