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ABSTRACT
Police use of force is one of the most scrutinised aspects of policing. It is shaped not only by legal standards and professional guidance but also by public perception and media representation. This dissertation examines how media narratives and public views influence understandings of police use of force in England and Wales, with specific reference to South Wales Police (SWP). Using a qualitative documentary analysis, this study will explore official policies, national statistics, media content and publicly available data from SWP (South Wales Police) to understand how the use of force is portrayed, interpreted and overseen.

The literature highlights that while police use of force is typically low-level and governed by strict frameworks, public perception is often informed by sensational or uncommon incidents emphasised by traditional and social media. Findings from the research indicate that although SWP publishes use of force data and outlines robust oversight mechanisms, its public-facing information lacks detail and contextual clarity. This limits the potential impact of efforts to be transparent and allows broader narratives to shape public understanding.

The discussion demonstrates that media framing, viral footage and reputational pressures may influence officer decision-making and public confidence, even when police actions are lawful and proportionate. This dissertation concludes by recommending enhanced transparency, more detailed reporting, proactive communication strategies, and increased public visibility of oversight structures. Together, these measures may help bridge the gap between operational reality and public perception, strengthening legitimacy and supporting policing by consent.






TABLE OF CONTENTS
Chapter 1. Introduction
1.1 Background…………………………………………………………………………………….…..8
1.2 Rationale………………………………………………………………………………….…………9
1.3 Aims and Objectives………………………………………………………………….………..9
1.4 Conclusion………………………………………………………………………………………….9

Chapter 2. Literature Review
2.1 Introduction…………………………………………………………………………………….…..11
2.2 Legal and professional framework governing use of force…………………..12
2.3 National patterns of police use of force……………………………………………...13
2.4 Public perception, trust and legitimacy…………………………………………...….14
2.5 Media representation of police use of force……………………………………....14
  2.5.1 Traditional media: Sensationalism and Framing…………………....…15
  2.5.2 Social media and citizen recording…………………….……………….…….15
  2.5.3 Body-Worn Video………………………………………………………………….….16
2.6 Impact on officer behaviour……………………………………………………………….17
2.7 Conclusion……………………………………………………………………………………..…..18

Chapter 3. Methodology 
3.1 Introduction………………………………………………………………………………………..21
3.2 Research design………………………………………………………………………………….21
3.3 Documentary and discourse Analysis……………………………………………………22
3.4 Data sources…………………………………………………………………………………………23
3.5 Sampling strategy…………………………………………………………………………………24
3.6 Data analysis procedure……………………………………………………………………….24
3.7 Reliability and validity………………………………………………………………………….25
3.8 Ethical considerations………………………………………………………………………….25
3.9 Limitations……………………………………………………………………………………………26
3.10 Conclusion…………………………………………………………………………………………..27

Chapter 4. Analysis of results
4.1 Introduction……………………………………………………………………………………………28
4.2 Overview of SWP use of force data………………………………………………………..28
4.3 Policy, training and oversight framework……………………………………………….29
4.4 Communication, data transparency and public perception…………………….30
4.5 Patterns…………………………………………………………………………..…………………….31
4.6 Limitations……………………………………………………………………………..………………32
4.7 Conclusion…………….……………………………………………………………………………….32




Chapter 5. Findings and Conclusion
5.1 Introduction…………………………………………………………………………………………33
5.2 Completion of research objectives……………………………………………………….34
5.3 Main findings……………………………………………………………………………………….35
5.4 Recommendations……………………………………………………………………………….36
5.5 Conclusion……..……………………………………………………………………………….……37


BIBLIOGRAPHY……………….…………………………………………………………..39






















Chapter 1: Introduction
The purpose of this dissertation is to investigate how media representation and public perception influences police officers when using force on duty. This chapter discusses the context of this area and highlights why research on this topic is necessary.
1.1: Background
Police use of force is one of the most visible and disputed aspects of modern policing worldwide. Although most police encounters in England and Wales do not involve any use of force, the ones that do are often amplified through news media and social media, creating powerful and usually damaging narratives about police conduct (Greer & McLaughlin, 2011). The availability of smartphone video footage, alongside traditional media, has heightened public scrutiny and increased the debate about reasonable, proportionate, or excessive force. As a result, public perception of police use of force is shaped by how these incidents are reported and shared (Chermak & Weiss, 2005), rather than by the legal and operational realities of policing.
1.2: Rationale
Public confidence and trust are key elements of the policing-by-consent model in England and Wales. According to procedural justice theory, legitimacy is built when the public perceive the police as fair, transparent and respectful, even in situations involving coercion or force (Hagan and Hans, 2017). Policing in the UK is based on the principle of policing by consent. This has to do with policing strategies intended to keep the public's favour, respect, and affection (Hanway & Hambly, 2023). 
This is an important topic as it outlines use of force and media scrutiny as key factors in the legitimacy of the police. Negative media representations or high-profile incidents can damage this legitimacy, influencing how communities interpret policing encounters. This ultimately impacts the way police do their jobs (Jones, 2024). Research shows that public opinion often diverges from statistical reality. Home Office data indicates that on most of the occasions where police end up using force, the force used by officers is low-level and compliant with professional standards, but public perceptions are usually shaped by the most dramatic incidents, which are minimal (Home Office, 2023). The modern media environment also intensifies this.


Traditional news outlets tend to prioritise conflict-driven, sensational content that attracts attention from viewers and reinforces certain narratives about policing (Surette, 2015). Meanwhile, social media platforms allow such incidents to be captured, and instantly broadcasted without context, often before facts of the incident are known (Nix and Pickett, 2017). Viral videos rarely capture full incidents and tend to ignore the circumstances that led to the use of force. This can lead to widespread public condemnation long before body-worn video or investigative reports provide a more complete picture. This heightened visibility affects not only public perception but potentially police behaviour. Studies suggest that officers are increasingly aware of the “spotlight effect” a perception that they are constantly filmed, monitored and scrutinised (Ariel et al, 2016).

Some research indicates that this scrutiny can alter officer decision-making, sometimes causing hesitation or reduced confidence in situations where force may lawfully be required (Li, Cheung & Sun, 2019). Furthermore, body-worn video has been shown to reduce complaints, improve transparency and increase public understanding of police actions (Ariel et al, 2016). The legal and professional framework in England and Wales establishes clear expectations for when and how force should be used. Police actions are governed by the Human Rights Act 1998, common law principles of necessity and proportionality, and statutory powers such as the Criminal Law Act 1967. Professional guidance from the College of Policing’s Authorised Professional Practice (APP) further emphasises structured decision-making, ethical standards and officer accountability (College of Policing, 2020).

The National Decision Model requires officers to justify their actions based on threat, risk and necessity, demonstrating a consistent approach to using force across each force area (College of Policing, 2020). Despite this clear framework being in place, the public often have a limited understanding of these principles, contributing to misinterpretation and condemnation when force is used. As one of Wales’s largest forces, South Wales Police (SWP) serve diverse communities while navigating national debates around legitimacy, representation and accountability. The force publishes data for use of force, takes part in scrutiny panels, and uses body-worn video, aligning with national expectations for transparency. Nonetheless, SWP operates within a wider national media environment in which high-profile incidents elsewhere in the UK can influence local public confidence (HMICFRS, 2022). Furthermore, understanding how SWP communicates, manages and responds to public and media scrutiny offers valuable insight into the challenges modern police forces face.

1.3: Aims and Objectives
The aim of this dissertation is to explore how media representation and public perception influences police use of force, both at a national level and within SWP. This topic is academically significant because it brings together three important components of research, use of force, legitimacy, and media studies, that usually are examined separately. It is also practically relevant, because understanding public interpretations can aid training and community engagement for police officers.
My study is guided by four research questions:
1. [bookmark: _Hlk220686912][bookmark: _Hlk220616637]To analyse and discuss existing academic literature about media representation, public perception and their influences on police use of force.
2. [bookmark: _Hlk220699404]To discuss the most appropriate methodological approach of conducting research for this project.
3. [bookmark: _Hlk220699695]To analyse the results of my research in order to understand key themes and limitations.
4. To provide recommendations regarding the issues highlighted in this project.
[bookmark: _Hlk220614663]
1.4: Conclusion
Chapter one has introduced the research topic, stated the aims and objectives and highlighted the reasons why research on this topic is necessary. Chapter 2 is a literature review, that will analyse the existing research in this area and explore the issues discussed in chapter one with more depth.



















Chapter 2: Literature Review
2.1: Introduction
This chapter of the dissertation seeks to provide an analysis of relevant academic sources of literature with regards to the topic of media representation, public perception and their influence on police use of force.
The goal of this chapter is to achieve the first objective highlighted in Chapter 1, which is: To analyse and discuss existing academic literature about media representation, public perception and their influences on police use of force.
In order to achieve this objective, I will use research obtained via the UWTSD online library and Google Scholar, a search engine that gathers information and searches the internet to provide data from academic sources - including academic journals, books, research publications, government data, and other sources.

2.2: Legal framework governing use of force
In order to analyse the relationship between public perception, media representation and operational decision-making for police officers, it is important to first understand how police use of force is regulated in England and Wales. The legal framework is shaped by common law, statute and human rights obligations. The Criminal Law Act (1967) permits “reasonable force” in the prevention of crime, while common law allows officers to use force for self-defence or the defence of others. These principles are further enhanced by the Human Rights Act 1998, which incorporates the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) into domestic law. Articles 2, 3 and 5 the right to life, freedom from inhuman or degrading treatment, and liberty impose strict duties on police to ensure that any use of force is necessary, proportionate and justified (Walker & Starmer, 1999).

Professional guidance provided by the College of Policing’s Authorised Professional Practice (APP) reinforces these legal standards. The APP outlines that officers must apply the principles of necessity, proportionality and accountability while considering threat, risk and vulnerability (College of Policing, 2020). The National Decision Model (NDM) provides a framework to help officers meet these expectations operationally, requiring officers to follow a structured decision-making process based on an assessment of threat, the powers available, tactical options and proportionality. This framework is intended to ensure consistency across forces and encourage reflective practice (Belur, 2010).

Despite this structured guidance, public understanding of how force decisions are made is often limited. Studies suggest that the public frequently assumes that the level of force used is down to officer discretion as opposed to legal or procedural constraints (Jackson, et al, 2012). This misunderstanding allows the media to disproportionately shape public interpretations of police behaviour, particularly with high-profile incidents. Therefore, the legal framework outlines the conditions for what constitutes legitimate force, but legitimacy in practice relies heavily on public acceptance informed by the media.


2.3: National patterns of police use of force
Home Office statistics indicate that the majority of recorded use of force incidents involve low-level force such as handcuffing, compliant restraint, or tactical communication (Home Office, 2023). Use of weapons such as taser, baton or incapacitant spray represent a small proportion of total incidents. The data also shows that the vast majority of public interactions do not involve force at all (Home Office, 2023). Nevertheless, public perceptions tend to emphasise the most controversial incidents rather than routine encounters.

A key area for debate is disproportionality. Studies show that young men, particularly from Black ethnic groups, are disproportionately represented in use of force data (Shiner et al, 2018). Public awareness of ethnic discrimination has intensified following high-profile international cases, contributing to perceptions of systemic bias and unfairness in policing. Bradford, Milani and Jackson (2017) argue that disproportionality regardless of officers’ intentions undermines trust among minority communities and increases sensitivity to force incidents.

Another theme concerns the policing of individuals with mental health conditions. Research shows that such individuals are more likely to experience force due to behavioural crises, unpredictability or heightened risk factors (Stogner, Miller & McLean, 2020). Media coverage of incidents involving vulnerable people often generates criticism, particularly if the restraint leads to injury or distress. This contributes to a narrative that police lack adequate training in communication, de-escalation or crisis management (Clifford, 2021).

As found nationally, the majority of force used by police tends to be low-level and linked to routine arrests (Home Office, 2023). SWP’s own summaries echo this pattern, but public narratives continue to be shaped by more dramatic episodes, often recorded by bystanders or framed critically by journalists. This echoes Skogan’s (2006) notion of “asymmetry,” where negative interactions or stories exert a disproportionate effect on public trust compared with positive routine encounters, suggesting that public perceptions are often disconnected from official statistical realities.

Overall, although official statistics generally present force as infrequent and proportionate, public interpretation diverges significantly due to high-profile cases and emotional impact.


2.4: Public perception, trust and police legitimacy
Public trust is central to the policing by consent model. According to procedural justice theory, legitimacy is grounded not only in the lawfulness of police actions but in whether the public perceives those actions as fair, respectful and unbiased (Mazerolle, et al, 2014). Even when force is necessary, negative perceptions can emerge if the interaction feels demeaning or unjust.

Research consistently shows that public attitudes towards police use of force are shaped by group identity, previous experiences and cultural narratives rather than empirical evidence (Jackson, 2012). For example, minority ethnic communities tend to express lower levels of trust due to historical experiences of over-policing and perceived bias (Madon & Murphy, 2021). Meanwhile, individuals with no direct experience of police use of force rely entirely on media portrayals to form opinions (Skogan, 2006). According to Basu (2022), the public's trust in the police force is linked to its capacity to use force, even deadly force. But when, where and finally how it is utilised is key. 


Media narratives, particularly those emphasising conflict or misconduct, can destabilise legitimacy by framing policing as aggressive or discriminatory (Lawrence, 2023). At the same time, positive portrayals such as community engagement activities or the use of body-worn video can improve perceptions of transparency and accountability (Ariel et al, 2016).

The key insight from legitimacy research is that perception often outweighs reality. Even when data shows that force is rare and justified, public trust can be heavily influenced by a small number of incidents amplified through media channels.


2.5: Media representation
2.5.1: Traditional media: Sensationalism and framing
Traditional media outlets play a significant role in shaping public narratives about police force. Research shows that news organisations prioritise dramatic, confrontational or controversial content, because such stories are more likely to attract public attention (Surette, 2015). As a result, force incidents that are rare, extreme or uncommon receive disproportionate coverage.

Framing theory helps explain how this influences perception. Entman (1993) argues that media does not simply report events but frames them by selecting certain aspects, emphasising interpretations, and guiding public understanding. In the context of policing, force may be framed as excessive, racially motivated or representative of systemic failure even when the broader context does not support these conclusions (Greer & McLaughlin, 2011).

Media portrayals also draw on established cultural stereotypes and narratives. The “dangerous criminal” and “overwhelming police force” narratives reinforce moral panics, encouraging emotional reactions rather than fact-based analysis (Monell and Mohammad, 2022). Such portrayals make it more difficult for the public to understand routine force as part of legitimate policing practices.

2.5.2: Social media and citizen recording
In the 21st century, digital platforms have transformed how force incidents are witnessed, shared and interpreted. Smartphones allow members of the public to record police encounters in real time, often capturing the use of force without the build-up or context that led to the event (Nix & Pickett, 2017). These recordings can quickly go viral, provoking widespread outrage before official information becomes available.

Social media amplifies emotional responses and often encourages polarised interpretations. Online commentary, hashtags and influencer reactions can dominate public discourse, creating what Greer and McLaughlin (2011) call “trial by media”. This environment places significant reputational pressure on police forces, who must respond quickly and transparently to avoid appearing defensive or secretive.

Research also indicates that social media tends to reinforce negative perceptions of policing. Posts featuring police violence receive far more engagement than those demonstrating routine professionalism (Lee & McGovern, 2013). This creates an availability bias whereby the public believe that the use of force conducted by police officers is far more common than it actually is.


2.5.3: Body-Worn Video
Body-worn video (BWV) is widely promoted as a tool for transparency and accountability. Studies show that BWV can reduce complaints, improve evidence collection, and increase public understanding of police behaviour (Ariel et al, 2016). It can also counterbalance social media footage by providing a full account of events, including the moments leading up to the instant where the officer has used force. This would provide context that is often vital to understanding the scenario.

However, BWV is not complete solution. Footage is often released selectively, subject to legal constraints, or interpreted differently by different audiences (Gaub & White, 2020). Moreover, BWV may intensify scrutiny by making force more visible and subject to repeated replay and analysis. The presence of BWV can also alter officer behaviour, potentially increasing self-consciousness or anxiety, which can dramatically impact an officers decision-making or potentially lead to more rigid adherence to procedure at the expense of ethical decision making and flexibility (Caitlin, 2025). Furthermore, the footage on its own may not capture the whole incident or prove intent, so from an evidential standpoint, should be used to complement a thorough investigation and aid community engagement.

Overall, media technologies simultaneously enhance transparency and create new challenges for police forces navigating public expectations.                          


2.6: Impact of media and public perception on police behaviour and decision-making
Growing visibility and scrutiny have implications for officer behaviour. Research suggests that officers may alter their behaviour due to fear of misrepresentation or public backlash. Li, Cheung & Sun (2019) found that media criticism, particularly through social media, can increase stress, reduce officer confidence and influence hesitation when using force even when legally justified. This may lead to “operational withdrawal”, where officers disengage from proactive policing to avoid reputational risk (Mustafaj, 2021).

At the same time, officers are trained to use the National Decision Model, which emphasises proportionality and rationale. Studies show that officers who follow structured decision-making processes experience greater confidence and less emotional disruption when under scrutiny (Belur, 2010). The College of Policing established the mnemonic CIAPOAR in order to guide officers in adhering to the six key elements of the NDM. Additionally, it serves as an aid-memoire for making decisions and documenting the reasoning behind them.

Code of Ethics – Ethical policing principles and Guidance for ethical and professional behaviour in policing (The NDM puts the code of ethics at the centre of all police decision making).
Information – gather information and intelligence.
Assessment – assess threat and risk and develop a working strategy.
Powers and policy – consider powers and policy.
Options – identify options and contingencies.
Action and review – take action and review what happened.

The College of Policing also published a Guidance Overview of the NDM, highlighting that officers are encouraged to follow the Code and exercise discretion when necessary by using the model. Adding that following the NDM lessens risk of hostility and balances resources against risk, threat, and demand. The overview also reassures that provided it can be demonstrated that the officers decisions were evaluated and handled sensibly given the circumstances at the time, they will be supported by their organization (College of Policing, 2013)

Public hostility can also play a role. Research indicates that threats, aggression, or filming from bystanders may increase stress and effect officers state of mind, potentially escalating the likelihood of force being used (Baldwin, et al, 2022). Therefore, while scrutiny can enhance accountability in police officers, it can also create pressures that alter decision-making in unpredictable ways, which can potentially end with someone getting injured.


2.7: Conclusion
This chapter has achieved the first objective of this dissertation:
To analyse and discuss existing academic literature about media representation, public perception and their influences on police use of force.

To conclude this chapter, the literature review has highlighted the key issues surrounding media influences on police use of force. 

From my view of this research, the literature reveals several important themes:
· Use of force is legally and professionally regulated, but public understanding of these regulations and police powers is limited. Although SWP presents these structures on its website, the visibility may be limited compared with the visibility of dramatic media narratives. This raises the question about whether transparency alone is sufficient for building legitimacy, especially if the public does not actively engage with the published information
· Public perception is shaped more by media narratives than official statistics, contributing to mistrust and misinterpretation, The literature is clear that media representations, particularly emphasising conflict, controversy and sensational events play a significant role in shaping public perceptions of policing (Surette, 2015; Greer & McLaughlin, 2012).
· Traditional and social media amplify extreme incidents, creating disproportionate perceptions of police violence.
· Officers operate under increased scrutiny, which can affect confidence and decision-making. Li, Cheung & Sun (2019) found that officers often feel significant emotional pressure arising from public filming or social media coverage, which can influence confidence and decision-making.
· Body-worn video increases transparency, but also introduces new complexities in media interpretation. As Gaub & White (2020) argue, BWV’s effectiveness depends on how footage is communicated to the public, not only how it is used internally.
· South Wales Police and other forces face reputational challenges, even from incidents occurring outside their jurisdiction.

Despite extensive research, gaps remain. Few studies explore how media narratives directly influence officer decision-making, and there is limited research on Welsh forces such as South Wales Police. There is also a need for more studies examining how police communication strategies respond to public perception. These gaps justify this study, which examines the connections between media representation, public perception and police use of force, with specific reference to South Wales Police.

Chapter 3 will discuss the most appropriate methodological approach to researching this topic and addressing the research gaps outlined in this chapter.
























Chapter 3: Methodology
3.1: Introduction
Chapter 2 reviewed existing literature on this topic and highlighted gaps which will inform the methods used in this study. This chapter will seek to achieve the second objective of this project:
To discuss the most appropriate methodological approach of conducting research for this project.
This chapter outlines and justifies the methodological approach used to examine how media representation and public perception influence police use of force. It explains the research design, sources, strategy, ethical considerations, and limitations.

3.2: Research design
Research has been defined in many different ways, but it can be generally agreed that research is a course of steps taken in an effort to obtain and evaluate information with a goal to build knowledge of a particular subject. But even that definition has different interpretations, varying depending on what kinds of research is being done (Sansom, 2019).
This study adopts a qualitative research design, which is well suited to exploring meanings, interpretations and social constructions (Bryman, 2016). The qualitative approach was ideal when investigating how policing, legitimacy and media narratives are understood by different audiences. Since the aim of this dissertation is not to measure the frequency of police use of force but to explore how it is represented and perceived, I found that qualitative methods provide the most effective means of analysis.
The research has elements of interpretivism, which holds that social reality is constructed through language, meaning, and interaction (Acharya, 2024). Media representations, public perceptions and policing practices all involve interpretation, making this philosophical position suitable for the study’s aims.


3.3: Documentary and discourse analysis
Given the topic, a documentary analysis methodology was employed. Documentary analysis involved a review of existing written, visual and digital material (Bowen, 2009). It is a widely used method in policing research, particularly when analysing official documents, public reports and media sources (Silverman, 2008). This method allows the researcher to evaluate how police use of force is justified, criticised and understood across a range of public facing materials.
This study also includes principles of discourse analysis, which examines how language and representation construct meanings and effect perception (Fairclough, 2023). This approach was suitable for analysing media framing, public narratives, and communication from police forces.

3.4: Data sources
Three main categories of data were included:
1. Official police and government documents
- College of Policing Authorised Professional Practice (APP) on Use of Force.
- National Decision Model (College of Policing, 2020).
- Home Office police use-of-force statistics (2023).
- His Majesty’s Inspectorate for Constabulary Fire & Rescue Services (HMICFRS) PEEL reports, particularly relating to South Wales Police.
- SWP policy statements and public-facing documents on use of force, transparency and accountability.
These documents provide insight into the formal expectations governing the use of force and how police organisations present themselves to the public.

2. Academic literature
Peer-reviewed studies on:
· Police legitimacy and procedural justice.
· Media representation of policing.
· The impact of social media and citizen recording.
· Officer decision-making and emotional labour.
· Use-of-force patterns and disproportionality.
Academic literature establishes the theoretical context and identifies knowledge gaps.

3. Media sources
- UK news articles covering police use-of-force incidents.
- Social media content (YouTube, Facebook, Instagram, Twitter/X, TikTok) selected for relevance to high-profile cases.
- Press statements issued by police forces in response to force-related incidents.
Media sources provide essential insights into framing, context and tone, which are central components of this dissertation’s research questions. Only publicly available material was used, ensuring the study remains ethical and appropriate for a serving police officer to research.



3.5: Sampling strategy
A purposive sampling approach was used, selecting documents based on their relevance to the research questions rather than at random (Patton, 2014). This included:
· Core policing guidance (APP & NDM).
· National statistics on use of force.
· Academic works widely used in policing and media studies reports of nationally significant use-of-force incidents.
· South Wales Police communications relating to force, transparency and public engagement.
Purposive sampling is appropriate for qualitative research where the goal is to gain depth and richness rather than representativeness (Silverman, 2008).
To maintain focus on the ttopic, media texts were selected using measures such as:
· Relevance to police use of force.
· Evidence of high public engagement (e.g. widely shared social media videos).
· Presence of strong framing (positive or negative).
This allowed examination of how narratives are constructed, contested and received.

3.6: Data analysis procedure
Data was analysed using a thematic analysis approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This involved:
1.	Familiarisation: Reading and re-reading documents to identify patterns.
2.	Coding: Highlighting recurring concepts such as “excessive force”, “legitimacy”, “accountability”, “training”, “bias”, “filming”, and “public trust”.
3.	Theme development: Grouping codes into broader themes such as:
- Media framing of police use of force.
- Public mistrust and procedural justice.
- Officer behaviour under scrutiny.
- Role of body-worn video.
- Organisational transparency in South Wales Police.
4.	Interpretation: Linking themes to the research questions and literature.
5.	Integration: Synthesising insights across official documents, media texts and academic studies.
This structured approach supports academic rigour and transparency.


3.7 : Reliability and validity
In qualitative research, traditional notions of reliability and validity are replaced by concepts such as credibility, dependability and confirmability. Researchers can improve the calibre of their work and add significantly to their existing knowledge by guaranteeing credibility, dependability, and confirmability (Ahmed, 2024).
To enhance credibility, this study used a wide range of academic sources and triangulated data from media, academic literature and official documents, while maintaining consistency when applying thematic analysis. Dependability was supported by clearly documenting sampling and analysis, as well as transparency when describing my decision-making process. Confirmability was promoted by critically reflecting on personal bias (given my status as a serving police officer) and by using publicly available sources rather than personal operational experience.

3.8: Ethical considerations
Ethical considerations were central to the research design, particularly due to the fact that I am a current serving police officer. Key ethical points included:
1. Use of publicly available data only
No confidential, operational or sensitive police information was accessed. Only open-source materials were analysed, preventing breaches of confidentiality.
2. Avoiding personal operational incidents
The study avoided discussing any specific incidents I had personally attended, preventing conflicts of interest or ethical breaches.
3. Anonymity and respect for individuals
Media cases were referred to only using publicly available information. No personal identifiers beyond those in the public domain were used.
4. Researcher positionality
Being a police officer may influence interpretation. The researcher made a conscious effort to be impartial and hold a critical stance.
5. Compliance with UWTSD Ethical Guidelines
Ethical considerations are crucial when undertaking such a delicate research project. I completed the UWTSD ethics form before I started my project, which was then authorised by the university. This research adhered to the ethical guidelines stated in this form.

3.9: Limitations
This research has several limitations typical of qualitative documentary studies:
1. Lack of primary data
The absence of interviews or surveys means the study cannot directly assess officer or public attitudes. However, this was necessary for ethical and practical reasons.
2. Media bias
Media sources are inherently selective and may exaggerate or sensationalise. This study mitigated this by comparing with other official and academic sources.

3. Restricted access to internal police data
As only public information was used, the study cannot provide deep insights into internal decision-making within South Wales Police. Nevertheless, the focus is on representation and perception, making public-facing documents appropriate.
4. Subjectivity of interpretation
Researcher interpretation is a part of qualitative analysis. Transparency and basing interpretations on facts helped to mitigate this restriction.


3.10: Conclusion
The chosen methodological approach of qualitative documentary and discourse analysis offers a framework for exploring how police use of force is represented, understood and influenced by media and public perception. By analysing official documents, media texts and academic literature, I have identified key themes and tensions shaping relevant debates on use of force within policing. Despite the limitations, this methodology supports a credible examination of the relationship between representation, legitimacy and operational practice within South Wales Police and the wider policing landscape.















Chapter 4: Analysis of results
4.1: Introduction
In the previous chapter, I discussed the methodology for my research. This chapter will look to achieve the third objective of the dissertation:
To analyse the results of my research in order to understand key themes and limitations.
This chapter will attempt to analyse the data provided by the research and outline key findings and themes in the literature.
4.2: Overview of use of force data - South Wales Police
South Wales Police (SWP) is transparent in its use-of-force practices as it publishes a dedicated “Use of Force” section on its website, that states “officers are required to record it” whenever force has been used against a person, “so that trends can be identified and our use of force is fit for purpose.”   According to SWP, the term “use of force” covers all forms of restraint, handcuffing, the use of a taser or irritant spray.  

The published material emphasises that only when “verbal tactical communication” escalates and is used alongside other uses of force is it counted in the recorded data: “Officers only record tactical communication when it’s used as well as other uses of force.” Therefore, the published data may not include every verbal de-escalation interaction, thus defining a threshold for what is formally recorded.

Although SWP's summary graphics do not offer a comprehensive analysis of high-level tactics (such taser discharges or forceful restraint), the force’s statement highlights that the “vast majority of force used in South Wales involves verbal tactical communication and handcuffing of people being arrested.” Therefore, SWP’s publicly available data suggests that most of the recorded force is at the lower end of the force spectrum.

In summary, SWP data indicates:
· An active recording regime for use of force incidents.
· The majority of recorded incidents involve handcuffing or restraint rather than less-lethal appointments.
· A threshold in recording “use of force” that excludes pure verbal communication unless accompanied by other type of force.

4.3: Policy, training and oversight framework for SWP
SWP’s “Policies & Procedures” section presents the force’s position on the use of force. The force states that officers must act “proportionately, lawfully and only when it’s absolutely necessary.” The force describes how each policy “defines what should or should not be done in a given scenario” and emphasises training in use of force, officer safety and de-escalation.  

On scrutiny and accountability, SWP references two primary public-facing mechanisms: the Independent Advisory Group (IAG) and the Police Accountability and Legitimacy Group (PALG). These are described as “critical friends” who review incidents (including use of force) and “allow members of the public to view incidents, including body-worn video footage.” This indicates a formal effort by SWP to incorporate external oversight and public review of force incidents.

Therefore, SWP’s internal governance appears aligned with national professional standards (e.g. necessity, proportionality, recording). According to the training and policy Officers are only to use force when it is justified.



4.4: Communication, data transparency and public perception
SWP publishes its use-of-force statistics and visual infographics on its website. Such publications signal commitment to public transparency. The website also notes that the force monitors complaints resulting from use of force incidents.  
However, in the context of media representation and public perception, there are several points:
1. Visibility and context: Although the data is available to the public, the way it is presented may not provide the depth required for a complete understanding of the scenario. For example, details about ethnicity, mental health, or exact force tactics are not fully visible in the summary page.
2. Understanding thresholds: Since SWP records only certain instances of “tactical communication” when accompanied by other uses of force, some interactions may remain invisible to the public record. This can affect how force is perceived in the community, especially when media narratives emphasise dramatic incidents rather than regular/non eventful ones.
3. Oversight and public engagement: While SWP mentions public-facing oversight bodies, it is not publicly clear how widely information from these bodies is published or how actively the public engages with them. That means the organisation’s transparency may not always translate into public awareness or media visibility of those bodies.
Together, these features suggest that while SWP has sound internal policies and does make data publicly available, the way that data and communication is framed may influence how the public and media interpret use-of-force incidents.

4.5: Patterns
From the data and policy overview, several descriptive patterns and implications can be drawn:
1. Consistency with national trends: SWP’s statement that most recorded instances where force involves handcuffing and restraint aligns with national figures from the Home Office, which in the year ending 31st March 2025 recorded 812,449 use-of-force reports across England and Wales, of which 77% involved restraint tactics. This suggests that SWP’s operational profile is mostly consistent with the national picture.
2. Focus on transparency: The public availability of information, policies and oversight bodies suggests SWP is taking steps to align with legitimacy-focused policing practices (such as transparency and accountability). This may improve public trust if effectively communicated.
3. Potential gap in public understanding: The limited publicly released data (e.g. by ethnicity, mental health, location) may mean that public and media stakeholders interpret force incidents without full context, increasing the risk of mis-interpretation or mistrust.
4. Operational environment: The thresholding of what constitutes recorded “use of force” (excluding pure tactical communication) may mean SWP’s data captures the more serious instances of force rather than every interaction. For public and media perception, this could render actual use of force less visible or mis-understood.
5. Local media risk: Even with good internal practices and transparency, SWP remains subject to reputational risk from national media coverage of force incidents elsewhere, which can shape local perceptions. Unless SWP’s data and communication fully reach the public eye, the local community may adopt broad national narratives instead of being able to have opinions that are well-informed.


4.6: Limitations
It is important to note the following limitations in the data used for this chapter:
· Limited details: The published SWP data does not include full detail breakdowns (ethnicity, health status, detailed tactics) in the publicly available summaries.
· Recording issues: SWP’s explanation of recording criteria states that “tactical communication” alone is not recorded unless another type of force was used too. This may exclude interactions that the public may perceive as “forceful” but are not recorded.
· Public document focus: Only publicly available documents and infographics were used. Internal operational data, officers decision-making records or unpublished data are not accessible to the public.
· Causality cannot be determined: Since the data is descriptive, it is hard to figure out the exact causality. In chapter 5, I will discuss how media narratives and public perception may influence changes in use of force or behaviour.


4.7: Conclusion
This case study of South Wales Police shows that the force:
· Publishes use-of-force recording requirements and summary data.
· Emphasises handcuffing and restraint as the largest component of use of force.
· Has formal policies, training and oversight mechanisms in line with with best practice.
· Communicates with the public via infographics and oversight group mentions.
· Publishes limited tactical detail in public summaries.
· Despite internal transparency, it is subject to wider media coverage and public opinion.
These findings evidence how South Wales Police approaches, records and communicates use of force incidents. Chapter 5 will explore how these findings cross over with media representation, public perception and the implications for operational decision-making and legitimacy.





Chapter 5: Findings and conclusion
5.1: Introduction
The most recent chapter of this dissertation shows the analysis and conclusions of data gathered through qualitative research and documentary analysis. The earlier chapters of the dissertation guided the research through each stage of the project. The goal of this dissertation was to examine how media representation and public perception influence police use of force in England and Wales. 

By analysing academic literature (specific to SWP), national use-of-force data and publicly available SWP documents, my research aimed to explore the relationship between operational policing, public narratives and legitimacy. The findings in the previous chapter show that although use of force is legally regulated, structured and statistically low-level, public perception is shaped disproportionately by dramatic, uncommon incidents that are sometimes amplified by traditional and social media. Additionally, this chapter will include the last objective of the dissertation, which is to provide recommendations for how SWP can best tackle the issues highlighted in this dissertation.

In this final chapter, the topic "Media Representation, Public Perception And Their Influences On Police Use Of Force" will be concluded, and it will seek to achieve the final objective of this project:
To provide recommendations regarding the issues highlighted in this project.


5.2: Completion of research objectives
1. [bookmark: _Hlk220616172]To analyse and discuss existing academic literature about media representation, public perception and their influences on police use of force.
This objective was achieved in Chapter 2, where I analysed the existing literature on this topic.

2. To discuss the most appropriate method of conducting research for this project.
This objective was achieved in Chapter 3, where I decided qualitative research and documentary analysis were the most appropriate.

3. To analyse the results of my research in order to understand key themes and limitations.
This objective was achieved in Chapter 4, where trends and limitations were highlighted.

4. To provide recommendations regarding the issues highlighted in this project.
This objective will be achieved in this Chapter.

5.3: Main Findings
The literature shows that public trust in policing is strongly influenced by procedural justice, particularly perceptions of fairness, respect and accountability (Jackson, et al, 2012). However, the media plays a powerful role in framing police actions. Controversial or major incidents attract lots of attention, while low-level uses of force tend to go under the radar (Surette, 2015). This leads to a big difference between public perception and operational reality.

The findings from South Wales Police reflect this national pattern. SWP reports that the “vast majority” of recorded use-of-force incidents involve low-level tactics such as handcuffing or restraint, consistent with national Home Office statistics. The force publishes infographics, policy documents and details of oversight groups such as the Independent Advisory Group (IAG) and Police Accountability and Legitimacy Group (PALG), clearly showing commitment to transparency and accountability. However, the publicly available SWP data remains limited in some details. Important factors such as ethnicity, mental health status or other variables are not provided within the published summaries. This lack of context and detail means that while SWP complies with professional expectations and transparency, the public may still only view police through controversial incidents or social media narratives, particularly if they have no prior experience in law enforcement where they have had to use force themselves.

This dissertation also explored whether media scrutiny may influence officer behaviour. While no primary research with officers was conducted, national studies show that public filming, viral videos and social commentary can increase stress, heighten self-consciousness and affect decision-making (Li, Cheung and Sun, 2019). The SWP findings such as the emphasis on body-worn video and structured decision-making suggest that officers in South Wales regularly have to operate in full view of the public with their reputation always at risk.

Overall, I conclude that media representation and public perception have an indirect but significant impact on police use of force. It does not necessarily determine whether force is used in each encounter, but it does affect communication strategies, internal accountability structures, and most importantly, officers fear of scrutiny and the publics possible interpretation of the force used. 



5.3: Recommendations
The following recommendations are based on analysis of the findings I have drawn from my research on this project. 

Firstly, South Wales Police should Increase transparency through more detailed use-of-force reporting. Although SWP's current public reporting is a step in the right direction, it could be improved by including further demographic details (gender, age, and ethnicity), health and vulnerability indicators, contextual information (level of resistance, reason for force), and more precise definitions of recording thresholds. More detailed reporting would help address public concerns around disproportionality, vulnerability and escalation, and would align SWP more closely with procedural justice principles by enhancing transparency.

Secondly, more information about the use of force should be shared by South Wales Police. It is unlikely that many people will go to the SWP website in search of information. They could create brief, easily accessible videos that explain the National Decision Model, common police tactics, and the most common types of police force (e.g., handcuffing vs. weapons) in order to increase public awareness. They could also publish use-of-force updates more frequently and proactively on social media. By accurately portraying local reality, proactive communication may combat sensationalist media narratives.

Additionally, SWP should raise public awareness of oversight panels (IAG and PALG). The results demonstrate that although SWP has efficient scrutiny mechanisms, their visibility is limited. More information about IAG and PALG should be made available, anonymous summaries of cases that have been reviewed should be published, and the public should be able to scrutinize body-worn video footage for themselves. This will improve transparency and build trust, while also showing that the oversight panels are proactive.

Moreover, South Wales Police should provide officers with media-awareness training and guidance on building resilience to scrutiny, given research showing the impact of scrutiny on officer stress and decision-making (Li, Cheung and Sun, 2019). Training should address how to handle stress when being filmed by the public, provide advice on how to communicate professionally in high-profile situations, and offer resilience training on how to deal with unfavourable media or online commentary. This could assist officers in maintaining confidence in the face of scrutiny by helping them trust in the National Decision Model and body-worn video.

Furthermore, SWP could be more transparent with BWV footage. It is a great evidential tool but is rarely utilised for public reassurance. Strategic use of BWV can counter misleading social media clips and provide more context to incidents, while showing step-by-step demonstrations of the NDM.

Lastly, SWP could also collaborate more openly the media by regularly briefing journalists on trends in the use of force, providing insight on training, decision-making, and threat assessment. Local media significantly influences public community opinion, so while being as transparent as possible, an informed media could contribute to improving public understanding rather than amplifying misconceptions.

5.4: Conclusion
This dissertation has demonstrated that while police use of force in England and Wales is highly regulated and often low-level in practice, public perception is often shaped by media narratives, visibility and the framing of exceptional incidents. For South Wales Police, the key challenge is not poor practice but the gap between operational reality and public imagination influenced by the media and national controversy.

By building communication, enhancing transparency, expanding the visibility of oversight structures and supporting officers in navigating public scrutiny, SWP can continue to build legitimacy and public trust. These steps are operationally beneficial and central to upholding the principle of policing by consent.
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