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To what extent does community policing shape public perceptions of the police in the UK.
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[bookmark: _Toc212807103]1.1 Background

Community policing has become a central strategy within contemporary UK policing, aiming to build trust, confidence, and legitimacy through collaboration between officers and the public (Wood, 2022). However, recent national reviews reveal significant challenges in achieving these goals. The Baroness Casey Review (2023) and the Angiolini Inquiry (2024) highlighted declining public confidence and systemic issues undermining legitimacy, particularly following high-profile misconduct cases. Public trust in local policing has fallen to just 40% (Dodd, 2024), while almost half of women report reduced confidence following the Sarah Everard case (End Violence Against Women, 2021). In response, the State of Policing Report (Cooke, 2025) and The Neighbourhood Policing Guarantee (Starmer, 2025) emphasise renewed focus on visibility, engagement, and accountability. Yet, despite extensive policy attention, there remains limited understanding of how community policing practices influence public perceptions in practice. Within this context, exploring how community policing shapes public perceptions is vital to restoring legitimacy across the UK.
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Building on the context outlined in the background, this study focuses on the extent to which community policing shapes public perceptions of the police in the UK, with particular attention to trust, confidence, and legitimacy. Community policing has long been presented as a cornerstone of democratic and participatory policing, emphasising collaboration, visibility, and engagement between officers and the communities they serve (Muir et al, 2022). Yet, despite its prominence in policy and discourse, questions remain about how effectively these strategies influence the way the public views the police in practice.
Recent reviews such as the Baroness Casey Review (2023) and the Angiolini Inquiry (2024) have revealed persistent issues of misconduct, cultural failings, and inconsistency, all of which have damaged perceptions of policing legitimacy. Public confidence in the police has reached a concerning low, with only 40% of people in England reporting trust in their local force (Rowland, 2025). The End Violence Against Women (2021) report also showed that almost half of women felt less trust in the police following the murder of Sarah Everard, underscoring a growing legitimacy crisis. These findings suggest that despite extensive efforts to promote neighbourhood engagement, the relationship between community policing and public perception is complex and potentially strained.
National reports such as Cooke’s State of Policing (2025) and Starmer’s Neighbourhood Policing Guarantee (2025) have renewed emphasis on visible, locally focused policing as a solution to rebuild trust. Similarly, local strategies like the South Wales Police, Crime and Justice Plan 2025-29 (Wools, 2025) and the South Wales Listens neighbourhood alert system (South Wales Police, 2022) demonstrate practical commitments to community engagement. However, the effectiveness of such initiatives depends heavily on consistent implementation and officer capacity, both of which are challenged by staffing pressures and resource constraints (Graham et al, 2023).
The focus of this study is therefore to critically explore how community policing influences public perceptions, drawing on both the strengths and limitations of current practices. By examining community engagement from the perspectives of both the public and police personnel, this research seeks to identify the factors that enhance or hinder trust and legitimacy. The rationale lies in addressing the gap between policy intent and lived experience. To determine whether community policing truly fulfils its intended purpose of strengthening relationships with the public or whether structural and operational challenges continue to undermine its potential impact.
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The overall aim of this study is to critically explore the role that community policing plays in shaping public perceptions of the police in the UK. To achieve this, the research will focus on three key objectives that collectively address both the implementation of community policing and its impact on public trust, confidence, and legitimacy.

Objective 1: To examine how community policing strategies are implemented within selected UK police forces and the extent to which they prioritise public engagement.
This objective will be achieved through secondary research in the literature review chapter of the study. Analysing academic research, government reports, and policy documents will help establish how different forces interpret and apply community policing principles in practice, identifying key consistencies and variations across the UK.

Objective 2: To explore the impact of community policing on public perceptions of trust, confidence and legitimacy in policing.
This objective will be addressed through both secondary research in the literature review and primary research using the questionnaire. Combining existing literature with first-hand data will allow for a comparison between public attitudes discussed in previous studies and those reflected in current responses gathered for this research.

Objective 3: To critically assess the limitations and challenges of community policing in influencing public perceptions, including barriers such inconsistent practices, resource pressures or misaligned public expectations.
This objective will be addressed through both secondary research in the literature review and primary research using the questionnaire. Exploring these challenges through existing studies and participant responses will help identify whether community policing is achieving its intended goals or being hindered by broader structural and operational constraints.
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Objectives 1 will be addressed through a literature review, analysing academic research, government reports, and policy documents to examine how community policing strategies are implemented within selected UK police forces and the extent to which they prioritise public engagement. The literature review will also explore theoretical frameworks surrounding trust, confidence, and legitimacy in policing, providing the foundation for the research (Walliman, 2022).
Objectives 2 and 3 will be addressed through primary research using a questionnaire. The questionnaire will target the general public aged 18 and above, including colleagues and acquaintances working in policing roles, to collect data on perceptions of community policing and its effectiveness. It will include a mixture of quantitative questions, to identify trends and patterns in public opinion, and qualitative questions, to capture participants’ detailed thoughts and feelings (Braun and Clarke, 2022). This mixed approach will allow for both breadth and depth in understanding public perceptions.
The questionnaire will be distributed via Microsoft Forms and shared through social media, email, and word of mouth, with a target of 100–150 responses to ensure sufficient representation of the public and policing perspectives (Denzin et al, 2023).
The research project is planned over a timeframe of eight months, nearly two months will be dedicated to the literature review, followed by questionnaire design and piloting. Data collection and analysis will take place in months four to six, with the final two months reserved for synthesis of findings and writing up the dissertation. This schedule ensures that all objectives are addressed systematically and within the academic timeline.
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This research is both timely and significant. Community policing continues to underpin UK policing strategies, yet public trust and confidence in the police have declined, with only 40% of people expressing confidence in their local force (Dodd, 2024). High-profile incidents, such as the murder of Sarah Everard, have further eroded perceptions of legitimacy, particularly among women (End Violence Against Women, 2021). While policies such as The Neighbourhood Policing Guarantee (Starmer, 2025) and local initiatives like South Wales Listens (South Wales Police, 2022) emphasise engagement and visibility, there is limited understanding of how these strategies are experienced by the public and whether they effectively foster trust and confidence.
Existing literature often examines the theoretical principles of community policing (Ruhl, 2024) or evaluates operational outcomes, but few studies combine public perspectives with insights into implementation challenges. By addressing this gap, the research will contribute to both academic and practical knowledge, providing a clearer picture of the factors that enhance or hinder public perceptions of legitimacy and confidence.
The findings will be of value to police forces, policymakers, and community stakeholders seeking to improve engagement strategies and strengthen public trust. Understanding the effectiveness and limitations of community policing can inform decision-making around resource allocation, officer deployment, and community engagement initiatives (Rowe, 2020). Ultimately, this study is worth undertaking because it offers evidence-based insights into the evolving relationship between the police and the communities they serve, highlighting opportunities to improve legitimacy, accountability, and the overall effectiveness of policing in the UK.
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