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Although the main purpose for both the police and the media is to serve the public, the relationship between the two has always been controversial. The police aim to protect and serve the public, whereas the media demonstrates freedom of speech within society. However, relationships between the police and the media are of vital importance to create public perceptions and confidence within policing. Working in collaboration with the media to communicate to the public can often help solve crimes and keep communities safe. However, as the police are a governing body, they are held directly accountable for their actions and often face scrutinization (College of Policing, 2021). 

Mainstream media plays a key role in regard to crime and deviance when assessing its ability to influence the importance placed on the topics of public agenda. The mass media and the personnel in which it entrusts are often very selective when deciding which incidents, they choose to report or ignore, as they simply cannot report every single criminal or deviant act that occurs. Members of the public can only discuss and form opinions about the specific crime or deviant behaviour they were informed about on the basis of how that specific act was portrayed by the media. Within society, people’s perceptions are influenced by what the media has decided to produce or leave out, ultimately enforcing what people believe about crime regardless of whether the information produced is true or not (Courtauld, 2014).

Media has a particular interest in increasing crimes purely on the basis that it sells. They are under no obligation or have interest in reporting the decrease of crime as they are businesses. The media has a duty to report crimes accurately and provide context on specific incidents where appropriate. Crime of an unusual or extreme nature will always hold news value to grab audiences’ attention, however these events should be reported in a calm manner and should not unnecessarily scare audiences and crimes which have the potential to harm many members of specific audiences should not be ignored or downplayed (Horrocks, 2008).

Police perceptions are vital to a successful service as police cannot be effective without public support. Negative headlines are seen and heard by members of the public, whether watched on their televisions, read on their computers or even heard on their radios. Stories like these are often focused on by media outlets and usually used to reinforce perceptions and help create the impression that police officers act in a brutal way, using force to commit violent attacks, instead of protecting the public in which they serve (Morey, 2015). Furthermore, specific articles highlighting race can often affect perceptions when assessing minority groups. These articles will ultimately create negative perceptions and often make minority groups feel victimised by the police just because of the colour of their skin. In addition, studies show that those of white ethnicity find the police to be fair and balanced, whereas those of minority ethnic groups view policing as oppressive and potentially life-threatening (Franklin et al, 2019).

There are many different types of media that can be utilised by members of the public and police institutions. Firstly, there is print media. This consists of newspapers, magazines, brochures, etc. Second, is broadcasting media. This consists of television, radio, etc and includes videos, audios or written content that provides important or entertaining information. And lastly, internet media, consisting of social networks or websites, podcasts and online forums. This is the most reliant source of media in modern times although are the most common sources of misinformation (Wendy, 2020). Social media and other various media outlets can be utilised by police constabularies within the United Kingdom as a way to communicate, expediting dialogue and debate between members of the public and officers helping increase public trust and confidence whilst also involving the community in how the police conduct their work. Transforming from physical to a more virtual way of communication such as social media has helped to increase participation, transparency and accountability when assessing relations between members of the public and the police (Bullock, 2017).  

There is an obligation for the police to engage and interact with the media. They are to inform and communicate with the media about what the police hope to achieve strategically and what they wish to achieve at an operational level to better engage the public in the fight against crime. Officers are encouraged to be openly honest and approachable in order to speak to the media in regard to the matters they are responsible for, ensuring they follow their organisation’s procedures and guidance. A press office can also be utilised offering professional advice and support. Police officers are expected to be fair, accurate, relevant and timely when providing information. The basis of the conversations should be mutually agreed by both parties before any information is exchanged. ‘Speaking terms’ is what journalists use to establish the basis for the conversation. There are three terms that police officers will use, these are, on the record, non-reportable briefing and embargoed briefing (College of Policing, 2013).

The media can drastically change the way in which the public perceives the police, either reinforcing or undermining their perceptions. The media often exposes police and holds them accountable for the actions they make. Incidents such as the killing of George Floyd in partnership with the mass media drastically effect public trust towards police as media sources expose police for racism and police brutality undermining public confidence in the police. Ultimately, incidents such as these further lower the public perception and confidence of the police and create a general opinion that the police are racist through various media forms (Mohl, 2011). 

Social media is a powerful tool and allows people to communicate and connect all over the globe. Police should try to further make use of social media as there are numerous advantages to help provide more interactive and participative communication strategies. Research suggests that boosting community engagement can have a positive impact when assessing the publics’ feelings and confidence boosting community relations. Integrating social media into communication strategy will also help to provide opportunities for groups they have found harder to reach. Using social media effectively will help the police to better understand the differentiating needs of different communities. Furthermore, there is strong evidence which suggests the media plays a vital role in the perception of rising crimes rates. Statistics show that almost half of all members of the public when asked why they think there is more crime now than in the past stated its because of what they read in newspapers. Using social media will help to effectively provide opportunities develop local media strategies to counter some effect of national media reporting (Coppitch and Fox, 2010).
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