


To understand the effect that procedural justice has on the public’s perception of the police service within the UK, there needs to be a foundation of understanding to have an effective discussion. According to Bradford et al (2013) procedural justice is the recognised integrity of decision-making within the police. This signifies that procedural justice is the public’s perception of the truthfulness and fairness of the police service’s decision-making skills. According to Her Majesty’s inspectorate of Probation (2020) there are four key principles for achieving procedural justice, the first is that the public have a voice that will be listened to. The second key feature is that when the police service engages with the public, they are unbiased and neutral in their decision making, the third key principle is that the public feel respected. The fourth principle is that the police are honest and dependable, all of these principles should be implemented regardless of the person’s age, race or gender. It is also important to understand the term of police legitimacy, according to Jackson and Bradford (2010) police legitimacy is the public’s view that the police have the right to use their power and authority to provide a public service. This meaning that the public agree with the values and decisions that the police conclude, as they are obedient to their key principles.

The police service has changed dramatically over the course of hundreds of years where public confidence and procedural justice were not a priority. For example, in 1285 there was not a formal policing system and the responsibilities of ‘arresting’ a criminal relied on the community, this is also known as a hue and cry. According to Newburn (2011) the victim of a burglar would call out to nearby neighbours for help to apprehend the criminal. This is now known as citizens arrest. A few hundred years later there was the introduction of paid watchmen, according to UK Parliament (2022) in 1730 watchmen patrolled the streets at night to act as a deterrent to any suspicious behaviour, but there was still no national police force. It was not until 1829 when Sir Robert Peel had introduced the Metropolitan Police Act, in which 1000 police officers managed the surrounding area of Charring Cross (Carter, 2009). This also led to the formation of the Peel Principles which aimed to define and arrange an ethical police force. For example, one of these principles is that the police are dependent on public approval to be successful and to maintain the public’s respect (Brown, 2014). A further principle, according to Brown (2014), is to pursue public favour by displaying an unbiased service to the law, regardless of an individual’s affluence or social class. This is parallel to the previous procedural justice principles that are vital to the modern police service that is present in today’s society. Despite the dramatic changes to the police service, the main focus point, other than preventing and stopping crime, is serving the public to an effective and productive standard.

An individual may assume that procedural justice means the effectiveness of police response time, and the outcomes of the police service’s decisions to make a community safer. However, according to Tyler (as cited by Hinds and Murphy, 2007) the public felt more satisfied with the police service when they were spoken to with respect and given a moment to justify their behaviour rather than the standard of police performance. According to the College of Policing (2021) a strategy that has been proposed to improve police confidence with the public, is the Community Matters scheme. The Community Matters scheme is a partnership approach with communities that allows a particular community to identify its leading issue onto an online engagement platform. A communities leading issue may be drug dealing, theft, or vandalism. The police are then able to determine alongside members of the community a long-term solution. The police are able to build not only public confidence, but they can also create a positive outlook on the public’s perspective of procedural justice through exceptional community engagement and by communicating with local residents and businesses (Home Office, 2009). Community and neighbourhood policing are often viewed as a soft approach to tackling crime however, it is vitally important for community policing to be treated the same as hard policing that deals with crimes such as serious violent crimes and terrorist attacks. Community policing is essential for the success in building public confidence and ensuring procedural justice. According to Home Office (2004), there are arrangements to present a Together Action Line to provide the public with access to a non-emergency help line to local authorities. The purpose of the Together Action Line is for the public to express issues within their local area such as anti-social behaviour or minor road traffic offences.

It is imperative for the police service to be actively engaging with the public to achieve procedural justice, according to Higgins (2020) the Police Foundation introduced an independent Strategic Review of Policing in England and Wales that centre their attention to the priorities of the public and that these needs are met. The review also focuses on whether or not the police have the capacity to provide equipment, skills and the resources to face unique complications for different communities. It is also significant to discuss the strategies and the methods of how the police intend to engage with the public to boost public confidence and procedural justice. According to the Police and Crime Commissioner (2018) the police aim to speak to the public through selected engagement activities. For example, the police attend interactive face to face sessions at workshops and events to target youth engagement and community insight. It is critical for police to engage with every individual that is within a community, according to Lincolnshire Police (2016) the police service aims to improve on language abilities for police officers and prioritise translation services to connect with members of a community that do not speak English. There is also evidence that shows that police engagement with communities can help reduce crime, according to Myhill (2006) there is compelling positive evidence that through community engagement the police are able to reduce disorder and anti-social behaviour.

However, there have been many instances and complications with the police that have involved black, Asian and minority ethnic groups (BAME) within the UK, which can diminish public confidence and procedural justice. According to UK Parliament (2021) in the year 2019/2020 there were 75,000 race related occurrences reported within England and Wales with black men and women reporting they felt as though they were suspects of crime and not victims. This can have a significant and drastic effect of the public confidence among black and minority ethnic groups, this could further result in the restraint against the police. The UK Parliament (2021) also reported that during the first lockdown of March 2020, there was a disproportionate statistic of black men and women, who were not committing crime, that were stopped and searched. During this period 1 in 4 black men aged 15-24 were likely to be stopped. This was due to the decision of the Metropolitan Police to increase stop and search procedures. The incorrect use of stop and search within the police service can have extreme negative effects on police legitimacy and procedural justice that could result in an unrepairable relationship between some black, Asian and minority ethnic groups. For example, statistics which are provided by GOV.UK (2021, A) reported that 6 in 1000 white people were stopped and searched whereas the statistic for black people was 54 in 1000. This can result in people feeling as though they are being targeted unfairly and can be a traumatic event for the children present of the stop and search which can leave a distasteful view of the police in the future (College of Policing, 2017). 

There have not only been uncomfortable events involving the police and ethnic minorities, but also against women. For example, on the 3rd March 2021 Sarah Everard was kidnapped, raped and murdered by a police officer which launched uproar throughout the whole of the UK (GOV.UK, 2021, B). On the 13th March 2021, a few days after Sarah Everard’s body was found, the public concluded to arrange a vigil in honour for Everard and to acknowledge violence against women and girls. However, due to the coronavirus restrictions, presence at the gathering would be considered unlawful (Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services, 2021). The vigil which was rightfully unlawful at the time of the coronavirus pandemic which indicated that the police had the right to ask members of the public to go home. However, the public took the police officer’s presence as hostile and some members of the public became violent. According to Thompson (2021) officers failed to separate those who were actively engaging in violent behaviour and those who were peacefully protesting and had used unwarranted force. This created an extremely disconnected relationship between many women in the UK and the police due to what could be argued as a last-minute decision and a lack of planning on the Metropolitan’s police side.
An additional recent case of misconduct by the police against women was when Dr Konstancja Duff had been arrested on unsubstantial grounds and later was strip searched in an inhumane manner. The police also made vulgar and inappropriate comments about Dr Konstancja Duff such as “treat her like a terrorist… I don’t care”, “you need fumigating” and “is she rank?” (Abbott, 2022). Rowland and Coupe (2012) found that police presence itself, particularly in young women, can make people feel anxious. With the media, publicising police misconduct with an already concerning relationship between young women and the police this can only further diminish public confidence and police legitimacy

Such conduct by the police could be the result of cop culture. Reiner (as cited by Coliandris and Rogers, 2008) explains that police culture has developed due to a demanding, routine system that has resulted in police officers needing a way to manage though jokes and dabbling in good and bad conduct. Cop culture could also be considered similarly to any other normal culture, that share the same norms and values, for example welsh people have their own culture that may differ from Dutch people’s culture. However due to the dangerous nature of policing, police officers tend to have a more connected, tighter community and have included the trait of being loyal to other officers as part of their norms (Nalla and Demirkol, 2019). This notion of cop culture can create tension between some officers and can produce an environment where officers will avoid challenging each other, even if they know the other person is wrong. According to Terpstra and Schaap (2013) the concept of cop culture is so well known within academic literature that it is used to explain negative police officer behaviour such as antagonistic behaviour against ethnic minorities, women and young people, lack of obedience with legitimate rules and a lack of accountability.

As previously discussed, police legitimacy is the right for police to use their power in order to protect and serve the public. Worden and McLean (2017) also explain that police legitimacy is the public’s shared feeling of obligation to adhere to the law, as a result of successful procedural justice and feelings of trust towards the police. Legitimacy within the police service is vitally important to maintain order within society. The College of Policing (2015) also describes that legitimacy could be seen as a form of preventative policing, for example, if the public have trust and view that the police are legitimate, people are more likely to be co-operative, offer voluntary work and could ultimately reduce crime. Police legitimacy could put less of a demand onto the police service, which could result in more effective police performance. The role of being a police officer can involve high intensity work, putting themselves in danger can be certainly stressful. According to the Police Federation (2016) 65% of officer’s felt as though they should have taken sick leave due to their mental health but had gone to work anyway. This could affect a police officer’s ability to provide a productive service and could prevent them from maintaining procedural justice, as they could be tired, agitated or could have a lack of patience. This is why it is so significant for the police to maintain procedural justice to achieve police legitimacy, public trust and confidence, to balance a healthy cycle of co-operation, protection and safety. According to Merry et al (2012) if the police do not manage to uphold the public’s trust and cannot achieve police legitimacy, the police service cannot continue to function constructively.

The need for procedural justice and police legitimacy needed to be significantly favourable in unique circumstances, such as the COVID-19 pandemic and lockdowns. With the introduction of the Coronavirus Act 2020, this gave the powers to temporarily close businesses, schools and universities. According to Reicher and Stott (2020) public confidence in the police was critical to ensure the safety of society and to secure the maintenance of the lockdown, which imposed restrictions onto people’s everyday lives. It is also important to note that during the coronavirus pandemic, many of the restrictions and rules were confusing for the public to understand. Farrow (2020) explains that if the rules are difficult to understand, how are the police going to effectively regulate and implement such restrictions. This can also negatively effective the public’s perspective surrounding police performance.

In conclusion, it is evident that for the police service to be successful it is completely necessary for the public to experience procedural justice. For example, a study conducted by Murphy et al (2015) found that there is a direct correlation between procedural justice and the public’s probability to cooperate with the police service. It is also important for the police to build a relationship with young people as well as adults within society. According to Norman (2009) young people in London felt as though they were unable to seek protection due to previous experiences of negative or unfair treatment. By building trust and respect with young people in society this could lead to a reduction in knife crime and gang violence. Through policies and strategy’s, the police are able to ensure procedural justice, police legitimacy and public confidence for example according to GOV.UK (2021, C) the police plan to introduce a multiagency Serious Violence Duty to affirm public trust. 
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