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[bookmark: _Toc164338079]5.1 Introduction

This dissertation sought to expand the overall understanding of the complex relationship between public opinion and social media portrayals of UK policing, as well as the ways in which public perception and trust in the police are impacted by these portrayals. This question was specifically designed with the aim of finding out how the police are portrayed in the UK on social media. In addition to this, it was a priority to analyse the impact that negative social media coverage has on the perception of the police, as well as exploring the use of social media in promoting positive public perception of the police. This section will summarise the main conclusions and insights on the influence of social media portrayals on public opinion of UK policing that were obtained from the primary survey data as well as the secondary literature study.
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As a result of exploring previous literature, as well as finding first hand opinions, many new analogies can be formed regarding how the police are portrayed on social media within the UK. Ralph et al (2022) found that the police have endeavoured to mould their public image on social media by employing tactics such as comedy, humanising approaches, and acknowledging the impact of digital communication on public opinion formation. While police forces are trying to project a less robotic image, poll participants from primary data indicate that these efforts are not at all successful in achieving their goals, with a lack of trust being cited as the main issue.
In addition to this, Crump (2011) makes claim that the police had made additional efforts to increase their two-way communication on social media, looking to improve public portrayal. With new primary data stating that the vast majority of people do not involve themselves in discussions or debates on social media regarding the police, it is clear that the police online portrayal is still seen as robotic, with many people refusing to engage with them. Aitken (2023) supports this, claiming that the police were portrayed as dull and ineffective in their early use of social media for meaningful engagement, because of their early one-way communication strategies.
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Regarding the negative impact of social media coverage on public perception of the police, while social media provides a platform for the public to voice their opinions, Colbran (2020) notes that police presence on social media can influence the flow of information, potentially limiting public access to high-quality data for decision making. This is consistent with the primary data survey results showing that people desire police integrity to enhance their public perception. This assertion is reinforced by Fleet et al. (2022), who emphasise the important influence of media coverage on public opinion and attitudes towards law enforcement., heavily swaying people’s perceptions on them. With the general consciences about the police being that they restrict the flow of information and are not honest on social media, it has it has an enormous negative impact on their online presence and community trust. The primary data has also shown evidence that all negative social media coverage harms public relations with the police, further detaching them from a good community relationship. Police reputations are severely damaged by the general belief that they are information censors and by their lack of transparency on social media, making it fair to state that negative social media coverage can sway individuals’ thoughts on the police in an obstructive way.
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The use of social media for promoting positive public perception for the police was explored. With this, is was discovered that interestingly very few people felt their opinion of the police changes based from police content they see on social media, with studies by Dencik (2018) and Williams et al. (2018) supporting this view. Despite criticisms highlighted in social media, positive interactions, like swift emergency responses and supportive engagements during crises, have bolstered public confidence. More than half of respondents believe that positive police interactions on social media enhance trust, while many people emphasise the importance of maintaining a positive online image for police forces. Studies by Keane (2013), Cartwright (2020), and Ralph (2020) reinforce the importance of genuine communication, and Bailey et al.'s (2018) survey highlights the police's role as the most trusted source of information on social media. Transparency and honesty in online interactions emerge as essential for law enforcement to maintain a positive image in the digital era, with the responses from the primary data heavily leaning into the willingness to trust the police.

[bookmark: _Toc164338083]5.5 Finishing Statement 

Based on the insights from both primary survey data and secondary literature, recommendations for the UK police force include revising communication strategies to humanise their online presence and foster genuine connections with the public, prioritising transparency and honesty in their interactions on social media to counteract negative perceptions, and promoting positive interactions to showcase achievements and build public trust. Additionally, highlighting instances of swift emergency responses and supportive engagements during crises can bolster public confidence, as evidenced by the primary survey data, and emphasizing the police's role as a trusted source of information can further enhance their credibility online, as demonstrated by Bailey et al.'s (2018) survey. By aligning communication strategies with public expectations and preferences, the police can effectively use social media to promote a positive perception and strengthen community relations in the digital age. To answer the research question, the portrayal of UK policing on social media significantly impacts public perception and confidence. Efforts to humanise police presence often fall short, while negative coverage can erode trust. Promoting genuine communication, transparency, and positive interactions is crucial for fostering trust and enhancing public perception of the police on social media.









