Chapter 5 – Findings and Conclusions

5.1 Summary of key findings  

The purpose of this dissertation was to explore the public’s perception of police pursuits throughout the United Kingdom, aiming to develop on key themes identified within the literature review, outlined in Chapter Two and corroborated through the mixed-method survey-based methodology in Chapter Three. Utilising analysis of both quantitative and qualitative data, the research confirmed that public perception is shaped by a range of demographic variables, such as age, ethnicity, media portrayals and police conduct, while broader concerns surrounding safety and accountability emerged. These results resonated with patterns observed in the literature, including the works of MacDonald and Alpert (1998), Payne et al. (2017) and the College of Policing (2024), which mutually underline the sensitivity of police powers in public consciousness.

The methodology was designed to identify both statistical and in-depth personal beliefs allowed for a rugged analysis going beyond superficial generalisations. Highlighted within Chapter Three, combining quantitative Liker-scale items with open-ended questions allowed for the identification of demographic trends as well as exploring the layered perceptions in respondents own words. By utilising this approach, the literature gap was addressed, noted in section 2.7, particularly the lack of public insight into what is considered a ‘justifiable’ use of pursuit and how these opinions vary across communities.

5.2 Conclusions 

The conclusion drawn from the completed study, reinforced the themes that emerged from the literature as well as adding empirical depth. From this, four major conclusions have been identified, each deepened with both theory and data. 

5.2.1 – Age and Risk Perception 

This study exaggerates how age significantly impacts how different people perceive risk in relation to police pursuits, remaining in line with research conducted by Rolison et al. (2014) and the College of Policing (2024) Younger respondents (ages 18-29) were generally more favourable of police pursuits, even for minor infractions. According to the qualitative data highlighted in Chapter Four, 62% of younger adults agreed that any failure to stop, calls for immediate police action. Comparatively, 68% of older participants suggested that pursuits should only be used for violent or high-risk crimes.

The findings noted above align with the risk aversion theory and the concept of generational policing expectations, both referenced within the literature chapter, (2.4 and 2.6). the collected data validates MacDonald and Alpert’s (1998) observation that older individuals tend to perceive greater risk, particularly in situations where public safety may be compromised. This suggests police communication strategies must be detailed to different age demographics, a point exaggerated within the research methodology outlined in Chapter Three, where the sample was intentionally varied in age to surface these contrasts.

5.2.2 – Ethnicity and Public Trust

Complementing the results of Section 2.6, which includes the writings of Stone (2013) and Payne et al. (2017), the longstanding distrust between police forces and ethnic minority communities were echoed within the survey findings. Ethnic minority respondents, though underrepresented, voiced their reservations towards police pursuits, regularly expressing fears of racial profiling and excessive use of force. This remains centred with the broader concerns demonstrated through cases such as Chris Kaba’s, detailed in the literature review. 

While Chapter Three recognised that distributing the survey online might lead to the underrepresentation of certain communities, the analysis of the qualitative responses uncovered widespread feelings of distrust (Section 4.4.2), underscoring the need for culturally competent policing. These results support earlier studies, reinforcing calls for targeted community engagement strategies and anti-bias training. Additionally, it highlights the importance of future research targeting more inclusive sampling, as identified in the limitations section of Chapter Three.

5.2.3 – Media Influence and Framing Effects 

A renowned finding from both the literature review (Section 2.5) and the data analysis (Section 4.3.3) is the notable influence media has on public perceptions of police pursuits. The literature identifies the media as a framing tool (Briggs, 2028) expressing the tendency to prioritise dramatic and negative narratives, also known by Vaish et al. (2018) as “Negativity Bias”. Corroborated throughout the present study, where individuals who have said they are regularly exposed to news stories involving fatal or injurious pursuits, were more likely to oppose the tactic altogether.

The choice to include open-ended questions in the methodology proved to be a crucial decision. Participant responses revealed that participants’ opinions were more strongly shaped by media narratives than by direct personal encounters, with several individuals noting that specific news stories had shifted their views. Aligning with Bergstrom’s (2020) observation that both the format and platform of news significantly influenced beliefs, particularly among younger users on social media. These findings highlight the need for proactive police communication strategies that offer balanced, factual accounts of pursuit incidents, reinforcing a call made by Society of Editors (2024) in the literature review.

5.2.4 – Public Safety and Police Accountability

The advocacy for accountability was a recurring theme throughout both the literature review and the survey data. Chapter Two emphasised how pursuit-related fatalities, such as those cited by the IOPC (2019 and 2023) have intensified public scrutiny and minimised confidence in police decision making. The survey results obtained, and thematic coding confirmed that the public is not inherently opposed to pursuits, however, demands clear justifications, real-time risk assessment and post-incident transparency.

Chapter four consistently emphasised how respondents rated “public safety” as a top concern, with many questioning the purpose of pursuits initiated over minor offences. Closely aligning with the principles of proportionality outlined by the College of Policing (2024) and MacDonald and Alpert’s (1998) emphasis on perceived justification. The study substantiates these findings by providing contemporary data on how these concerns manifest across different communities.

5.3 Recommendations 

In response to the findings from the research project and building upon themes explored in Chapter Two and Four, the following recommendations are proposed. 

5.3.1 – Clarify and Publicise Pursuit Policy Guidelines

Emphasised in the literature review, (Chapter 2.7), police forces should aim to make pursuit policies more accessible and understandable to the public. Establishing transparent pursuit criteria and ensuring public access to post-incident evaluations are attainable. Enhancing legitimacy, trust and fostering confidence within police forces.

5.3.2 – Implement Independent Review Mechanisms 

Drawing from the IOPC recommendations and echoed by the respondents, post-pursuit reviews should be overseen by independent civilian panels to ensure objectivity and increase public trust. 

5.3.3 – Improve Media Strategy and Public Messaging 

As media framing heavily influences perception, (Briggs, 2018 and Loh et al. 2023), police forces should strategically release footage and statements about successful, proportionate pursuits to balance the negative bias that dominates current narratives.

5.3.4 – Strengthen Community Outreach in Minority Areas

Consistent with Payne et al. (2017), community engagement in ethnically diverse areas should be increased. Police forces should prioritise transparent communication, community dialogue, and context-sensitive policy implementation.

5.3.5 – Mandatory De-escalation and Cultural Awareness Training 

As suggested in the survey results and remaining in-line with the findings of Lingle, Calaway and Mathis (2024), pursuit-trained officers should receive annual refresher training in de-escalation techniques and cultural competence, reducing the need for high-risk tactics. 

5.3.6 – Enhance Future Research with Targeted Sampling

Future studies should prioritise reaching underrepresented groups through targeted sampling and community-based methods. Improving the inclusivity and reliability of data collected, as discussed in Section 3.5.

5.4 Limitations of the study

As highlighted in within the methodology chapter, this study was limited by numerous factors. Most notably, ethnic minority groups underrepresented due to the reliance within online survey distribution. This led to uneven participant representation, potentially limiting the broader applicability of certain findings – particularly around race and trust.

Additionally, while the survey was well-structured to gather demographic and opinion-based data, it lacked triangulation from police officers themselves, including the perspectives of frontline officers. Either through interviews or a separate survey could have added valuable comparative dimension, offering insight into how the public expectations align or diverge from operational realities.

Finally, while this study focussed on the UK context, the issue of police pursuits is globalised. Cross-national comparative studies may further illuminate best practices and policy models, particularly when comparing countries with varying legal systems, accountability frameworks and public trust levels.

5.5 Final Reflections 

This research project has provided a comprehensive exploration into how the British public views police pursuits, illuminating the factors that foster support, fuel opposition and deepen mistrust. While not fundamentally contentious, police pursuits attract criticism when lacking transparency, clear justification or oversight. 

This study reinforces the insights of previous scholars but also addresses gaps in the literature – specifically, the need for data on public opinions about when and how pursuits should be used. The methodological choices allowed for a meaningful exploration of these perspectives, and the findings present actionable insights for both policy and practice. 

As both police officer and researcher, this study has highlighted the value for public engagement, not only for effective policing but for the preservation of ‘policing by consent’. In an era where institutional trust is fragile, particularly considering recent misconduct scandals and tragic pursuit-related incidents, police forces must continually reflect on their use of force, communication, and public accountability. 

Looking ahead, policing must be rooted in community values and guided by responsiveness and proportionality. Pursuits should remain a viable option, but, only when weighed against the greater good, supported by training, oversight, and above all, the trust of the communities being served. 
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