

Contemporary Issues in Policing		Mark McSweeney




Introduction 
Public perception of the police matters immensely. Given the ever-changing, challenging, and complex nature of society which policing operates in, the relationship amongst those being policed and those who have elected to police has never been so salient. Considering recent tragic events such as the police killing of George Floyd in the United States and, the kidnap, rape, and murder of Sarah Everard by a serving police officer in the United Kingdom, the question of police legitimacy continues to affect the public’s perceptions of policing.  Considering the Peelian notion of ‘policing by consent’, historically this has always been central to the ongoing relationship between the public and the police. It is widely accepted, and perhaps obvious to many policy makers and practitioners, that the police can only act with the trust, active involvement, and universal support of the public (Bradford 2009; Myhill & Quinton 2011; Tyler 2011). But as Reiner et al (2019, p.77) aptly note ‘policing is an inherently conflict-ridden enterprise’ and the provision of support in most societal situations is often conditional and based on trust.  Therefore, the way in which the public interprets how they are individually and holistically treated by the police is of significance to police leaders, who covet the ongoing support required from the public for their forces to function legitimately.  This paper will look at the challenges and importance of maintaining public confidence and the important role that neighbourhood policing can play in building police legitimacy. 
(2) Overview of the specific policing issue 
To provide a brief historical context, since their inception in the 1800s, the ‘New Police’ have relied on the general support and cooperation of the British public to successfully carry out their early work. Established largely in the face of working-class opposition during a period of rapid urbanisation and industrialisation, after a century of resentment, the Peelian notions of public cooperation, preventing crime and the minimal use of force were slowly woven into society. With the premise that the ‘police are the public and that the public are the police’ this has held steadfast in British tradition to lay the foundations for the legitimation of our police today. Reiner et al describe that by the 1950s policing by consent had been achieved ‘to the maximal degree it may be attainable’ (2019, p.78).  Viewed during a time of relative post-War social harmony, this period of policing was often epitomized by the fictional quintessential character of PC George Dixon.  Hopkins Burke (2021, p.25) describes it as a time when most of the public were poor with ‘limited ambitions and aspirations beyond basic survival’ and because people didn’t have much, communities fostered strong feelings of group solidarity that discouraged widespread criminality. Nevertheless, with the end of wartime rationing in 1955 a more prosperous consumer society was born with increased car ownership, which itself presented new and unique challenges for the police. This period also saw a significant rise in recorded crime along with race riots in Nottingham and Notting Hill. Therefore, after a period of relative stability and political invisibility, policing had become a ‘babble of scandalous revelation, controversy and competing agendas for reform’ (Bowling et al. 2019, p. 82).  Whilst seemingly slow to meet new social and cultural challenges of the 1960s, British policing had begun to embrace a significant period of modernisation to harness new technology such as improved radio communication via personal radios, and the introduction of motorised Unit Beat Policing meant to enhance the overall efficiency of police response to react to emergency, apprehend criminals and boost public relations (Innes et al 2020). Paradoxically, the withdrawal of the Bobby on the beat and closure of police stations led to a decline in daily interactions with the police which had been such an iconic feature of the consensual style of British policing. As such, questions were beginning to be asked regarding the validity of the Royal Commission’s national survey of 1959 which found an alleged ‘overwhelming vote of confidence in the police’ (Bowling et al, 2020, p77). 
It is somewhat remarkable then, after a ‘succession of scandals’ that has encircled the police since the 1970s’(Loader,2020,p6) associated with corruption, abuse of power and excessive use of force, that most members of the public still granted the police legitimacy do willingly. With police policy and procedure inherently influenced by wider political, economic, and cultural factors, is right to say that public confidence within policing now is ‘fragile’ O’Reilly (2022,p.4). It is therefore important that policing continues to maintain open and honest dialogue with the public to explain and justify their actions and develops a strategic focus to rebuild the levels of trust and confidence required within future generations to maintain police legitimacy. 
Theoretical Explanation. 
Understanding the relationship between perceptions of legitimacy and how these are shaped by police interaction with the public is complex. Academic research has shown that the public are more likely to obey the law, co-operate and comply with the police when they view the police as legitimate (Mazerolle et al 2013).  Legitimacy is ‘the belief that legal authorities have the moral right to administer and enforce the law and that people are obligated to obey the law ’  (Bolger & Walters 2019, P.63). This definition is based, however, on the premise that the public will voluntarily comply with directives. This is about how people should behave, demonstrating a personal commitment to obey the law, irrespective of  whether they risk a punitive outcome  or of expectation of reward. Tyler (2006, p.3) refers to this as a ‘normative commitment’ based on personal morality as opposed to coercive compliance.  Hough 2020 (as cited by The Police Foundation 2020 p. 81) advocates that the use of police sanction and force should only be considered as a ‘hard backstop’ for when the wider informal societal controls such as family, education and religion are insufficient or fail.  Policing with legitimacy also has the further benefits of encouraging the ongoing co-operation of the public both, promoting the wider acceptance of police decisions even when they are less favourable and, enhancing compliance during personal encounters with officers (Myhill & Quinton 2011, Mazerolle et al 2013).  
Bowling et al (2019, p.78) considers that gaining police legitimacy is ‘partly dependant on the extent to which policing is seen as conducted in procedurally fair way’. Procedural Justice (PJ) consists of four components namely: voice, neutrality, respect, and trustworthiness. These principles have been further simplified and explained by Myhill & Quinton (2011, p.6) as being – ‘friendly and approachable; treating people with respect; making fair decisions; and taking the time to explain these decisions.’  As such, it would appear that if these fundamentals of PJ are delivered consistently, they will clearly help to build public confidence, satisfaction and legitimacy.  But due to the inherent complexity of policing there is an ‘inevitable fallibility’ that policing will fail to achieve this (Newburn 2022) with the police sitting ‘at the nexus of intractable social problems and high public expectations’ (HMICFRS 2021, p.20). From this perspective  Innes et al (2020, p.77) note that many police organisations have re-purposed Edmond Locard’s forensic exchange principle of ‘every contact leaves a trace’ when considering the potential impact every encounter with the public has when considering their confidence in policing. Of note is the work of Skogan (2006) which suggests that even when police have seemingly provided a good service, this does not always result in improved measures of public confidence and satisfaction. He offers conversely that having one bad experience with police is four to fourteen times as great as that as having a positive one.  
Nix et al (2020, p.219) also consider how the police perceive their own legitimacy in the eyes of the public (e.g., their audience) as something which can have a detrimental impact on the delivery of procedural justice. They offer that ‘perceived audience legitimacy refers to how officers believe their community views them – a judgement they likely make based on how citizens actually behave toward them.’  The findings of Nix et al suggest that when officers have had negative interactions with the public, they are more likely to generalise such behaviour, believing that the wider community also feels this way about them - diminishing their legitimacy. Subsequently, this perception may potentially impact on the future behaviour of officers, in effect making them more cynical towards the public. Perhaps this perception is best highlighted by the views of a participant from a focus group led by the Police Foundation (2022, p.85); “Police judge a book by its cover. They see me as a scumbag drug user; therefore, I will be treated like a scum bag. I do the same when I see the police uniform, I think scumbag police”.  
To conclude, from a theoretical perspective, whilst most academic research points to the benefits of the consistent application of PJ there are others that have a differing view about specific elements of the concept. Nagin and Telep (2020 p.77) offer that their research shows ‘no evidence that procedurally just treatment of citizens increases their compliance with the law’ when considering crime prevention effectiveness, but do not suggest that it should be discarded when considering future policing policies.  They conclude that ‘perceptions of procedurally just treatment and of legitimacy are the product of a lifetime accumulation of historical, cultural, community, and familial influences, not just one or more interactions with the police or other representatives of the CJS,’ (ibid 2020, p.762). Keeping in mind, therefore, the difficulties of maintaining the trust and confidence of the public within policing, perhaps Bittner’s description sums it up well by stating  ‘policework is ‘a tainted occupation…ambivalently feared and admired, and no amount of public relations work can entirely abolish the sense that there is something of the dragon in the dragon slayer’ (1970: 6-7 - as cited by Bowling et al 2019 p.77).  
The Future.
There are, however, many different measures which police undertake that can increase public confidence.  Sunshine and Taylor (2003 as cited by Mazerolle et al 2013 p.12) demonstrate that legitimacy fosters a feeling of wider cooperation between members of the community to become more involved in formal and informal activities to address problems and a greater willingness to report crime and other suspicious circumstances. As such, there are many advocates who support a neighbourhood policing (NP) style (Myhill & Quinton 2011, Higgins 2018, Peyton et al 2019, Innes 2020, O’Reilly 2022) which as an evidence-based policing approach, promotes high quality community engagement and therefore opportunities for enhancing public trust and police legitimacy as advocated by Sunshine and Taylor (2003).  Research has also shown that public confidence depends less on perceived police effectiveness for dealing with national concerns, rather how well police respond to lower-level crime and disorder which routinely impact local communities (Innes et al 2020, Loader, 2020, O’Reilly 2022) . 
O’Reilly (2022, p.4) notes that the current iteration of neighbourhood policing in the UK partly evolved due to forces recognising that they had lost an understanding of what mattered to communities in terms of values. There was also a ‘political disquiet’ that public confidence did not reflect the success of the reductions made in recorded crime being achieved at the time – often referred to as the ‘reassurance gap’ (Higgins 2018).  As such, the National Reassurance Policing Programme (NRRP) piloted between 2003-2005 focused on dealing with those ‘signal crimes’ which can disproportionately impact on the feelings of public security. The premise of the NRRP was to provide a visible and accessible policing presence which encouraged communities to work collaboratively with police and partners to solve priorities that they themselves had identified. Evaluation of the NRRP showed improved perceptions of feeling safe along with an increase in public confidence, which led to a significant investment of funding and a longer-term commitment to roll neighbourhood policing out across England and Wales under the New Labour government of the time (Tuffin et al, 2006). 
Shortly after this rebirth of neighbourhood policing significant funding cuts were introduced by the Coalition government of 2010. Coupled with new types of demand and shifting priorities, neighbourhood policing did not fare well under a new rhetoric of getting tough on crime, with Her Majesty’s Inspectorate for Constabulary[footnoteRef:1] (HMIC) warning of an ‘erosion’ of the capacity and capability to this style of policing (2017, p.4). The Police Foundation Report (2022, p.51.) also note a causal link between the impact of the austerity-driven changes to neighbourhood policing, reduced visibility and declining public confidence figures since this time. There are, however, signs that suggest there is a renewed focus on the benefits that neighbourhood policing brings to public confidence, especially when focused in areas where legitimacy is most challenged (Peyton et al, 2019). The introduction of the National Neighbourhood Police Guidelines (College of Policing 2018) has provided a new emphasis on professionalising how forces target resources, engage communities and approach problem-solving. Indeed, a recent comprehensive strategic review of UK policing offered by the Police Foundation (2022) recommends that The Home Office ask forces to assign a substantial proportion of additional officers recruited since 2019 as part of Operation Uplift into neighbourhood policing roles ‘designed around the need to build and sustain police legitimacy, public confidence and community resilience’ (ibid p.88). [1:  HMIC had not incorporated the inspection of Fire and Rescue Services at this time. ] 

Conclusion.
There are many other factors which have a significant negative influence on police legitimacy moving forward.  For example, the unjustified use of stop and search powers is a significant barrier when considering trust and confidence.    Latest research shows this as ineffective (Tiratelli et al, 2018), particularly among Black people who are disproportionally seven times more likely to be stopped and searched by the police than white people (Home Office, 2021).  A police organisation which does not represent the communities it polices based on race, ethnicity or gender, will not provide under-represented groups with the trust and confidence required to come forward and co-operate and interact with the police about the issues that are affecting them the most. Consequently, members from ethnic minority groups are less likely to consider policing as a future career as they can see no natural affinity between themselves and the organisation – creating an ongoing cycle of further mistrust and suspicion associated with a prolonged history of discrimination and racism within policing.  Additionally, with discriminatory attitudes and behaviour linked to misogyny, racism and homophobia still being displayed by a minority of individuals within policing, these are also highly damaging when considering police integrity and legitimacy. 
Whilst many of these issues and concerns are being robustly addressed, ‘the reservoir of public trust and willing preparedness when crises strikes, cannot, and should not, be taken for granted’ (Police Foundation 2022, p.84). Whilst Bowling et al (2020, p.76) ironically notes that ‘The police are a Teflon service: they have survived all manner of scandal and controversy to remain and a powerful political and cultural force’, however, this may not always be the case. 
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