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What drives public distrust of the police in the UK, and why do negative attitudes form?
Research has identified declining public confidence in UK policing, with reports and academic studies highlighting concerns surrounding police legitimacy, misconduct, procedural justice and accountability. These issues have contributed to increased public scrutiny and, in some communities, reduced trust in police. Although previous research has explored factors associated with public confidence, debate continues over which factors most strongly influence distrust and the formation of negative attitudes. Therefore, this study aims to investigate the factors driving public distrust of the police in the UK and to examine why negative attitudes develop. The aim of this research is to analyse the key socio-cultural drivers of public distrust in UK policing and to examine how these factors influence the development of a negative perception of the police. By exploring the relationship between these influences and public confidence, the study seeks to inform recommendations to improve trust, legitimacy, and police-community relations.
· To identify the key factors that contribute to public distrust of the public distrust of the police in the UK
· To examine how police behaviour, accountability, and legitimacy influence public perception of policing
· To explore the impact of media reporting and high-profile policing incidents on the public trust 
· To evaluate strategies that could improve public trust and confidence in UK policing 
Public trust is widely recognised as a cornerstone of policing in the United Kingdom, as the principle of policing by consent relies on the public confidence in the legitimacy, fairness, and accountability of the police. Recent research by Madon et al. (2022), Gold (2022) and Wells et al. (2022) suggests that declining public trust is influenced by police behaviour, organisational accountability, media reposting and wider social experiences. Consequently, contemporary policing literature, particularly the work of Tyler (2021) and Gold (2022), has shifted its focus from simply measuring public trust to examining why trust varies across different communities and how it can be strengthened through procedural justice accountability and community engagement (Tyler, 2008)
Procedural Justice Theory (Tyler, 2008) remains one of the most influential frameworks for expanding public trust in policing.  Tyler (2021) argues that individuals are more likely to view the police as legitimate and to comply with the law when they perceive officers as acting fairly, respectfully, and impartially (Tyler, 2021). According to this perspective, public confidence is influenced less by crime-control outcomes and more by the quality of police public relations. Tyler's work has provided the theoretical foundation for much of the contemporary research on police legitimacy and continues to underpin studies examining public confidence in policing (Tyler, 2021).
More recent empirical research has sought to test whether procedural justice can actively improve public confidence. (Gold, 2022) An action-learning initiative with Humberside Police argues that implementing procedural justice principles during police encounters can strengthen relationships between officers and local communities, particularly minority groups. The studies have found that encouraging officers to listen, communicate respectfully, and explain their decision contributed to a more positive public perception of policing. (Gold, 2022) Therefore, supports a theoretical framework by demonstrating that procedurally just policing cannot be translated into organisational practice within a police force. However, unlike Tyler's (2021) broader theory of legitimacy, Gold (2022) focuses primarily on improving police practise rather than expanding the wider structural causes of public distrust.
Whilst procedural justice has remained a central focus of the literature, recent studies suggest that fairness alone may not fully explain public trust. (Madon, et al., 2022) Argues that trust in the police is also shaped by the experience of social stigma and discrimination. Through Vignette-based research (Madon, 2023)involving british muslims, they found that perception of policing legitimacy was influenced not only by the procedural fairness but also by whether individuals believed that they were treated differently because of their social identity (Madon, et al., 2022). The findings challenge the assumption that procedural justice has a universal effect across all communities, suggesting instead that historical experience identifies and precedes discrimination significantly input at to towards policing (Madon, et al., 2022). This represents an important development of Tyler's (2021) original theory by recognising that trust is socially constructed rather than solely determined by an individual police encounter.
Similarly (Wells, et al., 2022) Extended procedure justice into a digital age, arguing that public trust is increasingly shaped by online police communication and digital engagements are not just face-to-face encounters (Wells, et al., 2022). They suggest that transparency and respectful  communication remain essential across both physical and digital policing (Wells, et al., 2022) . In contrast, Foucault (2020) argues that policing functions as a system of surveillance and social control, meaning distress stems from a broader power structure rather than isolated incidents of procedural unfairness. This challenges procedural justice theories, which argue that fair treatment can strengthen public trust (Foucault, 2020)
Similarly, Crawford (2013) argues that effective policing requires not only operational success but also public confidence, accountability and community engagement. They support Gold's (2022) emphasis on procedural justice, whilst also encouraging the wider institutional reform. 
Overall, the literature agrees that legitimacy, accountability and procedural justice are at the centre of public trust; however, whilst Tyler (2021) and Gold (2022) argue that tougher policing improves legitimacy. Madon et al (2022) demonstrate that discrimination and social identity also shape trust. Foucault (2020) Further challenges this view by highlighting the structural power relations. Consequently, although existing research examines individuals' influence on public trust, previous studies explore how police behaviour, accountability, media reporting, and also social culture factors interact to shape public distrust in the complementary UK context (Wells, et al., 2022). This research aims to address this gap.
This study will employ a mixed-methods research design, combining secondary research with primary quantitative data collection. Primary data will be collected through an anonymous online questionnaire; approximately 50 participants will be recruited through social media and university students. Participants will be members of the general public and university students, primarily from rural Wales. A mixed-methods approach has been selected because it allows findings from the existing academic literature, government reports, and public opinion data to be combined with the views of the public living in rural Wales. Combining both methods provides a broader understanding of the factors contributing to public distrust of policing and allows for comparison with previous research (Creswell & Plano , 2018). 
The secondary research will examine academic journal articles alongside reports from organisations including the Home Office, the College of Policing, HM Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services, and the Independent Office for Police Conduct, as well as the Crime Survey for England and Wales. These sources will provide an evidence base on police legitimacy, accountability, procedure, justice, and public confidence.
Primary data will be collected through an anonymous online questionnaire distributed to approximately 50 participants from the general public and university students. Participants will be recruited through convenience sampling via social media, friends and family networks, and university students. The questionnaire will include both closed questions to measure attitudes towards policing and open-ended questions, allowing participants to explain the reasons behind their views (Evans & Mathur, 2018)
The quantitative data will be analysed using descriptive statistics, including percentages and charts, to identify patterns in participants' responses. Qualitative responses will be analysed using thematic analysis,   (Braun & Clarke, 2021) enabling the identification of common themes such as police behaviour, accountability, media influence, and personal experience. Comparing these findings with the existing literature will strengthen the research's validity, reference internal validity, and clarify whether local perceptions align with broader national trends.
Ethical considerations will be addressed throughout the study. Participation will be entirely voluntary, and all participants will remain anonymous. Informed consent will be obtained before completing the questi9onaire and participant will have the right to withdraw before submitting their responses. As the research explores perceptions of policing rather than personal experiences of crime, the level of risk is considered low. All collected data will be stored securely in accordance with the Data Protection Act 2018 and the University's ethical guidelines (UWTSD, 2025)
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This research aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of the socio-cultural factors that contribute to public distrust of the police in the UK, with particular emphasis on police behaviour, accountability, procedural justice, media influence and public perceptions. By comparing findings from existing academic literature with primary data collected from members of the public and university students in rural Wales, the study aims to determine whether local attitudes reflect wider national trends or highlight distinct regional perspectives.
It is anticipated that the findings will demonstrate that public trust is influenced by a combination of personal experiences, perceptions of police fairness, organisational accountability, media reporting and confidence in police legitimacy. The research may also identify variations in attitudes between different demographic groups, providing a deeper understanding of how age, educational background and previous experiences with the police influence levels of trust.
The findings could contribute to current academic debates on police legitimacy and public confidence, while also offering practical recommendations for policing organisations. These recommendations may support improvements in officer training, community engagement, communication strategies and organisational transparency. Furthermore, the study may assist policymakers and police leaders in developing evidence-based approaches to strengthen police-community relationships and improve public confidence in policing.
Finally, this research aims to contribute to the existing body of knowledge by providing contemporary evidence from a rural Welsh community, an area that has received relatively limited attention within policing research. By combining secondary evidence with current public opinion, the study seeks to provide a balanced, up-to-date understanding of the factors driving public distrust and potential strategies for rebuilding confidence in UK policing.
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