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Literature Review: Social media and its effects on public perception of police use of force


Social media's expansion has changed the way narratives, news, and information are shared (Hermida et al., 2012), especially when it comes to controversial social issues like police use of force. With a focus on how police use of force is portrayed online, this literature review explores how social media influences the way that the general public views police actions, particularly police use of force. Given that instances of police use of force frequently go viral online, escalating public discussions and impacting the way the public view police officers, it is essential to understand how these portrayals influence public opinion (Novich and Zduniak, 2021).

Research on the connection between social media and the police is expanding, especially when it comes to police use of force (Adams and Alpert, 2023).
Policing incidents have been widely documented and disseminated on social media in recent years, frequently causing public outrage and protests (Lindsay and Grewar, 2024). Social media's speed and global reach have changed how the general public engages with and perceives these events. In the past, traditional media outlets were the main source of information concerning police conduct. However, these days, anyone with a smartphone or internet connection may record and publish these kinds of incidents. Social media has therefore changed how people perceive the world, enabling quick reactions to police actions and impacting public opinion as well as government legislation (Sharifatu Gago Ja'afaru et al, 2024).

Numerous factors, including the type of material, the setting of incidents, and the algorithms that decide which posts are most prominent, influence how police use of force is portrayed online (Swart, 2021). Videos depicting police brutality, frequently captured by onlookers, have the potential to spread rapidly and become the focus of public outrage or calls for change. The rise of hashtags like #BlackLivesMatter and #BlueLivesMatter, highlight the divisive nature of these discussions and the wider social disagreements over the responsibility and role of the police (Mundt, Ross and Burnett, 2018). Social media provides a forum for activism as well as a platform for the spread of differing views that either back or oppose the actions of police.

The purpose of this literature review is to investigate how social media influences how the public views police use of force. It concentrates on how public perceptions are influenced by depictions of police conduct on social media, particularly when it comes to widely reported incidents of police use of force. The review will look at how media narratives and selective framing affect public opinion, how viral videos impact public opinion, and how social media may both increase division and promote accountability (Aqeel, 2024). 

The public's perspective of police use of force can be understood using a variety of theoretical frameworks, particularly when considering social media. These frameworks support the explanation of how the general public receives, comprehends, and reacts to information about police activity, especially when it is shared on social media.

Cultivation Theory, which was initially developed by George Gerbner in 1969, investigates how media exposure affects viewers' perceptions of reality over time. It makes the case that prolonged exposure to media, particularly social media, can influence how people view social issues, even if such opinions are not based on personal experience (Potter, 2014).

Social media frequently magnifies instances of police brutality, especially when they become widely shared. Regular exposure to this kind of material might provide a more negative opinion of the police among the public, especially among those in under-represented groups who may already feel alienated from the police. Users' general trust in Police officers may be impacted as a result of seeing upsetting recordings of police brutality on a regular basis, which may lead them to believe that the problem is more frequent than it actually is (Rousseau, 2020).

Erving Goffman initially laid out the framing theory in 1974, which claims that how information is presented or "framed", affects how the general public interprets it (Shaw, 2013). Social media platforms have a significant impact on how instances involving police use of force are framed, either highlighting or downplaying particular elements, such as the circumstances or the police's actions. Framing these incidents as "police brutality" or "self-defence" can have a substantial impact on how the public views them (Valenzuela, et al, 2017).

(Iyengar, 1994), for instance, examined how news organisations portray political topics and demonstrated how public opinion can be influenced by the framing of an event. Social media can influence how the public views the legitimacy of police use of force by either focussing on the specific incident or framing it as part of a larger problem, like institutionalised discrimination.

Social Identity Theory, first presented by Henri Tajfel and John Turner in 1979, is concerned with how people divide themselves and other people into different social groups (such as "us vs. them"). The theory states that people tend to favour members of their in-group, such as their race, ethnicity, or political affiliation, and may be hostile or mistrustful of members of out-groups, such as the police or people of different races (Tajfel, 1974).

Social tensions can be amplified by social media especially when members of marginalised communities are involved in police use of force situations. These platforms give people the opportunity to identify with certain political or social groups, such as Black Lives Matter (Jee-Lyn García and Sharif, 2015)
and can strengthen their sense of identity as a component of a broader, group response to police brutality. The public's perception of the legitimacy of police activities may be affected by this, especially if they believe that the police is an outgroup that does not reflect their beliefs or interests (Murphy et al., 2017).
The Diffusion of Innovations Theory, initially proposed by Everett Rogers in 1962, describes how new ideas, innovations, or practices develop within a society. It implies that innovators, early adopters, early majority, late majority, and slow learners all adopt new ideas at different rates (Sahin, 2006).


Social media may accelerate the spread of new information (M. Fairlie, 2016)
regarding how the public views police use of force, especially when it comes to viral content like police incident videos. Social media is a powerful tool for social movements to advocate for change and raise awareness of police actions. The idea clarifies how the quick dissemination of information and misinformation can profoundly influence public opinion, resulting in changes in how people view the credibility of the police (Oglesby-Neal, Tiry and Kim, 2019).

These theoretical frameworks offer a range of perspectives for analysing how public perceptions of police use of force are influenced by social media. They draw attention to the shaping of events, the cultivation of public attitudes, the impact of social identity, and the exaggeration of specific points of view. The public's perception and reaction to police activities are greatly influenced by social media (Intravia, et al, 2020).
For academics, decision-makers, and social activists who want to understand the complex relationship between social media and public opinion in relation to law enforcement, these theories provide valuable data.

Social media can have a number of positive effects on how the public views police use of force, despite being regularly criticised for its role in escalating negative incidents and promoting division. These benefits mostly result from social media's capacity to promote accountability calls, encourage discussion, and improve transparency (Sigsworth, 2019).

Public accountability has been gaining interest thanks to social media. Police forces are being held accountable for their conduct in ways that were previously impossible due to the increasing popularity of material published online. Widespread social media sharing of incidents involving police frequently leads to investigations, changes to policies, and calls for reform from the general public (Ellis, 2021).

Significant movements and legislative reforms have emerged from the use of hashtags like #BlackLivesMatter to mobilise support for justice and increase public awareness of police brutality (Succar et al., 2024). Social media platforms offer an open forum where groups, activists, and concerned individuals may advocate for reform and accountability, sparking important discussions about police oversight and procedures (Cammaerts, 2015).


Social media sites have been vital for keeping police operations more transparent. Sharing videos of police use of force on social media sites like Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter can draw attention to instances that traditional media outlets might have missed or misreported. The public may gain a better grasp of the circumstances and gravity of police actions as a result of this transparency. Additionally, it makes information instantly available and uncensored, enabling citizens to build their own ideas based on real-life events (Miethe, et al, 2019).

Social media can serve as a venue for showcasing positive instances of police conduct and community policing, even though it is frequently used to draw attention to negative situations. By sharing these accounts on social media, officers and departments that practise de-escalation tactics, community outreach, and constructive encounters with citizens can offset the negative impression people have of law enforcement (Dekker, van den Brink and Meijer, 2020).

By showing that not all police officers employ unnecessary or threatening force, this type of positive representation can contribute to an increase in public trust in the police. By bringing attention to these methods, the public has the opportunity to witness instances of police officers operating in their communities with competence and compassion (Cowell, 2017).

Social media can bring about beneficial change, but it also has a major detrimental impact on how the public views police use of force. These negative impacts are frequently linked to the way social media platforms spread false information, highlight particular narratives, and promote division and anxiety (Pierri and Ceri, 2019).

The public's opinion of police use of force can be significantly influenced by the rapid spread of false information on social media. Confusion and misunderstanding can result from inaccurate or misleading data about particular instances, such as the details of police relations, the circumstances around the use of force, or the identity of those involved, easily turning viral.

For instance, stories or videos posted on social media may be altered or removed from context in order to support a specific narrative, which might alter how the general public perceives the events (Wu et al., 2019). Without knowing all the facts, inaccurate depictions of police use of force can cause mistaken assumptions and prejudiced views, which may increase resentment or mistrust of the police.

Tensions between communities and law enforcement may increase as a result of the quick dissemination of police use of force instances on social media, particularly when the use of force is thought to be unjust. Instead of encouraging calm discussion or conflict resolution, social media can serve as a trigger for demonstrations, riots, and altercations between protesters and law enforcement
(Waters, 2012).

Incidents that gain widespread attention have the potential to provoke violent retribution, anger, or even copycat behaviours, particularly in young people, who are more often exposed to this media (Yates, 2024). Social media can produce emotional reactions that quickly get out of hand, creating a vicious cycle of unrest that might not even address the underlying reasons of police use of force or structural flaws in the policing system.

Social media often reduces complex events to easily digested audio clips or viral films, oversimplifying them. Social media platforms might not always include the background information required to fully comprehend a situation, despite the fact that police use of force is a very complicated topic with legal, moral, and societal factors.

Its tendency to concentrate on dramatic pictures or short videos can obscure important background information, including the incident's history, the events leading up to the use of force, or current legal investigations. This oversimplification has the ability to cloud the larger discussion regarding police and law enforcement policy by misleading the public into making decisions without having a full understanding of the situation (Dalomba, 2022).

Consistent exposure to violent and graphic material, such as footage of police brutality, can cause desensitisation, a state in which people gradually decrease their emotional response to or concern for these events (Clark, 2023).
The public may come to accept police use of force as normal or unavoidable as a result of this desensitisation, which would lessen the need for reform or intervention.

Furthermore, people who are often exposed to upsetting videos on social media may develop compassion fatigue, a condition in which they become emotionally detached from these problems due to the excessive volume of the material (Stoewen, 2020).
 This may make it more difficult to rally support from the public for significant reforms to policing policies.

In conclusion, social media has had a significant impact on how the public views police use of force, both positively and negatively. It is now simpler for people to interact with and react to acts of police violence because of the quick spread of information through social media sites like Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter. Through viral videos and hashtags like #BlackLivesMatter, this has sparked public indignation, increased political action, and demands for accountability, which in turn have sparked calls for reform and changes to policy. Social media also improves transparency by giving both favourable and harmful portrayals of police conduct a platform, which helps promote a more impartial view of police procedures. These platforms also have the ability to restore public confidence in the police by highlighting positive encounters between the police and the community.

Still, there are drawbacks to social media's influence. The public's perception of police-related incidents can be distorted by selective framing, the dissemination of false information, and the oversimplification of complicated circumstances, which may lead to mistrust and division. The viral nature of this media can incite protests, emotional outbursts, and, in certain situations, acts of violence, making it more difficult to address the underlying causes of police misconduct. Frequent exposure to violent content can also cause compassion fatigue and desensitisation, which reduces the likelihood that the public will support any changes that may be needed.

The literature reviewed highlights the significant impact that social media has in shaping public opinion, especially concerning controversial topics such as police use of force. It can lead to a great deal of positive change, but it also runs the risk of widening gaps and misrepresenting complicated societal issues. Because of this, comprehending how social media affects how people view law enforcement requires a close look at both its positive as well as negative features, providing useful data for future discussions regarding public accountability and police reform.
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