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Abstract
The purpose of this paper is to review and compare academic literature in respect of police legitimacy and misogyny in policing.  This paper explores some of the concepts and models underpinning current understanding of police legitimacy; internal and external impact factors and explores theories such as the dialogic model, procedure justice, organisational justice and self-legitimacy.  The paper also explores how recent events and high-profile scandals in policing have contributed to an understanding of negative police culture in respect of gender and how this, in turn, impacts on trust, confidence and  legitimacy.  This paper also explores some of the ways in which police have attempted to increase legitimacy by combating misogyny.  

Factors which impact police legitimacy
By definition and purpose the police have significant power, both in practice and symbolically– the policing mandate within the UK is to maintain order in a constantly changing society (Martin & Bradford, 2021).  The most obvious example of police legitimacy, and indeed one which is heavily scrutinised by police forces and by Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire and Rescue Services (HMICFRS), is the exercising of stop and search powers – members of society have the democratic freedom to go about lawful business uninterrupted and when police conduct a stop and search they are doing so because of the special lawful authority conferred on them by the Government (and ergo society).  The issue of legitimacy, including the proportionate use of stop and search powers, is so important that it forms a specific pillar of regular inspectorate review of performance in HMICFRS PEEL inspections (HMICFRS, 2024).

Much research has been completed into the subject of legitimacy, with Sparks (1994) describing the concept as a dominant group laying claim to justified authority – although his work was initially completed in respect of prisons it has been widely adopted within policing theory and beyond.  This concept was further developed by Tyler (2006) who described legitimacy through the lens of procedural justice theory – in essence, stating that legitimacy is a property which only arises when people perceive that decision making by an authority is right, proper and fair.  The model of legitimacy though procedural justice theory was developed by Tyler and Jackson (2013) who argued that compliance with authority is directly linked to an individual’s intentional belief that the body has moral authority for their power i.e. it is largely based on the values, identity and belief of individual persons within society.  Sunshine and Tyler (2003) describe how an individual’s views around policing legitimacy is linked to their own internal view of identity – people care about how fair their police are because it is intrinsically relevant to who they are and how they identify as a fair person.  

The concept of police legitimacy being directly linked to procedural justice, however, is described by some as not being complete and that it omits the external environment or the views of individual members of the authority wielding that power e.g. front line police officers.  This is known as self-legitimacy.  Bradford et al (2014) argue against solely considering the society based interpretation of procedural justice and legitimacy and instead advocate for also including the behaviour of those wielding the authority, pointing out that individual officers can have a positive impact on individual members of the public if they model inclusive behaviours and a sense of belonging to a community.  That is, this concept explores the individual perception, motivation and actions of power holders and their belief in their own self-legitimacy.  Bottoms and Tankebe (2012) describe the concept of self-legitimacy and recognise the importance this has on creating and maintaining the internal confidence of police officers.  Debbaut and De Kimp (2023)  explore the themes of self-legitimacy further, or, the way in which individual power holders believe in the moral justice of their own power.  They describe how power holders identify with the profession and ethos of policing and reinforce a sense of self-legitimacy by seeking validation internally from a small inner circle of those also holding the same power.  This represents obvious risks – self-legitimacy can create an internal view of authority which does not take into account or reflect external views.

Again, academics argue that the theories of procedural justice and self-legitimacy do not fully explain police legitimacy.  Linked to self-legitimacy, organisational justice can be defined as the extent in which individual members of an organisation perceive procedures, interactions and outcomes in the workplace to be fair and just (Baldwin, 2006).  Farrow (2023) claims that the police must focus attention on their internal affairs to create a work environment which is organisationally just and that by doing so officers and staff will better identify and feel a sense of belonging with the values of the organisation they work for.  This, in turn, will promote self-legitimacy and counteract the aspects of negative culture which currently exist.  Farrow further states that by gaining the internal confidence of officers that this will directly improve external confidence and legitimacy.

Whereas procedural justice could largely be described as the external perceptions of the public, and self-legitimacy and organisational justice the internal perceptions of the police, Bottoms and Tankebe (2013) disagree with the simplicity of these models and instead introduce the concept of a “dialogic and relational” model of legitimacy.  In essence, this model describes how authority holders lay claim to power to the public who react to this authority which, in turn, motivates and changes the authority holder exercising of that power.  It is, in effect, cyclical and the exertion of power impacts a group which, in turn, impacts on the way power is exercised.  

The interlink between the police and the public, and influence that one has on the other in terms of legitimacy, are established in the organisational justice theory, procedural justice theory and the dialogic model linking internal and external factors.  None of these models fully explain or account for the many different factors that exist in today’s changing society and as an example, the influence, advent and impact of social media has had a profound impact on legitimacy with individual actions of officers being scrutinised by millions in a way which never has occurred before.  With openness comes transparency and the police have had to adapt to this new landscape – Ralph (2022) drew upon the dialogic approach to legitimacy and commented that police forces now proactively construct a narrative of legitimacy on social media accounts, portraying credibility and expertise.  The public evaluate these police claims, along with their lived first-hand experience, and either adapt or challenge this legitimacy.  This, in turn, causes the police to reconstruct their legitimacy in a dynamic interplay. 

The importance of legitimacy on policing purpose
The concept of legitimacy is not an esoteric theoretical concept but has a real and tangible impact on police operational effectiveness.  Tyler (2006) theorises that society’s adherence towards the law and attitude to authority is predicated by the legitimacy of police and the wider criminal justice system – if the public don’t recognise police legitimacy they won’t obey the law.  The dynamic interplay between a law abiding society and legitimacy in police authority is further developed by Jackson and Bradford (2009) who argue that police operational effectiveness has less of an impact on public confidence than the view of the public that police are effective in supporting societal values and norms.  This is an interesting proposition and, to simplify and summarise, the argument that they make is that society believing that police enforce social values and normalities (which the procedural justice model states is further connected to individual self-identity and values) is more important than how well the police operationally perform their role.  This is not universally accepted, however, with Mazerolle et al (2013) arguing that the operational effectiveness and performance of policing is important and impacts upon legitimacy.

Although intriguing these theories are not complex enough to robustly consider other external factors and the changing nature of societal views and values.  Bottoms and Tankebe (2013) go same way to addressing this by recognising that legitimacy is not static but operates in a flux dependent on the authority holder, the public and societal changes.

Misogyny in Policing 
Recent high profile criminal cases have placed internal policing culture under the spotlight and have highlighted a culture of toxic masculinity and misogyny, which has been widely reported in national media (The Guardian, 2023).  The Baroness Casey report, commissioned after a serving police officer kidnapped, raped and murdered a young woman in London and after criticism of the Metropolitan Police’s (the Met) handling of subsequent protests, labelled the Met Police as institutionally racist, homophobic and misogynistic (Casey, 2023).  Further high profile cases of police officers committing serious crimes by abusing their power have further cemented the issue of police culture:  such as a series of discriminatory and misogynistic behaviours and bullying at Charing Cross Police station (IOPC, 2022) and the conviction of serial rapist David Carrick, a serving police officer (CPS, 2023).  These issues focussed on the Met but had wide-reaching national impact given the fact that the force is the largest force in the UK and given subsequent media reporting of serious crimes by serving officers throughout the country (Sky News, 2024).  

The impact of this culture on policing cannot be underestimated – not only does this type of culture allow abuse to continue against women within the police but it also impacts on the police’s ability to  deal with society’s issues of violence against women and girls, a key priority of the Government and a strategic policing requirement (Home Office, 2023).   Durose and Lowdnes (2023) conducted research which found that front line officers struggle to identify or empathise with female victims of crime or to fully understand the social context in which violence against women and girls takes place and argue that this is a result of internal culture.  A body of research conducted through the lens of feminism further supports the link between institutional misogyny and the decreased levels of trust, legitimacy and confidence in the police from the public (Cunningham, 2024).   This is none more stark than the independent survey which found that trust in the police fell from 63% to 53% shortly after the sentencing of the officer who murdered Sarah Everard (More in Common, 2023).

The conclusions are clear: internal police misogynistic culture impacts on police legitimacy.  This should not be surprising, with one theory by Jackson and Bradford (2009) suggesting that police upholding societies values and norms (in turn, linking in with people’s views of self-identity) is a more important factor in legitimacy than operational effectiveness.  

Increasing legitimacy in policing
The solutions for police are not straightforward, with Turner (2024) pointing out that forces need to rebuild legitimacy by dismissing officers - thereby highlighting poor internal culture - whilst also building the trust and confidence with the communities that policing are supposed to represent.

Support for the motion of the police needing to focus on organisational justice and self-legitimacy can be seen in the Casey report (2023), which highlights that female officers and staff routinely face sexism and misogyny and goes on to criticise the Met for not doing enough to protect them from abuse in the workplace.  Casey further makes the link that if the Met cannot protect its own employees from then it cannot protect members of the public safe from this type of behaviour, either within society or within the organisation by police perpetrators of violence of against women and girls.  And as previously explored, if the public do not believe that the police are upholding the morals and values of society, this will lead to a lack of confidence in police and the sense of legitimacy.

The literature quoted thus far focuses on distinct factors which impact internal and external legitimacy – external procedural justice; internal organisational justice and self-legitimacy and dialogic models recognise the close interplay between the holders of authority and those that have this power applied to them.  The dialogic model provides a basis to understand how self-legitimacy can impact on external legitimacy and how one can affect the other.  The solution must be holistic and must address both internal factors and the external environment. Police forces cannot solely develop internal processes nor can they solely focus on relations with the public and communities – they must address both.

Examples of the way in which forces address misogyny and increase legitimacy 
Improving legitimacy is clearly a complex issue and requires both internal and external focus – owing to the sheer scale, it is not possible to review all of the work that is undertaken by those in each individual police force or indeed nationally.  This aspect of the literature review, therefore, focuses on specific example actions that forces have made which have a direct impact on legitimacy.

The impact of organisational justice and equality, diversity and inclusion with the workplace is recognised, and indeed monitored by HMICFRS who state that there is clear evidence that fair cultures lead to increased legitimacy and a more valued, efficient and effective workforce (HMICFRS, 2022).  Most, if not all, police forces in the UK have diversity and inclusion policies and publish data to enhance transparency and confidence openly and transparently, such as the gender pay gap report (HeForShe, 2023).  These procedures, if adhered to, have the potential to increase organisational justice and, as previously discussed, thereby impact legitimacy. The Met recognise the importance of legitimacy and trust above operational effectiveness in their Force business plan, stating “our focus on violence will not come at the expense of legitimacy and trust” (Metropolitan Police Service, 2021).

Nottinghamshire police became the first force to record misogynistic behaviour as a hate crime, defining this as ‘Incidents against women that are motivated by an attitude of a man towards a woman and includes behaviour targeted towards a woman by men, simply because they are a woman (BBC, 2016).’  The intention was to categorise and subtly change the way in which non-criminal maters affected women and girls were recorded, thereby giving confidence to those groups and the public, as well as shifting the internal efforts of officers and staff.  There are strong social and political views as to whether incidents seen as traditionally low level, such as ‘wolf-whistling’ should be dealt with by the police or in this manner.  An academic review by Mullany and Trickett (2018) of this policy, however, found that the policy should be rolled out nationally, along with a campaign of education to increase reporting and help change behaviours.  They further argue that the introduction of the policy helped to shift behaviours for those they surveyed and that, in turn, increased public confidence in policing and impacted upon legitimacy.

The reasons for the policy not being rolled out across nationally are multifaceted and subtle but are undoubtedly linked to the recent politicisation of policing.  The previous Conservative government made a pledge to ‘stamp out woke policing’ such as the recording of misogyny by police forces and the addressing of social issues (The Telegraph , 2022).  This, however, fails to take into account the impact on legitimacy of dealing with social issues.  As quoted in this report, the issue of policing upholding an individual’s values, self-identity and the morals and values of society closely link with issues of legitimacy.  By failing to record these police are failing to address the concerns of women in society.  This, however, may be about to change with the recently elected Labour Government planning to make Misogyny a hate crime (BBC, 2024).

Conclusion
It is clear from this literature review that police legitimacy is a complex matter and is influenced by a number of internal and external factors. The dialogic model attempts to explain how internal police concepts of self-legitimacy and organisational justice cyclically influence the external perception of police legitimacy and procedural justice, and visa-versa.  Recent high-profile police scandals, rooted in culture and misogyny, impact on police legitimacy and forces have recognised this and deployed a range of methods to address both internal culture and external trust and confidence.
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