Chapter Two – Literature Review


2.1 – Introduction

Police forces across the nation have been utilising the tactic of police pursuits since policing began, the use of this tactic inherits public scrutiny upon police forces and the officers who are involved in using such tactics. The use of police pursuits balances how police forces are tackling, preventing and catching dangerous criminals whilst potentially jeopardising public safety, making it critical that this tactic is used correctly, minimising the risk towards the public. 

Police forces across the UK have a duty to understand public perceptions of them using tactics such as pursuits, especially British police forces working off the ‘Policing by Consent’ model, (Torrible, 2022). This article stresses how police forces will suffer without the trust of the public and, how their attitudes and reactions to the public’s concern directly affects this. This literature review focusses on the key themes in policing causing a rise in police pursuits, the direct risks of pursuits, media portrayals and how this damages trust within policing and the demographic influences on how police forces react to tackling crime. 

By the end of this literature review, I aim to identify any gaps within the research I have viewed and how this research can be developed in the future. 

2.2 – Police Pursuits: Definitions and Practices 

The College of Policing (2024) highlights what it means for a police officer to be deemed in a pursuit, suggesting that if the driver of a vehicle makes no indication or shows any intention of stopping after being told to by police emergency equipment (blues lights/sirens). Or if the police driver continues behind the subject vehicle after attempting to make a compliant stop with the subject vehicle failing to comply.

Across the UK, different police forces have their own polices and procedures around the authorisation of police pursuits as well as who and when they can be used. Some forces will allow response officers to engage in a pursuit after they have completed the required training. Whereas other forces will not allow ordinary response officers to engage in a pursuit and will only allow dedicated/specially trained traffic officers, more commonly known as Roads Policing Specialist Operations (RPSO) officers to engage in such a tactic, as highlighted by the National Police Chiefs Council (2009). However, the training requirement for engaging in pursuits is the same, nationwide, being that any officer engaging in the initial pursuit phase must have successfully completed the “Initial phases pursuit course”, West Yorkshire Police, (2024). This course will provide the essential training to effectively risk assess the pursuit and relay all this information back to the force control room, seeking advice for authorisation to continue from the senior leadership team (SLT) reviewing the pursuit. 

For a pursuit to begin, a police officer must have witnessed a crime taking place or have intelligence upon the vehicle/individual driving that vehicle that they have committed a crime. However, the type of crime which has been committed will determine if it is severe enough to authorise a pursuit, endangering the lives of the public. The College of Policing (2024) stresses the steps which should be taken to prevent a pursuit from occurring avoiding unnecessary risk to anyone directly or indirectly involved. 

Pre-emptive tactics should be utilised by any pursuit trained officer, these tactics may be used in a situation whereby a police officer is behind a subject vehicle, and the subject vehicle has not yet reacted to their presence, in this situation the police officer should be considering alternative options to safely bring the vehicle to a stop without engaging in a pursuit, including keeping distance from the subject vehicle, and arranging further officers to assist further ahead from where the vehicle is heading, allowing these officers to utilise tools like stingers, or if enough vehicles are available, arranging tactical pursuit and containment (TPAC); boxing in a subject vehicle preventing it from going elsewhere. If pre-emptive tactics are not suitable in a pursuit situation, then prior to engaging in a pursuits officers will have to consider the level of risk to bystanders. The College of Policing (2024) suggest that factors such as; the time of day, number of pedestrians and if the driver of the subject vehicle if known to be violent to others, need to be considered before engaging in a police pursuit.

2.3 Public perception of police practices

The public perception on police pursuits is directly impacted on the perception of police in their day-to-day job, MacDonald, J.M. and Alpert, G.P. (1998). Research by Owen-Evans and Law (2024) and; Bradford and Myhill (2015) has shown that police who have more of an active presence within their communities and engage with members of the public regularly have a positive impact on how the communities engage and respond to being policed. (Owen-Evans and Law (2024)’s study showed that the overall trust in UK police has declined, outlining that in October 2024, 52% of adults asked stated they did not have trust in UK police, as opposed to 39% in October 2019. It is found that the general public’s attitude towards police practices is primarily negative.

The decline in trust in UK police forces has formed out of a “series of high-profile cases of gross misconduct and illegal behaviour by police officers” (Taylor, 2023). Taylor (2023) explains the seemingly never-ending stories and media coverage about police officers committing heinous crimes. More recent examples include the Sarah Everard kidnap and murder Rituparna Bhattacharyya (2021) closely followed by the Chris Kaba story, Curran (2022). Both stories take an alternate perspective, whereby Sarah Everard was kidnapped and murdered by an off-duty police officer, abusing his position, whereas Chris Kaba has been fatally wounded after a police incident involving firearms officers. The effect both incidents have had with trust from the public and confidence in police officers is detrimental, thus impacting faith in policing, (Choi, J., Yim, H. and Hicks, R.D. 2020). Drury, J. et al. (2020)’s describes police as the “common enemy” indicating that after negative news coverage of police incidents directly correlates to the public’s discomfort within policing, (Telesco, G.A. 2020).

My research has identified that the media coverage and the goal to cover police forces in a negative light, simultaneously reflects how the views and opinions of the public are changed. The College of Policing (2022) identifies how negative media coverage of police officers brings “challenges and scrutiny” further highlighting how media coverage directly impacts the perception of police forces nationwide. 

The influence of public trust directly impacts police pursuits. In May 2023, South Wales police were involved in a pursuit of an electric bike which had two males on, shortly after the pursuit, the two boys have crashed and lost their lives (IOPC, 2024). The instant coverage of this incident through media outlets saw South Wales Police initially giving a statement denying that the males were involved in a pursuit with police (BBC, 2023). Harrison, M. (2023)’s research explores the response to this statement; a riot occurred throughout the night on the same day. South Wales Police (2023) issued a new statement the day after, admitting the males were being followed by a police van, CCTV was also published of this. The response of this incident has brought stricter laws and policies around Police pursuing motorcycles; police forces are not allowed to pursue motorcycle riders who are not wearing a helmet (Clark, 2024).

2.4 Risks and Consequences of Police Pursuits 

Police pursuits inevitably come with a high risk to everyone involved, and more so not involved. Suspects are willing to go to great lengths to evade capture and are willing to take high risks whilst on a public highway. This is existential to the crime/level of care they have towards other road users and pedestrians. IOPC (2019) highlights the most severe outcome of a police pursuit, showcasing that per annum, approximately 30 people lose their life because of a police pursuit throughout England and Wales as demonstrated by the below graph (IOPC, 2017).
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The College of Policing (2024) have further highlighted how police officers need to constantly risk assess the pursuit that they are involved in and proceed only if it is safe to do so. This exaggerates the importance of officers being able to recognise ‘red mist’ and understand when to stop, as to not endanger the life of the subject, the public or themselves (College of Policing, 2024).

The consequences of a police pursuit ending with a fatality will result with an automatic referral to the IOPC (IOPC, 2023). Alongside this will be the detrimental impact on loved ones losing a family member, subsequently affecting the relationship with the police and their local communities. A recent event whereby a police pursuit led to a referral to the IOPC was recorded in 2021 (IOPC, 2023), whereby a speeding vehicle was pursued by police, and shortly after ended in a collision, resulting in four attending hospital with significant injuries and one losing their life. The collision occurred during the initial stages of the pursuit, meaning it hadn’t yet been reviewed by the senior leadership team (SLT) authorising the pursuit to continue (IOPC, 2023). The result of this police pursuit highlights the risks of any pursuit in an extreme format, just minutes into the pursuit beginning, a fatal collision has occurred. 

2.5 Media and Public Opinion 

How the media surrounding pursuits is presented and which platforms have published these stories will attract the attention of different demographic personalities. Televised and printed news outlets tend to attract an elder audience, (Bergstrom, A. 2020). Bergstrom, A. (2020) states that elder communities seek to receive their news through “traditional media outlets”. Whereas social media platforms will attract a more youthful audience, (Loh, C.E., Sun, B. and Weninger, C. 2023). The reaction the media will result in is solely dependent on how it is presented to the audience viewing the content. OFCOM (2024) have recently published their findings of research showcasing the different age groups and what their news is consumed through, explaining that 82% of young adults will get their news through social media platforms whereas 85% of adults over 55 will consume their news through televised platforms, live broadcasted news. Therefore, Police forces having a successful social media platform, will dramatically increase their connection with the younger age group, due to them being more likely to interact with their content through social media. 

Police often being in the limelight when it comes to media attention inevitably assists in how police forces are perceived by members of the public nationwide. Research by Alford and Battle (2024) found that 67.5% of published stories are either neutral or positive as opposed to the remaining 32.5% being negative. Although this suggests that the media portrays a positive perception of the police, Gower (2023) found that people are more likely to remember the negative media stories. 
This is commonly referred to as “negativity bias” implying subconsciously, humans tend to overlook the positives and find the negatives, (Vaish, A. et al. 2008). Taking negativity bias into consideration, forces need to deem rebuilding the relationships between the police forces and communities as a priority within their role.

Although it is known that police pursuits are a core part of apprehending criminals, it has been identified the publics outlook on police pursuits is heavily dependent on the level of crime which has been committed. MacDonald and Alpert (1998) suggest that the public are supportive of police pursuits if the level of crime committed reflects the risks which will continue to be taken during a pursuit. MacDonald and Alpert (1998)’s report concludes that the public are more receptive to the use of police pursuits if the nature of the crime is high, however they’re less receptive when the dangers a pursuit poses is presented to them, especially for a lower-level crime. Implying that officers pursuing a vehicle if it fails to stop for them, is not proportionate enough to justify a pursuit of that vehicle, however if a known offender is failing to stop, and is wanted for serious offences, the public are more likely to approve of the use of a police pursuit. 

2.6 Demographics and Perceptions 

Perceptions of police pursuits differ for numerous different demographic reasons, including, age, religion, race and socioeconomic status. Payne, Hitchens, and Chambers, (2017) explains how youths from an ethnic background have no trust in the police, reflecting their opinions on police powers; being unsupportive of pursuits. The report goes onto explain how negative media coverage has instilled this thinking into youths.

Briggs (2018) implies that news articles involving police and individuals from a demographic background typically receive more media coverage and interaction with the public, this has become apparent since the Steven Lawence enquiry and has been something which police forces face to this current day, often being referred to as “institutionally racist” Stone, R. (2013). Of recent times, the death of Chris Kaba that has caused massive upset throughout communities from ethnic backgrounds, disrupting trust between these communities and police, Liddle. R (2024).

Media agencies have been said to carefully choose a headline in a way which is going to get the most attention for their news report (Briggs, 2018). This research investigates the process of news media agencies and how they report upon police pursuits, showcasing the disproportion of pursuits which are chosen to be reported on that have resulted in injury or fatality, as opposed to reporting on successful pursuits whereby the offender has been successfully apprehended, without anyone being injured. Inevitably, affecting the perceptions of the public on pursuits. 

2.7 Research Gaps and Future Directions 
 
This literature review researches into the public perception of police pursuits, including the impact that the media can have on the opinions of the public. It is evidence that there is limited research into what the public believes to be a justifiable offence for a police pursuit to take place. This research project aims to identify some of the gaps in research, focusing on how these offences can be identified during the “initial pursuit phase” and understanding how to appropriately manage the risks to anyone involved or not involved in a pursuit. There is also limited research from the perspective of working police officers, and how their opinions of police pursuits may differ from the public. The hope is that this research project will compare, analyse and contrast the different opinions to conclude the public’s perception of police pursuits.

2.8 Conclusion 

The literature review of publics perception of police pursuits has identified that they are majorly influenced by the risks involved of any pursuit, how the media portrays stories involving police pursuits and the demographic factors impacting the confidence and trust within police. There appears to be a mounting collection of studies advocating for a reform within British policing and the use of police pursuits. This literature review has identified important gaps within the literature which this study aims to fill. 
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