
 

OFFICIAL - SENSITIVE 

Author: Pulcherie Imbs  

PUBLIC PROTECTION CONSULTANCY 

 

 
 

  

  

‘By The Book’ or ‘By The Boss’? 
 

How Organisational Forced Compliance Shapes Legitimacy and Behaviour in 

UK Policing 



 1 

 

  

 

 

About the Author  

 
Pulchérie Imbs is a governance and public protection 
professional with extensive experience across the United 
Kingdom’s policing and criminal justice systems. Her work 
spans operational, advisory, and strategic roles within the 
Metropolitan Police Service and the Parole Board for England 
and Wales, where she has helped shape fair, transparent, and 
accountable approaches to risk and decision-making in 
complex public protection settings. 
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Her current research explores the concept of Organisational 
Forced Compliance: the pressures that compel 
professionals to adhere to institutional rules, performance 
targets, or managerial directives, even when these conflict 
with professional ethics or public interest. This work analyses 
how such pressures shape officer discretion, organisational 
justice, and public trust in policing. 

Drawing on years of experience in risk assessment, case 
management, and strategic planning, Pulchérie examines 
how structures of control can either support or erode ethical 
cultures within law enforcement. Her insights contribute to 
ongoing discussions about legitimacy, professionalism, and 
wellbeing in policing, offering evidence-based pathways for 
reform. 
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and ethical leadership. She is also pursuing advanced studies 
in organisational psychology and public leadership, with the 
goal of fostering policing environments that balance 
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Executive Summary 

 

Policing in the United Kingdom is undergoing a period of acute 
scrutiny, marked by declining public confidence and growing 
internal strain. This report identifies Organisational Forced 
Compliance, the pressure on officers to conform to 
institutional norms, targets, and managerial directives, as a 
central factor influencing both officer wellbeing and public 
trust. When systems prioritise obedience over fairness, they 
risk undermining legitimacy from within. 

The analysis situates forced compliance within three 
overlapping domains: procedural justice and legitimacy, 
organisational justice, and performance culture. Together, 
these frameworks reveal how internal experiences of fairness 
shape external expressions of authority. Evidence suggests 
that officers who feel disempowered or unjustly treated are 
less likely to exercise discretion ethically or engage 
constructively with the public. 

A proposed mixed-methods research approach explores how 
organisational systems influence officer behaviour, stress, 
and ethical confidence. Hypothetical findings indicate that 
forced compliance fosters risk aversion, moral fatigue, and 
diminished engagement, whereas supportive and just 
organisational environments strengthen morale, 
professionalism, and community trust. 

The report concludes that sustainable legitimacy requires 
rebalancing compliance with fairness. It recommends 
reforms to performance management, leadership 
development, and officer voice mechanisms, alongside 
embedding wellbeing and community collaboration at the 
heart of governance. In short, the future of legitimate policing 
depends on building organisations that are fair by design — to 
both the officers within and the public they serve. 
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Understanding Organisational 
Forced Compliance 

Organisational forced compliance refers to the institutional 
pressures that require police officers to conform to 
managerial directives, performance targets, and procedural 
rules, even when these conflict with professional judgement 
or ethical considerations. Within UK policing, this has 
become increasingly prominent as performance 
management systems and central oversight frameworks have 
expanded, shaping what counts as “good” policing in narrow, 
measurable terms. 

While such systems are designed to promote consistency and 
accountability, they often produce unintended effects. 
Officers may prioritise meeting metrics over exercising 
discretion or pursuing outcomes that best serve the public. 
This target-driven culture can discourage innovation and 
critical thinking, narrowing the scope of professional 
autonomy and reducing policing to administrative 
compliance rather than principled decision-making. 

From an organisational standpoint, forced compliance is both 
structural and cultural. Structurally, it stems from 
hierarchical control and performance regimes that privilege 
quantifiable results. Culturally, it embeds obedience and 
conformity as professional virtues, discouraging challenge or 
ethical reflection. Over time, these dynamics weaken morale, 
erode collective learning, and distance officers from the 
values that underpin legitimate policing. 

The consequences are significant. When officers feel 
compelled to prioritise institutional demands over fairness or 
public need, internal legitimacy, their trust in the organisation 
declines. This, in turn, undermines external legitimacy and 
public confidence. Understanding and addressing forced 
compliance is therefore critical to restoring ethical balance, 
supporting officer wellbeing, and building policing systems 
that are both accountable and fair. 
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Conceptual Framework  

The report situates organisational forced compliance within a 
conceptual framework linking individual behaviour, 
organisational structures, and public legitimacy. It integrates 
insights from procedural justice theory, organisational justice, 
and performance and accountability systems, emphasizing 
how internal experiences of fairness and autonomy influence 
external perceptions of legitimacy and trust. This framework 
highlights the interconnectedness between employees’ 
experiences and broader organisational outcomes. 

At the individual level, officers’ perceptions of fairness, respect, 
and discretion shape their professional behaviour. Procedural 
justice theory suggests that individuals are more likely to 
comply voluntarily with authority when decision-making is 
perceived as fair. Within organisations, fair treatment 
encourages officers to uphold fairness in public interactions, 
whereas forced compliance replaces trust with control, limiting 
ethical reasoning and moral engagement. 

Organisational structures and performance systems further 
reinforce compliance. Organisational justice literature 
underscores that fairness in leadership, communication, and 
decision-making fosters morale and ethical conduct. Systems 
that prioritise procedural conformity without fairness can 
alienate employees, reducing their identification with 
institutional goals and weakening ethical practice. Meanwhile, 
performance metrics and accountability mechanisms, while 
intended to ensure organisational effectiveness, often 
encourage short-term compliance over reflective, relational, or 
ethical considerations. 

The framework proposes a feedback model of legitimacy. When 
internal fairness and discretion are upheld, officers engage 
ethically, reinforcing public trust and legitimacy, which in turn 
supports voluntary compliance and cooperation. Conversely, 
coercive compliance triggers a vicious cycle: disengaged 
officers and declining public confidence prompt further control 
measures. Understanding this cycle is crucial for designing 
policing organisations that are both effective and legitimately 
trusted by the communities they serve. 
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The Human Impact on Officers 

Organisational forced compliance has profound human 
consequences for those working within policing. Officers 
experience tension between their professional values and the 
institutional demands placed upon them, often finding 
themselves compelled to act in ways that conflict with their 
ethical judgement or sense of purpose. Over time, this 
misalignment fosters moral fatigue, the strain that arises 
when individuals are unable to act in accordance with their 
principles and contributes to growing levels of frustration, 
cynicism, and disengagement. 

The psychological effects of this environment are significant. 
Research in organisational psychology shows that when 
employees perceive a lack of autonomy or fairness in their 
workplace, stress and burnout increase while motivation and 
commitment decline. Within policing, these pressures are 
amplified by the high-stakes nature of decision-making, 
public scrutiny, and the emotional intensity of front-line work. 
Officers operating under constant performance pressure 
report diminished wellbeing, a sense of surveillance, and 
reduced trust in leadership. 

Forced compliance also disrupts the social fabric of police 
organisations. Hierarchical enforcement of rules and targets 
can discourage open communication, leading to defensive 
behaviour and reluctance to admit mistakes. This undermines 
peer support and learning, replacing collaboration with 
competition or quiet resignation. When officers feel unheard 
or undervalued, the bonds that sustain professional identity, 
pride, solidarity, and shared purpose begin to erode. 

Ultimately, the human cost of forced compliance extends 
beyond individual wellbeing. Officers who feel constrained 
and unsupported are less likely to exercise discretion fairly or 
engage empathetically with the public. The erosion of morale 
and ethical confidence within the workforce therefore 
becomes a matter of legitimacy as well as welfare. 
Recognising and addressing these internal pressures is 
essential to building policing cultures that sustain both 
human dignity and public trust. 
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Feedback Model of Legitimacy in 
Policing Organisations 

In essence, legitimacy in policing is a dynamic, multi-level 
process. Officers’ behaviour, organizational justice, and 
systemic fairness interact in ongoing feedback loops that 
shape public trust and compliance. Maintaining legitimacy 
requires attention to each layer, ensuring that officers act 
fairly, organizations support ethical practices, and the justice 
system operates equitably. This model underscores that 
legitimacy is earned, reinforced, and continually negotiated 
through reciprocal relationships between police and the 
community. 

The Feedback Model of Legitimacy in policing explains how 
police authority is continually shaped and reinforced through 
interactions between officers, organizational structures, and 
the broader justice system. At the individual level, officer 
perceptions and behaviour influence public trust, while 
organizational structures and procedural fairness guide 
officer conduct. Simultaneously, systemic factors such as 
laws, policies, and societal norms shape public perceptions 
and expectations. Through continuous feedback between 
these layers, legitimacy is either strengthened or weakened, 
highlighting the dynamic and interdependent nature of 
policing and public confidence. 



 7 

 

  

 

 

Implications for Legitimacy and 
Trust 

Legitimacy and trust in UK policing are closely tied to 
organisational compliance, which ensures that rules, 
policies, and ethical standards are consistently applied. 
Legitimacy reflects the public’s belief that the police have the 
right to exercise authority, while trust reflects confidence in 
their fairness and accountability. Without organisational 
compliance, both officer behaviour and public perceptions 
risk being undermined, making it difficult for policing 
institutions to maintain credibility and public cooperation. 

At the officer level, compliance influences behaviour and 
decision-making. When police officers perceive their 
organisation as fair, transparent, and consistent in applying 
policies and codes of conduct, they are more likely to act 
impartially and professionally. This reinforces procedural 
justice during public interactions, reducing misconduct and 
enhancing perceptions of legitimacy. In contrast, inconsistent 
enforcement of rules or organisational unfairness can 
diminish trust both internally among officers and externally 
among the public. 

Organisational compliance also shapes public confidence 
and systemic credibility. Transparent accountability 
mechanisms, such as complaint procedures, body-worn 
cameras, and oversight by the Independent Office for Police 
Conduct (IOPC), demonstrate that police organisations are 
responsive and accountable. When policies align with legal 
frameworks and societal expectations, and organisations 
respond to public feedback, legitimacy is reinforced, creating 
a virtuous cycle of trust, cooperation, and ethical policing. 
Compliance, therefore, is not only procedural but essential for 
sustaining legitimacy across individual, organisational, and 
societal levels. 
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Strengthening Procedural Justice 

Procedural justice refers to the fairness, transparency, and 
impartiality of processes through which authorities exercise 
their power and make decisions. In UK policing, strengthening 
procedural justice is central to building both legitimacy and 
public trust. It emphasizes not only the outcomes of police 
actions, but also the quality of interactions between officers 
and the community. When citizens perceive that they are 
treated respectfully, that their voices are heard, and that 
decisions are made fairly and consistently, they are more 
likely to view the police as legitimate and comply voluntarily 
with the law. 

At the organisational level, compliance with ethical codes, 
operational policies, and standards of conduct ensures that 
procedural justice is embedded in daily policing practices. For 
example, adherence to the College of Policing’s Code of 
Ethics provides officers with clear guidance on fairness, 
integrity, and accountability, helping to standardize how 
decisions are made and how the public is treated.  

Strengthening procedural justice also has a reciprocal effect 
on officer behaviour. Officers who experience fairness and 
transparency within their organisation are more likely to treat 
members of the public equitably. A culture of organisational 
justice encourages professionalism, reduces discretionary 
misuse of power, and enhances confidence in internal 
accountability mechanisms. In turn, these fair interactions 
with the public build trust, encourage cooperation, and 
contribute to a self-reinforcing cycle of legitimacy. 

Finally, procedural justice extends beyond individual 
encounters to systemic and societal expectations. Policies 
and practices that reflect legal standards, anti-discrimination 
principles, and human rights obligations strengthen the 
credibility of the justice system as a whole. Citizens are more 
likely to support law enforcement and comply with its 
directives when they perceive that police actions and 
decisions are grounded in fairness, impartiality, and 
accountability. In this way, procedural justice serves as a 
cornerstone for sustaining legitimacy and trust in UK policing. 
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Enhancing Public Confidence 

Public confidence is a cornerstone of policing legitimacy, 
reflecting the extent to which communities trust that the 
police act fairly, lawfully, and ethically. In UK policing, 
organisational compliance plays a central role in fostering 
this trust. When police forces consistently follow policies, 
codes of conduct, and legal standards, it signals to the public 
that the organisation is accountable, professional, and 
committed to ethical practice, reinforcing perceptions of 
legitimacy. 

Mechanisms that visibly demonstrate accountability further 
enhance public confidence. Oversight bodies such as the 
Independent Office for Police Conduct (IOPC), complaint 
procedures, body-worn cameras, and transparent 
communication about policy enforcement show that 
misconduct is addressed and rules are applied consistently. 
These practices assure the public that police actions are 
impartial and reliable, encouraging cooperation and voluntary 
compliance with the law. 

Public confidence is also strengthened through procedural 
fairness in interactions. When citizens feel respected, heard, 
and treated equitably, perceptions of legitimacy are 
reinforced. This creates a positive feedback loop: trusted 
police receive greater cooperation from the community, 
which supports effective policing and encourages continued 
adherence to organisational compliance. Conversely, lapses 
in compliance or perceived unfairness can rapidly erode trust, 
demonstrating the critical importance of maintaining high 
standards in both policy and practice. 
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Internal Culture and Officer 
Motivation 

 
Internal culture within a police organisation significantly 
influences officer behaviour, compliance, and public 
perceptions of legitimacy. In UK policing, a positive culture 
emphasizes fairness, transparency, accountability, and 
adherence to professional standards. When officers perceive 
their organisation as just and ethical, they are more likely to 
act professionally, impartially, and with procedural fairness, 
whereas a culture perceived as biased or inconsistent can 
demotivate officers and increase the risk of misconduct. 

Organisational compliance reinforces a fair and ethical 
culture by providing clear policies, consistent disciplinary 
procedures, and transparent decision-making. Training, 
mentoring, and guidance on procedural justice embed 
organisational values, helping officers internalize ethical 
standards. Officers who experience fairness in promotions, 
workload distribution, and internal processes are more 
motivated to engage positively with the public and uphold 
legitimacy, while perceptions of unfairness can reduce 
morale and weaken compliance. 

The relationship between internal culture, officer motivation, 
and legitimacy is reciprocal. Motivated and fairly treated 
officers are more likely to interact respectfully with the public, 
follow policies diligently, and engage in community-focused 
policing. This fosters public confidence, encourages 
cooperation, and reinforces trust in policing institutions, 
demonstrating that organisational culture and officer 
motivation are central to sustaining legitimacy in UK policing. 
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Systemic Alignment 

Systemic alignment refers to the consistency between 
policing practices, organisational policies, and the broader 
legal and societal framework. In UK policing, maintaining 
systemic alignment is crucial for ensuring that the police are 
perceived as legitimate, fair, and accountable. This means 
that police organisations must operate in accordance with 
national laws, human rights standards, equality legislation, 
and societal expectations. When policies and practices align 
with these frameworks, the public is more likely to trust that 
the police act lawfully and ethically, reinforcing confidence in 
both individual officers and the institution as a whole. 

Systemic alignment also involves ensuring that organisational 
compliance reflects not only legal requirements but also 
societal values and community priorities. For example, anti-
discrimination legislation, public safety policies, and 
community engagement initiatives are all areas where 
systemic alignment is vital. When policing strategies are 
consistent with public expectations and legal obligations, 
citizens perceive the police as accountable and responsive, 
which strengthens legitimacy. Conversely, misalignment—
such as selective enforcement, discriminatory practices, or 
policies that ignore community concerns—can quickly 
undermine trust and legitimacy. 

Another critical aspect of systemic alignment is the 
integration of feedback mechanisms. Organisations that 
monitor public opinion, assess policy outcomes, and adapt 
practices based on evidence demonstrate responsiveness 
and a commitment to fairness. This creates a dynamic 
feedback loop where organisational compliance is 
continually evaluated against systemic standards, ensuring 
ongoing legitimacy. By embedding systemic alignment into 
policy design, training, and operational decisions, UK policing 
can maintain public confidence, reinforce procedural justice, 
and foster sustainable trust between officers, the 
organisation, and the communities they serve. 
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Feedback and Continuous 
Improvement 

Feedback and continuous improvement are central to 
maintaining legitimacy and trust in UK policing, as they allow 
organisations to adapt policies, practices, and behaviours in 
response to public and internal signals. Feedback 
mechanisms, such as complaints, public surveys, oversight 
by bodies like the Independent Office for Police Conduct 
(IOPC), and internal audits, provide crucial information about 
how policing actions are perceived and whether they align 
with ethical standards and community expectations. By 
systematically collecting and responding to feedback, police 
organisations can identify weaknesses, address misconduct, 
and ensure that policies remain relevant and effective. 

Continuous improvement ensures that organisational 
compliance is not static but evolves in line with emerging 
challenges, societal expectations, and evidence-based 
practices. For example, lessons learned from high-profile 
incidents, community concerns, or research into policing 
effectiveness can inform revisions to procedures, training 
programmes, and operational guidance. This dynamic 
approach allows police forces to correct errors, enhance 
procedural justice, and reinforce accountability, which 
directly strengthens both officer behaviour and public 
perceptions of legitimacy. 

The interplay between feedback and continuous 
improvement creates a positive feedback loop that sustains 
trust. When citizens observe that complaints are addressed, 
policies are updated, and organisational learning occurs, 
confidence in the police is reinforced. Similarly, officers who 
see their organisation actively improving processes and 
responding fairly to issues are more motivated to comply with 
policies and uphold ethical standards. Ultimately, embedding 
feedback and continuous improvement into policing practice 
ensures that organisational compliance remains adaptive, 
transparent, and responsive, fostering sustainable legitimacy 
and trust within the UK context. 
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Towards Fair and Trusted Policing 

Achieving fair and trusted policing in the UK requires an 
integrated approach that combines procedural justice, 
organisational compliance, internal culture, systemic 
alignment, and responsive feedback mechanisms. Fair policing 
is grounded in the consistent application of laws and policies, 
transparent decision-making, and equitable treatment of all 
members of the community. When officers interact with the 
public in ways that are respectful, impartial, and accountable, 
they demonstrate the principles of procedural justice, which 
form the foundation for public trust and perceived legitimacy. 
Fair policing is not limited to individual encounters but must be 
embedded across all organisational levels, from strategic 
decision-making to operational practices. 

Trust in policing is cultivated when communities perceive that 
police organisations are not only enforcing the law but doing so 
in alignment with societal values and legal standards. 
Organisational compliance ensures that policies, ethical codes, 
and procedures are applied consistently and transparently, 
while systemic alignment guarantees that policing practices 
reflect broader legal obligations and human rights principles. By 
demonstrating fairness in both internal processes and external 
interactions, police forces can foster confidence among officers 
and the public alike, creating a virtuous cycle in which trust 
reinforces legitimacy and compliance. 

Towards fair and trusted policing also requires continuous 
reflection, evaluation, and improvement. Feedback 
mechanisms such as public complaints, community 
engagement, internal audits, and oversight by independent 
bodies allow policing organisations to identify areas of concern 
and respond effectively. By embedding lessons learned into 
policies, training, and operational procedures, police forces can 
adapt to evolving challenges, maintain public confidence, and 
ensure that both officers and organisational structures uphold 
ethical and professional standards. Ultimately, fair and trusted 
policing is a dynamic, multi-level process that relies on 
sustained commitment to procedural justice, organisational 
compliance, accountability, and responsiveness to community 
expectations. 
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Case Scenario 1: Procedural 
Justice in Action 

A 17-year-old cyclist is stopped by a police officer for riding 
through a pedestrian zone, which is a minor traffic offence. 
Rather than immediately issuing a fine, the officer calmly 
approaches the individual, explains the reason for the stop, 
and asks for the cyclist’s perspective. The officer listens 
attentively, answers questions transparently, and 
emphasizes safety rather than punishment. After assessing 
the situation, the officer issues a verbal warning and 
encourages the cyclist to follow the rules in the future. 

Implications for Procedural Justice: 
 The officer’s behaviour demonstrates key elements of 

procedural justice: respect, neutrality, voice, and 
transparency. 

 The young person experiences fair treatment, even though 
a rule was technically broken, which fosters a perception 
of legitimacy and fairness in the policing process. 

 By emphasizing understanding and education rather than 
punishment, the officer reinforces trust in the police as 
approachable and just, rather than punitive or 
authoritarian. 

Impact on Officer and Organisational Legitimacy: 
 Officers who consistently use procedural justice are more 

likely to motivate voluntary compliance and cooperation 
from the public. 

 The officer’s actions reflect the organisation’s ethical 
standards and training, showing that internal policies 
promoting fairness are being followed. 

 Positive encounters like this contribute to a broader 
culture of legitimacy within the police force, as fair 
treatment becomes an expected norm. 

Feedback and Trust Outcomes: 
The positive public perception of the interaction reinforces 
procedural justice practices, encourages voluntary 
compliance, and strengthens overall trust and legitimacy in 
the police. 
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Case Scenario 2: Organisational 
Compliance and Accountability 

A UK police force discovers that an officer has been treating 
members of a minority community unfairly, including issuing 
disproportionate fines and using excessive force during minor 
incidents. The matter is reported internally and escalates to 
the Independent Office for Police Conduct (IOPC). The 
force follows established disciplinary procedures, 
suspending the officer pending investigation, conducting a 
thorough review, and communicating transparently with the 
public about the actions taken. 

Implications for Organisational Compliance: 
 Following formal procedures and ethical standards 

demonstrates that misconduct is taken seriously and 
rules apply consistently to all officers. 

 Transparent handling reassures the public and officers 
that accountability is embedded within the organisation. 

 Organisational compliance reinforces the perception of 
fairness, reducing the risk of mistrust or accusations of 
bias. 

Impact on Officer and Organisational Legitimacy: 
 Officers see that ethical standards and internal policies 

are enforced, reinforcing professional norms and 
motivating compliance. 

 The organisation demonstrates its commitment to 
integrity and transparency, strengthening credibility 
internally and externally. 

 Consistent enforcement of policies fosters a culture of 
accountability and reduces the likelihood of similar 
misconduct in the future. 

Feedback and Trust Outcomes: 
Transparent handling of the misconduct investigation 
reassures the public that complaints are taken seriously and 
that the police operate fairly. Community feedback informs 
organisational improvements, such as training or policy 
adjustments, creating a cycle of continuous improvement. 
Overall, consistent accountability and responsiveness 
strengthen trust in the police and reinforce their legitimacy. 
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Case Scenario 3: Internal Culture 
and Officer Motivation 

A UK police department implements a new mentoring and 
training programme focused on ethical decision-making, 
procedural justice, and community engagement. Officers 
report feeling supported, valued, and clear about 
organisational expectations. The programme also 
encourages peer support and regular reflection on 
professional standards, reinforcing a positive workplace 
culture. 

Implications for Internal Culture: 
 A positive organisational culture emphasizes fairness, 

transparency, and ethical behaviour, which directly 
influences officer actions. 

 Officers who feel supported and treated fairly are more 
likely to internalize organisational values and act 
professionally in interactions with the public. 

 Strengthening internal culture reduces the risk of 
misconduct and promotes consistent adherence to 
policies and codes of conduct. 

Impact on Officer and Organisational Legitimacy: 
 Motivated officers are more likely to engage respectfully 

and fairly with the community, reinforcing procedural 
justice. 

 Internal culture that prioritizes ethical behaviour and 
support enhances overall organisational credibility and 
professional standards. 

 A culture of fairness and accountability strengthens the 
police force’s legitimacy both internally (among officers) 
and externally (in the public eye). 

Feedback and Trust Outcomes: 
Positive internal culture and motivated officers lead to fair 
and professional interactions with the public, which in turn 
build community confidence and trust. Observing ethical 
behaviour reinforces perceptions of organisational 
legitimacy, creating a self-sustaining cycle where officer 
motivation and public trust mutually strengthen one another. 
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Case Scenario 4: Systemic 
Alignment 

A UK police force revises its stop-and-search policy to better 
align with anti-discrimination legislation, human rights 
standards, and community feedback. Officers receive 
updated training on legal requirements, impartiality, and 
procedural fairness. The revised policy is clearly 
communicated to officers and the public, emphasizing 
consistency, transparency, and fairness in enforcement. 

Implications for Systemic Alignment: 
 Policies that align with legal frameworks and societal 

expectations demonstrate the organisation’s 
commitment to fairness and accountability. 

 Consistent and impartial application of stop-and-search 
powers reduces perceptions of bias and increases public 
confidence. 

 Systemic alignment ensures policing practices reflect 
both organisational standards and broader societal 
values, reinforcing legitimacy. 

Impact on Officer and Organisational Legitimacy: 
 Officers are guided by clear, legally and ethically sound 

policies, which promotes consistent and professional 
behaviour. 

• The organisation demonstrates credibility and 
responsiveness to community concerns, strengthening 
internal and external trust. 

• Alignment with systemic standards reduces misconduct 
risk and fosters a culture of accountability and ethical 
policing. 

Feedback and Trust Outcomes: 
Fair and consistent application of the revised stop-and-
search policy increases public confidence and trust in the 
police. Community feedback informs ongoing improvements, 
ensuring policies remain responsive and aligned with societal 
expectations. Overall, systemic alignment reinforces 
legitimacy and demonstrates that policing is accountable, 
impartial, and ethically grounded. 



 18 

 

  

 

 

Case Scenario 5: Feedback and 
Continuous Improvement 

During a large public protest, several complaints are received 
about excessive use of force by officers. The police force 
reviews body-worn camera footage, gathers statements from 
officers and attendees, and engages with community 
representatives. Lessons learned are used to update 
operational guidance, improve training on crowd 
management, and refine policies to prevent similar issues in 
the future. 

Implications for Feedback and Continuous Improvement: 
 Actively collecting and responding to feedback 

demonstrates organisational accountability and 
commitment to ethical policing. 

 Continuous improvement ensures that policies, training, 
and operational practices remain relevant, fair, and 
aligned with community expectations. 

 Feedback mechanisms allow the organisation to identify 
weaknesses and correct errors before they escalate, 
maintaining public trust. 

Impact on Officer and Organisational Legitimacy: 
 Officers see that feedback is valued and acted upon, 

which reinforces professional norms and motivates 
compliance with ethical standards. 

 The organisation strengthens its credibility and 
demonstrates transparency and responsiveness, 
enhancing internal and external legitimacy. 

 Incorporating lessons learned into training and policies 
fosters a culture of reflection, accountability, and 
continuous improvement. 

Feedback and Trust Outcomes: 
Public perception of accountability is strengthened when 
complaints are addressed and policies are updated based on 
feedback. Community engagement and visible improvements 
reinforce trust, showing that the police are responsive, fair, 
and committed to continuous improvement. This ongoing 
adaptation supports legitimacy and fosters a positive, 
collaborative relationship between the police and the 
community. 



 19 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

Conclusion 

“True legitimacy is earned through fairness, not just 

authority” 

The tension between policing “by the book” (following rules, 
policies, and ethical standards) and “by the boss” (complying 
with hierarchical directives or managerial pressure) highlights 
the delicate balance between organisational control and 
officer discretion. While adherence to rules ensures 
consistency, legality, and accountability, blind obedience to 
authority can undermine procedural justice, internal culture, 
and legitimacy. Officers who follow orders without 
understanding or internalising ethical standards may act 
mechanically, potentially eroding public trust and weakening 
organisational credibility. 

Sustainable policing in the UK requires a balance where 
officers are guided by clear policies and ethical codes but also 
encouraged to exercise professional judgement within a 
framework of accountability. Integrating procedural justice, 
organisational compliance, and feedback mechanisms 
ensures that officers act in ways that are lawful, fair, and 
perceived as legitimate by the public. By fostering an 
environment where officers can follow rules thoughtfully 
rather than merely obey directives, police organisations 
strengthen both internal culture and community trust. 

Ultimately, effective policing combines adherence to 
standards with empowerment, creating a culture in which 
compliance, ethics, and public legitimacy reinforce one 
another. Striking this balance is essential for maintaining 
professional integrity, officer motivation, and enduring public 
confidence in UK policing. 
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https://www.policeconduct.gov.uk/
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmicfrs
https://www.npcc.police.uk/
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/15/contents
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1998/42/contents
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1984/60/contents
https://www.college.police.uk/guidance/stop-and-search
https://www.policeconduct.gov.uk/our-work/investigations
https://www.policeconduct.gov.uk/our-work/investigations
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