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Abstract

Purpose – This paper aims to assess COVID-19 as presenting both a crisis and opportunity for police

trust and legitimacy by considering the role of police in delivering the legislative requirements of

government and enforcing various health orders across Australia and New Zealand.

Design/methodology/approach – The research relies on a mixed-methods analysis of national,

commonwealth, state and territory policy, corporate police reports, academic commentary and media

coverage throughout the pandemic. Survey data gathered during the pandemic relevant to trust and

legitimacy in police andgovernment is also analysed.

Findings – Five findings relating to police trust and legitimacy are identified. They reveal that police

mostly did seize the pandemic as an opportunity to implement practices that enhanced perceptions of

trust and legitimacy. However, even where police were able to leverage COVID-19 as an opportunity, the

protracted nature of the pandemic posed a challenge for maintaining trust and legitimacy gains. The

findings also underscore the importance of a continued focus on building trust and legitimacy post-

pandemic to counter any lingering consequences.

Research limitations/implications – The applicability of the findings outside the Australian and New

Zealand context may be limited, given differences in jurisdictional legislative frameworks and policing

operational environments.

Practical implications – This study identifies good community engagement practice for pandemic

policing, contributes to communication strategies for managing trust decay during an emergency,

forecasts ongoing trust and legitimacy challenges to policing’s post-pandemic operational environment

and enhances aspects of post-pandemic recruitment approaches.

Originality/value – The findings contribute to emerging police practice and research on building and

sustaining trust and legitimacy during periods of uncertainty and volatility, such as during and after a

pandemic.

Keywords Procedural justice, Policing, Emergency management, Community engagement,

COVID-19, Conspiracy theories, Trust and legitimacy
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Introduction

As the contours of the COVID-19 pandemic, and policing’s role in the broader response,

were beginning to take shape a common observation emerged, the pandemic posed both a

risk to perceptions of police trust and legitimacy, but also presented an opportunity. Loader

(2020) identified that the policing of “lockdowns” started a conversation “about police

power and its limits, and about the fragile relation between the exercise of those powers

and public consent” (2020, p. 1). Similarly, Jones (2020) argued that the pandemic created

a fork in the road for policing towards either militarised responses and deepening divides or

compassionate responses built on procedurally fair operations to enhance post-pandemic

perceptions of legitimacy. Evans (2020) also pointed out that while the pandemic provided
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an opportunity to reinforce (or fully implement) trust-building initiatives, policing’s role in

enforcing restrictions was possibly a long-term prospect and could become a routine

feature of policing.

Australia experienced four major waves of COVID-19 between March 2020 and March

2022. New Zealand experienced three, with one occurring in 2020, 2021 and 2022,

respectively. Forecasts at the outset of 2023 are cautiously optimistic that the worst of the

pandemic may be over. Consequently, at this juncture, an assessment of “COVID-19 as

both a crisis and an opportunity” for trust and legitimacy is warranted. This article

undertakes such an assessment by analysing the role of police in delivering the legislative

requirements of government and enforcing various health orders across Australia and New

Zealand. Using trust and legitimacy – and the key behaviours they produce – as conceptual

frameworks, five findings were identified. These are:

� Finding 1: “engage and explain first” strategies may build trust and legitimacy.

� Finding 2: the risk of “trust decay” increases the longer an emergency persists.

� Finding 3: police had mixed success in engaging with minority communities.

� Finding 4: trust building may assist in countering conspiracy theories.

� Finding 5: perceptions of trust and legitimacy may impact police recruitment.

The findings were identified through a mixed-methods analysis of national, commonwealth,

state and territory policy, corporate police reports, academic commentary and media

coverage. Survey data gathered at different points during the pandemic relevant to trust

and legitimacy in police and government is also analysed.

Taken together, the findings reveal that police mostly did seize the pandemic as an

opportunity to implement practices that enhanced perceptions of trust and legitimacy.

However, even where police were able to leverage COVID-19 as an opportunity, the

protracted nature of the pandemic posed a serious challenge for maintaining trust and

legitimacy gains. This finding, as well as those pertaining to the emergence of conspiracy

theories and recruitment challenges underscore the importance of a continued, post-

pandemic focus on (re)building trust and legitimacy to counter the lingering consequences

of the pandemic.

The COVID-19 response in Australia and New Zealand

Australia’s federal system disperses powers and responsibilities across multiple levels of

government. During times of crisis, this system aims to promote centralisation and national

unity while recognising the legitimacy of sub-national policy variation and implementation

(Bromfield and McConnell, 2021). Given this balancing act, the emergence of COVID-19

led to the creation of an intergovernmental forum (The National Cabinet) – comprised of all

states and territories and chaired by the federal government – to develop and coordinate

the overall response strategy to the pandemic. The initial response strategy in 2020 focused

on elimination (Oliver, 2021), a “zero-covid” approach, which relied on the use of border

closures, quarantine, contact tracing and “snap lockdowns”. In July 2021, elimination was

replaced with a “suppression” strategy, supported by proof of vaccination. Strategy

implementation was left to the direction of each state and territory government, advised by

their respective chief health officers. As a result, rules, regulations and enforcement differed

across Australian jurisdictions (Edwards et al., 2022).

Like Australia, the New Zealand government initially pursued an elimination strategy but

switched to vaccine-supported suppression with the emergence of the “delta” variant in

October 2021 (Blair et al., 2022; Corlett, 2021). However, unlike Australia, New Zealand has a

unitary system of government, which centralises decision-making power and responsibility.
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Consequently, both New Zealand’s COVID-19 strategy and its implementation were

centralised, specifically under the governance of the National Crisis Management Centre

(Bromfield and McConnell, 2021).

While fluctuating with the respective waves and across states, territories and regions,

pandemic measures in both countries were on average very stringent (Hale et al., 2021). In

the Australian state of Victoria, for instance, a nightly curfew was implemented in late 2021

for approximately sixweeks (Edwards et al., 2022). In all jurisdictions, police organisations

were central to the pandemic response, either as a coordinating or supporting agency. In

both coordinating or supporting roles, police were given powers to enforce measures

supporting the response strategies. These included the closure of national and domestic

borders, gathering restrictions, “stay at home orders”, business closures and mandatory

mask wearing. Consequently, the pandemic saw police wielding unprecedent powers and

encountering members of the community in new and uncertain contexts.

Understanding trust and legitimacy

Police–public interactions often occur in contexts characterised by uncertainty and risk.

Reasons for this include criminogenic factors, the vulnerability of those requiring police

assistance and the inherent risks associated with institutional roles authorising the use of

force for reasons beyond self or other defence. Trust is a perception that helps individuals

mitigate such uncertainty and risk by providing assurance that others will act in expected

ways (Mayer and Davis, 1999). Formally, trust captures “the positive features of an

individual’s (the trustor’s) expectations for how another party (the trustee) might act in

situations of uncertainty, risk, or vulnerability” (Evans, 2020, p. 1; Jackson et al., 2022).

The features of trust judgements towards police can be divided into four dimensions

(Evans, 2020). The first dimension – effectiveness – captures what Jackson and Bradford

refer to as instrumental trust, i.e. judgements relating to competencies and the likelihood of

police successfully discharging their duties (Jackson and Bradford, 2009). The remaining

three dimensions (intentions, fairness and value alignment) are “expressive” (or normative)

judgements focused on police procedure and practices necessary for conducting the

business of policing.

Legitimacy, on the other hand, is a belief that an institution is morally justified in wielding

power and using force (Tyler, 2006). According to Tyler’s definition, legitimate institutions

are those that are trusted, perceived to act in appropriate ways and those towards which

people feel a (voluntary) obligation to obey. As identified by Myhill and Quinton (2011),

police can enhance perceptions of legitimacy by listening to the views of those they interact

with, while explaining the reasoning behind decision-making. These actions, alongside

treating people with dignity and fairness, are widely recognised as key elements of

procedural justice (Hough et al., 2010; Murphy et al., 2014).

Importantly, if trust is considered a necessary condition of legitimacy, an institution can only

be considered legitimate if it is also trusted. In practice, this means that perceptions of

legitimacy may be enhanced through trust-building initiatives.

Trust and legitimacy during a pandemic

The importance of building and maintaining trust and legitimacy with the community,

particularly during times of crisis, can be explained by two behaviours trust and

legitimacy produce [1] that are vital to the discharge of policing functions. These behaviours

are cooperation and compliance (Bottoms and Tankebe, 2012; Mazerolle et al., 2013;

Murphy et al., 2022).

Cooperation reflects a willingness to voluntarily assist institutions and communities. For

“business as usual policing”, cooperation often translates to reporting crime or to voluntarily
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engaging with police in other proactive ways. During a pandemic, cooperative behaviours

assist in slowing the spread of disease and help protect community well-being. Research

conducted during COVID-19 found, for example, that if individuals trusted the authorities,

they were more likely to engage in cooperative behaviours like voluntarily self-isolating

(Pagliaro et al., 2021).

Compliance is the adherence to the lawful instructions issued by institutions and the

authorised officers of that institution. Promoting compliance helps quell the risk of

disobedience and reduces confrontation with the authorities. During a pandemic, the

stringency of the government countermeasures tends to track the severity of the threat to

public health. Yet, the more stringent the countermeasures, the more careful police must be

to avoid perceptions of heavy-handed enforcement to avoid a loss of compliance. A failure

to retain high levels of compliance creates the opportunity for disruption and risks

spreading the disease, which may in turn stretch already over-burdened emergency

services. The perception that police are taking a compassionate, or “human” approach to

enforcement – which is linked to procedural justice – can help to alleviate such risks

(Sheldon, 2021).

In short, initiatives to build and sustain trust and legitimacy are important to both the

success of policing more generally and are arguably even more critical when policing

public health emergencies like the COVID-19 pandemic.

Five findings for police trust and legitimacy

With the importance of these concepts and the behaviours they produce in mind, the rest of

the article identifies and analyses five findings.

Finding 1: ‘‘engage and explain first’’ strategies may build trust and legitimacy

Governments across Australia and New Zealand introduced legislation mandating

compliance with police enforcement of various health orders, except in cases where

individuals had a reasonable excuse or fell under a specified exemption. The expectations

of government and the approach taken by police in encouraging and enforcing these

directives, however, were (and remain) vital.

Evidence suggests that approaching pandemic policing with an “engage and explain first,

enforce last” strategy maintains (and may even enhance) community trust (Roberts, 2022;

Nix et al., 2021). For example, the approach taken by the Queensland Police Service

(QPS) – supported by the Queensland government and the Queensland Chief Health

Officer – relied on a graduated “three Cs” model, namely, compassion, communication and

compliance. Compassion underpinned interactions with the community, and officers were

encouraged to undertake small initiatives like handing out masks where an individual did

not have one. In terms of communication, officers sought to explain the rules when

interacting with the public while also engaging in proactive measures such as designing

infographics for the community to assist in complying with the regularly changing directives

(Queensland Police Service, 2021). Enforcement (compliance) action was reserved for

cases where blatant and reckless disregard was shown. In these circumstances,

enforcement action included the issuing of Penalty Infringement Notices, and the initiation of

prosecution for the more serious breaches (Queensland Police Service, 2021). The three Cs

approach relies heavily on the importance of exercising discretion in determining when an

enforcement approach was necessary, as well as other key elements of procedural justice

such as dignity and voice through compassion and communication. Underpinning the

public commitment to policing by the three Cs was also an open commitment to

approaching interactions with the public in non-arbitrary, consistent ways.

j JOURNAL OF CRIMINOLOGICAL RESEARCH, POLICY AND PRACTICE j



While still limited due to the ongoing nature of the pandemic, preliminary evidence backs

these kinds of approaches as conducive to building perceptions of trust (at least initially).

According to the Australian General Social Survey conducted in 2019, across all Australian

jurisdictions an average of 76.8% of respondents felt that police could be trusted compared

to 72.3% of respondents based in Queensland. However, when conducted in 2020, the

same survey captured a slight rise in trust across all jurisdictions to 79.3% but a significant

increase to 82.3% in Queensland (ABS, 2019, 2020). Conversely, McCarthy et al. (2021)

found that during the first Australian lockdowns in early 2020, those who perceived police-

initiated encounters to be procedurally unjust were more likely to express non-compliance

than respondents who had no contact with police or who perceived police-initiated contact

to be procedurally just (McCarthy et al., 2021). Importantly, approaches like the three Cs do

not just benefit perceptions of trust in police. Research conducted by Murphy et al. (2022)

in Australia during the first eight months of the pandemic found that survey respondents

who perceived police as more procedurally just in their enforcement of COVID-19

restrictions were also more likely to trust government (Murphy et al., 2022). One explanation

for this positive association may be due to police being the most visible element of

government countermeasures.

In short, engage and explain first, enforce last approaches may serve to operationalise

procedural justice, and thus increase perceptions of trust and legitimacy and the

associated behaviours of cooperation and compliance.

Finding 2: the risk of ‘‘trust decay’’ increases the longer an emergency persists

While the strategies discussed above may enhance perceptions of trust and legitimacy at

the outset of an emergency like a pandemic, evidence suggests that the longer such an

emergency persists, the more difficult it is to maintain such positive perceptions.

Perry et al. (2021) identified this trend over the course of the pandemic through their survey

work on perceptions of trust in the Israeli police. In early 2020, during the first wave of the

pandemic, 42% of respondents claimed police could be trusted. When surveyed again in

early 2021, this number had dropped to 31%. Similarly, perceptions of police fairness also

showed a statistically significant drop from 29% in the first survey, to 21% in the second

(Perry et al., 2021). This was accompanied by a decline in respondents’ inclination to

cooperate and comply with police (Perry et al., 2021).

While there are important differences to the Israeli context, similar patterns can be seen

when examining surveys conducted across Australia and New Zealand during the

pandemic. Community confidence [2] in Victoria police, captured in annual reporting data,

fell from 79.9% across 2020–2021 to 78.5% in 2021–2022 (Victoria Police, 2022). It is

possible that rather than being attributable to the length of the pandemic, the observed

drop in trust could be partly due to what has been characterised as a more aggressive and

militarised response to enforcing government restrictions (Kampmark and Christie, 2021) as

well as to several high-profile integrity scandals (Vedelago, 2022). However, despite

adopting different styles of pandemic policing and remaining largely free from integrity

scandals, other police jurisdictions also experienced some losses in trust. For example,

despite an initial spike likely attributable to the “three Cs” approach, community confidence

in QPS slid from 83.70% across 2020–2021, to 78.3% across 2021–2022 (Queensland

Police Service, 2021, 2022). The approach of the New Zealand Police towards enforcing

government restrictions was similar to QPS, focusing on engaging and educating first and

only resorting to warnings or prosecutorial measures as a last resort (New Zealand Police,

2020a, 2020b). Also similar to the QPS, perceptions of trust in the New Zealand Police

initially spiked following the first lockdown (Sibley et al., 2020), but gradually declined

thereafter. According to annual reporting data, trust in the New Zealand Police fell from 77%

in June 2020 to 75% in June 2021, and then to 74% in June 2022 (New Zealand Police,

2020a, 2020b, 2021, 2022).
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An initial spike, followed by a decline over the course of the pandemic can also be seen in

data capturing perceptions of trust in government. According to the long-running Mapping

Social Cohesion report, trust in the Australian federal government was at 36% in 2019,

before rising to 56% in July 2020. However, these rates subsequently declined to 44% in

July 2021 and then to 41% in 2022 (O’Donnell, 2022). Similarly, 44% of respondents to the

Edelman Trust Barometer survey in November 2019 trusted the Australian government. This

figure grew to 61% in November 2020 and fell to 52% in November 2021. In New Zealand,

trust in government was measured at 61% in early 2020, 74% in early 2021 and at 61% in

early 2022 (Chapple and Prickett, 2022). As Goldfinch et al. (2021) point out, these trust

spikes are likely linked to perceptions of effective pandemic management. Polling across

both countries on perceptions of pandemic management also support this (Essential

Research, 2021; Ipsos, 2022).

The observed “spike and decline” trend in both policing and government may be explained

by findings from the broader emergency management literature. During a disaster or an

emergency, an initial “rallying” effect occurs (Toya and Skidmore, 2014), likely due to the

shared nature of the threat that people often see as requiring a collective response. This in

turn increases support for government and policing efforts (Laufs and Waseem, 2020).

Governments may actively encourage this mindset, as seen by the repeated “team of five

million” refrain employed by the New Zealand government to encourage a sense of

collegiality in the face of COVID-19 (Gilray, 2021). However, the longer an emergency

persists, the more uncertain people become about its resolution, transforming initial

enthusiasm and eagerness into exhaustion and fatigue. In physiological terms, this is where

acute stress becomes chronic (Murphy, 2020).

Another explanation for the observed trend in levels of trust in policing may be increased

awareness of the costs generated by pandemic policing, especially where significant

policing resources are channelled towards enforcing health measures. While some policing

resources can be redirected due to certain crime types falling in response to gathering

restrictions (e.g. crime linked to nightlife), other crime types may spike. In some Australian

jurisdictions, for instance, this was true of domestic violence (Carrington et al., 2021), both

in aggregate numbers and in the severity of cases (Boxhall et al, 2020). Consequently, a

reduced need to respond to some crime types was in part offset by increases elsewhere.

Importantly this kind of resource redirection may impact perceptions of effectiveness-based

trust. Nix et al (2021) identified that support for pandemic policing does not diminish

people’s expectations for police to deliver broader crime control initiatives. Perry et al

(2021) also found strong support for this view. In their study, close to 50% of respondents to

the first survey believed that a focus on pandemic policing undermined policing’s ability to

effectively discharge their other functions. In the second survey, this number rose to 65%

(Perry et al., 2021). This puts police in a potential bind when allocating resources.

As Perry et al (2021) also point out, “costs” may include a socio-psychological toll incurred

by a heavier police presence in people’s everyday lives. This theory was echoed by the

Chief Commissioner of Victoria Police in 2021 when giving context to declining levels of

trust. According to the Chief Commissioner:

During the COVID-19 period of time we [Victoria Police] are giving out infringements. We are

encountering people for whom otherwise this could be their first interaction with police, where

they are getting a warning or a ticket from us (Public Accounts and Estimates Committee, p. 11).

In short, if a greater number of people encounter enforcement-orientated interactions with

the police or may at least be made aware of such encounters, this may have an impact on

levels of trust. Lastly, police responsibility for the enforcement of laws and directives can

also be confused by the public with police responsibility or support for such laws, leading to

police “soaking up” negative perceptions of government policy.
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To some extent then, a trust decay may be difficult to prevent. However, this is not to

suggest that police are incapable of having some degree of influence over their public

image during times of crisis. Adherence to certain principles when engaging with the public

as seen in the case of QPS has some impact. Communicating to the public the ongoing and

sustained efforts to combat crime despite the existence of an emergency may also go some

way towards mitigating slides in perceptions of effectiveness based trust. Police should be

prepared, though, to not always see increased perceptions of trust as an outcome of such

initiatives the longer a crisis persists. Perhaps the best that can be hoped for is the

maintenance of pre-crisis levels.

Finding 3: police had mixed success engaging with minority communities

Successfully engaging with all communities over the pandemic was important for police to

get right. Yet not all communities have the same trust and legitimacy relationships with

police, necessitating extra care in the engagement with, and policing of these communities.

Over the pandemic, police success in doing so was mixed. One such example was the

possible over-policing of minority communities (or at least the perception that this was

occurring). Concerns were flagged in both countries that minority communities were being

disproportionately singled out for COVID-19-related infringements. An inquiry into the

Victorian Government’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic, for example, found that on a

per capita basis the most disadvantaged local government areas (LGAs) received twice the

number of COVID-19 fines when compared to LGAs with the highest levels of

socioeconomic advantage (Parliament of Victoria, 2021). Data on COVID-19 fines released

in 2021 also showed that despite representing only 0.8% of Victoria’s population, Aboriginal

and Torres Strait Islander people represented 4.7% of the fines (Taylor, 2021). In New

Zealand, during the first lockdown of April–May 2020, 40.2% of people warned or facing

court for “offences against justice procedures, government security, and government

operations” (which included COVID-19-related offences) were of M�aori descent. This is

despite M�aori constituting 16.5% of the country’s population (Daalder, 2020). Similar

concerns were also raised in the USA (Kajeepeta et al, 2021) and England (Harris et al,

2022).

None of this is to suggest that police deliberately targeted minority communities, either for

prejudicial reasons or because they believed members of minority communities were more

likely to break the rules. Rather, as research by Turner et al (2022) revealed, when

accounting for the higher number of fines issued to minority ethnic communities in England,

some police officers believed that members of minority groups were more likely to break the

rules in circumstances that rendered them more visible to police (Turner et al, 2022).

According to participants interviewed in the study, this is because there is an overlap

between these communities and areas perceived as disadvantaged, or “problematic”

where police presence already tends to be higher. Another cited reason was that members

of minority communities are more likely to live in overcrowded, smaller houses with less

outdoor space (Turner et al, 2022).

The challenge for policing is that even if the disproportionate attention faced by these

communities can be explained by way of the above, the perception of intentional targeting

may be difficult to refute. This is important because feeling targeted directly impacts

perceptions of police fairness (Tyler, 2005). Such experiences during the pandemic may be

challenging for police going forward, particularly as perceptions of trust among minority

communities is already lower than average across Australia (Murphy and Cherney, 2011;

Sivasubramaniam and Goodman-Delahunty, 2008) and New Zealand (New Zealand Police,

2020a, 2020b).

Yet, police also took the pandemic as an opportunity to implement some promising

initiatives with minority communities. The assistance and engagement of New Zealand

Police with the M�aori run “iwi-checkpoints” is such an example. Fears were raised early in
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the pandemic, and later confirmed through hospitalisation rates (Steyn et al, 2021), that

COVID-19 posed a particular threat to M�aori. To address this risk, checkpoints were

established by volunteers – predominantly in Taranaki, Northland and the East Coast of

New Zealand – to discourage travel into isolated areas with higher M�aori populations

(McMeeking and Savage, 2020). During the initial stages of the pandemic, police engaged

on a more ad hoc basis with the checkpoints, and some political controversy emerged. In

response, the police commissioner made public efforts to outline police’s involvement

(Coster, 2020), and in late 2021, legislation was amended to clarify the powers and

arrangements at these checkpoints (RNZ Staff, 2021). Following these developments,

police engagement with the checkpoints began to resemble more of a partnership (Stanley

and Bradley, 2021). According to Deckert et al. (2021), such instances of partnership

resemble what they refer to as “next-to-government” policing. This form of plural policing is

similar to Loader’s (2002) “by government” policing but separate, in that it takes place in

more legally contested contexts (Deckert et al, 2021).

Importantly, besides the potential public health benefits, some Iwi-checkpoint volunteers

stated that they believed a key benefit of police involvement with the checkpoints was to

improve the historically fraught trust relationships between M�aori communities and police

(Deckert et al, 2021). Others pointed out that the arrangements came close to resembling a

treaty partnership as police were actively seeking guidance from local communities and

deferring to localised knowledge in decision-making (Johnsen, 2020). This kind of

alignment with community values is, as previously noted, a key dimension of building trust.

These arrangements may point to a future pathway for police partnerships, particularly with

communities where historically fraught relations have existed, both to enhance trust and

deliver effective services for the community.

Finding 4: trust building may assist in countering conspiracy theories

The effects of conspiracy theories on policing’s operating environment also became clear

over COVID-19, raising important questions about policing’s role in responding to them.

While conspiracy theories of course precede COVID-19, pandemics act as a risk multiplier

due to a convergence of key conspiracy antecedents. Research suggests that there is a

positive association between conspiratorial thinking and conditions that make individuals

feel disempowered (van Prooijen and Douglas, 2018), a key feature of these conditions

often being low trust in authorities (Abalakina-Paap et al, 1999; Goertzel, 1994). Belief in

conspiracy theories may allow individuals to feel like they are contributing to something

important (Krek�o, 2021). Stress and anxiety have also both been identified as possible

antecedents of conspiracy theory beliefs (Swami et al, 2016) due the neat, causal

explanations for otherwise complex events offered by conspiracy theories (Hofstadter,

2008). Unsurprisingly, these antecedents map directly onto some of the psychological

effects caused by COVID-19 (Robinson et al, 2021) and by measures intended to slow its

spread (Butterworth et al, 2022).

The pandemic has, perhaps more than any other event in recent history, demonstrated for

policing what van projien and Douglas (2018) have previously pointed out: conspiratorial

beliefs are consequential. Conspiratorial beliefs about COVID-19 are associated with

reduced inclinations to support preventative health behaviours (Imhoff and Lamberty,

2020), lower rates of vaccination against the virus (McCarthy et al, 2022; Romer and

Jamieson, 2020) and less willingness to support and comply with legally mandated

restrictions (Allington and Dhavan, 2020; Murphy et al, 2022). Besides the increased non-

compliance observed among those with conspiratorial beliefs, in Australia and New

Zealand conspiracy beliefs also led to more serious crime and disorder. This included the

attempted sabotage of vital infrastructure (Griffiths, 2022), threats against public figures

and plots to disrupt government (Australian Federal Police, 2022). Most noticeably,

conspiratorial claims and messaging were clear features of the anti-government protests
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across both Australia and New Zealand in 2021 and 2022, which ultimately resulted in

serious disruptions and violence (Gillespie and Breen, 2022).

With the worst impact of the COVID-19 pandemic likely over – and with it measures

intended to slow the spread – some of the conspiracy thinking is likely to recede. However,

global crises like the Russo–Ukrainian war, post-pandemic economic inflation and the

increasing measures to combat the effects of climate change will likely provide fertile

ground for conspiracy antecedents. Social media “Influencers” who gained large followings

during the pandemic through spreading COVID-19 misinformation will also continue to

provide an avenue for the spread of conspiracy theories (Hannah et al, 2022). To sustain

traffic to their social media pages in the face of waning interest in the causes that animated

COVID-19 conspiracies (such as lockdowns and vaccination campaigns), these influencers

are likely to “agenda surf” by pivoting their content towards the aforementioned global

crises.

The effects of conspiracy theories, as seen through the pandemic, place police at the

forefront of a complex and multifaceted environment. Clearly, the behaviours resulting from

the proliferation of conspiracy theories impact policing’s operational environment, yet many

of the common approaches for dealing with them lie outside of policing’s remit (Evans,

2021). Those which do lie within policing’s remit are mostly longer-term, preventative

strategies revolving around enhancing community trust and perceptions of legitimacy,

given the association between conspiracies, perceptions of disempowerment and low trust

environments. A continued emphasis on the principles of procedural justice when

interacting with the public may also assist in enhancing perceptions of control. These

preventative strategies are particularly important to get right with minority communities as

they are both more likely to have less trust in police and more likely to believe conspiracy

theories (Hogg et al, 2017; Freeman et al., 2022; Romer and Jamieson, 2020). However, to

avoid perceptions of undue targeting (and therefore of persecution), care should be

exercised where trust building initiatives with these communities focus heavily on

community presence and visibility.

Finding 5: perceptions of trust and legitimacy may impact police recruitment

An unprecedented recruitment challenge for Australian and New Zealand police, felt to

varying degrees across all states and territories, emerged over the course of the pandemic.

While possibly attributable to broader market conditions, the impact of pandemic policing

on perceptions of trust and legitimacy may also be responsible.

Outside an initial spike – likely due to the perceived stability of police work during times of

crisis (PERF, 2020) – applications to join police fell as the pandemic wore on. In South

Australia, recruitment shortages lead to the delay of at least three recruit courses in 2022

due to low numbers (Hunt, 2022). Similarly, New South Wales Police had to postpone

training courses due to a lack of applicants (Fife-Yeomans and Morri, 2022). In Queensland,

senior recruitment planners publicly expressed fears that recruitment would fall short of

target allocations (Cooper, 2022). Responding to similar recruitment challenges in Western

Australia, the state government initiated a “desperate” drive for prospective applicants in

Ireland, the UK and New Zealand (Hickey, 2022). The overall recruitment situation was

variously described by Australian police associations/unions as a “recruitment emergency”

and a “crisis point” (Cooper, 2022).

Survey data gathered in Australia over the course of the pandemic also captured a slide in

young people’s interest in joining policing. The annual Mission Australia Youth Survey found

that in 2019, 8.1% of respondents (aged between 15 and 19) expressed interest in joining

the police (and defence). In 2020, this fell to 7.3% before dropping to 3.3% of respondents

in 2021 (Mission Australia, 2019, 2020, 2021). Notably, interest only declined by 0.1%
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between 2018 and 2019 (Mission Australia, 2018). In short, declining interest tracked the

emergence of COVID-19.

It is possible that the above shortages and declining interest were influenced by COVID-19, but

for reasons unrelated to perceptions of trust and legitimacy. Factors such as the broader

economic conditions caused by COVID-19 may instead be responsible. In 2022, for example,

Australia reached record levels of unemployment (Cole, 2022), likely increasing competition

between the public and private sector for prospective employees. Throughout the pandemic,

many industries and professions, including policing, also experienced heightened rates of

burnout and fatigue (De Camargo, 2022). Increased anxiety and stress among Australian police

officers was also a direct outcome of adapting to rapidly changing enforcement environments

and restrictions brought about by COVID-19 (Bamberry et al, 2022). These challenges spurred

an increase in sick leave, resignation and early retirement from police services (Charman and

Bennett, 2022). It is possible that public perceptions of these challenges through media

reporting, also deterred potential recruits (Ho, 2022; Walls, 2021).

However, emerging evidence suggests that potential recruits may not be as sensitive to

market-orientated incentives as once thought. When testing concerns individuals may have

about joining police, McLean et al. (2022) found that concerns such as remuneration and

career advancement had little to no impact on the views of participants. Meanwhile, the

opportunity to create positive change had the strongest effect on interest in becoming a

police officer, while concerns about procedural injustice dampened interest (McLean et al,

2022). In their novel 2017 study, Todak found that prospective police applicants weigh

levels of public distrust and scrutiny of police against the attractiveness of a career in

policing (Todak, 2017). Similarly, Cross and Fine (2022) found that greater exposure to

negative policing content on social media, led to more negative views of police legitimacy,

which reduced the desirability of a policing career.

These findings may help explain the noted slide in intentions of young Australians to join

policing over the course of the pandemic. Firstly, the enforcement of COVID-19 measures

produced a steady stream of negative policing content on social media, often through the

spread of viral videos and news stories. A high-profile example in Australia was the

livestreaming of a heavily pregnant woman being handcuffed and arrested in her home

after posting a Facebook event seeking to organise a protest in contravention of gathering

restrictions (Rettino, 2020). In 2020, a story about police fining an individual for eating on a

park bench during lockdown attracted both criticism and humour (McGowan and Smee,

2020). A video of five police officers surrounding two elderly women (also sitting at a park

bench) went similarly viral (Piovesan, 2020), prompting an acknowledgement from the

Victorian Chief Commissioner that such events can damage perceptions of trust (Public

Accounts and Estimates Committee, 2021). Secondly, young people are both more likely to

be exposed to this kind of content, given social media habits (Australian Communications

and Media Authority, 2021), and are more likely to trust it compared to those over 30 years

of age (Sensis, 2020). Consequently, actions by policing over the pandemic perceived as

unjust or unfair likely had a greater impact on the perceptions of younger people. Indeed,

previous survey data from New Zealand has found that people aged between 16 and 30 are

already significantly less likely to trust police (New Zealand Police, 2020a, 2020b). Lastly,

research by McCrindle and Fell (2019) found that working for socially conscious, values-

driven organisations is more important to young Australians than remuneration and salary

packaging, neatly aligning with the findings by McLean et al (2022). Consequently, if young

people are both more sensitive to levels of trust and scrutiny of police in making decisions

about potential policing carers – and their perceptions of police are strongly influenced

through social media exposure – then falling interest in a policing career may be an

outcome of certain policing practices during an emergency like the COVID-19 pandemic.

Vermeer et al (2020) also identified a moderate but positive correlation between general

perceptions of trust in policing and interest in becoming a police officer. Similarly, they also
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found support for a correlation between perceptions of fair police practice and increased

interest in becoming a police officer. Conversely, negative perceptions of both trust and

fairness dampened interest in policing as a career (Vermeer et al, 2020). Given this, it is

possible that a broader demographic of Australian and New Zealanders may have also

turned away from policing as a viable career.

Significantly more research into the connection between emergencies like COVID-19, trust

and police recruitment is required. However, if findings like the above are further validated, a

new dimension to the “crisis-opportunity” perspective emerges: a loss of trust and legitimacy

during an emergency like COVID-19 may also create serious capability challenges through

falling recruitment. Being conscious of this may be particularly important when it comes to

ensuring that younger people are not deterred from a career in policing.

Conclusion

Enforcing various health orders and delivering the legislative requirements of government

new to both the public and police posed both a crisis and an opportunity for police trust and

legitimacy. There was a very real risk that if not approached carefully and compassionately,

the police–public relationship could suffer as a result. On the other hand, police stood to

benefit by being able to reinforce (or fully implement) trust and legitimacy-building initiatives.

An assessment of the crisis-opportunity perspective through the five findings reveals that for

the most part police did seize the pandemic as an opportunity to implement practices, which

enhanced perceptions of trust and legitimacy. As identified by Finding 1, where

implemented, procedural justice informed policing helped boost favourable perceptions of

both police and government and therefore a greater willingness to cooperate and comply.

Some initiatives, as analysed in Finding 3, may have also helped to improve historically

fraught relationships with minority communities. In the absence of COVID-19, initiatives like

the iwi-checkpoint partnerships may not have materialised.

This is not to suggest that pandemic policing across Australia and New Zealand was

without challenge when seeking to build or maintain trust and legitimacy. As identified in

Finding 2, the longer an emergency like a pandemic persists, the more likely it is that

perceptions may slide even with good policing practices. Communicating resourcing trade-

offs to the public may assist in mitigating this risk; however, such an approach would need

to be evaluated. Despite examples of innovative community engagement discussed in

Finding 3, some minority communities were still over-represented in breaches of health

orders. While not necessarily an outcome of biased policing, such experiences may

exacerbate existing tensions between certain communities and police.

The pandemic also caused several ongoing consequences both for policing’s operational

environment and short-term workforce capability, which may (in part) be alleviated by a

continued focus on trust and legitimacy. As discussed in Finding 4, the ecosystem of

COVID-19 conspiracies ought to demonstrate that mis- and disinformation have direct

consequences for policing’s operational environment. Yet, the relationship between low-

trust environments and feelings of powerlessness suggests that trust building and

procedural justice may be one way for police to alleviate this. Lastly, the pandemic more

generally has caused challenges for recruitment. One such challenge may be attributable

to changing perceptions around barriers to police employment. Traditional concerns like

remuneration may prove to be less of a barrier in the 21st century than declining

perceptions of trust and legitimacy, as experienced during the later stages of the

pandemic. Perceptions may improve over time, and recruitment rates may recover;

however, to avoid similar shocks during protracted emergencies and to enhance

recruitment prospects with younger generations in particular, Australian and New Zealand

police should focus on enhancing their standing as socially conscious, ethical and trusted

organisations.
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Note

1. Legitimacy promotes both compliance and cooperation. However, trust has a stronger association

with promoting cooperation than compliance. See: Tyler and Jackson (2014).

2. Confidence measures are closely linked to effectiveness based trust, and so are a useful

(but narrow) proxy for aggregate community trust.
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