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EXISTING EVIDENCE ON POLICE-YOUTH RELATIONS IN NORTHERN IRELAND
	

ATTITUDES TOWARDS THE POLICE 

Surveys conducted in Northern Ireland generally find that young people with overtly negative views of the 

police are a minority, albeit a substantial one (Byrne, Conway, & Ostermeyer, 2005; Hamilton, Radford, & 

Jarman, 2003). One of the most comprehensive studies of young people’s experiences and perceptions of the 

police in Northern Ireland was conducted by Hamilton, Radford and Jarman (2003). More respondents in their 

sample of 16-24 year olds agreed than disagreed that the police were professional, helpful and there to protect 

them. However this still left around one quarter of young people who were very dissatisfied with the police. 

Although Hamilton et al.’s sample was not a random sample, so such frequencies should be treated with 

caution, their general findings are largely replicated by the 2007 Young Persons Behaviour and Attitudes Survey 

(YPBAS), which takes a random sample of schools in Northern Ireland, and a random sample of classes within 

those schools. The YPBAS found that while 48 percent were either satisfied or very satisfied with ‘the way police 

in Northern Ireland do their job’, 24 percent were either not very or not at all satisfied. 

Hamilton et al. (2003) also found young people to be relatively unaware of police oversight structures and how 

to utilize them. They found that only 52 percent of young people had heard of the Police Ombudsman whilst 43 

percent knew what its role was. Only 11 percent knew how to contact the Ombudsman. A higher number had 

heard of the Policing Board (65 percent), but only 45 percent correctly identified its main function. However it 

must be noted the study was conducted only a few years after the establishment of these structures. 

POLICE‐YOUTH INTERACTIONS 

Evidence suggests that contact between young people and the police is frequent, perhaps more so than is the 

case for the adult population. One study of under 25-year-olds from across Northern Ireland found that 70 

percent had reported having had some type of contact with the police in their lives (Nelson, McBride, O’Riordan 

& Smyth 2010). Police officers themselves report that a very significant portion of their time is spent ‘policing’ 

young people. This is particularly true of neighbourhood officers, some of whom recount spending the entirety 

of their time at weekends policing youth (NIPB, 2013). Hamilton et al. (2003) found that 41 percent of their 

sample of 16- to 24-year-olds, had had some form of contact with the police in the previous year, and in the 

2007 Young People’s Behaviour and Attitudes Survey (YPBAS) this figure was 50 percent. By comparison, only 

20 percent of adults are in contact with police in a 12-month period (based on a general population sample of 

Northern Ireland residents over the age of 16; Policing Board Omnibus, 2013). The reasons for this discrepancy 

will be explored shortly, but for now we will examine which groups of young people are most likely to come into 

contact with the police. 

This high level of contact is not spread evenly across the population of young people. Those in working class 

urban areas have more contact with the police than others do (Hamilton et al., 2003; Roche, 2005). Perhaps 

surprisingly, though, there is little evidence for a systematic, consistent disparity between young people from 

Protestant and Catholic backgrounds in their experiences of the police (Hamilton et al., 2003; Byrne & Jarman, 

2010). There is however a consistent pattern whereby young males report more contact with the police than 

young females. Police officers working in North Belfast themselves confirm this, stating that the most of their 

time in street interactions is spent with young males rather than females (NIPB, 2013).  

These studies generally find that being moved on or stopped for no reason are frequent circumstances under 

which young people – particularly boys - come into contact with the police (Hamilton et al., 2003; Nelson et al., 

2010, Young Life & Times, 2010). Thirty-two percent of Roche’s (2005) sample of 15-25 year olds from the Derry 

area, reported being stopped and questioned, and 24 percent reported being moved on. Byrne, Conway & 
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Ostermeyer (2005), found that 41 percent of the young people in their North Belfast sample felt that they had 

been stopped for no reason. Similarly, the 2010 Young Life and Times found that 40 percent of young people 

had been asked to move on by the police. Hamilton et al. (2003) also found that being stopped and questioned 

and being told to move on were the two most frequently reported types of contact by young people. The 2007 

YPBAS found school visits to account for the largest proportion of interactions (42 percent) over the previous 

year, while police telling the young people to move on accounted for 30 percent.  

Police officers’ own impressions are largely in line with these findings. In a survey of North Belfast police officers, 

the three most reported forms of contact with young people reported were attending incidents, routine patrols 

and ‘using police powers’ (NIPB 2013). A closer inspection shows that routine patrols and ‘using police powers’ 

may be interpreted by young people as stopping and questioning, or moving on. Similarly, an examination of 

the qualitative interviews in this study reveals that ‘attending incidents’ frequently refers to incidents whereby 

the police are called out by residents to disperse large groups of young people who in most cases are not 

committing any crime. 

QUALITY OF INTERACTIONS 

Hamilton et al. (2003) found that only 35 percent of young respondents were satisfied with their interactions with 

officers. Whilst it is true that not all youth-police interactions are problematic (Hamilton et al., 2003) focusing on 

this dissatisfaction provides an opportunity to identify areas for improvement. When looking for specific causes 

of this dissatisfaction a number of surveys provide some potential explanations. Significant numbers of 

respondents across the different surveys reported feeling harassed and angry due to their interactions with 

police (Byrne et al., 2005; Roche, 2005; Nelson et al., 2010). A feeling of disrespect on the part of the police 

officers was common across some studies (Hamilton et al., 2003; Nelson et al., 2010). Many respondents felt 

that they had been discriminated against or wrongly accused based on their youth (Byrne et al., 2005; Nelson et 

al., 2010). These feelings of anger, harassment and discrimination were particularly strong for young males 

(Nelson et al., 2010). 

REASONS FOR THE PROBLEMATIC ENCOUNTERS 

Researchers have highlighted that the youth–police relationship can be regarded as a pattern of reciprocal 

distrust and suspicion (Ellison, 2001; McVeigh, 1994). This may be in part a legacy of political conflict in 

Northern Ireland. Mistrust of the police may have been handed down trans-generationally in communities, 

which have been historically hostile to the police (Byrne & Jarman, 2010). Compounding these issues, some 

communities have experienced periodic rioting. These riots, although often orchestrated by adults, have largely 

involved young people (Byrne & Jarman, 2010). However the particular historical context of Northern Ireland is 

unlikely to provide a full explanation of the difficult relations between young people and the police service as 

similar problematic relationships exist in many other societies around the world demonstrating that there may 

be a wider, more generalised difficulty around youth-police relations (Lee 1998, Muncie 1999). 

In focus groups, young people and police officers have demonstrated quite contradictory explanations for 

negative interactions, each locating the responsibility in the other. Some officers located the problem in the 

socialisation of some young people. They attributed the disrespect they witnessed in their interactions to an 

upbringing in families with little aspiration and where hostility to the police is the norm, or to the normalization 

of unemployment and truancy as a key aspect to young peoples’ lack of respect (NIPB, 2013). Young people 

cite the feeling of constant suspicion by police officers who they believe are always thinking that young people 

were up to no good (Hamilton et al., 2003). They often complain of feeling that their values and practices are 

unfairly condemned and disrupted by police, who break up their social gatherings and move them on, even 

though they are not engaging in criminal behaviour (Lloyd, 2009; Byrne & Jarman, 2010). 
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WHY IS LEGITIMACY IMPORTANT? 

There are a variety of reasons why police legitimacy is important. Perhaps the most obvious is that police 

officers are granted powers that enable them to violate citizens’ liberty and privacy and, in exceptional 

circumstances, even to injure or kill them (Waddington & Wright, 2008). Naturally then, the granting of such 

powers would be considered justifiable only to the extent that there is a sense of popular consent for them, 

even if such consent is usually implied rather than sought explicitly (e.g. via a referendum). Legitimacy is what 

makes it acceptable for designated people (i.e. police officers) to do things under designated circumstances 

that we would not accept from anybody else. 

Even more importantly, though, legitimacy is essential in securing cooperation. Policing primarily by coercive 

powers would not only be undesirable but also impractical. Instead, policing requires the active cooperation of 

the populations being policed (e.g. Sampson, Raudenbush & Earls, 1997). Of course there are a variety of 

conceivable reasons why people might choose to assist the police. They might do so because they foresee 

some personal benefit from having an effective police force, or because they want their neighbours to view 

them as upstanding citizens, for example. However, empirical research on the matter strongly supports the view 

that the most important antecedent of cooperation with the police is legitimacy (Sunshine & Tyler 2003; Tyler, 

2006; Tyler, 1990; Tyler & Fagan, 2008). 

LEGITIMACY AND BELONGING 

So why would we be willing to effectively accept somebody else’s power over us, without this feeling like an 

unwanted imposition? Personal self-interest is clearly not enough because, by definition, legitimacy entails 

accepting decisions that are not in one’s favour and with which one may not agree. It has been proposed 

instead that such legitimacy derives from the perception of authorities as ‘morally aligned’ with the values of a 

community that one feels a sense of belonging to or common fate with (Sunshine & Jackson, 2003). This does 

not mean that a particular police officer’s views about the world are the same as our own, or that they will always 

make the same decisions that we would make ourselves. However, it does mean that their authority and the 

institutional arrangements behind it embody a moral order that we care about. To the extent that police 

authority enables our group’s norms and values to be realised, we feel that it deserves to be deferred to. And, if 

this is the case, we experience obedience to authority as a positive affirmation of our own identity and agency, 

rather than a curtailment of it. This notion that we obey the police and grant them powers because they, as an 

institution, are morally ‘aligned’ with our own groups or communities receives strong support from the empirical 

literature (Jackson, Hough, Bradford, Hohl & Kuha, 2012; Sunshine & Tyler, 2003). 

This account of how the police acquire legitimacy through acting as the agents and custodians of a shared moral 

order also suggests the ways in which they may come to lack legitimacy. For example, if we feel no connection 

to the group whose values or interests are supposedly being served by the police, or if we feel actively excluded 

from it, then why would we care for their authority? Research on delinquency among adolescents suggests 

precisely this kind of dynamic (Emler & Reicher, 2005). Some young people conclude that representatives of 

socially sanctioned authorities are simply not on their side. In part this stems from experiences in education, 

where being labelled as a failure means that one feels no sense of investment or obligation to formal 

institutional authority, of which from young people’s point of view both teachers and the police are 

representatives. Delinquency, according to these authors, is not a personal failing in a straightforward sense but 

rather the ‘behavioural expression of alienation from formal authority’ (p. 221). This example also highlights how 

relationships with the police are not a simple matter of ‘customer satisfaction’, whereby our evaluation follows 

directly from the service we receive. Rather, it is intimately tied to a deeper set of social relationships, including 

one’s relationship to society itself, which may be only partially related to the police themselves. 
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THE ROLE OF PROCEDURAL JUSTICE 

Procedural justice is defined as the perception that the authorities follow procedures fairly, without bias, and 

that they are respectful in their interpersonal treatment of people. Studies of procedural justice in encounters 

with authorities repeatedly find that this kind of fair treatment is more important than whether one receives a 

favourable outcome from the encounter. For example, among residents of New York City responding to postal 

surveys, those who saw police as procedurally fair and interpersonally respectful also saw them as more 

legitimate and thus were more willing to cooperate, such as by reporting crime and providing information 

(Sunshine & Tyler, 2003). They also showed more willingness to obey laws concerning parking, rubbish disposal 

and soft drug use, and granted the police more discretion, more powers to conduct searches without judiciary 

approval and so forth. Thus, citizens’ acceptance of police powers and their compliance with the law, as well as 

their active cooperation, are a function of legitimacy, which in depends on perceptions of fairness. Further 

longitudinal surveys, conducted in New York City and Chicago, used panel designs to add further support to the 

claim that legitimacy is underpinned by fairness of decision making, respectful treatment and equality in delivery 

of services (Tyler, 2006; Tyler & Fagan, 2008). These also showed that prior legitimacy made it more likely that 

people would view their treatment by police as fair, and consequently more likely to accept their decisions or 

outcomes. 

Findings from a representative UK sample in the European Social Survey similarly suggest the importance of 

perceived procedural fairness in shaping citizens sense of obligation to obey the law (Jackson, Hough, Bradford, 

Hohl & Kuha, 2012). It is also evident that general survey indicators of overall confidence in the police reflect 

public considerations of fairness, perhaps even more than they do effectiveness in instrumental terms. For 

example, the ‘PSA23’ confidence item, used until recently in the British Crime Survey, asks respondents for a 

general ‘job rating’ of the police in ‘dealing with the anti-social behaviour and crime issues that matter in the 

area’. Yet, analysis of the relationships of between this general evaluation and more specific perceptions of the 

police reveals quite clearly that the main driver of this kind of ‘confidence’ is police fairness rather than 

effectiveness (Jackson & Bradford, 2010).  

It is clear then that fairness matters. The public evaluate police according to the fairness of their procedures. 

Where fairness is lacking, the sense of obligation to comply and cooperate with the police is undermined. So, 

where the police seek support from the people they are policing – and this is arguably both practically and 

ethically necessary – they must ensure that their everyday dealings with people convey a sense of fairness. 

Advocates of procedural justice have tended to stress the importance of the public’s relational concerns (e.g. 

whether the police respect people and embody shared values) as distinct from instrumental ones (e.g. whether 

the police reduce crime). However, the studies showing the importance of fairness usually find that effectiveness 

also matters to some extent. It should be therefore be kept in mind that in practice both are important and 

there may be circumstances under which the instrumental considerations are even more important. In areas with 

very high crime and disadvantage, for example, a desire for the police to impose order may outweigh the usual 

fairness concerns (Ellison, Pino & Shirlow, 2012; Ellison, Shirlow & Mulcahy, 2012). We will therefore not dismiss 

the importance of effectiveness from the outset, but consider it alongside fairness as a potential driver of police 

legitimacy. 

INTERACTIONS WITH THE POLICE 

It should be clear from the points we have made that interactions with police are important because conduct 

during such encounters can communicate both a level of fairness and a sense of common values and interests 

versus opposition. The aforementioned survey work in Chicago and New York City highlights the particular 

features of interactions with police that affect fairness perceptions, and thus legitimacy (Tyler, 2008; Tyler & 

Fagan, 2008). These include impartiality, concern for rights, politeness, quality of decision-making and 
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sample, particularly ammong the Prot estants, and made up a largger majority (668 percent) of the matched sample 

due to uneven attritionn. There was a fairly even distribution of respondents aacross the urbban-rural continuum in 

both the time 1 and mmatched samples (see figure 1.1). There were slightly feewer respondeents who identified as 

part of the Catholic Coommunity (38.7 percent) co mpared to th e Protestant CCommunity (422.5 percent), and this 

ratio was  relatively unaaffected by at trition at time 2 (figures 1.2 and 1.3). A s ubstantial minnority of the sample 

identified as coming frrom neither the Protestant or Catholic c ommunity (18.1 percent). Ovver 94 percen t of the 

sample described their ethnicity as ‘white’. The largest ethnic minority in the sample weree Chinese (1.2 percent). 

No other ethnic groupp made up moore than one percent of the sample. Theree was also an imbalance of 

respondents from secoondary schools (300) relativ e to respondents from grammar schools (530). 

Pupils from schools in policing district G were als o over-represented, making up 46 perceent of the time 1 

sample (see appendix for a map of policing districts). Participants in district GG were not systematically different in 

their respponses compaared to those from other districts.1 Nonetheless, we haave therefore sstatistically controlled 

for this when examinin g demographic differencess in experienc es with the poolice. This helpps us to asses s the 

extent to which responndents from this area differ from others. In most cases any such diffeerences did n ot reach 

statistical significance. Statistically controlling for whether or not the participant attended school in district G 

also means that estimaates of other group differe nces (e.g. gender and urbann versus rural) are not spurious 

effects o f particular cattegories of respondents beeing drawn moore from distri ct G than otheer districts. 

While we had aimed foor a broad sample, we did not sample randomly from the populationn. This is an 

opportunity sample, inn that we wer e reliant on thee good will a nd availability of schools, paarents and pupils. As 

such, some discrepanccies such as relatively high pproportion of Protestant femmales are not surprising and need 

not be problematic in themselves. However, we will need to keep them in mmind if making comparisons between, 

for example, Catholicss and Protesta nts because any difference s that emergee could simplyy reflect the different 

gender ccomposition off the subsamples. 
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Figure 1 .1: Time 1 (leeft) and matcched (right) coomposition of the sample according too the type of area in 
which re spondents livve (values aree percentagess rounded to  the nearest integer). 

1 Based on a multivariaate analysis of variance, wh ich found tha t when controlling for otherr demographic 
variables, there was noo multivariate effect of bein g in district G  on any of th e dimensions oof experience or 
perceptioons of the police. 
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percent of the sample had experienced being moved on by, or being in trouble with the police.  As 

with the general perceptions of the police and of police legitimacy, our respondents reported more 

positive than negative encounters with police. 

5.	 Negative experiences, while in the minority, were frequent enough to merit closer attention. In 

particular, a sense of being assumed to be ‘up to no good’ stands out among the negative experiences 

that we asked about. Perhaps unsurprisingly, this was especially common among those who has been 

in trouble or moved on. From these data, we cannot know what the police actually said or did to 

provoke this assessment. What is clear, though, is that our respondents distinguished this aspect of the 

encounter from other aspects that we asked about. In other words, they were not condemning police 

conduct in a blanket fashion. Rather, the particular question about being assumed to be up to no good 

appears to have resonated with them. 

6.	 The most common kinds of negative police behaviour reported by our respondents were unfairness 

and rudeness. This is in line with the academic literature on police legitimacy, which emphasises that 

fairness and interpersonal respect are the aspects of people’s experiences with the police that matter 

to them the most (e.g. Tyler, 2006). The most frequent negative emotion they felt was anger, which is 

the emotion most directly linked to injustice (Averill, 1983). These results indicate that the emotional 

quality of these encounters is tied to respondents’ evaluation of whether or not police conduct was fair. 

7.	 In conducting this study, we aimed not just to describe attitudes and experience, but also to assess the 

causal dynamics of police legitimacy. Our causal model, tested using the matched longitudinal survey, 

points to the central role of identification with society: that is, the sense of commitment, pride and 

importance that young people feel in relation to their belonging to wider society. Across time, 

identification with wider society emerged as the most important antecedent of both police legitimacy 

and the perception that they serve people like oneself, which in turn predicted participants’ self-

reported likelihood of cooperating with the police and avoiding crime and antisocial behaviour. Thus, 

those who lacked such a sense of investment were more likely to see the police as oppositional to their 

interests, to lack a sense of obligation to them, and hence more likely to say they would engage in 

crime and antisocial behaviour. The model strongly supports a relational account of compliance with 

the law (whereby the police are seen to be ‘on the same team’, embodying the norms of a wider social 

order) rather than an instrumental one (whereby people comply in order to avoid punishment). 

Crucially, individuals lacking such identification were not limited to a particular demographic. Across 

the range of social and economic backgrounds represented in our study, there are those who feel 

strongly identified with wider society and those who do not. 

8.	 Our findings suggest that, in order to understand why young people do or do not support the police, 

we need to go beyond looking narrowly at the police service itself. Oppositional or disaffected views 

about the police reflect, in part, oppositional and disaffected views about wider society. Without 

denying the importance of fair and respectful police conduct, we suggest that there is a wider sense of 

disengagement and identification that needs to be tackled. Even if the police foster strong links with 

communities and are be seen as guardians of the moral order, this will be of limited benefit if it is a 

moral order from which young people feel excluded. 

9.	 With this in mind, we can consider a point of agreement between police officers and the young people 

they encounter: that the public frequently expect the police to move young people on when they are 

not necessarily doing anything wrong (Hansson, 2005; NIPB, 2013). While such requests may be 

motivated by genuine fears of crime and antisocial behaviour, it is crucial to appreciate that these 

problems are unlikely to be tackled by excluding young people from public space. On the contrary, it 

requires the active support of young people themselves, and such support risks being undermined by 

routinely treating them as suspicious. We therefore suggest that the manner of engagement with the 

adult population is important if the public are to appreciate what is and what is not a reasonable 

expectation of how the police use their authority. A desire to engage with the public should therefore 
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not discourage the police from affirming principles of fairness in dealing with young people, even when 

this is not the most popular course of action. 

10. The finding that views of the police may reflect how young people see their place in society also means 

that the solutions cannot just be left to police officers themselves. Policing is, as the Patten report put 

it, a collective community responsibility. In this case, that means a collective responsibility to address 

the kind of suspicion of young people indicated by the 2010 Young Life and Times finding that 83 

percent of young people say that that they are judged negatively simply because of their age. 
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Being a member of this society gives me a 
good feeling 

I often think about the fact that I am a 
member of this society 

The fact that I am a member of this society 
is an important part of my identity 

Being a member of this society is an 
important part of how I see myself. 

Co-operation 
with Police 

Call the police to report a crime 

Report suspicious activity near your house 

Call the police to report an accident 

Provide information to the police to help 
find a suspected criminal 

1 (not at all the 
kind of thing I 
would do) – 5 
(Very much the 
type of thing I 
would do) 

To assess the degree to 
which respondents are 
inclined to co-operate 
with police ion their work. 

Legitimacy It is reasonable for the police to sometimes 
tell people what to do 

You should accept police decisions even if 
you think they are wrong 

Disobeying the police is hardly ever right 

The police never have any right to interfere 
in what people are doing 

If someone disobeys the police and gets 
away with it, then good for them 

You should do what the police tell you to 
do even if you disagree 

It is difficult to break the law and still feel 
good about yourself 

1 (strongly 
disagree) – 5 
(strongly agree) 

This scale assesses the 
degree to which 
respondents believe 
police are legitimate 
holders of authority in 
society. 
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