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ABSTRACT
This conceptual article contributes to the scientific debate on police
culture and police legitimacy by exploring and refining the concept of
self-legitimacy. It argues that endogenously constructed self-legitimacy
co-produces and reinforces certain core characteristics of police culture.
‘Self-legitimacy’ in this context is the degree to which those in power
believe in the moral justice of their power. Endogenous self-legitimation
processes occur when officers identify with the professional police
identity and the police organisation, and self-legitimacy is brought
about by those in power attributing unique characteristics to
themselves and seeking validation from an inner circle of similar power-
holders. Drawing on the analysis, suggestions are made on how police
culture and police legitimacy can be influenced by facilitating a shift in
officers’ perception of their ‘professional identity’.
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Introduction

Self-legitimacy concerns the confidence power-holders have in the moral validity of their power
(Bottoms and Tankebe 2012). The consequences of an unbalanced (an excess or lack of) or balanced
self-legitimacy in police officers have been reasonably well mapped out. Officers with a balanced
belief in the moral justice of their authority appear to be more democratically oriented and more
likely to act in a procedurally just manner (Bradford and Quinton 2014, Tankebe 2018). They show
a preference for non-aggressive policing and community policing, are less influenced by negative
public rhetoric about policing and are more protected from negative experiences within the
police force (e.g. bad management practices) (Bradford and Quinton 2014, Tankebe and Meško
2015, Noppe 2016, Nix and Wolfe 2017, Wolfe and Nix 2017, Tankebe 2018, Trinkner et al. 2019).
However, there is more ambiguity about the sources of self-legitimacy. Bottoms and Tankebe
(2012, 2013) suggest several potential routes through which ‘junior power-holders’ develop their
self-legitimacy, such as: the legal framework of their function, interactions with colleagues and
superiors, the need to construct a positive social identity, shared values with the public, etc.
However, little research has been done into the sources police officers draw on to justify the privilege
of their power to themselves, and how that can shape their roles (Tankebe 2010, Bottoms and
Tankebe 2012, Gau and Paoline 2019). This conceptual article argues that the impact of endogenous
self-legitimation on police officers’ self-legitimacy has been underestimated, and that these forces
co-produce and strengthen some core characteristics of police culture and are of relevance with
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regard to police legitimacy. It would be of substantial added value if further empirical research on
police self-legitimacy sufficiently took into account the possible impact of endogenous processes
on self-legitimacy, and how these endogenous processes relate to police culture and police legiti-
macy. Such scientific advances could contribute to identifying effective levers for achieving
desired changes in policing. This article is an invitation to this end and a possible (basis for a) heur-
istic to be used.

The argument is structured as follows. First, the concepts of legitimacy and self-legitimacy are dis-
cussed in relation to their meaning for the police. Second, self-legitimacy is explored through the
impact of two opposing forces – exogenous and endogenous1,2 – and it is argued that the impor-
tance of endogenous self-legitimation among police officers has been underestimated. Third, the
core characteristics of ‘police culture’ are linked with endogenous self-legitimation, and the
concept and role of ‘police culture’ is critically examined. The final section considers the implications
of these findings for police practice and for the future research agenda on self-legitimacy and police
culture, and provides insights on how police culture and police legitimacy can be influenced.

Legitimacy and self-legitimacy

In the social sciences, the modern conceptualisation of legitimacy is generally based on Max Weber
(Beetham 1991, Tyler 2004, Bottoms and Tankebe 2012). Weber’s (1978) conceptualisation centres on
citizens’ beliefs about a particular regime. Legitimacy is acquired when citizens believe that the gov-
ernment has the right to dictate ‘appropriate behaviour’ to them. This approach is often described as
empirical legitimacy or audience legitimacy: the legitimacy of a regime or government is ascribed by
third parties/citizens. Weber (1978) conceptualises legitimacy in terms of sources that lead to stab-
ility and authority, and legitimacy is attached to the voluntary subjection of citizens to the power of
the state. He distinguishes three modes through which this can be accomplished: by legal authority –
based on a system of rules; by traditional authority – based on the idea that it ‘has always existed’; or
by charismatic authority – based on a leader’s charisma.

Beetham (2013) considers empirical or audience legitimacy to have too narrow a focus, because
Weber, while emphasising citizens’ belief in a certain regime, overlooked the factors that give people
sufficient grounds for this belief. Beetham (2013) suggests that state power is legitimate if: ‘it con-
forms to established rules, the rules can be justified by reference to beliefs shared by both dominant
and subordinate, and there is evidence of consent by the subordinate to the particular power relation’
(p. 16). In addition to the legal framework in which power should be embedded, there is – according
to Beetham – a need for a shared framework of values between rulers and citizens. Both groups must
believe that power-holder and subordinate are linked by a community of interest and that the dis-
tribution of power serves not only the powerful but also the subordinates. Beetham argues that citi-
zens should actively demonstrate their belief in the legitimacy of power through actions of ‘consent’
that transcend mere obedience; a lack of open protest about the requirements of the powerful is
insufficient evidence for claiming that people consent to them (especially because obedience can
be maintained by coercion). Whereas Weber would ask citizens directly whether they consider the
government legitimate, Beetham would ask what citizens consider to be necessary to be able to
speak of a legitimate power relationship (Noyon 2017). Other academics, especially moral and pol-
itical philosophers (such as Allen Buchanan, Ross Mittiga, Philipp Pettit, John Rawls and Roland
Dworkin) reject an empirical approach and argue for a normative basis to graft legitimacy onto.
They suggest, for example, that a political regime is legitimate when it respects basic human
rights or moral standards, follows certain procedural principles, functions democratically, is able
to ensure safety and security, and promotes freedom. This is described as normative legitimacy.

The work of Tom Tyler (1990, 2006, 2009, 2011) builds on empirical legitimacy from a social
psychological perspective. He shows that people are more likely to obey the law if they perceive
legal authorities to be legitimate, and demonstrates that the perception of legitimacy is connected
to the manner in which people are treated during an interaction with a power-holder (such as the
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police). Since the publication of Tom Tyler’s Why People Obey the Law (1990), the antecedents of
empirical legitimacy at the micro level have been the subject of much research (Tankebe 2013). It
has consistently been found that citizens grant legitimacy to the person in power – in this case a
police officer – when the citizen perceives that the person in power treats them in a neutral way
(the power-holder’s actions and decision making are based on facts and not on the citizen’s personal
characteristics or on situational factors), allows them a ‘voice’ (they are able to express their view-
point before the power-holder makes a decision), shows them dignity and respect (in the way
they are treated), and acts in an honest way (showing care and concern for the citizen’s well-
being, being aware of their needs). This ‘procedurally just behaviour’ turns out to be a basic con-
dition for the public to judge the authority of those in power as legitimate. If a police officer is per-
ceived not to have acted in this way, people might conclude that they have been treated unfairly and
question the legitimacy of the police as an institution. In addition to identifying the procedures are
effective in ensuring citizens attribute legitimacy to the police, Tyler (1990, 2006, 2011) also high-
lights the importance of a demonstrable ability to fight crime and the fairness of the rules them-
selves. Fairness of the rules relates to whether or not the public agree with the law: the public
consider police power to be legitimate when they believe that the police are operating in accord-
ance with the moral framework of society (Hough et al. 2010, Jackson et al. 2012). This element
ties in with Beetham’s view on legitimacy: that there is a need for a shared base of values
between those in power and the public. If the police enforce laws that the public do not (or no
longer) consider appropriate, this would cause legitimacy problems.

Legitimacy is now an established topic in criminology, but by contrast little is known about the
dimension of power-holder legitimacy or self-legitimacy (Tyler 1990, Bottoms and Tankebe 2012,
Tankebe 2014). Weber (1978) argues that power-holders will believe in their legitimacy if their
power is formally and legally correct, thus placing ‘legality’ at the centre of the development of
self-legitimacy. Beetham (1991) argues that there is an important distinction between the legitimacy
of the individual power-holder and the legitimacy of the power system itself. The legitimacy of the
individual ruler derives from the moral justice of the law, and therefore the individual ruler would not
have to justify himself. It is only the rules themselves that must be morally just. Yet Weber and
Beetham also pay some attention to the power-holder dimension of legitimacy. Weber argues
that those in power must also convince themselves that they deserve their power, and Beetham indi-
cates that we can deepen the concept of legitimacy by examining self-legitimacy. In this respect,
Beetham refers to the perspective of Rodney Barker (2001), who argues that those in power will
first and foremost convince themselves of their legitimacy in power and that they achieve this in par-
ticular by attributing to themselves an identity that distinguishes them from the ‘ordinary citizen’.

Exogenous versus endogenous self-legitimation

Bottoms and Tankebe (2012, 2013) emphasise the dialogical nature of self-legitimacy and identify
citizens as the most crucial audience. They embed self-legitimacy within a legitimacy dialogue
that takes place between the ruler (as an individual or as an institution) and the public (as a
citizen or as a society). The dialogue starts with a claim to legitimacy from the person in power
who then waits for a reaction from the public. If the relevant public reject the first call by a ruler
to respect their power, this is a stress test for the ruler. When this happens, rulers would reflect
on the ‘rightness’ or ‘pertinence’ of their power claim and make a new, possibly modified, call to
obey their authority. In Bottoms and Tankebe’s view of self-legitimacy, empirical legitimacy is mir-
rored in the perspective of the police: just as citizens attribute legitimacy to police officers and to
the police as an institution, police officers would shape their self-legitimacy using their own percep-
tions and experience of whether the public consider them legitimate or not. The hypothesis that citi-
zens’ recognition or non-recognition of police officers’ power has a strong influence on officers’ self-
legitimacy is also supported by other authors, such as Wilson (1968), who states that police officers
expect recognition and cooperation from citizens, and that if they do not receive this, officers’ trust in
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their position of power will waver. From this perspective, police officers could never be immune to
the public’s attitudes and perceptions of them (Tankebe 2010). Legitimation that has been shaped
by what the public (i.e. non-power holders) think about the power-holders in question could be
referred to as ‘exogenous self-legitimation’.

Barker (2001) has a different view of self-legitimacy, arguing that the self-assessment of those in
power is the determining factor. ‘The principal way in which people issuing commands are legitimated
is by their being identified as special, marked by particular qualities, set apart from other people’ (Barker
2001, pp. 34-35). This means that those in power do not need the affirmation of the public to believe
in the legitimacy of their own power – they have little or no interest in whether the ‘average citizen’
endorses their carefully developed self-image (Barker 2001). Their belief in the legitimacy of their
power stems, instead, from an internalised acceptance that they deserve their position by virtue
of possessing certain specific character traits (cf. ‘being unique’), and from the confirmation of
this by other rulers (Barker 2001). ‘If one asks, “where, by whom, and for whom?” is the activity of legit-
imation carried on, the answer in almost every case will be “amongst rulers, by rulers, and for rulers”’
(Barker 2001, p. 107). Other authors, such as Coicaud (2002), Di Palma (1991), and Wrong (1995),
also endorse the importance of this perspective. This vision can be called ‘endogenous self-legitima-
tion’: self-legitimation on the basis of self-identification with the position of power and by seeking
confirmation of uniqueness from similar rulers.

Barker’s interpretation (2001, 2003) emphasises the importance of legitimation practices: sym-
bolic activities that cultivate and confirm rulers’ unique identity and authority. He argues that
these practices occur first and foremost among rulers themselves; second, between rulers and
their immediate staff; third, between rulers and members of ruling groups in other countries, and
between rulers and powerful citizens; and fourth, between rulers and ordinary citizens. Barker
speaks of rituals and rites unknown to the majority of citizens that take place out of the public
eye, and he stresses the significance of the physical environment and the presence of certain
objects, materials and attributes.

Bottoms and Tankebe (2012) argue that Barker’s perspective does not apply, or hardly applies,
to police officers. Barker’s analysis starts from ruling elites such as high-ranking politicians and
kings, and Bottoms and Tankebe argue that for ‘junior rulers’ just the opposite is the case. For
‘junior power-holders’, citizens would be their crucial touchstone for achieving self-legitimacy,
precisely because they regularly come into contact with each other, and the power-holders
have to demonstrably live up to the authority they have. There are, however, several elements
pointing towards the accuracy of Barker’s analysis with regard to the self-legitimacy of police
officers.

First, empirical studies of the self-legitimacy of police officers use different criteria and measure-
ment scales (Gau and Paoline 2019). The lack of an unambiguous operationalisation makes it difficult
to conclude whether either the exogenous or the endogenous hypothesis has more specific weight
(Gau and Paoline 2019). Some research designs, such as that of Jonathan-Zamir and Harpaz (2014),
only use criteria that can endorse or refute exogenous self-legitimation, and in other studies there is
no empirical distinction made between exogenous and endogenous sources of self-legitimacy (Gau
and Paoline 2019).

Second, several ethnographic studies of the police endorse the hypothesis that self-legitimation is
a (partially) endogenous activity without explicitly naming it as such. Muir (1977) indicates that
police officers construct a self-definition that is independent of the ambiguity of public conflict
and that leans towards the idea of themselves as neutral law enforcers, and he emphasises the
importance of close and trusting relationships with colleagues in order to experience police work
and the police function as enjoyable. Skolnick (1966), Manning (1977), and Herbert (1996, 2006)
find that police officers legitimize their actions to themselves by referring to ‘a higher good’ and
that they see themselves as specialised virtuous protectors of society.

Third, Barker argues that, in addition to identification with a professional identity, identification
with the organisation is an important source of self-legitimacy. Multiple studies – such as Bradford

POLICING AND SOCIETY 693



et al. (2014), and Bradford and Quinton (2014) – confirm that identification with the values present in
the organisation is a substantial resource of self-legitimacy.

Fourth, Barker’s hypothesis that belief in the moral justice of power and professional identity are
intrinsically linked is supported by substantial literature on self-esteem and professional identity.
Professional identity is a crucial social identity (Schein 1978, Ibarra 1999) – that part of the self-
concept that results from belonging to a particular social group (Tajfel 1982, p. 2). Membership of
a particular social group contributes to one’s ability to judge people and situations, gives a sense
of belonging and strongly influences self-esteem (the degree to which one experiences coherence
between the ideal self-image and the actual self-image) (Cohen 1959, Hall 1987, Fine 1996). A pro-
fessional identity is important in developing and maintaining a positive self-image, and organis-
ations play a role in this by regulating self-image (Festinger 1954, Brockner 1988, Pierce et al.
1989, Pierce and Gardner 2004, Hotho 2008). When someone enrols in police training, this means
more than gaining access to a particular job – it defines the identity of the individual (Kleinig
1996). The identification ‘I am the police’ and the attribution of positive characteristics to that pro-
fessional identity are decisive elements through which police officers obtain self-legitimacy.

Fifth, several empirical studies of self-legitimacy point in the direction of endogenous self-legit-
imation. Bradford and Quinton (2014) find that the most crucial source of self-legitimacy is identifi-
cation with one’s organisation. Tankebe (2018), Tankebe and Meško (2015), and White et al. (2020)
find that self-legitimacy is primarily based on moral alignment with and endorsement by colleagues.
In contrast, police officers’ assessment of the extent to which the public consider them legitimate
appears to have little or no effect on their self-legitimacy (Tankebe and Meško 2015, Tankebe
2018). These studies confirm the importance of endogenous self-legitimation: identification with
similar rulers and with the organisation/profession is paramount, and the opinions of the public
are a negligible factor. It also appears that police officers’ assessment of the extent to which the
police as an institution reduces crime has no effect on their self-legitimacy (Gau and Paoline
2019). This is in line with Barker’s view that those in power feel they deserve their power, regardless
of the effectiveness of their performance.

Endogenous self-legitimation and core characteristics of police culture

Ethnographic research into police work in the 1950s and 1960s provided insight into what would
later become known as ‘police culture’. Police culture is an occupational culture, just as in other pro-
fessions (such as social workers, etc.). Manning (1995) gives the following definition: ‘‘occupational
cultures contain accepted practices, rules, and principles of conduct that are situationally applied,
and generalized rationales and beliefs’’ (p. 472). One perspective on police culture and other pro-
fessional cultures is that it is a guiding force for behaviour; undesirable behaviour by individual
police officers can therefore be understood to be a consequence of negative elements present in
the professional culture.

Reiner (1985, 2010) identified the following core characteristics of the police culture: moral con-
servatism, a tendency towards machismo, a self-image of crime-fighters combined with an active
pursuit of ‘kicks’, the feeling of being on a mission to fight evil, a suspicious and sometimes
cynical view of the world and towards citizens, a strong separation between self and citizens, a
strong separation between respectable citizens and deviant citizens/groups, and strong solidarity
with one’s own colleagues. Several studies found similar cultural characteristics, leading to a relative
consensus on these core features, for example Fielding (1994) and Herbert (2001) regarding macho
culture, Loader and Mulcahy (2003) regarding moral conservatism, and Paoline (2003) regarding the
strong distinction police officers make between themselves and outsiders.

Recent research on police culture has also revealed more ‘positive’ features than those mentioned
above. Police officers are said to value community policing highly (Cochran and Bromley 2003), there
is a growing focus on protecting vulnerable populations and acting as mediators (Charman 2017)
and police culture is said to have become more receptive to institutional reform in parallel with
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the growing presence of female and non-heterosexual oriented police officers (Sklansky 2006). Fur-
thermore, several authors nuance the impact and/or existence of ‘the police culture’. Cain (1973),
Crank (2014) and Brough et al. (2016) argue that the police organisation determines or co-deter-
mines the presence of cultural characteristics in a given police institution. Such organisation-
driven cultural differences are said to stem, among other things, from different styles of leadership
present in different police forces (Brough et al. 2016). Shearing and Ericson (1991), and Manning
(2007, 2008, 2010) still perceive police behaviour as being driven by police culture, but argue a
less deterministic form. They refer to the way in which an actor is led by a director: the actor
himself still has to improvise, take the initiative and make things up as the play progresses. Police
culture is no longer regarded as a unitary system, but rather as a ‘toolbox’ of possible resources.
Chan (1997), like the authors cited above, criticises the idea of a deterministic and linear professional
culture that reduces police officers to ‘docile sheep’, but goes a step further. In addition to the impor-
tance of individual agency and personality, she emphasises the impact of the social and political
reality on the culture of police organisations. She suggests that the failure of many attempts by
police leaders and policy makers to change police culture or a particular organisational culture is
due to the influence of this field being ignored.

Nevertheless, several researchers, such as Loftus (2009, 2010) and Reiner (2010), state that, despite
multiple social changes and organisational reforms, the core characteristics of police culture and the
view that they form a (limited or powerful) guiding force for police behaviour still hold today.

The emergence of an occupational culture is generally considered to be due to the specific tasks
and problems inherently associated with a particular profession (Paoline 2003). An occupational
culture is said to function as a coping mechanism for the tensions arising from its specific tasks
and problems (Paoline 2003). As Manning (1994) notes: ‘as an adaptive modality, the occupational
culture mediates external pressures and demands, and internal expectations for performance and pro-
duction’ (p. 5). Specific to the police profession is the potential danger on the street that officers con-
stantly encounter (Skolnick 1966, Van Maanen 1974, Reiner 1985, Brown 1988), the unique authority
that comes with their right to use force (Bittner 1974, Van Maanen 1974, Reiner 1985, Brown 1988,
Manning 1995) and ambiguity inherent in the police function (Skolnick 1966, Rumbaut and Bittner
1979). The potential danger to which the police are constantly subjected may explain why officers
form a close-knit and supportive community that sees itself as separate from the public (Skolnick
1966, Sparrow et al. 1990, Kappeler et al. 1998), and why officers tend to have a suspicious view
of the world (Rubinstein 1973, Van Maanen 1974, Muir 1977). Their unique authority may explain
the presence of machismo elements in their culture; police officers must demonstrate and
enforce their authority on a daily basis (Manning 1995). The ambiguity inherent in the police function
is the simultaneous demand on the professional role of police officers to maintain social order,
enforce the law and provide service (Wilson 1968, Rumbaut and Bittner 1979, Brown 1988). To
deal with this discrepancy, the image of ‘crime-fighters’ is perpetuated (Fielding 1988, Jermier
et al. 1991). Another factor is that police training, the historical tradition of the police, the presence
of special combat units, the focus on crime statistics, etc., all refer mainly to the professional role of
law enforcement officer (Bittner 1974, Walker 1999).

We do not question the above analysis and findings, but argue that the relation between
endogenous self-legitimation and police culture has, to date, been absent from analysis, while in
fact several factors indicate a relevant connection between endogenous self-legitimation processes
and the phenomenon of police culture. For example, police officers often justify their power by
telling anecdotes about confrontations with ‘villains’ (Graef 1990, Skolnick and Fyfe 1993, Fletcher
1996, Herbert 1998, Waddington 1999). Those in power can more easily justify themselves if some-
thing undesirable exists alongside them – an ‘enemy’ to fight, a mission to tackle what is undesirable
in society. As Barker (2001) notes, ‘one way in which people may legitimate their own identities is by
cultivating an enemy identity with which to contrast their own’ (p. 129). Police officers justify their
power by placing crime-fighting at the centre of their professional identity (Fielding 1988, Herbert
2001, Reiner 2010). Making the image of crime-fighters less central to their self-definition – regarding
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and acting out the police role more as mediators who contribute to social peace, ‘community poli-
cing’, etc. – could lead to reduced self-legitimacy. Akoensi (2016) examined self-legitimacy among
prison officers in Ghana and found that, in addition to the legal framework in which they operate,
the officers’ uniforms reinforce their self-legitimacy. This ties in with Barker’s thesis that objects
and attributes play an important role in achieving self-legitimacy. The police uniform and associated
attributes – such as a revolver and handcuffs – emphasise the law enforcement dimension, super-
iority and crime-fighter elements of professional identity (Bell 1982, Singer and Singer 1985). Further-
more, research indicates that police officers perceive their own morality and behaviour as superior to
that of most people, and from this they develop a sense of ‘entitlement to power’, or self-legitimacy
(Gau and Paoline 2019). At the same time, police officers assume that the public have an ambivalent
attitude to the police, but the impact of this on their self-legitimacy appears to be negligible
(Tankebe 2018, Gau and Paoline 2019). The higher assessment of their own morality (as a function
of self-legitimacy) may help to explain why police officers tend to make a clear distinction between
themselves and members of the public, as well as why they feel a strong connection with their own
colleagues – people who, like them, have a higher morality than that of the ‘average citizen’. It has
even been found that cynicism toward citizens – described as ‘resentment toward the people they deal
with daily’ (p. 286) – contributes to increased self-legitimacy (Gau and Paoline 2019). This also sup-
ports Barker’s hypothesis that those in power lean more on their personal merit to justify their moral
legitimacy in power than on the extent to which the public do or do not recognise them as legiti-
mate rulers (Gau and Paoline 2019) (Figure 1).

Discussion and conclusion

The process of self-legitimation appears to be closely linked to identification with the professional
identity and based on a self-definition of (moral) uniqueness and its affirmation by other (‘junior’)
power-holders within the relevant organisation. Such endogenous self-legitimation may partly
explain why certain (dysfunctional) characteristics of police culture present themselves and continue
to exist. Self-legitimacy among police officers that is largely endogenously constructed based on,
among other things, ideas about exceptional personal qualities, and barely if at all connected to citi-
zens’ confirmation of the officers’ ‘moral right to power’, is a disquieting element. However, it is con-
ceivable that the legal nature of the police function, the identification with the uniqueness of ‘being
a police officer’ and the validation of this by colleagues, carry significant weight to achieve self-legiti-
macy. It might contribute to some police officers feeling comfortable about violating norms such as
the proportionate use of force or reporting colleagues’ wrongdoing, as they perceive that they
belong to ‘a unique group’ that is on mission for the ‘greater good’ (Skolnick 1966, Shearing
1981, Skolnick and Fyfe 1993, Kappeler et al. 1998, Price 2006). From this perspective, it is all the
more important that the organisational culture expresses values that society considers desirable,
and that the police organisation works in an ‘organizationally just’ manner. Officers who are
treated fairly by their organisation – with fair chances for promotion, good communication about
the reasons for certain policy decisions, colleagues and superiors treating them with respect, etc.
– are more inclined to be loyal to the police, more likely to act in a ‘procedurally just’ way in their
dealings with citizens, more likely to see wrongdoing for the ‘noble cause’ as unjustified, less
likely to have an omertà (code of silence) regarding police wrongdoing, and more positive about
community policing and the public in general (Wolfe and Piquero 2011, Colquitt et al. 2013, Bradford
et al. 2014, Bradford and Quinton 2014, Tankebe 2014, Van Craen and Skogan 2017, Maesschalck
2019).

Bottoms and Tankebe (2012) refer in their dialogical vision to ‘a relevant public’ that questions or
confirms the self-legitimacy of those in power. However, the essential question of who the relevant
public are for frontline police officers remains unanswered: which group or groups within the popu-
lation are likely to be able to have an effective impact on police officers’ self-legitimacy? In other
words, who exactly – which audience – is (most) influential in shaping perceived audience

696 S. DEBBAUT AND S. DE KIMPE



legitimacy? Is it the officers’ colleagues and direct superiors, local government officials, ‘average and
good citizens’, or the groups and individuals who officers most frequently come into contact with on
the street? The research of Nix et al. (2020) suggests that perceived audience legitimacy decreases if
officers have a higher estimate of the degree of public hostility towards them (recent contacts with
‘disrespectful’ citizens would increase, but not absolutely determine, that hostility estimation), have a
higher estimate of the degree of local media is particularly hostile towards them, or if they believe
that crime has increased in their police zone. However, to what extent this perceived audience legiti-
macy is a determinant – and thus more or less influential than endogenous processes – for police
officers’ construction of self-legitimacy remains unanswered in the aforementioned research.

Some people and strands in society may be in favour of the police taking actions with less regard
to civil rights or with ‘non-procedural justice’, such as systematic and proactive stop-and-searches.
Such actions may have a legitimising effect on police officers if they are supported and endorsed
by an audience that is ‘relevant’ to them, and this audience may not include those who are most
subjected to such practices and who, in turn, may perceive the police as less legitimate due to
the feeling of being over-controlled. People who have recently been stopped and searched
exhibit lower levels of belief in the legitimacy of the police (Jackson et al. 2013, Skogan 2006).
Groups from disadvantaged backgrounds and ethnic minorities are more likely to undergo identity
checks with possible searches, and are – somewhat paradoxically – most likely to accept the status
quo of the social order (Jost, Banaji and Nosek 2004, Bowling and Phillips 2007, Medina Ariza 2014,

Figure 1. Conceptual framework of police legitimacy and police culture through the lens of self-legitimacy. Highlighting that self-
legitimacy that is primarily endogenously constructed can diminish the desirable (cf. police legitimacy-enhancing) and known
consequences associated with self-legitimacy.
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Bradford 2016). Vulnerable groups may be reluctant to stand up for themselves by asking critical
questions at the time of an interaction or to file a complaint after feeling wronged. This is an elemen-
tary drawback of a purely empirical approach to legitimacy. Citizens may consider a system in which
certain groups are discriminated against, in which human rights are violated, etc., to be perfectly
legitimate. The cited element of the influence of the social and political context on the national
police culture (Chan 1997) is very relevant here. Social and political elements can shape the contours
and weight of any legitimacy dialogue (Martin and Bradford 2021). Furthermore, it is uncertain what
happens if police officers see their power called into question by contacts on the street with citizens
or certain groups of citizens. The feeling of being ‘entitled to power’ is strongly linked to officers’
professional identity: questioning their authority or the way they interpret it could lead to an aggres-
sive rather than reflexive reaction (Branscombe et al. 1999). Such questioning threatens a core part of
officers’ ‘being’: the authority that is inherently connected to their professional identity. It is also con-
ceivable that the dialogic character of self-legitimacy only fundamentally comes into play when the
public, through serious and recurring signals, question the power of certain rulers and/or the way in
which they shape it. Kochel (2022) has shown how the ongoing protests in Ferguson that followed
the death of Michael Brown (a black boy shot by a white police officer in circumstances that were
contested by a large part of the community and the press – in the end the US Department of
Justice concluded that the officer shot Michael Brown in self-defence) made police officers pause
to consider whether some previously standard practices (such as proactive controls as part of
crime prevention) did more harm than good to community relations, and made police officers
reflect on whether they were unilaterally ‘the good guys’.

Legitimacy and self-legitimacy are not inherently ‘good’, and work remains – in police practice
and research – to move beyond an instrumental focus on ‘procedurally just actions’ by the police
in order to strengthen legitimacy and to find wider methods for enhancing police – public relations
(Schaap and Saarikkomäki 2022). For example, a policy whereby police officers are required to
provide a ‘receipt’ after an identity check, containing information about the officer who did the
check, the reason for the check, the date/time/place of the check, etc., can be effective in raising
awareness among police officers about the proportionate use of such interventions, and can facili-
tate citizens in asking questions about the check afterwards, where necessary. Several regions/
countries, including Scotland and some regions in Denmark, exercise good practices of this sort.
These can help the police organisation and its officers to maintain a more externally focused, audi-
ence-based perspective of themselves and can contribute to the organisation evolving into an entity
that utilises more reflective learning.

It is quite possible that endogenous self-legitimation is the starting point of other legitimation
practices. We saw how self-legitimacy influences normative orientations towards citizens and is, in
this sense, a co-directing mechanism for the behaviour of police officers. The perspective of
endogenous self-legitimation emphasises the importance of identification with the police organis-
ation and with professional identity. Therefore, it is paramount that police officers achieve a
balanced self-legitimacy that is embedded in and driven by a desirable normative framework.
When both the police organisation and the professional identity are grafted onto a desirable norma-
tive framework, positive effects on police culture and behaviour would be expected. A strong
identification with professional identity means that even minor changes in that socially constructed
identity – the image police officers have of themselves and of their role in society – will have a major
impact on the attitude of police officers. If we can bring about nuances in certain myths, stereotypes
and ‘taken-for-granted’ attitudes that are currently linked to the professional identity of ‘being a
police officer’, officers will be able to choose from a wider range of meanings and thus behavioural
possibilities. A typical example is the myth of crime-fighters – research shows that most police work
is not focused on law enforcement but consists of a wide range of social services (Wilson 1968, Punch
and Naylor 1973, Bayley 1994, Verwee 2009). Yet for many police officers it remains their ‘raison
d’être’, primordial in their professional identity (Smith and Gray 1985, Fielding 1988, Herbert 2001,
Reiner 2010) and strongly linked to their self-legitimacy. When police officers see themselves
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primarily as ‘social mediators’ or ‘peacemakers’, this will influence their behaviour during interactions
with citizens and can enhance police legitimacy. Structural reforms to police training can facilitate
such a shift in and broadening of professional identity, as education, which is inherently a socialisa-
tion process, provides a mechanism for the transfer of particular values and ideas. Such self-
definition need not be in complete contrast to the image of crime-fighters; it is about changing
what is most central to the professional identity and what elements are on the periphery.

Notes

1. Barker (2001) speaks of endogenous legitimation and considers this a synonym for self-legitimation.
2. Tankebe (2010) speaks of exogenous and endogenous legitimation; the concepts he uses are broader than the

ones used in this article, where the terms ‘exogenous’ and ‘endogenous’ solely relate to self-legitimation
processes.
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