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ABSTRACT

In 2020, the United States was shaken by concurrent crises: the COVID-19 pandemic and protests for racial equality.
Both crises present significant challenges for law enforcement. On the one hand, the protests for racial equality drew the
public’s attention to the criminal justice system’s disparate treatment of Blacks and other people of colour. On the other
hand, the pandemic required the expansion of police duties to enforce public health mandates. To ensure compliance,
law enforcement may arrest, detain, and even use force to prevent the transmission of communicable diseases that may
have an irreversible impact on human health, such as COVID-19. Policing, however, is at a critical point in America. The
government is expanding police powers for the sake of public health; all the while, publicindignation about police (ab)uses
of power has fuelled calls for its defunding. It is therefore important to explore Americans’ views of policing pandemics
during periods of social unrest, focusing on the recognition that socio-economic and racial inequities shape perceptions.
The data from this project derives from surveys with Americans on the specific topics of race, policing, racial protests,
and COVID-19. The study finds that Americans perceive the police as legitimate overall; however, there are divergences
based on race, gender, and marital status. These differences may contribute meaningful insights to the current discourse
on police legitimacy in America.
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INTRODUCTION

In democratic societies, the public’s trust is essential for a
legitimate model of policing (Pica et al., 2019). Legitimacy
is a facet of authority that leads individuals to believe that
authority is entitled to be deferred to and obeyed (Sunshine &
Tyler, 2003). More importantly, legitimacy promotes coopera-
tion and compliance, fostering greater satisfaction with the
police (Henry & Franklin, 2019; Hinds & Murphy, 2007). Yet
one of the biggest challenges that police face today is a lack
of legitimacy (Jones, 2020).

The COVID-19 pandemic and the racial protests of 2020
reinvigorated the debate on police legitimacy in the United
States. One reason is that law enforcement agencies are tread-
ing on unknown territory and have no blueprint for how to
manage the epidemic and its consequences (Jones, 2020). Their
responses change as the government receives information
from epidemiologists and virologists on how to manage the

pandemic. Similarly, law enforcement’s handling of protests
varies as they try to balance safety concerns with the public’s
First Amendment right to peacefully assemble (Metcalfe &
Pickett, 2021). Their reactions range from supporting protest-
ers to dispersing them with tear gas, to shooting them in the
head or neck with rubber bullets (Szabo et al., 2020). The
contentious climate that surrounded the 2020 presidential elec-
tion also revived the debate on police legitimacy in the United
States. Whereas the incumbent presented himself as the can-
didate of “law and order” amid US protests against police bru-
tality and racial injustice, his challenger called for reducing
police use of force and increasing community policing.

The function of police during a pandemic—just as in
the absence of a pandemic—is to protect the community,
but the pandemic adds a new threat to public safety besides
crime and disorder: a deadly virus (Bittner, 1970; Nix et al.,
2021). In the case of protest policing, the pro-social function
of legitimacy is clearly tangible. Policing that is deemed
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legitimate is liable to sustain peaceful protest whereas a lack
of perceived legitimacy may catalyze immediate and sizable
conflict (Hoggett & Stott, 2010; Murray, 2010). There is a robust
literature on people’s opinions and attitudes towards the
police that has assessed how people of various demograph-
ics (e.g., race and gender) feel about the police and measured
people’s perceptions of police conduct, appropriateness, and
legitimacy (Culhane et al., 2016; Pica et al., 2019; Wortley
& Owusu-Bempah, 2009). However, police legitimacy, and
specifically whether the police response to public health
emergencies and racial protests is rightful, proper, or suitable,
is understudied (Johnson et al., 2014; Maguire, 2015).

The Present Study

We seldom experience health and social crises of a prolonged
nature that would confront the public, nationally, with an
expanded use of police powers. A large body of research on
public perceptions of police behaviour raises concerns about
perceptions of unequal treatment of citizens by law enforce-
ment (Carmichael et al., 2021). The COVID-19 pandemic and
the protests for racial justice present important challenges to
police, and also an opportunity to examine how the public
perceives law enforcement. This is important because the
police, now more than ever, need to ensure that their actions
are procedurally just and work to build their legitimacy
across the entire population they serve (Jones, 2020). The
present study seeks to contribute to the literature on police
legitimacy during public health emergencies and social crises.
We examine whether previous experience with the police and
concern over the spread of the coronavirus have an influence
on perceptions of police legitimacy.

The COVID-19 Pandemic, Racial Protests, and
Police Legitimacy
The racial protests against the shocking police killing of
George Floyd in May 2020 unfolded within the context of the
COVID-19 pandemic. This led both public health experts and
policymakers to contend that exercise of the constitutional
right to assemble during a pandemic would generate substan-
tial public health costs (Dave et al., 2020). Pandemics present
significant public health threats that demand a coordinated
response. During public health and other emergencies, police
are granted special powers to enforce mandates such as quar-
antines, shelter-in-place orders, and prohibitions on many gath-
erings and business interactions (Ligor, 2020). These powers
often allow the police to arrest, detain, and even use force to
ensure individual compliance. As agents of the government,
the police have historically used these same powers to prevent,
disperse, manage, and otherwise control protests (Maguire,
2015). Still, police often struggle with balancing the right to
free expression and assembly with concerns about public
safety and the maintenance of law and order (Lydon, 2018).
The key empirical issue underlying a legitimacy-based
strategy of policing is whether people’s views about the
legitimacy of the law and the police actually shape their coop-
erative behaviour (Tyler, 2004). One of the most consistent
findings that emerges from existing research on legitimacy
suggests there are at least three unique drivers of perceptions
of police fairness. These include (a) individual demographic
differences, (b) prior encounters with the police, and (c) per-
ceptions of police agency representativeness (Socia et al.,
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2021). Across many different contexts, older people seem to
have more favourable views of police than younger people;
people who have had recent contact with the police seem to
express less favourable views (the quality of the contactis also
important, particularly when it comes to procedural justice);
and people from ethnic and other minority groups seem to
be less positive about police than those from the majority
group (Bradford et al., 2017).

Media reports suggest both the COVID-19 pandemic and
the protests for racial equality complicate the relationship
between compliance with police authority and perceptions of
police legitimacy. For example, at the height of the pandemic
in New York City, Blacks and Latinos were overwhelmingly
ticketed by the New York Police Department (NYPD) for
physical distancing violations (Morales & Joseph, 2020). What
is more, photos and videos that showed the police behav-
ing abusively towards peaceful protesters (Dave et al., 2020;
Friedersdorf, 2012) raise important questions about the legiti-
macy of the American police and the limits of freedom for
people interested in expressing their views through public
protest (Maguire, 2015). However, research that considers
police legitimacy within the context of co-occurring crises is
only emerging. In particular, we know very little about how
police legitimacy has been conditioned by the COVID-19
pandemic and the recent racial protests. Below we examine
perceptions of police legitimacy in a sample of American
adults in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic and the
current period of social unrest.

METHODS

Data

This study analyzes data from the June 11-15, 2020, Associated
(AP)-NORC Center for Public Affairs Research Poll. Data col-
lection procedures for the AP-NORC Poll are fully described
athttps://apnorc.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/ Topline_
final_release5.pdf, and the data are publicly accessible online.
The data were collected using the AmeriSpeak Omnibus
(NORC), between June 11 and 15, 2020, from adults aged
18 and over representing the 50 states and the District of
Columbia. AmeriSpeak Omnibus is a monthly survey that
uses NORC'’s probability-based panel. Panel members were
randomly drawn; 1,310 completed the survey—1,220 via the
web and 90 via telephone. Interviews were conducted in both
English and Spanish. The final stage completion rate was
16.9%, the weighted household panel response rate, 23.6%,
and the weighted household panel retention rate was 84.8%,
for a cumulative response rate of 3.4%. The overall margin of
sampling error is £3.7 percentage points at the 95% confidence
level, including the design effect. The margin of sampling error
may be higher for subgroups (AP-NORC, 2020). The analytic
sample for the current study consists of 1,310 respondents who
have completed information on all study variables.

Participants

Approximately 12% of the respondents were Black, non-
Hispanic, while nearly 63% identified as white, non-Hispanic,
and another 16.7% as Hispanic. Almost 60% of participants
were currently employed, and nearly one-third were between
the ages of 40 and 49. More than 34% had earned a bachelor’s
degree or higher. Nearly 50% of participants were married and
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one-fifth reported a household income between $50,000 and
under $75,000. More than one-third of respondents were from
the US South, and only 17.4% of the respondents were from
the Northwest (Table I). Although over one-third of respon-
dents “strongly approved of the recent protests against police
violence in response to Floyd’s death,” only 7.3% reported
participating “in any protests or demonstrations about police
violence” in the few weeks preceding the survey. About one
in six respondents (16.3%) “worried about [themselves] or
someone in [their] family being infected with the coronavirus.”

Measures

The June 2020 AP-NORC Poll asked respondents about vari-
ous themes, including contact with the police, concerns over
the spread of SARS-CoV-2, the virus that causes COVID-19,
and perceptions of police legitimacy. The survey also collected
background demographic information.

Perceived treatment by the police was assessed by asking
respondents whether they had “personally ever felt treated
unfairly by a police officer specifically because of [their]
race?” The response options were “Yes,  have,” and “No, I
haven't.” Concern over the spread of SARS-CoV-2 is a compos-
ite score of four items that measures respondents’ views on
select measures to mitigate the spread of coronavirus. These
include (a) banning travel into the United States for people
from other countries, (b) requiring Americans to stay in their
homes except for essential errands, (c) requiring Americans
to limit gatherings to 10 people or fewer, and (d) restricting
travel within the United States. These items were measured
on a five-point Likert scale and recoded to reflect answer
choices from 1 = strongly oppose to 5 = strongly favour. The
score yielded an internal consistency reliability score of .943.

Perceptions of police legitimacy is a composite index con-
structed from four questions, with higher values signifying
stronger perceptions of police legitimacy. The first question
asked “how serious a problem [participants] think police vio-
lence against the publicis in the United States” on a five-point
Likert scale (not at all serious, not too serious, moderately
serious, very serious, and extremely serious). The second
question asked against whom (black people, white people,
or neither) were police more likely to use deadly force. This
variable was recoded and only two categories were consid-
ered: 0 = “race does not influence deadly force” and 1= “police
are more likely to use deadly force against a black person.”
The third question included asked the participant’s opinion
on who is “treated more fairly” by the police (black people,
white people, or neither). This variable was recoded into
two categories: 0= “race does not affect how the police treat
people” and 1= “the police treat white people more fairly.”
Question 4 asked whether respondents “approved, disap-
proved, or neither approved nor disapproved of the recent
protests against police violence in response to George Floyd’s
death.” The perception of police legitimacy scale yielded an
internal consistency reliability score of .815.

RESULTS

Table II represents the correlation matrix among the study
variables. Descriptive statistics in Table Il show participants’
perceptions of police legitimacy were relatively high (M =8.28;
range: 2-12). Participants also expressed a relatively high level
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TABLE | Sample characteristics (N = 1,310)
Demographic Variable N (%)
Race/Ethnicity
White, non-Hispanic 823 (62.8)
African American, non-Hispanic 156 (11.9)
Hispanic 218 (16.7)
Other 113 (8.6)
Gender
Male 633 (48.3)
Female 677 (51.7)
Employment status
Employed 783 (59.7)
Not employed 527 (40.3)
Age
18-29 269 (20.5)
30-39 227 (17.3)
40-49 435 (32.4)
60-64 108 (8.3)
65 or older 281 (21.5)
Educational attainment
No high school diploma 128 (9.8)
High school graduate/equivalent 370 (28.2)
Some college 363 (27.7)
Bachelor’s degree/above 449 (34.3)
Marital status
Married 650 (49.6)
Widowed 59 (4.5)
Divorced 144 (11.0)
Separated 25 (1.9)
Never married 328 (25.0)
Living with partner 104 (8.0)
Household income
Under $10,000 87 (6.6)
$10,000 to under $20,000 106 (8.1)
$20,000 to under $30,000 161 (12.3)
$30,000 to under $40,000 101 (7.7)
$40,000 to under $50,000 111 (8.5)
$50,000 to under $75,000 273 (20.8)
$75,000 to under $100,000 182 (13.9)
$100,000 to under $150,000 168 (12.8)
$150,000 or more 122 (9.3)
Region
Northwest 228 (17.4)
Midwest 272 (20.7)
South 498 (38.0)
West 312 (23.8)
journalcswhb.ca | @JournalCSWB Q9
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of concern over the spread of SARS-CoV-2 (M =13.85; range =
3-20). Perceptions of police legitimacy had low (r < .10) to
moderate (r ~ .30) (Cohen, 2013; McPhail et al., 2017) correla-
tions with participants’ concern over the spread of COVID-19
(r=.336), perceived treatment by the police (r = .218), race/
ethnicity (r=.172), gender (r = .071), and marital status (r =-.116).
Race and perceived treatment by the police were strongly
correlated (r =.362). Age (r =-.155) and marital status (r =-.116)
were each negatively correlated with perceptions of police

TABLE II
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legitimacy. A graphical illustration of the relationship between
police legitimacy and concern over COVID-19 for study
participants is provided in Figure 1.

Hierarchical Multiple Regression Analyses

Hierarchical multiple regressions (HMRs) were performed
to examine the relationship between criterion variables
(personal experience with the police and concern over the
spread of coronavirus) and perceptions of police legitimacy

Descriptive statistics, correlations, and reliability scores for study variables

Variables M SD Range B  Number

Correlations

of items

1

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Perceptions of police 8.28 292 2-12 815

legitimacy

Concern over the 13.85 4.13 3-20 .943 3

spread of SARS-CoV-2

Perceived treatment by
the police

Age group
Educational attainment
Race/Ethnicity
Household income
Gender

Marital status

1

.336*%*

2218** -1585** 020 .172** -015 .071* -116**

1 156" -036 -076" 166 -060" .095" -032

1 -108™ -050 362" -128" .003 -127"

254"
195

1 146 21717052
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*p < .05 **p < .0l. ***p < .001
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FIGURE 1

mitigate the spread of the virus.

Differences in perceptions of police legitimacy by concern over COVID-19, as determined by agreement with or opposition fo measures to
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(dependent variable), after controlling for the effects of race/
ethnicity, gender, age, educational attainment, marital sta-
tus, and household income. Diagnostic tests for using HMR
showed very little missing data (less than 2%), no multicol-
linearity, and that all assumptions were met. Two HMR
models were constructed. Model 1 entered demographic
variables, and Model 2 added personal experience with the
police and concern over the spread of coronavirus to Model 1.

Age, educational attainment, race/ethnicity, household
income, gender, and marital status were entered in the first
step of the hierarchical linear regression model (see Table
III). These sociodemographic variables explained a small
but statistically significant portion of the variance in percep-
tions of police legitimacy (R?=.061, p <.001). Age (B =-.119,
p <.001), educational attainment ( = .057, p <.05), gender
(p=.069, p <.05), and marital status (p =-.089, p <.01) had
small but statistically significant effects on perceptions of
police legitimacy. These results suggest respondents who
reported lower perceptions of police legitimacy were older
and unmarried. Perceptions of police legitimacy were high
among female and non-white respondents and among those
with higher educational attainment.

Perceived treatment by the police and concern over the
spread of SARS-CoV-2 were entered in the second step of the
analysis. They added considerably to the variance explained
in police legitimacy (R?=.172, AR?=.112, p < .001). These
variables dramatically increased the explanatory power
(R?) of the independent variables by nearly 48% to .172. The
potency of perceived treatment by the police (B =137, p <.001)
and concern over the spread of SARS-CoV-2 (B =.302, p <.001)
nullified the effect of gender and altered that of race (§ =-.059,
p <.05) on perceptions of police legitimacy. The effects of age
and educational attainment were also slightly reduced after
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adding perceived treatment by the police and concerns over
the spread of SARS-CoV-2 to the model. The effects of gender
and race found in Model 1 are thus entirely attributable to
gender and race differences in perceived treatment by the
police and in concern over the spread of SARS-CoV-2. Simi-
larly, some of the effects of age and education reflect instead
differences by age and education in perceived treatment by
the police and in concern over the spread of SARS-CoV-2.

Our final assessment of the total model provides two
interesting insights. First, concern over the spread of SARS-
CoV-2 emerged as the most important predictor of percep-
tions of police legitimacy within the contexts of a pandemic
and racial protests. Second, white, non-Hispanic respondents
(B =-.059, p < .05) present with higher perceptions of police
legitimacy, as demonstrated by the change in the relationship
between race and the dependent variables from Model 1 to
Model 2.

DISCUSSION

Before addressing the implications of our research, we pres-
ent some of our study’s limitations. Using secondary data
is challenging because the specific information needed to
answer the research questions is often not available. The use
of cross-sectional data is also problematic since it represents
a single point in time. For instance, longitudinal data would
have allowed us to measure perceptions of police legitimacy
over time, particularly for respondents who report mul-
tiple encounters with the police. A longitudinal measure
of concern over the spread of coronavirus would have been
especially useful in ascertaining changes over the course of
the pandemic, including during the racial protests. We also
believe that our results were influenced by the demographic

Table Il Hierarchical regression analyses for variables predicting perceptions of police legitimacy
Variables B R R? A R? AF df df2
Step 1 246 .061 .061 13.87*** 6 1290
Age L119**>
Educational attainment .057*
Race/Ethnicity 153%**
Household income .043
Gender .069*
Marital status -089**
Step 2 415 172 112 87.05*** 2 1288
Age L112%%*
Educational attainment 072**
Race/Ethnicity -059*
Household income .050
Gender .043
Marital status -085**
Perceived treatment by the police A37***
Concern over the spread of SARS-CoV-2 .302***
*6.< 05. **p < Ol. ***p < 00I
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composition of our sample. More than 36% of our respondents
reported a household income that far exceeds the national
median household income of $68,703 for 2019 (Rothbaum,
2020). Even with these limitations, our results add to the body
of knowledge on public health emergencies and social crises.

The current study sought to describe perceptions of
police legitimacy in a sample of American adults in the
context of the COVID-19 pandemic and the current period
of social unrest. Findings suggest respondents’ perceptions
of police legitimacy were high, particularly among those
who reported being married. Very little is known about how
marriage shapes perceptions of police legitimacy. Hawdon
et al’s (2003) analysis of policing tactics and perceptions of
police legitimacy established a negligible correlation (r =.121)
between marital status and trust in the police. Although unex-
pected, this finding underscores the need to further explore
the relationship between marital status and perceptions of
police legitimacy.

Older participants reported lower perceptions of police
legitimacy. This finding was unanticipated because it con-
tradicts earlier work showing younger people are more
disengaged from police, who they also view as illegitimate
(Madon et al., 2017). A positive association was identified
between educational attainment and perceptions of police
legitimacy. For our sample, this means having a high school
education and having earned a higher degree is associated
with higher perceptions of police legitimacy. This result
contradicts prior findings of an adverse relationship between
educational attainment and legitimacy. Antrobus et al. (2015)
found that individuals with a higher level of education were
significantly more likely to feel less obligated to obey police.

Perceived treatment by the police and concern over the
spread of the coronavirus emerged as statistically significant
predictors of legitimacy. Even respondents who answered
in the affirmative when asked if they had “personally ever
felt treated unfairly by a police officer specifically because of
[their] race” reported high perceptions of police legitimacy.
Although counterintuitive, this finding suggests that percep-
tions of legitimacy may be less driven by personal experiences
with the police than by publicized events. This also holds true
for respondents who reported that they felt unfairly treated
by the police because of their race.

Our findings more immediately suggest further analysis
on whether the differential effects of perceived treatment by the
police and concern over the spread of SARS-CoV-2 in Model 2 ver-
sus Model 1 operate primarily through effects on race (Blacks/
minorities) for perceived treatment by the police and on gender
(women of all races) for concern over the spread of SARS-CoV-2.
We hope future perception studies expand analyses of asso-
ciations of demographic factors with legitimacy to disaster
and post-disaster periods, which often require curfews and
assembly limitations. Qualitative approaches should also
consider exploring nuances of perceptions of police legitimacy,
such as views on the emergency powers that the police are
granted during public and social crises.

Based on our findings, we submit that, even when public
health imperatives underpin police action to uphold order,
public trust for the legitimacy of their actions is not auto-
matically forthcoming (Koehler, 2020). Further, the use of
militarized policing tactics such as firing chemical irritants
and using aggressive tactics against protesters can leave
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already aggrieved citizens feeling even more humiliated,
violated, or even victimized (Mockaitis, 2020). This points
to aneed for the police to provide services in a constitution-
ally lawful and morally upright way (Stoughton et al., 2020).
To that end, the police could survey citizens on policing in
general and on specific tactics in particular. To improve on
legitimacy, the police could report results and identify actions
that will be taken to foster favourable citizen responses and
remediate negative responses (Gau & Brunson, 2010). This is
particularly critical in times of converging crises, when the
government and law enforcement agencies should be focused
more on providing services and protection than on executing
a hardline approach to law and order.
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