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A substantial body of research examining factors that influence levels of public cooperation 
and compliance with law enforcement agencies has identified the importance of public 
satisfaction with the relational or procedural components of interactions between the 
public and the police.  Accordingly, the prevalence of four components of Procedural 
Justice (PJ), namely a perceived lack of police trustworthiness, respectful treatment of 
citizens, police neutrality, and opportunities to be heard, in the content of complaints 
against the New South Wales Police Force, Australia, was expected to be high.  Systematic 
empirical analysis of the content of 2,910 complaints lodged in a 12-month period 
confirmed the centrality of concerns about police disrespect and untrustworthiness in 
police-community interactions. Variations in the prevalence of PJ components were 
observed depending on who initiated the contact, whether the complainant was a suspect or 
nonsuspect, and the nature of the police conduct leading to the complaint.   

 
olice are no longer charged solely with keeping order and enforcing laws; they are 
seen as agents of change with far-reaching responsibilities (Brown, 2013).  Police 
are expected to enforce the law, reduce crime rates, and to achieve these outcomes 

by consent (Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary, 2011; Tyler & Fagan, 2008), 
treating each person they encounter in a fair and sensitive manner (Rosenbaum et al., 
2011). A substantial body of literature has explored the dynamics in maximising 
successful law enforcement. Citizen compliance and cooperation consistently emerged as 
necessary components of effective policing. Levels of cooperation and compliance 
appeared to be mediated by public attitudes towards and perceptions of police (Bradley, 
1998; Murphy, Hinds, & Fleming, 2008).   

Two dominant theories emerged to explain the relationship between policing 
citizen cooperation and compliance, namely the procedural and instrumental justice 
theories of policing (Murphy et al., 2008; Sunshine & Tyler, 2003a). These theories are 
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not mutually exclusive, but emphasize different aspects of the same process: the former 
focuses on fair policing procedures and the latter on fair policing outcomes. 

 
 

Instrumental and Procedural Justice Theories 
 

The instrumental or social control theory of policing asserts that public 
cooperation and compliance are regulated through external factors, such as coercion, the 
fear of apprehension and punishment. Instrumental justice theory suggests that people are 
motivated to cooperate and comply with law enforcement agencies to the degree that the 
outcomes from these processes are perceived to be fair and equitable (Sunshine & Tyler, 
2003a).  Scant empirical evidence exists to support instrumentally-based approaches to 
enhancing public perceptions of police and by extension, citizen compliance and 
cooperation (Nagin, 1998; Skogan & Frydl, 2004).   

Procedural justice (PJ) theory, on the other hand, focuses more on the 
interpersonal dynamics between the public and police than on policing outcomes. Integral 
to PJ theory is the notion that public perceptions of police legitimacy are themselves a 
social control mechanism (Tyler, 1997). Police legitimacy refers to the acceptance of, and 
respect for, the authority of the police force and to the level of citizen obedience toward 
police initiatives (Tyler, 1997).  Citizens who view the police as legitimate are purported 
to be intrinsically motivated to comply and cooperate with the police, effectively negating 
the need for external social control mechanisms, such as the risk of imprisonment, as they 
will self-regulate their behavior (Tyler & Fagan, 2008). Research has indicated that the 
public is more likely to cooperate with police and obey the law when they view the police 
as legitimate authorities (Tyler 1990, 1997; Tyler & Fagan 2008; Tyler & Huo, 2002). In 
line with this perspective, public opinions of the police force and public cooperation with 
the police force depend more on how police officers treat people than on police 
performance outcomes (Goodman-Delahunty, 2010).  

Underpinning PJ theory is the Group Value Model (GVM). In this model, the 
behavior of an authority figure is evaluated in terms of what it communicates regarding 
the social relationship between the individual citizen and the authority, in this case, the 
police (Goodman-Delahunty, 2010; Sunshine & Tyler, 2003a). Interactions with the 
police are more likely to be considered just and fair if they leave the citizen feeling valued 
and respected (Sunshine & Tyler, 2003a). 

The GVM draws on four central attributes: trustworthiness, respectful treatment, 
neutrality and voice. Trustworthiness refers to the public perception of police openness, 
sincerity, and motivation to serve the best interests of the community. Respectful 
treatment refers to the treatment of citizens with professionalism and respect. Neutrality is 
the perceived absence of biased treatment. Voice refers to citizens’ sense of being heard 
and having their input valued (Goodman-Delahunty, 2010; Tyler & Huo, 2002).  At its 
core, legitimacy requires public consensus that police officers are trustworthy, honest, and 
concerned about [the public’s] well-being” (Tyler, 2011). When police were viewed as 
legitimate authorities, the public reported higher levels of satisfaction in the police and 
viewed the police as more effective (Tyler, 2004). By contrast, widespread anger and 
frustration at the police due to a “lack of respect” shown by officers, were critical factors 
that sparked the 2011 riots in the United Kingdom (Millie, 2013). 

PJ theory and the GVM have received extensive empirical support (Lind, Kanfer 
& Earley, 1990; Naumann & Bennett, 2000; Tyler, 1989, 1990, 2001, 2006), emerging as 
the leading evidence-based theory of citizen compliance and confidence in policing 

(.Mazerolle, Bennett, Davis, Sargeant & Manning, 2013a, 2013b; Roberts & Herrington, 
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2013). The notion that the more fair a process is, the more satisfaction it will elicit 
amongst its participants has been so consistently replicated that the “fair process effect” is 
regarded as one of the most robust findings in the justice literature (Brockner et al., 2001).  
The current study is one of the first to extend PJ theory to investigate citizen perceptions 
that motivate complaints lodged against the police.  

 
Complaints as Indicators of Public Satisfaction with Police 

 
Using complaints as an evaluative tool of public perception is a method derived 

from organisational psychology and consumer research on customer service that has, in 
recent years, been extended to policing (Rosenbaum et al., 2011; Goodman-Delahunty, 
Verbrugge, & Taitz, 2013). Although the number of submitted complaints is presumed to 
under-report public dissatisfaction (Bell & Luddington, 2006; Woods, 2006), complaints 
are nevertheless useful indicators of public satisfaction with police (Gorst, Kanji & 
Wallace, 1998; Nyer & Gopinath, 2005).  From Russia to the United States, negative 
experiences with police have been shown to exert 4 to 14 times the impact of a positive 
experience on perceived police legitimacy and confidence (Skogan, 2006).  Within a 
well-run complaints system, they can illuminate issues that matter to people who interact 
with law enforcement agents.  

If, as PJ theory and the GVM suggest, fair processes in public and police relations 
elicit public satisfaction with police, then conversely, customer dissatisfaction as 
evidenced by customer complaints to police agencies, should expose concerns about fair 
process in police-community interactions, that is, about a lack of respect, trust, neutrality 
or voice by police officers.  The aim of the present study is to identify the prevalence of 
PJ concerns in a sample of customer service complaints lodged against the largest police 
force in Australia, the New South Wales Police Force (NSWPF).  

Late in 2007, the NSWPF implemented a Customer Service Project (CSP) to 
place new emphasis on customer service and victims of crime (Burn, 2010). All NSWPF 
staff, sworn and unsworn, completed mandatory Customer Service Excellence Training in 
the 12 months following August 2009. The CSP was devised to fit within existing 
legislation that governs complaints about the NSWPF. A broad range of police conduct is 
covered, including actions and inactions by police:  “… all allegations about police 
misconduct, from the most minor managerial matters (e.g., customer service issues) to the 
most serious criminal allegations,” (New South Wales Police Act of 1990, p. 1). Section 
126 of the NSW Police Act of 1990 allows any person to make a complaint against the 
police, and complaints can be anonymous.  

By law, all complaints must be reduced to writing, including oral complaints to 
the NSWPF complaint hotline, and all written complaints must be investigated 
(Professional Standards Command, 2012).  Accordingly, members of the NSWPF staff 
generate an electronic record that reflects the content, in narrative form, of every reported 
complaint, and associated details, such as complainant gender, incident date, location and 
the local area command where the incident arose.  This database, known as the NSWPF 
Customer Assistance Tracking System or C@TSI, is a comprehensive repository of all 
recorded complaints prior to their investigation.  It is accessible to the NSWPF and the 
NSW Ombudsman, which are the agencies responsible for investigating and responding 
to those complaints.  For this study, 3,131 discrete complaint narratives following police-
citizen interactions were obtained from C@TSI for a 12-month period (May 1, 2009 to 
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April 30, 2010).
45

  This dataset contained all written records of complaints from 
community members within that period, prior to any formal review to determine their 
sustainability.  Since the focus of the current study was community perceptions of PJ, no 
claim about the ground truth of the complaint contents is made.

46
  

 
Method 

 
Research design 

 
A descriptive, cross-sectional, mixed-methods design was employed to 

investigate the prevalence of procedural justice concerns in citizen complaints against 
police. Qualitative and quantitative methods were applied to identify patterns in the 
complaint data.

47
  Due to the exploratory nature of the research, no a priori hypotheses 

were tested. 
 
Procedures 

 
A preliminary review of the complaint content revealed that 6.7% of the cases (n 

= 211) lacked sufficient information to code, leaving a total of 2,910 codable records for 
analysis.  In approximately one quarter of the complaints (26.8%) complainant gender 
was not specified.

48
  Of those where complainant gender was disclosed, most were from 

men (61%) and two-fifths (39%) were from women. 
Complaint narratives were coded for whether (a) the event was police or 

customer initiated, (b) the complaint pertained to an act of omission or commission by 
police, and (c) the presence of four essential components of PJ, namely, Trust, Respectful 
Treatment, Neutrality and Voice.  Complaint events were classified as community-
initiated or police-initiated depending on whether the community member approached the 
police first or vice versa.  For example, the following narrative described a police-
initiated event: “On 26 April 2009, the complainant alleges that he and some friends were 
in the Kings Cross area outside the Sugarmill Hotel when they were approached by plain-
clothes police, one of which was Constable K” (P0902556).   Police conduct was coded 
as undesirable actions or undesirable failures to act.  Systematic thematic content analysis 
of complaint narratives yielded seven major types of conduct, four of which were acts of 
commission (mistreatment, misconduct, discriminatory treatment and public incidents to 
the detriment of the police image), and three were acts of omission (i.e., police failure to 
provide adequate service, to communicate or to provide care).  An eighth category, harm 
sustained by the complainant, was reserved for narratives where the consequences 
experienced by the complainant were the focus (i.e., property damage, monetary losses, 
psychological distress, and physical injuries), irrespective of whether this was the result 

                                                           
45 The present study was part of a larger research program (Goodman-Delahunty, Verbrugge, & Taitz, 2011; 

2013). To focus on police-citizen relations, data from internal complaints by NSWPF employees were 
excluded from analysis. 

46 The decision to treat complaints as equal was supported by findings that only a small proportion of 
complaints are vexatious (Woods, 2006) or nonmeritorious (Porter, Prenzler & Fleming, 2012).  
Moreover, in NSW, stringent criminal penalties apply to complaints against police that are not brought in 
good faith (Police Act 1990).   

47
 Quantitative analysis was conducted using SPSS (version 19; IBM); qualitative coding was done with 

NVivo (version 9; QSR International). 
48 The current study did not include in-person contact with citizens who complained about the NSWPF, nor 

in-person contact with the officers who were the targets of those complaints.   
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of police action or inaction. 
The research team anticipated that individual PJ components might co-occur 

within a complaint narrative, i.e., a disrespectful officer might also be perceived as 
untrustworthy.  A coding guide differentiated between each PJ component and identified 
specific manifestations of each component. For instance, Respectful Treatment was 
conceptualised broadly as a complainant’s interest in treatment with dignity and 
appropriate legal rights.  One instantiation of this component was “Politeness,” elaborated 
in the coding guide in the following way: “Complainant reported bad language or 
sarcastic or disrespectful comments.”   Similarly, the PJ component Voice was 
conceptualised as a complainant’s interest in expressing his or her viewpoint when 
interacting with police.  One manifestation of this component was “Failure to Listen to 
Complainant,” exemplified in the guide as: “Not allowing complainant to explain, not 
asking the complainant what happened; talking over complainant, interrupting or ignoring 
what the complainant said.” 

Two independent coders were trained on the broad definitions of the four PJ 
components and uses of the coding guide to recognize manifestations of those 
components. Each component was coded (1 = dominant concern; 2 = secondary concern; 
3 = not present; 0 = uncodable).  Where more than one component occurred within a 
single complaint narrative, decisions about dominance were based on the following 
criteria: (a) repetition of the component within the narrative; (b) examples or elaborations 
of the component; (c) proportion of the narrative devoted to that component; and (d) 
chronology within the narrative, i.e., whether it was mentioned first or listed as 
supplementary, suggesting secondary importance. Where more than two PJ components 
occurred in a single narrative, the two most prominent elements were encoded. Reliability 
of the coding scheme was determined by independent dual coding of a subsample of 15% 
(n = 469) of randomly selected cases.  Intra-class correlation coefficients (ICC) assessed 
the correlation and consistency between raters, yielding excellent inter- and intra-rater 
reliability for Respectful Treatment, and good reliability for Trustworthiness, Neutrality, 
and Voice (respectively; ICC = .84, p < .001; Cronbach’s α = .91; ICC = .66, p < .001; 
Cronbach’s α = .79; ICC = .68, p < .001; Cronbach’s α = .81; ICC = .74, p < .001; 
Cronbach’s α = .85) (Fleiss, 1986). 

 
Results 

 
The majority of the complaints (84%, n = 2450) described events in which the 

complainant was a direct recipient of the unsatisfactory service. Approximately 15.8% (n 
= 460) of the complaints were made by a third party on behalf of the affected person. In 
relatively few instances, 10% (n = 291) of the cases, the narrative reported an event in 
which the complainant was not directly involved, and did not know the affected person. 
In a few instances, 3.1% (n = 90), complaints were submitted by solicitors or other agents 
of the complainant, and 1.3% (n = 39) of the narratives reflected the involvement of the 
NSW Ombudsman. No significant differences of any kind emerged based on whether the 
complainant was an observer or participant in the complaint incident. 

 
Relational Concerns in Customer Complaints 
 

Analysis of the prevalence one or more of the components of PJ in the content of 
the complaint narratives demonstrated that a substantial majority of complainants (86.2%) 
expressed concerns about relational issues in their interactions with the police, and many 
raised concerns about more than one PJ component. Significantly more citizens 
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mentioned conduct that implicated at least one PJ component (86.2%) (χ
2
 (1, 2910) = 

1521.2, p < .001, d = 1) than did not, confirming that perceptions of PJ accounted for a 
substantial proportion of citizen dissatisfaction leading to complaints against the police.  

Complaints about a lack of Respectful Treatment were the most prevalent, 
mentioned in approximately one half of the complaint narratives (48.8%) and were the 
primary concern in more than one third (37.8%) of the cases.  Lack of Trustworthiness 
was specified in two-fifths of the complaints (40.6%), and was the primary concern in 
30.8% of the complaints.  By comparison, police bias or lack of Neutrality received less 
emphasis, mentioned in about one quarter (23.5%) of the complaints.   Voice was rarely 
the main concern expressed (3.4% of the complaints).  Figure 1. displays the prevalence 
of each PJ component as the primary concern in police-citizen interactions. 
 
Figure 1.  Prevalence of procedural justice components in complaints (percent) 

 
Perceived Lack of Respectful Treatment in Police-Citizen Relations 

 
Overall, a lack of Respectful Treatment emerged as the dominant relational or PJ 

concern expressed in the complaint narratives. Case examples illustrated how disrespect 
was conveyed and perceived, both verbally and nonverbally,  ranging from interpersonal 
rudeness, such as failure by an officer to stand while speaking to a customer to 
unprofessional conduct, such as use of undue force, as shown in Table 1.  
 

Table 1.  Examples of Complaints about Disrespectful Treatment by Police 

 
Officer Conduct 
 

 
Case Examples 
 

31 

38 

16 

2 

14 

Trust 

Respectful Treatment 

Neutrality 

Voice 

No mention of PJ 
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Rude and abusive: 
 

Complainant “felt bullied by the conversation” with officer 
attending the matter.  Officer attitude “rude, arrogant, and 
derogatory and totally unprofessional” (LMI1001687). 

 
Rudeness and 
mistreatment: 

After issuing complainant with Traffic Infringement Notice, 
officer “rude and swore at him.”  Officer “slammed a car 
door on the complainant’s thigh” (LMI1000933).  

 
Failure to engage and 
dismissive: 

Complainant reported that “subject officer inappropriately 
belched,” also “failed to listen to her and failed to respond to 
subsequent messages left by her” (LMI0902532). 

 
Rudeness and undue 
force: 

Complainant witnessed mistreatment of a taxi driver: 
“Officer yelled, was rude and pushed/twisted the driver's 
wrist” (LMI1001842).   

 
Failure to respond: 
 

Failed to respond to parking complaint call, Complainant 
had to wait “outside in the cold for over five hours despite 
numerous requests for assistance” (LMI0903925). 
 

 
 
Some complainants who objected to disrespectful treatment included an 

admission of wrongdoing on their part.   An example of an admission of wrongdoing was 
provided in the following complaint narrative: 
 

The complainant indicates that he swore at the police and said a few things he 
shouldn't have but he doesn't believe the police were justified in throwing him to 
the ground as they did. The complainant said he would have been happy to have 
answered any questions the police had wanted to ask him and they could have 
left him standing to do this. The complainant said that a paddy wagon attended 
the scene and the subject officers then got off him. He was placed in the back of 
the paddy wagon and originally driven to Blacktown Police Station before being 
taken home and dropped off. The complainant doesn't feel what the original 
officers did to him by throwing him to the ground was justified as he'd done 
nothing wrong. The complainant suffered from a sore neck and back the next 
day and would like an apology for the way the officers behaved (LMI0904204). 
 

The complainant in the foregoing narrative objected to the undue aggression by police but 
nonetheless admitted that he had not behaved appropriately. He sought an apology, not 
dismissal of the charges against him or compensation.  Similarly, the complainant in the 
following narrative included an admission of wrongdoing on his part (offensive 
language): 
 

The complainant indicates that on 30.5.09 he was issued with penalty notice No. 
4012117 and wants to raise the issue that he was not excluded from the licensed 
premises of Cheeky Monkeys, his friend was. He alleges the subject officer's 
communication skills were poor and her demeanour was hostile. Both himself 
and the others involved were cooperative in providing their details, even though 
they did not have to by law, and were not threatening in any way. Numerous 
requests for them to catch a taxi home were ignored and the officer's attitude and 
poor communication skills increased to the point that he felt harassed and 
intimidated. This was obviously frustrating and lead to minor offensive language 
at the end of the incident. He is happy to take responsibility for his actions in 
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relation to his language due to the situation. He has chosen not to challenge the 
matter at the local court on advice from his Solicitor (LMI090359). 

 
The citizen in the foregoing narrative complained about disrespectful treatment but also a 
failure by police to listen to him (denial of Voice) while he owned up to his own 
disrespectful use of foul language. 
 
 

Perceived Lack of Police Trustworthiness in Police-citizen Relations 

 
In general, complaints about police trustworthiness involved perceptions that the 

police officers in question failed to perform their duties as expected, and rather than 
evoke confidence that the officer was acting in the best interest of the public, the conduct 
demonstrated a betrayal of that trust. Complaints about police trustworthiness 
encompassed numerous types of police behaviors, from inaction to failure to provide care 
to citizens.  Examples illustrating how Trustworthiness was a dominant concern are 
shown in Table 2.  
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Table 2.  Examples of Complaints about Conduct Diminishing Police Trustworthiness 

Officer 
Conduct 

Case Examples 

 
Police 
inaction and 
negligence; 
assault  
 

Complainant attended to assist at a street brawl.  000 calls were only 
responded to after 40 minutes.  Officers “took no control of the 
situation” and officer called complainant “a 'dickhead'” several times.  
Complains that “all police just stood around like stunned mullets whilst 
the offenders left.”  Complainant observed “one male who was trying to 
explain what was happening get punched in the head and slapped in the 
face by the officer because the officer stated he failed to move on.” 
“Complainant typed this information after a severe panic and anxiety 
attack and breaking down in tears” (LMI1001163). 

 
Detainee 
mistreatment: 
 

While in police custody complainant was “stripped of his clothing and 
had to sleep naked all night.”  Complainant was “humiliated during the 
removal of his clothing by officers watching this occurrence and 
laughing at him.”  Complainant was “traumatised” (LMI0904060). 

 
Unlawful 
conduct: 
 

Complainant alleges that officer conversation on Facebook said “Mate ... 
save yourself a court matter.  Do what I use to do.  Turn the ICV [in car 
video] off ... get $50 off them and send them on their way.  Is that wrong 
of me? I hope no-one can read this? ... ha” (P0905591). 

 
Undue force: 
 

Complainant reported “that Blacktown Police do not treat her with 
respect and are rude to her.  She further states that Blacktown Police 
caused bruising by throwing her into the back of a police van” 
(LMI0904342). 

 
Unlawful 
conduct: 

Off duty officer “lied to the insurance company by giving an untrue 
version of the collision (that the car he was driving was stationary when 
it happened)” (P0905274). 

 
Failure to 
provide care: 

Complainant reported “police searched the complainant's vehicle, made 
her four children stand by the side of the road at night, in the rain.  Did 
not tell them the reason for searching the vehicle” (LMI0902050). 

 
Failure to 
provide care; 
belittling 

Police took a phone call relating to the 13-year-old son of the 
complainant being plied with alcohol and exposed to drugs.  The officer 
allegedly showed contempt for the complainant, her concern, and even 
laughed at her and hung up (LMI0905284). 

 
 

Perceived Police Bias in Police-Citizen Relations 

 
Complaints about a lack of police Neutrality encompassed differential treatment 

of persons based on demographic characteristics such as their race, gender, religion, 
young age, and also their affiliation with certain organisations.  Examples illustrating the 
range of groups perceived as targets of police bias are included in Table 3: 
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Table 3.  Examples of Complaints about Lack of Police Neutrality 

 
Officer Conduct 
 

 
Case Examples 
 

 
Victimisation 

Complainant “made comment about the poor display of driving by 
police” and was immediately pulled over and investigated.  
Treatment was “an act of retribution for his comment and 
obviously designed to inconvenience and denigrate” 
(LMI0905220). 

 
Age bias  

“SC A verbally expressed his frustration at having to chase mini 
bike riders…then stepped towards [complainant’s son], punching 
him with a jab to his mouth” (P0904335).  

 
Religious 
discrimination 

Complainant pulled over.  Officer was “extremely rude and 
aggressive, opened the door to her vehicle, removed the ignition 
key without her permission, broke the ignition key, accused her of 
not pulling over when signalled to do so, issued her an 
infringement notice for not moving out of the path of the police 
vehicle and picked on her because she was wearing a head scarf.”  
“Three separate members of the public stopped and berated the 
Subject Officer for the manner in which he was speaking to the 
Complainant.”  Triage Officer and [in car video] record confirmed 
that “[Senior Constable] M did approach and open the driver’s 
door and did remove the female driver (wearing headscarf) from 
the vehicle.  He is then seen to take hold of both of the driver's 
arms and place them behind her back before directing her out of 
camera view.  None of these actions are recorded in the 
Computerised Operational Policing System Event]” 
(LMI0905283). 

 
Bias against 
Allianz 
employees 

Senior Constable K called Allianz employee “a dickhead” and 
commented to another citizen, "Us Cops we hate Allianz so much.  
If you ever get pulled over, don't ever say you work for Allianz 
because we'll run you off the road" (LMI0904347). 

 
Racism and age 
bias 

Officer “arrogant, condescending and dismissive in his attitude 
and remarks concerning young persons at the new skate park at 
Goonellabah.”  Spoke in “a reprimanding fashion,” “made 
disparaging comments about young indigenous community 
members” and “spoke in racist generalisations about young people 
and their families” (LMI0904708). 

 
Racism and 
gender bias 

Officer called complainant “black slut, motherfucker, and a black 
bitch repeatedly.”  When complainant went to help brother, 
“grabbed by [Senior Constable] H by the collar and then grabbed 
by the neck and lifted off the ground.”   Complainant voiced that 
physical contact was unwarranted and excessive, and that she was 
being harassed. Complaint included further examples of 
harassment (P0902161). 
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Perceived Denial of Voice in p-Police-citizen Relations 

 
Complaints about denial of Voice included events in which the complainant did 

not feel heard or did not feel as if their opinion was valued. Failure to allow Voice can 
hinder the progress of an investigation or clearing a false accusation.  Failure by the 
police to listen to complainants was often distressing for community members, and had 
negative consequences for the effectiveness of police procedures. Illustrative examples of 
the context of complaints centred on a failure to allow customers’ Voice are shown in 
Table 4, by type of complaint. 
 
Table 4.  Examples of Complaints about Denial of Voice 

 
Officer Conduct 

 
Case Examples 

 
 
Failure to explain: 

Officer “said something that she could not understand and shoved the 
machine in front of her face.  She did not know what to do and went to 
ask.  The officer then interrupted her and told her to 'do it now'.  She 
still did not understand what to do…” (LMI0903597). 

 
Failure to listen: 

The complainant was arrested for allegedly stealing frying pan.  
“[Constable] Q would not listen to her and kept on telling her to be 
quiet and at one stage raising his voice.  [Constable] Z agreed to take 
her to K-Mart, where it was verified by a shop assistant that the 
complainant had in fact purchased it (LMI0902945). 

 
Verbal abuse; failure 
to listen: 

Officer told complainant "pack up your family and move out of 
Deniliquin if you can't deal with it".  Officer behaved “as a five-year-
old chucking a temper tantrum as she stormed across the lawn yelling at 
the complainant in an angry tone, and didn't want to listen to what the 
complainant had to say” (P0905541). 

 
Accused complainant 
of lying; verbal abuse; 
failed to listen: 

Officer alleged that complainant had provided false information in 
relation to an assault.  Officer “yelled in his face and was not interested 
in listening to him.”  Officer failed to investigate subsequently.  
Complainant fears for his safety and “has lost confidence in Police” 
(LMI0903101). 

 
 

Further analyses conducted by gender of the complainant, suspect status, and 
initiator of the interaction revealed little variation by gender, but significant differences in 
the prevalence of PJ components with regard to other variables. 
 
 
Procedural Justice Concerns in Complaints by Suspects versus Nonsuspects 

 
Overall, the prevalence of PJ components in complaints reported by suspects 

versus nonsuspects yielded  more similarities than disparities, as shown in Figure 2.  
However, the prevalence of particular components varied significantly by type of 
complainant (χ

2
 (4, 2671) = 70.11, p < .001, d = .31).  Specifically, nonsuspects were 

more likely than suspects to complain about violations of police Trustworthiness (34.4% 
vs. 22.4%); χ

2
 (1, 2651) = 35.76, p < .001, d = .23) whereas suspects were more likely 

than nonsuspects to have reported incidents of lack of Respectful treatment (50% vs. 
33.5%); χ

2
 (1, 2653) = 62.32, p < .001, d = .31), as illustrated in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2.  Prevalence of procedural justice concerns in complaints by suspects versus 
nonsuspects (percent) 

 

 
 

 
Fewer, but equivalent proportions of complaints about police lack of Neutrality and 
denial of Voice were made by suspects and nonsuspects.  

 
Procedural Justice Concerns in Community versus Police-Initiated Encounters 

 
Police-initiated encounters were significantly more likely than citizen-initiated 

encounters ((90.7% vs. 79.8%) to lead to concerns about one of the four PJ relational 
components (χ2(1, 2360) = 57.34, p < .001, d = .32). In addition, significant differences in 
the prevalence of each of the four components emerged in community versus police-
initiated complaints (χ2(4,2360) = 237.8, p < .001, d = .67), as shown in Figure 3. 
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Figure 3.  Prevalence of procedural justice components by initiator of contact (percent) 

 

Complaints following police-initiated contact were significantly more likely to 
include perceived lack of Respectful Ttreatment (44.5%) and Neutrality (22.5%); (χ

2
 (1, 

2324) = 100.47, p < .001, d = .43) whereas community-initiated encounters were 
significantly more likely to entail perceived lack of police Trustworthiness (42%); χ

2
 (1, 

1613) = 97.24, p < .001, d = .51).  See Figure 3.  
 
Procedural Justice Components by Type of Police Conduct in Issue 
 

The different types of police conduct identified in the complaint narratives were 
examined with regard to the prevalence of PJ components.  A minimum of at least one PJ 
component was identified in 95% of all complaints in which alleged mistreatment by 
police occurred; 98.5% of complaints alleging failure by police to provide care; 97.1% of 
complaint regarding a detriment to the reputation of the police force following public 
incidents; 94.7% of complaints alleging police failure to communicate; 92.9% of 
allegations of  discriminatory treatment; 91.2% of complaints of conduct resulting in 
negative consequences to complainants; 91% of alleged police misconduct; and 84.1% of 
alleged inadequate service. 

Most complaints about police followed acts of commission (75%); substantially 
fewer were for omissions or failures to act (44%).  One in every 5 complaints (19%) 
included allegations of both acts of commission and omission.  A lack of Respect for 
police customers (45.1%) was the dominant concern in complaints stemming from police 
acts of commission, followed by a lack of trustworthiness (35.2%). This pattern was 
reversed when police acts of omission generated a complaint, i.e., perceived lack of 
police Trustworthiness (50.9%) was the main relational concern, followed by lack of 
Respectful Treatment (35.1%), as shown in Figure 4. 

 
Figure 4.  Prevalence of PJ components in complaints of police acts of commission versus 
omission (percent) 
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Note. Based on 2910 complaints; categories not mutually exclusive. 

 
Relational issues of police untrustworthiness and disrespectful treatment 

predominated in the complaints about all but two types of police behavior, namely alleged 
discriminatory treatment and public incidents damaging to the reputation of the police 
force.  In complaints reporting those behaviors, perceived police bias was more dominant 
(44.3% and 35.9%, respectively), as shown in Figure 5.  Complaints of discriminatory 
treatment included allegations that the police treated certain community members more 
harshly because of their age, religion, or other demographic features.   
 
Figure 5.  Prevalence of procedural justice components by type of police conduct (percent)  

 
Note. Based on 2910 complaints; categories not mutually exclusive 
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Discussion 
 

The focus of citizen complaints on procedural justice components in the 
treatment they experienced in their interactions with police rather than concerns about 
direct outcomes following these interactions demonstrates the importance that citizens 
place on the relational aspects of their interactions with police.  These findings 
corroborated results in other contemporary studies.  For instance, perceptions of police 
adherence to GVM principles were stronger predictors of police legitimacy than whether 
or not participants had a criminal history (Elliott, Thomas, & Ogloff, 2013).    

 The current findings showing that deficits in police-community relational issues 
were prevalent in the vast majority of complaints are consistent with other research 
demonstrating that procedurally just behavior by the police has a measurable impact on 
perceptions of police legitimacy and public satisfaction with police (Hinds & Murphy, 
2007), as well as on citizen compliance and demeanour towards police (Dai, Frank, & 
Sun, 2011). 

The dominance of Respectful Treatment concerns in complaint narratives was 
consistent with findings from a meta-analysis of research into procedural justice and 
police legitimacy, which revealed that policing strategies that entailed demonstrations of 
dignity and respect toward citizens increased levels of compliance, cooperation and 
satisfaction, that is, of police legitimacy (Mazerolle et al. 2013a, 2013b).  Problems with 
police Trustworthiness were specified as a primary concern in almost a third of complaint 
narratives. Trustworthiness has been identified as one of the more crucial elements in 
building police legitimacy. Indeed, some contemporary policing researchers have distilled 
the issue of confidence in police to a single element--public perceptions of police 
trustworthiness (Jackson & Bradford, 2010). While Voice did not emerge as a primary 
concern in a large proportion of the complaint narratives in the current study, police 
attention to citizen voice has been shown to play a pivotal role in reducing noncompliance 
by citizens. In one study, for instance, failure to consider citizen voice was the sole factor 
shown to increase citizen noncompliance, while attention to Voice reduced citizen 
noncompliance by as much as 60% (Dai et al., 2011). 

 
Limitations of the Study 
 

The complaints database (C@TSI) did not contain original handwritten individual 
complaint documents. Rather, police staff reviewed that raw material (such as a letter or 
documented phone call), and entered brief  “complaint narratives” into the electronic 
database, providing a synopsis of the issues reported.  Through this process, the potential 
arose that the tone or content of complaints was inadvertently altered.  Ideally, future 
research should be conducted based on direct access to “unfiltered” complaint data.   

While no data were available in this study on the minority group status of 
complainants, complaints about perceived bias may include higher proportions of 
minority than majority group complainants.  PJ research has shown that perceptions by 
vulnerable members of the community and minority groups are an important measure of 
public confidence and police legitimacy (Canada & Watson, 2013; Murphy, 
2013;Sivasubramaniam & Goodman-Delahunty, 2008). 

 
Conclusion 
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Broadly, these findings served to illuminate the importance of attention to 
interpersonal treatment to enhance police-community relations. Some complainants who 
objected to disrespectful treatment included an admission of wrongdoing on their part, 
controverting the common perception that suspects lodge complaints about police officers 
in order to deflect attention from their own wrongdoing (Porter, Prenzler, & Fleming, 
2011; Maguire & Corbett, 1991). 

In particular the results supported international research findings on the PJ theory 
of policing practice and on the GVM. This research suggested that a trend towards 
policing by consent and attempts to integrate “customer service” models into policing 
practices have potential to improve public satisfaction with police (Hinds & Murphy, 
2007), and to enhance police legitimacy, which in turn increases citizen compliance and 
cooperation (Murphy et al., 2008; Mazerolle et al., 2013a, 2013b).  Results of the present 
study confirmed the centrality of maintaining positive interpersonal relationships in 
police-community interactions that both customer service models and PJ theory 
emphasise. 
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