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Abstract 

The COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in new responsibilities for police while also 

introducing new accoutrements by way of personal protective equipment (PPE). This 

thesis examines the effects of such changes and the role of procedural justice as it 

relates to public assessments of police and willingness to cooperate with police during 

the pandemic. As part of the thesis, participants rated images of a police officer using 

different items of PPE on the dimensions of procedural justice and then answered 

survey questions about the police more broadly. The findings indicate that participants’ 

perceptions of procedural justice are positively related to their assessments of police and 

willingness to cooperate with police. The findings also indicate that participants’ 

perceptions of procedural justice can be impacted by the police’s use of PPE. The thesis 

discusses the important practical implications of such findings for police who must 

continue to manage public perceptions while providing service. 

Keywords:  COVID-19; perceptions of police; personal protective equipment; policing; 

procedural justice; public health 
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Chapter 1.  
 
Introduction1 

The novel coronavirus (COVID-19) and associated pandemic have presented 

many challenges for both the public and governmental agencies tasked with ensuring 

the public’s health and safety. These challenges have in large part been attributed to the 

contagious nature of the virus and the fact that infected persons may or may not be 

asymptomatic, which makes any in-person contact potentially consequential (Centers for 

Disease Control and Prevention, 2020; Nikolai et al., 2020; World Health Organization, 

2020a, b). As a result of the dangers inherent to the virus, governments worldwide 

mobilized quickly following the World Health Organization’s declaration of the virus as a 

pandemic to combat its infectious spread. Such efforts led to the creation of an array of 

pandemic-related regulations, including self-quarantine orders, social distancing 

measures, gathering restrictions, and personal protective equipment mandates. 

Although the implementation of pandemic-related regulations has come on the 

backing of best medical practices, with the intent of reducing the spread of the virus, 

some people have remained critical of the regulations and the societal disruptions in 

which they have induced. Such frustration and disapproval have in turn resulted in a 

variety of responses from the public, ranging from inconsistent adherence to the 

regulations (McCarthy et al., 2021; Murphy et al., 2020) through to the participation in 

“anti-mask” protests intended to combat what some perceive to be an infringement of 

their rights (e.g., Judd, 2021). In the absence of unanimous voluntary compliance, 

governments have thus begun to rely on the police to help enforce pandemic-related 

 
1 This thesis contains excerpts of text written by the author from the following articles: 
 
Sandrin, R., & Simpson, R. (2021). Public assessments of police during the COVID-19 pandemic: 
The effects of procedural justice and personal protective equipment. Policing: An International 
Journal. Advance online publication. https://doi.org/10.1108/PIJPSM-03-2021-0045 
 
Simpson, R., & Sandrin, R. (2021). The use of personal protective equipment (PPE) by police 
during a public health crisis: An experimental test of public perception. Journal of Experimental 
Criminology. Advance online publication. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11292-020-09451-w 
 

https://doi.org/10.1108/PIJPSM-03-2021-0045
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11292-020-09451-w
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regulations (Farrow, 2020; Jones, 2020; Murphy et al., 2020). Such undertaking has 

resulted in the police enforcing breaches of self-quarantine orders (e.g., Davis, 2020), 

indoor gatherings (e.g., Robinson, 2021; Tsekouras, 2020), social distancing in public 

settings (e.g., Rocca, 2020a, b), and non-essential travel (e.g., Little, 2021). 

Ironically enough, however, the police’s enforcement of pandemic-related 

regulations has itself been complicated by public criticism: because the police’s 

involvement in more explicitly medical-related matters is largely foreign to contemporary 

Western society hitherto,2 their responsibility to enforce these regulations has been a 

matter of some contention. In light of these new enforcement-related responsibilities, 

there is thus much reason to suggest that the public’s assessments of the police may 

have changed during the pandemic. The plausibility of such negative assessments could 

be wide-reaching and have practical implications regarding police-public relations: if the 

public feels negatively about the utility of police and questions their legitimacy, this could 

also result in the public being less willing to cooperate with police.  

With that being said, one element that may affect police-public relations during 

the pandemic involves the use of personal protective equipment, which has become 

both popular and mandatory in many public settings due to its efficacy at inhibiting the 

spread of the virus (Chu et al., 2020; Cook, 2020; Thomas et al., 2020). Consistent with 

this logic, police have adopted the use of such equipment as part of their routine 

practices. And, while the functional benefits of personal protective equipment are well 

understood, changes in police aesthetics can also impact perceptions of officers 

(Boyanowsky & Griffiths, 1982; Johnson et al., 2015; O’Neill et al., 2018; Pica et al., 

2020; Simpson, 2017, 2020; Simpson & Sandrin, 2021; Yesberg et al., 2020). Given the 

findings from recent research that has demonstrated that the police’s use of personal 

protective equipment can impact perceptions of officer trait ascriptions (Simpson & 

Sandrin, 2021), it is also possible that such equipment may implicate itself in perceptions 

of officer behaviour, such as procedural justice. 

Although a growing body of literature has begun to examine policing during this 

public health crisis (e.g., Ashby, 2020; Bennett & Mazerolle, 2020; Farrow, 2020; 

Jennings & Perez, 2020; Jones, 2020; McCarthy et al., 2021; Nix et al., 2021; Sargeant 

 
2 The most similar instance of police involvement in Western society appears to date back to the 
1918 Spanish Influenza pandemic that occurred over a century ago (Muckenfuss, 2020). 
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et al., 2021; Simpson & Sandrin, 2021; White & Fradella, 2020), many questions remain 

about public assessments of police responsibility and performance as well as 

cooperation with police during the pandemic. In order to address this gap in the 

literature, I investigate two related objectives as part of this thesis. First, I employ 

procedural justice, a well-trodden paradigm in policing literature, to examine factors that 

drive public assessments of police and willingness to cooperate with police during the 

pandemic. Second, I examine the implications of the police’s novel use of personal 

protective equipment for perceptions of procedural justice during the pandemic.  

In order to explore these objectives, this thesis includes six chapters. In Chapter 

2, I discuss the COVID-19 pandemic and relevant policing literature to provide context 

for the thesis. In Chapter 3, I discuss the data and methods employed as part of the 

thesis, including the research participants, experimental paradigm, operationalization of 

variables, and analytic strategy. In Chapter 4, I present the findings from the analyses. In 

Chapter 5, I discuss the implications of the findings with respect to both policy and 

practice, highlight the limitations of the thesis, and offer future directions of research in 

this domain. Finally, In Chapter 6, I offer a conclusion to the thesis.  
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Chapter 2.  
 
Background 

2.1. Overview of COVID-19 

COVID-19 is a respiratory illness that is believed to have emerged in the 

concluding months of 2019. Health authorities initially notified the World Health 

Organization (WHO) of a pneumonia of unknown cause from Wuhan, China, which 

would later become classified as a symptom of a novel strain of coronavirus (WHO, 

2020c). By the end of January 2020, the WHO advised that the virus was a public health 

emergency of international concern and coined the virus, “severe acute respiratory 

syndrome coronavirus-2” (SARS-CoV-2; more commonly referred to as “COVID-19”3).  

Shortly into March 2020, with the virus continuing to spread at a rapid rate worldwide, 

the WHO declared the COVID-19 outbreak to be a pandemic. This declaration effectively 

changed the everyday lives of people across the globe (Farrow, 2020), and the effects of 

the virus are still prominent as of the time of this writing. 

The COVID-19 virus is characterized by its highly contagious nature, which 

spreads easily via person-to-person contact, primarily by way of airborne mechanisms 

(i.e., respiratory droplets and aerosols; Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 

[CDC], 2020; WHO 2020a, b).4 For example, everyday behaviours such as coughing, 

sneezing, and talking generate respiratory droplets and aerosols. When a person is 

infected with the virus, their respiratory droplets and aerosols (which are in turn also 

infected) can be easily transmitted to a non-infected person via their mouth, nose, and/or 

eyes (CDC, 2020, WHO 2020a, b). Although the virus can be transmitted through direct 

contact with an infected person, it can also be transmitted through indirect contact (e.g., 

through the dispersion of infectious respiratory droplets and aerosols which the non-

infected person acquires) and/or through contact with contaminated surfaces that an 

infected person has previously touched. Once transmitted, the virus can cause 

 
3 It is important to note that medically, COVID-19 is a disease caused by SARS-CoV-2, the latter 
of which is a virus. With that being said, I opt to use “COVID-19” in a synonymous fashion on the 
backing of best risk communications practices (WHO, 2020d). 
4 COVID-19 has also been shown to be transmitted less commonly through fecal-oral routes 
(Thomas et al., 2020). 
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respiratory infections and associated symptoms that are in many instances mild or non-

existent, but that can also become severe and even fatal (CDC, 2020; WHO 2020b).  

As of the time of this writing, more than 4.2 million people worldwide have died 

as a result of complications from the virus (WHO, 2021). Notwithstanding this tragedy, 

however, it appears that the frequency and infectivity of people not exhibiting symptoms 

(i.e., asymptomatic people) are the “hidden drivers” of the pandemic (Nikolai et al., 

2020). Indeed, without rigorous testing procedures that are wide-reaching to all people, 

many asymptomatic carriers of the virus would otherwise never know that they are 

infected with the virus, simply because they do not experience any of the associated 

symptoms to suggest that they are infected. Moreover, while asymptomatic carriers of 

the virus may not exhibit symptoms, the virus affects everybody in a different manner: 

thus, if an asymptomatic carrier transmits the virus to another person, that person who 

acquires the virus could nevertheless exhibit associated symptoms, including the 

possibility of severe symptoms that could lead to a fatal outcome. Consistent with this 

logic, then, any public contact during the pandemic can thereby be potentially 

consequential. 

2.1.1. COVID-19-Related Regulations 

Due to the ways in which COVID-19 spreads, governmental agencies deemed 

that formal intervention was required to combat the spread of the virus. As a result, 

governments mobilized quickly after the WHO’s declaration of the virus as a pandemic to 

implement pandemic-related regulations in an effort to minimize infections. Although the 

specific nature of these regulations has ultimately varied as a function of respective 

regions and governments, the regulations broadly speaking have focused on increasing 

proximity between people to then in turn decrease the likelihood of spreading the virus 

from infected to non-infected persons. For example, self-quarantine orders have 

required that infected persons and those having travelled internationally isolate 

themselves from others. Social distancing measures have required that people maintain 

a minimum of a 6-foot distance when in communal settings. And, gathering restrictions 

have required that people not congregate, particularly in condensed and/or indoor 

spaces where ventilation is limited. Given that the virus is transmitted via person-to-

person contact, the increase in proximity between people induced as a function of 
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pandemic-related regulations has, when implemented and followed appropriately, 

contributed to a decrease in the transmission of the virus (Aleta et al., 2020). 

While these aforementioned measures can be effective at creating proximity 

between people, there are instances where following such regulations can be 

challenging. For example, despite enhanced safety measures, people may find it difficult 

to remain socially distanced at all times in a grocery store (Baker, 2020). Moreover, 

although many stores have implemented a maximum allowance of people at one time, 

this does not preclude the notion that stores are more often than not indoor settings with 

limited ventilation relative to outdoor settings, which may create a space that is more 

conducive to the spread of the virus. To account for this, governments have also 

implemented personal protective equipment (PPE) mandates that require people to use 

PPE in many settings, especially in those where social distancing may not be feasible. 

And, as one example, it has become particularly common to require the use of face 

masks in indoor settings during the pandemic, due to its effectiveness at inhibiting the 

spread of the virus (Chu et al., 2020; Cook, 2020; WHO 2020a, b).  

2.2. Policing a Pandemic 

As described above, governments have implemented COVID-19-related 

regulations on the backing of best medical practices with the intent of reducing the 

spread of the virus. Not all people, however, have interpreted these regulations in their 

intended manner, nor have they necessarily adhered to them with consistency. Indeed, 

Murphy et al. (2020) found that only 21.2% of participants in their study complied with all 

pandemic-related regulations in their region, suggesting that the majority of participants 

could at least in someway improve their adherence to regulations. Moreover, the authors 

reported that participants were less compliant with these regulations when they did not 

perceive the virus to present a significant risk to their health. This empirical observation 

about the lack of adherence to pandemic-related regulations begs a rather important 

question with respect to the implications of non-compliance: who should enforce 

pandemic-related regulations? 

In spite of the changes to “everyday life” induced as a function of the pandemic 

(including remote work opportunities), police as essential service providers have largely 

been forced to maintain their frontline operations (Simpson & Sandrin, 2021). While 



7 

police agencies have implemented some policy changes to accommodate for increased 

telephone or online responses during the pandemic (e.g., for less serious or non-active 

events), the nature of policing still often requires in-person attendance at the location of 

events (e.g., for serious or active events). Given the fact that the police have remained 

on-duty and already oversee the enforcement of a wide array of regulations as a function 

of their job, it is thus not surprising that in many jurisdictions, the responsibility of 

enforcing pandemic-related regulations has been bestowed upon the police (Farrow, 

2020; Jones, 2020; Sargeant et al., 2021; White & Fradella, 2020). And, indeed, 

allocating police resources to enforce such regulations may be justified: as White and 

Fradella (2020) argued, the police are always theoretically available to attend calls for 

service (including about pandemic-related violations), they have a mission to protect life, 

and they have the unique ability to use force if required. 

Despite the ability to use force, though, a common approach that police have 

employed when responding to pandemic-related violations is education. Given the 

findings from recent research that participants’ perceptions of the severity of the virus 

affect their willingness to follow pandemic-related regulations (Murphy et al., 2020), the 

police’s education-based approach has seemed appropriate: by educating the public 

about the virus, the public may better understand the dangers inherent to it, which could 

then logically increase their compliance with the associated regulations. Consistent with 

this rationale, Delta Police Chief Neil Dubord anecdotally suggested that taking this 

education-based approach has resulted in the public’s overwhelming cooperation 

(Thomson, 2020).  

It is important to note, though, that although an education-based approach has 

anecdotally been deemed successful, there still has been some variation in how police 

agencies and individual officers have dealt with pandemic-related calls for service, with 

some employing more enforcement-oriented approaches than others. For example, the 

Chiefs of both the Regina and Saskatoon Police Services indicated recently that they 

would begin using more stringent measures to enforce pandemic-related regulations, 

given that (1) their services had already provided ample time for education and (2) 

COVID-19 models continue to trend in the wrong direction (Benning, 2020; Eneas, 

2020). Similarly, despite North Bay Police Inspector Warner’s recognition of the realities 

of pandemic fatigue and its impact on the public, he too has indicated that the time for 

his service’s education-based approach has passed (Dawson, 2020). Regardless of 
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such variation in the enforcement of pandemic-related regulations, it appears that the 

police’s mere involvement in a pandemic context could complicate how the public 

assesses them, including via the possibility of negative assessments. 

2.2.1. Contention Regarding the Policing of a Pandemic 

The plausibility of potentially negative assessments of police during the COVID-

19 pandemic is perhaps magnified by the fact that the police’s responsibility of enforcing 

these regulations in and of itself has been met with at least some contention. Although 

the swift involvement of police immediately following the outbreak of the virus may 

appear justified as an exercise of social control during a time of much uncertainty, some 

people have remained skeptical about the police’s prolonged responsibility of handling 

pandemic-related regulations (Farrow, 2020). One objection to the police’s responsibility 

may involve the notion that the police are intervening in a matter that is explicitly medical 

in nature, and therefore outside of the police’s mandate. For example, public 

assessments of the police’s pandemic-related enforcement could be less incumbent on 

people’s existing thoughts about police and more dependent on how they feel about the 

virus itself. If the public perceives that a medical matter should be managed by medical 

authorities, then they may not support the police enforcing pandemic-related regulations, 

regardless of their opinions about the police. Some people may also question the 

legitimacy of the virus all together, which in turn could result in similarly negative 

assessments of the police’s actions during the pandemic. If people do not believe the 

virus to warrant the intervention of police, then the deployment of police in this context 

could be perceived as an inappropriate use of police resources. These aforementioned 

examples may be problematic for police given that public assessments of police could 

be manipulated by a factor largely outside of the police’s control: the decision to enforce 

pandemic-related regulations is not necessarily at the hands of the police, but they are 

nevertheless being assessed on their performance of policing regulations pertaining to 

this public health crisis.  

Although the implications of potentially negative assessments of police are in and 

of themselves concerning, they could be far wider-reaching than just within a pandemic 

enforcement context and could manifest through more practical implications such as the 

public’s willingness to cooperate with police. Broadly speaking, past research has 

defined and assessed cooperation with police in terms of crime reporting and associated 
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public behaviours that support the actions of police (e.g., Bolger & Walters, 2019; 

Karakus, 2017; Murphy et al., 2008, 2015; Sunshine & Tyler, 2003). Past research has 

also found that perceptions of police performance are positively related to the public’s 

willingness to cooperate with police (e.g., Murphy et al., 2015). Consistent with this logic, 

if the public feels negatively about the police (as is the potential dilemma with respect to 

the police’s responsibility and performance of enforcing pandemic-related regulations), 

then it is also plausible that they may be less willing to cooperate with police. This is 

problematic in the context of everyday policing because the public’s support and 

cooperative efforts are ultimately necessary for the success of police and the safety of 

the community (Tyler, 2004; Tyler & Fagan, 2008). Sir Robert Peel (as cited in Dubord et 

al., 2021), the father of modern-day policing, argued that the police need to secure the 

willing cooperation of the public in voluntary observance of the law. And, accordingly, the 

functionality of modern policing has been predicated on the public’s observance of crime 

and disorder and their willingness to call the police for service. In this vein, if the public is 

unwilling to cooperate with police, the efficacy of police and their ability to be effective in 

crime control could be hindered (Murphy et al., 2015). 

2.2.2. Assessing Police Responsibility and Performance as well as 
Willingness to Cooperate with Police 

In light of the police’s enforcement of COVID-19-related regulations, many 

people have come to view the police as being deeply embedded in the frontline 

management of the virus (e.g., Murphy et al., 2020; Nix et al., 2021; White & Fradella, 

2020). Consistent with this logic, the majority of participants in this study (who are 

described in more detail in Chapter 3; N = 104) “Agreed” or “Strongly Agreed” that “it is 

the responsibility of the police to enforce COVID-19 and related public health orders” 

(64.4%; see Table 1). Despite the aforementioned reasons for possible contention 

regarding this new responsibility, the majority of participants also “Agreed” or “Strongly 

Agreed” that “the police are helping to prevent the spread of COVID-19” (67.3%) and 

that they “support the police’s approach to managing COVID-19” (70.2%). And, with 

respect to cooperation with police, the majority of participants once more “Agreed” or 

“Strongly Agreed” on all six cooperation-related statements. With that being said, 

although participants’ overall orientations were generally positive, their support for police 

on these measures was not completely unanimous. For some items, the second most 

frequent response was “Neither Disagree nor Agree,” and participants also responded in 
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the disagree categories. These results suggest that there is some heterogeneity in 

participants’ assessments of police and willingness to cooperate with police, and I 

explore the possible rationale for such heterogeneity below. 

Table 1. Participants’ assessments of police responsibility and performance 
as well as willingness to cooperate with police during the COVID-19 
pandemic (N = 104). 

Variable Strongly 
Disagree 
 

Disagree 
 

Neither 
Disagree 
nor Agree  

Agree 
 

Strongly 
Agree 
 

Responsibility      
“It is the responsibility of the police to 
enforce COVID-19 and related public 
health orders.” 

1.9% 4.8% 28.8% 41.3% 23.1% 

           
Performance           
“The police are helping to prevent the 
spread of COVID-19.” 

3.8% 6.7% 22.1% 48.1% 19.2% 

“I support the police’s approach to 
managing COVID-19.” 

2.9% 5.8% 21.2% 42.3% 27.9% 

      
Willingness to cooperate with police5      
“I would call the police for general 
assistance.” 

5.8% 9.6% 22.1% 44.2% 18.3% 

“I would call the police to report a 
MINOR crime.” 

1.9% 9.6% 22.1% 42.3% 24.0% 

“I would call the police to report a 
MAJOR crime.” 

2.9% 3.8% 13.5% 43.3% 36.5% 

“I would call the police if I were the 
victim of a crime.” 

1.9% 7.7% 17.3% 38.5% 34.6% 

“I would provide the police with 
information to catch a criminal.” 

1.9% 5.8% 24.0% 38.5% 29.8% 

“I would willingly assist the police if 
asked.” 

1.9% 3.8% 23.1% 47.1% 24.0% 

 
5 These variables were combined as part of a principal components analysis for later analyses.  
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2.3. Overview of the Instrumental and Normative Model 

Despite the societal changes induced by the COVID-19 pandemic, there is still 

much reason to expect that factors which impact police-public relations have remained 

unchanged. Such relations appear to be influenced by legitimacy, which is defined by 

Sunshine and Tyler (2003) as “a property of an authority or institution that leads people 

to feel that that authority or institution is entitled to be deferred to and obeyed” (p. 514). 

In understanding how the police can garner such legitimacy, two frameworks have 

dominated scholarly literature: the instrumental model and the normative model 

(Karakus, 2017; Mazerolle et al., 2013; Murphy et al., 2015; Sunshine & Tyler, 2003; 

Tyler, 2003). Traditionally, the public’s views about the police were believed to be 

shaped by their perceptions of the effectiveness of police (Murphy et al., 2015). In this 

way, the instrumental model concerns itself with crime and public fear of victimization, 

and people’s willingness to take punitive stances on issues regarding criminals and 

criminality in order to avoid victimization themselves (Jackson & Bradford, 2009; Tyler & 

Boeckmann, 1997). Under this model, people are said to accept the authority of police 

when they are perceived as creating appropriate sanctions for rule violators, controlling 

crime, and distributing police services in a fair fashion (Simpson, 2019a; Tyler 2003). 

The implications of the instrumental model can be seen in many criminal justice 

contexts, including through a focus on “hard” crime counts and “get tough on crime” 

policies.  

On the other hand, the normative model focuses on the fairness of the process 

used by police during interactions. Procedural justice is central to this model and argues 

that the public’s views about the police vary as a function of their perceptions of 

treatment by the police during an interaction. Rooted in the works of Tom Tyler, past 

literature has demonstrated that the public considers four related dimensions when 

determining whether the police are procedurally just: (1) whether they show dignity and 

respect, (2) whether they act in a neutral and objective manner that is free of bias, (3) 

whether they allow the public to voice their concerns and err grievances, and (4) whether 

they demonstrate trustworthy motives and concern for people’s wellbeing (e.g., 

Mazerolle et al., 2012; Sunshine & Tyler, 2003; Tyler, 1990, 2003). Thus, the police’s 

ability to exercise these dimensions of procedural justice – or rather, the public’s 



12 

perception that the officer engages in behaviours consistent with these dimensions – is 

indicative of a mutual benevolence, which may enhance police-public relations. 

Although police-based research has focused on both the instrumental and 

normative model, the models also contrast each other: whereas the former concerns 

itself with the efficacy of police “work” broadly defined, the latter focuses on the process 

and humanistic qualities during police-public interactions. With that being said, extant 

research has consistently demonstrated that the normative model, and specifically 

procedural justice, is more important to how people will view the police (Jackson et al., 

2013; Murphy et al., 2008; Reisig et al., 2012; Sunshine & Tyler, 2003; Tyler & Huo, 

2002). When people perceive the police to be procedurally just, they are more likely to 

support, cooperate with, and empower the police, perceive the police as legitimate, and 

comply with the law (Mazerolle et al., 2012; Murphy et al., 2015; Nagin & Telep, 2017; 

Sunshine & Tyler, 2003; Tyler & Huo, 2002). This link appears to be explained by the 

Group-Value Model, which attributes cooperation as a function of social identity: when 

the police treat people in a procedurally just manner, they communicate messages about 

people’s value in society and reaffirm a sense of group identity and societal membership 

(Lind & Tyler, 1988; Murphy et al., 2015; Smith et al., 1998). This upholding of societal 

standing in turn fosters a mutual allegiance to group norms and cooperation between 

people and “in-group” authorities (Sunshine & Tyler, 2003). Thus, the public’s societal 

standing during police-public interactions can be manifested through procedural justice, 

which contributes to the ways in which the public feels about the police.  

2.3.1. Literature on Procedural Justice During the Pandemic 

A number of recent studies have examined police procedural justice in the 

context of the COVID-19 pandemic. For example, an American experiment conducted by 

Nix et al. (2021) at the beginning of the pandemic found that perceptions of procedural 

justice had a positive effect on participants’ opinions that police should enforce social 

distancing. However, the authors did not find procedural justice to have any effect on 

precautionary policing – the cutting back of self-initiated activities and enforcement of 

low-level crime in an effort to remain socially distanced. This latter observation appears 

to reinforce White and Fradella’s (2020) thoughts that the public expects the police to be 

constantly available and responding to a myriad of calls for service (i.e., not just calls 

related to criminal activity).  
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Using an Australian sample, McCarthy et al. (2021) found that participants who 

had no recent police-initiated contact or that had police-initiated contact with “high levels” 

of procedural justice exhibited greater compliance with physical distancing requirements 

relative to participants that experienced “low levels” of procedural justice in their police-

initiated contact. Such findings appear to indicate that irrespective of the pandemic, 

“good” police work can have positive implications for people’s willingness to believe in 

the legitimacy of authority and thereby comply with pandemic-related regulations. As 

alluded to before, there is no theoretical reason to suggest that the way police ought to 

treat people has changed as a function of the pandemic. In this vein, procedural justice 

should also continue to be positively related to public assessments of police and 

willingness to cooperate with police.  

2.4. Effects of the Police Uniform and Accoutrements on 
Perceptions of Police 

If procedural justice can positively affect assessments of police and cooperation 

with police, researchers and practitioners alike can benefit from examining factors that 

affect antecedents to procedural justice, such as initial perceptions of police. To this end, 

research has found that the police uniform is an important visual cue that can impact 

perceptions of police. Simpson (2020) argued that no equipment is more important for 

the police than their uniform, further elaborating:  

From a rudimentary perspective, uniforms symbolize officers’ membership 
in the police department. Uniforms also highlight status, foster legitimacy, 
emphasize group membership, influence impressions, and impact the 
nature of social interactions (e.g., Behling, 1994; Bell, 1982; Bickman, 
1974; Damhorst, 1990; Durkin & Jeffery, 2000; Johnson et al., 2002; 
Joseph & Alex, 1972; Nickels, 2008; Paek, 1986; Singer & Singer, 1985; 
Volpp & Lennon, 1988). The presence of uniforms is thus particularly 
important in the context of policing and such importance is generally shared 
across the policing landscape. (p. 243) 

First introduced by the London Metropolitan Police in 1829 to distinguish 

themselves from their military counterparts, the dark blue police uniform has become 

symbolic in the context of the profession and is now commonly used by police agencies 

across North America today (Johnson, 2017). Indeed, past research has found that the 

presence of a uniform can amplify officers’ associations with the police, thereby affecting 

public perceptions of them (e.g., Bell, 1982; Bickman 1974; Durkin & Jeffery, 2000; 
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Mauro, 1984; Simpson, 2017; Simpson & Croft, 2020; Singer & Singer 1985). For 

example, in a natural experiment that saw the Menlo Park Police trade in their traditional 

uniforms for blazers and slacks, Mauro (1984) found no differences between the two 

sets of attire on perceptions of friendliness and warmth, but instead, found that officers in 

their traditional uniforms were perceived to be more fit and able to defend themselves. 

Durkin and Jeffery (2000) found that despite being notified of their respective 

occupations, children perceived a civilian wearing a police uniform to be a “police officer” 

more so than an actual police officer in civilian attire. Consistent with the association that 

the uniform elicits for the profession, Simpson’s (2017) seminal findings revealed that 

relative to civilian attire, participants rated police officers in their uniforms to be more 

aggressive, but also more accountable, approachable, and respectful. More recently, 

Simpson and Croft (2020) found that the uniform may mitigate gendered perceptions, in 

that while participants rated male officers as more aggressive than female officers when 

in civilian attire, both were perceived to exhibit similar levels of aggression when in 

uniform. In sum, past research appears to indicate that the uniform is a visually salient 

representative of the police, whereby this symbolism transforms “police officers (by 

definition) into legitimate police officers (in practice)” (Simpson, 2017, p. 411). 

Although the effects of the uniform appear to be consistent in that the mere 

presence of an officer in a police uniform induces certain perceptual effects, research 

has found that unlike uniforms, variations in officer accoutrements can induce more 

wide-ranging effects on perceptions of police. For example, different types of police 

vests have been shown to induce different perceptual effects: while the load-bearing 

vest (which repositions officers’ weaponry from their waist to their chest) has been 

shown to induce mixed perceptions, likely due to the more salient presence of weaponry 

on an officer that such vest introduces, high-visibility vests have been shown to exhibit 

unilaterally positive perceptual effects (Simpson, 2020). The presence of weapons, 

whether it be a baton (Simpson, 2020) or firearm (in a British context, where police 

officers have traditionally been unarmed; Yesberg et al., 2020), has been shown to 

induce largely negative perceptions of officers, and in the latter research, reduce trust 

and legitimacy. And, accoutrements that conceal officers’ intent (e.g., sunglasses; 

Boyanowsky & Griffiths, 1982; Simpson, 2020) and signal potential physical contact with 

the public (e.g., black gloves; Simpson, 2020) have also been shown to induce negative 

perceptions. In sum, accoutrements are particularly important for perceptions of police 
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because of their inferential capabilities: while a uniform signifies an association to the 

police, accoutrements on the other hand can provide perceptual signals regarding both 

officers’ intentions and their policing philosophies (Simpson, 2020). 

2.5. Changes to Accoutrements During the Pandemic: The 
Police’s Use of PPE 

In many cases, the police’s use of accoutrements is context dependent: certain 

situations call for the use of certain accoutrements. Likewise, the decision to employ new 

types of accoutrements often stem from the rise of phenomena and challenges induced 

to the profession. Like other frontline workers who have engaged in public contact during 

the COVID-19 pandemic, police have adopted PPE as a type of accoutrement, which 

has been identified as providing many health and safety benefits (e.g., Chu et al., 2020; 

Cook, 2020; Thomas et al., 2020; WHO, 2020a, b). For example, the Vancouver Police 

Department (2020) has supplied their officers with gloves and personally-outfitted 

respiratory masks and recommended that they use them whenever applicable. The CDC 

(2020) has also recommended that law enforcement personnel use eye protection, 

including face shields and goggles, to further mitigate the risk of virus exposure. In the 

following section, I briefly describe these items of PPE used by officers during the 

pandemic. 

Face Masks 

Simple behaviours like coughing, sneezing, and talking can produce respiratory 

droplets and aerosols which can contain the COVID-19 virus (Thomas et al., 2020). 

Without adequate facial protection, exposure to these behaviours can thus spread the 

virus. With that being said, face masks have been shown to be effective at inhibiting 

such spread (Chu et al., 2020; Cook, 2020; WHO, 2020a, b) and have thus become very 

popular during the pandemic. Nevertheless, they still vary in both their efficacy and style 

(e.g., surgical masks versus N95 masks versus full-face respirator masks): although 

surgical masks provide benefits, more advanced respirator-style masks have been 

shown to provide superior coverage (Chu et al., 2020).  
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Medical Gloves 

Although the use of gloves by police is not new given their functional benefits 

(Simpson, 2020), they have become particularly popular during the COVID-19 

pandemic. Such popularity is largely due to two reasons. First, gloves protect officers 

from direct contact with citizens who may be carriers of the virus (WHO, 2020e). 

Second, gloves provide an extra barrier to skin contact against contaminated surfaces 

(WHO, 2020e). While gloves do not replace the importance of proper hand hygiene 

(WHO, 2020f), their usage is beneficial for reducing opportunities for the virus to spread, 

particularly among officers who may not have immediate access to hand washing or 

sanitizing stations. 

Eye Protection and Face Shields 

While it appears that eye protection and face shields have not been used by 

police during the COVID-19 pandemic to the same extent as gloves and face masks, 

they both have been shown to reduce hand-eye contact, which is another vehicle by 

which the virus can spread (Chu et al., 2020; Mukamul, 2020; Thomas et al., 2020). For 

this reason, the CDC (2020) has recommended that law enforcement personnel use 

these equipment whenever possible. Similar to gloves, however, eye protection and face 

shields do not provide adequate protection if used exclusively on their own (Lindsley et 

al., 2014; Roberge, 2016; Thomas et al., 2020). Instead, these items of PPE are most 

effective when used in combination with other items of PPE (French et al., 2016), like 

those discussed in the preceding sections. 

2.5.1. A Test of Public Perception 

While the police have adopted PPE primarily for its functional benefits (i.e., to 

mitigate the risks of the virus; CDC, 2020; Chu et al., 2020; Cook, 2020; WHO, 2020a, 

b), its use has also presented a novel visual stimuli for the public when they observe the 

police (Simpson & Sandrin, 2021). Provided that different forms of police accoutrements 

can signal different kinds of intent, it is possible that the police’s use of different items of 

PPE may exhibit perceptual effects as well. When accounting for the literature 

surrounding COVID-19, police officers who use PPE should theoretically be perceived 

favourably, seeing that by using PPE, they demonstrate a cognizant awareness of the 
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growing body of medical recommendations regarding the handling of the virus (e.g., Chu 

et al., 2020; Cook, 2020; Thomas et al., 2020; WHO, 2020a, b). Ironically enough, 

however, many of the items that often constitute PPE have traditionally been associated 

with negative perceptions of police. 

As described before, for example, Simpson (2020) found that black gloves 

exhibited negative effects on citizens’ perceptions of officers, perhaps because the 

presence of gloves suggests an anticipation of unwanted physical contact. While little to 

no empirical literature has specifically examined the perceptual effects of face masks on 

police, existing research and current rhetoric suggest that they too may have important 

perceptual implications. For example, face masks can hinder communication and inhibit 

the display of facial expressions, which may contribute to more dehumanized 

interactions between the public and the police (Simpson, 2021). Moreover, specific types 

of face masks (e.g., full-face respirator masks) may elicit perceptions associated with 

hostile and/or militant behavior given that similar masks have traditionally been used by 

police as part of their tactical riot gear during public disorder situations where tear gas 

and/or other chemical agents are deployed (Kraska, 2007; Lawson, 2019). And the 

same logic applies to face shields: officers who employ face shields have traditionally 

been associated with riot squads and SWAT teams which are often perceived as being 

militarized (Kraska, 2007; Lawson, 2019). Face shields may therefore elicit negative 

perceptions associated with aggressive intentions and/or hostile situations as well. 

Finally, eye protection (including sunglasses) poses a similar paradox: while sunglasses 

may provide a supplementary shield from hand-eye contact and respiratory droplets, 

they too have been shown to induce negative perceptions of police (Boyanowsky & 

Griffiths, 1982; Simpson, 2020). 

In order to address this “PPE paradox” that had yet to be investigated at the time, 

Simpson and Sandrin (2021) empirically tested the effects of PPE on perceptions of 

officer trait ascriptions. As part of the study, participants read fictitious news articles 

about the utility of PPE during the pandemic and then rated images of a police officer, 

including when using PPE, on a series of trait ascriptions (i.e., accountability, 

aggressiveness, approachability, competency, friendliness, intimidation, professionalism, 

and respectfulness). The results revealed that irrespective of the type of fictitious news 

article that participants were assigned to read, the use of PPE overwhelmingly exhibited 

important and favourable perceptual implications for police (Simpson & Sandrin, 2021). 
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For example, using a surgical mask or N95 mask alone and/or in combination with 

medical gloves unilaterally enhanced perceptions of the officer. The full-face respirator 

mask, on the other hand, exhibited more mixed effects: while using this particular mask 

alone and/or in combination with medical gloves exhibited some favourable effects, it 

also amplified perceptions of aggression and intimidation. The authors additionally found 

that an officer’s use of combinations of PPE elicited further perceptual effects, but that 

such effects were largely a function of some perceptually salient items of PPE (e.g., face 

masks) as opposed to the completely additive effect of multiple items. The findings thus 

indicate that despite theoretical rationale to suggest that items of PPE could induce 

negative perceptions of police, the context behind the use of such items appears to have 

important implications for perceptions. In a pandemic context where PPE has been 

shown to mitigate the risk of spreading the virus, the police’s use of PPE has been 

perceived as largely favourable with respect to officer trait ascriptions. 

2.5.2. PPE and its Implications for Procedural Justice 

“Seeing [police] officers routinely use what has traditionally been medical 

equipment is both novel and important for functionality and perception” (Simpson & 

Sandrin, 2021, p. 21). In light of the recent findings from Simpson and Sandrin (2021), 

there is further reason to speculate that while procedural justice may help to explain 

public assessments of police and willingness to cooperate with police (including during 

the COVID-19 pandemic, as discussed above; e.g., Bennett & Mazerolle, 2020; Farrow, 

2020; Murphy et al., 2020; Nix et al., 2021; White & Fradella, 2020), perceptions of 

procedural justice may also be impacted by more tangible variables during the 

pandemic, such as the police’s use of PPE. Provided that changes to the aesthetics of 

police can impact perceptions of officers (e.g., Boyanowsky & Griffiths, 1982; Johnson et 

al., 2015; O’Neill et al., 2018; Pica et al., 2020; Simpson, 2017, 2020; Simpson & 

Sandrin, 2021; Yesberg et al., 2020), the police’s use of PPE during the pandemic may 

play an important role in shaping perceptions of officers as procedurally just. For 

example, an officer’s use of PPE may display their attempt to mitigate the spread of the 

virus, which in turn, may provide perceptual cues about their level of dignity and respect 

for the public. In a similar way, an officer’s use of PPE may showcase their willingness to 

follow public health guidelines, which in turn may lead the officer to be perceived as 

more trustworthy (at least in this pandemic context). The officer’s use of such items may 
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also signal the intent to the public that they are both able to physically converse with the 

public and better able to allow the public voice during such conversations. Indeed, it is 

only through the proper use of PPE that officers can engage in “safe” in-person contact 

with the public during the pandemic. Lastly, while the relationship between PPE and 

neutrality may be less obvious, the officer’s use of PPE may help to highlight their 

commitment to provide the most effective public service possible, which in turn, may 

extend to that officer’s willingness to implement other best practices, including impartial 

decision-making. Therefore, the police’s use of PPE during the pandemic may signal 

much more than just their intent to be safe: an officer’s use of PPE may also serve as a 

form of symbolic interactionism that indicates their intention to act in a procedurally just 

manner. 

2.6. Overview of the Thesis 

Emerging bodies of literature have reaffirmed the importance of procedural 

justice during the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., Bennett & Mazerolle, 2020; Farrow, 2020; 

Murphy et al., 2020; Nix et al., 2021; White & Fradella, 2020) as well as the importance 

of PPE for both safety (e.g., CDC, 2020; Chu et al., 2020; Cook, 2020; WHO, 2020a, b) 

and perception (e.g., Simpson & Sandrin, 2021). However, no known research has 

examined the effects of procedural justice and PPE on public assessments of police 

performance and responsibility during the pandemic. Moreover, scholarly literature has 

yet to examine how these combined effects are implicated in the public’s willingness to 

cooperate with police. Given both the relevance of procedural justice for policing and the 

salient change that the police’s use of PPE has induced for the aesthetics of the police 

uniform, it is important that these phenomena be examined together. As part of this 

thesis, I thus explore two related topics. First, I measure the effects of procedural justice 

on participants’ assessments of the police’s handling of the COVID-19 pandemic as well 

as their willingness to cooperate with police. Second, I explore the effects of different 

items of PPE on participants’ perceptions of procedural justice among police. In order to 

address these research questions, I propose two hypotheses. 

Hypothesis 1. Perceptions of procedural justice, including when a police officer uses 

PPE, will be positively related to public assessments of police responsibility and 

performance as well as the public’s willingness to cooperate with police. 
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Hypothesis 2. Participants will perceive a police officer as more procedurally just when 

they are using items of PPE (e.g., face masks, face shields, goggles, and medical 

gloves) than when they are not using any items of PPE (i.e., in their standard uniform). 

Such effects of PPE will be larger when the officer uses items of PPE that provide 

greater visual salience and/or functionality. 
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Chapter 3.  
 
Data and Methods 

3.1. Participants 

This study draws upon data from 104 adult participants (57 males and 47 

females) sampled via Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (herein after referred to as “MTurk”). 

MTurk is a popular sampling platform that allows researchers to use crowdsourcing to 

collect remote data from participants in return for compensation. Previous research has 

found this platform to provide diverse and representative samples quickly and at low 

costs (Buhrmester et al., 2011; Casler et al., 2013; Mellis & Bickel, 2020; Mortensen & 

Hughes, 2018; Paolacci et al., 2010). Moreover, MTurk has been used in related 

research that has explored perceptions of police and criminal justice entities more 

broadly, including pandemic policing (e.g., Mellis & Bickel, 2020; Miethe et al., 2019; Nix 

et al., 2021; Salerno & Sanchez, 2020; Simpson, 2021; Simpson & Sandrin, 2021). 

Given the constraints imposed upon human subjects research by the pandemic, MTurk 

offered a safe and practical option for recruiting participants.  

As described above, MTurk collects data remotely from participants. Thus, 

although MTurk has the ability to host studies that mimic in-person laboratory-style 

experiments, researchers cannot rigorously control for extraneous factors. For example, 

relative to in-person laboratory settings, researchers that are conducting studies 

remotely may find it more challenging to ensure that participants are fully engaged with 

the study due to the presence of external influences and lack of direct oversight. 

Therefore, in order to ensure that the data were of the highest quality possible, I 

restricted the survey to MTurk participants who had a high approval rating on prior 

human intelligence tasks (i.e., other surveys) of at least 90%. Aside from this pre-

requisite of standing as an MTurk worker, all participants recruited for the study had to 

be: (1) residing in North America, (2) at least 18 years of age, and (3) able to speak, 

read, and write English. It is important to note that although the study was open to MTurk 

workers across North America, all participants in these analyses were living in the United 

States. Participants ranged in age from 21 to 77 (M = 38) and self-identified as Asian (6), 

Black (14), Hispanic (3), White (75), or unknown (6) race. The majority of participants 
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reported that they held a Bachelor’s degree (70) and that their income is “average” (56) 

relative to other people living in their respective regions. See Table 2 for descriptive 

statistics. 

Table 2. Descriptive statistics for participants (N = 104). 

Variable Number Mean Std. Dev. 

Gender    
Male 57 - - 
Female 47 - - 

Age - 38 12.8 
Race/Ethnicity    

Asian 6 - - 
Black 14 - - 
Hispanic 3 - - 
White 75 - - 
Unknown 6 - - 

Education    
Did not complete high school 0 - - 
High school/GED 2 - - 
Some college/university 7 - - 
Bachelor’s Degree 70 - - 
Master’s Degree 23 - - 
Doctoral Degree 2 - - 

Marital Status    
Single 34 - - 
Cohabiting 1 - - 
Married 67 - - 
Separated/Divorced 1 - - 
Unknown 1 - - 

Income    
Much less than average 6 - - 
Little less than average 14 - - 
Average 56 - - 
Little more than average 26 - - 
Much more than average 2 - - 

Recent Police Contact    
Negative 3 - - 
Positive 16 - - 
Both 21 - - 
None 64 - - 

Lifetime Encounters with the Police - 5 13.7 
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3.2. Procedure 

Upon enrollment in the study, participants were advised that the study sought to 

investigate public attitudes about the use of PPE during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Participants were further informed that they would: (1) rate images of people using PPE 

on a number of different variables and then (2) complete a series of concluding 

questions about themselves and their thoughts. The generic term “people” was 

employed in lieu of the specific term “police” in order to minimize potential demand 

characteristics that could have otherwise biased participants’ perceptions of police. 

Following completion of the task, participants were provided with a debriefing information 

sheet that contained information about the study and contact information for the 

research team should they have any questions. The study was conducted entirely online 

and required approximately 20 minutes to complete. 

3.3. Perception Task 

As part of the perception task, participants rated 12 different images of a 

uniformed White male officer using different items of PPE on procedural justice-related 

statements (as described below; see Appendix). In the first six images, the officer used 

one of the following items of PPE: (1) a surgical mask, (2) an N95 mask, (3) a full-face 

respirator mask, (4) goggles, (5) a face shield, or (6) single-use medical gloves (light 

blue in color). In the subsequent five images, the officer used a combination of the 

aforementioned items of PPE, including: (7) medical gloves and a surgical mask, (8) 

medical gloves and an N95 mask, (9) medical gloves and a full-face respirator mask, 

(10) medical gloves, an N95 mask, and goggles, or (11) medical gloves, an N95 mask, 

goggles, and a face shield. In the twelfth (control) image, the officer did not use any PPE 

and wore only their standard uniform. This standard uniform (which the officer wore in all 

images irrespective of the PPE being manipulated) included an operational duty belt, 

navy blue short-sleeve collared shirt, navy blue pants, and black boots. These specific 

images were selected to not only isolate individual items of PPE, but also to examine the 

perceptual effects of popular combinations of PPE used by officers. 

In order to ensure the realism of both the officer and the PPE used by the officer, 

all images were collected with the assistance of a local police department. The police 

department supplied both the officer and the PPE. All names and other identifiers of the 
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officer were digitally removed for the purposes of the study. Removing such elements 

ensured that the uniform appeared as generic and region-neutral as possible: the dark 

blue uniform worn by the officer in the experiment appears almost identical to the dark 

blue uniform worn by most police agencies across North America. All elements of the 

images with the exception of the PPE being manipulated were held constant across the 

images (e.g., same [neutral] facial expression, posture, etc.). 

To best situate the context for the study, all images of the officer were taken in a 

public setting. The images were taken near a building that minimized shadows while 

allowing for sufficient light to create a clear visual of the officer. The images depicted a 

simulated interaction between the officer and a member of the public (i.e., I was 

presented in the image with my back toward the camera to simulate an interaction with 

the officer, but the lens was focused on that officer). Moreover, other members of the 

public (i.e., staged volunteers) were present but not focal in the background. Including 

members of the public in both the simulated interaction and background was necessary 

to make the use of PPE meaningful (i.e., one could argue that using PPE is potentially 

irrelevant in the absence of other people). All members of the public were situated in the 

same position across the images and their faces were always blurred to emphasize the 

focus on the pictured officer. The order of the presentation of images was randomized 

across participants to control for potential order effects. 

3.4. Variables 

3.4.1. Procedural Justice 

After viewing each image of the officer, participants rated that officer along five 

procedural justice-related statements on a five-point Likert scale, ranging from “Strongly 

Disagree” (-2) to “Strongly Agree” (2). These statements included: (1) “This officer would 

have my best interests in mind” (Trustworthy Motives), (2) “This officer would be fair 

when making decisions” (Neutrality), (3) “This officer would listen to me before making a 

decision” (Voice), (4) “This officer would treat me with dignity and respect” (Dignity and 

Respect), and (5) “This officer would be polite when dealing with me” (also Dignity and 

Respect). These statements reflect the four core dimensions of procedural justice as 

studied in past research (for a discussion, see Chapter 2). 
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In order to account for potential differences in perceptions of procedural justice 

by the officer’s use of PPE, I operationalized procedural justice using two measures: (1) 

through a baseline measure which involved participants’ evaluations of procedural 

justice for only the control image of the officer without any PPE (herein after referred to 

as “PJ”) and (2) through a procedural justice measure specific to the COVID-19 

pandemic which involved participants’ evaluations of procedural justice for the remaining 

11 images of the officer using PPE (herein after referred to as “PPE PJ”). For the former, 

I collapsed the mean of the five survey questions that participants answered for the 

control image of the officer (M = 0.49, SD = 0.86, α = 0.87), and for the latter, I collapsed 

the mean for the same five survey questions but for the 11 PPE images (for a total of 55 

responses; M = 0.70, SD = 0.55, α = 0.96). 

3.4.2. Behavioural Statements 

In addition to the dimensions of procedural justice, participants also rated each 

image of the officer on three behavioural statements: (1) “This officer is adequately 

dressed given the conditions” (Dressed Adequate), (2) “This officer is doing their best to 

protect themselves and the community” (Protective), and (3) “This officer shares my 

values” (Shares Values). These behavioural statements were evaluated on the same 

five-point Likert scale, ranging from “Strongly Disagree” (-2) to “Strongly Agree” (2). 

3.4.3. Sociodemographic Variables 

As part of the study, participants responded to a number of sociodemographic 

questions. I treated participants’ responses to “Age” (continuous), “Gender” 

(male/female),6 and “Lifetime encounters with the police” (continuous) in their original 

forms. Due to constraints imposed by the sample size, I re-coded participants’ 

responses to “Race” (i.e., White/non-White), “Marital Status” (i.e., married/not married), 

and “Recent Police Contact” (i.e., yes/no) as dichotomous variables. Finally, I treated 

participants’ responses to “Education” (i.e., initially assessed as a six-point categorical 

variable, ranging from “Did not complete high school” to “Doctoral Degree”) and 

“Income” (i.e., initially assessed as a five-point categorical variable, ranging from “Much 

 
6 Participants were also provided with the option of “other” when responding about their gender, 
but no participants selected this option. 
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less than average” to “Much more than average”) as continuous variables (see Table 2 

for participants’ original responses).  

3.4.4. Police Responsibility and Performance 

I operationalized police responsibility and performance during the COVID-19 

pandemic using two separate measures derived via three survey items. Participants 

assessed each survey item on a five-point Likert scale, ranging from “Strongly Disagree” 

(-2) to “Strongly Agree” (2). The responsibility measure was assessed via participants’ 

response to the statement: “It is the responsibility of the police to enforce COVID-19 and 

related public health regulations” (M = 0.79, SD = 0.92). The performance measure was 

constructed by summing participants’ scores for the following two survey questions: (1) 

“The police are helping to prevent the spread of COVID-19” and (2) “I support the 

police’s approach to managing COVID-19” (statistics for the summed scale: M = 1.59, 

SD = 1.73, α = 0.71). Pearson’s correlation between the responsibility and performance 

variables (r = 0.401, r2 = 0.161, p < 0.001) revealed a positive linear relationship, where 

police responsibility accounts for 16.1% of the variance in police performance. Despite 

this positive relationship, the unaccounted variance suggests enough distinction in 

participants’ responses among the two variables, such that they should be examined as 

separate entities. 

Table 3. Pearson’s correlations among variables in the principal components 
analysis. 

 Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 
 I would       
1 “Call the police for general 

assistance” 
1      

2 “Call the police to report a 
MINOR crime” 

0.487*** 1     

3 “Call the police to report a 
MAJOR crime” 

0.309*** 0.355*** 1    

4 “Call the police if I was a victim 
of a crime” 

0.408*** 0.294** 0.396*** 1   

5 “Provide the police with 
information to catch a criminal” 

0.430*** 0.429*** 0.479*** 0.485*** 1  

6 “Willingly assist the police if 
asked” 

0.323*** 0.343*** 0.489*** 0.408*** 0.468*** 1 

**p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001 



27 

3.4.5. Willingness to Cooperate with Police 

I operationalized cooperation with police using a measure derived via six survey 

items. Participants assessed each survey item on the same five-point Likert scale, 

ranging from “Strongly Disagree” (-2) to “Strongly Agree” (2). The items included: (1) “I 

would call the police for general assistance,” (2) “I would call the police to report a minor 

crime,” (3) “I would call the police to report a major crime,” (4) “I would call the police if I 

was a victim of a crime,” (5) “I would provide the police with information to catch a 

criminal,” and (6) “I would willingly assist the police if asked.” The use of such survey 

items is consistent with prior research that has assessed cooperation with police (e.g., 

Karakus, 2017; Murphy et al., 2008, 2015; Sunshine & Tyler, 2003). In order to 

determine the suitability of the survey items as a measure, I conducted a principal 

components analysis (PCA). The correlation matrix revealed a significant and positive 

relationship for all six survey items (see Table 3). Results from the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin 

test (0.834), Bartlett’s test of sphericity (χ2 (15) = 164.761, p < .001), and communalities 

(minimum value > 0.45) indicated that PCA was appropriate for the data. Using an 

eigenvalue >1 threshold, the PCA determined that a one factor solution was most 

optimal (α = 0.80), with all survey items having produced factor loadings > .670 on that 

solution (see Table 4). 

Table 4. Principal components analysis for cooperation with 
police. 

Variables Factor Loadings 
Call the police for general assistance 0.686 
Call the police to report a MINOR crime 0.673 
Call the police to report a MAJOR crime 0.712 
Call the police if you were a victim of a crime 0.701 
Provide the police with information to catch a criminal 0.783 
Willingly assist the police if asked 0.712 
  
Eigenvalues 3.041 
Explained variance 50.680% 
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3.5. Analytic Strategy 

In order to test Hypothesis 1, I employ a series of OLS regression models. I first 

examine how PJ affects participants’ assessments of police responsibility and 

performance during the COVID-19 pandemic. I then replace the PJ measure with the 

PPE PJ measure to determine whether the officer’s use of PPE impacts the magnitude 

of effect for the procedural justice variable. I employ a similar logic with respect to 

cooperation with police. I first examine how PJ affects participants’ willingness to 

cooperate with police. Again, I replace the PJ measure with the PPE PJ measure to 

determine whether the officer’s use of PPE impacts the magnitude of effect for the 

procedural justice variable. All of the regression models met the assumptions of OLS 

appropriate within the confines of social science conventions (e.g., Garson, 2014). 

In order to test Hypothesis 2, I employ a series of t-tests to tease apart within-

subject differences regarding perceptions of procedural justice by the type of PPE used. 

Within these particular analyses, the officer acts as their own analytic control: ratings of 

each image of the officer using different items of PPE are compared against ratings of 

the same officer not using PPE (i.e., control image). In these analyses, I further included 

the three behavioural statements in an effort to identify potential proxies that might help 

to explain variation in perceptions of procedural justice by PPE. I examine the findings 

from the analyses in the following chapter. 
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Chapter 4.  
 
Results 

4.1. Bivariate Associations 

I begin the analyses by employing Pearson’s correlation to examine bivariate 

associations among continuous variables. I find that all main independent and 

dependent variables exhibit positive correlations with each other (see Table 5). In 

addition, I find a number of significant associations between sociodemographic and main 

variables. For example, I find that participants’ number of interactions with the police is 

negatively correlated to assessments of police performance (r = -0.228, p < 0.05): as 

participants’ number of interactions with the police increased, their assessments of 

police performance decreased. Separately, I find that participants’ education is positively 

correlated to both their willingness to cooperate with police (r = 0.235, p < 0.05) and 

ratings of PPE PJ (r = 0.254, p < 0.01): as participants’ levels of education increased, 

their willingness to cooperate with police and ratings of PPE PJ also increased. Finally, I 

find that participants’ income is positively correlated to ratings of PPE PJ (r = 0.215, p < 

0.05): as participants’ income increased, ratings of PPE PJ also increased. See Table 5 

for other correlations. 

4.2. Effects of Procedural Justice on Assessments of 
Police 

As part of the first set of regression models (see Table 6), I explore the effects of 

PJ (derived via participants’ ratings of the officer without any PPE) on participants’ 

assessments of police responsibility and performance. With regard to the former, I find a 

positive relationship between PJ and assessments of police responsibility (b = 0.32, p < 

0.01): when participants perceived police as more procedurally just, they expressed 

more favourable assessments of police responsibility in managing the pandemic. With 

regard to the latter, I find a positive relationship between PJ and assessments of police 

performance (b = 0.88, p < 0.001): when participants perceived police as more 

procedurally just, they expressed more favourable assessments of police performance 

during the pandemic.  
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Table 5. Pearson’s correlations among continuous independent and dependent variables. 

 Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

1 Police Responsibility 1         

2 Police Performance 0.401*** 1        

3 Cooperation with Police 0.550*** 0.535*** 1       

4 “Baseline” PJ 0.311** 0.467*** 0.394*** 1      

5 “PPE” PJ 0.456*** 0.528*** 0.595*** 0.691*** 1     

6 Age -0.005 0.046 0.174 0.108 0.086 1    

7 Education 0.152 0.066 0.235* 0.044 0.254** -0.128 1   

8 Income 0.137 0.011 0.163 0.071 0.215* 0.007 0.311** 1  

9 Number of Interactions 
with Police 

-0.170 -0.228* -0.079 -0.014 -0.124 -0.010 0.066 -0.235* 1 

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001 
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I also find several significant effects regarding sociodemographics for both of 

these outcomes. For example, I find that non-White participants (b = -0.49, p < 0.05) 

expressed less favourable assessments of police responsibility than White participants. I 

also find that participants who are married (b = 0.65, p < 0.10) expressed more 

favourable assessments of police performance than non-married participants. Finally, I 

find a very small, negative relationship between participants’ number of lifetime 

encounters with the police and their assessments of police performance (b = -0.02, p < 

0.10). 

Table 6. Regression models examining the effects of PJ and PPE PJ on 
assessments of police responsibility and performance during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

 Model 1: 
“Baseline” Procedural Justice 

Model 2: 
“PPE” Procedural Justice 

 Responsibility Performance  Responsibility Performance 
 b (SE) b (SE)  b (SE) b (SE) 
Baseline PJ 0.32 (0.10)** 0.88 (0.18)***  - -  
PPE PJ - -  0.69 (0.16)*** 1.62 (0.28)*** 
Characteristics 

Age 0.00 (0.01) 0.00 (0.01)  0.00 (0.01) -0.01 (0.01) 
Male1 0.04 (0.18) -0.20 (0.31)  0.06 (0.17) -0.14 (0.30) 
Non-White2 -0.49 (0.20)* -0.37 (0.35)  -0.40 (0.19)* -0.15 (0.34) 
Married3 0.21 (0.20) 0.65 (0.35)†  0.16 (0.19) 0.54 (0.34) 
Education 0.20 (0.15) 0.14 (0.26)  0.09 (0.15) -0.11 (0.26) 
Income 0.06 (0.11) -0.20 (0.20)  0.01 (0.11) -0.32 (0.19) 
Recent Police 
Contact4 

-0.03 (0.19) 0.06 (0.33)  -0.07 (0.18) 0.00 (0.32) 

Lifetime Police 
Encounters 

-0.01 (0.01) -0.02 (0.01)†  -0.01 (0.01) -0.02 (0.01)† 

Constant -0.12 (0.69) 0.56 (1.21)  0.06 (0.66) 1.00 (1.17) 
F Statistic 2.59* 4.40***  3.78*** 5.57*** 
Adjusted R2 0.12 0.23  0.20 0.29 

†p < 0.10; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001 
Results with “0.00” are due to rounding 
1 Reference group = female participants 
2 Reference group = White participants 
3 Reference group = participants who are not married 
4 Reference group = participants without recent police contact 
 

As part of the second set of regression models, I explore the effects of PPE PJ 

(derived via participants’ ratings of the officer using PPE) on their assessments of the 

same outcomes. The results reveal similar patterns as observed in the first set of 
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models. For example, I find a positive relationship between PPE PJ and assessments of 

police responsibility (b = 0.69, p < 0.001). I also find a positive relationship between PPE 

PJ and assessments of police performance (b = 1.62, p < 0.001). In both instances, 

though, the coefficient appears to be larger in these models than the former models. In 

terms of sociodemographics, I find that non-White participants (b = -0.40, p < 0.05) 

exhibited less favourable assessments of police responsibility than White participants. I 

also find a very small, negative relationship between participants’ number of lifetime 

encounters with the police and their assessments of police performance (b = -0.02, p < 

0.10). 

4.3. Effects of Procedural Justice on Willingness to 
Cooperate with Police 

As part of the third set of regression models (see Table 7), I employ a similar 

block modelling strategy to explore the differing effects of PJ and PPE PJ on 

participants’ willingness to cooperate with police. With regard to the former, I find a 

positive relationship between PJ and willingness to cooperate with police (b = 0.44, p < 

0.001): when participants perceived police as more procedurally just, they expressed a 

greater willingness to cooperate with police. Several significant findings regarding 

sociodemographics also emerge. For example, I find a positive relationship between 

participants’ education and their willingness to cooperate with police (b = 0.39, p < 0.05). 

Finally, I also find a very small, positive relationship between participants’ age and their 

willingness to cooperate with police (b = 0.02, p < 0.05). 

When I explore the effects of PPE PJ on participants’ willingness to cooperate 

with police, a similar pattern as observed in the prior models emerge. For example, I find 

a positive relationship between PPE PJ and willingness to cooperate with police (b = 

1.01, p < 0.001). Again, the coefficient appears to be larger in this model. With respect to 

sociodemographics, only one significant finding emerges: participants’ age had a very 

small, positive effect on their willingness to cooperate with police (b = 0.01, p < 0.10). 
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Table 7. Regression models examining the effects of PJ and PPE PJ on 
willingness to cooperate with police during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 Model 1: 
“Baseline” Procedural Justice 

 Model 2: 
“PPE” Procedural Justice 

 b (SE)  b (SE) 
Baseline PJ 0.44 (0.11)***  - 
PPE PJ -  1.01 (0.16)*** 
Characteristics 

Age 0.02 (0.01)*  0.01 (0.01)† 
Male1 -0.13 (0.18)  -0.10 (0.17) 
Non-White2 -0.33 (0.21)  -0.21 (0.19) 
Married3 -0.01 (0.21)  -0.09 (0.19) 
Education 0.39 (0.16)*  0.23 (0.14) 
Income 0.08 (0.12)  0.00 (0.11) 
Recent Police Contact4 -0.03 (0.19)  -0.08 (0.18) 
Lifetime Police Encounters -0.01 (0.01)  0.00 (0.01) 

Constant -2.23 (0.72)**  -1.97 (0.65)** 
F Statistic 3.73***  6.92*** 
Adjusted R2 0.19  0.34 

†p < 0.10; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001 
Results with “0.00” are due to rounding 
1 Reference group = female participants 
2 Reference group = White participants 
3 Reference group = participants who are not married 
4 Reference group = participants without recent police contact 

4.4. Dimensions of Procedural Justice 

The findings from the regression models suggest that procedural justice is 

positively related to police responsibility and performance as well as willingness to 

cooperate with police during the pandemic, thereby supporting Hypothesis 1. Although a 

direct comparison between the PJ and PPE PJ variables cannot be made due to the 

nature of the measures, the effect of procedural justice appears to be stronger when the 

officer is using PPE. As part of the next set of analyses, I thus test Hypothesis 2 by 

employing a series of within-subject t-tests to disentangle some of these effects and 

explore the mechanisms that might link PPE with procedural justice. 

Face Masks 

Face masks have been shown to be effective at inhibiting the spread of the virus 

(Chu et al., 2020; Cook, 2020). Their efficacy has resulted in both overwhelming 
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popularity during the pandemic and the associated expectation that people use them, 

including the police. Consistent with this logic, when the officer used any kind of a face 

mask (i.e., surgical, N95, or full-face respirator mask), participants generally perceived 

them to be more procedurally just than when they did not use a face mask (see Table 8). 

For example, using a surgical mask amplified perceptions that the officer would be fair 

when making decisions (difference = 0.240, p < 0.05) and that they would be polite 

(difference = 0.231, p < 0.05). Using an N95 mask also amplified perceptions of fairness 

(difference = 0.269, p < 0.01) and politeness (difference = 0.212, p < 0.05) as well as 

enhanced perceptions that the officer would have participants’ best interests in mind 

(difference = 0.250, p < 0.05). Although the officer’s use of a full-face respirator mask did 

not exhibit significant differences for the variables of fairness and politeness, the officer’s 

use of such mask amplified perceptions that they would have participants’ best interests 

in mind (difference = 0.231, p < 0.05) and that they would listen to them prior to making 

a decision (difference = 0.212, p < 0.05). 

Face Shields 

The officer’s use of a face shield also elicited some interesting findings. Although 

face shields are used less frequently in comparison to face masks, their prominence on 

an officer’s face can still induce perceptual effects (Simpson & Sandrin, 2021). And, 

indeed, using a face shield amplified perceptions that the officer would have participants’ 

best interests in mind (difference = 0.212, p < 0.05) as well as treat them politely 

(difference = 0.346, p < 0.001). In fact, the exclusive use of a face shield exhibited a 

stronger effect for perceptions of politeness than any of the aforementioned face masks. 

Goggles 

Next, I examine goggles, which are both less salient in terms of visual perception 

and exhibit fewer functional benefits if used on their own (Simpson & Sandrin, 2021). 

Given these caveats, it was not surprising to see that goggles only exhibited one 

significant effect: using goggles reduced perceptions that the officer would exhibit dignity 

and respect (difference = 0.192, p < 0.05). The direction of this effect, however, runs 

counter to the prediction that such item would have enhanced perceptions of the officer 

for the reasons noted earlier. 
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Table 8. T-tests comparing participants’ perceptions of procedural justice of 
the officer when using PPE versus not using PPE. 

 Procedural Justice 
Variable Trustworthy 

Motives 
Neutrality Voice Dignity and Respect 

Respect Polite 
No PPE (Control) 0.452 0.510 0.490 0.558 0.452 
Surgical Mask 0.644 0.750 0.673 0.664 0.683 
   Difference from Control 0.192 0.240* 0.183 0.106 0.231* 
N95 Mask 0.702 0.779 0.683 0.683 0.664 
   Difference from Control 0.250* 0.269** 0.192 0.125 0.212* 
Full-Face Respirator Mask 0.683 0.596 0.702 0.654 0.481 
   Difference from Control 0.231* 0.087 0.212* 0.096 0.029 
Face Shield 0.664 0.558 0.539 0.673 0.798 
   Difference from Control 0.212* 0.048 0.048 0.115 0.346*** 
Goggles 0.490 0.596 0.587 0.365 0.625 
   Difference from Control 0.038 0.087 0.096 0.192* 0.173 
Medical Gloves (“Gloves”) 0.289 0.519 0.654 0.577 0.539 
   Difference from Control 0.163 0.010 0.163 0.019 0.087 
Gloves & Surgical Mask 0.846 0.846 0.837 0.789 0.789 
   Difference from Control 0.394*** 0.337** 0.346*** 0.231* 0.337** 
Gloves & N95 Mask 0.731 0.865 0.740 0.817 0.837 
   Difference from Control 0.279* 0.356** 0.250* 0.260* 0.385*** 
Gloves & Full-Face Respirator Mask 0.712 0.644 0.760 0.808 0.721 
   Difference from Control 0.260* 0.135 0.269** 0.250* 0.269* 
Gloves, N95 Mask & Goggles 0.875 0.856 0.846 0.769 0.837 
   Difference from Control 0.423*** 0.346** 0.356*** 0.212* 0.385*** 
Gloves, N95 Mask, Goggles & Face Shield 0.808 0.865 0.808 0.846 0.990 
   Difference from Control 0.356** 0.356** 0.317** 0.288* 0.538*** 

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001 

Medical Gloves and Combinations of PPE 

Lastly, while medical gloves when used on their own did not exhibit any 

significant effects, the various combinations of PPE (which included medical gloves) 

overwhelmingly enhanced perceptions of the officer: I observe significant effects for all 

PPE combinations for all dimensions of procedural justice, with the exception of the 

medical gloves and full-face respirator mask combination for perceptions of fairness. 

Moreover, the effects of PPE combinations appear to be additive in many instances, 

such that an increase in the number of PPE items used by the officer is associated with 

stronger perceptions of procedural justice. 
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4.5. Behavioural Statements 

The above results suggest that there are relationships between items of PPE and 

perceptions of procedural justice. Although these findings are not unanimous in all 

instances (and one analysis regarding goggles produced an inverse effect), the degree 

of such findings provide considerable support for Hypothesis 2. As part of the final set of 

analyses, I attempted to identify some of the mechanisms that may be driving these 

effects. In order to do so, I examined participants’ responses to three behavioural 

statements regarding each image of the officer (see Table 9). The findings from these 

ancillary analyses reveal that the officer’s use of PPE has important implications for 

perceptions of that officer’s pro-community behaviour in a pandemic context. For 

example, using a surgical mask amplified perceptions that the officer was dressed 

adequately for the conditions (difference = 0.654, p < 0.001), shared participants’ values 

(difference = 0.423, p < 0.001), and that they were doing their best to protect themselves 

and the community (difference = 0.462, p < 0.001). In fact, I find significant findings for 

all behavioural statements when the officer used any face mask or face shield, although 

the magnitude of effect varies as a function of the specific item of PPE used. Moreover, 

this effect is once more additive in many instances, such that an increase in the number 

of PPE items used by the officer is associated with stronger perceptions of pro-

community behaviour in a pandemic context. In sum, an officer’s use of PPE has 

important implications for perceptions of procedural justice, but that such favourable 

perceptions appear to be predicated on the context behind why that officer is using PPE. 

Table 9. T-tests comparing participants’ responses to behavioural 
statements of the officer when using PPE versus not using PPE. 

 Behavioural Statements 
Variable Dressed 

Adequate 
Protective Shares 

Values  
No PPE (Control) 0.221 0.346 0.327 
Surgical Mask 0.875 0.769 0.789 
   Difference from Control 0.654*** 0.423** 0.462*** 
N95 Mask 0.731 0.664 0.712 
   Difference from Control 0.510*** 0.317** 0.385*** 
Full-Face Respirator Mask 0.644 0.635 0.625 
   Difference from Control 0.423** 0.288* 0.298** 
Face Shield 0.500 0.664 0.539 
   Difference from Control 0.279* 0.317* 0.212* 
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 Behavioural Statements 
Variable Dressed 

Adequate 
Protective Shares 

Values  
Goggles 0.164 0.414 0.442 
   Difference from Control 0.058 0.067 0.115 
Medical Gloves (“Gloves”) 0.289 0.423 0.375 
   Difference from Control 0.067 0.077 0.048 
Gloves & Surgical Mask 1.001 0.837 0.875 
   Difference from Control 0.788*** 0.490*** 0.548*** 
Gloves & N95 Mask 1.058 1.106 0.721 
   Difference from Control 0.837*** 0.760*** 0.394** 
Gloves & Full-Face Respirator Mask 0.817 0.990 0.827 
   Difference from Control 0.596*** 0.644*** 0.500*** 
Gloves, N95 Mask & Goggles 1.010 0.856 0.740 
   Difference from Control 0.788*** 0.510*** 0.413** 
Gloves, N95 Mask, Goggles & Face Shield 1.106 1.058 0.846 
   Difference from Control 0.884*** 0.712*** 0.519*** 

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001 
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Chapter 5.  
 
Discussion 

5.1. Discussion of Findings  

The COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in a heightened focus on public health and 

safety. Such focus led governments worldwide to introduce a number of pandemic-

related regulations intended to increase proximity between people to decrease the 

likelihood of spreading the highly contagious virus. Despite the fact that such regulations 

have come on the backing of best medical practices, some people have not adhered to 

the regulations (Murphy et al., 2020). In order to address this challenge of adherence, 

many jurisdictions have sought the enforcement of pandemic-related regulations and 

have delegated such responsibility to the police (Farrow, 2020; Jones, 2020; Murphy et 

al., 2020; Sargeant et al., 2021; White & Fradella, 2020).  

Although some scholars have justified the police’s responsibility during the 

pandemic (e.g., White & Fradella, 2020), it has not come without public contention. This 

appears to largely be due to the fact that the police’s involvement in more explicitly 

medical-related matters is foreign to contemporary Western society hitherto. Therefore, if 

the public is not supportive of the police’s responsibility of enforcing pandemic-related 

regulations, then they may not feel that the police are performing adequately during the 

pandemic. The consequences of such negative assessments could be wide-reaching 

and have tangible impacts on the nature of everyday policing. Given the link between 

perceptions of police performance and willingness to cooperate with police (e.g., Murphy 

et al., 2015), a lack of public support for the police could mean that the public is also 

unwillingness to cooperate with police. Provided that many police activities are 

generated by the public’s calls for service, negative assessments of police could 

effectively hinder the police’s ability to address crime and disorder.  

With all that being said, one way to mitigate the contention of what the police do, 

is through the process of how they do it. To this end, extant research has consistently 

demonstrated that procedural justice is one of the most salient factors for determining 

how people will feel about the police (Jackson et al., 2013; Murphy et al., 2008; Reisig et 

al., 2012; Sunshine & Tyler, 2003; Tyler & Huo, 2002). When people perceive the police 
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to be procedurally just, the implications are unanimously favourable (e.g., Mazerolle et 

al., 2012; Murphy et al., 2015; Nagin & Telep, 2017; Sunshine & Tyler, 2003; Tyler & 

Huo, 2002). In this vein, acting in procedurally just ways appears to aid the police in 

fostering strong public relations. 

Notwithstanding the importance of procedural justice, a primary focus for police 

during the pandemic has and continues to be on the public’s safety, including the ability 

to have “safe” interactions with the public while avoiding the spread of the virus. To this 

end, police (among others) have adopted the use of PPE, which has been identified as 

providing many health and safety benefits (e.g., Chu et al., 2020; Cook, 2020; Thomas 

et al., 2020; WHO 2020a, b). Indeed, the police’s use of PPE in their routine activities 

“may actually be one of the most visible and perceptually salient changes to the criminal 

justice system induced by the pandemic” (Simpson & Sandrin, 2021, p. 21). Moreover, 

the adoption of this traditionally medical equipment has allowed the police to continue to 

be able to interact in-person with the public. Until now, however, no known research has 

empirically examined the effects of both procedural justice and PPE on assessments of 

police and willingness to cooperate with police during the COVID-19 pandemic. Given 

both the relevance of procedural justice for policing and the salient change that the 

police’s use of PPE has induced for the aesthetics of the police uniform, it was pertinent 

to examine these phenomena together as part of this thesis. 

As part of the first research question, I measured the effects of procedural justice 

on participants’ assessments of the police and willingness to cooperate with police 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. Despite the societal disruptions induced by the 

pandemic, there is no theoretical reason to suggest that people’s expectations of 

treatment by the police would have changed as a function of the pandemic: people 

should still desire the same kind of procedurally just treatment from the police. And, 

indeed, the results from the regression models support this logic: I find that irrespective 

of the outcome variable (i.e., police responsibility, performance, or willingness to 

cooperate with police) and the type of procedural justice measure employed (i.e., with or 

without PPE), procedural justice is positively related to participants’ views about the 

police. In this way, the findings complement other pandemic-related literature which has 

discussed the importance of procedural justice during this public health crisis (e.g., 

Bennett & Mazerolle, 2020; Farrow, 2020; Murphy et al., 2020; Nix et al., 2021).  
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As part of the second research question, I explored the effects of different items 

of PPE on participants’ perceptions of procedural justice. Although the functional 

benefits of PPE for combatting the spread of the virus are well recognized, it is through 

these parallels that the findings suggest the importance of PPE’s perceptual benefits. 

Relative to no PPE, participants overwhelmingly perceived images of the police officer 

using PPE to be more procedurally just. Moreover, and consistent with prior literature 

(e.g., Simpson & Sandrin, 2021), more perceptually salient items of PPE induced more 

favourable perceptions of the officer. By exhibiting more visual prominence on an officer, 

certain types of PPE may provide stronger signals to indicate what “safe” in-person 

contact ought to look like during the pandemic. 

I also find an additive effect for items of PPE, such that an increase in the total 

number of items of PPE used by the officer is often associated with greater perceptions 

of procedural justice. Interestingly enough, these findings extend to the medical gloves 

and full-face respirator mask combination, the latter item of which has traditionally been 

perceived negatively due its potential relationship with police militarization (Simpson & 

Sandrin, 2021). This particular finding underscores the importance of context: although 

this mask may be perceptually problematic in many situations (due in part to its 

relationship with police militarization; Kraska, 2007; Lawson, 2019), it may be justified 

during a pandemic given its effectiveness in combatting the spread of the virus. In this 

way, not only does an officer’s use of a full-face respirator mask allow for perhaps the 

“safest” in-person contact during the pandemic, which then allows the police to provide 

the public with an opportunity to exhibit voice, it also conveys an officer’s attempt to 

display trustworthy motives and respect for the health and safety of the public. The 

importance of safety precautions during this pandemic are well validated, and the 

findings indicate that an officer’s use of PPE may be one way to convey these safe 

intentions. 

Finally, while past literature has found that officers’ aesthetics can impact 

perceptions of their characteristics, the findings also reveal that officers’ aesthetics can 

impact how people may forecast an interaction with police. For example, examining 

procedural justice as an antecedent to an interaction vis-à-vis an officer’s perceptual 

cues may help to identify how the public expects that an interaction will unfold, which 

could have implications for the interaction itself. Take the findings from the ancillary 

analyses regarding behavioural statements as one example: participants overwhelmingly 
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rated images of the officer using PPE to be dressed adequately, as sharing participants’ 

values, and as doing their best to protect themselves and the community. These findings 

are an exemplar to suggest that the public expects frontline officers to use PPE during 

the pandemic, but also that PPE can serve as a catalyst for fostering positive 

perceptions of an officer’s intent. Community policing models strive for uniformity 

between the community and the police. If the public expects the police to employ certain 

strategies (i.e., such as using PPE), but the police do not adhere to such expectations, 

the public may assess the police negatively. And, consistent with this logic, local police 

leaders have anecdotally cited an increase in complaints against officers for not using 

PPE during the pandemic. Past research by Skogan (2006) has found that negative 

police-public interactions have tremendous consequences for perceptions of police. It is 

thus important for the police to be able to mitigate areas of potential contention where 

possible. In a pandemic context, the findings from the thesis suggest that the police may 

be able to help initiate the process of fostering a positive interaction (or at least not a 

negative one) by being strategically equipped with PPE. 

5.2. Policy Implications 

The findings from this thesis have important implications for policy and practice. 

As Simpson (2019b) described, “officer appearance is embedded within all practices that 

involve the physical observation of police” (p. 112). Such observations encompass 

instances of both direct contact with the police as well as unceremonious occurrences 

where the public sees the police but does not have actual contact. In this way, the visual 

cues that police provide to the public, in this case by way of accoutrements, have 

tremendous implications for the way that the public perceives the police. 

In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, much has changed with respect to the 

“appropriateness” of how people ought to look, including the police. The use of PPE has 

been shown to effectively reduce the spread of the virus, and with that has come both 

formal and informal expectations that police use such equipment. The findings from the 

thesis provide evidence to suggest that the police’s use of PPE provides much more 

than just functional benefits. Indeed, the police’s use of PPE provides perceptual cues to 

suggest that they would be more procedurally just during public interactions. The 

outcomes evaluated in the thesis should therefore be relevant for all police agencies 

insofar that agencies may be able to bolster perceptions of procedural justice during the 
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pandemic by equipping front-line officers with PPE, particularly those with more visual 

salience and functionality. 

With that being said, merely equipping officers with PPE at the organizational 

level in and of itself may be insufficient to elicit the positive perceptual effects discovered 

as part of the thesis. Police agencies need to ensure that individual officers are using 

such equipment appropriately, not only during contact with the public, but even in 

general situations in public settings (e.g., while conducting patrol with another officer). 

As described earlier, many people interact with the police in unceremonious manners 

that do not involve direct contact. However, people may still derive perceptual cues from 

the police during these indirect interactions, and the sight of multiple officers together 

who are not using PPE in public settings (even if they are not formally interacting with 

the public) could still result in less-than-ideal perceptions (provided that they are in close 

contact with each other but not using PPE). The findings from the thesis that officers are 

perceived as more procedurally just when using PPE may thus be relevant in many 

police interventions, interactions, and situations where officers are presented in public 

settings. 

5.3. Limitations and Future Directions of Research 

5.3.1. Data Collection 

First, the cross-sectional data were collected in the months immediately following 

the WHO’s declaration of COVID-19 as a pandemic. In the time since, many police 

agencies have varied in how they have enforced pandemic-related regulations. For 

example, some agencies have begun to adopt a more enforcement-based approach 

(e.g., Benning, 2020). Many agencies have also reduced their physical attendance at 

some types of calls (e.g., for less serious or non-active events) in order to avoid in-

person contact during the pandemic. It is possible that these changes in approach may 

have induced changes in perception that I am unable to explore with these data. Given 

the diverse range of pandemic-related regulations and associated police initiatives, 

future research in this domain could benefit from more geographically targeted research 

as well as investigations that examine public perceptions on specific types of police 

initiatives, including during the pandemic.  
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Relatedly, there have also been several high-profile incidents involving police 

violence in recent time that have re-ignited movements to defund the police. For 

example, the murder of George Floyd has sparked considerable unrest and protests to 

end police brutality. There is a possibility that events like Floyd’s murder may have 

affected public assessments of police and willingness to cooperate with police in ways 

that I am unable to assess as part of the study. In this way, future research should seek 

to employ longitudinal methods to examine how salient incidents impact public 

perceptions of police. 

5.3.2. Methods 

Second, the data were collected using a rigorously controlled laboratory-style 

framework where participants viewed static images of a police officer. Past research in 

this domain has commonly employed this style of paradigm due to its strong internal 

validity and the ability to disentangle the impact of police appearance on perceptions of 

police. Although such literature has established that merely looking at an image of a 

police officer can elicit certain visual cues, the paradigm employed as part of the study is 

unable to capture more dynamic aspects inherent to real-world police-public interactions, 

such as the interaction in its entirety, which may be relevant for perceptions of police 

(e.g., officer mannerisms, speech, etc.). Thus, future research should employ field 

experiments (e.g., where researchers work alongside police officers on-duty) and/or live-

action stimuli (e.g., videos of police-public interactions), which more closely mirror real-

life interactions, to test these phenomena. Simultaneously, future research should also 

investigate the potential feedback loops that initial perceptions of police have on 

subsequent officer and public behaviour during police-public interactions (e.g., Simpson, 

2019b). 

5.3.3. Stimuli 

Types of PPE 

Third, the inventory of PPE items tested was not exhaustive. Although the items 

that were tested as part of the paradigm are commonly being used by police during the 

pandemic, there are still other items of PPE that were not explored (e.g., “gaiter” style 

face masks, mouth shields, etc.). It is possible that these untested items could also 
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impact perceptions in meaningful ways, and future research should accordingly 

investigate these types of PPE, among others. 

Officer Characteristics 

Fourth, the images used as part of the paradigm involved a single police officer 

who self-identified as male and White. Although there is no theoretical reason to 

speculate that the specific effects of PPE would systematically vary as a function of 

uniformed officer characteristics, it is possible that the inclusion of different officers may 

have elicited different effects (e.g., a self-identified female officer). Accordingly, future 

research should incorporate a diversity of officers in related paradigms. 

5.3.4. Other Directions of Research in the Police Aesthetics Domain 

Lastly, while not a limitation of the thesis, researchers in the police aesthetics 

domain should continue to empirically examine other elements of police aesthetics not 

yet tested. For example, the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP) recently amended 

its uniform and dress policy to allow for officers to grow beards and wear long hair in a 

braid or ponytail (Kingdon, 2019). Similarly, police agencies have begun to be more 

accommodating with policies regarding the visibility of tattoos. With that being said, 

limited empirical research has examined the effects of such aesthetics for perceptions of 

police. Given the importance of police aesthetics for eliciting such perceptions, it is now 

more important than ever for researchers to forefront such inquiries so that the findings 

can be reflected in evidence-based police policies. 
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Chapter 6.  
 
Conclusion 

Very few incidents in recent time have impacted society like the COVID-19 

pandemic. Among such incidents, even fewer have resulted in the potentiality for fatal 

outcomes, simply from daily public interactions. Indeed, with over 202 million confirmed 

cases and 4.2 million deaths as of the time of this writing, the highly contagious virus has 

caused irreparable harms. And, while the introduction of pandemic-related regulations 

was necessary to combat the spread of the virus, the regulations too have had a 

tremendous impact on society, due to the restrictions it has placed on the public’s 

freedom in ways seldom seen before. The result of both the pandemic and associated 

regulations is a society that has seized to function in the capacity that so many have 

grown accustomed to. In this vein, the pandemic and associated regulations have 

fundamentally changed contemporary society and the ways in which people operate and 

engage with each other (Simpson & Sandrin, 2021). 

Amidst such changes to society induced as a function of the pandemic, first 

responders including the police have had little choice but to remain on duty. Working 

from home has not been an option for frontline officers, and in many instances, public 

contact on the job is unavoidable. And, given the increased range of responsibilities 

afforded to police in recent history, it is thus not surprising that the responsibility of 

enforcing pandemic-related regulations has also been bestowed upon their shoulders. 

Although the police have remained focused on preventing further spread of the virus, 

which has also resulted in the police’s adoption of PPE for daily use, both the regulations 

and the police’s enforcement of such regulations have been the subject of contention. 

Accordingly, this thesis sheds insight into this contention, and the findings provide 

important implications for perceptions of police: procedural justice positively affects 

public assessments of police and willingness to cooperate with police. Moreover, 

perceptions of procedural justice can be moderated by the police’s use of PPE.  

In more recent time, COVID-19 vaccination rates have begun to increase slowly 

but steadily across North America and the rest of the world. In this way, it appears that 

society is nearly ready to turn the corner and shift away from the pandemic. Although the 
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end of the pandemic appears to be in near sight, these next transitionary steps will result 

in yet another set of uncertainties for society. For example, it remains to be seen 

whether society will ever return to the old “normal,” and the implications of the virus 

moving forward are still not well understood. It is unknown when the declaration of 

COVID-19 as a pandemic will end, or when pandemic-related regulations such as the 

everyday use of PPE will seize to exist. For police, this means that they will continue to 

manage regulations related to the pandemic as they unfold. And, as long as the use of 

PPE is contextually relevant, the police’s use of PPE can not only help to reduce the 

spread of the virus, but they can also signal to the public that they wish to engage in 

procedurally just behaviour during the pandemic. With society beginning to shift away 

from the pandemic, though, the findings from the thesis still provide important 

implications for perceptions of police should similar public health crises ever emerge in 

the future. 
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