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Comparing Police and Public Perceptions of a Routine Traffic Encounter 

Police perceptions of procedural justice are less well understood than citizen perceptions. 

Our paper compares the views of police officers and citizens of a routine Australian policing 

encounter, the Random Breath Test. We examine perceptions of two versions of their 

encounter: a business as usual and a more explicitly procedurally just interaction. Our results 

indicate that the procedurally just version affected the views of police officers, but not 

drivers, regarding the reasons for conducting Random Breath Tests. It also appears that police 

officers believe that the encounter has a greater impact on drivers’ views than the drivers 

report themselves. This study has important implications for policing as it demonstrates that 

incorporating procedural justice within police-citizen interactions affects police officers as 

well as the citizens. It also highlights the importance of using external (e.g. larger 

community) measures, in addition to internal measures (e.g. within police organization), 

when assessing the effectiveness of police organizations to ensure a more complete picture. 
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Comparing Police and Public Perceptions of a Routine Traffic Encounter: What can we 

learn from QCET? 

Introduction 

The emergence of community policing over the past 30 years as a dominant influence in 

policing practice has led to a greater focus on the way that police act and the public’s 

perceptions of their actions. Exploring how both police and citizens perceive the same 

interactions allows for greater understanding of how police and citizen views align, and how 

discrepancies in views may influence policing practice. There has been an increasing amount 

of research undertaken internationally that examines citizens’ attitudes towards police 

(Brandl, Frank, Worden, & Bynum, 1994; Brown & Benedict, 2002; O'Connor, 2008; Vogel, 

2011; Waddington, Williams, Wright, & Newburn, 2015). This body of research considers a 

wide variety of contributing factors including age (Lai & Zhao, 2010; Reisig & Correia, 

1997; Sargeant & Bond, in press), gender (Vogel, 2011), race (Cheurprakobkit, 2000; 

Oliveira & Murphy, in press; Wu, Sun, & Triplett, 2009), education (Chow, 2011; Vogel, 

2011), socio-economic status (Brown & Benedict, 2002; Wu et al., 2009), neighbourhood 

context (Bridenball & Jesilow, 2008; Vogel, 2011), the impact of media coverage on citizens’ 

attitudes (Chermak, McGarrell, & Gruenewald, 2006), previous contact with police 

(Bridenball & Jesilow, 2008; Chow, 2011) and whether a person was previously a victim of 

crime (Aviv, 2014; Chow, 2010; Lai & Zhao, 2010). 

Considerably less is known about how the police perceive their own interactions with the 

public as compared to how the public perceive the police during a similar encounter. 

Concepts such as procedural justice are nearly always examined from the perspective of 

citizens. This is understandable given that it is the citizens’ perceptions that will influence 

perceptions of legitimacy, and in turn, willingness to cooperate with the police (Jonathan-

Zamir, Mastrofski, & Moyal, in press; Tankebe, 2009; Tyler & Huo, 2002). However, 
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without an understanding of police officers’ perceptions, we are left with a single-sided view. 

There exists some research internationally which examines police attitudes and perceptions 

and their impact on various aspects of police behavior, however, this research tends to focus 

on factors that influence policing behaviors (e.g. A. Jackson & Wade, 2005; Wells & Schafer, 

2006), or differences in police views based on factors such as gender (Kennedy & Homant, 

1985). There is even less research that compares the perceptions of police and citizens on the 

same presenting issues or encounter. In this paper, we utilise the Queensland Community 

Engagement Trial (QCET) to explore both police and citizen views towards police in relation 

to a routine Australian encounter with police – the random breath test (RBT). An RBT can be 

either stationary (such as a checkpoint set up by the side of the road) or mobile. They involve 

police officers randomly selecting drivers and using a hand held device that drivers breathe 

into in order to assess their blood alcohol level (Ferris et al., 2013). Our findings provide 

police with a greater understanding of the practical implications of using procedural justice in 

encounters with citizens. This paper reviews the literature in the fields of police-citizen 

encounters, procedural justice and legitimacy and random breath testing before describing the 

experimental method. The two surveys, one for the drivers and the second for the police, are 

described. We then discuss the results and the implications of this study. 

 

Perceptions of Police-Citizen Encounter 

Perceptions and attitudes drive the way that people behave (e.g. Ajzen & Fishbein, 1977). 

Citizens’ perceptions of police guide not only the way that citizens feel about the police, but 

also the way that they act when encountering police. In the same way, the perceptions that 

police have about the general public can shape the way that they manage encounters with 

citizens (J. Jackson, Bradford, Kuha, & Hough, in press). How the police are perceived by the 

public is important because it provides a measure of the value and performance of policing 
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services (Adams, Rohe, & Arcury, 2005; Frank, Smith, & Novak, 2005; Vogel, 2011). 

Citizens’ attitudes provide information about their perceptions of police performance (Frank 

et al., 2005). Additionally, information about citizens’ attitudes may help to hold police 

accountable to the general public, which may enhance perceptions of police legitimacy 

(Moore, 1992). Citizen attitudes towards police are relatively easy to measure and the 

information can be collected by survey (Frank et al., 2005).  

The views of citizens are particularly important in the context of community policing 

(Frank et al., 2005). Community policing involves engaging citizens as equal partners in the 

process of managing crime and disorder (Morabito, 2010). It aims to increase trust between 

the two groups and enhance citizen perceptions (Frank et al., 2005). Gaining an 

understanding of the interactions that occur between police and citizens, and subsequent 

citizen perceptions, is therefore vital as many of the strategies and approaches used by police 

assume that both groups are acting together to address common goals (Liederbach, Fritsch, 

Carter, & Bannister, 2008). 

The police and public may have different views of the same policing event, although this 

is rarely investigated in a rigorous manner. For example, surveys are rarely administered to 

both police and citizens at the same time (Liederbach et al., 2008). However, Lopez and 

Lukinbeal (2010) conducted in-depth interviews with 38 citizens and 5 police officers 

surrounding their views on crime areas in Phoenix. The citizens focussed on identifying safe 

areas, while the police tended to focus on areas that they considered dangerous.  

Further, a study examined police and citizen perceptions of racially biased policing in 

Virginian police departments. The researchers identified that police and citizens had opposing 

views on bias-based policing issues. For instance, their results showed that 42.8 per cent of 

citizens felt that bias-based policing was present in Virginian police departments, while 21 
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per cent of police officers reported that bias-based policing was presently practised within 

their organization (Ioimo, Becton, Meadows, Tears, & Charles, 2009). 

Thus, there is very limited research regarding the views of police and citizens of the same 

event and no research comparing the views of these groups for a procedurally just interaction. 

This is despite, as shown below, evidence suggesting many benefits of including procedural 

justice in interactions between police and citizens. 

 

Procedural Justice and Legitimacy 

The legitimacy of authorities, such as the police, is paramount for ensuring their ability to 

work effectively. International research suggests that legitimacy is important because it 

promotes voluntary respect and cooperation from citizens (e.g. Hinds & Murphy, 2007; 

Sunshine & Tyler, 2003; Tyler, 2003; van der Toorn, Tyler, & Jost, 2011). Police need public 

support and cooperation in order to maintain order in the community, and this support and 

cooperation is linked to public perceptions about police legitimacy (Tyler, 2004). Contact 

with police can alter one’s attitudes towards the police. However, it is the nature of this 

contact, rather than the contact in and of itself, that impacts citizen’s perceptions (Cordner & 

Jones, 1995; Tyler, 2003). A recent surge of interest in police legitimacy has focused on the 

premise that procedural justice, or the quality of treatment, is the mechanism linking the 

effects of police-citizen contact to perceptions of the police, primarily perceptions of police 

legitimacy (Hinds & Murphy, 2007; Sunshine & Tyler, 2003; Tyler, 2003).  

Research has consistently shown that people are more likely to view the police as 

legitimate if the police act in a procedurally fair manner. That is, people need to feel that they 

are treated in an unbiased, respectful manner, that they are able to have a voice in decision 

making, and that the police act with trustworthy motives (Goodman-Delahunty, 2010; Lind & 

Tyler, 1988; Murphy, 2009; Murphy, Mazerolle, & Bennett, 2014; Sargeant, Murphy, Davis, 
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& Mazerolle, 2012). Longitudinal research conducted in the United States of America has 

also shown the importance of police implementing the principles of procedural justice in their 

interactions with citizens (Gau, 2010). Procedural justice, therefore, is considered key for 

ensuring that police are seen as legitimate (Gau, Corsaro, Stewart, & Brunson, 2012), and for 

receiving the public’s cooperation and compliance. 

In addition to the role procedural justice plays in ensuring that police are seen as 

legitimate, distributive justice is also important. In comparison to procedural justice, 

distributive justice focuses on the fairness of the outcome of the interaction (Tyler & 

Wakslak, 2004). Research suggests that distributive justice and police performance are 

important predictors of police legitimacy and public cooperation with police activities. 

However, researchers have found procedural justice to be the strongest influence when 

compared with distributive justice and police performance (Hinds & Murphy, 2007; Murphy, 

Hinds, & Fleming, 2008). It is therefore important for police agencies to consider how their 

officers interact with citizens rather than solely focussing on the outcomes. 

Whilst there are many types of situations where citizens have formal encounters with 

police, the most common type of encounters are the result of road policing in a number of 

countries including Australia (Roberts & Indermaur, 2009), the United Kingdom (Allen, 

Edmonds, Patterson, & Smith, 2006; Skogan, 1990) and the United States of America 

(Hoover, Dowling, & Fenske, 1998). In Australia, Random Breath Testing (RBT) was 

introduced into most states by the early 1980s. Queensland was one of the last states to adopt 

RBT as a routine road policing activity in 1988 (Homel, 1989). Of Australians who report 

contact with police in the past 12 months, approximately 57% indicated that it was during an 

RBT encounter (Roberts & Indermaur, 2009) making it one of the most frequent points of 

contact between members of the public (either as drivers or bystanders) and police officers. 
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Given the frequency of contact between police and the public, the perceptions that individuals 

develop of police as a result of these interactions is therefore important.   

 

The Philosophy of Random Breath Testing (RBT) 

A significant component of road policing is focused on combating driving while 

intoxicated.1 Alcohol related crashes are a significant problem as they result in considerable 

deaths, injuries and property damage. RBT is a key countermeasure used to reduce driving 

while intoxicated in Queensland and in all other Australian jurisdictions (Bates, Soole, & 

Watson, 2012; Watson & Freeman, 2007). The RBT process enables police officers to stop 

any driver at any time in order to administer a breath test to assess if the driver is under the 

influence of alcohol (Voas & Fell, 2013). The vast majority of the drivers who interact with 

police have not committed a driving under the influence offence. Evaluations of RBT 

programs suggest that it is effective in reducing  fatalities and injuries caused by driving 

while intoxicated (see Peek-Asa, 1999). 

Deterrence theory is frequently used to explain the effects of RBT as an enforcement 

method (Bates et al., 2012; Davey & Freeman, 2011; Freeman & Watson, 2006). There are 

two types of deterrence concepts that target different groups: general deterrence and specific 

deterrence (Nagin, 2013). General deterrence occurs when the population as a whole avoids 

committing an offence because they perceive there is certainty of being detected if they 

commit an offence, and perceive severity and swiftness of a punishment once they are caught 

(Bates et al., 2012). In contrast, specific deterrence occurs when the behavior of an individual 

is altered as a result of being caught committing an offence. They are deterred from 

committing future offences as a result of their detection and punishment (Ferris et al., 2013). 

                                                 
1 We acknowledge that various terminology such as driving under the influence, driving while intoxicated, 

drink driving and drunk driving are used in different jurisdictions. 
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The Queensland Police Service (QPS) conducts extensive numbers of RBTs each year 

with the current ratio set at one RBT for every registered driver within the state (Ferris et al., 

2013; Mazerolle, Bennett, Antrobus, & Eggins, 2012; Watson & Freeman, 2007).2 In 

Queensland, nearly one in four policing incidents involved vehicles and traffic. Of these, 41 

per cent involved alcohol (Palk, Davey, & Freeman, 2007a, 2007b). Research suggests that 

incidents that involve alcohol and traffic comprise a large component of the work undertaken 

by police officers (Myrstol, 2012; Palk et al., 2007a, 2007b).  

Despite the significant amounts of time spent by police officers on policing alcohol-

related traffic incidents, there is limited research regarding the views of police and drivers for 

RBTs and there are no studies that directly compare the view of these two groups. However, 

research by Watson and Freeman (2007) indicates that there is public support for RBTs and 

that most people believe that driving while intoxicated is a serious offence. Watson and 

Freeman (2007) surveyed 780 motorists from a random sample of residents in Queensland 

and found that three-quarters of the sample reported that they had seen a RBT being 

conducted by police within the past six months, and 41 per cent of the sample reported that 

they had been breath tested by police within the past six months indicating the significance of 

the RBT program in deterring potential drunk drivers. 

The use of RBTs requires police to undertake a task that is designed to reduce the number 

of arrests that they make for a particular offence (driving while intoxicated). When the RBT 

program works effectively, it is designed to operate in a general deterrent manner and 

discourage drivers from drinking while over the legal BAC limit rather than focussing on 

apprehending those who are driving under the influence of alcohol (Homel, 1993). However, 

police officer managers/supervisors show some confusion over the deterrence role of RBT 

operations (Hart, Watson, & Tay, 2003). A Queensland study that involved 22 unstructured 

                                                 
2 A description of the process for conducting RBTs within Queensland is available elsewhere (Mazerolle et 

al., 2012). 
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interviews with 30 police officers found that police officers in managerial/supervisory roles 

were aware of public support for RBTs. The police officers interviewed indicated that the 

RBT was an important activity for the police to conduct in order to both deter and detect 

drunk drivers. While some managers believed that the aim of the RBT program was to 

generally deter people from driving while intoxicated, others thought that it was to 

specifically detect drunk drivers. Some participants indicated that the detection of drunk 

drivers (e.g. specific deterrent) should be the primary aim of the RBT program (Hart et al., 

2003). Despite the confusion over the role of RBTs, police officers – both managers and 

operational police –  show a strong commitment to the RBT program and are aware of the 

strong community support for the RBT program (Hart et al., 2003). Police officers also raised 

the issue of quality versus quantity in relation to RBTs. They suggested that the imposition of 

a quota, such as the one implied in Queensland with one RBT conducted for every licensed 

driver within the state, did not allow a high quality RBT interaction (Hart et al., 2003).  

 

The Present Study 

The goal of the present study is to compare and contrast police and public perceptions of 

a routine enforcement encounter in Australia. Using data from the Queensland Community 

Engagement Trial (QCET), we explore driver and police views of RBT interactions. QCET 

was a criminological experiment that examined the impact of a procedurally just police-

citizen encounter on perceptions of police. The specific police-citizen encounter selected was 

a RBT. Previous papers have reported on various aspects of QCET including the main 

findings (Mazerolle et al., 2012), citizen perceptions regarding the specific interaction, 

perceptions of the police more broadly (Mazerolle, Bennett, Antrobus, & Tyler, 2013), the 

promotion of trust in police (Murphy et al., 2014), the impact of encounter length (Mazerolle 

et al., in press) and interactions with social identity (Sargeant, Antrobus, Murphy, Bennett, & 



13 
 

Mazerolle, in press). This paper adds to our understanding of police-citizen interactions by 

considering and comparing the view of both police and citizens of a standard and 

procedurally just RBT interaction. 

 

Method 

 The Queensland Police Service (QPS) identified RBTs as a routine and consistent 

police-citizen encounter which could be tested using a randomized controlled trial (RCT). 

Mid-sized RBT operations were targeted within the Metro South Region of Brisbane as the 

operations are supervised, regularly involve between five to ten officers, more likely to reach 

drivers living in the region and average around 500 breath tests during a single police shift. 

At the time of the trial, Metro South averaged nine mid-sized operations per month. Between 

December 2009 and July 2010, 60 RBT operations were randomly assigned to either the 

control condition or the experimental condition. 

 

Control Condition 

The RBTs in the control condition were conducted as per standard operating procedure 

except that at the end of the breath test, officers provided drivers with a sealed envelope and 

asked drivers to complete the survey at a later time and return3 the surveys to the University 

of Queensland using the postage paid envelope enclosed. Police handed 400 surveys to 

drivers at each of the 30 control operations. The ‘standard’ operation involved temporary 

RBT sites set up on roads with sufficient traffic and visible police signage (e.g., flashing 

lights and cones). One officer stood at the front of the RBT site and directed five to ten 

drivers at a time to park in a designated area in front of officers waiting to conduct the breath 

test. Officers instructed drivers to put down their windows and delivered a short mandated 

                                                 
3 Surveys were voluntary and no personally identifying data was requested 
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message about the requirement of drivers to comply with the RBT and then asked drivers to 

breathe into a calibrated breath testing device. Once complete, drivers who had a blood 

alcohol level under .054 were instructed to drive on. Drivers over the breath alcohol limit (or 

who had committed any other infringement) were taken to a processing area. RBTs in the 

control condition lasted on average for 25.51 seconds.  

 

Experimental Condition 

The 30 experimental operations expanded on the standard RBT procedure. Prior to the 

mandated message, police officers used a scripted dialogue which operationalized the four 

ingredients of procedural justice. Specifically, officers demonstrated neutrality and 

trustworthy motives when they explained to drivers that they had been pulled over at random 

and that the purpose of the RBT was to reduce the number of alcohol related crashes and 

fatalities. Officers stated the current number of deaths on Queensland roads and described 

how difficult it was to tell someone that their loved ones had been injured or killed in a road 

incident. Officers encouraged drivers to participate throughout the encounter by asking 

drivers if they had any questions. Police demonstrated dignity and respect when they thanked 

drivers for their time and attention and commented on something positive the drivers had 

done to keep their vehicle safe or comply with Queensland Road Rules5 (e.g. using correct 

child restraints). At the end of the breath test, RBT officers provided drivers with a sealed 

envelope which also had a community information bulletin attached. This community 

bulletin, prepared by the QPS, provided information about local police events and resources 

and listed safety strategies such as locking up valuables or locking doors/windows at night. 

A card which listed the four elements of procedural justice and how they could be applied 

was given to each officer participating in the experimental operation. RBT officers were 

                                                 
4 In Queensland, the alcohol limit is .05 grams per 100 milliliters of blood for full license holders 
5 Officially known as the Transport Operations (Road Use Management-Road Rules) Regulation 2009 
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encouraged to use their own conversational style whilst ensuring that each of the elements 

was delivered during the encounter. The average length of police-driver encounters in the 

experimental condition was 99.11 seconds. Police handed out 300 surveys (with attached 

community bulletin) at each experimental RBT operation. Consistent with the control 

condition, if drivers had committed any infringement or were over the limit, officers still 

followed standard enforcement procedures after the survey had been provided.   

 

Driver survey 

Police distributed 20,985 surveys6 to drivers during the 60 RBT operations. Drivers 

returned 2,747 surveys which resulted in an overall response rate of 13%. Drivers who had 

taken part in control operations (e.g. the standard RBT) had a slightly higher response rate 

(13.73%) than drivers from the experimental condition (12.30%). Analysis suggests that the 

substantive results of QCET are not affected by the low response rate with Antrobus et al 

(2014) (Antrobus, Elffers, White, & Mazerolle, 2013) demonstrating the low probability for 

response bias impacting on previous findings from the QCET study (e.g., Mazerolle et al., 

2012)7.Equivalency tests further confirmed that there were no significant differences between 

experimental and control conditions for age, gender or ancestry. Female and male 

respondents were almost equivalent (50.42% female versus 49.58% male) and ranged from 

17 to 90 years with a mean age of 47 (SD = 14.71). 

The survey aimed to understand driver’s perceptions of the purpose of RBTs, the quality 

of their encounter with police and their level of community engagement. Basic demographic 

data was also collected but nothing which could identify the driver, making it impossible to 

                                                 
6 One experimental RBT operation was closed early because of extreme weather and the last 15 surveys 

were not distributed. 
7 Antrobus et al. (2014) examined the QCET data to explore the impact of non-responders differentially 

impacting the results in the control and experimental conditions, finding that the results were robust even under 
extreme conditions. Thus, even though only a small proportion of possible respondents returned their survey, the 
level of non-response did not bias the resulting significant difference between the experimental and control 
groups. 
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follow up with people who did not return the survey. Procedural justice and legitimacy 

questions were drawn from the seminal work by Murphy, Murphy, and Mearns (2010) and 

Tyler and colleagues (e.g. Sunshine & Tyler, 2003; Tyler, 2003, 2004; Tyler & Fagan, 2008; 

Tyler & Huo, 2002). 

 

Police Survey 

All officers who conducted RBTs in the experimental and control operations were 

asked to complete a survey at the end of the operation. Officers were asked to reflect on the 

purpose of RBTs, the quality of their interaction with drivers and whether encounters would 

change drivers’ behavior (e.g., driving while intoxicated). To maintain anonymity officers 

provided only basic demographic data such as gender, year of birth and years served within 

the QPS. Officers who conducted QCET RBTs in multiple operations and/or conditions were 

asked to think about “today’s Random Breath Test (RBT) operation” when completing the 

survey. There were approximately 469 police officers8 involved in the trial across both 

conditions (Control = 249; Experimental = 220). A total of 202 police surveys were returned 

over the 60 RBT operations (response rate = 43.07%), 114 from officers delivering the 

experimental intervention (51.82% response) and 88 (35.34% response) from officers 

conducting control operations.9 

Officers were asked to indicate how many times they had previously taken part in a 

QCET RBT operation. Based on this item, 23.76% of police respondents (n = 48) were 

responding for the first time, and these officers were evenly distributed in the control and 
                                                 
8 The number of officers participating in each of the 60 RBTs operations was summed. This number does 

not take into account officers being involved in multiple operations. – i.e., a police officer attending 3 operations 
is counted 3 times. There is some missing data from our observations on the numbers of officers present, 
however, where the data was missing, the average number of officers for that district was imputed to allow for 
the estimation of total numbers. 

9 Police surveys were generally completed on the spot before packing up the RBT site in experimental 
operations.  As control operations were much shorter, officers often continued conducting RBTs after QCET 
RBTs were completed. For continuing RBTs, researchers provided officers with a survey and asked them to 
return via a pre-paid envelope enclosed. The greater response in the experimental condition is statistically 
significant. 



17 
 

experimental conditions (n = 24 in each group). A further 25.25% of officers (n = 51) did not 

answer this question, slightly more in the control group (n = 29; 32.95%) than the 

experimental (n = 22; 19.30%). When they did report previous involvement in the QCET, the 

number of previous operations officers reported to have taken part in ranged from one to ten 

operations, with an average of almost three (2.95) operations per respondent.10  

Overall, the average age of officers involved in the trial was 38.37 years (SD = 8.74), 

with equivalent ages in both the experimental and control operations (experimental: 37.73 

year, SD = 8.75; control: 39.33 years, SD = 8.78, t(116) = -0.99, p = .327). Eighty two 

percent of police respondents were male (57 missing gender) and the length of service with 

Queensland police ranged from 1 month to 35 years (average length of service = 11.41 years, 

SD = 10.15). Proportions of males and females across the conditions were consistent, χ2(1, n 

= 145) = 0.12, p = .825, and average length of service did not differ for the experimental and 

control officers, t(136) = -1.052, p = .295.11 

 

Measures 

Both drivers and police were asked about their perceptions of how the police (or they 

themselves, in relation to police officers) acted during the RBT, in terms of how 

approachable and friendly, helpful, polite, professional, fair, and clear in explaining the RBT 

procedure (scale 1-5, 1=Strongly disagree to 5=Strongly agree). Responses on these items 

were combined (averaged) to form a scale of Police Behavior in the RBT (Cronbach’s alpha 

                                                 
10 It was possible for officers to answer multiple surveys due to being involved in multiple operations. Due 

to the de-identified nature of the survey it was not possible to cross check and link officers to their multiple 
surveys where this occurred. However, based on observation data of the operations, these figures appear to 
reflect the average numbers of operations per officers as observed. There were approximately 122 unique 
officers involved in the trial. 

11 Looking at first time officer respondents (n = 48) only, these results were fairly similar. Average age = 
36.49, SD = 8.64, average length of service = 9.87 years, SD = 10.73, percent males = 76.60%. 
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= .928). Participants were asked six questions to assess their perceptions of trust in police 

officers (Scale 1-5; 1=Not important to 5=Very Important). These questions were: 

• How important do you think it is for police to: 
o Be accountable for their actions 
o Keep the public informed 
o Be open and honest when dealing with the public 
o Treat people with respect 
o Be interested in the well-being of ordinary Australians 
o Share the goals of ordinary Australians 

Responses on these items were combined (averaged) to form a trust norms scale 

(Cronbach’s alpha = .778). 

The willingness to cooperate with police scale comprised four items (scale 1-5; 1=Very 

unlikely to 5=Very likely). Drivers were asked: 

• How likely would you be to 
o Call police to report a crime 
o Willingly provide police with information about crime suspects 
o Report dangerous or suspicious activities to police 
o Willingly assist police if asked 

Police officers were asked the same items but with a different question preamble (‘In your 

experience over the last year, how likely do you think citizens are to...”). Responses on these 

items were combined (averaged) to form a Cooperation scale (Cronbach’s alpha = .833). 

 

Methodological Strengths 

A key strength of the method used in this paper is the randomized experimental 

approach which has been used in a very limited way within criminology (Farrington & 

Welsh, 2005). However, the use of a randomized experimental design is the best way to 

ensure high levels of internal validity and thus support that alterations made to the treatment 

are related to effects (Farrington, 2003). Very few experiments have been conducted outside 

of the United States of America (Farrington & Welsh, 2005). Therefore, the use of 

experimental design has important advantages over the more commonly used survey research 
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in demonstrating how procedural justice affects the self-reported attitudes and behavior of 

police officers which has important implications for policing practices.  

In the results section which follows, we present comparative driver and police officer 

results relating to perceptions of why the RBT was conducted, whether the RBT would 

change behavior, perceptions of police performance generally and as it related to the specific 

RBT and perceptions of trust in police and willingness to cooperate. Different analytical 

methods were used depending on the nature of the questions and/or scales involved; these are 

described in the relevant sections. 

 

Results 

Reasons for Conducting RBTs 

 Participants were able to select one of six options when asked what they thought the 

main reason was that police conducted random breath tests. Only a small proportion of 

respondents (both police and drivers) indicated that they thought that RBTs were conducted 

to raise revenue from fines (3.3% of drivers; 1.0% of police) or to give police something to 

do (0.7% of drivers; 1.9% of police), so these options are not discussed further. 

 

Figure 1. Reasons for Conducting RBTs by participant type and condition. 
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As Figure 1 shows, most drivers in both conditions indicated that they believed the 

purpose of RBTs was to reduce alcohol-related deaths and injury (Experimental = 58.0%; 

Control = 51.4%), followed by catching drink-drivers (Experimental = 22.5%; Control = 

28.1%), and deterring driving while intoxicated (Experimental = 18.1%; Control = 24.5%). 

However, responses were more varied for police respondents across the two conditions. 

Although police in both conditions indicated reducing alcohol-related death and injury was 

the main reason for conducting RBTs (Experimental = 34.0%; Control = 40.8%), a larger 

proportion of police officers in the control condition believed RBTs were about catching 

drunk drivers – a detection rationale (34.7% vs. 17.0% in Experimental). More officers in the 

experimental condition indicated deterrence and showing police presence (24.5%, vs. 12.2% 

control – for both response options) were the reasons behind RBTs. 

 

Changing Behaviors 

 Figure 2 shows the comparison of police officers’ and drivers’ views in each of the 

RBT conditions on whether the recent RBT will change drivers’ views on a range of 

behaviors including drinking and driving, safe driving, speeding, vehicle maintenance and 

likelihood that the driver will become involved in a community group. Both drivers and 

police officers were able to respond to this question by answering yes or no.  

Chi square analyses indicated that police officers, in both the control and 

experimental RBT conditions, were more likely to think the recent RBT had changed 

individuals’ driving while intoxicated behaviors (39.55% indicated “yes”) than drivers 

themselves suggested (16.17% indicated “yes”), χ2
control (1) = 36.30, p < .001, φ = .15, χ2

exp 

(1) = 24.40, p < .001, φ = .15. Similarly, in the experimental RBT condition, police officers 

were more likely to indicate that the RBT had had an impact on safe driving (34.00% “yes”) 

than drivers (19.40% “yes”), χ2
exp (1) = 12.21, p < .001, φ = .10. However, this effect was not 
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seen in the control condition (drivers 14.6% “yes”; police 20.0% “yes”), χ2
control (1) = 1.536, p 

= .286, φ = .03. 

There were no differences between police officers and drivers within the sample (in 

either condition) regarding the impact of the RBT on speeding, vehicle maintenance and the 

likelihood that the driver would become more involved in a community group or 

organization, χ2s (1) < 1.229, ps > .268, φ < .03. 

 

Note. Superscripts that differ indicate a significant difference in proportion responding affirmatively for item. 
 

Figure 2. Changed views on behaviors following RBT by participant type and RBT 

condition. 

 

Perceptions of Police Behavior during the RBT 

 A 2x2 between groups ANOVA12 was then conducted to investigate differences 

between police and drivers and RBT conditions in terms of their perceptions of the way the 

                                                 
12 A 2x2 MANOVA was initially conducted to determine whether there were any effects of specific items. 

However, as the effects reported in the ANOVA were identical across the six items, the simpler univariate 
analysis of the scaled responses is presented. 
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police acted in the RBT encounter. Results showed (see Figure 3) that police had overall 

higher ratings of their performance at the RBT (M = 4.56, SD = 0.48) than did drivers (M = 

4.26, SD = 0.69), F(1,2914) = 11.584, p <.001, ηp
2 = .009. Likewise, participants (both police 

and drivers) in the experimental condition had higher ratings of the police officers’ 

performance (M = 4.41, SD = 0.65) than those in the control condition (M = 4.19, SD = 0.69), 

F(1,2914) = 3.718, p = .004, ηp
2 = .003. However, there was no interaction effect, F(1,2914) 

= 1.776, p = .183, ηp
2 = .001.  

 

Note. Superscripts that differ indicate a significant difference between groups. 

Figure 3. Perceptions of Police Behavior during the RBT by participant type and RBT 

condition. 

 

Perceptions of Police Performance – General 

 Police and drivers were asked to reflect on how good a job they felt the police are 

doing overall in terms of solving crime, dealing with problems concerning citizens, working 

with the community, preventing crime, and keeping order. A MANOVA was conducted to 

examine the effects of both participant type and RBT condition, revealing a main effect of 

participant type, F(5,2690) = 5.273, p < .001, η2 = .01, but no effect of condition or the 
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interaction between condition and participant, Fs(5,2690) < 1, ps > .643, η2 < .001. Further 

exploration of the effect of participant type showed that differences between police and 

drivers could be seen in their views on the police solving crime (F(1,2694) = 16.747, p <.001, 

η2 = .006), dealing with problems (F(1,2694) = 16.139, p <.001, η2 = .005), and working with 

the community (F(1,2694) = 5.096, p =.024, η2 = .002), such that police respondents thought 

that they were doing a better job at these things than did drivers (see Table 1). However, there 

were no differences between police and drivers in terms of their views on how good a job the 

police are doing on preventing crime and keeping order, Fs(1,2694) <3.023, ps > .082, η2s 

<.001. 

 

Procedurally Just Behaviors  

A 2x2 between groups ANOVA13 was then conducted to investigate differences 

between police and drivers and RBT conditions in terms of their perceptions of trust norms 

surrounding the actions of police. Results showed (see Figure 4) that police had overall lower 

ratings of the importance of these features (M = 4.49, SD = 0.48) than did drivers (M = 4.76, 
                                                 
13 A 2x2 MANOVA was initially conducted to determine whether there were any effects of specific items. 

However, as the effects reported in the ANOVA were identical across the six items, the simpler univariate 
analysis of the scaled responses is presented. 
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SD = 0.35), F(1,2868) = 69.739, p <.001, ηp
2 = .024. However, there were no effects of the 

RBT condition, and no interactive effect of RBT condition and participant type, Fs(1,2868) < 

1, ps > .887, ηp
2s <.001.  

 

Note. Superscripts that differ indicate a significant difference between groups. 

Figure 4. Trust norms surrounding police activities by participant type and RBT condition. 

 

Willingness to cooperate 

A 2x2 between groups ANOVA14 was then conducted to investigate differences between 

police and drivers and RBT conditions in terms of their willingness (or perceptions of the 

public’s willingness) to cooperate with police. As with trust norms, results showed (see 

Figure 5) that police had overall lower ratings of the citizen’s willingness to cooperate (M = 

3.91, SD = 0.55) than did drivers (M = 4.50, SD = 0.64), F(1,2846) = 41.735, p <.001, ηp
2 = 

.035. However, there were no effects RBT condition, and no interactive effect of RBT 

condition and participant type, Fs (1,2846) < 1.858, ps > .173, ηp
2s <.001.  

                                                 
14 A 2x2 MANOVA was initially conducted to determine whether there were any effects of specific items. 

However, as the effects reported in the ANOVA were identical across the six items, the simpler univariate 
analysis of the scaled responses is presented. 
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Note. Superscripts that differ indicate a significant difference between groups. 

Figure 5. Cooperation by participant type and RBT condition. 

Discussion 

Despite the significant amount of research that has occurred within the area of procedural 

justice (e.g. Huq, Tyler, & Schulhofer, 2011; J. Jackson et al., 2012; Murphy & Barkworth, 

2014), no studies have considered the views of police officers regarding interactions that 
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by exploring the differences and similarities between police and public perceptions of a 

routine encounter that incorporates the principles of procedural justice. Additionally, most of 
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research to investigate the relationship between procedural justice and various outcomes such 

as trust or confidence in police as well as perceptions of police legitimacy. In contrast, QCET 

was the first randomized field trial that examined procedural justice.  
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the driver is under the influence of alcohol (Voas & Fell, 2013) and often RBTs are run in 

operations of several officers on a busy area of road to bring police into direct contact with a 

large proportion of individuals within a short time frame. The vast majority of the drivers that 

interact with police have not committed a driving under the influence offence. In its 

traditional form, there is limited use of the principles of procedural justice within the 

interaction. 

However, our study found that the delivery of a RBT using a procedurally just script 

altered police officer views of the process. Police officers’ views of the reason for the RBT 

encounter varied across conditions, with officers who delivered the procedurally just script 

being more likely to suggest that these types of encounters are about showing a police 

presence in the community, and officers in the business-as-usual condition being more likely 

to indicate these encounters are about “catching crooks”, or detecting offenders. This is an 

important finding and demonstrates that there is dis-congruence among police officers 

regarding the deterrent potential of the RBT process as it is implemented in Australia. There 

are two types of deterrence that can be present within a RBT operation: general and specific. 

As outlined earlier, general deterrence is designed to reduce driving while intoxicated in the 

community at large by showing a strong presence in the community (Bates et al., 2012). It 

appears that police officers who are participating in a procedurally just RBT interaction are 

more aware of the importance of demonstrating a police presence to reduce  crashes due to 

intoxicated drivers in the broader community. In contrast, those police officers undertaking 

the traditional RBT were operating more in line with the principles of specific deterrence 

where the aim is to catch those who actually offend (Ferris et al., 2013). 

Drivers views’ about the reason for the encounter did not vary based on the experimental 

condition, and largely suggested drivers felt that the police had trustworthy motives regarding 

RBT encounters. Interestingly, almost no drivers reported that they thought these encounters 
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were only about the police showing a presence in the community. This suggests that drivers 

believe the police are undertaking an important role when they are conducting RBT 

operations. 

Our study indicated some differences regarding the perceptions of police and drivers 

regarding the RBT interaction. The police perceived that the RBT encounter has a stronger 

impact on the drivers’ views than the drivers report. This was particularly the case when the 

RBT interaction incorporated the principles of procedural justice (experimental operations). 

Police officers were more likely to report that they were having a bigger influence on drivers’ 

behaviors than the drivers indicated that they thought the police officers were doing. This 

finding has important implications for perceptions of police effectiveness. Specifically, that 

police could gain a more comprehensive and realistic picture of how their organization is 

performing if they take into account the perceptions of external stakeholders in relation to 

specific encounters or police enforcement activities.  

Results highlighted that during the RBT encounter, the police officers perceived that 

procedurally just behaviors were less important than the drivers themselves reported. Given 

that there is now strong evidence that interactions with citizens which incorporate procedural 

justice can promote a range of benefits including greater perceived legitimacy of the police 

organization and higher levels of compliance with police (Murphy et al., 2008; Sunshine & 

Tyler, 2003), there may be a need for police to translate the importance and the method of 

incorporating procedural justice dialogue into even short ‘benign’ encounters with citizens. 

Police officers should be encouraged to use these principles in all interactions with citizens 

given the level of importance that citizens attach to this process.  

Finally, the police believed that the public were less willing to cooperate with them when 

compared with the drivers in this study. This finding is somewhat encouraging as it indicates 

that many citizens are more willing to cooperate with police than the police believe. This is 
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particularly important when all drivers can be pulled over at any time by police in order to 

undertake a compulsory breath test, as in the case in Queensland and other jurisdictions that 

operate a RBT model. However, it also points to a discrepancy between police and drivers’ 

perception of the interaction which may, in other circumstances, lead to misunderstandings 

between the police and the public. For instance, if a citizen believes themselves to be fully 

compliant and cooperative while the police officer perceives this citizen to be non-compliant, 

this misunderstanding could lead to police asserting compliance unnecessarily.  

 

Limitations 

This study provides some important insights into some of the differences that occur in 

police officer and driver perceptions of the same interaction. However, within our study, 

there are a few factors that limit our findings. Due to the de-identified nature of the driver and 

police surveys, it was not possible to explicitly link drivers and police officers perceptions of 

the same interaction. It would be interesting to undertake a study that was able to directly 

compare police and citizen perceptions of the same procedurally just interaction rather than 

make comparisons at a more global level.  

Additionally, there were a smaller number of police officers who completed the survey 

when compared with drivers. Some of the police officers, if they had been involved in more 

than one of the trial RBT operations, completed more than one survey. Researchers attempted 

to control for this potential confound by asking police officers to complete the whole survey 

the first time they participated in a RBT operation which was part of the experiment and 

subsequently to only complete designated parts of the survey when they participated in 

additional QCET RBTs.  

Although police officers interact with citizens in a range of ways, the QCET experiment 

was focused on one particular interaction – the RBT. This focus provided a more controlled 
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interaction for use within the experiment. However, it may limit the findings of the 

experiment to the other types of interactions that police and citizens engage in. Despite this, 

the current study adds to the growing body of research indicating the importance of 

procedural justice in police citizen interactions in countries including Australia (e.g. Murphy 

et al., 2008), the United Kingdom (e.g. Myhill & Bradford, 2011) and the United States of 

America (e.g. Tyler, Schulhofer, & Huq, 2010). Future research should consider comparing 

police and citizen perceptions of a procedurally just interaction in other contexts including 

other road policing situations (e.g. Bates, 2014). Additionally, all of the research in the field 

of procedural justice and policing is focused on face-to-face interactions with police. Further 

research should explore whether the principles of procedural justice can be applied to, and the 

effects of such application, to police-citizen interactions that occur in other contexts that are 

not face-to-face.  

 

Implications and Future Directions 

Our study provides an important addition to the existing procedural justice literature as it 

clearly demonstrates that a procedurally just interaction affects both police officers and 

citizens. This finding has important implications for both policing practices and further 

research. 

The findings of our study have important implications for police activities. Although the 

findings of this study are focused on an RBT interaction as the context, the findings should 

generalize across other policing jurisdictions and activities where police officers are 

undertaking a large volume of routine encounters with citizens such as other types of traffic 

stops or common face-to-face interactions with police. Further research would confirm this. 

The difference in perceptions between police officers and citizens is an interesting 

finding. Police officers perceive that their work has a stronger effect on citizens than the 
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citizens’ report. This suggests that police should consider using external monitoring 

mechanisms to gain a more rounded appreciation of the impact of their work. Further, it may 

suggest that police underestimate the value that the general community place on the work the 

police do. That is, the small number of citizens indicating their views changed on some issues 

may simply be a reflection of the fact that citizens already held quite positive and pro-social 

views on these matters. For police to believe that they are more often changing citizens’ 

views on these issues may be an indication that they perceive citizens to have less pro-social 

views than they truly do. In some situations, this discrepancy may have the potential to 

damage citizens’ views of police.   

Additionally, the results demonstrate that the use of a procedurally just interaction affects 

police officer perceptions as well as citizen perceptions. It is interesting, for example, that 

police officers have different perceptions of the deterrent potential of RBT operations 

depending on whether they were delivering the standard RBT or the procedurally just RBT. It 

appears that when officers are trained to use procedural justice during routine encounters, 

they are less likely to see these encounters as solely for the purpose of ‘catching offenders’ 

but rather as a way of having a greater presence in the community. Procedural justice training 

can be easily operationalized to a wide range of routine police activities with broad reaching 

benefits to police and citizens. 

The difference in perceptions between police officers and citizens suggests that there is a 

need to understand how police officers perceive their own legitimacy and the impact that 

interactions with citizens has on these perceptions. As noted by Bottoms and Tankebe (2012), 

it is possible for police officers and citizens to have different perceptions of legitimacy with 

wide reaching implications for criminal justice agencies. Additionally, research undertaken 

with Israeli police suggests that police officers and citizens differ in what they associate with 

legitimacy. Police were more likely to associate performance while citizens were more likely 
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to associate procedural justice (Jonathan-Zamir & Harpaz, 2014). The results of our study 

suggest that it is possible, by altering the dynamics of an interaction between citizens and 

police, to change police officers perceptions. While further research is required, this finding 

suggests that police citizen interactions may be an opportunity to not only teach citizens 

about legitimacy but also provide a key opportunity to do so with police officers.  
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