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ABSTRACT 

The study examines public perception and confidence in the Nigerian police and explores how this aids or 

mars crime prevention and control in the country. Being a theoretical work, the study employed two basic 

theories-- the social conflict theory of Karl Marx and the direct theory of perception by James Gibson as 

methodological approaches toward gathering facts and explanation of the phenomenon. Also several 

literatures were reviewed to give a better understanding of the subject matter. Based on the 

theories/literature reviewed, and the personal experiences of members of the society, the study revealed 

that the public perception of the police is on the negative side, and the public confidence in the Nigerian 

police is low and unfavorable. The study also unveiled the fact that crime prevention and control by the 

police is anchored on public acceptance, which is a function of perception and confidence in the police. It 

further exposed that the Nigerian police are ineffective and inefficient in their constitutional role of 

preventing and controlling crime. As such, the police are enjoined to build better public confidence and 

positive perception in the public through the employment of professionalism, imbibing international best 

practices of policing, and eschewing corruption and other unlawful practices that have hitherto 

characterized her operations in Nigeria.  

Keywords: Crime Prevention and Control, Nigeria, Public Confidence, Public Perception. 

 

INTRODUCTION  

The police are the first contact in the criminal justice system of any country of the world. As such, the 

police are laden with an important role in criminal justice proceedings. In Nigeria, the police are the core 

governmental institution charged with the responsibility of protecting lives and properties of the citizens. 

Part II Section 4 of the Nigerian Police Act 2020, specified the primary functions of the Nigeria Police 

Force as: ―protect the lives and property of every persons in Nigeria, maintain public safety, law and 

order; prevent and detect crimes and protect the rights and freedom of every person in Nigeria as provided 

in the constitution, facilitate free passage and movement on highways, roads and streets open to the public 

among others‖ (Nigeria Police Act, 2020 p. 6).  

The capability of the police to discharge its primary functions viz. protection of lives and properties of the 

citizens, crime prevention and control is largely influenced by many variables which are internal and 

external to the institution. Among this is the perception the public has of it, the legitimacy of the police 

which is anchored on the general acceptance and confidence in the police by the public, also the activities 
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of the police itself among others. Public trust and confidence in the police can enhance police 

effectiveness and the legitimacy of police actions (Lea and Young, 1984; Lyons, 2002; Sunshine and 

Tyler, 2003; National Research Council, 2004). As such, it is linked therefore to the capacity of the police 

to provide basic citizen security (Goldsmith, 2003). Trust, through its presumption of benevolence, 

dedication and shared ethical framework (Six, 2003), ‗perhaps enhances police legitimacy‘ (National 

Research Council, 2004: p. 291). 

Perception according to Williams (2003) is a way to recognize and interpret information one has gathered 

through the sense organs viz. the eyes, ears nose, skin and tongue. On the other hand, public perception 

can be seen as the difference between an absolute truth based on facts and a virtual truth shaped by 

popular opinion, media coverage and/or reputation (m.wisegeek.com, 2012). In the same vein, public 

perception of the police is the overall opinions, views and knowledge of the citizens (public) of the police. 

It is imperative to note at this point that public perception about a given phenomenon (the police for 

instance) could be positive or negative as the case may be. As such, a positive or negative perception has 

a way of affecting performance, efficiency and effectiveness. A positive public perception leads to public 

support and vice-versa, while public support leads to legitimacy, and legitimacy leads to effectiveness and 

efficiency. Thus, effective crime prevention and control is largely dependent on the aforementioned. This 

is evident in the work of Joel Miller et al (2004) 

Police executives today broadly agree that public support for the police is important for 

successful policing. Not only is public support fundamental to the legitimacy of the 

police, but it is also important for enlisting the public in efforts to reduce crime. 

Moreover, there is growing evidence that public support depends on the public’s 

perception that police treat people fairly and professionally. Against this backdrop, 

police executives face a range of choices about how to use their limited time and 

resources to persuade civilians that they operate professionally and with integrity. These 

might include public relations campaigns, retraining patrol officers in managing 

encounters with the public, improving supervisors’ capacity to monitor and improve the 

behavior of officers in their encounters with the public, and winning over particular 

segments of the public through specialized community affairs staff. As police executives 

choose among these options, they will benefit from more information about how public 

attitudes toward the police are formed. Joel Miller (2004). 

 

From the foregoing, it is evident that a good and positive public perception of the police is a desideratum 

for effective crime prevention and control in Nigeria and world over. Be that as it may, crime prevention 

and control to a large extent is dependent on the public acceptability of the police which is heavily 

dependent on public confidence in the police and how the public perceives the police. In Nigeria, recent 

events have shown that there is a wide feeling of distrust and despair among members of the society in 

issues regarding to the police, yet, studies in this area is at incipient stage, hence a study in that direction. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

The work utilizes the integrated approach of theorizing in giving a theoretical backing to the work. By 

integrated approach it means the combination of two or more theories for an explanation of a 

phenomenon. As it is known in sociological/criminological parlance, no amount of a given theory can 

best explain the complexity of a social phenomenon. This underscores the need for integrated approach. 

The two theories that were considered germane to this work are the conflict theory and the direct theory 

of perception. 

Social Conflict Theory 

Conflict theory also known as the Marxism is the work associated with Karl Marx (1818-1883), it holds 

that there exists polarity between and among members of social group and class in the society. This is 

evident in the organization, mobilization and distribution of the socio-economic and political 

opportunities and resources of the land. Marx argued that in the history of human society, the society has 

been structured in class oriented base. He further posited that in each of the historical stages of man, there 
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are always two classes of people which are always in direct opposite and in constant conflict. Marx 

believed this to be more prevalent in the capitalist society. The two opposing classes in the capitalist 

society according to Marx are the bourgeoisie (the owners of means of productions which also 

synonymous to the class with both the economic and the political powers of the state) and the proletariat 

(this constitutes the working class and the poor in the society).  

Marx further argued that the bourgeoisie class (class of the haves) uses its economic and political power 

to subjugate, dominate and exploit the proletariat class (class of the haves not) by maintaining the status 

quo, while on the other hand the proletariat class struggle to overturn the status quo. This can only be 

possible when the proletariat class moves from ―class in itself to class for itself.‖ This is Marx‘s 

submission. 

Be that as it may, using Marx‘s (conflict) theory to analyze the behaviour of the Nigeria police and the 

subsequent public perceptions of the police trust that in turn militates against or aid in the prevention and 

control of crime in Nigeria, it becomes imperative to note that the creation and the origin of the police be 

it the metropolitan police (organized by Robert Peel, 1829) or the establishment of the colonial police in 

Lagos in the year 1861, is not mainly for the greater good of the public but for the benefit of some few 

individuals over the masses. As noted by Ahire, the British established a colonial police force in 1861 to 

enforce sanitary regulations in Lagos. Subsequently in 1863 an ―Armed Hausa Police Force‖, consisting 

of mainly Hausa-speaking ex-slaves, was established to undertake semi-military duties of pacifying the 

indigenous population and ensuring colonial political domination (Ahire, 1991). In the same vein, when 

modern Police force started to develop later in the 19th century, most people were living under the control 

of European empire and European police was organized to protect the ruler rather than the people 

(Alemika & Chukwuma, 2005).  

The police are conceived, not a service organization for native because of the use to which the colonial 

masters put the police that is, harassing and arresting tax defaulters, brutalizing trade unionists and other 

nationalists, and torturing persons accused of criminal offences. Nobody wanted to have anything to do 

with the police. It will be seen therefore, that from the beginning a serious communication gap exist 

between the police and the public and this mutual distrust rather than disappear continued to grow wider. 

These also account for the attitude of the Nigeria police which is characterized by repression, brutality, 

incivility and corruption. 

From the foregoing, in the foregoing, the police were not created to serve the society but some people at 

the expense of others. Thus, the police are seen by the Nigeria public as the creation of the ruling class to 

control, subjugate and suppress the teaming masses. As such, perceptions are bound to be made based on 

the experience of the public via the senses. 

 

The Direct Theory of Perception 

This theory was propounded by a psychologist named James Gibson (1966). The theory is also known as 

the ―bottom up processing theory.‖ Gibson‘s bottom up theory suggests that perception involves innate 

mechanisms forged by evolution and that no learning is required (McLeod, 2007). This implies that 

perception is paramount for human survival.  

Gibson argued that perception is direct, and not subject to any hypotheses testing as suggested by scholar 

like Gregory. There is enough information in the environment to make sense of the world in a direct way. 

Though his theory is sometimes called ‗Ecological Theory‘ based on his claim that perception can be best 

explained solely in terms of what the individual sensed from the environment. For Gibson, sensation is 

perception: which translates to ‗what you see is what you get.‘ 

Gibson (1972) argued that perception is a bottom-up process, which means that, information (take for 

instance, sensory information) is analyzed in one direction: from simple analysis of a raw sensory data to 

ever increasing complexity of analysis through the visual system. Gibson‘s analysis suggests that humans 

pick sensations from the environment through the necessary sense organ(s), and it is being processed 

directly without any logical testing. Take for instance, a sensation of multiple unorganized and repeated 

sounds is being made and such is picked up by the sensory organ of earring (the ears), it requires no 
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logical or hypotheses testing to perceive that the sensation received is noise. This is the position of 

Gibson. 

Elucidating on the basic assumption of Gibson‘s theory just as the phenomenologist (Edmund Husserl 

and Alfred Schutz), an individual came in contact with the world around him through the sense 

experience known as the sense organs and these sensations are picked up and processed internally to form 

a bulk of perception about a given social phenomenon or a social fact. As such, perception is formed 

which then set basis for assessment, acceptance and judgment as the case maybe. 

Applying this theory to the subject matter, it can be observed that the public conceive and construct a 

mindset (perception) of confidence/trust in the police, which could be either negative or positive based on 

the sensations gotten from the activities (overt or covert) of the police. Such sensation is dependent on the 

routine activities of the police in discharging its fundamental duties and responsibilities. Thus, Gibson‘s 

theory helps us to understand how perceptions are being formed, and in this particular case, how public 

perception of the police, and confidence in the police are being formed which is linked to the police 

activities. Importantly, recent studies also indicate that a person‘s perception of police may not be based 

only on direct experiences, but also on the experiences of others — that is, ‗vicarious experiences‘ (Miller 

& Davis, 2008; Rosenbaum, Schuck, Costello, Hawkins, & Ring, 2005; Weitzer & Tuch, 2005). 

 

Public Perception and confidence in the Nigerian Police  

Most of the studies available in the area of police have been focused on crime prevention, effective 

operation of police and criminological domain of police organisation (see Alemika & Chukwuma, 2005; 

Ajibade, 2011; Ojo, 2012). Yet there is growing public concern about police integrity in Nigeria and how 

this mix affects effective policing. Sensitive measurement of public opinion is an important way to 

monitor local police activities (Maxson, 2002). 

Thus, a need for assessing public perception of police trust in Nigeria and how such affects the overall 

performance of the police in discharging its duties of crime prevention and control. 

The police‘s historical role, degree of effectiveness and repertoire of practices in dealing with ordinary 

people play a large part in explaining the deficit of public trust in police (Goldsmith, 2005 p.444). 

Research has shown that the quality of police–citizen contact has a role in shaping community 

perceptions, attitudes and evaluations of the police service in general (Bartsch & Cheurprakobkit 2004; 

Brown & Benedict 2002; Edwards 2005; Rosenbaum et al. 2005; Weitzer & Tuch 2005). Hence, citizen‘s 

satisfaction with police often depends on the nature of the police–citizen contact, who initiates the 

contact, and whether the public‘s expectations of police are met by officers‘ behaviour (Public Perception 

Series 2011).  Alemika noted that in Nigeria, ―contacts between the police and the citizen are 

characterized by anxiety……more so for those who are poor and powerless‖ (Alamika, 1999: p.2).  

An empirical study carried out on public perception of the Nigeria criminal justice system shows that, 

53.9% of the respondents felt that the Police cannot be relied on to respond when called; 72.9% of them 

also felt that the Nigeria Police uses excessive force; while 71.7% of them believe that the police arrests 

innocent people. Based on this, the Nigeria Police obviously do not have a positive reputation and low 

public confidence level (Research and Document Department-PRAWA, 2014). 

In recent times in Nigeria, there are reports and insinuations that police officers engage in activities that 

undermine the integrity of what ideal police organization should be (Human Rights Watch, 2016). There 

are cases of illegal extortions of money from unsuspecting public members, road blocks which have led to 

avoidable accidents on high ways, illegal arrest of unsuspecting citizens in a disguise for police raids, 

intimidation of law abiding citizens, forceful collection of money from commercial motorists, and so on. 

This attitude constitutes problem of negative public image of police organization (see John, 2017).  

The Nigeria police force is rooted and originated from the British colonial administration (John, 2017). 

They worked diligently and were the most fearsome government agency, after the military (Dambazau, 

1994). However, incidences of police brutality, corruption, violence, and abuse of power has punctuated 

almost every decade of colonial police history after political independence in Nigeria. The alarming thing 

is that this trait still persists with the Nigeria police even after decades of colonial administration. More 

so, it is obvious that the Nigeria police are the most unscrupulous organization that the general public 
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have totally lost confidence in and are disaffected with (Ajibade, 2011). Another vice that has eroded the 

Nigeria police as a plague which has massively and grievously affected the organization integrity and the 

perception of the public towards it is the issue of bribery and corruption (Alemika & Chukwuma, 2005; 

Amnesty International, 2016). The Nigeria Police and bribery and corruption are two inseparable fellows 

(John, 2017).  

From the forgoing, it is evident that there exists a negative public perception of police in Nigeria. This is 

not just so but largely dependent on the individual encounters with the police as well as the vicarious 

experiences of such an individual that makes up the entire member of the society. As observed by 

Sydney-Agbor, Nwankwo, Iroegbu and Wisdom (2013), there has been a negative perception of the 

Nigeria Police Force (NPF) which emanated from their poor performance in handling crimes and poor 

ethics exhibited by some of its members… This has lowered the level of confidence and trust the Nigerian 

citizens have on the NPF (Sydney-Agbor et al, 2013). Police officer‘s manner in interactions continues to 

be an important factor in shaping public perceptions.  

Generally, the evidence from previous research suggests that positive experiences with the police result in 

increased confidence in them, but that negative encounters undermine confidence (see, e.g. Bradford et al. 

2009; Jackson and Sunshine 2007; Sunshine and Tyler 2003; Tyler 1990; Weitzer and Tuch 2005). The 

public perception of the police is not shaped by the kind of job they are called to do but by the attitude of 

the personnel (Olusegun, 2014). 

 

Police and Crime Prevention and Control in Nigeria 

The Nigerian Police according to Tamuno (1985, p. 12) are accorded wide powers by laws. For instance, 

they are empowered: to take measures to detect and apprehend offenders and collect evidence for 

prosecution of offenders, prevent crimes, detect or investigate crimes (Olusegun, 2014). Part II section 3 

of the Police Act, 2020 there is established for Nigeria the Nigerian Police Force which shall, subject to 

the provisions of the Constitution of Federal Republic of Nigeria (Nigeria Police Act, 2020 p. 6).  

Thus, it provided for the following duties for the police. Viz. protect the lives and property of every 

persons in Nigeria, maintain public safety, law and order; prevent and detect crimes and protect the rights 

and freedom of every person in Nigeria as provided in the constitution, facilitate free passage and 

movement on highways, roads and streets open to the public, enforce all laws and regulations without any 

prejudice to the enabling Acts of other security agencies, discharge such duties within and outside Nigeria 

as may be required of it under this Act or any other law etc (Nigeria Police Act, 2020 p.6). The above 

constitutes the paramount functions/duties of the Nigeria police as enshrined in the Constitution and the 

police Act 2020 respectively. 

The work at this point examines how the police have been faring in this regard and majorly in area of 

crime prevention and control in Nigeria.  

There is no doubt that the effectiveness and efficiency of the Nigeria Police have been under stress and 

adversely affected by various problems such as inappropriate policing orientation and strategies with 

emphasis on reactive instead of proactive/preventive measures, brutality against citizens, including 

extrajudicial killing, corruption and extortion, poor performance in the areas of intelligence analysis and 

utilization as well as investigation and perversion of the course of justice etc (Jike, 2003; Ekpeyong, 1987 

Alemika, 1993; Onoge, 1993), cited in Olusegun (2014). It is disheartening and alarming as noted by  

Odekunle (2004) that till date, it is somehow very disturbing that despite the constitutional powers 

granted the police to maintain public peace, safety and general security in Nigeria, the quality of security 

has nothing to be proud of and it has no doubt generated a great deal of controversies. Alemika (2003) 

noted  that agencies of crime management in Nigeria share in common certain problems such as lack of 

consultation with and accountability to citizens; lack of policies that specifically harmonize their 

operations with democratic principles of criminal justice system; authoritarian or repressive legacy and 

orientation, poor staffing and inadequate remuneration of staff; poor funding of activities; inadequate 

resources; insensibility/insensitivity to and thereby non-utilization of, scientific research, knowledge and 

expertise in the various academic fields of criminology, sociology of law, penology, criminal justice and 

law enforcement to improve planning, training, operations, monitoring and evaluation; lack of 
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Institutionalized mechanisms by which the agencies are answerable to the public for their activities and 

lack of coordination to achieve efficiency (Alemika, 2003). 

In a survey carried out by Olusegun (2014) on “views about effectiveness of Police in Crime Prevention,‖ 

the members of the public (81.3%) say the police are very ineffective and ineffective. The public view 

shows nothing but a loss of confidence in police ability to prevent crime in the society. Furthermore, the 

insensitivity of the police to the plight of the public on security matters is glaringly revealed (Olusegun, 

2014). As such, the police are seen as being ineffective and inefficient in their responsibilities of crime 

prevention and control. Okunola (2002) noted that, crime prevention basically involves the disruption of 

mechanisms, which cause crime events. Also crime prevention is seen as pattern of attitudes and 

behaviours targeted at both mitigating the threat of crime, enhancing the sense of safety and security to 

ultimately influence in a positive way the quality of life and to develop ambience where crime/criminality 

cannot flourish (Adebayo, 2013).  

The question remains is the attitude and behaviour of the Nigeria police the type that boost public 

confidence in them which are in turn channeled towards preventing the risk of crime occurrence and its 

control? Adebayo (2013) argued that, Lack of co-operation from the public and negative perception of the 

police is one of the factors affecting the effectiveness of crime prevention and control by the Nigeria 

police. 

 

DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 

From the findings of the study, it revealed that a negative public perception of police cum low confidence 

in the police has unquantifiable ways of affecting the efficiency and effectiveness of the police which 

extensively inhibit crime prevention and control…..and as such, the public perception of the Nigeria 

police is at negative and low ebb.  Also the work uncovered that the Nigerian public has little or no 

confidence in the Nigeria police. This is not just so but evident in the routine activities of the police and 

also the characteristic of the Nigeria police which include; Brutality, corruption, incivility, oppression, 

intimidation, bribery among others. The role of the police as enshrined in the Constitution of the Federal 

Republic of Nigeria, as it concerns crime prevention and control cannot be over-emphasized (Adebayo 

2013).  

The effectiveness of the police to discharge their role is anchored on various variables which are external 

and internal to the police. Public perception of the police cum confidence in the police which give the 

police the legitimacy required to effectively discharge its duties or not is an external factor that is 

dependent on the attitude and organisation of the police. Thus, the study shows that individual perception 

of the police cum confidence that later build up to the public perception was based on the individual‘s 

contact (experience) with the police or what is known as vicarious experience. Finally, when the public 

does not perceive the police right, and does not have confidence in it, it means the police do not have 

public legitimacy, and thus, effective crime prevention and control becomes impossible.  

This is also substantiated by the Nigerian Police Act 2020, which provided for among other specific 

objectives of the Act, ―to bring about a positive change in the public perception of the police Force by 

ensuring that its functions are performed in a manner sensitive to the needs and well-being of the general 

public, provide for a police force that is more responsive to the needs of the general public and has 

entrenched in its operations the values of fairness, justice and equity; reposition the police force to uphold 

and safeguard the fundamental rights of every person in Nigeria in its operations etc‖ (Nigerian Police 

Act, 2020 p. 5). In line with the above, suffice to say that the Nigerian police are awakening to the 

realization of the importance of the public perception and confidence in the effective functioning of the 

force. 
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CONCLUSION 

Based on the available literature (empirical and theoretical), the paper concluded that public perception of 

the police is on the negative side, confidence in the police by the public is also very low, and both affect 

the effectiveness of the police in discharging its duty of crime prevention and control efficiently. The low 

confidence and negative perception are a product of the attitude and characteristics of the police which 

include: bribery and corruption, brutality, incivility, intimidation, oppression, violence, and abuse of 

power. 

 

POLICY IMPLICATIONS/RECOMMENDATIONS 

 The work, as a matter of policy recommends that gaining the public confidence should be 

paramount to the police. Having full public support will guarantee a collaborative effort between 

the public and the police and by so doing preventing and curbing forms of social vices will be 

easier than ever, because crime prevention and control is a collective responsibility. 

 It is also recommended that the police should regularly re-orientate its members of the need for 

professionalism in their duties, on ethical issues of the police. 

 The police should constantly engage its personnel in training and retraining so as to keep tab with 

the international best practices of policing. 

 The need for the police to be more civil in discharging its constitutional responsibilities is 

advised, if this is done, a huge level of public support and confidence will be gained and in turn 

effectively affect crime prevention and control.   

 The 2020 Police Act, which is a fall-out of the negative perception of the Nigerian Police 

expressed by the citizens in the form of mass protests and demonstrations (END SARS Protest) in 

perspective, should be followed to the latter. This will go a long way in reducing the negative 

perception of the public of the Nigeria Police. 
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