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ABSTRACT

This study examines the effect of media representations of the police

on public trust regarding social issues, using a qualitative approach and
grounded theory method. The statistical population consisted of Tehran
citizens, purposefully selected. Twenty-four individuals were
interviewed semi-structurally until theoretical saturation was achieved,
and data were analyzed using open, axial, and selective coding. To
enhance the study’s validity, data triangulation, participant review, and
transparent analysis processes were employed. Findings revealed that
the public’s perception of the police is dynamic, shaped by a complex
interplay of historical, operational, media, and social factors. The
study’s paradigmatic model identified “social representation of the
police in citizens’ minds™ as the central phenomenon, influenced by
causal conditions i.e. symbolic-historical image and police
performance, contextual conditions i.e. gender, social class, and place
of residence, and intervening conditions i.e. traditional and new media.
Social media amplifies negative representations, while official media
promotes one-sided, propagandistic images, leading to contradictory
perceptions. The result is the theory of “fragile public trust amid
contradictory  representations,” which diminishes institutional
legitimacy and social cooperation with the police. The study emphasizes
the need to revise media strategies, enhance police transparency, and

create spaces for social dialogue to strengthen public trust.
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