	
	
	



Introduction 
Across the 2022-23 football season, there were 2,264 football-related arrests as well as 682 new banning orders in England and Wales (Gov.UK, 2023). Half of all football matches had reported incidents of antisocial behaviour, violence or disorder (Gov.UK, 2023). Subsequently, there have been ongoing calls for the police to adopt a dialogue-based approach with fans at football grounds (Ludvigsen, 2022). Dialogue policing favours constructive forms of police engagement with fans, as opposed to heavy handed tactics that may criminalise fans and be to the detriment of police-fan relationships. With dialogue policing, it is reasoned the police can build trust with fans, and that this in turn will further promote legitimate law-abiding identities amongst fans as they will see the police as worthy of respect. Dialogue policing has the potential to be a pivotal strategy in reducing crime and disorder in and around stadiums (Stott et al. 2012). Another recent shift has been the increasingly digital nature of police communication, as police services across the globe have flocked to social media platforms to engage with their audience. Social media platforms have offered hope that the police can engage more readily at the click of a button, at a distance, and with a much larger audience than was previously possible (Authors of the paper, 2023). While there has been an abundance of research on the police using dialogue-based approaches with football fans in the real world, little is known about if and how this can be extended online.   
This paper provides an insight into police communication with football fans online in England. We focus our attention on five official police football accounts on the social media platform X (formerly known as Twitter). These accounts were owned and controlled by Police Forces and were connected to specific football clubs and regions in England. The first aim of the study was to identify key tactics used by these accounts across the 2022/23 season. The second aim was to analyse these tactics through a dialogue-based policing lens. The research findings illustrate police football accounts used three key tactics, including: chatting about congenial subject matter, controlling fans movement, and tackling crime and disorder. Each tactic was communicated softly and in a friendly tone. The police were found to champion the club(s) and supporters that they were connected locally with and police requests for fans to comply and act were also discrete. This shows that the police have embraced elements of dialogue policing online and its focus on open and constructive forms of police-fan engagement (Atkinson, 2022). This also has practical benefits for the police and demonstrates that social media opens an additional line of communication between the police and fans. The online world has the potential to enhance police-fan relationships. However, each tactic was also communicated one-way, and there was little evidence of dialogue between the police and fans. ‘Sensing’ is a crucial part of dialogue policing and involves the police listening to their audiences’ beliefs to be able to respond appropriately to ongoing and future risks and threats (Gorringe et al. 2012). It is therefore vital that police forces now look to speak with and not at fans, if true dialogue policing, and its emphasis on two-way communication, is to be realised online.  
The following section unpacks the dialogue-based approach and outlines its key features in a police-football fan context. This shows that much of what we know relates to interactions between the police and fans in the physical world, whereas our study focuses on the online world. Afterwards, the methods used in the current study are stated. The third section reports the results and sets out three key tactics identified from analysis. The final section discusses the significance and importance of these tactics in connection to current and future police-football fan engagement using a dialogue policing model. 

Existing literature on Dialogue policing within a football context
A range of different strategies have existed over the years to both prevent and respond to instances of antisocial behaviour and crowd violence at football matches. Traditional preventative and reactive approaches have focussed on the identification, exclusion, and control of ‘risk’ fans using surveillance, intelligence gathering, coercion, and football banning orders (Stott & Pearson, 2006; Hopkins & Hamilton-Smith, 2014; Stott et al. 2018). However, the use of repressive and restrictive measures, especially if undifferentiated and disproportionate, can backfire through the way that they undermine the notion of democratic policing and reduce the perceived legitimacy of the police (Stott et al. 2018; Pearson & Stott, 2022). It is now established that particular patterns of policing can form a ‘social identity’ (Stott et al. 2012) among fans whereby violence can emerge as a retaliatory response, therefore “creating an upward spiral of conflict” (Stott et al. 2012, p.382). Command and control policing styles may ironically provide the intergroup context through which crowd violence may escalate (Stott et al. 2018). 
In recognition that police actions can be central to the formation of crowd disorder, there have been several progressive developments which have attempted to align football policing with the principles of ‘negotiated management’ (O’Neill, 2004; Stott et al. 2008, p.136). This centres on more open and constructive forms of police-fan engagement (Atkinson 2022) through facilitation and dialogue-based approaches (Stott et al. 2016). It is now widely accepted that an effective approach to football policing is one which facilitates dialogue and communication between the police and fans (Stott et al. 2018; Ludvigsen, 2022). The SPT (Special Police Tactic) protest policing in Sweden adopts a communication (liaison) based approach within its tactical repertoire as a way of providing a communication link between protest groups and the police with the aim of facilitating legitimate crowd behaviours and allowing for dynamic risk assessment (Stott et al. 2019). In 2012, this model was extended to football policing in Stockholm and later nationally through the creation of dedicated dialogue (Evenemangs) police within its DFO (Dedicated Football Officer) roles. The aim of the dialogue officers is to build trust between fan groups and the police by engaging in two-way dialogue before, during, and after the match, they also work independently from coercion and criminal intelligence units (Spotters) at football matches and do not make arrests. Subsequently, dialogue officers were able to form relationships with fan groups who had previously been distrusting of the police due to the use of more traditional police tactics such as surveillance gathering, prosecuting, and banning (Pearson and Stott, 2022). Similarly, in 2012, Danish police rolled out the ‘dialogue deployment concept’ in the policing of football matches (Havelund et al. 2016). The primary role of dialogue officers is to facilitate legitimate fan behaviours of visiting supporters on match days. Dialogue officers do this by reaching out to respective supporter groups before the match to discuss police operation planning. This will involve discussing travel plans, negotiating a suitable pub for away fans to drink in on match day, as well as facilitating planned marches. On the day of the match, dialogue police officers will be approachable and meet travelling fans at train stations and coach drop-off locations and travel with them on foot to the stadium (Havelund et al. 2016). Danish police have subsequently observed declining number of arrests and overall levels of criminality at football matches (Havelund et al. 2016; Hope et al. 2023). Research in Europe has further supported a dialogue-based approach to football policing, showing that a friendly and communicative approach can reduce conflict (Hylander and Granström, 2010) and lead to positive intergroup dynamics, conflict de-escalation and less disorderly behaviour (Schreiber and Adang, 2010). 
[bookmark: _Hlk175940746][bookmark: _Hlk175941099]In England and Wales, football policing has traditionally been conducted by Dedicated Football Officers (DFOs) and ‘spotters’. DFOs are a specialist role, acting as a connection point between the police, football club, supporters, and other stakeholders. They are responsible for liaison with the supporter community, attending pre-event planning meetings, and providing intelligence reports regarding home/away fixtures and associated risks to public order and safety (College of Policing, 2022). Unlike DFOs, spotters are not dedicated solely to the role, and are deployed routinely at fixtures that require a police presence. The key responsibility of spotters is twofold: firstly, to provide the footballing operation with live information and intelligence (including through the use of video cameras) on supporters, which is used in risk assessments to ensure proportional deployment of police tactical resources. Second, to act as a link between the police and a club’s supporter community in order to build trust and confidence (College of Policing, 2020). It has been identified that a tension exists between these responsibilities whereby the surveillance and information gathering aspect, which is used towards banning orders and in securing criminal convictions against fans, may impact on their working relationship with supporter groups and undermine supporter trust and confidence in the police (Pearson and Stott, 2022). Hope et al. (2023) identified that spotters often navigate this tension through use of their cultural knowledge and experience in applying a discretionary approach toward risk assessment, whereby ongoing engagement and dialogue are prioritised and used to de-escalate situations and avoid coercive police interventions. In 2021, UKFPU guidance replaced the spotter role with the Operational Football Officer (OFO) as a way of removing the role of its negative surveillance and coercive connotations. In addition, the role descriptors now place greater emphasis on engagement and dialogue over intelligence and evidence gathering, stating that OFOs should “engage with as many supporters as possible to help develop relationships, build trust and confidence” (College of Policing, 2022, p. 9). 
Research undertaken into football policing at domestic leagues has also shown the benefits of adopting a dialogue-based approach. A study by Stott et al. (2008b) assessed policing operations for a range of games during the 2004-05 season and found that police legitimacy is enhanced when there are channels for police-fan liaison. Stott et al. (2012) also examined policing operations while undertaking ethnographic research with Cardiff City fans from 2006 over three seasons and noted that a decline in collective fan conflict was a result of the South Wales Police (SWP) moving towards a ‘dialogue and facilitation’ approach. SWP’s intention was to shift the focus from controlling negative fan behaviours to facilitating legitimate fan identity-based actions. The research suggested increases in perceived police legitimacy among fans, and the resultant adoption of self-regulation behaviours in which hooligan elements regularly dissipated within the internal dynamics of the fan group. Consequently, SWP were able to scale back football policing resources at subsequent matches (Stott et al. 2012). 
More recently, football police units in England and Wales have turned to X (formerly known as Twitter) to engage with football fans (Atkinson, 2022). This follows that the online world may enable ‘policing at a distance’ (Bigo and Guild, 2005) and with a much larger audience (Authors of the paper, 2023). Along these lines, Authors of the paper (2023) analysed Twitter activities of social media accounts from police forces and units within Glasgow and London during the UEFA Euro 2020 football championships and found that the platform was used to communicate messages with fans linked to taking responsibility, reporting crime, and real-time crowd management. Such communications could conceivably have tangible effects on policing operations on the ground and raises the question if and how dialogue-based policing can be carried out online. Indeed, police officers interviewed within Atkinson’s study “acknowledged that more sophisticate dialogue-based approaches, facilitated by social media, are required” (Atkinson, 2022, p. 480).  However, no studies have to date examined this within the literature on football policing. Police use of social media has great significance when considering the key aspects of the dialogue-based approach to policing as identified above. Police football units could use social media as part of a dialogue-based approach to establish a line of communication and engagement with fans. Transparency in communicating aspects of the football policing operations to fans may allow the police to develop positive relations with fans which could enhance perceived legitimacy of the police, and result in self-regulation behaviours among supporters on the ground on matchdays.

Methods 
This study focuses on content shared by five police football accounts in England on the social media platform X during the 2022/23 season. This was also the only platform that police football accounts used at the time of fieldwork. Ethical approval was granted by Northumbria University before conducting the research. Data collection and analysis was conducted in several stages. First, a scoping exercise was conducted to identify all police football accounts on X. This was done by searching ‘police football unit’ via the search function on X. Only accounts located within England were considered given the focus of the study. Second, from these accounts, five that shared ‘100 or more posts’ during the 2022/23 season (July 2022 to August 2023) were then selected for further analysis. This ensured that the most active accounts were studied and inactive accounts as well as those rarely used were omitted. In addition, these five accounts were also selected because they represented different parts of England and were connected to football clubs across each of the divisions. These accounts are by no means representative of all that the police are doing in England, but they provide a starting point for scrutinising football policing online. 
The five police football accounts selected were named: Aston Villa Police, Barrow AFC police, Coventry City FC Police, Leics Police events, and Lincs Police Football Unit. All accounts featured a named Police Constable in the bio section, and they were mostly referred to as the ‘police contact’. See Table One for a breakdown of each of the accounts and relevant information. Third, all posts shared by the police accounts were manually recorded from 15th July 2022 to 24th June 2023. These dates corresponded with one week prior to the first competitive fixture in the English 2022/23 season (the first league game) and one week following the final competitive match (the FA Cup final). This guaranteed that all posts leading up to and following every match throughout the season were recorded. Combined these five accounts shared a total of 1,027 posts on the platform X during the 2022/23 season. Table One shows that Leicestershire Police for example posted more frequently compared to all other accounts studied. Fourth, each of these posts was then analysed qualitatively using a thematic approach (see Braun and Clarke, 2006). The focus was not to gather numerical data, for example linked to the number of shares or likes, but instead to get a sense of what was happening and how the police football accounts were using X during the 2022/23 season. In other words, data analysis sought to generate new insights relating to the different ways that the X was being used. 
** Insert Table One here (see end of manuscript) **

Tactic 1: Chatting about congenial subject matter 
The platform X was used by the police accounts to share subject matter that was somewhat softer and less authoritative than Tactic 2 and Tactic 3. We use the term ‘congenial’ here to emphasise that these types of messages associated with Tactic 1 often had very little, at least on the face of it, to do with law and order or tackling crime and disorder. These types of posts for example did not talk about crime or football offences, nor did they mention safety or public order. Instead, they were often about positive subject matter that carried happy connotations and meanings. Along these lines, these posts were intended to be friendly, cordial, and good-humoured and were often written with a sense of excitement and enthusiasm. Whereas Tactic 2 and Tactic 3 were about managing risk and preventing and detecting crime, the congenial subject matter associated with Tactic 1 centred on fan engagement and forging positive links with supporters by chatting about light-hearted content.  
There were things that all police football accounts were found to do. This included showing excitement towards upcoming football matches, supporting fans who made the journey to away football matches and especially those who travelled hundreds of miles, conveying satisfaction when the football team that they were associated with (as the police football account) won, sadness when they lost, talking about the weather, and participating in national and international cultural and social events, such as Royal family commemorations and ceremonies, St George’s Day and International Women’s Day.  There were also things that some police football units did, that others in the analysis did not, but that still carried positive connotations or content that supporters would likely find agreeable. Aston Villa Police for example shared information relating to the crowdfunding for a football supporter. Barrow AFC berated the cost of tickets that fans would have to pay for an away match, which was deemed to be too expensive. Coventry Police shared messages of support to students awaiting school results. Leics Police Events discussed player transfers and managerial changes for Leicester FC. Finally, the Lincoln Police Football Unit encouraged fans to participate in a one-minute applause to commemorate the passing of a football supporter. Together, these types of posts were less about crime control and more about creating positive fan engagement. 
It is relevant to ask what function these types of posts serve. For this, we can turn to the policing literature. The congenial subject matter associated with Tactic 1 illustrates a softer approach to policing. Compared to ‘hard policing’ which is often associated with catching criminals, fighting crime, and overtly using coercion, ‘soft policing’ is instead about using persuasion and negotiation to procure social control (Innes, 2005). Skinns et al. (2017) for example report that staff in police custody settings often apply their power quietly and innocuously, by using humour and agreeing with detainees, to ensure their compliance. McCarthy (2013) also equates soft policing to community policing activities that involve officers engaging closely with citizens to build trust. In a policing and football context, the light-hearted posts discussed here similarly reveal an attempt by the police to get fans onside. The importance of forging positive police-fan relationships in this way is even more important if the police are to get fans to both police themselves and contribute to the delivery of policing. Along these lines, these types of posts have the potential to further promote and facilitate legitimate fan identities due to their focus on the positive stories linked to football and society more widely. The policing literature shows that the relationship between the police and citizens is somewhat fragile, dynamic, and that the police continually seek legitimacy amongst citizens both offline and online over time (Bottoms and Tankebe, 2012; Authors of the paper, 2022). Only in getting legitimacy, can the police ensure citizens' compliance with the law (Jackson et al. 2012). This is a prerequisite to preventing and tackling crime and disorder in general (Bradford et al. 2013) and more specifically amongst crowds (Stott, 2011). These crime control objectives are discussed next in connection to Tactic 2 and Tactic 3.

Tactic 2: Influencing fans’ movements and behaviour
The second tactic that police accounts used on X was concerned with the movement of fans to, from, within, and around stadiums. ‘Movement’ was discussed in three main ways. Firstly, posts related to football accounts providing transport information to fans on travel arrangements which would help them get to and from the stadium on match days by train, car, coach, and foot with as little disruption as possible. Second, posts outlined specific arrangements relating to fans negotiating stadium infrastructure e.g. stadium entrance points, stands for supporters, turnstile numbers, and ticket availability on the gate. Third, posts concerned the facilitation of legitimate fan behaviours such as drinking alcohol, whereby the police would direct supporters to specific home or away fan friendly pubs or notify supporters that food and alcohol was available from the concourse. Virtually every post relating to these three movements were done with a helpful and friendly tone which conveyed an overall police attitude of facilitation, very rarely would posts relate to instances of disorder or more coercive aspects of policing. 
All five accounts were active in providing transport information to fans. In terms of fans travelling by rail, the football accounts posted messages regarding train cancellations and limited services. In one post Barrow cited their “disappointment” that no extra train services to Carlisle were being provided for travelling away fans. Lincoln provided visiting away fans with information regarding which train stop to get off nearest to the stadium. Regarding travel by coach, police accounts would similarly provide information regarding motorway closures, disruptions, and diversion routes to get to stadiums. Posts would also direct cars to suitable car parks (where applicable) near the stadium and notify fans when designated car parks were full. Barrow and Leicester/Coalville also provided annotated maps, with Barrow colour coding the parking restricted areas and suitable parking locations around the stadium, meanwhile Leicester/Coalville would often post google map screenshots showing coach drop off sites as well as specific walking routes to take from the parking locations to the stadium.
In terms of messages which related to fans negotiating infrastructure, posts outlined stadium opening times on matchdays, provided stand names and specific turnstile numbers for away fans. Leicester/Coalville again used annotated images which contained arrows showing the stands that away fans would be in, similarly they would provide this information for their own fans who were traveling away. Lincoln would frequently use photographs showing stadium entrance points for their own travelling fans at away stadiums, and the stadium ticket office at their stadium for travelling fans. Both Lincoln and Coventry were active in posting messages about ticket availability, notifying fans if tickets were available for purchase at the gate. Similarly, Lincoln would often inform their travelling fans of ticket purchasing and payment options on away match days.  Occasionally, Coventry would tell fans not to travel to the match if they did not have a ticket. Many messages from the police football accounts would also contain advice telling fans to “arrive in plenty of time”. 
Aside from travel and infrastructure advice, most posts referred to specific instructions relating to the facilitation of legitimate fan behaviours such as pre-match drinking in pubs. All football accounts, except Barrow, were active in this regard. Messages would be directed at the football accounts own home fans during home and away matches and to visiting away fans. Messages to own home fans would provide information about traditional home fan pub venues on matchday stating that the “usual pubs” are open in the city centre. Sometimes messages were posted stating that these pubs were at full capacity and no longer accepting fans. Other messages were directed at their own travelling fans on away days informing fans of pubs which are ‘away fan friendly’ or the “the away pub of choice”, advertising their opening times and these posts would often state “it has hot and cold food, parking, outside bar, sky sports, large capacity”. In cases where so called ‘away fan friendly pubs’ were full or had closed, the police accounts would suggest alternatives. They would also post messages intended for visiting away fans, again providing information which directed fans to certain venues where they would be welcome. Leicester/Coalville also notified away fans that there are no away fan friendly pubs near the stadium and urged them to stay in the city centre instead. Alternatively, Coventry and Lincoln accounts frequently advertised the stadium’s concourse and marquee as a suitable venue for food and drink for both home and away fans. In most cases, these messages conveyed police attempts to facilitate legitimate fan behaviours. On a few occasions the police accounts would forewarn fans that searching is a condition upon entry to the pub, however they would follow this up by stating that this was down to licensing and not the police. 
These types of communications serve several police and crime control purposes. The strategy of segregating rival fans has been in existence in football policing since the late 60s (James and Pearson, 2015). At high-risk matches, strict controls are often imposed on the travel of away fans enroute to the stadium, and the movement of home fans around the stadium (Stott et al. 2020). Coercive containment tactics have traditionally focused on the police using common law powers to restrict free movement and to prevent “imminent” breach of the peace between fan groups. For example, the police may prevent fans from leaving away fan pubs by blocking exits. Similarly, the police may gather supporters into a police escort to the stadium. Ticket access has also been used as a way of corralling supporters into contained and controlled places before matches (James and Pearson, 2015). The social media posts by football accounts we identified do not make any explicit reference to containment or restrictions to freedom of movement. Instead, all posts adopt a ‘facilitation and dialogue’ approach (Stott et al. 2012) which provides informative travel advice to fans. However, an underlying motivation of such messages is to direct fans to and away from locations, ensuring their safe and timely travel through transport hubs and infrastructure around the stadium. Stott et al. (2008) have noted that poor infrastructure, in terms of carparks, walkways, bridges, and paths surrounding stadiums provide opportunities for ‘risk’[footnoteRef:2] fans to create and sustain disorder. Furthermore, coach drop-offs and train stations may be outwith the immediate vicinity of the stadium and so create potential flashpoints between home and away fans. Stott et al. (2016) further support this by noting that home fan groups can create a perceived ownership of territory of certain areas around the stadium, in which away fans are seen as not welcome in these areas and would be a major provocation for conflict. Therefore, providing information on social media which aids fans in travelling to the stadium, and facilitates their movement in the immediate vicinity may reduce opportunities for conflict to occur. Social media posts around fan movement can be considered an attempt to manage and moderate risks using a proactive communication-based intervention (Stott et al. 2016).    [2:  NPCC UKFPU (2022) defines ‘risk supporters’ according to four categories: unknown-risk, low-risk, medium-risk, high-risk (College of Policing, 2022).] 

Decisions on whether to accept home or away fans is made by licensees and not the police. However, social media messages which identifiedsuitable host pubs for home and away fans signifies an attempt to keep home and away fans apart. Such messages are a form of negotiated compliance to achieve proactive segregation (Stott et al. 2016). However, they also serve to facilitate legitimate fan behaviours, which can reduce tensions between fans groups and the police (Taylor et al. 2018). Stott et al. (2012) showed that when the police facilitated access for away fans travelling to a pub this consent-based approach also contributed to self-regulatory behaviours among fan groups within the pub and on the way to the stadium. Facilitation strategies and interacting positively with fans can be associated with “shared perceptions among fans of the legitimacy of their relationship with the police” (Stott et al. 2008, p. 260). On the rare occasions when football accounts mentioned more coercive tactics deployed at pubs such as searches, they distanced themselves from such tactics stating that they were licencing as opposed to policing decisions. Nonetheless, this transparency may serve to help build trust with supporters without undermining legitimacy. Social media posts which promoted a facilitation and dialogue-based approach may therefore work to establish and maintain police legitimacy among fan groups, as well as promote resultant self-regulatory behaviours (Stott et al. 2012; Hope et al. 2023).

Tactic 3: Tackling crime and disorder 
Tactic 3 depicts the ways in which the police accounts under study relayed information about crime and disorder. Most posts associated with this tactic were underpinned by the reporting of aspects of safety, misbehaviour, offending and police activity. Whereas Tactic 2 demonstrated ways in which the accounts attempted to manage and control the situations relating to fan movement before, during and after the match, the general aim of Tactic 3 was to deter fans from engaging in criminal behaviour. The police accounts did this by talking about both disorder and what the police were doing to tackle this in and around the stadium. Yet these posts were also written using informal language, as reported in Tactic 1, and as a means to approach the subject discretely, indicating an emphasis on police-fan engagement. 
Commonalities across all the police football accounts were identified. Namely, crime was discussed in multiple ways, with commentary around banning orders and the surrendering of passports, information of those who had been ejected and arrested for the use of smoke devices and pyrotechnics, alongside drug and public order related offending. References to police activity consistently included the use of detection dogs, dispersal orders, updates around ongoing investigations and arrest statistics. The accounts would often accompany such posts with warning messages, reminding fans of their responsibilities whilst making them aware that homophobic, racist, and misogynistic abuse, would not be tolerated, with Coventry relaying to fans that ‘you can’t say you haven’t been warned!’. Such transparent approaches to messaging can maintain police legitimacy amongst fans (Hope et al. 2023).  Whilst all the football accounts spoke of crime, disorder and police activity, the tone and presentation of such a narrative varied amongst the accounts. For example, Leicester packaged their posts by speaking about the result or praising fans, followed by relaying information about specific aspects of disorder, offending, and policing activity, and then concluding with a positive final message, such as looking forward to the next game or wishing fans a safe journey home. This indicated a softer, and more discrete approach, with crime and disorder discussed alongside more positive subject matter. Leicester, Lincoln, and Barrow also used emoji symbols relating to football, laughing, crying, applause and those depicting police officers amongst many others. The use of emojis, appears to be a strategic attempt at building rapport with fans, humanising the police units, and discretely bookending the information around offending, so that messages linked to deterrence were more inconspicuous. Such use of emojis is not out of keeping with prior police practices around using humour (Wood and McGovern, 2021) and memes (Wood, 2020) as a means of enhancing fans views of the police.
Aston Villa identified the number of fans travelling in a positive way, before going on to discuss any ejections and issues inside and outside of the ground, whilst Lincoln spoke about the result, and the weather, alongside information on disorder. Collectively, the approach appeared to be one of ensuring that a soft and discrete approach was taken to making the viewing public aware of posts relating to aspects of criminality and disorder occurring at football grounds, and how the police had dealt with such cases. Extendedly, the sense of togetherness and support for the local team that the police units project, may facilitate the sense of legitimacy afforded to the police online by local fans (Authors of the paper, 2022), by emphasising the importance of a dialogue-based approach (Atkinson, 2022) over strictly and solely relaying warnings around crime and disorder. Such proactivity in social media outreach appears to underscore the importance of dialogue as an essential engagement strategy, over instrumental approaches which tend to relay police activity in a formal and impersonal manner (Denef et al. 2013).
Given X has been identified as a useful platform for one-way communication with the public (Crump, 2011), pushing such content in a packaged, strategic way (Bullock et al. 2020), may also provide reassurance to the public, whilst controlling the projection of police image (Mawby, 2002; O’Connor and Zaidi, 2021). The attempts to get the public onside through proactive, yet measured reflections on criminality and offending, whilst couching this within humour, praise, and emotive symbolism towards fans, may enable successful ‘policing at a distance’ (Bigo and Guild, 2005), in which the police accounts can impact and influence the perceptions and behaviours of fans and the wider public. Using social media to promote deterrence and behaviour management of the public was arguably witnessed by attempts by police forces during the 2011 UK riots to quell unrest (Denef et al. 2013), indicating platforms can be a tool for communicating with the public. Such posts from football accounts that encouraged appropriate behaviour signifies an attempt to promote responsibilisation (Hinds and Grabosky, 2010) amongst fans by dissuading them from engaging in violence, alcohol-related concerns, and hooliganism. Yet this responsibilisation was approached from a deft and discrete standpoint, sandwiched between praise, solidarity, excitement, and humour to convey the importance of relationship-building and trust between the police and fans.

Discussion and Conclusion 
[bookmark: _Hlk165469560]The aim of this research was to understand how police football accounts in England communicated on the social media platform X during the 2022/23 football season. Overall, we identified three key tactics. Tactic 1 involved the police chatting about congenial subject matter. This had little to do with crime or policing, and instead, these messages often carried positive connotations linked to, for example, local and national cultural celebrations. Tactic 2 involved police attempts to control and direct fan movement. Police football accounts discussed travel arrangements, stadium access, and venues serving alcohol that would also accommodate supporters. Tactic 3 involved police football accounts sharing content about crime and disorder associated with football matches. As part of this, the police sought to deter crime and to further demonstrate all they were doing to tackle crime in and around the stadium.  
The second aim of the study was to analyse each of these tactics through a dialogue policing lens. The reason for doing this was because, in the real world, dialogue-based policing has been found to have several crime control benefits, including its value in building trust between the police and fans long term as well as its potential to promote self-regulating behaviour amongst fans (Stott et al., 2012). The use of a soft communication approach by the police football accounts is characteristic of dialogue policing. Each of the tactics identified was written using a friendly tone and police messages linked to for example controlling fans' movement and tackling crime were often soft and discrete. This is significant because it shows that police football accounts have embraced elements of dialogue policing online. The use of a soft communication approach reveals an attempt to have more positive, open, and constructive forms of police-fan engagement (Atkinson, 2022). Police authority was presented as less authoritative compared to more formal, traditional, and wagging-finger styles of communication that typically show the ‘stern face of the police’ and that citizens may ignore (Authors of the paper, 2022, p. 824). Instead, police football accounts sought to get fans onside and this in turn demonstrates the potential of the online world to enhance police-fan relationships. Central to this was that the content shared by each of the accounts was locally relevant. Police accounts sought to engage with fans within their Police Force area and they did this by, for example, responding to emerging concerns as well as ongoing crime control tactics. Therefore, police personnel who operate locally are best placed to speak with fans online, as they can ensure that police communication is meaningful and relevant to football fans.
However, true dialogue policing, also requires that the police engage in two-way conversations with fans. ‘Sensing’ is when the police speak with citizens to fully understand their attitudes and beliefs (Gorringe et al., 2012). In doing this, the police can then get a sense of if and how crime and disorder will unfold at a football match. Sensing will also enable the police to understand different perspectives and opinions among fans relating to how the police engage with fans in and around stadiums and through their online communication.  Each of the tactics reported in this paper signified an attempt to build trust by speaking casually, yet these were largely delivered one-way from the police to users. There may, of course, be a very good reason for police football accounts adopting one-way communication with fans on the platform X. Existing evidence reveals that the police already conduct face-to-face meetings with key stakeholders from fan groups (Atkinson, 2022; Pearson and Stott, 2022). At the same time, the online world is often seen within the organisation as ‘crowded’ (Lee and McGovern, 2013) or as similar to a ‘playground’ (Authors of the paper, 2022. P.827/828) meaning that speaking two-way can be difficult, time-consuming, and potentially risky, at least reputationally, if conflict and disagreements materialise (Authors of the paper, 2020). At the same time, research has also shown that when the police engage in meaningful conversations with football fans in the real world, this then enhances police legitimacy and ultimately reduces crime at football matches (Havelund et al. 2016; Hope et al. 2023). To this end, Brainard and Edlins (2015) contend that a lack of dialogue will result in user frustration and their eventual disengagement with the police online. Similarly, Patrick and Rollins (2022, p. 16) recently put forward that ‘(police) agency’s must engage in a two-way discussion (online) or they will risk further damage to their reputation’ given users may feel ignored, and marginalised, and because dialogue allows the police to understand the beliefs and attitudes of their online audience. 
For police football accounts going forward, it is therefore important that more is done to facilitate dialogue with fans online and that officers are afforded time as part of their role to do this. This will enhance recent dialogue policing efforts in the UK that have sought to enhance the relationship between the police and fans on the ground. In doing this, the police will be better placed to build trust, and will be able to ‘sense’ fans’ attitudes, and any potential risks and threats linked to football. Following Authors of the paper (2023) concept of ‘readiness’, this also requires understanding fans’ willingness to engage in dialogue with the police online. A limitation of the current study is that it focused exclusively on police practices online, and in doing so did not capture fans' perspectives. Therefore, future research is needed to better understand fans’ readiness and willingness to engage with the police online. As Millie (2012, p.1109) puts it, ‘if the public response is genuinely ‘go away and leave us alone’, then the police ought to be asking ‘why’?’. Social media has opened up an additional line of communication for the police, as they too have attempted to get fans onside through communicating softly and by delivering police messages discretely. To improve police-fan engagement, they must now turn their attention to understanding the mood of fans by facilitating meaningful dialogue. 
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Table one: Key information relating to the Five Police football accounts on X
	Name of police football unit on X
	Relevant Police Force 
	Specified Football club(s) represented  
	League associated with football club during 2022/23 season 
	Total number of posts on X during the 2022/23 season

	Aston Villa Police @WMPVillaFC
	West Midlands Police 
	Aston Villa 
	Premiership (top tier)
	158

	Barrow AFC Police @barpolbarrowafc
	Cumbria Police
	Barrow 
	League Two (fourth tier)
	115

	Coventry City FC Police @CCFC_WMP
	West Midlands Police
	Coventry City 
	Championship (second tier) 
	187

	Leics Police Events @LeicsEvents
	Leicestershire Police
	Leicester City and Coalville Town
	Premiership (top tier) and Southern League - Premier Central (seventh tier)
	397

	Lincs Police Football Unit @LincsPolFooty
	Lincolnshire Police
	Lincoln City 
	League One (third tier)
	170

	
	
	
	 (Total number of posts)
	1,027
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