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“Imagine a drug that cures patients in some cities but makes them sicker in others. Imagine a drug that makes arthritis less painful among working people, but more painful among the poor and unemployed. Imagine a drug that relieves pain for a day, but increases it a year later. Imagine a drug that works well in hospitals with mostly white and Hispanic women patients, but does not work at all in hospitals with mostly black women patients… These, in effect, are the dilemmas that domestic violence poses for the police. Arrest is the ‘drug’ that research has shown to have such diverse effects on misdemeanour assaults.”


– Sherman (1992), Policing Domestic Violence, quoted on the dust jacket.

“Crime isn’t a disease, it’s a symptom. Cops are like a doctor that gives you aspirin for a brain tumour, except that the cop would rather cure it with a blackjack.”

– Chandler (1977: 599) cited by Reiner (2000: 220)

Introduction

This paper considers the scope of policing research and the advantages and disadvantages of experimental, survey, observational and case study methods. It examines the criteria on which ‘good’ police research can be assessed and pleads the case for more mixed methods and for methodologically rigorous and theoretically informed case studies. The paper concludes that in view of the diversity of the police research enterprise, the complexity of the police organisation, role and remit, and the various insights that can be brought to bear by using a variety of different methods, the ‘gold standard’ of policing research should not be defined on the basis of a choice of method (since this will depend on the problem being researched), but instead be defined by the skill and expertise of the researcher, the quality of the research conducted and its internal and external validity.

The scope of research on policing and the police

My first point does not concern research design and methods at all, but concerns the substantive field of police research. I think that good police research should attempt to explore all of the relevant topics in the field. At present this is far from the case. Although the situation is changing rapidly, contemporary police research is obsessed by the question of the effectiveness of the police in crime reduction at the expense of many other topics (Reiner 2000). The ‘evidence-based’ policing paradigm is almost exclusively focused on these questions (Sherman 1998, Jordan 1998) and this is true of the Campbell Collaboration on “crime and justice” (Farrington 2003)
. It is hardly surprising that this should be a preoccupation of police research, especially that sponsored by the police service and the Home Office. Crime reduction is, after all, the great legitimating idea of the police organisation.

The impact of police practice on crime rates strategies has been discussed at length elsewhere and I don’t propose to dwell too long on this question here (Bowling and Foster 2002). Suffice to say for now that I agree with Hough (2004) that, like policing, policing research must be concerned with much more than the narrow question of the police impact on crime. Crucially, there are many other roles that are at least as important as crime reduction and I want to spend a bit of time exploring these before returning to the question of what counts as good research.

Police researchers have pointed out that much Policework is concerned with ‘service delivery’ and there is no question that the police are the sole 24-hour, 7 days a week all-purpose emergency service (Punch 1970). The capacity of the police to undertake an emergency response to “non crime calls” – dealing with accidents, civil emergencies, sudden deaths, etc. – is, arguably, as important in providing community safety as their role in reducing the events that we refer to as crime.

Linked to this point is that police research should examine the capacity of the police to maintain order both in the general sense of responding effectively to calls to use police authority to resolve conflicts – between neighbours, for example – before they become violent or disorderly and also their capacity to respond to public disorder in extremis, i.e. prevent damage to property, injury or death during riots (Jefferson 1990, Waddington).

The investigative function of police is, to some extent, geared towards crime reduction, but it is certainly not exclusively so. The investigation of some forms of crime – such as domestic homicide – is unlikely to contribute to the prevention of repeated occurrences (unlike a successful intervention in routine domestic violence calls which might well prevent a homicide). Effective and efficient crime investigation is also concerned with doing justice, a goal of policing which is often neglected in the obsession with crime reduction. Good police research would be concerned with a whole range of police investigative practices – including, but not limited to, stop and search, on-street interviews (or field interrogation as it is less euphemistically called in the USA), the practice of issuing cautions, reprimands and final warnings, investigative interviewing of suspects and witnesses, crime scene management as well as covert aspects of policing such as intelligence management, handling informers, undercover, controlled delivery and such like. The neglect of these aspects of policing is beginning to be remedied (e.g. Innes), but it still requires a great deal of further work.

The role of the police in maintaining the integrity of the state itself – what Brodeur refers to as ‘high policing’ – has also been rather neglected in policing research. This neglect of ‘national security policing’ is far from surprising. After all, the agencies involved – Special Branch, Anti-Terrorist Branch as well as the Secret Intelligence and Security Agencies, and the various ‘specialist operations’ – tend to be highly secretive and disinclined to facilitate research access (notable exceptions including the work of Pete Gill).

Until recently, private policing was one of the most commonly remarked upon absences from the police research canon. This has changed dramatically in the past ten years with numerous studies in the field. This has occurred at the same time that a ‘pluralisation’ of policing has been noted where there has been a blurring of private and public provision (Bayley and Shearing; Jones and Newburn). It is still the case that the bulk of policing research examines that which is paid for out of the public purse, even when the cost and extent of private policing matches that in the public sector. Although the Private Security Industry Act 2001 was passed now more than five years ago, the Home Office still has published no work on this topic. If the consultation workshops undertaken by the Security Industry Authority on private investigators are anything to go by, the research base in this field is woeful
.

Most policing research has been conducted solely on the ‘43 police forces of England and Wales’. Of course this Anglo-centric view has been broadened by research on the police forces of Scotland and the Police Service of Northern Ireland, but the numerous other public police services of UK – and there are literally dozens from the British Transport Police, Air Force Police to the Jockey Club Security Service – which deserve to be examined.

There is an emerging literature on transnational policing (Anderson, Sheptycki) – and this will no doubt be accelerated by the formation of the Serious and Organised Crime Agency – together with an increased recognition that even an island (or perhaps especially an island) cannot protect itself from transnational threats without thinking beyond its borders. It is interesting that no Home Office funded police research has examined the transnationalisation of policing, and only a limited amount of cross-border crime (Porter 1996) with the result that the Serious Organised Crime Agency (SOCA) comes into being next week without the benefit of any in-house research that might shed light on ‘what works’ in the sphere of preventing organised crime or what the appropriate organisational arrangements might look like. 

Moreover, the absence of very much decent comparative research prevents us learning from the best practices of our neighbours near and distant and, of course, avoiding the pitfalls from adopting too readily the models of practice that are inappropriate to our legal framework, culture and traditions.

Police research has also tended to focus on the ground floor of policing. Once again, this is hardly surprising. Police constables are the most numerous of police personnel and “the street” is where the action is! It is also understandable that senior police officers –naturally shy and retiring sorts of folks – would want to divert the researchers gaze downwards. However, this is unfortunate since first line managers such as sergeants and inspectors must surely make a contribution to the steering of the police organisation and given the problems of implementation that dog this field, it is high time that we knew more about those responsible for managing policing. With the regionalisation of policing, the role of divisional commander (the Superintending ranks) will also take on a new significance as they become a key figure as the chief officer recedes (literally) further and further into the distance.

I am not arguing that the question at the centre of the US National Research Academic study “how effective are police strategies in reducing crime, disorder and fear of crime” (Skogan and Frydl, 2004: 218) is an irrelevant one, merely that it is not the only one. As this study argues, focusing on the broader functions of policing draws attention to the effectiveness of the police in a number of different capacities – such as how effectively do the police respond to emergency calls, to what extent do the police provide adequate medical attention, do they provide effective services and adequate information to victims and witnesses, are they treated politely, how intrusive and inconvenient are stops (ibid). It also raises a range of questions about the regulation of police powers, its accountability and legitimacy and – in addition to its effectiveness – questions of equity, fairness and justice. The obsession with crime reduction undermines this discussion.

Choice of research design and methodology

Once the breadth of the police function is considered, it becomes immediately clear that it would be absurd to suggest that a single methodological approach would be appropriate to investigate all of these problems and issues. It is interesting to note that while the US National Science Foundation report on fairness and effectiveness in policing tended to point towards the value of experiments and quasi-experiments in their evaluation of effectiveness, they make no mention of experiments in relation to the evaluation of “lawful policing” arguing that “studies based on field observations produce the most reliable effect data” (Skogan and Frydl, 2004: 264, citing Cannon 1991). Police research has been pretty diverse in its methodological approaches.

Observation

The earliest police studies used the observational method. The work of the English pioneers such as Maureen Cain, Michael Banton built on the observational work of Al Reiss, Black, Westley and others. Simon Holdaway’s (1983) insider account of the metropolitan police together with Smith and Gray’s (1983, 1985) Police & People in London provided an insight into the operation of policing practices that could have come from no other method. See more recently FitzGerald et al. Foster et al 2005)

Record and document analysis

The first ‘big science’ quantitative studies of policing were not experiments, but analyses of various forms of data routinely collected by the police. The first of these was the Kansas City Response Time Study. This examined the relationship between the time taken to respond to calls for service and the frequency of an ‘on scene’ arrest. The study discovered that rapid response to calls for service usually led to no result because the offender had in nine out of ten instances had fled the scene of the crime. The problem, it was discovered, was not generally the fault of the police for responding to the incident too slowly, but that most crimes reported on the newly established police emergency systems were “discovery crime”, those that were reported long after the incident had occurred. Only a small minority were “involvement crimes” – where the suspect was still at the scene – where any prospect of an on scene arrest (and therefore a blues and twos response). It was discovered, further, that even in involvement crimes, citizens tended to delay before calling the police, undermining the value of a rapid response. 

Contemporary research has also looked at this, including recent studies of call rationing (Diaz).

Experiments

The use of randomised control trials and quasi-experiments began in the USA in the early 1970s. The first and best known of these is the Kansas City Preventive Patrol experiment. This, the closest to a randomised control experiment, involved dividing the sectors of Kansas City into various treatment groups. Its conclusion that doubling, leaving unchanged or removing police presence has no impact on recorded crime, fear of crime or citizen satisfaction with the police were highly influential in thinking about the role, function and effectiveness of policing. However, a number of serious methodological flaws have undermined the value of its findings (Sheptycki 1993).

The Minneapolis Domestic Violence Experiments were not only methodologically flawed, but also produced perverse results. The study design was based on he systematic use of three different ‘treatments’ – arrest, separation and mediation – applied randomly in response to calls for service to simple domestic assaults (equivalent to a s.47 ABH offence in England & Wales). The design involved each officer carrying a pad of report forms, colour coded for three different response. Each time the officers responded to a domestic violence call, they were required to take whatever action was indicated by the report form on the top of the bad. The forms were number in an order determined by lottery the consistency of which was monitored by research staff observers riding on a dip sample of patrols. The officer filled out a brief report which was given to the research staff for follow up. The research staff then followed up with a face to face interview with victims and then follow-up interviews every two weeks for 24 weeks. In addition, research staff examined criminal justice reports that mentioned suspects names during the six month follow up period.

The experiment was conducted between march 1981 and June 1982 and produced 314 cases. There were, as one might expect, some serious methodological challenges. First, the experiment was located in two of four precincts for pragmatic reasons. Second, fewer than 20 officers were turning in cases and 28% of the sample cases were produced by three officers. Second, several situations were excluded from the experiment – such as an attempted assault on an officer, if both parties were injured or if the victim demanded an arrest. This led to the lottery being violated more often for the separation and mediation treatments than for the arrest treatment. Third, only 205 of the 330 victims could be located, a 62% response rate.

These caveats aside, the results of the study were startling. The recidivism rates over the following six months were 50% lower than for the other response methods. Thus, while 10% of the arrested men repeated their offences, 19% of those provided with mediation and 24% of those who were simply asked to leave. The headline that arrest works as a deterrent to repeat victimisation had a profound effect in the USA, the UK and around the world.

Unfortunately, studies replicating the Minneapolis Domestic Violence Survey did not produce such positive findings. One found that arrest had no impact (Dunford et al 1989) and Sherman’s own replication (1990) found that while arrest had a crime reduction effect on employed suspects, “in three cities (Milwaukee, Omaha and Miami-Dade) the unemployed suspects became substantially more likely to reoffend during the follow-up period if they were arrested than if they were merely warned” (Skogan and Frydl, 2004: 242 emphasis added). There were also major concerns about the long-term effects of arrest. Dunford, for example, noted that “significant amounts of recidivism occurred well beyond six months” and that “truncating the period in which recidivism or spouse assault is assessed has resulted in underestimates of the extent to which such abuse continues and has fostered spurious or misleading policy recommendations” (cited by Sheptycki 1993: 118).

As Sherman (1992: 2) argues, this historic first use of the controlled, randomized experiment made the policy implications of the study highly compelling. The victim report and official records showing the “arrest worked best” led to the recommendation that all police forces should introduce mandatory arrest policies and this advice was taken by at least a dozen US states. On the basis of the replication of this study, and a decade after the publication of the original study, Sherman (2002: 5) argued that “mandatory arrest laws… are unwise and should be repealed”.

Sherman’s medical metaphor used at the head of this paper is interesting in a number of respects. Such a stark metaphor brings to mind medical scandals in which drugs were prescribed before they had been properly tested or their tests replicated with tragic consequences for some users. It could be argued that if some, perhaps many women, were protected as a consequence of mandatory arrest policies, then they may have been a good thing.  Certainly, one can have sympathy with the situation prior to the experiments in which police officers typically did nothing. On the other hand, for those communities subject to mandatory arrest policies – particularly the poor, black and unemployed communities – it seems very likely that not only was the batterer arrested and criminalised, but this had the perverse effect of placing the battered woman at greater risk of future violence. Moreover, it is clear from the experiment that the alternative approaches – counselling and ‘cooling off’  - were not really given serious policy consideration. The possibility that the problem of domestic violence could be responded to through other social interventions is repeatedly hinted at throughout Sherman’s work, but this is undermined by the obsession with the search for the magic policing pill that will cure social problems. 

Surveys 


British Crime Survey has provided a wealth of information about public experiences of, and attitudes towards, policing.

Legal scholarship

In both the US and the UK, legal scholarship has made a huge contribution to our understanding of police practices. Excessive force – fleeing felons. David Dixon’s Law in Policing.

Case studies

The most important strength of the case study approach is its capacity to explore the development of processes over time. Yin (1989: 23) describes the case study as an “empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real life context; when the boundaries of the context are not clearly evident; and in which multiple sources of evidence are used”. These features lend themselves to a theoretically informed, empirical, holistic account of policing. Among the most convincing accounts of police practice – albeit now becoming rather dated – is Grimshaw and Jefferson’s Interpreting Policework. This was based on painstakingly detailed observation of police foot and vehicle patrols, investigative units, public order police and policy meetings, together with a detailed analysis of policy documents and other paperwork.

Among the numerous insights that emerge from this study is a critical account of how the police organisation is conceived. Grimshaw and Jefferson distinguish the rational scientific view of the police as a “machine” understood through an analysis of administrative and criminal law, other formal rules and the organisational structure of a police department. in which policy is taken as  an “authoritative statement of the organisation’s specific goals, carrying a clear meaning and relevance for all subordinates which it is intended that they should automatically put into practice”. The machine model can easily be criticised for its attention on how the organisational ideally ought to function rather than how they actually work in practice.

They contrast this machine model, with the subcultural model which sees the main determinant of policing activity as the cultural values of the rank and file police officer. Thus, thick descriptions of the occupational milieu of Policework, its norms, values, customs and working practices are the ‘real’ determinants of how Policework actually gets done.

Thirdly, they consider Marxist approaches to understanding policing, which draw attention to the ways in which policing impacts differentially on working class, ethnic minority and other marginalised groups in society.

Building on the ‘environmental’ model of policing developed by J. Q. Wilson on his Varieties of Police Behaviour, Grimshaw and Jefferson offer a synthesis based on a delineation of the formal structure of the police organisation, its working practices, environmental contexts, taking account of the importance of law, occupational culture and relationships between police and the community.

This kind of approach has also been employed and developed by researchers such as Janet Chan in her Changing Police Culture and in my own work in Violent Racism.

The disadvantage of the case study method is that they can sometimes lack rigour, transparency…

They also require replication just like any other method.

What makes good research?

The choice of methods, techniques and procedures should be appropriate to the research problem.

Studies of the ‘outcomes’ of policing should include information on which to base an explanation of the processes and mechanisms through which the outputs and outcomes were achieved.

The research is conducted within accepted professional guidelines and standards of rigour.

There is transparency in the reporting of the research findings

Systematic collection of evidence.

Detailed account of its methodological premises and procedures

Transparent

Open and honest about its weaknesses

Account of the ethical challenges encountered

Implications for research training, benchmarking etc.

Researchers have to have a wide range of skills. It is worth noting that even the experiments require researchers to have skills in interviewing, conducting surveys, etc. since these are built into the research design. Given the understandable scepticism that we would have about relying on recorded crime rates, alternative data collection methods are required.

Researchers require expert knowledge. It is very difficult indeed to conduct any kind of research without specialist subject knowledge. I have reviewed ‘systematic reviews’ that, because they were done without any guiding knowledge at the outset, were unable to identify quality research – the ‘gold standard’ of quantitative experimental design will be of no value

Conclusions

“…there is often little research evidence about what works under what circumstances. One reason for the lack of evidence is the complexity and ambiguity of police strategies” (Skogan and Frydl, 2004: 247).

I have a great deal of sympathy with the idea that research studies that purport to show the impact of a particular criminal justice intervention on a particular social problem should be able to link the intervention with its results. The challenge is for researchers to understand social processes, to be conscious of the context within which interventions take place and the processes and mechanisms that lead from policy decisions to changed practices and their (intended and unintended) changes in immediate results and longer-term impact. Given that, I can understand why there has been a call for an improvement in the methodological quality of criminological research and I can also understand why randomised control trials have been grasped for as a method of choice. However, I think that this is entirely misguided, certainly in the case of policing research.

Policing is a complex business. It has a wide range of functions, goals and organisational arrangements. The objective of reducing crime is only one among many important tasks that the police are charged with and while it is undoubtedly important, this cannot be weighed easily against other tasks of providing a good emergency service, maintenance of public order, investigating crime and protecting communities from terrorist attacks. While it might be argued that the police effectiveness in reducing crime can be measured by an experiment (though the major attempts at this have not be resoundingly successful), most other policing functions simply do not lend themselves to the measurement of outputs of this sort. As the US National Science Foundation concluded, if you want to understand the fairness of policing, observing policing in practice will provide you with the most valid information.

Crucially, it is not the randomised control trial that will provide the best information on what works for whom and why, but case studies that integrate data from police databases, victimisation surveys, documents and direct observation over time. Such data, set within the context of the structures and processes of the police organisation enable us to understand how policy changes are implemented, with what effect on the organisation itself and on the people who call on it for service as well as those who are policed against. I am certainly all for development of the rigor of research practice, improving the skills and expertise of researchers, but I believe that this must address itself to a broad church of methodologies, the more of which can be integrated the better. The twin catastrophes that we must work hard to avoid are becoming fixated on crime reduction as the ‘principal aim’ of the police and the sub-field of policing research and making a fetish out of randomised experiments as the way to establish the value of policing.

� Professor of Criminology & Criminal Justice, King’s College London.
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