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INTRODUCTION 

Policing across organisational boundaries: developments in theory 
and practice 

Benoît Dupont, Chad Whelan and Peter K. Manning 

This edited collection was originally derived from a special issue of the journal Policing and Society: An 
International Journal of Research and Policy. The call for papers for that special issue argued that global 
influences are now at work in modern research and both policy and practice are being shaped by the 
possibility of exploring intra­ and inter­organisational processes as well as the boundaries that frame 
them.  Put  simply,  a  boundary  refers  to  a  set  of  relations  that  define  one  group  from  another 
(Giacomantonio 2014). Boundaries demarcate one group or organisation from its environment and 
influence its efficiency, the power it wields, the competence it can claim and its identity (Santos and 
Eisenhardt 2005). Approaching boundaries at the level of groups or work units, the term is used here 
to refer to organisational units (intra­organisational policing) and organisations (inter­organisational 
policing).  Intra­organisationally,  it means understanding how independent units form and function 
and,  more  particularly,  interact  with  other  units  within  police  organisations.  Inter­organisational 
policing has been subject of much important research and scholarship in recent years, particularly in 
the context of international police cooperation (for a recent review, see Schafer 2014). However, much 
of this work has adopted a higher­level perspective to examine legal and policy questions rather than 
the  dynamics  and  challenges  of  police  cooperation  at  the  organisational  level,  which  is  pursued 
through  direct  or  indirect  organisational  ties  and/or  structures  such  as  multi­agency  networks. 
Policing  is  now  unquestionably  shaped  and  differentiated  by  processes  and  forces  that  are  both 
national and international, local and global. As such, these developments cry out for new perspectives 
on organisation, theory and practice. The papers presented here meet the challenge of developing 
new ideas and illuminating them with rich and nuanced data. 

Implicit in the call for papers were several ideas that are reflected in the special issue. They raise 
questions about organisations, about what holds them together, aspects of change and the role of 
police organisations in larger social networks. Organisations are at once material, symbolic and inter-
actional arenas  (Manning 1992). They occupy space, have employees,  structures and technologies, 
establish boundaries and carry out transactions with many other organisations in larger networks of 
interdependence. These  networks  provide  opportunities  for,  and  impose  constraints  on,  organisa-
tions; they may facilitate access to information and knowledge while also restricting the autonomy of 
individual actors (Kilduff and Tsai 2003). Networks, of course, are also shaped by varying degrees of 
cooperation and competition as these interdependent actors seek to make sense of and enforce their 
organisational boundaries. A boundary can be symbolic, or physical but in both occasions, they can 
generate significant constraints for cooperation (Giacomantonio 2014). In police organisations, there 
are several internal barriers to communication, including rank, specialisation of units and ecological 
limits  on  interaction  created  by  physical  distance  (including  local  settings  and  ecology)  (Manning 
2010).  These  barriers  are  only  exacerbated  when  the  focus  shifts  to  external  barriers,  which  may 
include legal, cultural and technical considerations, as studies of such networks have shown (Brewer 
2014; Sheptycki 2004; Whelan 2017; Whelan and Molnar 2018). 

The papers here are concerned with symbolic or tacit boundaries, particularly insofar as they shape 
intra­ and  inter­organisational  cooperation.  In  the  papers,  questions  are  asked  about  the  nature  of 
‘organisation’ and ‘organisations’ and how they operate within and in concert with other organisations. 
Defininganorganisationinbothmaterialandsymbolicaspectsrequires,asthepapersbyGiacomantonio 
and Litmanovitz, and Lippert and Walby dramatically show, an understanding of what an organisation 
is and how it constructs its boundaries. Where do specific boundaries lie when police training in several 
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organisations is shaped by governmental policy? If police organisations are differentiated internally, as 
Sheptycki shows in striking detail, what ‘holds them together?’ He suggests it is a cluster of assumed 
ideas about ‘police work,’ abstractly described as the ‘police métier’ (Manning 2010, p. 217). Sheptycki 
convincingly argues that the loose coupling (Weick 1995) within and among units within the organisa-
tion requires tacit assumptions about what is processed and why. Unpacking the internal division­of-
labour in relation to police intelligence, Sheptycki puts forward a framework for approaching police 
organisations based on different types or focal points of intelligence and where they sit within contem-
porary police organisations. His approach, we suggest, has the potential to influence studies of police 
organisations for many years to come. 

These features of the ‘organisational culture’ (Ingram et al. 2013; Manning 2007; Whelan 2016) are 
reflected  in  the  papers  by  Crawford  and  L’Hoiry,  and  Giacomantonio  and  Litmanovitz,  as  police  at 
times  pursue  and  other  times  resist  cooperation  and  collaboration. What  holds  police  together,  it 
seems,  also  creates  or  at  least  reinforces  boundaries  against  information  sharing.  The  paper  by 
Crawford and L’Hoiry suggests that tacit knowledge and assumptions drive interactions and lead to 
misunderstandings. ‘Why do you not see what I assume’ is a question that may come to mind from 
reading their paper. What is described is a dance of misunderstanding about what is the issue and 
what  is  being  examined.  In  their  paper,  the  police  and  the  social  workers  accounted  for  why  they 
differed,  but  continued  their  traditional  practices.  Crawford  and  L’Hoiry  demonstrate  that  working 
across organisational boundaries can and does challenge introspective organisational cultures and 
foster  organisational  learning,  even  if  in  rather  haphazard  ways.  Interestingly,  Giacomantonio  and 
Litmanovitz take as their starting point the position that the police occupational culture, particularly 
with regard to resistance to change, is perhaps given too much prominence as a reason why police 
reforms often fail at the expense of not enough attention directed toward the organisational proc-
esses essential for designing, implementing and managing change. 

Assuming organisations are a coherent idea requires that members have a sense of their role in the 
organisation and a sense of the purpose of that organisation. Lippert and Walby’s analysis of Crime 
Stoppers and police foundations raises major questions: what is an organisation when it is penetrated 
by external forces it cannot co­opt (Selznick 1949) yet claims to be free and devoted to the collective 
will? The authors raise the spectre of ‘privatisation’ from an entirely new perspective – the embedding 
of non­public forces and interests within ‘public organisations.’ It  is TVA and the Grassroots (Selznick 
1949)  yet  again. To  gain  strength  of  a  mandate,  the  police  organisations  are  attempting  to  co­opt 
private organisations that in fact undermine their mandate. In the context of Canada at least, Lippert 
and Walby’s work suggests that Crime Stoppers and police foundations are now deeply embedded in 
police organisations and use boundary­spanning strategies to obfuscate growing interdependencies. 

Giacomantonio  and  Litmanovitz’s  review  of  attempts  to  revise  police  training  as  guided  by  the 
United Kingdom’s Police College, shows, as have many studies (e.g., Mastrofski and Willis 2010; Willis 
et al. 2007),  that behavioural change does not occur;  that  the  role and character of  training  is not 
agreed upon and remains dominated by traditional views about ‘the job’; and that sustained change 
is often unlikely. It also suggests that the occupational culture was not the barrier in the attempt to 
change training, but that this was instead caused by a failure of implementation. This may be true, but 
the power of the traditional uniformed segment of policing clearly dominates and may be a signifi-
cant source of the resistance among officers who delivered and received the training. It may be that 
the métier (Sheptycki 2017), the assumptions of the job and what it means, and the idea rooted in the 
claim that the constable’s authority is ‘original’ indicates that efforts to constrain and guide stop and 
searches (in this research) strike a dagger at the heart of the police role in Anglo­American societies as 
it is understood. 

Fischer Bjelland and Vestby’s study of multi­agency action in Norway provides a refreshing insight 
into collaboration and information­sharing, but also raises questions about the reach of the state and 
its use of diverse powers to investigate and prosecute certain offences. The paper shows that organi-
sational boundaries are negotiable and can be bridged pragmatically, as mutual benefits can be iden-
tified and leveraged across the ‘full sanction catalogue’, even though it seems these negotiations may 
lean more in certain directions than others. In their case study, as has been found elsewhere (Bayer 
2010; Bigo 2000; Cotter 2017), informal pockets of information sharing developed to connect intelli-
gence  systems  that  were  not  designed  to  communicate  with  each  other.  In  their  very  perceptive 
closing remarks, the authors note how this ‘ad hoc instrumentalism’challenges existing accountability 
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mechanisms and remind us that boundaries have often been designed and implemented on purpose, 
to prevent governmental overreach. 

Finally, Whelan and Dupont’s paper seeks to explore the value of the idea of networks and moves 
away from the  idea of police as exceptional and insulated from organisational analysis.  In a similar 
manner to organisational theorists (Salancik 1995), they emphasise the benefits of network research 
lies  in correcting a tendency  in police research to  focus on the trees rather  than the  forest, on the 
activities of individual organisations rather than on the organisation of their activities. On the basis of 
a comprehensive literature review, Whelan and Dupont assess the current state of the security network 
literature and argue strongly for the more rigorous use of the network concept. They seek to update 
an earlier typology designed by one of them (Dupont 2004), arguing that it may be more productive 
to consider security networks across four functional dimensions: information exchange, knowledge­
generating, problem­solving and coordination. This formulation provides a basis for a future research 
agenda on security networks that, they argue, would benefit from engaging more systematically with 
the methodological and theoretical advances found in the broader organisational and public admin-
istration literature (e.g., Brass et al. 2004; Provan and Kenis 2008; Provan and Lemaire 2012). In partic-
ular, they argue research should move beyond using the network concept as a metaphor to explore 
the  precise  ways  in  which  security  actors  are  networked  (Brewer  2014;  Dupont  2006),  the  internal 
properties of security networks, and how they form and function. 

Although police organisations are at the centre of this special issue, these six articles situate them 
as  an  organisation,  not  necessarily  a  unique  organisation,  but  one  element  in  an  institutional  and 
social web of actors (Brodeur 2010), working to cooperate with other organisations in ways such as 
seeking  to  change  training,  practices  and  the  delivery  of  services  generally  associated  with  the 
governance of security (e.g., Johnston and Shearing 2003; Shearing and Johnston 2010; Wood and 
Dupont 2006; Wood and Shearing 2007). In addition, the shape and boundaries of police organisa-
tions are being changed, reshaped and restructured in North America, the United Kingdom and many 
other  jurisdictions  beyond.  Among  the  many  sources  of  change  are  market­based,  technological, 
political factors as well as those internal to police organisations. It is these changes, shaped by global 

shifts in modern politics as well as routine operations, that the papers bring to our attention. 
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Implementation fidelity in a loosely coupled system: the
challenges of maintaining consistent ‘problem theory’ and
‘programme theory’ in a multi-force training pilot

ABSTRACT

This paper considers the organisational and institutional structures
involved in the design and delivery of a police training pilot in England
in 2015. The training pilot was implemented in six English police forces,
and was developed by the College of Policing to improve police use of
stop and search powers. Drawing on observations of training sessions
and interviews with trainers, trained officers, training designers and
national stakeholders in the design process, the paper examines the
differences in delivery across forces, and considers key (dis)connections
within the communications processes between and within police
organisations. The paper examines the institutional and organisational
aspects of this attempt to reform police behaviour, and demonstrates
the importance of organisational boundary navigation in reform
initiatives. This approach challenges predominant conceptualisations of
resistant police (sub-)cultures as the main barrier to reform. More
specifically, the paper considers clarity in problem theory and
programme theory as inherently complex in police training interventions
and illuminates the challenges of translating high-level goals into
training-room activities. This is particularly the case where multiple
forces are involved, each undertaking their own process of translation
and interpretation of the training goals and methods. Following an
examination of the findings, the implications of these findings for the
ways in which police institutions can seek to improve implementation
fidelity are explored, as well as the broader challenges for maintaining
consistent standards of practice across multiple organisational boundaries.

Introduction

This paper examines institutional pathways relevant to police reform, through evidence from an

evaluation of a multi-force training pilot in England (Giacomantonio et al. 2016). This provides an

example through which issues of navigating both intra- and inter-organisational boundaries can

be illuminated, particularly in relation to the problem of police reform through training and

education.

The pilot was intended to change the way in which police officers use their ‘stop and search’

powers, under which police in England and Wales are able to detain and search citizens whom

they suspect are carrying stolen or prohibited articles. Stop and search powers have come under

*The authors are equal contributors listed alphabetically. This research was undertaken while Chris Giacomantonio was a senior
analyst at RAND Europe.
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ABSTRACT 

This paper considers the organisational and institutional structures 
involved in the design and delivery of a police training pilot in England 
in 2015. The training pilot was implemented in six English police forces, 
and was developed by the College of Policing to improve police use of 
stop and search powers. Drawing on observations of training sessions 
and interviews with trainers, trained officers, training designers and 
national stakeholders in the design process, the paper examines the 
differences in delivery across forces, and considers key (dis)connections 
within the communications processes between and within police 
organisations. The paper examines the institutional and organisational 
aspects of this attempt to reform police behaviour, and demonstrates 
the importance of organisational boundary navigation in reform 
initiatives. This approach challenges predominant conceptualisations of 
resistant police (sub-)cultures as the main barrier to reform. More 
specifically, the paper considers clarity in problem theory and 
programme theory as inherently complex in police training interventions 
and illuminates the challenges of translating high-level goals into 
training-room activities. This is particularly the case where multiple 
forces are involved, each undertaking their own process of translation 
and interpretation of the training goals and methods. Following an 
examination of the findings, the implications of these findings for the 
ways in which police institutions can seek to improve implementation 
fidelity are explored, as well as the broader challenges for maintaining 
consistent standards of practice across multiple organisational boundaries. 

Introduction 

This paper examines institutional pathways relevant to police reform, through evidence from an 

evaluation of a multi-force training pilot in England (Giacomantonio et al. 2016). This provides an 

example through which issues of navigating both intra- and inter-organisational boundaries can 

be illuminated, particularly in relation to the problem of police reform through training and 

education. 

The pilot was intended to change the way in which police officers use their ‘stop and search’ 

powers, under which police in England and Wales are able to detain and search citizens whom 

they suspect are carrying stolen or prohibited articles. Stop and search powers have come under 
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analyst at RAND Europe. 



inherently bound to examine their routine practices, organisational hierarchies and institutional

structures to determine how these might be improved. This process of internal examination and

enhancement of professional standards is not unique to policing, of course, and is a large part of

what allows a body of labourers to call themselves ‘professionals’ (Walker 1977, Chan et al. 2003).

However, the process of reform in policing is by no means straightforward. Academic literature on

policing is full of examples of individual police forces undertaking reform initiatives that experience

substantial divergence between intentions and results. Recent UK examples where intentions did not

entirely match outcomes include the introduction of body-worn video cameras (Grossmith et al. 2015,

Ariel et al. 2016) and the introduction of new ‘procedural justice’-based interventions (MacQueen and

Bradford 2016) for traffic officers in Scotland.

Part of this is a problem of expectations – as Skogan and Frydll note, ‘Police organisations change

slowly, even under the best of circumstances’ (Skogan and Frydll 2004). It may be inappropriate to

expect rapid change in policing practice even where the importance of the reform is widely

agreed at all levels of the police organisations involved. Moreover, institutional change is a slow

process in all institutionalised organisations (Mastrofski and Willis 2010, Giacomantonio 2015), so

the police should not be expected to be an exception to this rule.

In this paper, we consider three types of challenges that are intricately bound up with one another

in any effort to change an aspect of the way police conduct their work. From this perspective, a

reform may not ‘work’ where it does not take all (or even some) of these challenges into account

in design and implementation efforts.

First, the challenge of police reform is one of behaviour change. While most police reform initiat-

ives actually require changes to individual behaviour, organisational behaviour or often a combi-

nation of both, there is little recognition by policy-makers and police chiefs of the immense

challenge such endeavours pose. ‘More training’ is often suggested as a simple solution to what is

in reality a complex problem of the interplay between individual officer behaviours and institutional

structures, without adequate attention to either the specific organisational context (Mastrofski and

Ritti 1996) or the wider needs for institutional change (Reiner 2010). As Mastrofski and Ritti (1996,

p. 292) point out, ‘regardless of its capacity to achieve any technical objective… a [training]

program displays commitment to a goal, and thus legitimates the agency or enterprise’, whether

or not behaviour change is achieved.

In turn, often there is no coherent programme or logic-model guiding training-based reforms. In

their review of effective policing interventions, Skogan and Frydll (2004) highlight the need to mean-

ingfully study successful paths to behaviour change, considering the rather limited available evi-

dence. Training interventions in particular were singled out in their review as an area requiring

extensive research, as it was not clear what strategies would support behaviour change. A more

recent review also found no evidence-base in the field, demonstrating that a police force’s training

is usually based on what has been done, or what is believed to work (Neyroud 2011; see also Wheller

and Morris 2010), rather than being evidence-led.

Second, the challenge of police reform is a problem of navigating organisational boundaries. The

will to change a police organisation rarely arises from within the same group that is the subject of

reform efforts. Reform tends to be a top-down affair, with senior management or superordinate pol-

itical structures deciding that reform needs to take place, and then tasking a group in the middle of

the organisation to find ways to get those at the front lines to change in some way.1 One way of

viewing these boundaries is that each of these groups has a unique and often different (if not necess-

arily contradictory) ‘theory’ on the nature of the problem and the best way to solve it (Weiss 1995).

This emphasises the need to articulate and define the problem being addressed (the problem theory),

and to detail the appropriate steps for addressing that problem (the programme theory) (Fraser et al.

2009). In the context of a training intervention like the one under examination in this paper, the

problem theory refers to the sets of individual and collective behaviours police need to change,

while the programme theory identifies the components of the training intervention that may

bring about that change.2 For example, a ‘problem’ in the field of policing might be victims’
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increasing scrutiny in England and Wales due to disproportionate use against minority communities 

as well as broader impacts on relationships between police and communities. To improve police prac-

tice, the College of Policing, working with the Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC), devel-

oped a training package to be delivered to randomly selected officers in 5 of the 43 territorial police 

forces in England and Wales as well as the British Transport Police. 

Through this case study of the stop and search reform, the paper seeks to problematise the 

common conception in literature on policing that the main obstacle to changing police behaviour 

is a resistant police ‘culture’ (or sub-cultures) that is inherently closed to change. Instead, working 

within the wider organisational and institutional literature on policing and reform, the paper puts 

forth the argument that the institutional configurations in which police reform initiatives occur 

have substantial explanatory value in understanding why these initiatives face challenges. Under-

standing the consequences of a specific institutional configuration is therefore essential to overcom-

ing many of the challenges of police reform. 

In order to develop this argument, the paper first sets out an alternative three-tiered typology of the 

problematics inherent in police reform processes. From different levels of analysis, reform may be seen 

as: (a) a problem of behavioural change: identifying problem behaviours in officers and finding ways to 

modify those; (b) a problem of navigating internal and external organisational boundaries in a loosely 

coupled system, particularly the boundaries between those actors who are trying to affect change, and 

those on whom change is effected; and (c) a problem of institutional change, which requires working 

within isomorphic constraints on acceptable and expected types of police behaviours and activities. 

The paper uses these problematics to illustrate the complexities involved in achieving clarity in 

problem theory and programme theory in police training interventions, and illuminates the challenges 

of translating high-level goals into training-room activities. Maintaining implementation fidelity (the 

extent to which a programme is delivered as intended, see for example, Dane and Schneider 1998) 

is particularly challenging where multiple organisations are involved, each undertaking their own 

process of translation and interpretation of the training goals and methods. 

After setting out these problematics, the paper substantiates these ideas using the findings of the 

stop and search pilot process evaluation. While this evaluation asked and answered other, focused 

questions (concerning mostly implementation fidelity), it presented many insights which go past 

the specific case study. This paper therefore draws on the data which examines the delivery of the 

training across forces, including observations of training sessions and interviews with trainers, 

trained officers, training designers and national stakeholders in the design process. 

The paper considers key (dis)connections within the communications processes – and the insti-

tutional structures that create these (dis)connections – between and within police organisations. 

The paper examines three levels at which boundaries emerged – between stakeholders at the 

national level, between the national level designers and the force-level trainers, and between the trai-

ners and the officers receiving the training. It discusses the results of the process evaluation, through 

which the interconnectedness of the problematics can be better understood – particularly, how 

behaviour change (the end goal of the intervention) would likely have required better alignment 

of messages across organisational boundaries and coherence with institutional structures. 

Following an examination of the evaluation findings, the implications for the ways in which police 

institutions can seek to improve implementation fidelity are explored, as well as the broader chal-

lenges for maintaining consistent standards of practice across multiple organisational boundaries. 

The limits of resorting to a ‘police culture’ explanation when behaviour change interventions fail 

to achieve the desired results is discussed, as well as the socio-political environment that encourages 

a cultural over organisational explanation for resistance to change. 

The multiple problematics of police reform 

Police organisations today are almost constantly in a state of reform. By most measures, this is a good 

thing. As police officers and organisations seek an increasingly professional identity, they are 



increasing scrutiny in England and Wales due to disproportionate use against minority communities

as well as broader impacts on relationships between police and communities. To improve police prac-

tice, the College of Policing, working with the Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC), devel-

oped a training package to be delivered to randomly selected officers in 5 of the 43 territorial police

forces in England and Wales as well as the British Transport Police.

Through this case study of the stop and search reform, the paper seeks to problematise the

common conception in literature on policing that the main obstacle to changing police behaviour

is a resistant police ‘culture’ (or sub-cultures) that is inherently closed to change. Instead, working

within the wider organisational and institutional literature on policing and reform, the paper puts
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have substantial explanatory value in understanding why these initiatives face challenges. Under-

standing the consequences of a specific institutional configuration is therefore essential to overcom-
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is particularly challenging where multiple organisations are involved, each undertaking their own

process of translation and interpretation of the training goals and methods.

After setting out these problematics, the paper substantiates these ideas using the findings of the

stop and search pilot process evaluation. While this evaluation asked and answered other, focused

questions (concerning mostly implementation fidelity), it presented many insights which go past

the specific case study. This paper therefore draws on the data which examines the delivery of the

training across forces, including observations of training sessions and interviews with trainers,

trained officers, training designers and national stakeholders in the design process.

The paper considers key (dis)connections within the communications processes – and the insti-

tutional structures that create these (dis)connections – between and within police organisations.

The paper examines three levels at which boundaries emerged – between stakeholders at the

national level, between the national level designers and the force-level trainers, and between the trai-

ners and the officers receiving the training. It discusses the results of the process evaluation, through

which the interconnectedness of the problematics can be better understood – particularly, how

behaviour change (the end goal of the intervention) would likely have required better alignment

of messages across organisational boundaries and coherence with institutional structures.

Following an examination of the evaluation findings, the implications for the ways in which police

institutions can seek to improve implementation fidelity are explored, as well as the broader chal-

lenges for maintaining consistent standards of practice across multiple organisational boundaries.

The limits of resorting to a ‘police culture’ explanation when behaviour change interventions fail

to achieve the desired results is discussed, as well as the socio-political environment that encourages

a cultural over organisational explanation for resistance to change.

The multiple problematics of police reform

Police organisations today are almost constantly in a state of reform. By most measures, this is a good

thing. As police officers and organisations seek an increasingly professional identity, they are
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inherently bound to examine their routine practices, organisational hierarchies and institutional 

structures to determine how these might be improved. This process of internal examination and 

enhancement of professional standards is not unique to policing, of course, and is a large part of 

what allows a body of labourers to call themselves ‘professionals’ (Walker 1977, Chan et al. 2003). 

However, the process of reform in policing is by no means straightforward. Academic literature on 

policing is full of examples of individual police forces undertaking reform initiatives that experience 

substantial divergence between intentions and results. Recent UK examples where intentions did not 

entirely match outcomes include the introduction of body-worn video cameras (Grossmith et al. 2015, 

Ariel et al. 2016) and the introduction of new ‘procedural justice’-based interventions (MacQueen and 

Bradford 2016) for traffic officers in Scotland. 

Part of this is a problem of expectations – as Skogan and Frydll note, ‘Police organisations change 

slowly, even under the best of circumstances’ (Skogan and Frydll 2004). It may be inappropriate to 

expect rapid change in policing practice even where the importance of the reform is widely 

agreed at all levels of the police organisations involved. Moreover, institutional change is a slow 

process in all institutionalised organisations (Mastrofski and Willis 2010, Giacomantonio 2015), so 

the police should not be expected to be an exception to this rule. 

In this paper, we consider three types of challenges that are intricately bound up with one another 

in any effort to change an aspect of the way police conduct their work. From this perspective, a 

reform may not ‘work’ where it does not take all (or even some) of these challenges into account 

in design and implementation efforts. 

First, the challenge of police reform is one of behaviour change. While most police reform initiat-

ives actually require changes to individual behaviour, organisational behaviour or often a combi-

nation of both, there is little recognition by policy-makers and police chiefs of the immense 

challenge such endeavours pose. ‘More training’ is often suggested as a simple solution to what is 

in reality a complex problem of the interplay between individual officer behaviours and institutional 

structures, without adequate attention to either the specific organisational context (Mastrofski and 

Ritti 1996) or the wider needs for institutional change (Reiner 2010). As Mastrofski and Ritti (1996, 

p. 292) point out, ‘regardless of its capacity to achieve any technical objective … a [training] 

program displays commitment to a goal, and thus legitimates the agency or enterprise’, whether 

or not behaviour change is achieved. 

In turn, often there is no coherent programme or logic-model guiding training-based reforms. In 

their review of effective policing interventions, Skogan and Frydll (2004) highlight the need to mean-

ingfully study successful paths to behaviour change, considering the rather limited available evi-

dence. Training interventions in particular were singled out in their review as an area requiring 

extensive research, as it was not clear what strategies would support behaviour change. A more 

recent review also found no evidence-base in the field, demonstrating that a police force’s training 

is usually based on what has been done, or what is believed to work (Neyroud 2011; see also Wheller 

and Morris 2010), rather than being evidence-led. 

Second, the challenge of police reform is a problem of navigating organisational boundaries. The 

will to change a police organisation rarely arises from within the same group that is the subject of 

reform efforts. Reform tends to be a top-down affair, with senior management or superordinate pol-

itical structures deciding that reform needs to take place, and then tasking a group in the middle of 

the organisation to find ways to get those at the front lines to change in some way.1 One way of 

viewing these boundaries is that each of these groups has a unique and often different (if not necess-

arily contradictory) ‘theory’ on the nature of the problem and the best way to solve it (Weiss 1995). 

This emphasises the need to articulate and define the problem being addressed (the problem theory), 

and to detail the appropriate steps for addressing that problem (the programme theory) (Fraser et al. 

2009). In the context of a training intervention like the one under examination in this paper, the 

problem theory refers to the sets of individual and collective behaviours police need to change, 

while the programme theory identifies the components of the training intervention that may 

bring about that change.2 For example, a ‘problem’ in the field of policing might be victims’ 



Task Force on Policing in the twenty-first century (2015, p. 11); it emphasises as its first and foremost

recommendation the need for a change in the ‘cultural mentality’ of police.

In the following sections, we wish to challenge this view. Particularly, we want to examine police

reform as a process taking place in a system where multiple factors continuously interact with one

another, and relationships between actors and units within and between organisations define the

relevant boundaries and barriers to be addressed. While it is possible to see police culture as inher-

ently related to the problem of police reform, we find the term somewhat unhelpful in explaining

most of the problems of police reform once the behavioural, organisational and institutional

factors are considered.

Theoretically, this builds on the combination of two strands. First, previous work by one of the

authors (Giacomantonio 2015) and others (e.g. Mastrofski and Ritti 1996, Maguire 2003, Mastrofski

and Willis 2010, Ingram et al. 2013) has sought to examine police activity through an organisational

lens, and in particular the consequences and implications of organising police work in certain ways.

The second strand is one that positions police training – as a sub-type of police reform – as a complex

intervention3 in a complex context (Litmanovitz 2016). Once training is not conceptualised as a

simple intervention, and the focus shifts away from ‘only’ the content of a de-contextualised pro-

gramme, the mediating and moderating factors within the societal and organisational ecology are

brought to the fore.

Our approach does not reject the importance of charting the contours of contemporary

police (sub-)culture(s) that are capable of impacting police institutional reform efforts (e.g.

Loftus 2009), nor does it reject the proposal that culture is an important ‘relational’ variable

in explaining interactions within and between police organisations (Whelan 2016, pp. 584–

585). Rather, it reorients the gaze of the researcher towards the institutional and organisational

structures that inhibit or facilitate reform, independent of the cultural context, and the structural

and institutional conditions in which certain aspects of these (sub-)culture(s) are either

reinforced or discouraged.

The stop and search training experiment

In 2014, the College of Policing began developing a pilot training programme to improve practice

around the use of stop and search powers by police in England and Wales. The training was devel-

oped in collaboration with the EHRC, in response to direction from the Home Office and as part of a

wider programme of reform aimed at reducing the negative social impact of stop and search practice.

The reforms were aimed largely at reducing the disproportionate effect of stop and search on black

and minority ethnic (BME) communities, and the consequent tensions this created between police

and those communities.

The training package was developed from 2014 until July 2015, and then implemented in six pilot

forces in England from August to October 2015. The training was implemented as a randomised con-

trolled trial (RCT), meaning that in each pilot force a group of 220 ‘regular’ users of stop and search

were randomly selected and then subsequently randomly allocated into treatment (receiving train-

ing) and control (not receiving training) arms. The training was delivered by force-level trainers. The

‘lead’ trainers from each force attended a national train-the-trainers event organised by the College of

Policing to expose them to the training package. These trainers would then subsequently cascade the

training to other trainers in their organisation.

Each treatment group officer attended a one-day training session at their own force. The intended

delivery format was of an 8-hour course, with 12 trainees and 2 trainers per session. The exact content

of each training session was allowed to vary between forces – the training package was based on a

‘guidance’model rather than a ‘manual’, meaning that while trainers were provided with a suggested

approach to the training, an editable slide pack, and a set of optional exercises they could use, trai-

ners were free to modify the training as they felt appropriate and did not have to cover specific

material in a set order or for a specified amount of time.
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unwillingness to cooperate with the police (Rosenbaum 1987). One possible ‘problem theory’ is that 

officers are insensitive to victims of crime, causing added trauma and resulting in victims ‘withdraw-

ing’ from future interactions. The adjunct ‘programme theory’ could be a training intervention that 

raises officers awareness to the issue, provides knowledge about post-traumatic stress and provides 

the skills for better, more sensitive interaction with individuals at risk. 

The information used to define the problem, design and implement the solution, and measure the 

results of the reform is unavoidably gathered and communicated between the different levels within 

the organisation. Such information not only determines whether the reform could succeed – whether 

the appropriate processes, procedures and structures exist to implement new practice – but also 

whether and to what degree the reform is seen as legitimate and coherent by the rank and file offi-

cers who are being asked to do something differently. This information – which may include ‘objec-

tive’ data such as administrative data on levels or frequencies of certain activities, as well as 

‘subjective’ data such as opinions, perceptions and priorities amongst different levels and stake-

holders – will also determine if a reform effort’s results are viewed as a success, and by whom. 

Third, the challenge of police reform is one of institutional change. Police organisations are not 

normally, through training or otherwise, able to effect substantial changes to what Manning 

(2010) refers to as the police metier, that is, the day-to-day ways of working within policing. Organ-

isational leaders have limited ability to change practice not only because of their own organisational 

limitations (for example related to resources, time and funding pressures, and existing bureaucratic, 

command and political structures), but also and perhaps more importantly because of the wider insti-

tution of which they are part. The institution is not only the organisation, but also the collection of 

organisations and the accepted norms that go along with those organisations about what police 

should do and how they should do it. 

The organisations of police – from their rank structure and tactical decisions to their attitudes 

towards the public (and the public’s attitude to them) – are all conditioned by wider institutional 

norms and practices that individual organisations have limited ability to affect. As Crank (2003, 

pp. 187–188) suggests, police organisations operate on the underlying ‘values’ of the police ‘insti-

tutional environment’ – a set of ‘good faith’ assumptions about how policing should be done that 

are rarely identified or discussed, much less challenged or changed. Radical departures from standard 

practices – even promising or evidence-based approaches to dealing with a particular criminal or 

social problem – are treated with suspicion by those within and outside of the profession, and 

may risk bringing the wider legitimacy of the organisation into question. For example, as Willis 

et al. (2007) demonstrated in relation to the advent of COMPSTAT, police organisations may push 

attempts at reform into existing ways of working to minimise organisational disruption, rather 

than actually change established patterns as reformers intend. Thus, police reform needs to navigate 

the ‘isomorphic’ and ‘iron cage’ (DiMaggio and Powell 1983) aspects of the ways police are expected 

to act, not only reinforced by their own internal expectations and beliefs but also those of the public 

and political institutions that rely on police doing business in a certain way (see also Giacomantonio 

2015). The problem of police reform is often approached as a problem of overcoming police culture – 

a culture that has developed an ‘us-versus-them’ mentality towards the public externally and a ‘street’ 

versus ‘management’ cultural divide internally; and a culture that is inter alia ‘an obstacle to police 

accountability … a reason why police reforms fail … and a cause of police abuse of authority’ 

(Ingram et al. 2013: 366). As Whelan (2016, p. 587) has argued, police culture is often treated as an 

‘inherently negative variable’ in the analysis of police organisations, and academics often ‘overstate 

the relationship between organisational culture and behaviour’. The concept of police culture as a 

unitary phenomenon with specific, linear, consistent and predictable effects on police organisations 

and initiatives has been challenged by a number of authors in the past two decades (Whelan 2016, 

p. 587; see also Bradford and Quinton 2014). Nonetheless, there remains a general view that many 

efforts to reform police practice land on a cultural terrain that must be contended with as an obstacle 

in and of itself. The central positioning of police culture remains evident in the recent US President’s 
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Task Force on Policing in the twenty-first century (2015, p. 11); it emphasises as its first and foremost 

recommendation the need for a change in the ‘cultural mentality’ of police. 

In the following sections, we wish to challenge this view. Particularly, we want to examine police 

reform as a process taking place in a system where multiple factors continuously interact with one 

another, and relationships between actors and units within and between organisations define the 

relevant boundaries and barriers to be addressed. While it is possible to see police culture as inher-

ently related to the problem of police reform, we find the term somewhat unhelpful in explaining 

most of the problems of police reform once the behavioural, organisational and institutional 

factors are considered. 

Theoretically, this builds on the combination of two strands. First, previous work by one of the 

authors (Giacomantonio 2015) and others (e.g. Mastrofski and Ritti 1996, Maguire 2003, Mastrofski 

and Willis 2010, Ingram et al. 2013) has sought to examine police activity through an organisational 

lens, and in particular the consequences and implications of organising police work in certain ways. 

The second strand is one that positions police training – as a sub-type of police reform – as a complex 

intervention3 in a complex context (Litmanovitz 2016). Once training is not conceptualised as a 

simple intervention, and the focus shifts away from ‘only’ the content of a de-contextualised pro-

gramme, the mediating and moderating factors within the societal and organisational ecology are 

brought to the fore. 

Our approach does not reject the importance of charting the contours of contemporary 

police (sub-)culture(s) that are capable of impacting police institutional reform efforts (e.g. 

Loftus 2009), nor does it reject the proposal that culture is an important ‘relational’ variable 

in explaining interactions within and between police organisations (Whelan 2016, pp. 584– 

585). Rather, it reorients the gaze of the researcher towards the institutional and organisational 

structures that inhibit or facilitate reform, independent of the cultural context, and the structural 

and institutional conditions in which certain aspects of these (sub-)culture(s) are either 

reinforced or discouraged. 

The stop and search training experiment 

In 2014, the College of Policing began developing a pilot training programme to improve practice 

around the use of stop and search powers by police in England and Wales. The training was devel-

oped in collaboration with the EHRC, in response to direction from the Home Office and as part of a 

wider programme of reform aimed at reducing the negative social impact of stop and search practice. 

The reforms were aimed largely at reducing the disproportionate effect of stop and search on black 

and minority ethnic (BME) communities, and the consequent tensions this created between police 

and those communities. 

The training package was developed from 2014 until July 2015, and then implemented in six pilot 

forces in England from August to October 2015. The training was implemented as a randomised con-

trolled trial (RCT), meaning that in each pilot force a group of 220 ‘regular’ users of stop and search 

were randomly selected and then subsequently randomly allocated into treatment (receiving train-

ing) and control (not receiving training) arms. The training was delivered by force-level trainers. The 

‘lead’ trainers from each force attended a national train-the-trainers event organised by the College of 

Policing to expose them to the training package. These trainers would then subsequently cascade the 

training to other trainers in their organisation. 

Each treatment group officer attended a one-day training session at their own force. The intended 

delivery format was of an 8-hour course, with 12 trainees and 2 trainers per session. The exact content 

of each training session was allowed to vary between forces – the training package was based on a 

‘guidance’ model rather than a ‘manual’, meaning that while trainers were provided with a suggested 

approach to the training, an editable slide pack, and a set of optional exercises they could use, trai-

ners were free to modify the training as they felt appropriate and did not have to cover specific 

material in a set order or for a specified amount of time. 



recording and coding data from the observations –modified from a previous study conducted by one

of the authors on police training in Israel (Litmanovitz and Montgomery 2015). This approach was

intended to assess, first, how and how well the training components were delivered and, second,

the range of difference between sessions and between forces in terms of content and quality of

delivery.

Following the observations, three types of semi-structured interviews were conducted by

members of the research team. Eighteen of the trainers were interviewed: 3 from each force, of a

total possible sample of 32 across all forces. Of the three in each force, one was the training coordi-

nator or leader and there was an attempt for the others to have been involved in the force-level

design process. Thirty treatment group officers were interviewed, 5 from each force, out of a total

possible sample of approximately 660 across all forces. Interviews were coordinated by an identified

single point of contact in each force, who were asked to identify available officers from neighbour-

hood, response and specialist roles. Since officers did not have to participate in interviews, this may

have introduced a selection bias, as officers whomay have felt very negative (or indifferent) about the

training might have chosen not to take part. The research team also interviewed six national level

stakeholders involved in the conceptualisation and design of the training. We attempted to

include stakeholders from the different organisations involved, who played a substantial role at

one or more stages of the pilot development process. Interviews were on average 50 minutes

each. Audio recordings from interviews were transcribed professionally and divided for thematic

coding among the research team.

Alongside the interviews, all trainers and treatment group officers were asked to complete surveys

relating to their experiences and perceptions of the training process and content. In the months fol-

lowing the training delivery, the research team also accompanied treatment group officers on-shift,

and during these shifts completed ‘field’ interviews during down-times in the shifts, alongside collect-

ing systematic observational data. This paper focuses primarily on the data collected through the 12

training observations and the 54 total interviews, particularly relating to the stakeholders, trainers

and officers’ perceptions and experiences of the training.

A loosely coupled system: making sense of the institutional chain

Maguire (2003, p. 216) argues that police organisations are ‘loosely coupled’, which among other

things means that organisational components are not always rationally or functionally aligned

with one another. Similarly, as Crank (2003) notes, loose coupling in policing means that formal struc-

tures may not always reflect or predict front-line or unit-level behaviours, and leaves space where

officers may be able to behave in contradiction to established policy. This can create efficiencies

by allowing individual components adequate autonomy to respond to local conditions without

affecting the whole police organisation or wider policing institution. However, this form of coupling

can also lead to disconnections across organisational boundaries.

To better understand the kinds of boundaries that need to be navigated to undertake police

reform through a training intervention, we will briefly review the institutional components involved

in policing in England and Wales that were involved in taking this training package from the concep-

tual stage to delivery and implementation. As noted above, this training package was developed as a

result of direction from the Home Office, funded by the EHRC and developed by the College of Poli-

cing with support from the National Police Chiefs Council and the EHRC as well as force-level stake-

holders who provided feedback on the draft training package. Following the train-the-trainers

session, force leads and trainers were encouraged to tailor the course content to local circumstances

and/or cross-reference to other kinds of force-level training or related initiatives (for example, some

but not all of the forces had parallel initiatives in place to improve stop and search practice or make

improvements in related areas such as addressing unconscious bias). Forces provided data on officers

suitable for the pilot, and the randomisation to treatment and control was undertaken by the College

at the national level. The College then provided treatment group lists to each force along with
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The guidance indicated training should address 14 related learning objectives through in-class 

and pre-read activities. These covered the history, purpose, and appropriate and effective uses of 

stop and search, with an in-class focus on areas including the identification and recording of 

grounds for a search, the role of conscious and unconscious bias in the decision to conduct a 

search, and the potential adverse impact a search can have on the individuals involved in the 

search as well as to wider relations between the police and the public. The guidance also indicated 

a participatory approach should be used to a great extent, involving substantial discussion and inter-

active exercises between trainers and trainees. Alongside suggested in-class activities, the training 

package included a pre-reading booklet and ‘knowledge check’ test on officers’ pre-existing under-

standing of the law, history and practice surrounding stop and search. 

The experiment was designed to measure three areas of police activity: officers’ self-reported atti-

tudes and practices relating to stop and search; their ‘hit rates’ (the proportion of searches resulting in 

an arrest), and; the quality of recorded grounds (the written justification for search). While these out-

comes were not explicitly articulated as the formal ‘goals’ of the training, improvements in these 

areas would, presumably, result in fairer and more effective searches, reducing the negative 

impact of stop and search practice. 

To this end, immediately before the training began, in August 2015 the College published gui-

dance for police on how they should define a ‘fair and effective’ search, as follows: 

Astopandsearch ismost likely tobe fair andeffectivewhen: the searchwas a justifiedand lawfuluseof thepower that 

stands up to public scrutiny; the officer genuinely believes the person has an item in their possession; the member of 
the public understands why they have been searched and feels that they have been treated with respect; the search 
was necessary and was the least intrusive method a police officer could use to establish whether a member of the 

public has a prohibited article or an item for use in crime with them and; more often than not the item is found. 

The definition is significant insofar as it states that: an officer should ‘genuinely believe’ that they will 

find an item, which is a higher level of certainty than the legal threshold of ‘genuine suspicion’ as the 

basis for a search; and that it requires that ‘more often than not’ an item is found, despite consistent 

data that even in the highest-performing forces (in terms of hit rate) an item is normally found in 

fewer than one in five searches (Eastwood et al. 2013). These aspects of the definition created conflict 

with institutional norms, an issue to which we return below. 

The training was evaluated through separate process and impact evaluations commissioned by 

the College, to inform the subsequent modification and national roll-out of the training package. 

The process evaluation combined in-class and field observations alongside interviews with officers, 

trainers and training designers to examine implementation issues and perceptions of the training 

and provide recommendations for the planned national roll-out of the training to all police forces 

in England and Wales in late 2016 (see Giacomantonio et al. 2016). The results of the process evalu-

ation are the primary basis for the analysis presented in this paper. 

The impact evaluation measured a series of ‘primary’ outcomes through surveys of treatment and 

control officers as well as ‘secondary’ outcomes through analysis of police stop and search data for treat-

ment and control groups (see Miller and Alexandrou 2016). A brief review of the findings will provide 

useful background for the paper, however a fuller review is outside of the scope of the paper. In 

summary, the survey results indicate that officers in the treatment group did report somemoderate posi-

tive changes in knowledge and attitudes, although there were areas where null or negative effects were 

also reported. However, the training did not appear to have a statistically significant impact on officer 

behaviour in the field. The quality of grounds recorded, disproportionality of searches and ‘hit rate’ 

were not significantly different between treatment and control in the post-treatment phase. 

The process evaluation methods 

The process evaluation involved, first, observations of 2 training sessions in each of the 6 pilot forces 

(12 sessions in total), which employed a structured implementation assessment tool – a matrix for 
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(12 sessions in total), which employed a structured implementation assessment tool – a matrix for
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recording and coding data from the observations – modified from a previous study conducted by one 

of the authors on police training in Israel (Litmanovitz and Montgomery 2015). This approach was 

intended to assess, first, how and how well the training components were delivered and, second, 

the range of difference between sessions and between forces in terms of content and quality of 

delivery. 

Following the observations, three types of semi-structured interviews were conducted by 

members of the research team. Eighteen of the trainers were interviewed: 3 from each force, of a 

total possible sample of 32 across all forces. Of the three in each force, one was the training coordi-

nator or leader and there was an attempt for the others to have been involved in the force-level 

design process. Thirty treatment group officers were interviewed, 5 from each force, out of a total 

possible sample of approximately 660 across all forces. Interviews were coordinated by an identified 

single point of contact in each force, who were asked to identify available officers from neighbour-

hood, response and specialist roles. Since officers did not have to participate in interviews, this may 

have introduced a selection bias, as officers who may have felt very negative (or indifferent) about the 

training might have chosen not to take part. The research team also interviewed six national level 

stakeholders involved in the conceptualisation and design of the training. We attempted to 

include stakeholders from the different organisations involved, who played a substantial role at 

one or more stages of the pilot development process. Interviews were on average 50 minutes 

each. Audio recordings from interviews were transcribed professionally and divided for thematic 

coding among the research team. 

Alongside the interviews, all trainers and treatment group officers were asked to complete surveys 

relating to their experiences and perceptions of the training process and content. In the months fol-

lowing the training delivery, the research team also accompanied treatment group officers on-shift, 

and during these shifts completed ‘field’ interviews during down-times in the shifts, alongside collect-

ing systematic observational data. This paper focuses primarily on the data collected through the 12 

training observations and the 54 total interviews, particularly relating to the stakeholders, trainers 

and officers’ perceptions and experiences of the training. 

A loosely coupled system: making sense of the institutional chain 

Maguire (2003, p. 216) argues that police organisations are ‘loosely coupled’, which among other 

things means that organisational components are not always rationally or functionally aligned 

with one another. Similarly, as Crank (2003) notes, loose coupling in policing means that formal struc-

tures may not always reflect or predict front-line or unit-level behaviours, and leaves space where 

officers may be able to behave in contradiction to established policy. This can create efficiencies 

by allowing individual components adequate autonomy to respond to local conditions without 

affecting the whole police organisation or wider policing institution. However, this form of coupling 

can also lead to disconnections across organisational boundaries. 

To better understand the kinds of boundaries that need to be navigated to undertake police 

reform through a training intervention, we will briefly review the institutional components involved 

in policing in England and Wales that were involved in taking this training package from the concep-

tual stage to delivery and implementation. As noted above, this training package was developed as a 

result of direction from the Home Office, funded by the EHRC and developed by the College of Poli-

cing with support from the National Police Chiefs Council and the EHRC as well as force-level stake-

holders who provided feedback on the draft training package. Following the train-the-trainers 

session, force leads and trainers were encouraged to tailor the course content to local circumstances 

and/or cross-reference to other kinds of force-level training or related initiatives (for example, some 

but not all of the forces had parallel initiatives in place to improve stop and search practice or make 

improvements in related areas such as addressing unconscious bias). Forces provided data on officers 

suitable for the pilot, and the randomisation to treatment and control was undertaken by the College 

at the national level. The College then provided treatment group lists to each force along with 



Actually you need to step right back and looking around the whole way at which police are trained.… So unless

you are looking at something in the round, it’s very hard to tackle an individual issue that pops up. It [stop and

search] could be a massive problem which is systemic, and needs more systemic issues to be addressed.

From a national vision to force-level reality?

The issue of diverging problem theories was also prominent when examining the central disconnects

in translation to the force level. While two of the national stakeholders spoke extensively of implicit

bias and discrimination as the ‘real’ problem the reform was meant to address, this very rarely was

brought up in interviews by training leaders and trainers at the force level. It is interesting to note

that this ‘mistranslation’ occurred prior to delivery and is evident in the make-up of the training gui-

dance. As one stakeholder who felt that conscious and unconscious bias was a central issue noted, as

the training was being developed, the concept of bias became increasingly peripheral:

I don’t think it [bias] was well enough embedded, I think it was bolted on where it was evident, and I don’t think it

was embedded. You see these are the kind of conversations that we had at meetings, in that I would have to be to

a degree led by the practitioners that would say ‘the way in which officers will understand this is this,’ and of

course from my perspective I would want to say ‘well unless you embed it they’re not going to change attitudes,

if you bolt it on it will be an add on, and it will be something like a tick box and they won’t be able to get it.’

Another aspect of the reform process which brings to light the importance of a unified problem and

programme theory is the ‘fair and effective search’ definition, which was meant to be communicated

as part of the training package. The precise role of this definition in augmenting police behaviour was

never clearly articulated at the national level, and its proper interpretation raised issues throughout

the training process. Additionally, since two of six forces chose not to use the definition as an element

of their training package, this represented an issue for intervention fidelity across all pilot forces – and

acts as a reminder of the loose coupling in the national policing institution. The possible repercus-

sions of the differential application of the definition were discussed by one of the stakeholders:

Unless you’ve got a common definition throughout… to then take out the bits of the package, the guidance, the

training that they wish, and leave the bits that they don’t want to do, inevitably people will leave out the bits that

are hard to do, whether they’re costly, or whether they will take a lot of time, or whether they don’t get them, or

whether they don’t think they apply there. That’s the risk, that’s a big risk.

In trying to explain the reasons behind the limited application of the definition, another stakeholder

suggested that the problem was the definition created a standard that was higher than what is found

in relevant legislation (in this instance, Code A of the Police and Criminal Evidence Act), which could

create confusion:

Again, there is a feeling from some Chief Officers that [the new definition] will confuse officers, they’ll be two

standards. [For example] the grounds [for a search] will be reasonable in Code A but the guidance will be

telling officers you should have genuine belief. Some Chief Officers have said, ‘I don’t mind having a higher stan-

dard than the Guidance.’

A different type of disconnect between the national and force-level is in how the training package

was ‘handed over’ by the national implementation team to the force-level trainers. This relates pri-

marily to the train-the-trainers sessions and the delivery of course content in the form of the gui-

dance-for-trainers documentation. Again, here we find breaks in the chain of activity, where both

the initial train-the-trainers session and the content of the guidance did not match expectations

with content. It should be noted that this was not the result of a top-down process. In fact, the

design process included structures and a time frame to provide advance communication to, and

allow feedback from, the force-level trainers and project leads before and after the train-the-trainers

session. Despite this, very few trainers understood prior to attending the train-the-trainers session

that they were not being given a manual. Most expected that the course was already designed

end-to-end, rather than requiring them to interpret and modify a loosely structured book of gui-

dance. This was stated clearly by one force’s lead trainer:
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explanatory text to be sent to each officer who had been selected to participate, and the forces then 

informed the relevant officers through their internal communication channels that they would be 

required to attend the training. 

Each of these processes required navigating multiple boundaries between organisations, and 

between units within organisations. Coordination between and within public organisations is an 

inherently complex process, and not only in police organisations. Different units and sub-units 

within and between organisations may be able to work coherently together but coherence is 

not assured in organisational coordination processes, and units are regularly in tension with 

one another due to partially overlapping, or partially competing, mandates (see e.g. Christensen 

et al. 2007). Maintaining implementation fidelity throughout this chain therefore faces many 

opportunities for miscommunication, misinterpretation or complication at each link between 

components. 

Defining a national vision 

In the context of this pilot, the first relevant boundary to be navigated was between the stakeholders 

at the national level – those multiple organisations involved with the conceptual and practical design 

of the training package. These stakeholders came from the College of Policing, the National Police 

Chiefs’ Council and the EHRC. Interviews with these stakeholders revealed that, while they tended 

to agree on the broad goals of the package – which were, in essence, all related to ‘raising the 

bar’ on stop and search practices – they had differing perceptions regarding what this meant and 

how they thought this would be accomplished. 

One of the issues, relating to programme theory, was an assessment of the pre-existing knowledge 

levels of officers on the ground, prior to the reform. For example, one interviewee felt that treatment 

group officers should not extensively review areas, such as the existing law regarding stop and search 

powers, which could be assumed knowledge or light-touch ‘refresher’ content: 

Officers [attending the training] generally knew the law and so they didn’t need a huge refresh on what their 

powers were, they pretty much had that. So that was something that could be just simply re-stated. The 
issues that we know do cause concern and it’s disproportionality, so the unconscious bias plays out in many, 
many areas of policing and policing concern. I think it was right to have a significant focus on [unconscious 

bias] and that’s something that takes a lot of thinking, a lot of self-reflection and as I mentioned, there’s 
perhaps not a great deal of opportunity for officers to do that. 

In contrast, another national stakeholder felt that there had been a knowledge- or skills-fade in stop 

and search practice, as most officers only received training on stop and search powers during their 

induction as police recruits. For some officers, recruit training was over 20 years earlier, since which 

time the expectations of practice had changed substantially, as had important components of the 

law. In this stakeholder’s view, this issue warranted devoting some of the course to more in-depth 

refresher content, to be repeated into the future: 

[T]he subject is so important it needs to standalone and that’s maybe why we’ve ended up in a bit of a mess and 

under so much scrutiny because it’s gone off the radar … We’ve been saying there should be refresher training, it 
mustn’t just be another one-off and then we do nothing for another 10 years because we’ll end up in the same 

position. 

A second issue, which could lead to even wider gaps in interpretation, concerns the different theories 

held by stakeholders as to the nature of the problem. This gap is not simply about how much officers 

already know, but what is causing the problem situation which has triggered the reform process. The 

problem theory could be seen to differ between the different stakeholders at the national level and 

later between them and the training leaders at the force level. Of course, as indicated above, the 

national stakeholders were by no means a unified body, composed of diverse organisational repre-

sentatives. While some stakeholders spoke of focused problems another saw an encompassing 

problem: 
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Actually you need to step right back and looking around the whole way at which police are trained. … So unless 
you are looking at something in the round, it’s very hard to tackle an individual issue that pops up. It [stop and 
search] could be a massive problem which is systemic, and needs more systemic issues to be addressed. 

From a national vision to force-level reality? 

The issue of diverging problem theories was also prominent when examining the central disconnects 

in translation to the force level. While two of the national stakeholders spoke extensively of implicit 

bias and discrimination as the ‘real’ problem the reform was meant to address, this very rarely was 

brought up in interviews by training leaders and trainers at the force level. It is interesting to note 

that this ‘mistranslation’ occurred prior to delivery and is evident in the make-up of the training gui-

dance. As one stakeholder who felt that conscious and unconscious bias was a central issue noted, as 

the training was being developed, the concept of bias became increasingly peripheral: 

I don’t think it [bias] was well enough embedded, I think it was bolted on where it was evident, and I don’t think it 

was embedded. You see these are the kind of conversations that we had at meetings, in that I would have to be to 
a degree led by the practitioners that would say ‘the way in which officers will understand this is this,’ and of 

course from my perspective I would want to say ‘well unless you embed it they’re not going to change attitudes, 
if you bolt it on it will be an add on, and it will be something like a tick box and they won’t be able to get it.’ 

Another aspect of the reform process which brings to light the importance of a unified problem and 

programme theory is the ‘fair and effective search’ definition, which was meant to be communicated 

as part of the training package. The precise role of this definition in augmenting police behaviour was 

never clearly articulated at the national level, and its proper interpretation raised issues throughout 

the training process. Additionally, since two of six forces chose not to use the definition as an element 

of their training package, this represented an issue for intervention fidelity across all pilot forces – and 

acts as a reminder of the loose coupling in the national policing institution. The possible repercus-

sions of the differential application of the definition were discussed by one of the stakeholders: 

Unless you’ve got a common definition throughout … to then take out the bits of the package, the guidance, the 
training that they wish, and leave the bits that they don’t want to do, inevitably people will leave out the bits that 
are hard to do, whether they’re costly, or whether they will take a lot of time, or whether they don’t get them, or 

whether they don’t think they apply there. That’s the risk, that’s a big risk. 

In trying to explain the reasons behind the limited application of the definition, another stakeholder 

suggested that the problem was the definition created a standard that was higher than what is found 

in relevant legislation (in this instance, Code A of the Police and Criminal Evidence Act), which could 

create confusion: 

Again, there is a feeling from some Chief Officers that [the new definition] will confuse officers, they’ll be two 
standards. [For example] the grounds [for a search] will be reasonable in Code A but the guidance will be 

telling officers you should have genuine belief. Some Chief Officers have said, ‘I don’t mind having a higher stan-
dard than the Guidance.’ 

A different type of disconnect between the national and force-level is in how the training package 

was ‘handed over’ by the national implementation team to the force-level trainers. This relates pri-

marily to the train-the-trainers sessions and the delivery of course content in the form of the gui-

dance-for-trainers documentation. Again, here we find breaks in the chain of activity, where both 

the initial train-the-trainers session and the content of the guidance did not match expectations 

with content. It should be noted that this was not the result of a top-down process. In fact, the 

design process included structures and a time frame to provide advance communication to, and 

allow feedback from, the force-level trainers and project leads before and after the train-the-trainers 

session. Despite this, very few trainers understood prior to attending the train-the-trainers session 

that they were not being given a manual. Most expected that the course was already designed 

end-to-end, rather than requiring them to interpret and modify a loosely structured book of gui-
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overcoming conscious and unconscious bias) tended to receive more limited attention, and certain

learning objectives identified in the guidance were entirely left out of some training sessions.

As well, some forces made much more in-depth use of the preliminary knowledge check to

support in-class discussions, while others left the knowledge check as a strictly outside-class activity.

To further complicate the intervention, certain forces already had training in place that covered

similar ground as the stop and search package – for example, around unconscious bias or communi-

cation skills – and others reported having training that was in some ways contradictory to the messa-

ging in the stop and search package. Taken in sum, this means that between different forces officers

will have received different training packages. This is not necessarily problematic, and indeed it was

desired by designers that each force make necessary adjustments to local needs. However, in this

case the differences may have been sufficiently substantial as to damage the ‘active ingredients’

(Fraser et al. 2009) of the training package – the core issues that training was meant to deal with

and change.

Qualitative observations of the training sessions also revealed that even when time was dedicated

to core issues such as bias, it is not clear that the delivery methods chosen at a local level were

oriented towards behaviour change. As was discussed earlier in the paper, while the evidence regard-

ing ‘what works’ in training is inconclusive, it is unlikely that the kinds of activities observed would

lead to lasting changes in knowledge, attitudes or skills. In particular, in the observed training ses-

sions, there was little if any time dedicated to active learning methods such as simulation or in-

depth, personalised debriefing of participants to their own responses to exercises. Active, engaging

methods are considered an important ingredient in enabling lasting retention of these kinds of skills

and competencies (Cook et al. 2011, Davis et al. 1999).

The observational data and interviews with trainers also reveal gaps in the framing of the train-

ing between national and local level. While at the ‘top’ we see a complex view of the problem the

training sets out to achieve – despite differences between stakeholders, at the national level there

was at least consensus that there was a real problem that led to disproportionate targeting of BME

communities and low hit rates – this articulation of the problem theory was often lost at the local

level.

While trainers presented the problem theory of the training relatively consistently across forces, it

was inconsistent with the message one would have expected based on the national stakeholders’

intentions. During training, most of the trainers framed the training as addressing a ‘problem’ with

stop and search that in some way did not apply to those in the room – for example, that it was

other forces that were the main problem users of the power; that other officers or officers in the

past may have misused it, but that those in the room were not part of that group. In some cases, trai-

ners went so far as to argue that the problem as a whole was overblown and necessary improvements

had already been made, making the training essentially moot.4

Such messaging was misaligned with the intentions of the training designers (and potentially

counterproductive for efforts at behavioural change), and while some trainers (perhaps rightly)

suggested that the messaging needed to be somewhat cynical and officer-friendly to avoid raising

trainees’ defences and shutting down discussion, there is certainly a disconnect between this messa-

ging and the belief at the core of the training that misuse of stop and search remains a real and per-

sistent problem across England and Wales.

The link between trainers, force leads and officers was not only an important link in the classroom

– where the main messages of the training were delivered – but also in the force’s communications

around the training before and after the training sessions. As part of communication prior to the ses-

sions, officers had been sent standard text that had been drafted by the College regarding how they

had been selected onto the pilot (which was based on them being a ‘regular’ user of stop and search

powers) and that their assignment to treatment or control groups was done randomly. This messa-

ging, while accurate, was greeted with some scepticism both in interviews and during observations.

As one officer stated during an interview:
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I have to say I was really disappointed with the College of Policing’s way of delivering the package. We made sure 
that we had people available to attend the train-the-trainer event, but that turned out not to be a train-the-trainer 
event, at all. 

This is echoed in the disappointment expressed by a trainer from a different force upon attending the 

train-the-trainer event: 

I went down thinking I was going to a train-the-trainer [event, where I would be told] this is what the package is, 

this is what the College wants and this is the way you need to deliver it … I thought we would come out with a 
ready-made package because that’s what the train-the-trainers I have attended in the past have been … I left 
there not having learnt anything, it wasn’t beneficial at all I felt. 

Notably, this disappointment was also experienced by one of the training designers, who connected 

the issues with the train-the-trainer event with the issues related to the new fair and effective search 

definition: 

To my mind the whole idea of the train-the-trainer event should have been how to deliver this six-hours’ worth of 
classroom learning but it wasn’t. It was basically, it was around discussions, there was an awful lot of time taken up 
discussing the draft definition of a fair and effective stop and search, too much time. In the first event, I think it 

was nearly an hour spent discussing that and it should have been more about the methodology which you’re 
going to use to deliver this learning, but it wasn’t. 

This highlights the compounding effect that can occur when multiple communication issues arise 

within a training intervention – and it is worth keeping in mind that all of the issues identified 

above have yet to include the actual delivery of the training. 

Trying to deliver behaviour change: from trainers to front-line officers 

The next and perhaps most crucial boundary to navigate in this chain was between force project 

leads and trainers, and the officers receiving the training. As noted above, there were important expli-

cit differences in implementation between forces, for example, some forces included the ‘fair and 

effective’ definition while others did not. The balance of time spent on the main learning objectives 

also differed between sessions. For illustration, Figure 1 is drawn from data collected in the 

implementation assessment tool during training observations. This figure identifies five key in-

class learning objectives, and the amount of time spent on each of these across the 12 observed ses-

sions. The data demonstrate that some activities (particularly those that had a practical-legal dimen-

sion, such as understanding reasonable grounds for a search) received substantial in-class attention 

and discussion, with normally over 15 minutes and often nearly an hour committed to grounds-based 

exercises and discussion. However, other activities (particularly those relating to recognising and 

Figure 1. Coverage of selected learning objectives across training sessions (n = 12). 
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overcoming conscious and unconscious bias) tended to receive more limited attention, and certain 

learning objectives identified in the guidance were entirely left out of some training sessions. 

As well, some forces made much more in-depth use of the preliminary knowledge check to 

support in-class discussions, while others left the knowledge check as a strictly outside-class activity. 

To further complicate the intervention, certain forces already had training in place that covered 
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ners went so far as to argue that the problem as a whole was overblown and necessary improvements 

had already been made, making the training essentially moot.4 

Such messaging was misaligned with the intentions of the training designers (and potentially 

counterproductive for efforts at behavioural change), and while some trainers (perhaps rightly) 

suggested that the messaging needed to be somewhat cynical and officer-friendly to avoid raising 

trainees’ defences and shutting down discussion, there is certainly a disconnect between this messa-

ging and the belief at the core of the training that misuse of stop and search remains a real and per-

sistent problem across England and Wales. 

The link between trainers, force leads and officers was not only an important link in the classroom 

– where the main messages of the training were delivered – but also in the force’s communications 

around the training before and after the training sessions. As part of communication prior to the ses-

sions, officers had been sent standard text that had been drafted by the College regarding how they 

had been selected onto the pilot (which was based on them being a ‘regular’ user of stop and search 

powers) and that their assignment to treatment or control groups was done randomly. This messa-

ging, while accurate, was greeted with some scepticism both in interviews and during observations. 

As one officer stated during an interview: 



Moreover, the findings of the evaluation point to a configuration of organisations and institutions

that places boundaries between those tasked with perceiving a problem at the system level, and

those tasked with the application of a solution at the front-line level. These boundaries exist

outside of, though may also condition, what some have historically seen as a resistant police (sub-

)culture(s). In particular, within this study, where we encountered resistance to the intention to

reform, this was more often than not due to a lack of clarity surrounding the programme or

problem theories underpinning the reform than to a belief that the reform itself was unwarranted.

We certainly encountered resistance to the idea that stop and search practice needed to be

improved, and this training was undertaken in a politically charged context where police use of

stop and search was being challenged by a range of reforms, inspections and political statements.

This specific context may have also negatively impacted officers’ receptivity to engage with the train-

ing and reinforced protective (sub-)cultural norms. Nonetheless, from our perspective, the more

salient problem was that trainers and front-line officers were often unclear regarding what they

were being asked to achieve, and this stemmed from ambiguities throughout all levels of the training

design and implementation chain.

This certainly does not discount or disprove the existence of resistance to change in the occu-

pational (sub-)culture(s) of public policing. Particularly, it seems to us that (sub-)cultural explanations

may help us understand, for example, why police organisations in different times and places, faced

with similar institutional and organisational constraints, are more or less successful with implement-

ing reform or changing behaviour. Certainly, in the context of this pilot, we encountered police ser-

vices that were more or less inclined to take the need for reform seriously, and a cultural explanation

may help us understand why. Nonetheless, an institutional perspective is an essential tool in under-

standing the slow pace of reform within police organisations, and the institutional challenges that

would remain even where (sub-)cultural norms may support reform efforts. What may often masquer-

ade as a resistant police (sub-)culture(s) may in many cases be a resistant police institutional structure.

This paper’s perspective therefore seems to amplify Reiner’s argument that the persistent focus on

training as a central mechanism of reform efforts is a way of focusing on individuals, rather than

recognising the need for wide (or at least wider) organisational and social transformation (Reiner

2010). This outlook recognises that it is easier to ‘problematise’ the police officer rather than

reform the police institution.

The stop and search training experiment highlighted the complicated terrain through which any

attempt at large-scale police reform in England and Wales must pass. Certainly, other countries have

different institutional arrangements with different mechanisms to encourage behavioural change

and police reform. Nonetheless, the underlying challenges presented by the experiment – maintain-

ing problem theory and programme theory through a loosely coupled institutional system – are rel-

evant to any attempt to implement reform, especially but not limited to multi-organisational reform

initiatives. Indeed, large individual police organisations – with substantial institutional distance

between the training, administrative and operational arms – may face similar complications along

the institutional chain to those faced in multi-organisational activities such as the training pilot

under examination here. Moreover, problems relating to specification and realisation of programme

goals have been regularly found in studies on piloting in the public sector more generally (Ettelt et al.

2015), so these challenges here are not unique to police and can likely be found in many public

organisations.

These findings strengthen the position that piloting of police reform initiatives should be

accompanied by rigorous process evaluations which employ a variety of research methods. One

potential avenue is the use of the ‘Realist RCT’ evaluation framework for policing interventions;

this new synthesis of methodologies has been developed to capture the importance of the ecological

and organisational setting and their interactions with an intervention (Bonell et al. 2012). This might

be of particular use when working in a multiple context system such as policing. Utilising this meth-

odology to study police reform interventions would help substantiate the arguments of this paper. It
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In the seven years nearly I’ve been in the cops, it’s surprising how many times I’ve been selected for these random 
studies. I wondered whether or not I was selected more based on they’ve probably accessed stop-searches and 
because I’ve searched more, I’ve been selected. When I was on division, when I was doing the drugs side, yeah I 

searched a hell of a lot of people. But … . I don’t think it’s been random. 

Training observations verified that many officers were unclear prior to attending regarding the selec-

tion procedure; in an extreme case, one trainer recounted an officer who literally wept with relief 

upon discovering he was not singled out for being ‘problematic’. While the College’s communications 

on this provided accurate information, the findings suggest at minimum that the College’s approach 

did not adequately account for officers’ past experiences and recent activities, which resulted in mis-

trust of the process. 

This further highlights the lack of alignment between force-level trainers and national stake-

holders regarding the competing problem theories underpinning the training, and the consequent 

effects of this disconnect on the training that was delivered in class: 

I have to say I am not quite convinced that the College of Policing is in touch with how police officers are out 

there. They [police officers] are desperately trying to do the right thing, and do it right, and the problem is 
that the blurb that came out from the College of Policing already put barriers up to the training. It was about 
us having to remove those barriers to actually get to the point of the training, which was to look at the fair 

and effective search. 

This passage helpfully sums up the communication challenge involved in the training. The national 

level did not establish a clear and unambiguous purpose of the training in advance of the training 

commencing. In turn, trainers delivered competing or equivocal messages about the problem 

theory underpinning the training, and this was compounded by the ‘fair and effective’ definition, 

which was out of step with institutional norms and distracted from the goals of reducing bias and 

improving practice. Trainers resultantly felt they were unable to implement a programme theory 

to match the problem theory. 

This paper has focused on some of the key issues involved with the training delivery. Nonetheless, 

post-course surveys as well as interviews indicate that despite variability in delivery, the trainers and 

officers taking the training in all six forces felt generally positive about the training that was delivered. 

This ‘positive-ness’ in itself might be said to go against the grain of the ‘police cynicism’ narrative of 

‘why reforms fail’. However, as other studies of police training have suggested (e.g. Litmanovitz 2016), 

positive post-course assessments are not strong predictors of successful outcomes – in this case, 

actual behavioural or attitudinal changes (see also Webster-Stratton 1990, Bates 2004). 

Discussion – implications for police reform across organisational boundaries 

The paper began by setting out three problematics of police reform – at individual/behavioural, 

organisational and institutional levels. The findings from the process evaluation of the training 

pilot demonstrate the complexities of establishing and maintaining problem theory and programme 

theory across these levels, and identify the kinds of boundaries between and within police organis-

ations that need to be navigated to translate from a high-level vision to actual or at least potential 

behavioural change. The impact evaluation of the pilot (Miller and Alexandrou 2016) suggests that 

certain attitudes and disposition towards the law around stop and search has had lasting improve-

ment within the treatment group, but there has been no significant difference between the treat-

ment and control groups in terms of officer behaviour in the field. While we need to be careful 

about attributing causality between the communication disconnections identified in this paper 

and the limited and null effects identified in the impact evaluation – since in particular we cannot 

be certain that the establishment of clearer or more consistent programme theory or problem 

theory would have resulted in actual behaviour change – it seems to us highly likely that more con-

sistent messaging between the organisations involved would have removed friction, mistrust and 

misalignment where these occurred.5 
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did not adequately account for officers’ past experiences and recent activities, which resulted in mis-

trust of the process.
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theory across these levels, and identify the kinds of boundaries between and within police organis-

ations that need to be navigated to translate from a high-level vision to actual or at least potential

behavioural change. The impact evaluation of the pilot (Miller and Alexandrou 2016) suggests that

certain attitudes and disposition towards the law around stop and search has had lasting improve-

ment within the treatment group, but there has been no significant difference between the treat-

ment and control groups in terms of officer behaviour in the field. While we need to be careful

about attributing causality between the communication disconnections identified in this paper

and the limited and null effects identified in the impact evaluation – since in particular we cannot
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theory would have resulted in actual behaviour change – it seems to us highly likely that more con-
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Moreover, the findings of the evaluation point to a configuration of organisations and institutions 

that places boundaries between those tasked with perceiving a problem at the system level, and 

those tasked with the application of a solution at the front-line level. These boundaries exist 

outside of, though may also condition, what some have historically seen as a resistant police (sub-

)culture(s). In particular, within this study, where we encountered resistance to the intention to 

reform, this was more often than not due to a lack of clarity surrounding the programme or 

problem theories underpinning the reform than to a belief that the reform itself was unwarranted. 

We certainly encountered resistance to the idea that stop and search practice needed to be 

improved, and this training was undertaken in a politically charged context where police use of 

stop and search was being challenged by a range of reforms, inspections and political statements. 

This specific context may have also negatively impacted officers’ receptivity to engage with the train-

ing and reinforced protective (sub-)cultural norms. Nonetheless, from our perspective, the more 

salient problem was that trainers and front-line officers were often unclear regarding what they 

were being asked to achieve, and this stemmed from ambiguities throughout all levels of the training 

design and implementation chain. 

This certainly does not discount or disprove the existence of resistance to change in the occu-

pational (sub-)culture(s) of public policing. Particularly, it seems to us that (sub-)cultural explanations 

may help us understand, for example, why police organisations in different times and places, faced 

with similar institutional and organisational constraints, are more or less successful with implement-

ing reform or changing behaviour. Certainly, in the context of this pilot, we encountered police ser-

vices that were more or less inclined to take the need for reform seriously, and a cultural explanation 

may help us understand why. Nonetheless, an institutional perspective is an essential tool in under-

standing the slow pace of reform within police organisations, and the institutional challenges that 

would remain even where (sub-)cultural norms may support reform efforts. What may often masquer-

ade as a resistant police (sub-)culture(s) may in many cases be a resistant police institutional structure. 

This paper’s perspective therefore seems to amplify Reiner’s argument that the persistent focus on 

training as a central mechanism of reform efforts is a way of focusing on individuals, rather than 

recognising the need for wide (or at least wider) organisational and social transformation (Reiner 

2010). This outlook recognises that it is easier to ‘problematise’ the police officer rather than 

reform the police institution. 

The stop and search training experiment highlighted the complicated terrain through which any 

attempt at large-scale police reform in England and Wales must pass. Certainly, other countries have 

different institutional arrangements with different mechanisms to encourage behavioural change 

and police reform. Nonetheless, the underlying challenges presented by the experiment – maintain-

ing problem theory and programme theory through a loosely coupled institutional system – are rel-

evant to any attempt to implement reform, especially but not limited to multi-organisational reform 

initiatives. Indeed, large individual police organisations – with substantial institutional distance 

between the training, administrative and operational arms – may face similar complications along 

the institutional chain to those faced in multi-organisational activities such as the training pilot 

under examination here. Moreover, problems relating to specification and realisation of programme 

goals have been regularly found in studies on piloting in the public sector more generally (Ettelt et al. 

2015), so these challenges here are not unique to police and can likely be found in many public 

organisations. 

These findings strengthen the position that piloting of police reform initiatives should be 

accompanied by rigorous process evaluations which employ a variety of research methods. One 

potential avenue is the use of the ‘Realist RCT’ evaluation framework for policing interventions; 

this new synthesis of methodologies has been developed to capture the importance of the ecological 

and organisational setting and their interactions with an intervention (Bonell et al. 2012). This might 

be of particular use when working in a multiple context system such as policing. Utilising this meth-

odology to study police reform interventions would help substantiate the arguments of this paper. It 
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would enable researchers to examine the role of cultural as opposed to institutional perspectives, and 

the interplay between them. 

More broadly, process evaluations are crucial for allowing the organisation to understand the 

boundaries that will have to be crossed for the ship of reform to be steered to safety. A pre-

defined role of the process evaluation should be to identify disconnects that did or may occur, as 

well as the bridges that may be used to overcome them. Looking through the particular disconnects 

that were uncovered, this case study also serves as a reminder that knowledge transfer – the ‘interac-

tive process involving the interchange of knowledge between research users and researcher produ-

cers’ (Mitton et al. 2007, p. 729) – needs to occur not only between academia and police, but also 

through the different levels of the organisation. This paper highlights the need to invest in multiple 

translation processes across systems. 

Notes 

1. But see, for example, van Zyl Smit and van der Spuy (2004) for discussion of societal-led reform of the police in 
South Africa. 

2. This was clearly demonstrated in the ‘Teens and Toddlers programme’ process evaluation, see Jessiman et al. 
(2012) for a fuller description. 

3. An intervention is ‘complex’ where it has many component parts that are intended to collectively create an effect, 

and where these parts cannot be easily separated to explain or predict their independent effects (see e.g. Hawe 
2015). 

4. The opposite of this was also observed, although decidedly less frequently. For example, one of the trainers, who 

was an experienced officer seconded to the pilot, described situations in which he or colleagues were biased, and 
stated this was a problem ‘for everyone’. An interesting route of future research is to explore if trainers who are in 

active service are more able to put forward difficult assertions. 
5. Incidentally, there are good indications that the lessons learned from the evaluation related to communication 

are being taken into account for the national roll-out of a modified training package. 
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Funnelling through foundations and crime stoppers: how public
police create and span inter-organisational boundaries

ABSTRACT

Public police require a reliable supply of resources to operate effectively,
and police increasingly seek resources from private organisations and
individuals. Since police departments are public bodies, they encounter
boundaries in doing so. The key challenge for public police is how to
access private resources for initiatives while seeming to avoid real or
alleged influence from private entities providing them. This article
examines policing across inter-organisational boundaries and boundary
negotiation by investigating two kinds of private organisations – police
foundations and Crime Stoppers organisations – operating in Canadian
jurisdictions, and which reflect significant trends in public police
practices. Both organisational models were established by public police
in the United States in 1970s, have proliferated, and now commonly
operate adjacent to – but not within – North American police
departments. Both models, and especially how they connect, create
distance from, and otherwise relate to public police, lend insight into
how boundaries are maintained, negotiated, and spanned. Implications
of these arrangements for future research and the public good are
discussed.

Introduction

Public police require a reliable supply of resources to operate effectively. Despite the fact that public

police departments in Canada are not facing cut-backs and budget restrictions at levels similar to

their counterparts in other Western countries or evident in other government sectors, public

police increasingly seek resources from private organisations and individuals (Luscombe et al. forth-

coming; Grabosky 2007, Ayling et al. 2009, Ayling 2014). Yet, as public entities, police in Canada

encounter and must overcome these organisational boundaries that are shaped by the traditional,

legally enshrined distinction between public and private domains assumed in liberal democracies

(Lippert and Walby 2016) to do so. The key challenge for public police is to access these privately

provided resources to fill identified gaps and for new initiatives while appearing to avoid influence

from or ‘embeddedness’ (Kilduff and Brass 2010) with these donors and sponsors across organis-

ational boundaries. Our interest here is with how public police relate to resource-providing private

sponsors, donors, and others. While encountering similar boundary issues, how public police

engage with private security firms and agents to achieve their operational goals (Gill 2013; Lippert

and O’Connor 2006; Sleiman and Lippert 2010) is not our focus, although such firms are sometimes

sponsors, and both sponsorships and public–police–private security relations tend to adopt the

similar language of ‘partnerships’ (Fleming 2005, Prenzler and Sarre 2012).
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Funnelling through foundations and crime stoppers: how public 
police create and span inter-organisational boundaries 

Randy K. Lippert and Kevin Walby 

ABSTRACT 
Public police require a reliable supply of resources to operate effectively, 
and police increasingly seek resources from private organisations and 
individuals. Since police departments are public bodies, they encounter 
boundaries in doing so. The key challenge for public police is how to 
access private resources for initiatives while seeming to avoid real or 
alleged influence from private entities providing them. This article 
examines policing across inter-organisational boundaries and boundary 
negotiation by investigating two kinds of private organisations – police 
foundations and Crime Stoppers organisations – operating in Canadian 
jurisdictions, and which reflect significant trends in public police 
practices. Both organisational models were established by public police 
in the United States in 1970s, have proliferated, and now commonly 
operate adjacent to – but not within – North American police 
departments. Both models, and especially how they connect, create 
distance from, and otherwise relate to public police, lend insight into 
how boundaries are maintained, negotiated, and spanned. Implications 
of these arrangements for future research and the public good are 
discussed. 

Introduction 

Public police require a reliable supply of resources to operate effectively. Despite the fact that public 

police departments in Canada are not facing cut-backs and budget restrictions at levels similar to 

their counterparts in other Western countries or evident in other government sectors, public 

police increasingly seek resources from private organisations and individuals (Luscombe et al. forth-

coming; Grabosky 2007, Ayling et al. 2009, Ayling 2014). Yet, as public entities, police in Canada 

encounter and must overcome these organisational boundaries that are shaped by the traditional, 

legally enshrined distinction between public and private domains assumed in liberal democracies 

(Lippert and Walby 2016) to do so. The key challenge for public police is to access these privately 

provided resources to fill identified gaps and for new initiatives while appearing to avoid influence 

from or ‘embeddedness’ (Kilduff and Brass 2010) with these donors and sponsors across organis-

ational boundaries. Our interest here is with how public police relate to resource-providing private 

sponsors, donors, and others. While encountering similar boundary issues, how public police 

engage with private security firms and agents to achieve their operational goals (Gill 2013; Lippert 

and O’Connor 2006; Sleiman and Lippert 2010) is not our focus, although such firms are sometimes 

sponsors, and both sponsorships and public–police–private security relations tend to adopt the 

similar language of ‘partnerships’ (Fleming 2005, Prenzler and Sarre 2012). 



authentic communities or their representatives. As a result, in Western countries sponsorship of

public police by private firms is increasing (Ayling et al. 2009, Ayling 2014, p. 948). While these

arrangements are variable they tend to result in increased police attention to or readiness for

types of crime or patrols in areas mostly to sponsors’ benefit or symbolical benefit by appropriating

the legitimacy of the public police (Ayling et al. 2009).

Foundations primarily though not exclusively provide police funding for technology, while CS pro-

grams provide police with a constant flow of information about crime. Thus, police foundations fund

items such as ‘night vision devices’ to help police engage in or enhance non-traditional activities

‘above and beyond’ (VPF 2016a) regular funding and CS provides monies for the cultivation and

transfer of actionable information to local police investigators to identify criminal actors and initiate

and clear criminal cases. We contend the resources provided by both types of organisations over time

have been substantial, with foundations promising to become more significant in the future. We then

identify organisational private donors (or ‘partners’) as primarily private corporations in relation to

these two models. In at least two instances in Canada a police foundation has provided funding to

a CS program too, and in some CS programs new flows of public funding can be discerned (including

grants generated from legal gambling revenues or from provincial or municipal governments in the

same jurisdiction), both suggesting an increasingly complex picture of these organisational bound-

aries in relation to public police and how these are strategically maintained and overcome. Foun-

dations and CS act as ‘boundary organisations’ (O’Mahony and Bechky 2008, p. 426) that ‘can

accommodate the varying interests of parties by providing a mechanism that reinforces convergent

interests while allowing divergent ones to persists’. Police variably span and transgress these bound-

aries between these private entities and themselves. This is accomplished in both organisations by

permitting current or ex-public police personnel to serve on boards to act as ‘boundary spanners’

(Williams 2002), and for CS specifically, permitting public police to second CS coordinators from

their rolls and to provide virtually free office space in the police department too (arrangements

that almost no other private organisations enjoy). Thus these significant personnel and rental

expenses normally borne by a private organisation are often covered for CS by police departments.

Regarding CS programs, and the affiliation of board members of both foundations and CS programs,

we suggest these special arrangements create opportunities for regular police influence on the

private organisation’s operational priorities that is not severed at the public–private boundary to

the benefit of public police, and vice versa. Yet, we argue sometimes this influence, as with ‘funnel-

ling’ in CS, adopts an undesirable, unruly form that might in the long run be detrimental to public

police if it erases or pokes large holes in this boundary.

These findings contribute to theories of organisational boundaries (Giacomantonio 2014,

Giacomantonio and Gundhus 2015, Whelan 2016) and of police legitimacy by revealing two estab-

lished but neglected ways police systematically gain resources in times of public restraint, budget

cuts, and calls for greater accountability. These ‘strategic alliances’ (Gulati and Gargiulo 1999)

between police and the corporate world also raise questions about these arrangements in relation

to policing for the public good and transparency (Loader and Walker 2007). Finally, this article also

makes an empirical contribution to the policing and security literature that has neglected both

these organisational models.

Police foundations

In Canada, police foundations are a new form of organisation. Public police in Canada are traditionally

funded by tax dollars, but recently they have established private, seemingly arms-length foundations

that can receive large donations and in turn spend the acquired monies on police initiatives. Foun-

dations allow private funds to be channelled indirectly, circumventing established rules described

above. Police foundations operate similar to what Jancsics (2017) terms ‘domestic shell corporations’.

Donations and sponsorships can be filtered through these shell corporations where similar funds

passed directly to police would raise questions about corruption, bribery, or biased relations
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What is the level and character of such private resources, and how do police maintain public legiti-

macy while permitting their flow into operations, thus spanning organisational boundaries? Drawing 

from empirical research about public police and two types of organisations prevalent in North 

America – police foundations and Crime Stoppers (CS) – we explore this question in this article. 

We first elaborate the public–private boundary and its rules before discussing the origins and bound-

ary-related features of these two organisational models. We then empirically document the extent of 

and shifts in resources provided to Canadian public police; identify differences within these two 

models as well as the character of their organisational sponsors (or ‘partners’) and the benefits 

they receive; and what public police derive from these arrangements. We assess how public police 

have maintained, negotiated, and spanned boundaries between these entities and themselves 

while simultaneously managing transgressions of these boundaries. The article concludes by discuss-

ing implications of this analysis for the public good as well as prospects for further illuminating enig-

matic private funding of public police to ensure better oversight of exchanges across these 

organisational boundaries. 

The public–private boundary is a defining feature and long-standing tradition of liberal democra-

cies. In Canada it is legally established by the Charter of Rights and Freedoms, Canada’s constitution, 

and specifically rights to be free of arbitrary state (i.e. public government) arrest, detention, and 

search of (private) citizens. More pertinent is the Charter’s Section 15, however, that establishes 

the rule of law: ‘Every individual is equal before and under the law and has the right to the equal 

protection and equal benefit of the law … ’. It is the possibility of the rule of law’s violation that 

creates public concern and informs opposition1 to crossing the public–private boundary. In the 

police service context specifically this boundary is further buttressed via enabling legislation (e.g. 

Ontario’s Police Services Act 1990) in each of Canada’s provinces that prescribe municipal (public) 

government responsibilities to fund and oversee public police services including establishment of 

police boards. These Acts grant authority to municipal police boards to form policies to govern 

the police service. For example, Section 31(1) (c) of Ontario’s Police Services Act states ‘a board 

shall establish policies for the effective management of the police force’. These laws prevent 

police services from becoming business enterprises or altering their organisational structure too. 

Such provincial legislation is consistently silent2 on private sponsorships, donations, and gifts, but 

it serves as the legal authority used by police boards to create detailed rules about theses transfers 

for the police services they oversee. Typical is the Ottawa Police Services Board’s (2013) policy that 

stipulates: ‘The Chief shall ensure that any donation, loan or sponsorship accepted by the Police 

Service is beneficial to the community as a whole and is handled in a transparent manner.’ This 

policy defines sponsorships, donations, and gifts and prescribes how they are to be reported. In 

addition, ‘[in] the third year of the business cycle, the Chief shall provide a report on the effectiveness 

of this Policy by outlining the funds received, scope and nature of them, benefit to the community 

and public perception’ (Ottawa Police Services Board 2013). Thus, rules regarding sponsorships, 

donations, and gifts from the private realm are created and enforced at the police board or 

service level drawing on legislative authority. The Canadian police services we studied all have 

similar rules in place. 

Police foundations and CS were established or facilitated by major public police departments in 

the United States in the 1970s and since the 1980s have spread to Canada. They now commonly 

operate adjacent to – but not within – many North American police departments. These two organ-

isational models generate resources for police, and can be conceptualised as a move toward corpor-

ate forms of police resource generation and management (O’Malley and Hutchinson 2007). The latter 

arrived as the new managerialism or ‘new public management’ that insists on more efficient use of 

police resources (Hoque et al. 2004). This has happened at the same time as the onset of neo-liberal 

forms of governance that emphasise moving away from state control and resources toward austerity 

and private market solutions (Lippert and Walby 2016) as well as the rise of community policing 

(Brogden and Nijhar 2005) with its emphasis on engaging the community in policing through part-

nerships, though that sometimes simply meant engaging the for-profit private sector rather than 
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for the police services they oversee. Typical is the Ottawa Police Services Board’s (2013) policy that

stipulates: ‘The Chief shall ensure that any donation, loan or sponsorship accepted by the Police
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policy defines sponsorships, donations, and gifts and prescribes how they are to be reported. In

addition, ‘[in] the third year of the business cycle, the Chief shall provide a report on the effectiveness

of this Policy by outlining the funds received, scope and nature of them, benefit to the community

and public perception’ (Ottawa Police Services Board 2013). Thus, rules regarding sponsorships,

donations, and gifts from the private realm are created and enforced at the police board or

service level drawing on legislative authority. The Canadian police services we studied all have

similar rules in place.

Police foundations and CS were established or facilitated by major public police departments in

the United States in the 1970s and since the 1980s have spread to Canada. They now commonly

operate adjacent to – but not within – many North American police departments. These two organ-

isational models generate resources for police, and can be conceptualised as a move toward corpor-

ate forms of police resource generation and management (O’Malley and Hutchinson 2007). The latter

arrived as the new managerialism or ‘new public management’ that insists on more efficient use of

police resources (Hoque et al. 2004). This has happened at the same time as the onset of neo-liberal

forms of governance that emphasise moving away from state control and resources toward austerity

and private market solutions (Lippert and Walby 2016) as well as the rise of community policing

(Brogden and Nijhar 2005) with its emphasis on engaging the community in policing through part-

nerships, though that sometimes simply meant engaging the for-profit private sector rather than
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authentic communities or their representatives. As a result, in Western countries sponsorship of 

public police by private firms is increasing (Ayling et al. 2009, Ayling 2014, p. 948). While these 

arrangements are variable they tend to result in increased police attention to or readiness for 

types of crime or patrols in areas mostly to sponsors’ benefit or symbolical benefit by appropriating 

the legitimacy of the public police (Ayling et al. 2009). 

Foundations primarily though not exclusively provide police funding for technology, while CS pro-

grams provide police with a constant flow of information about crime. Thus, police foundations fund 

items such as ‘night vision devices’ to help police engage in or enhance non-traditional activities 

‘above and beyond’ (VPF 2016a) regular funding and CS provides monies for the cultivation and 

transfer of actionable information to local police investigators to identify criminal actors and initiate 

and clear criminal cases. We contend the resources provided by both types of organisations over time 

have been substantial, with foundations promising to become more significant in the future. We then 

identify organisational private donors (or ‘partners’) as primarily private corporations in relation to 

these two models. In at least two instances in Canada a police foundation has provided funding to 

a CS program too, and in some CS programs new flows of public funding can be discerned (including 

grants generated from legal gambling revenues or from provincial or municipal governments in the 

same jurisdiction), both suggesting an increasingly complex picture of these organisational bound-

aries in relation to public police and how these are strategically maintained and overcome. Foun-

dations and CS act as ‘boundary organisations’ (O’Mahony and Bechky 2008, p. 426) that ‘can 

accommodate the varying interests of parties by providing a mechanism that reinforces convergent 

interests while allowing divergent ones to persists’. Police variably span and transgress these bound-

aries between these private entities and themselves. This is accomplished in both organisations by 

permitting current or ex-public police personnel to serve on boards to act as ‘boundary spanners’ 

(Williams 2002), and for CS specifically, permitting public police to second CS coordinators from 

their rolls and to provide virtually free office space in the police department too (arrangements 

that almost no other private organisations enjoy). Thus these significant personnel and rental 

expenses normally borne by a private organisation are often covered for CS by police departments. 

Regarding CS programs, and the affiliation of board members of both foundations and CS programs, 

we suggest these special arrangements create opportunities for regular police influence on the 

private organisation’s operational priorities that is not severed at the public–private boundary to 

the benefit of public police, and vice versa. Yet, we argue sometimes this influence, as with ‘funnel-

ling’ in CS, adopts an undesirable, unruly form that might in the long run be detrimental to public 

police if it erases or pokes large holes in this boundary. 

These findings contribute to theories of organisational boundaries (Giacomantonio 2014, 

Giacomantonio and Gundhus 2015, Whelan 2016) and of police legitimacy by revealing two estab-

lished but neglected ways police systematically gain resources in times of public restraint, budget 

cuts, and calls for greater accountability. These ‘strategic alliances’ (Gulati and Gargiulo 1999) 

between police and the corporate world also raise questions about these arrangements in relation 

to policing for the public good and transparency (Loader and Walker 2007). Finally, this article also 

makes an empirical contribution to the policing and security literature that has neglected both 

these organisational models. 

Police foundations 

In Canada, police foundations are a new form of organisation. Public police in Canada are traditionally 

funded by tax dollars, but recently they have established private, seemingly arms-length foundations 

that can receive large donations and in turn spend the acquired monies on police initiatives. Foun-

dations allow private funds to be channelled indirectly, circumventing established rules described 

above. Police foundations operate similar to what Jancsics (2017) terms ‘domestic shell corporations’. 

Donations and sponsorships can be filtered through these shell corporations where similar funds 

passed directly to police would raise questions about corruption, bribery, or biased relations 



1800 programs globally (Metro Vancouver CS 2016), thus suggesting our findings from Canada have

wider relevance.

Central to CS programs is the effort to generate reliable, actionable information about crime for

public police investigators. At present CS programs use everything from billboards, to bumper stick-

ers, to You Tube advertisements to promote themselves and distribute contact information. Many CS

advertisements appear as the ‘Crime of the Week’, once deemed the program’s promotional heart,

entailing rich portrayal across media of an ‘unsolved’ criminal act for which police investigators

require information (Carriere and Ericson 1989; Lippert 2002; Lippert and Wilkinson 2010). CS pro-

grams typically advertise a toll free telephone number or ‘tip line’ to encourage anonymous sub-

mission of information to CS where it is then screened and passed to local police investigators for

consideration. E-mail, texts, or internet submission are also available. In Ontario, British Columbia,

and other Canadian provinces CS programs are now linked to a Canada-wide CS call centre that

receives and processes these ‘tips’ (Toronto CS 2016). Unlike foundations (e.g. VPF 2016a) and

because of their promise of anonymity, CS programs actively promote a clear separation from

public police.

Previous police foundations and CS research

Given their proliferation across the US and then into Canada, and their growing significance, it is sur-

prising how rarely police foundations and CS programs have been studied. Previous research on

police foundations is especially scant. While there are comparable literatures on charitable foun-

dations (Adloff 2015) and granting foundations (Fernandez and Hager 2014), and while other

public bodies such as universities are establishing private foundations, no research considers these

arrangements specific to public police; boundaries established between these organisations and

police; and broader implications of these arrangements. In Canada, this neglect might be due to

fewer foundations of the corporate kind relative to the US. What literature exists on police foun-

dations tends to be practitioner-oriented (Wasserman 2005, Delaney and Carey 2007), as in instruct-

ing police management on their merits. Walters (2004) compared 10 police foundations across the US

to more conventional philanthropic foundations. Walters argued ethical guidelines and standards

should be established to ensure police foundations engage in honest solicitation and application

of funds. There is also community, activist oriented literature (e.g. Minnesotans for a Fair Economy

2016) drawing attention to the potential for trading in influence, given that police foundation

board members also often hold prominent positions in major corporations that happen to be a foun-

dation’s largest corporate donors.

While a US-based national evaluation of CS effectiveness was conducted in the 1980s (Rosenbaum

et al. 1989), 40 years after its inception and near global spread, only a few critical, theoretically

engaged studies of CS exist (Carriere and Ericson 1989, Pfuhl 1992; Lippert 2002; Lippert and Wilkin-

son 2010). These draw on concepts ranging from ideology to risk to governance and have surfaced

the prevailing neo-liberal logic and symbolic and practical functions of CS consistent with its location

at a convergence of police, mass media, and (other) private organisations. Primarily focusing on the

type of crime in advertisements, Carriere and Ericson (1989) revealed the narrow range of behaviour

that CS defined as criminal (i.e. ‘street crime’) and argued that it symbolically supported ‘law and

order’ policies of deterrence and incapacitation. Pfuhl (1992) argued that CS encouraged ‘snitching’

among the public, a practice with a ‘prior negative moral meaning’ (p. 514) that he claimed was over-

come in CS by appealing to localism and self-reliance (Pfuhl 1992, p. 515) among ‘tipsters’.

In another study a similar emphasis on ‘street crimes’ with a property element in CS advertise-

ments was found to respond to needs of mostly private ‘partners’ such as private insurance and truck-

ing industries in promising to reduce property loss by garnering ‘tips’ about insurance fraud and

cargo theft respectively (Lippert 2002; see also Ontario Association of CS 2016c). Finally, another

study of CS advertisements (Lippert and Wilkinson 2010) found issues concerning identification

and the ‘ratcheting effect’ (Harcourt 2007) as it concerned visible minorities when more resources
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(Graycar and Jancsics 2016). Although as official independent charities these entities must disclose 

some financial information to Canada Revenue Agency (CRA) (the Canadian federal government’s 

tax agency), they are neither treated as public bodies subject to freedom of information (FOI) legis-

lation that would render their operations transparent, nor (depending on the jurisdiction) subject to 

much public oversight (beyond reporting rudimentary publicly available numbers to CRA). Indeed, in 

our research we tried to obtain information from police foundations via friendly requests but also 

through formal FOI requests for disclosures. These foundations either refused to provide the 

requested information with no explanation or indicated they are private and not subject to FOI 

requests. When we complained to provincial officials overseeing FOI legislation that the close proxi-

mity of police foundations to police departments renders them subject to FOI legislation, our com-

plaints were dismissed. This immunity and private dimension of foundations allows them to act as a 

go-between for private donors and public police. 

Not all police foundations in Canada operate in the same way. There is a bifurcation (Walters 2004) 

between more philanthropic and corporate models. Some police foundations operate on a model of 

charity or philanthropy, such as those in London, Winnipeg, Montreal, Waterloo, Hamilton, and to a 

lesser extent the RCMP Foundation.3 These foundations relay funds raised to other charities or social 

services and rarely seem to benefit police practices directly. They appear to leverage their legitimacy 

as public police agencies to raise funds mostly for under-funded organisations. Although they func-

tion to span boundaries between police and other organisations, we do not examine these more phi-

lanthropic police foundations here. There are, however, other police foundations that have adopted a 

corporate model that raise private funds primarily for public police benefit by procuring equipment 

or by funding police programs. These are located in Vancouver, Delta, Abbotsford, Edmonton, and 

Calgary. Whether primarily philanthropic or corporate in character (these categories are not water-

tight), police departments in Canada desire and are endeavouring to create foundations. For 

example, at a recent police conference, one author overheard several police conference goers speak-

ing about the desire to establish a police foundation. Saskatoon Police Service, for example, eagerly 

reported on efforts to create a corporate-style police foundation and are waiting for approval from 

the provincial-level Saskatchewan Police Commission chair (Tank 2016). Foundations operate as ‘con-

venors’ evidenced by their ‘attempt to build networks among organizational actors’ (Brass et al. 2004, 

p. 804). To invoke Giacomantonio’s (2014, p. 551) research, foundations span the boundary as a 

bridge between private donors and public police, thus buffering public police from accusations of 

collusion, bribery, or corruption. 

Crime stoppers 

CS is a ubiquitous, long-standing organisation and program operated locally but linked to regional, 

national, and international umbrella organisations. As a local program CS purports to be ‘a partner-

ship of the public, police and media that provides the community with a proactive program for 

people to assist the police anonymously to solve crimes, thereby contributing to an improved 

quality of life’ (Toronto CS 2016). As with charitable foundations in North America CS programs 

are overseen by boards. One CS program reports: ‘A group of concerned citizen volunteers serve 

on the Board of Directors’ (Toronto CS 2016). Police-supported, media-based, and privately spon-

sored, CS attempts to mobilise the citizenry to seek out and submit information about crime in 

the form of a ‘tip’ in exchange for anonymity and variable cash rewards (Toronto CS 2016). If 

this information leads to an arrest or seizure of property or illegal drugs, the informant, or 

‘tipster’, is offered this cash reward. Since its inception in the US in 1976 (see below), and fostered 

by widely touted (e.g. CS International 2016) but somewhat dubious (Lippert 2002; Carriere and 

Ericson 1989) claims of success, CS has also garnered public legitimacy (Pfuhl 1992). CS is now 

undoubtedly the most popular crime reduction program in North America and has expanded to 

at least 30 other countries, including the United Kingdom, Australia, India, the Netherlands, and 

South Africa. So in addition to the 100 programs in Canada, CS presently claims no less than 
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Calgary. Whether primarily philanthropic or corporate in character (these categories are not water-

tight), police departments in Canada desire and are endeavouring to create foundations. For

example, at a recent police conference, one author overheard several police conference goers speak-

ing about the desire to establish a police foundation. Saskatoon Police Service, for example, eagerly

reported on efforts to create a corporate-style police foundation and are waiting for approval from

the provincial-level Saskatchewan Police Commission chair (Tank 2016). Foundations operate as ‘con-

venors’ evidenced by their ‘attempt to build networks among organizational actors’ (Brass et al. 2004,

p. 804). To invoke Giacomantonio’s (2014, p. 551) research, foundations span the boundary as a

bridge between private donors and public police, thus buffering public police from accusations of

collusion, bribery, or corruption.

Crime stoppers

CS is a ubiquitous, long-standing organisation and program operated locally but linked to regional,

national, and international umbrella organisations. As a local program CS purports to be ‘a partner-

ship of the public, police and media that provides the community with a proactive program for

people to assist the police anonymously to solve crimes, thereby contributing to an improved

quality of life’ (Toronto CS 2016). As with charitable foundations in North America CS programs

are overseen by boards. One CS program reports: ‘A group of concerned citizen volunteers serve

on the Board of Directors’ (Toronto CS 2016). Police-supported, media-based, and privately spon-

sored, CS attempts to mobilise the citizenry to seek out and submit information about crime in

the form of a ‘tip’ in exchange for anonymity and variable cash rewards (Toronto CS 2016). If

this information leads to an arrest or seizure of property or illegal drugs, the informant, or

‘tipster’, is offered this cash reward. Since its inception in the US in 1976 (see below), and fostered

by widely touted (e.g. CS International 2016) but somewhat dubious (Lippert 2002; Carriere and

Ericson 1989) claims of success, CS has also garnered public legitimacy (Pfuhl 1992). CS is now

undoubtedly the most popular crime reduction program in North America and has expanded to

at least 30 other countries, including the United Kingdom, Australia, India, the Netherlands, and

South Africa. So in addition to the 100 programs in Canada, CS presently claims no less than
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1800 programs globally (Metro Vancouver CS 2016), thus suggesting our findings from Canada have 

wider relevance. 

Central to CS programs is the effort to generate reliable, actionable information about crime for 

public police investigators. At present CS programs use everything from billboards, to bumper stick-

ers, to You Tube advertisements to promote themselves and distribute contact information. Many CS 

advertisements appear as the ‘Crime of the Week’, once deemed the program’s promotional heart, 

entailing rich portrayal across media of an ‘unsolved’ criminal act for which police investigators 

require information (Carriere and Ericson 1989; Lippert 2002; Lippert and Wilkinson 2010). CS pro-

grams typically advertise a toll free telephone number or ‘tip line’ to encourage anonymous sub-

mission of information to CS where it is then screened and passed to local police investigators for 

consideration. E-mail, texts, or internet submission are also available. In Ontario, British Columbia, 

and other Canadian provinces CS programs are now linked to a Canada-wide CS call centre that 

receives and processes these ‘tips’ (Toronto CS 2016). Unlike foundations (e.g. VPF 2016a) and 

because of their promise of anonymity, CS programs actively promote a clear separation from 

public police. 

Previous police foundations and CS research 

Given their proliferation across the US and then into Canada, and their growing significance, it is sur-

prising how rarely police foundations and CS programs have been studied. Previous research on 

police foundations is especially scant. While there are comparable literatures on charitable foun-

dations (Adloff 2015) and granting foundations (Fernandez and Hager 2014), and while other 

public bodies such as universities are establishing private foundations, no research considers these 

arrangements specific to public police; boundaries established between these organisations and 

police; and broader implications of these arrangements. In Canada, this neglect might be due to 

fewer foundations of the corporate kind relative to the US. What literature exists on police foun-

dations tends to be practitioner-oriented (Wasserman 2005, Delaney and Carey 2007), as in instruct-

ing police management on their merits. Walters (2004) compared 10 police foundations across the US 

to more conventional philanthropic foundations. Walters argued ethical guidelines and standards 

should be established to ensure police foundations engage in honest solicitation and application 

of funds. There is also community, activist oriented literature (e.g. Minnesotans for a Fair Economy 

2016) drawing attention to the potential for trading in influence, given that police foundation 

board members also often hold prominent positions in major corporations that happen to be a foun-

dation’s largest corporate donors. 

While a US-based national evaluation of CS effectiveness was conducted in the 1980s (Rosenbaum 

et al. 1989), 40 years after its inception and near global spread, only a few critical, theoretically 

engaged studies of CS exist (Carriere and Ericson 1989, Pfuhl 1992; Lippert 2002; Lippert and Wilkin-

son 2010). These draw on concepts ranging from ideology to risk to governance and have surfaced 

the prevailing neo-liberal logic and symbolic and practical functions of CS consistent with its location 

at a convergence of police, mass media, and (other) private organisations. Primarily focusing on the 

type of crime in advertisements, Carriere and Ericson (1989) revealed the narrow range of behaviour 

that CS defined as criminal (i.e. ‘street crime’) and argued that it symbolically supported ‘law and 

order’ policies of deterrence and incapacitation. Pfuhl (1992) argued that CS encouraged ‘snitching’ 

among the public, a practice with a ‘prior negative moral meaning’ (p. 514) that he claimed was over-

come in CS by appealing to localism and self-reliance (Pfuhl 1992, p. 515) among ‘tipsters’. 

In another study a similar emphasis on ‘street crimes’ with a property element in CS advertise-

ments was found to respond to needs of mostly private ‘partners’ such as private insurance and truck-

ing industries in promising to reduce property loss by garnering ‘tips’ about insurance fraud and 

cargo theft respectively (Lippert 2002; see also Ontario Association of CS 2016c). Finally, another 

study of CS advertisements (Lippert and Wilkinson 2010) found issues concerning identification 

and the ‘ratcheting effect’ (Harcourt 2007) as it concerned visible minorities when more resources 



organisation in Vancouver in 1995 (though Vancouver Police Foundation claims to have commenced

operations in 1976, like the NYCPF noted at the outset). Edmonton Police Foundation was formed in

2000, Delta Police Foundation in 2002, and Abbotsford Police Foundation in 2005. The Calgary Police

Foundation was formed in 2010, and received charitable status in 2011. Typical of other police foun-

dations, the Calgary Police Foundation Board of Directors comprises persons frommajor corporations

including Cenovus, Nexen, Shaw, and PricewaterhouseCoopers. Police foundations continue to grow

in number and in annual budget, but they are a more recent trend and are much fewer in number

compared to CS programs in Canada.

The first Canadian CS program emerged only six years after CS introduction in the US. CS appeared

in Calgary, Alberta in 1982 and a few months later in Edmonton, Alberta and it then proliferated

across Canada. The well-rehearsed ‘company history’ of CS locates the organisation’s origins in the

ingenuity of one police officer in the US:

Crime Stoppers was the brainchild of Canadian-born Greg MacAleese, a Detective with the Albuquerque Police

Department in New Mexico. In 1976, Greg had run out of leads in a homicide investigation and out of frustration

had appealed to the public for assistance. He went so far as to produce the first crime re-enactment, which was

aired on local television, and also made available for radio and the press. Anyone providing information regarding

this murder was to be eligible for a cash reward. Within hours of the broadcast, an individual called in valuable

information that resulted in the arrest and conviction of two suspects who were sentenced to life in prison with

no chance of parole. (Toronto CS 2016)

This narrative, repeated thousands of times across North America and by CS umbrella organisations

(e.g. CS International 2016, Ontario Association of CS 2016a) since 1976 via various media, has

remained largely the same over the decades.5 The anonymity of ‘tipsters’ and charitable status of

the CS model were established shortly after 1976, and these strategies assist CS operations in gen-

erating ‘tips’ or actionable information for police investigators.

Donations and expenditures

Below we examine police foundations and CS program donations and expenditures. Our findings

suggest the level of resources provided to public police via these two models over time has been

substantial. For foundations sometimes this has been in the hundreds of thousands of dollars

annually to purchase technology and for CS programs this has led to thousands of actionable

‘tips’. Based on current trends, with more coming on board in the 2000s, and if the massive multi-

million dollar annual donations to the pioneering Vancouver Police Foundation is exemplary, the

foundation model is likely to become a more significant resource provider in the future in Canada

and elsewhere (see Tables 1 and 2).

For police foundations we examined charitable donations and expenditures from the five organ-

isations based upon the corporate model for the last three years as reported to the CRA. In 2015, total

fundraising revenue for Vancouver Police Foundation was $8,198,426, with over $7 million in

donations, with total expenses of $1,147,417. A primary Vancouver Police Foundation donee was

the Vancouver Police Department, which received $258,725. What happens with excess revenue is

not explained. These figures were up from total revenue of $3 million in 2014, a year in which

total expenses were $1,574,498 and total donations were just over $1 million. The total amount of

gifts to Vancouver Police Department (the primary donee) in 2014 was $290,668. In 2013, total

revenue was $1,085,733, with $816,151 in donations, and $647,902 in expenses. Vancouver Police

Department (VPD) (the primary donee) received $226,841. In 2012, the foundation bestowed

$593,255 to VPD, and in 2011 the figure VPD received from the foundation was $435,898. What

these figures demonstrate is an upward trend in the number and amount of donations foundations

receive, and that the public police are often the primary donee. The trend is similar with other foun-

dations. In 2014, total fundraising revenue for Calgary Police Foundation was $2,502,442, with over $2

million in donations, with total expenses sitting at $1,788,385. Calgary Police Service received

$400,000. Compare this to 2012, when total fundraising revenue for Calgary Police Foundation
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(i.e. advertisements) were devoted to this ‘higher offending’ depicted group. These studies also col-

lectively suggested resources gained through CS are used to respond to a narrow range of crime 

while neglecting other serious harms. This implies any complete consideration of acquiring resources 

across these organisational boundaries should also consider to what purposes they are put. We return 

to this point in the conclusion. More generally, previous work has not explicitly identified the impor-

tance of police foundations and CS for the provision of resources for public police much less explored 

the maintenance and spanning of the public–private boundary separating them. 

Research procedures 

Qualitative methods were used for this study. First, charitable status information from the CRA from 

the last three years were systematically collected and analysed. For this we selected 10 of the largest 

CS programs and the five corporate police foundations associated with metropolitan areas greater 

than 100,000 population and with the adjacent police services in those areas. These CS programs 

are located in Metro Vancouver (including Delta and Abbotsford), Edmonton, Calgary, Winnipeg, Sas-

katoon, Hamilton, Quebec (called ‘Info-Crime’), Toronto, Windsor, and Ottawa and the five police 

foundations are in Vancouver, Delta, Abbotsford, Calgary, and Edmonton. They were selected 

based on population and geographical coverage as well as data availability. This charitable infor-

mation reveals board directors’ names only, so to obtain a sense of organisational affiliation of direc-

tors in a feasible manner, we searched Internet websites regarding the directors of each of the 15 

organisations. Current Canadian CS program and police foundation websites were examined. News-

paper indices were searched for accounts of development of police foundations and CS programs in 

Canadian cities. We also drew from interviews with two CS coordinators and a foundation board 

director and sponsor to supplement our findings.4 Newsletters and other promotional information 

about funding initiatives and developments related to foundations and CS programs were also col-

lected and examined. 

Police foundations and crime stoppers 

Origins and boundaries 

Both foundations and CS are private, non-profit, registered charitable organisations in Canada, thus 

establishing clear boundaries between private and public spheres. As registered charitable organis-

ations, these two models are legally required to be institutionally separate from public police. There is 

no formal link between them. CS programs in particular consistently claim, such as on the Metro Van-

couver CS (2016) website in large bold letters: ‘We Are Not the Police’. Foundations, in contrast, play 

up their connection to police to generate donations. For example, the Abbotsford police foundation 

website prominently reads: 

Growing communities like ours face enormous pressures on available resources at the very time they’re needed 
most. The APD cannot directly receive financial contributions; however the Abbotsford Police Foundation is a 

trusted, practical way for you to support the work of our dedicated officers and enhance public safety in Abbots-
ford. (Abbotsford Police Foundation 2016) 

Both clearly trumpet crime control over other established public police functions such as order-main-

tenance or community service. For example, one dinner event organised by Abbotsford Police Foun-

dation is called ‘Crime is Toast’ (APF 2016, VPF 2016a), suggesting that when donors come on board 

crime is not merely stopped, as in CS, but burned up or obliterated. 

While the location of the first police foundation established in the US is difficult to ascertain, the 

New York City Police Foundation is among the first and seems, based on the claim of a 40-year history 

(NYCPF 2016), to have commenced in 1976 (the same year as CS). Like CS, the idea of a police foun-

dation of the kind still very active in New York City (NYCPF 2016) spread to Canada in subsequent 

decades. Based on CRA information the first police foundation was established as a charitable 
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lectively suggested resources gained through CS are used to respond to a narrow range of crime

while neglecting other serious harms. This implies any complete consideration of acquiring resources

across these organisational boundaries should also consider to what purposes they are put. We return

to this point in the conclusion. More generally, previous work has not explicitly identified the impor-
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Research procedures

Qualitative methods were used for this study. First, charitable status information from the CRA from

the last three years were systematically collected and analysed. For this we selected 10 of the largest

CS programs and the five corporate police foundations associated with metropolitan areas greater

than 100,000 population and with the adjacent police services in those areas. These CS programs

are located in Metro Vancouver (including Delta and Abbotsford), Edmonton, Calgary, Winnipeg, Sas-

katoon, Hamilton, Quebec (called ‘Info-Crime’), Toronto, Windsor, and Ottawa and the five police

foundations are in Vancouver, Delta, Abbotsford, Calgary, and Edmonton. They were selected

based on population and geographical coverage as well as data availability. This charitable infor-

mation reveals board directors’ names only, so to obtain a sense of organisational affiliation of direc-

tors in a feasible manner, we searched Internet websites regarding the directors of each of the 15

organisations. Current Canadian CS program and police foundation websites were examined. News-

paper indices were searched for accounts of development of police foundations and CS programs in

Canadian cities. We also drew from interviews with two CS coordinators and a foundation board

director and sponsor to supplement our findings.4 Newsletters and other promotional information

about funding initiatives and developments related to foundations and CS programs were also col-

lected and examined.

Police foundations and crime stoppers

Origins and boundaries

Both foundations and CS are private, non-profit, registered charitable organisations in Canada, thus

establishing clear boundaries between private and public spheres. As registered charitable organis-

ations, these two models are legally required to be institutionally separate from public police. There is

no formal link between them. CS programs in particular consistently claim, such as on the Metro Van-

couver CS (2016) website in large bold letters: ‘We Are Not the Police’. Foundations, in contrast, play

up their connection to police to generate donations. For example, the Abbotsford police foundation

website prominently reads:

Growing communities like ours face enormous pressures on available resources at the very time they’re needed

most. The APD cannot directly receive financial contributions; however the Abbotsford Police Foundation is a

trusted, practical way for you to support the work of our dedicated officers and enhance public safety in Abbots-

ford. (Abbotsford Police Foundation 2016)

Both clearly trumpet crime control over other established public police functions such as order-main-

tenance or community service. For example, one dinner event organised by Abbotsford Police Foun-

dation is called ‘Crime is Toast’ (APF 2016, VPF 2016a), suggesting that when donors come on board

crime is not merely stopped, as in CS, but burned up or obliterated.

While the location of the first police foundation established in the US is difficult to ascertain, the

New York City Police Foundation is among the first and seems, based on the claim of a 40-year history

(NYCPF 2016), to have commenced in 1976 (the same year as CS). Like CS, the idea of a police foun-

dation of the kind still very active in New York City (NYCPF 2016) spread to Canada in subsequent

decades. Based on CRA information the first police foundation was established as a charitable
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organisation in Vancouver in 1995 (though Vancouver Police Foundation claims to have commenced 

operations in 1976, like the NYCPF noted at the outset). Edmonton Police Foundation was formed in 

2000, Delta Police Foundation in 2002, and Abbotsford Police Foundation in 2005. The Calgary Police 

Foundation was formed in 2010, and received charitable status in 2011. Typical of other police foun-

dations, the Calgary Police Foundation Board of Directors comprises persons from major corporations 

including Cenovus, Nexen, Shaw, and PricewaterhouseCoopers. Police foundations continue to grow 

in number and in annual budget, but they are a more recent trend and are much fewer in number 

compared to CS programs in Canada. 

The first Canadian CS program emerged only six years after CS introduction in the US. CS appeared 

in Calgary, Alberta in 1982 and a few months later in Edmonton, Alberta and it then proliferated 

across Canada. The well-rehearsed ‘company history’ of CS locates the organisation’s origins in the 

ingenuity of one police officer in the US: 

Crime Stoppers was the brainchild of Canadian-born Greg MacAleese, a Detective with the Albuquerque Police 

Department in New Mexico. In 1976, Greg had run out of leads in a homicide investigation and out of frustration 
had appealed to the public for assistance. He went so far as to produce the first crime re-enactment, which was 
aired on local television, and also made available for radio and the press. Anyone providing information regarding 

this murder was to be eligible for a cash reward. Within hours of the broadcast, an individual called in valuable 
information that resulted in the arrest and conviction of two suspects who were sentenced to life in prison with 

no chance of parole. (Toronto CS 2016) 

This narrative, repeated thousands of times across North America and by CS umbrella organisations 

(e.g. CS International 2016, Ontario Association of CS 2016a) since 1976 via various media, has 

remained largely the same over the decades.5 The anonymity of ‘tipsters’ and charitable status of 

the CS model were established shortly after 1976, and these strategies assist CS operations in gen-

erating ‘tips’ or actionable information for police investigators. 

Donations and expenditures 

Below we examine police foundations and CS program donations and expenditures. Our findings 

suggest the level of resources provided to public police via these two models over time has been 

substantial. For foundations sometimes this has been in the hundreds of thousands of dollars 

annually to purchase technology and for CS programs this has led to thousands of actionable 

‘tips’. Based on current trends, with more coming on board in the 2000s, and if the massive multi-

million dollar annual donations to the pioneering Vancouver Police Foundation is exemplary, the 

foundation model is likely to become a more significant resource provider in the future in Canada 

and elsewhere (see Tables 1 and 2). 

For police foundations we examined charitable donations and expenditures from the five organ-

isations based upon the corporate model for the last three years as reported to the CRA. In 2015, total 

fundraising revenue for Vancouver Police Foundation was $8,198,426, with over $7 million in 

donations, with total expenses of $1,147,417. A primary Vancouver Police Foundation donee was 

the Vancouver Police Department, which received $258,725. What happens with excess revenue is 

not explained. These figures were up from total revenue of $3 million in 2014, a year in which 

total expenses were $1,574,498 and total donations were just over $1 million. The total amount of 

gifts to Vancouver Police Department (the primary donee) in 2014 was $290,668. In 2013, total 

revenue was $1,085,733, with $816,151 in donations, and $647,902 in expenses. Vancouver Police 

Department (VPD) (the primary donee) received $226,841. In 2012, the foundation bestowed 

$593,255 to VPD, and in 2011 the figure VPD received from the foundation was $435,898. What 

these figures demonstrate is an upward trend in the number and amount of donations foundations 

receive, and that the public police are often the primary donee. The trend is similar with other foun-

dations. In 2014, total fundraising revenue for Calgary Police Foundation was $2,502,442, with over $2 

million in donations, with total expenses sitting at $1,788,385. Calgary Police Service received 

$400,000. Compare this to 2012, when total fundraising revenue for Calgary Police Foundation 



was $3,283,157, with over $3 million in donations, with total expenses of $1,727,435. Calgary Police

Service received $220,907. Edmonton Police Foundation raised $615,050 in 2014, and Edmonton

Police Service was the primary donee receiving $287,992. Edmonton Police Service is the primary

donee in each year for which there are records.

Donations to police foundations can be sizeable in ways that direct donations to or sponsorship of

public police cannot. For example, in one year the Edmonton Police Foundation accepted donations

from Enbridge ($25,000), Northlands ($10,000), and several other $10,000 donations from provincially

based companies. In 2014, Calgary Police Foundation embarked on a funding drive and secured

several large donations from energy companies headquartered in Calgary totalling more than

$1million. Foundations also need to spend money to raise money. In 2016, Vancouver Police Foun-

dation spent $60,231 on advertising and $133,782 on fundraising. Calgary Police Foundation spent

$139,512 on advertising and $88,262 on fundraising. Edmonton Police Foundation spent $240,983

on fundraising. Galas in particular cost money to host. Each year the Edmonton Police Foundation

hosts the ‘True Blue Gala’. For a table of eight persons, the cost is $2200–2700. At these galas not

only do donors contribute but they have privileged access to key public police decision-makers at

their tables or the event (Luscombe, et al. forthcoming). Other forms of fundraising include the

selling of police calendars, such as in Calgary in 2014 when all sales of the Police Service Canine

Unit charity calendar went to the Calgary Police Foundation. Sales of the calendar had raised more

than $30,000 for the Calgary Police Foundation the year earlier. Like other police foundations, Van-

couver Police Foundation raises funds through print and radio advertisements, fundraising

dinners, galas, and concerts, targeted corporate donations and sponsorships, and targeted personal

contacts.

Some expenditures of police foundations seem philanthropic, though criminal justice oriented.

For example, in 2016 the Vancouver Police Foundation funded VPD Women’s Safety Fair ($4,480),

Lunch with the Chief ($3,600), the Fentanyl Awareness Campaign ($20,000), and athletics and

youth programs including a Youth Police Academy ($20,000). Other items catered more to public

police members, such as the Vulnerable Person Registry ($10,000), the VPD Member Appreciation

and Promotion Event ($21,000), and the VPD Family Day ($9,000). The Calgary Police Foundation

funded the Calgary Police Cadet Corp, and YouthLink, a police museum collection of exhibits and

mock forensics labs for kids. Abbotsford Police Foundation funded the Abbotsford Police Camp, oper-

ated in conjunction with Abbotsford Police Department and Central Abbotsford Community School.

The Abbotsford Police Foundation website allows donors to give to the Foundation specifically or to

specific projects.

However, with corporate police foundations that operate as domestic shell corporations, much

funding is used for police equipment or initiatives. The Vancouver Police Foundation has been

behind several major recent procurements of the VPD. In 2016, this foundation allocated $12,950

for special medical kits and $30,000 for binocular night vision devices for VPD. In 2015, the Vancouver

Police Foundation allocated $47,000 for a boat, engine and trailer for the Marine Unit, $40,797 for a

canine-mounted video camera system, and $75,000 for enhanced video surveillance for the Mobile

Command Vehicle for VPD. In 2014, the Vancouver Police Foundation allocated $24,000 for an aiming

laser for the Emergency Response Team. In 2013, this Foundation allocated $7,000 to a VPD Crime

Alerts system that would update subscribers on crimes in specific neighbourhoods. In 2013 the Van-

couver Police Foundation provided $15,000 for the VPD Ceremonial Unit, which sends delegations to

public events and police funerals. The foundation contributed funds toward the Mobile Command

Vehicle for VPD as well. In 2013 Vancouver Police Foundation also spent $25,725 to an arm for a

robot that the Vancouver Police Foundation had purchased for the VPD’s Emergency Response

Team the year prior. Vancouver Police Foundation raised $250,000 for a bullet-proof, armoured

rescue vehicle in 2008–2009 (Paperny 2008). Vancouver Police Foundation also raised funds for

infra-red cameras for the Marine Unit in 2009, and drug dogs and dog bullet-proof vests in 1999.

The Delta Police Foundation raised $120,000 for a mobile command unit (see Table 2), a satellite

police station complete with computer workstations and toilets that coordinates video surveillance
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Table 1. Selected Crime Stoppers programs in Canada. 

Year Total directors Total 
Crime Stoppers program established (Avg.10.4) expendituresa 

Metro Vancouver Crime Stoppers Association 1989-03-04 8 $440,510 
$481,929 
$356,960 

Calgary Crime Stoppers Association 1982-05-13 10 $231,310 
$173,513 
$180,097 

Crime Stoppers Association of Edmonton and Northern Alberta 1983-02-02 8 $176,570 
$229,231 
$288,806 

Crime Stoppers of Hamilton INC 1983-05-17 10 $97,779 
$102,240 
$122,455 

Crime Stoppers Saskatoon INC 1986-11-20 12 $86,938 
$71,009 
$67,977 

Ottawa Crime Stoppers 1985-04-01 13 $49,429 
$65,478 
$82,129 

Toronto and Regional Crime Stoppers INC 1984-07-17 11 $153,493 
$191,543 
$220,382 

Windsor and Essex County Crime Stoppers INC 1985-05-02 15 $151,117 
$141,197 
$139,686 

Winnipeg Crime Stoppers INC 1984-09-01 9 $82,826 
$66,114 
$94,122 

Info Crime Quebec 1997-01-01 8 $125,174 
$167,570 
$153,623 

aExpenditures represent the last three reporting periods (2012–2014 or 2013–2015) that were provided on the CRA website. 
Reporting periods differ for each Crime Stoppers Program. 

Table 2. Police foundations using corporate model in Canada. 

Police Foundation 
Total budget Police budget contributions Budget/ 

directors Total including excluding to Police Contribution 
Foundation Year (Avg.16) expenda salariesb salariesb Departmentb ratiosc 

Vancouver 
Police 
Foundation 

Calgary Police 
Foundation 

Edmonton 
Police 
Foundation 

Abbotsford 
Police 
Foundation 

Delta Police 
Foundation 

1995- 27 $1,147,417 $259 million $49 million $648,045 0.25% 
11-16 $1,574,498 1.33% 

$647,902 
2011- 15 $1,788,385 $454 million $76 million $435,760 0.09% 
06-07 $1,727,435 0.57% 

$220,397 
2000- 18 $549,442 $362 million $68 million $222,883 0.06% 
07-25 $599,946 0.32% 

$524,230 
2006- 11 $28,606 $42 million $6 million $10,400 0.024% 
01-01 $783 0.17% 

$9,724 
2004- 9 $40,064 $31 million N/A $120,000d 0.38% 
01-01 $36,047 N/A 

$68,159 
aExpenditures represent the last three reporting periods (2012–2014 or 2013–2015) provided on the CRA website. Reporting 
periods differ for each Foundation. 

bBudget and Foundation information is from the most recent year available. 
cTop ratio includes police salaries while the bottom ratio excludes police salaries.
dThis total represents a donation towards the purchase of a $400,000 mobile command unit for the Delta Police Department. Delta 
Police Foundation did not report donee information on the CRA website but see www.bclocalnews.com/community/202587981. 
html. 
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Police budget
excluding
salariesb

Foundation
contributions
to Police

Departmentb

Budget/
Contribution

ratiosc

Vancouver
Police
Foundation

1995-
11-16

27 $1,147,417
$1,574,498
$647,902

$259 million $49 million $648,045 0.25%
1.33%

Calgary Police
Foundation

2011-
06-07

15 $1,788,385
$1,727,435
$220,397

$454 million $76 million $435,760 0.09%
0.57%

Edmonton
Police
Foundation

2000-
07-25

18 $549,442
$599,946
$524,230

$362 million $68 million $222,883 0.06%
0.32%

Abbotsford
Police
Foundation

2006-
01-01

11 $28,606
$783
$9,724

$42 million $6 million $10,400 0.024%
0.17%

Delta Police
Foundation

2004-
01-01

9 $40,064
$36,047
$68,159

$31 million N/A $120,000d 0.38%
N/A

aExpenditures represent the last three reporting periods (2012–2014 or 2013–2015) provided on the CRA website. Reporting
periods differ for each Foundation.

bBudget and Foundation information is from the most recent year available.
cTop ratio includes police salaries while the bottom ratio excludes police salaries.
dThis total represents a donation towards the purchase of a $400,000 mobile command unit for the Delta Police Department. Delta
Police Foundation did not report donee information on the CRA website but see www.bclocalnews.com/community/202587981.
html.
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was $3,283,157, with over $3 million in donations, with total expenses of $1,727,435. Calgary Police 

Service received $220,907. Edmonton Police Foundation raised $615,050 in 2014, and Edmonton 

Police Service was the primary donee receiving $287,992. Edmonton Police Service is the primary 

donee in each year for which there are records. 

Donations to police foundations can be sizeable in ways that direct donations to or sponsorship of 

public police cannot. For example, in one year the Edmonton Police Foundation accepted donations 

from Enbridge ($25,000), Northlands ($10,000), and several other $10,000 donations from provincially 

based companies. In 2014, Calgary Police Foundation embarked on a funding drive and secured 

several large donations from energy companies headquartered in Calgary totalling more than 

$1million. Foundations also need to spend money to raise money. In 2016, Vancouver Police Foun-

dation spent $60,231 on advertising and $133,782 on fundraising. Calgary Police Foundation spent 

$139,512 on advertising and $88,262 on fundraising. Edmonton Police Foundation spent $240,983 

on fundraising. Galas in particular cost money to host. Each year the Edmonton Police Foundation 

hosts the ‘True Blue Gala’. For a table of eight persons, the cost is $2200–2700. At these galas not 

only do donors contribute but they have privileged access to key public police decision-makers at 

their tables or the event (Luscombe, et al. forthcoming). Other forms of fundraising include the 

selling of police calendars, such as in Calgary in 2014 when all sales of the Police Service Canine 

Unit charity calendar went to the Calgary Police Foundation. Sales of the calendar had raised more 

than $30,000 for the Calgary Police Foundation the year earlier. Like other police foundations, Van-

couver Police Foundation raises funds through print and radio advertisements, fundraising 

dinners, galas, and concerts, targeted corporate donations and sponsorships, and targeted personal 

contacts. 

Some expenditures of police foundations seem philanthropic, though criminal justice oriented. 

For example, in 2016 the Vancouver Police Foundation funded VPD Women’s Safety Fair ($4,480), 

Lunch with the Chief ($3,600), the Fentanyl Awareness Campaign ($20,000), and athletics and 

youth programs including a Youth Police Academy ($20,000). Other items catered more to public 

police members, such as the Vulnerable Person Registry ($10,000), the VPD Member Appreciation 

and Promotion Event ($21,000), and the VPD Family Day ($9,000). The Calgary Police Foundation 

funded the Calgary Police Cadet Corp, and YouthLink, a police museum collection of exhibits and 

mock forensics labs for kids. Abbotsford Police Foundation funded the Abbotsford Police Camp, oper-

ated in conjunction with Abbotsford Police Department and Central Abbotsford Community School. 

The Abbotsford Police Foundation website allows donors to give to the Foundation specifically or to 

specific projects. 

However, with corporate police foundations that operate as domestic shell corporations, much 

funding is used for police equipment or initiatives. The Vancouver Police Foundation has been 

behind several major recent procurements of the VPD. In 2016, this foundation allocated $12,950 

for special medical kits and $30,000 for binocular night vision devices for VPD. In 2015, the Vancouver 

Police Foundation allocated $47,000 for a boat, engine and trailer for the Marine Unit, $40,797 for a 

canine-mounted video camera system, and $75,000 for enhanced video surveillance for the Mobile 

Command Vehicle for VPD. In 2014, the Vancouver Police Foundation allocated $24,000 for an aiming 

laser for the Emergency Response Team. In 2013, this Foundation allocated $7,000 to a VPD Crime 

Alerts system that would update subscribers on crimes in specific neighbourhoods. In 2013 the Van-

couver Police Foundation provided $15,000 for the VPD Ceremonial Unit, which sends delegations to 

public events and police funerals. The foundation contributed funds toward the Mobile Command 

Vehicle for VPD as well. In 2013 Vancouver Police Foundation also spent $25,725 to an arm for a 

robot that the Vancouver Police Foundation had purchased for the VPD’s Emergency Response 

Team the year prior. Vancouver Police Foundation raised $250,000 for a bullet-proof, armoured 

rescue vehicle in 2008–2009 (Paperny 2008). Vancouver Police Foundation also raised funds for 

infra-red cameras for the Marine Unit in 2009, and drug dogs and dog bullet-proof vests in 1999. 

The Delta Police Foundation raised $120,000 for a mobile command unit (see Table 2), a satellite 

police station complete with computer workstations and toilets that coordinates video surveillance 



(for example, British Columbia 2016, Metro News 2016). There is a sense in which, as with corporate

sponsorship, this arrangement grants legitimacy to the donating body or related practices, in this

case legalised gambling, by permitting a positive association with the noble fight against crime

alongside police.

This also means funding is received as public, transformed into private, and then used to support

public police via CS, effectively privatising public funds (see also Pfuhl 1992). Then the funds are used

to transfer information to public police. Note that this avoids an obvious alternative, which is to

simply transfer these same public funds directly to public police to enhance existing informant pro-

grams or for proven crime prevention initiatives operated in the public domain. Though beyond the

scope of this paper, this may mean there is benefit accrued or symbol capital (Lippert et al2016)

created through these additional points of transfer. Regardless, this is a noteworthy shift since avoid-

ing public funding since 1976 has been a prominent selling point of CS arrangements to private

donors. One CS coordinator reiterated this long-standing claim: ‘We don’t receive any government

money or any money from the police departments other than the two officers that are seconded’

(CS coordinator; emphasis added). To the extent that private sponsors benefit from increased legiti-

macy for their own practices this means that public funding is helping to make this a reality.

Maintaining and transgressing boundaries

Maintaining as well as negotiating (Giacomantonio 2014, p. 562) or transgressing the public–private

boundary occurs with both CS and police foundations. This takes both symbolic and physical forms.

Symbolically, one prevalent signifier the two models share about the nature of associations with

police as private organisations and regarding their own donors and sponsors is ‘partnership’; ulti-

mately but not exclusively a partnership with police. The promotional websites and other materials

of both foundations and CS display the language of ‘partnership’ widely (see Toronto CS 2016, VPF

2016a). As the Corporate Partner tab on the Vancouver Police Foundation website notes, ‘If you

belong to an organization that wants to make a real difference in the fight against crime, we

invite you to partner with us’. This notion of ‘partner’ permits a discursive spanning of this otherwise

firm public–private boundary established via rules and doing so has acquired moral overtones as the

proper way to relate among rational, bold, future-oriented organisational actors. Partners plainly

prosper and thrive rather than subsist and survive. To partner is to morally and not merely financially

invest in the police. All partners win through such ‘strategic alliances’ (Gulati and Gargiulo 1999).

There are no firm bureaucratic requirements, civic duties, or intimate community bonds related to

‘partnership’ arrangements, much less any hint of coercion by one partner of another. ‘Partnerships’

are to be absent of such notions; they are omitted from the pretty partnership pictures that are

increasingly framed across the public–private boundary, faintly out of reach in time, and if continuous

advertising for ever more donors and sponsors in both models is any measure, never quite

completed.

Fundraising is one aspect of the work of police foundations where the public–private boundary is

transgressed. Vancouver Police Foundation has been pushing the boundaries of police fundraising. In

2011, this Foundation established a relationship with the large drugstore chain London Drugs, whose

customers could donate to the Vancouver Police Foundation or purchase a $20 ‘I Love Vancouver’ t-

shirt, with proceeds to the Foundation (Marketwire Canada 2011). More recently, London Drugs and

Vancouver Police Foundation partnered on the Kops Shades for Kids Campaign. Aviator sunglasses –

Table 3. Public funding of three CS programs as percentage of all funding.

Metro Vancouver CS Edmonton CS Winnipeg CS

$422,625 (94%) (2015) $38,120 (20%) (2015) $17,000 (34%) (2014)
$341,000 (83%) (2014) $12,925 (4%) (2014) $17,000 (31%) (2013)
$325,700 (76%) (2013) $7,728 (3%) (2013) $0 (2012)
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at public events (Mangelsdorf 2013). The Delta Police Foundation also raised funds for three motor 

vehicles for community policing initiatives and special events in the city. In 2013, the Edmonton 

Police Foundation raised $85,000 toward purchase of police helicopters. In 2015–2016, Abbotsford 

Police Foundation helped to raise funds for an all-terrain vehicle for Abbotsford Police Department. 

There was crossover between police foundations and CS in our data.6 As the Vancouver Police 

Foundation website proclaims, ‘In 1984, the Vancouver Police Foundation provided $10,000 in 

seed money to start a new program in Canada called “Crime Stoppers”’ (VPF 2016b), a practice 

that mirrors arrangements pioneered in New York City in the same decade between the New York 

City Police Foundation and the corresponding New York CS program (NYCPF 2016). Indeed, presently 

one can donate to CS through this Foundation’s website (NYCPF 2016). Traversing these organis-

ational boundaries in multiple ways, in this case private money is given to a private entity associated 

with police, then transferred to another private entity to produce information that is then sent to 

public police to act upon. 

For CS programs we examined charitable donations and expenditures from 10 programs for the 

last three years reported to the CRA. All programs were created as charitable organisations from 1983 

to 1989 and have remained in place since, thus showing a long-standing and for most programs in 

Canada a 30 year arrangement with police services. The levels of expenditures (drawing primarily 

private and public donations) for the CS programs to generate ‘tips’ for police is significant for the 

past three years. Thus, for example, for 2014, the expenditures were significant for each of Metro Van-

couver ($440,510),7 Calgary ($173,513), Edmonton ($176,570), Hamilton ($102,240), Quebec 

($125,124), Saskatoon ($86,938), Ottawa ($49,429), Toronto ($153,493), Windsor ($141,197), and Win-

nipeg ($66,114) CS programs. Four of 10 CS programs had increasing levels of expenditures, whereas, 

surprisingly, the other 6 programs showed slightly decreasing levels over the past three years. These 

decreases may be due to increased efficiencies in the CS organisation in providing information to 

police, thus requiring fewer resources or because police or other organisations, including foun-

dations, are increasingly providing police resources. Even with these decreases, none of the 10 CS 

programs we studied had insignificant or near zero levels of expenditure (see Table 1). As significant 

is the level of information flowing to public police through CS as a consequence of these expendi-

tures. For example, Toronto CS reported a remarkable 8790 ‘tips’ (Ontario Association of CS 

2016b), Edmonton and Northern Alberta CS had 5061 ‘tips’ and Ottawa CS had 3900 during 2015. 

As with board members’ affiliations discussed below, sponsors of CS tend to be private corpor-

ations. For example, the Metro Vancouver CS program displays 23 private sponsors on its website, 

at least 14 of which are Canadian or transnational private corporations, including banks like 

Toronto Dominion and retail chains like Mac’s Milk and London Drugs. These corporations benefit 

from an affiliation with the crime-fighting aspect of police practices in particular, effectively support-

ing police in exchange for greater public legitimacy (see Walby et al. 20142014). 

Other funding comes from CS efforts themselves. A CS coordinator explained, besides ‘corporate 

donations’: 

Our funding comes from fundraising, we do a ‘bail and jail’. We do a golf tournament. We do a curling tourna-
ment. We have a Western Rodeo and an old car show and we do Bingos and Nevada’s [instant win ticket 
sales]. (CS coordinator) 

Examining donations for the last three years for which information is available8 reveals the appear-

ance and growth of public funding in 3 of the 10 CS programs. Thus, programs in Vancouver, Edmon-

ton, and Winnipeg are receiving public funding in addition to private donations and, moreover, these 

former amounts in two of these three programs9 are increasing in value, and in all three increasing as 

a percentage of all donations over the past three years for which information was reported (see Table 

3). Thus, for Metro Vancouver CS, public funding of this private organisation is significant (most 

funding is now public) and has increased from an already remarkable almost $326 thousand (76% 

of all funding) to $423 thousand (94% of all funding). Our research reveals the source of this 

public funding tends to be mostly municipal government and legalised gambling funds via grants 



at public events (Mangelsdorf 2013). The Delta Police Foundation also raised funds for three motor

vehicles for community policing initiatives and special events in the city. In 2013, the Edmonton

Police Foundation raised $85,000 toward purchase of police helicopters. In 2015–2016, Abbotsford

Police Foundation helped to raise funds for an all-terrain vehicle for Abbotsford Police Department.

There was crossover between police foundations and CS in our data.6 As the Vancouver Police

Foundation website proclaims, ‘In 1984, the Vancouver Police Foundation provided $10,000 in

seed money to start a new program in Canada called “Crime Stoppers”’ (VPF 2016b), a practice

that mirrors arrangements pioneered in New York City in the same decade between the New York

City Police Foundation and the corresponding New York CS program (NYCPF 2016). Indeed, presently

one can donate to CS through this Foundation’s website (NYCPF 2016). Traversing these organis-

ational boundaries in multiple ways, in this case private money is given to a private entity associated

with police, then transferred to another private entity to produce information that is then sent to

public police to act upon.

For CS programs we examined charitable donations and expenditures from 10 programs for the

last three years reported to the CRA. All programs were created as charitable organisations from 1983

to 1989 and have remained in place since, thus showing a long-standing and for most programs in

Canada a 30 year arrangement with police services. The levels of expenditures (drawing primarily

private and public donations) for the CS programs to generate ‘tips’ for police is significant for the

past three years. Thus, for example, for 2014, the expenditures were significant for each of Metro Van-

couver ($440,510),7 Calgary ($173,513), Edmonton ($176,570), Hamilton ($102,240), Quebec

($125,124), Saskatoon ($86,938), Ottawa ($49,429), Toronto ($153,493), Windsor ($141,197), and Win-

nipeg ($66,114) CS programs. Four of 10 CS programs had increasing levels of expenditures, whereas,

surprisingly, the other 6 programs showed slightly decreasing levels over the past three years. These

decreases may be due to increased efficiencies in the CS organisation in providing information to

police, thus requiring fewer resources or because police or other organisations, including foun-

dations, are increasingly providing police resources. Even with these decreases, none of the 10 CS

programs we studied had insignificant or near zero levels of expenditure (see Table 1). As significant

is the level of information flowing to public police through CS as a consequence of these expendi-

tures. For example, Toronto CS reported a remarkable 8790 ‘tips’ (Ontario Association of CS

2016b), Edmonton and Northern Alberta CS had 5061 ‘tips’ and Ottawa CS had 3900 during 2015.

As with board members’ affiliations discussed below, sponsors of CS tend to be private corpor-

ations. For example, the Metro Vancouver CS program displays 23 private sponsors on its website,

at least 14 of which are Canadian or transnational private corporations, including banks like

Toronto Dominion and retail chains like Mac’s Milk and London Drugs. These corporations benefit

from an affiliation with the crime-fighting aspect of police practices in particular, effectively support-

ing police in exchange for greater public legitimacy (see Walby et al. 20142014).

Other funding comes from CS efforts themselves. A CS coordinator explained, besides ‘corporate

donations’:

Our funding comes from fundraising, we do a ‘bail and jail’. We do a golf tournament. We do a curling tourna-

ment. We have a Western Rodeo and an old car show and we do Bingos and Nevada’s [instant win ticket

sales]. (CS coordinator)

Examining donations for the last three years for which information is available8 reveals the appear-

ance and growth of public funding in 3 of the 10 CS programs. Thus, programs in Vancouver, Edmon-

ton, and Winnipeg are receiving public funding in addition to private donations and, moreover, these

former amounts in two of these three programs9 are increasing in value, and in all three increasing as

a percentage of all donations over the past three years for which information was reported (see Table

3). Thus, for Metro Vancouver CS, public funding of this private organisation is significant (most

funding is now public) and has increased from an already remarkable almost $326 thousand (76%

of all funding) to $423 thousand (94% of all funding). Our research reveals the source of this

public funding tends to be mostly municipal government and legalised gambling funds via grants
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Table 3. Public funding of three CS programs as percentage of all funding. 

Metro Vancouver CS Edmonton CS Winnipeg CS 

$422,625 (94%) (2015) $38,120 (20%) (2015) $17,000 (34%) (2014) 
$341,000 (83%) (2014) $12,925 (4%) (2014) $17,000 (31%) (2013) 
$325,700 (76%) (2013) $7,728 (3%) (2013) $0 (2012) 

(for example, British Columbia 2016, Metro News 2016). There is a sense in which, as with corporate 

sponsorship, this arrangement grants legitimacy to the donating body or related practices, in this 

case legalised gambling, by permitting a positive association with the noble fight against crime 

alongside police. 

This also means funding is received as public, transformed into private, and then used to support 

public police via CS, effectively privatising public funds (see also Pfuhl 1992). Then the funds are used 

to transfer information to public police. Note that this avoids an obvious alternative, which is to 

simply transfer these same public funds directly to public police to enhance existing informant pro-

grams or for proven crime prevention initiatives operated in the public domain. Though beyond the 

scope of this paper, this may mean there is benefit accrued or symbol capital (Lippert et al2016) 

created through these additional points of transfer. Regardless, this is a noteworthy shift since avoid-

ing public funding since 1976 has been a prominent selling point of CS arrangements to private 

donors. One CS coordinator reiterated this long-standing claim: ‘We don’t receive any government 

money or any money from the police departments other than the two officers that are seconded’ 

(CS coordinator; emphasis added). To the extent that private sponsors benefit from increased legiti-

macy for their own practices this means that public funding is helping to make this a reality. 

Maintaining and transgressing boundaries 

Maintaining as well as negotiating (Giacomantonio 2014, p. 562) or transgressing the public–private 

boundary occurs with both CS and police foundations. This takes both symbolic and physical forms. 

Symbolically, one prevalent signifier the two models share about the nature of associations with 

police as private organisations and regarding their own donors and sponsors is ‘partnership’; ulti-

mately but not exclusively a partnership with police. The promotional websites and other materials 

of both foundations and CS display the language of ‘partnership’ widely (see Toronto CS 2016, VPF 

2016a). As the Corporate Partner tab on the Vancouver Police Foundation website notes, ‘If you 

belong to an organization that wants to make a real difference in the fight against crime, we 

invite you to partner with us’. This notion of ‘partner’ permits a discursive spanning of this otherwise 

firm public–private boundary established via rules and doing so has acquired moral overtones as the 

proper way to relate among rational, bold, future-oriented organisational actors. Partners plainly 

prosper and thrive rather than subsist and survive. To partner is to morally and not merely financially 

invest in the police. All partners win through such ‘strategic alliances’ (Gulati and Gargiulo 1999). 

There are no firm bureaucratic requirements, civic duties, or intimate community bonds related to 

‘partnership’ arrangements, much less any hint of coercion by one partner of another. ‘Partnerships’ 

are to be absent of such notions; they are omitted from the pretty partnership pictures that are 

increasingly framed across the public–private boundary, faintly out of reach in time, and if continuous 

advertising for ever more donors and sponsors in both models is any measure, never quite 

completed. 

Fundraising is one aspect of the work of police foundations where the public–private boundary is 

transgressed. Vancouver Police Foundation has been pushing the boundaries of police fundraising. In 

2011, this Foundation established a relationship with the large drugstore chain London Drugs, whose 

customers could donate to the Vancouver Police Foundation or purchase a $20 ‘I Love Vancouver’ t-

shirt, with proceeds to the Foundation (Marketwire Canada 2011). More recently, London Drugs and 

Vancouver Police Foundation partnered on the Kops Shades for Kids Campaign. Aviator sunglasses – 



advocate for establishment of a corporate-style foundation. This example shows how police foun-

dations in Canada are understood to fly right through the public–private boundary but that public

police pursue these golden geese anyway.

Regarding CS, it is vital to understand who the ‘concerned citizen volunteers’ are on CS boards,

that is, who controls these private organisations if we are to discern whether and how the boundary

between CS and police is breached in some manner. Our research using directors’ names described

earlier revealed patterns of affiliation. Most directors were from private corporations or other

businesses including private security firms, law firms, or government agencies rather than represent-

ing a much wider ‘citizenry’. Most significant was that 6 of the 10 CS programs had at least one direc-

tor who was either a current or former police officer (Metro Vancouver CS had two).10 While there

may be practical reasons for this arrangement, such as a board knowing how to liaise with public

police or to determine reward levels for tipsters using police knowledge of risks likely taken to

provide it (the riskier, the greater the reward – see Lippert 2002), it nonetheless suggests another

way public police span the public–private boundary that the private CS program establishes. This

is because directors directly affiliated with and with more intimate knowledge of the adjacent

police service make key decisions about how the program will be operated as well as its expenditure

priorities. As well, CS programs typically receive coordinators to run the program from the local police

service(s) of the geographical area covered by the program (e.g. Furminger 2015):

I’m not a professional, I’m a policeman… I have a very difficult job because we have to try and liaison with the

board. We got to have respect from our fellow police officers, that when we give them something [information]

that they know that and I think that’s why we’ve been successful. We were both street cops. So when you give

them something they understand it. Our primary objective number one is just to catch bad guys. And so you have

to liaise with the media and so, wear a lot of hats it’s a very difficult position to be in. (CS coordinator)

This means that some of the cost is actually covered by the local police service but also that it is typi-

cally run by police officers.

CS program office space is also typically provided by public police to CS for a nominal fee but

not necessarily at a separate address. Thus CS program operations are often housed within the

same structural confines of the police service it serves. All five of the CS programs (100%) for

which we could identify street addresses rather than mere postal box numbers, shared the same

address and physical office space as the local police service. These are Windsor, Hamilton,

Toronto, London, and Metro Vancouver. This fact is not advertised by CS or police and this office

space is not necessarily frequented by outsiders since this is where promotions are designed

and information is processed for transfer to police investigators. However, the spatial relationship

alone begins to suggest that the public–private boundary is transgressed in this less than subtle

way too.

The problem of ‘funnelling’ emerged early in CS’s development (Carriere and Ericson 1989,

pp. 27–28; Pfuhl 1992, pp. 508n, 509n). This is when police investigators encourage regular and/or

registered police informants to send actionable information to CS as tips to collect a monetary

reward rather than informants being paid by the police service via an informant fund. But because

police already know the informant’s identity, when their information is ‘funnelled’ to CS their anon-

ymity is potentially compromised (Carriere 1987), which contradicts CS protocol. The police informant

is funnelled into the CS system to become a CS informant but is tainted since his or her identity is

already known, thus potentially destroying CS legitimacy among would-be tipsters since anonymity

– the lynchpin of CS (see Lippert 2002) then becomes doubtful. This ‘funnelling’ became the subject

of an article by the ‘father’ of CS MacLeese in 1988 (Wisconsin CS 2013, p. 5) and then a standard topic

in the CS Manual, training videos, and other CS training (e.g. CS International 2001, 3.7). However, this

practice has since continued in the US (see Wisconsin CS 2013, p. 5) as well as in Canada (Bruist et al.

2016). Thus in a recent infamous Canadian case involving Hamilton police investigator Matthews who

was later arrested and charged for several offences:
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‘a signature look inherently tied to police’ (Canadian Government News 2014b) – were also sold for 

$20, with proceeds to the Foundation. The marketing and advertising personnel in police foundations 

are thus ‘boundary spanners’ (Williams 2002) who fill holes or gaps between public police and the 

corporate world. In 2016, Calgary Police Foundation copied the Aviator fundraising strategy, accord-

ing to their foundation website. Enrolling a corporation to collect funds for a police foundation in a 

commercial context shows both how foundations broker police legitimacy to arrange this and the 

long reach of foundations into the private realm. 

Donations are another aspect of the work of police foundations where the public–private bound-

ary is transgressed. The Calgary Police Foundation literally framed the names and faces of its biggest 

donors on a wall at the Calgary Police Headquarters. The donor wall included framed these acknowl-

edgements for Cenovus, Enbridge, Encana, MEG Energy, Talisman Energy, and more (Canadian Gov-

ernment News 2014a). Together these corporate entities donated over $1 million to this Foundation 

in one year. Their donations must be funnelled through the foundation, due to rules for private spon-

sorship of public police. However, it is clear that the Calgary Police deem themselves the chief ben-

efactor, although the display must tip-toe around the public–private boundary since the wall does 

not indicate these corporate entities donated directly to police. Government officials and police 

strive to depict the foundation as independent. For example, when in May 2016 the City of 

Calgary designated May 30–June 4 Calgary Police Foundation Week, Mayor Naheed Nenshi referred 

to the foundation as an ‘independent charity’ several times. 

Board composition is another aspect of the work of police foundations where the public–private 

boundary is transgressed. Occasionally a member of a police foundation will be appointed an hon-

orary chief constable for a day as a way of expressing appreciation. However, seemingly transgressing 

the boundary between public police and private interests, some police foundation boards comprise 

police officers or administrators. The Edmonton Police Service Chief sits on the Edmonton Police 

Foundation board. A chief constable and police sergeant sit on the board of the Abbotsford Police 

Foundation. With corporate type police foundations that fundraise to provide monies for police 

gear and operations, the presence of sworn officers on the foundation boards would seem to trans-

gress the very boundary the foundation seeks to establish. In this sense, board members of police 

foundations act as ‘boundary spanners’ (Williams 2002) that make links between corporations and 

public police. Not only is this a reason that Walters (2004) argues police foundations should be 

subject to ethical guidelines and standards, but it renders less plausible the claim that foundations 

are independent charities. Transgressing the boundary from the private side, the presence of corpor-

ate CEOs and private businesspersons on foundation boards is a crucial aspect of fund solicitation. As 

described by one foundation board member and police sponsor we interviewed, the private connec-

tions of board members are invaluable to the foundation’s fundraising, allowing a deep reach into 

bulging private pockets: 

[We are] 18 trustees, and we’re all in many, many different businesses. We all have contacts in many different 

businesses so … you can often make things happen. The police department itself, would have no ability to do 
that … They’re busy policing, we have all these contacts with people. I’ve used my contacts a lot to get 
money for the foundation … like my business is dealing with rich people*laughs* Hey, I need 25 grand for some-

thing, giving it to the police. Okay. 

When different levels of government are asked to provide an opinion on establishment of police 

foundations, public–private boundary transgression is often identified as a problem. For example, 

when the Saskatoon Police Service attempted to create a corporate-style foundation, the provin-

cial-level Saskatchewan Police Commission chair admonished the Saskatoon Board of Police Commis-

sioners for proposing the idea. As the Saskatchewan Police Commission chair noted, ‘policing isn’t a 

charity. It’s an essential public service’ (Tank 2016). The Saskatchewan Police Commission chair 

removed a paragraph from its core policy that allowed police foundations to be established, 

adding a paragraph prohibiting police from receiving private monies. Yet, another section of the 

policy still allows police chiefs to apply for exemptions. Saskatoon Police Service thus continues to 



‘a signature look inherently tied to police’ (Canadian Government News 2014b) – were also sold for

$20, with proceeds to the Foundation. The marketing and advertising personnel in police foundations
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donors on a wall at the Calgary Police Headquarters. The donor wall included framed these acknowl-

edgements for Cenovus, Enbridge, Encana, MEG Energy, Talisman Energy, and more (Canadian Gov-

ernment News 2014a). Together these corporate entities donated over $1 million to this Foundation

in one year. Their donations must be funnelled through the foundation, due to rules for private spon-

sorship of public police. However, it is clear that the Calgary Police deem themselves the chief ben-

efactor, although the display must tip-toe around the public–private boundary since the wall does

not indicate these corporate entities donated directly to police. Government officials and police

strive to depict the foundation as independent. For example, when in May 2016 the City of

Calgary designated May 30–June 4 Calgary Police Foundation Week, Mayor Naheed Nenshi referred

to the foundation as an ‘independent charity’ several times.

Board composition is another aspect of the work of police foundations where the public–private

boundary is transgressed. Occasionally a member of a police foundation will be appointed an hon-

orary chief constable for a day as a way of expressing appreciation. However, seemingly transgressing

the boundary between public police and private interests, some police foundation boards comprise

police officers or administrators. The Edmonton Police Service Chief sits on the Edmonton Police

Foundation board. A chief constable and police sergeant sit on the board of the Abbotsford Police

Foundation. With corporate type police foundations that fundraise to provide monies for police

gear and operations, the presence of sworn officers on the foundation boards would seem to trans-

gress the very boundary the foundation seeks to establish. In this sense, board members of police

foundations act as ‘boundary spanners’ (Williams 2002) that make links between corporations and

public police. Not only is this a reason that Walters (2004) argues police foundations should be

subject to ethical guidelines and standards, but it renders less plausible the claim that foundations

are independent charities. Transgressing the boundary from the private side, the presence of corpor-

ate CEOs and private businesspersons on foundation boards is a crucial aspect of fund solicitation. As

described by one foundation board member and police sponsor we interviewed, the private connec-

tions of board members are invaluable to the foundation’s fundraising, allowing a deep reach into

bulging private pockets:

[We are] 18 trustees, and we’re all in many, many different businesses. We all have contacts in many different

businesses so… you can often make things happen. The police department itself, would have no ability to do

that… They’re busy policing, we have all these contacts with people. I’ve used my contacts a lot to get

money for the foundation… like my business is dealing with rich people*laughs* Hey, I need 25 grand for some-

thing, giving it to the police. Okay.

When different levels of government are asked to provide an opinion on establishment of police

foundations, public–private boundary transgression is often identified as a problem. For example,

when the Saskatoon Police Service attempted to create a corporate-style foundation, the provin-

cial-level Saskatchewan Police Commission chair admonished the Saskatoon Board of Police Commis-

sioners for proposing the idea. As the Saskatchewan Police Commission chair noted, ‘policing isn’t a

charity. It’s an essential public service’ (Tank 2016). The Saskatchewan Police Commission chair

removed a paragraph from its core policy that allowed police foundations to be established,

adding a paragraph prohibiting police from receiving private monies. Yet, another section of the

policy still allows police chiefs to apply for exemptions. Saskatoon Police Service thus continues to

33 POLICING ACROSS ORGANISATIONAL BOUNDARIES 

advocate for establishment of a corporate-style foundation. This example shows how police foun-

dations in Canada are understood to fly right through the public–private boundary but that public 

police pursue these golden geese anyway. 

Regarding CS, it is vital to understand who the ‘concerned citizen volunteers’ are on CS boards, 

that is, who controls these private organisations if we are to discern whether and how the boundary 

between CS and police is breached in some manner. Our research using directors’ names described 

earlier revealed patterns of affiliation. Most directors were from private corporations or other 

businesses including private security firms, law firms, or government agencies rather than represent-

ing a much wider ‘citizenry’. Most significant was that 6 of the 10 CS programs had at least one direc-

tor who was either a current or former police officer (Metro Vancouver CS had two).10 While there 

may be practical reasons for this arrangement, such as a board knowing how to liaise with public 

police or to determine reward levels for tipsters using police knowledge of risks likely taken to 

provide it (the riskier, the greater the reward – see Lippert 2002), it nonetheless suggests another 

way public police span the public–private boundary that the private CS program establishes. This 

is because directors directly affiliated with and with more intimate knowledge of the adjacent 

police service make key decisions about how the program will be operated as well as its expenditure 

priorities. As well, CS programs typically receive coordinators to run the program from the local police 

service(s) of the geographical area covered by the program (e.g. Furminger 2015): 

I’m not a professional, I’m a policeman … I have a very difficult job because we have to try and liaison with the 

board. We got to have respect from our fellow police officers, that when we give them something [information] 
that they know that and I think that’s why we’ve been successful. We were both street cops. So when you give 
them something they understand it. Our primary objective number one is just to catch bad guys. And so you have 

to liaise with the media and so, wear a lot of hats it’s a very difficult position to be in. (CS coordinator) 

This means that some of the cost is actually covered by the local police service but also that it is typi-

cally run by police officers. 

CS program office space is also typically provided by public police to CS for a nominal fee but 

not necessarily at a separate address. Thus CS program operations are often housed within the 

same structural confines of the police service it serves. All five of the CS programs (100%) for 

which we could identify street addresses rather than mere postal box numbers, shared the same 

address and physical office space as the local police service. These are Windsor, Hamilton, 

Toronto, London, and Metro Vancouver. This fact is not advertised by CS or police and this office 

space is not necessarily frequented by outsiders since this is where promotions are designed 

and information is processed for transfer to police investigators. However, the spatial relationship 

alone begins to suggest that the public–private boundary is transgressed in this less than subtle 

way too. 

The problem of ‘funnelling’ emerged early in CS’s development (Carriere and Ericson 1989, 

pp. 27–28; Pfuhl 1992, pp. 508n, 509n). This is when police investigators encourage regular and/or 

registered police informants to send actionable information to CS as tips to collect a monetary 

reward rather than informants being paid by the police service via an informant fund. But because 

police already know the informant’s identity, when their information is ‘funnelled’ to CS their anon-

ymity is potentially compromised (Carriere 1987), which contradicts CS protocol. The police informant 

is funnelled into the CS system to become a CS informant but is tainted since his or her identity is 

already known, thus potentially destroying CS legitimacy among would-be tipsters since anonymity 

– the lynchpin of CS (see Lippert 2002) then becomes doubtful. This ‘funnelling’ became the subject 

of an article by the ‘father’ of CS MacLeese in 1988 (Wisconsin CS 2013, p. 5) and then a standard topic 

in the CS Manual, training videos, and other CS training (e.g. CS International 2001, 3.7). However, this 

practice has since continued in the US (see Wisconsin CS 2013, p. 5) as well as in Canada (Bruist et al. 

2016). Thus in a recent infamous Canadian case involving Hamilton police investigator Matthews who 

was later arrested and charged for several offences: 



implied by their neglect in the policing and security literature. To date, police foundations and CS

have been successful in obfuscating (Rossman 2014) the flow of private funds into public police

operations.

Foundations in particular allow police to receive funds from private, corporate entities while miti-

gating the association with private interests. The board members and staff of foundations act as

‘boundary spanners’ (Williams 2002) filling structural holes between previous disconnected organis-

ations. If the flow of private resources continues to grow the extent to which public police are using

these resources for the public good will become even less clear. Police maintain public legitimacy

while permitting the flow of resources into their operations via several strategies, both physical

and symbolic. In a sense, police foundations operate to obfuscate private funding of public police

in ways that render the disreputable exchange (Rossman 2014) more palatable by mitigating any per-

ceived collusion created by public–private boundary transgressions. Canada’s public police are not

facing scarcity or austerity as in the United Kingdom or elsewhere. Public police budgets take up

one third or more of most municipal budgets in Canada’s largest cities (CCPA 2008) and these are

expanding, not shrinking (although municipalities are at least contemplating some reductions to

municipal police services in Canada’s largest jurisdiction of Ontario under the rubric of ‘modernis-

ation’ (Association of Municipalities Ontario 2015)). The piece of the private pie that public police

want is growing as well, but police are barred from direct, unfettered access. They need a go-

between. In this sense it is apt to conceptualise police foundations as ‘cash cows’ (Jancsics and

Javor 2012, p. 70) or points in a network where the prohibition of trading resources is overcome

via secrecy or a legal loophole. Given that sworn officers often serve on the boards, and given

that police departments tend to be primary donees of the larger, corporate foundations, the charac-

terisation of police foundations as independent charities is misleading.11

Yet, because of their private, charitable status, information about donations to police foundations

and CS are not subject to FOI requests, thus rendering transparency and accountability opaque in a

way that public police practices, in principle at least, are not. If foundations grow in number and influ-

ence and CS programs continue this means the transfer of resources and what is transferred back in

return will remain significant but unknown. Nor is it clear that public legitimacy ought to be cheaply

handed over to private sponsors (or ‘partners’) for a cash handout. An alternative would be to prop-

erly tax those organisations apparently so capable of making hefty donations to police foundations

and CS programs, and using those funds, or other funds apparently available from public sources like

municipalities that are increasingly handed to CS (see Table 1) for existing police operations and

initiatives. These could be used for non-traditional initiatives beyond narrow street crime and the

usual suspects (that are played up by CS and foundations to the neglect of other serious harms)

under proper citizen oversight.

This transparency matters because any complete consideration of acquiring resources across

public–private boundaries should consider to what purposes they are put by both sides of the line

since it is doubtful the sources of those resources is independent of their uses. Thus, many private

partners of CS come with strings attached in permitting the prioritising of ‘tips’ about particular

kinds of conduct (Lippert 2002) and otherwise absorb some police legitimacy. Rather than marine

boats and night vision devices, foundations could provide technology or other targeted resources

to improve police efforts to combat domestic violence, crimes by police, or corporate malfeasance,

while CS programs could provide resources to garner information about these types of offences.

They do not.

The public–private boundary is long held, and is the source of much tension and conflict in the

field of policing and security (perhaps most especially in Canada). Yet, as O’Mahony and Bechky

(2008, p. 455) note, ‘boundary organizations do not resolve all conflict’, in our case conflict over

the perception of private interests being mixed with public police departments in Canada charged

with being impartial, non-biased, and fully public entities. The fact that spanning the public–

private boundary may shape public police priorities, if sometimes unwittingly or in broad strokes,

is troubling and requires deeper empirical investigation.
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Matthews told Jane Doe by text he would contact Crime Stoppers to help her get some money. The following day, 
Matthews texted her that he spoke with Crime Stoppers and that he lied about their connection to help facilitate a 
reward. (Bruist et al. 2016) 

Noting funnelling’s significance is to underscore the effort to maintain the boundary between CS and 

the public police. One CS coordinator explained the problem with funnelling: 

It could be a problem; it very much depends on the coordinator. [For] one of the programs … a new coordinator 

went in there and he was reading tips that were like … ‘Joe Smith’s dealing drugs’. Well, that’s not a tip. So you 
know something smells because they paid this guy two hundred dollars on it right? So you know something is 
wrong and what that police department was doing was … they had their … coordinator in there and they would 

just come in on Monday and say ‘pay these people’. The danger with funneling is that we’re not a police program. 
So … we’re not here to … fund raise money to help the drug unit pay their people, that’s their business, they have 
to pay their own people. Now I have no doubt there’s … people that are smart enough to play both ends against 

the middle that they’re telling the drug unit stuff [and] they’re telling us stuff but if we find out they’re doing that 
they’re not with us anymore. (CS coordinator) 

The following exchange about ‘funnelling’ in a newsletter from a US CS program effectively captures 

several foregoing themes about the public–private public boundary. A local police officer and appar-

ent board member asks: ‘We have had a couple cases where some crimes were solved but the tipster 

did not report the information to Crime Stoppers but went directly to an officer. What should we do 

as a Crime Stoppers board … ?’ The CS president responds: 

This question comes up from time to time and we refer to it as ‘funneling’. As the term suggests, information is 
funneled to the Crime Stoppers coordinator from another law enforcement officer and not through the Crime 

Stoppers tip line. This poses numerous issues … the Crime Stoppers program may not be able to protect the 
anonymity of the informant, which is the primary premise of Crime Stoppers. Take away the anonymity of the 
informant and the ability for future tips from anonymous sources may be jeopardized. Secondly, the integrity 

of the program that is administered by the board of directors, a separate and distinct community non-profit organ-
ization from the law enforcement officials is seriously compromised. The board promotes the program of anonymity 

and generates the reward fund from fundraising events identifying rewards paid to anonymous informants. Crime 
Stoppers does not hold fundraisers to supplement a ‘snitch fund’ for law enforcement officers. Sometimes due to 
budgetary restraints in law enforcement departments, some police chiefs or law enforcement officials come to 

Crime Stoppers programs because they believe Crime Stoppers may have some funds available for the ‘snitch 
fund’ or other needs within the law enforcement department. This is to be avoided at all costs. I know you are 

a police sergeant within your unit, but it is the integrity of the Crime Stoppers Police Coordinator liaison and the 
relationship he/she has with the Crime Stoppers board of directors that is also important. (Wisconsin CS 2013; empha-

sis added) 

When ‘funnelling’ of information occurs it becomes a dilemma between short term exploitation of 

information flow via CS when public police have limited resources to gain such information and 

longer term clogging of an informational artery if it jeopardises the anonymity and integrity of the 

boundary between CS and public police. 

Conclusions 

Contributing to literature on boundary management and transgression in public policing networks 

(Giacomantonio 2014, Whelan 2016; also see Kilduff and Brass 2010), this article has examined poli-

cing across inter-organisational boundaries by investigating two neglected private organisations – 

police foundations and CS organisations – operating mostly in Canadian jurisdictions. The establish-

ment of these organisations reflects significant trends in public police practices and raise some issues 

similar to those stemming from ‘partnering’ with for-profit private security firms also others. Most fun-

damental is the question of the rule of law and whether certain private entities will be given prefer-

ential treatment by police in some way, even via unwitting neglect of certain forms of illegal conduct 

with more attention paid to others to their benefit. There are several related implications of our analy-

sis regarding the public good (Loader and Walker 2007) as well as prospects of further illuminating 

these enigmatic funding sources for the broader public. Public police relations with foundations and 

CS programs were found to be more multifaceted and the resources generated more significant than 
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fund’ or other needs within the law enforcement department. This is to be avoided at all costs. I know you are

a police sergeant within your unit, but it is the integrity of the Crime Stoppers Police Coordinator liaison and the

relationship he/she has with the Crime Stoppers board of directors that is also important. (Wisconsin CS 2013; empha-

sis added)

When ‘funnelling’ of information occurs it becomes a dilemma between short term exploitation of

information flow via CS when public police have limited resources to gain such information and

longer term clogging of an informational artery if it jeopardises the anonymity and integrity of the

boundary between CS and public police.

Conclusions

Contributing to literature on boundary management and transgression in public policing networks

(Giacomantonio 2014, Whelan 2016; also see Kilduff and Brass 2010), this article has examined poli-

cing across inter-organisational boundaries by investigating two neglected private organisations –

police foundations and CS organisations – operating mostly in Canadian jurisdictions. The establish-

ment of these organisations reflects significant trends in public police practices and raise some issues

similar to those stemming from ‘partnering’with for-profit private security firms also others. Most fun-

damental is the question of the rule of law and whether certain private entities will be given prefer-

ential treatment by police in some way, even via unwitting neglect of certain forms of illegal conduct

with more attention paid to others to their benefit. There are several related implications of our analy-

sis regarding the public good (Loader and Walker 2007) as well as prospects of further illuminating

these enigmatic funding sources for the broader public. Public police relations with foundations and

CS programs were found to be more multifaceted and the resources generated more significant than
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implied by their neglect in the policing and security literature. To date, police foundations and CS 

have been successful in obfuscating (Rossman 2014) the flow of private funds into public police 

operations. 

Foundations in particular allow police to receive funds from private, corporate entities while miti-

gating the association with private interests. The board members and staff of foundations act as 

‘boundary spanners’ (Williams 2002) filling structural holes between previous disconnected organis-

ations. If the flow of private resources continues to grow the extent to which public police are using 

these resources for the public good will become even less clear. Police maintain public legitimacy 

while permitting the flow of resources into their operations via several strategies, both physical 

and symbolic. In a sense, police foundations operate to obfuscate private funding of public police 

in ways that render the disreputable exchange (Rossman 2014) more palatable by mitigating any per-

ceived collusion created by public–private boundary transgressions. Canada’s public police are not 

facing scarcity or austerity as in the United Kingdom or elsewhere. Public police budgets take up 

one third or more of most municipal budgets in Canada’s largest cities (CCPA 2008) and these are 

expanding, not shrinking (although municipalities are at least contemplating some reductions to 

municipal police services in Canada’s largest jurisdiction of Ontario under the rubric of ‘modernis-

ation’ (Association of Municipalities Ontario 2015)). The piece of the private pie that public police 

want is growing as well, but police are barred from direct, unfettered access. They need a go-

between. In this sense it is apt to conceptualise police foundations as ‘cash cows’ (Jancsics and 

Javor 2012, p. 70) or points in a network where the prohibition of trading resources is overcome 

via secrecy or a legal loophole. Given that sworn officers often serve on the boards, and given 

that police departments tend to be primary donees of the larger, corporate foundations, the charac-

terisation of police foundations as independent charities is misleading.11 

Yet, because of their private, charitable status, information about donations to police foundations 

and CS are not subject to FOI requests, thus rendering transparency and accountability opaque in a 

way that public police practices, in principle at least, are not. If foundations grow in number and influ-

ence and CS programs continue this means the transfer of resources and what is transferred back in 

return will remain significant but unknown. Nor is it clear that public legitimacy ought to be cheaply 

handed over to private sponsors (or ‘partners’) for a cash handout. An alternative would be to prop-

erly tax those organisations apparently so capable of making hefty donations to police foundations 

and CS programs, and using those funds, or other funds apparently available from public sources like 

municipalities that are increasingly handed to CS (see Table 1) for existing police operations and 

initiatives. These could be used for non-traditional initiatives beyond narrow street crime and the 

usual suspects (that are played up by CS and foundations to the neglect of other serious harms) 

under proper citizen oversight. 

This transparency matters because any complete consideration of acquiring resources across 

public–private boundaries should consider to what purposes they are put by both sides of the line 

since it is doubtful the sources of those resources is independent of their uses. Thus, many private 

partners of CS come with strings attached in permitting the prioritising of ‘tips’ about particular 

kinds of conduct (Lippert 2002) and otherwise absorb some police legitimacy. Rather than marine 

boats and night vision devices, foundations could provide technology or other targeted resources 

to improve police efforts to combat domestic violence, crimes by police, or corporate malfeasance, 

while CS programs could provide resources to garner information about these types of offences. 

They do not. 

The public–private boundary is long held, and is the source of much tension and conflict in the 

field of policing and security (perhaps most especially in Canada). Yet, as O’Mahony and Bechky 

(2008, p. 455) note, ‘boundary organizations do not resolve all conflict’, in our case conflict over 

the perception of private interests being mixed with public police departments in Canada charged 

with being impartial, non-biased, and fully public entities. The fact that spanning the public– 

private boundary may shape public police priorities, if sometimes unwittingly or in broad strokes, 

is troubling and requires deeper empirical investigation. 
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Notes 

1. In response to the sponsorship of Hamilton Police by a large pipeline company, Enbridge, the rule of law was 

central to the complaint about this arrangement signed by 350 citizens who also protested on the street (CBC 
2013). 

2. Nova Scotia’s police act provides legal authority specifically to account for ‘other money that comes into the 
hands of members of police departments’. 

3. The RCMP Foundation also manages the RCMP Licensing Program that reviews products manufactured using the 

RCMP name or logo. Royalties collected are then redirected to the foundation and used to support community 
initiatives as well as youth and community policing projects. 

4. These three representatives had been contacted by letter explaining the purpose of the research and indicating 
their confidentiality would be guaranteed. These interviews were not intended as a major data source for this 
paper. 

5. One recent noteworthy modification to this narrative, compared to earlier versions displayed on a few Canadian 
CS websites, is addition of the claim that Greg MacAleese was ‘Canadian-born’, suggesting this program had 

Canadian and not exclusively US roots, presumably rendering it more acceptable to Canadians and helping its 
spread in this country among citizens whom would otherwise seek to distinguish the two crime control cultures. 

6. London Police Association Charity Fund does not follow the corporate model of foundations and appears to be 

more philanthropic, giving most funds raised to agencies such as the Salvation Army and United Way. Interest-
ingly, however, London Police Association Charity Fund gave London Crime Stoppers $1,000 in 2015, $1,500 in 
2014, and $750 in 2013. 

7. All values are CDN dollars. 
8. For some programs this was 2012–2014 and for others it was 2013–2015. 

9. Ottawa National Capital CS in 2010 approached Ottawa municipal government for the first time to request public 
funding, claiming that otherwise the program would ‘whither and die’ (Devoy 2010, p. 5). This request that came 
after the annual budget deliberations was ultimately rejected, but interestingly CS had suggested the requested 

‘$100,000 be given to Crime Prevention Ottawa (CPO), to give to Crime Stoppers’ (Devoy 2010, p. 5) showing an 
effort to obfuscate funding arrangements, perhaps to mask the public source of the requested funds later on. 

10. A variation on this arrangement which obfuscates funding of CS on behalf of public police was evident in relation 
to the RCMP in Northern Alberta in the infamous case of serious vandalism of oil company field operations and 
the subsequent investigation of suspects Wiebo Ludwig and Richard Boonstra in the late 1990s. The head of the 

local RCMP detachment formed the ‘South Peace Crime Prevention Association’ for which he became a board 
member to raise funds from oil companies to transfer to the local CS program to encourage tips about these 

specific acts, rather than crime in general (Alaska Highway News 2000, p. 3). 
11. Elsewhere we have argued (see Walby et al.2017) that police foundations and similar entities should be added to 

the schedule of FOI laws to promote greater transparency and accountability. 
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The police intelligence division-of-labour

James Sheptycki

ABSTRACT

This article describes the police intelligence division-of-labour. It is argued
that police organisation gains overall coherence in relation to the ‘police
métier’; a rationale that allows protagonists in the police world to make
sense of an irrational workplace structure where personal loyalty, trust
and honour (not formal organisational logic) form the basis of action
and compliance. The concept of the police métier is defined in terms of
the police professional concern with the mastery of surveillance and
coercion in the reproduction of order, the making of crime and the
governance of insecurity, and it is the polestar of the police mindset.
The article describes the police intelligence division-of-labour paying
specific attention to four different aspects of intelligence activity: the
acquisition of intelligence or information; the analysis of information in
the production of intelligence; tasking and co-ordination on the basis of
intelligence ‘product’; or being tasked on that same basis. The descriptive
analysis presented here is useful in several respects. Firstly it provides a
basis for the comparative study of police intelligence work and its
configuration within broader processes of security governance.
Secondly, it provides a prototypical organisational map useful
understanding the orientation of particular units – the organisational
elements of policework (e.g. of drug squads, primary response, public
order and homicide investigation units) – within the broader police
division-of-labour. Lastly, it provides a complex view of issues
concerning democratic governance of ‘the police’ as they are configured
as nodes within broader networks of security governance.

Introduction

In the sociology study of police organisation, the term boundary has been understood to refer to

organisational units (intra-organisational policing) and institutions (inter-organisational policing)

and the co-ordination work necessary for their coherent operation has emerged as an important

concern (Giacomantonio 2014, 2015). Understanding how different police units form, function and

interact with each other in police organisations is a vital aspect of police research. This paper

describes the police intelligence division-of-labour, here understood as intra-organisational infor-

mation and intelligence flows bounded within the archetypal form of the multi-functional urban

police service. It is a useful if not necessary prior step in understanding how inter-organisational

boundaries work in police organisation (Sanders and Henderson 2013; Delpeuch and Ross 2016).

As certain police researchers will know from experience, there is a sense of being ‘inside’ the police

organisation and some author’s use of the dramaturgical metaphor draws specific attention to both
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concern (Giacomantonio 2014, 2015). Understanding how different police units form, function and 

interact with each other in police organisations is a vital aspect of police research. This paper 

describes the police intelligence division-of-labour, here understood as intra-organisational infor-

mation and intelligence flows bounded within the archetypal form of the multi-functional urban 

police service. It is a useful if not necessary prior step in understanding how inter-organisational 

boundaries work in police organisation (Sanders and Henderson 2013; Delpeuch and Ross 2016). 

As certain police researchers will know from experience, there is a sense of being ‘inside’ the police 
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mysterium, from which we get our modern word mystery. Amétier is someone’s profession, the impli-

cation being that membership includes some secret knowledge which is privilege of professional insi-

ders. The police métier undergirds a specific intuitive grasp of situations peculiar to the police

occupation (Bittner 1970; van Maanen 1974; Young 1991; Chan 2003). Peter K. Manning has made

a persuasive case that translating occurrences from the general lifeworld into criminal ‘incidents’

and perhaps transforming those into a ‘case’ for criminal prosecution is the essential basis and the

sacred centre of the policemétier (Manning 2010, 2016). In this sense, the term policemétier is under-

stood to be a set of habits and assumptions focused on the trope of ‘crime’ that ‘envisions only the

need to control, deter and punish the visible and known contestants’ (Manning 2010, p. 105–106).

Understanding of the term is both broadened and deepened here. Following Brodeur (2007,

2010), Bittner (1970) and others, here the essence of police professionalism is understood to

centre on the mastery of surveillance and coercion in the reproduction of order (Ericson 1982), the

making of crime (Ericson 1981) and the governance of insecurity (Ericson and Haggerty 1997;

Ericson 2007). The ‘fundamental mindset’ (Sklansky 2011) of ‘the police’ is oriented towards their

métier like a sailor to the polestar.

The typical multi-functional police service found cities in North America and the UK, and some

cities in Europe, assumes wide responsibilities – from traffic enforcement to policing protest. In

the discussion that follows, it is understood that the police division-of-labour gains overall coherence

as a set of organisational practices not because of functional command-and-control relationships.

Analytically, they are to be understood in terms of positioning in the police division-of-labour and

the intersecting intelligence foci. The processes undertaken within the police intelligence division-

of-labour – its routines, recipes, rituals and roles – are interpretable in terms of specific orientations

to the police métier.

This article is organised in a number of sections. First is outlined the model police division-of-

labour typical of the modern multi-functional urban police department. This is followed by a brief

enumeration of seven foci of policing intelligence and a discussion of how these relate to various pos-

itions within the police division-of-labour. Analytically speaking, different positions within this con-

figuration are concerned with four different aspects of intelligence activity: the acquisition of

intelligence or information; the analysis of information in the production of intelligence; tasking

and co-ordination on the basis of intelligence ‘product’; or being tasked on that same basis. This

picture of the police intelligence division-of-labour compliments the view of police organisations

consisting of ‘units’ that police the boundaries between themselves (Giacomantonio 2015). Describ-

ing the police intelligence division-of-labour offers a useful guide for future comparative analysis of

specific police institutions. It also provides an organisational map for charting the relations between

different units that make up the contemporary urban police service as described in ethnographic

accounts of, for example, drugs units (Bacon 2016), front-line primary response units (PRUs)

(Moskos 2008), public order units (Jefferson 1990), homicide investigations (Innes 2003) and other

‘units’ that comprise an essential part of the policing web (Brodeur 2010). Further, describing the

police intelligence division-of-labour as it is configured within the typical urban police department

is essential to understanding how it fits in with security governance more generally (Johnston and

Shearing 2003; Shearing and Marks 2011). A fortiori, it raises complex issues regarding the politics

and governance of police (Ericson and Haggerty 2005). Ultimately this contribution helps in explain-

ing the configuration of broader nodal relations of security governance in which police organisation

is ‘interpellated’ (Boussard et al. 2006).2

The police division-of-labour

Police organisations are depicted in organisational diagrams which usually show the office of the

chief at the apex of an organisational pyramid and array police departmental resources below it in

hierarchical fashion reinforcing the image of a ‘chain of command’. This common picture is modestly

inaccurate. The orchestra pays only minimum heed to the conductor, or, in the words of Peter
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‘front stage’ and ‘back stage’ arenas for the performance of policing (Young 1991; Manning 1997; 

Moskos 2008, Fassin 2011). From such a perspective, multi-agency work has both ‘open’ and 

‘hidden’ aspects for the actors participating in what amounts to co-operative organisational bound-

ary maintenance (Giacomantonio 2014; 2015). If a particular police institution is acting as a node in a 

broader network of security, what goes on inside the node (Sheptycki 2017)? A general theory of 

police information networking is the Holly Grail of the intelligence-led policing perspective, long 

sought and yet to be discovered (James 2003, 2013; Ratcliffe 2016). What is presented here is 

more modest. It is part of an effort to make theoretical sense of a mass of data collected over a 

number of years in North America, Europe and the UK.1 These data include notes from field obser-

vation, focus group discussions, documentary analysis and qualitative conversational interviewing 

in many different police agencies. The frame of analysis is limited to English language scholarly litera-

ture on police organisation and police intelligence in North America, the UK and Europe. What is 

offered here is a general description concerning how a multiplicity of different types of intelligence 

and information, knowledge and facts, percolates within a multi-functional division-of-labour organ-

ised around the police métier. 

A great deal of the literature on police organisation rests on a sometimes overt, but more often 

subconscious belief that it is machine-like. For example, some of the literature on intelligence and 

police security networks has used the metaphor of ‘cybernetics’, which is a form of machine-thinking 

(e.g. Gill 1998). According to Robert Reiner, bureaucratic rationality, the rule of law and formal 

accountability structures in the service of efficient and effective police service have under-pinned 

claims to police legitimacy (Reiner 2010). Projecting an image of formal rationality is very important 

to police decision-makers and police actors. The police are frequently imagined as a rank-structured, 

bureaucratically organised, rational, institutional machine (Maguire 2010; Jobard and de Maillard 

2015). As sophisticated research on police organisation further reveals, police organisation seldom 

conforms to machine-like rationality (Manning 1997; Maguire and Uchida 2015) and, indeed, some-

times other more powerful motives propel police action (Hobbs 1988). The vital importance of infor-

mal information exchange to the achievement of police organisational goals is acknowledged in the 

literature (e.g. Bayer 2010). Nonetheless, the machine metaphor is reoccurring, especially when 

articulating measures for controlling police malpractice (Punch 2011) and governing the police 

(Jones et al. 1996; Stenning 2009). In the literature on intelligence modelling, flows, cycles and the 

management thereof, police organisation is continuously re-imagined as a cybernetic network of 

computational analysis (Ratcliffe 2016). 

The following discussion develops a vocabulary of seven types or focal points of intelligence and 

locates them with reference to an ideal-typification of the modern multi-functional police organis-

ation (Mouhanna 2009; Manning 2010; Jobard and de Maillard 2015; Maguire and Uchida 2015). 

There is a deliberate attempt to avoid depicting police organisation as a hierarchical and mechanistic 

set of arrangements in recognition that empirical observation has long confirmed that police organ-

isation is idiosyncratic (e.g. Manning and van Maanen 1978; Monjardet 1985, 1996; Manning 1997; 

Chan 2003; Marks and Sklansky 2013). According to a report published by the US Department of 

Justice, ‘traditional, hierarchical intelligence functions need to be reexamined and replace with co-

operative, fluid structures that can collect information and move intelligence to end users more 

quickly (Peterson 2005, p. vii, emphasis mine)’. Since contemporary official expectations are that 

police intelligence systems should become more fluid, analytical descriptions ought not to 

smuggle mechanistic assumptions in by the back door (Sheptycki 2017). A challenge inherent 

when attempting to analytically describe the police intelligence division-of-labour is how to avoid 

machine-thinking. 

Here it is argued that police organisation gains its overall coherence insofar as it is formed around 

what is referred to as the ‘police métier’, a term adopted from Manning (2010). According to the 

Oxford English Dictionary, the term métier is derived from ancient Latin and came to the English 

language via the Norman French. Originally the term was misterium, from which we get modern 

terms like Ministry and Mister. The word is probably also etymologically linked with the term 
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Chan 2003; Marks and Sklansky 2013). According to a report published by the US Department of

Justice, ‘traditional, hierarchical intelligence functions need to be reexamined and replace with co-

operative, fluid structures that can collect information and move intelligence to end users more

quickly (Peterson 2005, p. vii, emphasis mine)’. Since contemporary official expectations are that

police intelligence systems should become more fluid, analytical descriptions ought not to

smuggle mechanistic assumptions in by the back door (Sheptycki 2017). A challenge inherent

when attempting to analytically describe the police intelligence division-of-labour is how to avoid

machine-thinking.

Here it is argued that police organisation gains its overall coherence insofar as it is formed around

what is referred to as the ‘police métier’, a term adopted from Manning (2010). According to the

Oxford English Dictionary, the term métier is derived from ancient Latin and came to the English

language via the Norman French. Originally the term was misterium, from which we get modern

terms like Ministry and Mister. The word is probably also etymologically linked with the term
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mysterium, from which we get our modern word mystery. A métier is someone’s profession, the impli-

cation being that membership includes some secret knowledge which is privilege of professional insi-

ders. The police métier undergirds a specific intuitive grasp of situations peculiar to the police 

occupation (Bittner 1970; van Maanen 1974; Young 1991; Chan 2003). Peter K. Manning has made 

a persuasive case that translating occurrences from the general lifeworld into criminal ‘incidents’ 

and perhaps transforming those into a ‘case’ for criminal prosecution is the essential basis and the 

sacred centre of the police métier (Manning 2010, 2016). In this sense, the term police métier is under-

stood to be a set of habits and assumptions focused on the trope of ‘crime’ that ‘envisions only the 

need to control, deter and punish the visible and known contestants’ (Manning 2010, p. 105–106). 

Understanding of the term is both broadened and deepened here. Following Brodeur (2007, 

2010), Bittner (1970) and others, here the essence of police professionalism is understood to 

centre on the mastery of surveillance and coercion in the reproduction of order (Ericson 1982), the 

making of crime (Ericson 1981) and the governance of insecurity (Ericson and Haggerty 1997; 

Ericson 2007). The ‘fundamental mindset’ (Sklansky 2011) of ‘the police’ is oriented towards their 

métier like a sailor to the polestar. 

The typical multi-functional police service found cities in North America and the UK, and some 

cities in Europe, assumes wide responsibilities – from traffic enforcement to policing protest. In 

the discussion that follows, it is understood that the police division-of-labour gains overall coherence 

as a set of organisational practices not because of functional command-and-control relationships. 

Analytically, they are to be understood in terms of positioning in the police division-of-labour and 

the intersecting intelligence foci. The processes undertaken within the police intelligence division-

of-labour – its routines, recipes, rituals and roles – are interpretable in terms of specific orientations 

to the police métier. 

This article is organised in a number of sections. First is outlined the model police division-of-

labour typical of the modern multi-functional urban police department. This is followed by a brief 

enumeration of seven foci of policing intelligence and a discussion of how these relate to various pos-

itions within the police division-of-labour. Analytically speaking, different positions within this con-

figuration are concerned with four different aspects of intelligence activity: the acquisition of 

intelligence or information; the analysis of information in the production of intelligence; tasking 

and co-ordination on the basis of intelligence ‘product’; or being tasked on that same basis. This 

picture of the police intelligence division-of-labour compliments the view of police organisations 

consisting of ‘units’ that police the boundaries between themselves (Giacomantonio 2015). Describ-

ing the police intelligence division-of-labour offers a useful guide for future comparative analysis of 

specific police institutions. It also provides an organisational map for charting the relations between 

different units that make up the contemporary urban police service as described in ethnographic 

accounts of, for example, drugs units (Bacon 2016), front-line primary response units (PRUs) 

(Moskos 2008), public order units (Jefferson 1990), homicide investigations (Innes 2003) and other 

‘units’ that comprise an essential part of the policing web (Brodeur 2010). Further, describing the 

police intelligence division-of-labour as it is configured within the typical urban police department 

is essential to understanding how it fits in with security governance more generally (Johnston and 

Shearing 2003; Shearing and Marks 2011). A fortiori, it raises complex issues regarding the politics 

and governance of police (Ericson and Haggerty 2005). Ultimately this contribution helps in explain-

ing the configuration of broader nodal relations of security governance in which police organisation 

is ‘interpellated’ (Boussard et al. 2006).2 

The police division-of-labour 

Police organisations are depicted in organisational diagrams which usually show the office of the 

chief at the apex of an organisational pyramid and array police departmental resources below it in 

hierarchical fashion reinforcing the image of a ‘chain of command’. This common picture is modestly 

inaccurate. The orchestra pays only minimum heed to the conductor, or, in the words of Peter 



traffic patrol) and will likely have the capacity to undertake investigations into ‘high volume’ crime

(depicted on the bottom left). Central administrative functions, such as managing human resources

and other administrative records are depicted at the top right-hand side of the diagram. Most, if not

all, North American and British police services have a mixture of specialist detective squads (Hobbs

2013, p. 29) depicted in the bottom centre-left. Increasingly these police agencies are creating cen-

tralised intelligence centres or bureaus which is depicted in the bottom centre right. In this table,

within the intelligence bureau a distinction is drawn between intelligence analysis and intelligence

operations. Lastly, in most medium to large-scale multi-functional police services there are an

array of operational support units – K9 unit, aerial reconnaissance, SWAT, etc. – and these specialist

operational support units are depicted in the lower right-hand quadrant of the diagram. Such units

are expensive to maintain and are, in a sense, a luxury. They are, however, redolent of the police

métier. Percolating through the police division-of-labour is a myriad of knowledge, facts, information

and intelligence that can be described, again in ideal-typical terms, as the seven intelligence foci of

police knowledge work.

Seven foci of police intelligence

Echoing Delpeuch and Ross (2016), there are a plurality of intelligence foci that are put to use in the

police organisation. Different kinds of knowledge, facts and information are considered relevant and

in different ways depending on where particular actors are located within the police division-of-

labour. In ideal-typical terms, there seven foci of police intelligence and chief among them are

those having to do with criminal intelligence and public order intelligence (de Lint 2009; McCue

2014). These foci of intelligence are obviously closely aligned with the police métier. Using these

lenses, police organisations amass information from a variety of sources about known and suspected

criminals, troublesome persons and locations. Analysing these data, police organise to identify occur-

rences that can be translated into incidents and on that basis pursue an organisational response. In

intelligence terms, responses can be reactive, that is intended to support the investigation of past

occurrences for translation into criminal incidents pursuable as cases. A key terminological boundary

here is the distinction between ‘criminal intelligence’ and ‘criminal evidence’. The former has a pro-

jected ‘internal career’, the latter a projected ‘external career’ (Travers and Manzo 1997). Police insi-

ders aim to keep criminal intelligence within the purview of a very narrow audience, whereas

evidence is a matter of public record. Criminal intelligence can also be used as the basis of proactive

policing. Proactive policing occurs when police resources are deployed on the basis of crime analysis

(e.g. geo-temporal crime pattern analysis) with the intention of affecting some future situation

(Manning 2008). Another two intelligence foci are serious organised crime and counter-terrorism.

These lenses also have proactive and reactive aspects and are also closely oriented to the police

métier. They are different for the degree of seriousness accorded to them and the consequently

greater emphasis on proactive intelligence thinking. Whereas criminal intelligence forms a pool of

information which is primarily a source for reactive investigation of crime and occasionally for

more proactive planning, intelligence about serious organised crime and terrorism is thought of pri-

marily in terms of proactive enforcement, opportunity reduction, disruption and prevention (Innes

and Sheptycki 2004; McCulloch and Wilson 2016; Tilley 2016). Organised crime and terrorism intelli-

gence are obviously similar in that both involve a high degree of presumed violence, threat and

danger, but these foci differ from each other because the primary locus of the former concerns

illicit market activity and the latter concerns politically motivated activity. Consequently the lens

used to scope these activities is different in significant respects.

These four foci of police intelligence – criminal intelligence, public order intelligence, serious and

organised crime intelligence and counter-terrorism intelligence – are closely oriented to the police

métier which, as already discussed, is defined as a professional line involving specialist abilities in

the orchestration of surveillance and coercive power in the governance of crime, disorder and inse-

curity. The other three intelligence foci designated here operate at different degrees of variance in
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Moskos, ‘The chain of command is a myth. A sergeant cannot be in active command of five units sim-

ultaneously’ (2008, p. 112). Another reason why police organisational charts are rather fictitious is that 

they emphasise formal top-down relations between units leaving out the many horizontal connec-

tions and informal relations. They miss the fluidity of an organisation where individuals perform a 

variety of functions from patrol to office administration and frequently move between roles through-

out a career lifetime. The ‘hierarchical fiction’ is important to keep in mind when describing the police 

division-of-labour in general and abstract terms because the description may blend with common 

conceptions of what the police do and how the organisation works which ‘tend to be wrong’ 

(Smith and Gray 1985, p. 309; Hobbs 1986, p. 198). Manning (2010), police are authoritatively co-ordi-

nated, legitimate organisations that employ practices aimed at tracking, surveillance and arrest and 

remain ready to apply force, up to and including fatal force, in pursuit of the general organisational 

goal of maintaining social order and governing crime and insecurity. Multi-functional police agencies 

are also called upon to undertake a host of social service functions, for example, including responding 

to issues concerning homelessness, mental health and psychological distress. In Egon Bittner’s won-

derful turn of phrase, urban police have an emergency role in responding to myriad situations that 

cannot be predicted in advance and that can only be characterised as ‘something that ought not to 

be happening about which something ought to be done now’ (Bittner 1970; Brodeur 2007). Accord-

ing to Giacomantonio it is ‘hard to imagine a public police force being organised – and considered 

legitimate – without at minimum a uniformed patrol division and reactive investigative services that 

deal with local crime and order problems’ (2015, p. 20). 

Table 1 presents an ideal-type model of the modern multi-functional police service. Manning 

observed that police organisations hold in reserve slack personnel resources that can be mobilised 

in the event of emergency (Manning 1992, p. 354–355). So, for example, resources indicated under 

the auspices of uniformed patrol in this diagram might be mustered under the heading of an oper-

ational public order support unit or an officer who is normally part of a community contact unit may 

also have a skill set (rarely put to use) in bomb disposal. Mutable and capable of coming together into 

units, squads, or teams that sometimes behave with military precision, the police organisation is flex-

ible while it remains fundamentally oriented around the police métier. At minimum, the typical multi-

functional police agency will have the capacity to deploy officers on uniform patrol (depicted in the 

top left of the diagram and split into three functions: PRUs, community response units (CRUs) and 

Table 1. The police division of labour 



Moskos, ‘The chain of command is a myth. A sergeant cannot be in active command of five units sim-

ultaneously’ (2008, p. 112). Another reason why police organisational charts are rather fictitious is that

they emphasise formal top-down relations between units leaving out the many horizontal connec-

tions and informal relations. They miss the fluidity of an organisation where individuals perform a

variety of functions from patrol to office administration and frequently move between roles through-

out a career lifetime. The ‘hierarchical fiction’ is important to keep in mind when describing the police

division-of-labour in general and abstract terms because the description may blend with common

conceptions of what the police do and how the organisation works which ‘tend to be wrong’

(Smith and Gray 1985, p. 309; Hobbs 1986, p. 198). Manning (2010), police are authoritatively co-ordi-

nated, legitimate organisations that employ practices aimed at tracking, surveillance and arrest and

remain ready to apply force, up to and including fatal force, in pursuit of the general organisational

goal of maintaining social order and governing crime and insecurity. Multi-functional police agencies

are also called upon to undertake a host of social service functions, for example, including responding

to issues concerning homelessness, mental health and psychological distress. In Egon Bittner’s won-

derful turn of phrase, urban police have an emergency role in responding to myriad situations that

cannot be predicted in advance and that can only be characterised as ‘something that ought not to

be happening about which something ought to be done now’ (Bittner 1970; Brodeur 2007). Accord-

ing to Giacomantonio it is ‘hard to imagine a public police force being organised – and considered

legitimate – without at minimum a uniformed patrol division and reactive investigative services that

deal with local crime and order problems’ (2015, p. 20).

Table 1 presents an ideal-type model of the modern multi-functional police service. Manning

observed that police organisations hold in reserve slack personnel resources that can be mobilised

in the event of emergency (Manning 1992, p. 354–355). So, for example, resources indicated under

the auspices of uniformed patrol in this diagram might be mustered under the heading of an oper-

ational public order support unit or an officer who is normally part of a community contact unit may

also have a skill set (rarely put to use) in bomb disposal. Mutable and capable of coming together into

units, squads, or teams that sometimes behave with military precision, the police organisation is flex-

ible while it remains fundamentally oriented around the policemétier. At minimum, the typical multi-

functional police agency will have the capacity to deploy officers on uniform patrol (depicted in the

top left of the diagram and split into three functions: PRUs, community response units (CRUs) and

Table 1. The police division of labour

43 POLICING ACROSS ORGANISATIONAL BOUNDARIES 

traffic patrol) and will likely have the capacity to undertake investigations into ‘high volume’ crime 

(depicted on the bottom left). Central administrative functions, such as managing human resources 

and other administrative records are depicted at the top right-hand side of the diagram. Most, if not 

all, North American and British police services have a mixture of specialist detective squads (Hobbs 

2013, p. 29) depicted in the bottom centre-left. Increasingly these police agencies are creating cen-

tralised intelligence centres or bureaus which is depicted in the bottom centre right. In this table, 

within the intelligence bureau a distinction is drawn between intelligence analysis and intelligence 

operations. Lastly, in most medium to large-scale multi-functional police services there are an 

array of operational support units – K9 unit, aerial reconnaissance, SWAT, etc. – and these specialist 

operational support units are depicted in the lower right-hand quadrant of the diagram. Such units 

are expensive to maintain and are, in a sense, a luxury. They are, however, redolent of the police 

métier. Percolating through the police division-of-labour is a myriad of knowledge, facts, information 

and intelligence that can be described, again in ideal-typical terms, as the seven intelligence foci of 

police knowledge work. 

Seven foci of police intelligence 

Echoing Delpeuch and Ross (2016), there are a plurality of intelligence foci that are put to use in the 

police organisation. Different kinds of knowledge, facts and information are considered relevant and 

in different ways depending on where particular actors are located within the police division-of-

labour. In ideal-typical terms, there seven foci of police intelligence and chief among them are 

those having to do with criminal intelligence and public order intelligence (de Lint 2009; McCue 

2014). These foci of intelligence are obviously closely aligned with the police métier. Using these 

lenses, police organisations amass information from a variety of sources about known and suspected 

criminals, troublesome persons and locations. Analysing these data, police organise to identify occur-

rences that can be translated into incidents and on that basis pursue an organisational response. In 

intelligence terms, responses can be reactive, that is intended to support the investigation of past 

occurrences for translation into criminal incidents pursuable as cases. A key terminological boundary 

here is the distinction between ‘criminal intelligence’ and ‘criminal evidence’. The former has a pro-

jected ‘internal career’, the latter a projected ‘external career’ (Travers and Manzo 1997). Police insi-

ders aim to keep criminal intelligence within the purview of a very narrow audience, whereas 

evidence is a matter of public record. Criminal intelligence can also be used as the basis of proactive 

policing. Proactive policing occurs when police resources are deployed on the basis of crime analysis 

(e.g. geo-temporal crime pattern analysis) with the intention of affecting some future situation 

(Manning 2008). Another two intelligence foci are serious organised crime and counter-terrorism. 

These lenses also have proactive and reactive aspects and are also closely oriented to the police 

métier. They are different for the degree of seriousness accorded to them and the consequently 

greater emphasis on proactive intelligence thinking. Whereas criminal intelligence forms a pool of 

information which is primarily a source for reactive investigation of crime and occasionally for 

more proactive planning, intelligence about serious organised crime and terrorism is thought of pri-

marily in terms of proactive enforcement, opportunity reduction, disruption and prevention (Innes 

and Sheptycki 2004; McCulloch and Wilson 2016; Tilley 2016). Organised crime and terrorism intelli-

gence are obviously similar in that both involve a high degree of presumed violence, threat and 

danger, but these foci differ from each other because the primary locus of the former concerns 

illicit market activity and the latter concerns politically motivated activity. Consequently the lens 

used to scope these activities is different in significant respects. 

These four foci of police intelligence – criminal intelligence, public order intelligence, serious and 

organised crime intelligence and counter-terrorism intelligence – are closely oriented to the police 

métier which, as already discussed, is defined as a professional line involving specialist abilities in 

the orchestration of surveillance and coercive power in the governance of crime, disorder and inse-

curity. The other three intelligence foci designated here operate at different degrees of variance in 



and across units that constitute the typical urban police service are revealed as plural and complex

and yet they attain coherence relative to the police métier.

Location and function of intelligence foci in the police division-of-labour

Table 2 classifies the police intelligence division-of-labour according to an analytical grid formed by

the intersection of various roles within the police division-of-labour with the variety of intelligence

foci. Institutionally speaking in an abstract sense there are four relevant activities: the acquisition

(q) of intelligence or information; the analysis (an) of information in the production of intelligence;

tasking and co-ordination (ta/co) on the basis of intelligence ‘product’; or being operationally tasked

(op/ta) on that same basis (Ratcliffe and Sheptycki 2009). These four activities are largely oriented

with respect to the underlying logic of the police métier. There are different ways which the acqui-

sition of intelligence can be undertaken, depending on position and role. For example, traffic enfor-

cement units acquire intelligence through high volume license plate checks and special patrol units

do the same by using street identity checks. On the other hand special investigations units and the

intelligence bureau may, between them, compete over (and thereby confound) the acquisition of

investigative intelligence and thereby distort the strategic intelligence analysis. Analysis is supposed

to form the basis of decision-making in the operational tasking of units. Since PRUs are considered

the ‘backbone’ of the archetypal urban police service, it is especially interesting to see how this

role is configured by the demands of intelligence-led policing.

Scanning across the top row of the table shows the ‘front line’ PRUs. These units are often very

busy answering to calls for service dispatched centrally. In this respect, such units are operationally

tasked through intelligence and information processes. During down time, when not involved in

primary response such units may be tasked with responsibility to acquire information suitable for

entry on to police databases that could be put to other uses, for example identity checks and

vehicle license checks may be subject to geo-temporal analysis useful in operationally tasking oper-

ational support units such as a special patrol group (SPG). When it comes to public order intelligence,

PRUs are more often tasked by system information demands than they are involved in information

Table 2. Grid analysis of the police intelligence division-of-labour.

Notes: q: acquisition of intelligence/information; ta/co: tasking & co-ordination;
an: analysis; op/ta: operationally tasked with intelligence.
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orientation to the police métier. So-called ‘community intelligence’ is based on a wide variety of infor-

mational sources and is not necessarily related only to the occurrence of crime and instances or 

locations of public disorder. Thinking within the police métier, community intelligence can provide 

useful clues, for example, if focused through the lenses of serious and organised crime or counter-

terrorism analysis (Bayer 2010, p. 21–22, Delpeuch and Ross 2016). On the other hand, community 

and problem oriented policing prescribes a social crime prevention focus on community intelligence 

that aims to alter the circumstances productive of crime and disorder in the first instance (Ekblom 

2003; Mouhanna 2008; Punch et al. 2008; Bullock 2013, 2014; Leighton 2016). Community intelligence 

can be focused on community capacity building, but doing so is tangential to the police métier 

(Skogan 2016). External audiences can regard the gathering of community intelligence in a variable 

light – ranging from demanding of service, grudging acceptance of presence, to not-so-welcome 

resentment to out-right hostile reception (Edwards and Hughes 2005; Hughes and Rowe 2007). 

Because community intelligence may be pursued in tandem with other intelligence foci and 

because some preoccupations of this lens do not necessarily clearly focus the police métier an 

aura of ambivalence surrounds it and this is true for both internal and external actors. 

Multi-agency co-ordination intelligence is another foci which features a certain degree of variance 

with the police métier. In some contexts, multiple agencies from the police sector may be involved in 

joint operations or task forces. In other contexts multi-agency co-ordination intelligence involves 

working with non-police agencies. In either instance, multi-agency intelligence co-ordination can 

involve both private and public agencies. In all instances, when the multi-agency co-ordination intel-

ligence lens is in use there are trust issues around information sharing between actors internal and 

external to the police métier (Aden 2016). Intrinsically, all constituent units in a given police organis-

ation will have some concern with the ability to co-ordinate with other units (Giacomantonio 2015). 

Therefore multi-agency co-ordination intelligence is integral to police organisation but vacillating in 

orientation to the police métier. 

The seventh and final foci concerns managerial and business intelligence which is at variance with 

the police métier because, although it aims at the strategic and, to a lesser extent, tactical manage-

ment of police resources, the language of management draws heavily on the métier of the Business 

School and of new public sector management. In principle aimed at the efficient and effective man-

agement of police capacity, there can be discrepancies between the optimal view focused as man-

agerial and business intelligence and other intelligence foci. For example, internal police threat 

assessments regarding the relative harm posed by different identifiable groups participating in 

illicit economic activity can be at variance with efficiency and effectiveness criteria used to evaluate 

the deployment of police resources. As a consequence proactive operational projects can end up 

focusing on the easy targets rather than the more difficult to get at but more socially harmful activi-

ties of other groups. Another example might be community intelligence gathering, where the effi-

cacy of using information and police knowledge to contribute to community capacity building is 

undermined by quantitative metrics that measure street level enforcement activity. Yet another 

example could be management metrics for traffic policing that focus on issuing traffic citations 

and thereby obscure thinking about affecting road safety through environmental design. 

These seven foci of police intelligence are different cognitive lenses that define police ‘knowledge 

work’ and make sense of the division of expert knowledge that comprises the police intelligence div-

ision-of-labour (cf. Haggerty and Ericson 2000; Ericson 1994). These lenses are affected by positioning 

within the police division-of-labour and the use of different intelligence foci are analytically distinct 

but may be practically intertwined. For example, general investigators who are normally interested in 

criminal intelligence having to do with volume crimes like assault, theft and robbery, may co-ordinate 

with a CRU in a multi-agency project affecting instances of vandalism in a particular area. In such an 

instance, investigative intelligence, community intelligence and multi-agency co-ordination intelli-

gence foci may all be deployed in different positions within the police division-of-labour in the 

orchestration of operations. Observations about information boundaries and connections between 



orientation to the policemétier. So-called ‘community intelligence’ is based on a wide variety of infor-

mational sources and is not necessarily related only to the occurrence of crime and instances or

locations of public disorder. Thinking within the police métier, community intelligence can provide

useful clues, for example, if focused through the lenses of serious and organised crime or counter-

terrorism analysis (Bayer 2010, p. 21–22, Delpeuch and Ross 2016). On the other hand, community

and problem oriented policing prescribes a social crime prevention focus on community intelligence

that aims to alter the circumstances productive of crime and disorder in the first instance (Ekblom

2003; Mouhanna 2008; Punch et al. 2008; Bullock 2013, 2014; Leighton 2016). Community intelligence

can be focused on community capacity building, but doing so is tangential to the police métier

(Skogan 2016). External audiences can regard the gathering of community intelligence in a variable

light – ranging from demanding of service, grudging acceptance of presence, to not-so-welcome

resentment to out-right hostile reception (Edwards and Hughes 2005; Hughes and Rowe 2007).

Because community intelligence may be pursued in tandem with other intelligence foci and

because some preoccupations of this lens do not necessarily clearly focus the police métier an

aura of ambivalence surrounds it and this is true for both internal and external actors.

Multi-agency co-ordination intelligence is another foci which features a certain degree of variance

with the police métier. In some contexts, multiple agencies from the police sector may be involved in

joint operations or task forces. In other contexts multi-agency co-ordination intelligence involves

working with non-police agencies. In either instance, multi-agency intelligence co-ordination can

involve both private and public agencies. In all instances, when the multi-agency co-ordination intel-

ligence lens is in use there are trust issues around information sharing between actors internal and

external to the police métier (Aden 2016). Intrinsically, all constituent units in a given police organis-

ation will have some concern with the ability to co-ordinate with other units (Giacomantonio 2015).

Therefore multi-agency co-ordination intelligence is integral to police organisation but vacillating in

orientation to the police métier.

The seventh and final foci concerns managerial and business intelligence which is at variance with

the police métier because, although it aims at the strategic and, to a lesser extent, tactical manage-

ment of police resources, the language of management draws heavily on the métier of the Business

School and of new public sector management. In principle aimed at the efficient and effective man-

agement of police capacity, there can be discrepancies between the optimal view focused as man-

agerial and business intelligence and other intelligence foci. For example, internal police threat

assessments regarding the relative harm posed by different identifiable groups participating in

illicit economic activity can be at variance with efficiency and effectiveness criteria used to evaluate

the deployment of police resources. As a consequence proactive operational projects can end up

focusing on the easy targets rather than the more difficult to get at but more socially harmful activi-

ties of other groups. Another example might be community intelligence gathering, where the effi-

cacy of using information and police knowledge to contribute to community capacity building is

undermined by quantitative metrics that measure street level enforcement activity. Yet another

example could be management metrics for traffic policing that focus on issuing traffic citations

and thereby obscure thinking about affecting road safety through environmental design.

These seven foci of police intelligence are different cognitive lenses that define police ‘knowledge

work’ and make sense of the division of expert knowledge that comprises the police intelligence div-

ision-of-labour (cf. Haggerty and Ericson 2000; Ericson 1994). These lenses are affected by positioning

within the police division-of-labour and the use of different intelligence foci are analytically distinct

but may be practically intertwined. For example, general investigators who are normally interested in

criminal intelligence having to do with volume crimes like assault, theft and robbery, may co-ordinate

with a CRU in a multi-agency project affecting instances of vandalism in a particular area. In such an

instance, investigative intelligence, community intelligence and multi-agency co-ordination intelli-

gence foci may all be deployed in different positions within the police division-of-labour in the

orchestration of operations. Observations about information boundaries and connections between
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and across units that constitute the typical urban police service are revealed as plural and complex 

and yet they attain coherence relative to the police métier. 

Location and function of intelligence foci in the police division-of-labour 

Table 2 classifies the police intelligence division-of-labour according to an analytical grid formed by 

the intersection of various roles within the police division-of-labour with the variety of intelligence 

foci. Institutionally speaking in an abstract sense there are four relevant activities: the acquisition 

(q) of intelligence or information; the analysis (an) of information in the production of intelligence; 

tasking and co-ordination (ta/co) on the basis of intelligence ‘product’; or being operationally tasked 

(op/ta) on that same basis (Ratcliffe and Sheptycki 2009). These four activities are largely oriented 

with respect to the underlying logic of the police métier. There are different ways which the acqui-

sition of intelligence can be undertaken, depending on position and role. For example, traffic enfor-

cement units acquire intelligence through high volume license plate checks and special patrol units 

do the same by using street identity checks. On the other hand special investigations units and the 

intelligence bureau may, between them, compete over (and thereby confound) the acquisition of 

investigative intelligence and thereby distort the strategic intelligence analysis. Analysis is supposed 

to form the basis of decision-making in the operational tasking of units. Since PRUs are considered 

the ‘backbone’ of the archetypal urban police service, it is especially interesting to see how this 

role is configured by the demands of intelligence-led policing. 

Scanning across the top row of the table shows the ‘front line’ PRUs. These units are often very 

busy answering to calls for service dispatched centrally. In this respect, such units are operationally 

tasked through intelligence and information processes. During down time, when not involved in 

primary response such units may be tasked with responsibility to acquire information suitable for 

entry on to police databases that could be put to other uses, for example identity checks and 

vehicle license checks may be subject to geo-temporal analysis useful in operationally tasking oper-

ational support units such as a special patrol group (SPG). When it comes to public order intelligence, 

PRUs are more often tasked by system information demands than they are involved in information 

Table 2. Grid analysis of the police intelligence division-of-labour. 

Notes: q: acquisition of intelligence/information; ta/co: tasking & co-ordination; 
an: analysis; op/ta: operationally tasked with intelligence. 



information, or non-traffic enforcement outcomes (such as arrest for possession of narcotics) can

occur. Seen through the lens of managerial and business intelligence, these units are primarily

subject to key performance indicators relating to traffic citations for example: driving without a

license or while impaired, speeding or distracted driving. Traffic policing could contribute to signifi-

cantly to community safety if its allied intelligence processes for acquisition and analysis produced

tasking requirements for the enhancement of road safety through environmental design; instead

of which this role is harnessed to metrics that emphasise operational tasking for enforcement alone.

Investigative units are considered fundamental to the police division-of-labour. Traditionally, this

role has been concerned with ‘high volume’ crime such as assault, theft and robbery. In matters

related to criminal intelligence, investigative detectives both acquire and analyse information and

they do so primarily in order to make cases and undertake arrests. A focus on public order intelligence

analysis can operationally task investigative operations, for example concerning open-air drug and

prostitution markets which impact community quality of life matters. Generalist investigative work

is usually institutionally separate from serious and organised crime or counter-terrorism intelligence

as well as the work of special units such as the ‘vice squad’, ‘drug squad’, ‘hold-up squad’. The focus of

the managerial and business intelligence lens on this aspect of the police division-of-labour reveals a

central concern with clearing cases regarding relatively minor occurrences of theft, damage to prop-

erty and violence. Measures of effectiveness are understood in terms of the rise and fall of criminal

incidents in relation to numbers of arrests.

For a variety of historical reasons, most police agencies retain cadres of specialist detectives

formed into squads which are a major source of idiosyncrasy in the organisation of policing

(Manning 1980, 1997, 2016). Homicide, armed robbery, guns and gangs, drugs and vice, and now

‘cybercrime’ offer some of the major pretexts for the formation and retention of specialist investiga-

tive units. These positions are covalent with the policemétier and consequently high status within the

occupation. Such units are distinguished by their active and systematic approach to intelligence gath-

ering marked by a specific investigative focus. In the case of specialist homicide and armed robbery

units, the work is reactive: occurrences are translated by detectives into criminal incidents upon

which they then try to build into cases. In the case of specialist anti-gang and drug units, work is

often proactive: through the intensive use of surveillance teams, these squads gather information

on particular individuals and groups for the purposes of criminal prosecution, frequently using organ-

ised crime and criminal conspiracy laws to do so. Such units are notorious hoarders of intelligence,

because monopoly knowledge protects institutional turf. In some jurisdictions police services have

created specialist units in response to political crime. For example, the development of Special

Branch in the UK in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century was a response to the so-

called Irish question. A focus on multi-agency co-ordination intelligence reveals tensions around

this role, where external security agencies compete with nascent or existing specialist political

crime units for operational tasking responsibility in relation to counter-terrorism. Special squads

may also seek to acquire intelligence from and about the community or communities in their task

environment so as to analyse and plan for tasking in operations and projects. Especially when it

involves information sharing for proactive covert surveillance, multi-agency co-ordination intelli-

gence work is highly circumscribed and is less about information sharing than it is intelligence acqui-

sition. Managerial and business intelligence concerning the operation of special squads is concerned

with project costs (e.g. measured in over-time pay) as against the value of making high-profile cases

or achieving other markers of success. Sufficiently oriented to specialist investigative functions

regarded as essential to the police métier, these high status units exhibit a relatively high degree

of discretionary activity (Manning 1980, 1997; Hobbs 1988; Marx and Fijnaut 1995; Billingsley et al.

2001). This self-tasking and specialisation is at odds with some theories of intelligence-led policing

which stress centralisation of strategic intelligence for the purposes of tasking and co-ordination

(James 2013).

Intelligence bureaus, acting as general repositories for system-wide analytical capability, are seen

to be increasingly important in the orchestration of the police intelligence division-of-labour. These
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acquisition. Nonetheless, such units may be involved in gathering public order intelligence and, with 

the variety of technological aids to hand increasingly relay important information ‘in real time’. PRUs 

may be operationally tasked on the basis of intelligence analysis involving serious and organised 

crime, counter-terrorism and community safety intelligence, but are rarely involved in intelligence 

acquisition focused specifically along these lines. Similarly, these units may be tasked on the basis 

of multi-agency co-ordination intelligence, but are not primarily involved in its production and are 

not considered useful repositories of such knowledge themselves. In terms of managerial and 

business intelligence, these units are managed on the basis of a number of key performance indi-

cators, based on the expectations of the police métier; that is to say having to do with enforcement 

outcomes. Response times and occurrence resolutions are all subject to recording rules for the pur-

poses of management. Studies of front-line police patrol reveal PRUs to be subject to the vagaries of 

computer-aided command-and-control systems and, apart from easing behaviour, there is very little 

discretion (Mastrofski 2005; Sanders and Hannem 2012). 

Urban police agencies may differ in the organisational capacity put into primary response to 

citizen calls for service. Scanning across the second row of Table 2, in some police services, policework 

can take the form of community and neighbourhood teams (Edwards and Hughes 2005; Hughes and 

Rowe 2007; Gauthier 2016; Leighton 2016). In some versions the primary raison d’être of community 

officers is the acquisition, analysis, and tasking and co-ordination of multi-agency responses involving 

health (including mental health), education, social welfare and public housing all on the basis of com-

munity safety intelligence (Cockbain and Knutson 2013; Tilley 2013; Skogan 2016). In this event the 

convergent intersection of the CRU with a comprehensive community intelligence and multi-agency 

co-ordination intelligence foci could produce a self-tasking local area police and community safety 

partnership or a community security hub (Edwards and Hughes 2005; Bullock 2014). There are 

dangers. The external sharing of police information about crime and community safety can have per-

ceived negative effects, for example, undermining property values (Barker 2016). In practice, the 

modus operandi of community policing is at variance with the police métier and, in any case, these 

capacities are being increasingly absorbed into counter-terrorism and serious organised crime intel-

ligence acquisition (Murphy 2007; Klausen 2009). CRUs can be tasked with acquiring information and 

intelligence for other purposes, for example, in helping to acquire criminal investigative or public 

order intelligence, or organised crime and counter-terrorism intelligence. This position in the 

police division-of-labour involves multi-agency co-ordination intelligence work and boundary main-

tenance, because it often concerns work with non-police agencies. Officers in these positions act as 

conduits of information into the policing information environment and may selectively share police 

information with outside partners. Relevant managerial and business intelligence concerning the 

activities of those positioned in this part of the police division-of-labour is often project based. Com-

munity officers develop project plans, execute and evaluate them providing data for management 

purposes. Since community safety is reflected in the absence of indicators of crime and public dis-

order, it is often difficult for officers in these positions to produce management intelligence in 

direct concurrence with the police métier. Their greatest utility, from the point of view of police organ-

isation, is the ability to acquire a broad range of information from different outside organisations, 

institutions and groups in the police task environment. 

A typical multi-functional police agency will often undertake road traffic safety enforcement. In 

agencies of sufficient size this function can be consigned to specialists in the division-of-labour. 

Road traffic enforcement can be an end in itself but it can also be a pretext for intelligence acquisition 

in relation to other matters (Ingram 2007). Impaired driving stop checks deter drunk driving and 

associated license plate check data can be geo-temporally coded and put to other uses. The 

public order intelligence focus comes to bear when traffic units are tasked on a strategic basis in 

order to manage road congestion during parades, demonstrations and other large-scale events. 

When it comes to serious and organised crime intelligence and counter-terrorism intelligence foci, 

traffic units can have some peripheral involvement. For example, the rules of the road can provide 

pretexts for stopping vehicles and this can be useful in terms of acquiring relevant intelligence or 



acquisition. Nonetheless, such units may be involved in gathering public order intelligence and, with

the variety of technological aids to hand increasingly relay important information ‘in real time’. PRUs

may be operationally tasked on the basis of intelligence analysis involving serious and organised

crime, counter-terrorism and community safety intelligence, but are rarely involved in intelligence

acquisition focused specifically along these lines. Similarly, these units may be tasked on the basis

of multi-agency co-ordination intelligence, but are not primarily involved in its production and are

not considered useful repositories of such knowledge themselves. In terms of managerial and

business intelligence, these units are managed on the basis of a number of key performance indi-

cators, based on the expectations of the police métier; that is to say having to do with enforcement

outcomes. Response times and occurrence resolutions are all subject to recording rules for the pur-

poses of management. Studies of front-line police patrol reveal PRUs to be subject to the vagaries of

computer-aided command-and-control systems and, apart from easing behaviour, there is very little

discretion (Mastrofski 2005; Sanders and Hannem 2012).

Urban police agencies may differ in the organisational capacity put into primary response to

citizen calls for service. Scanning across the second row of Table 2, in some police services, policework

can take the form of community and neighbourhood teams (Edwards and Hughes 2005; Hughes and

Rowe 2007; Gauthier 2016; Leighton 2016). In some versions the primary raison d’être of community

officers is the acquisition, analysis, and tasking and co-ordination of multi-agency responses involving

health (including mental health), education, social welfare and public housing all on the basis of com-

munity safety intelligence (Cockbain and Knutson 2013; Tilley 2013; Skogan 2016). In this event the

convergent intersection of the CRU with a comprehensive community intelligence and multi-agency

co-ordination intelligence foci could produce a self-tasking local area police and community safety

partnership or a community security hub (Edwards and Hughes 2005; Bullock 2014). There are

dangers. The external sharing of police information about crime and community safety can have per-

ceived negative effects, for example, undermining property values (Barker 2016). In practice, the

modus operandi of community policing is at variance with the police métier and, in any case, these

capacities are being increasingly absorbed into counter-terrorism and serious organised crime intel-

ligence acquisition (Murphy 2007; Klausen 2009). CRUs can be tasked with acquiring information and

intelligence for other purposes, for example, in helping to acquire criminal investigative or public

order intelligence, or organised crime and counter-terrorism intelligence. This position in the

police division-of-labour involves multi-agency co-ordination intelligence work and boundary main-

tenance, because it often concerns work with non-police agencies. Officers in these positions act as

conduits of information into the policing information environment and may selectively share police

information with outside partners. Relevant managerial and business intelligence concerning the

activities of those positioned in this part of the police division-of-labour is often project based. Com-

munity officers develop project plans, execute and evaluate them providing data for management

purposes. Since community safety is reflected in the absence of indicators of crime and public dis-

order, it is often difficult for officers in these positions to produce management intelligence in

direct concurrence with the policemétier. Their greatest utility, from the point of view of police organ-

isation, is the ability to acquire a broad range of information from different outside organisations,

institutions and groups in the police task environment.

A typical multi-functional police agency will often undertake road traffic safety enforcement. In

agencies of sufficient size this function can be consigned to specialists in the division-of-labour.

Road traffic enforcement can be an end in itself but it can also be a pretext for intelligence acquisition

in relation to other matters (Ingram 2007). Impaired driving stop checks deter drunk driving and

associated license plate check data can be geo-temporally coded and put to other uses. The

public order intelligence focus comes to bear when traffic units are tasked on a strategic basis in

order to manage road congestion during parades, demonstrations and other large-scale events.

When it comes to serious and organised crime intelligence and counter-terrorism intelligence foci,

traffic units can have some peripheral involvement. For example, the rules of the road can provide

pretexts for stopping vehicles and this can be useful in terms of acquiring relevant intelligence or
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information, or non-traffic enforcement outcomes (such as arrest for possession of narcotics) can 

occur. Seen through the lens of managerial and business intelligence, these units are primarily 

subject to key performance indicators relating to traffic citations for example: driving without a 

license or while impaired, speeding or distracted driving. Traffic policing could contribute to signifi-

cantly to community safety if its allied intelligence processes for acquisition and analysis produced 

tasking requirements for the enhancement of road safety through environmental design; instead 

of which this role is harnessed to metrics that emphasise operational tasking for enforcement alone. 

Investigative units are considered fundamental to the police division-of-labour. Traditionally, this 

role has been concerned with ‘high volume’ crime such as assault, theft and robbery. In matters 

related to criminal intelligence, investigative detectives both acquire and analyse information and 

they do so primarily in order to make cases and undertake arrests. A focus on public order intelligence 

analysis can operationally task investigative operations, for example concerning open-air drug and 

prostitution markets which impact community quality of life matters. Generalist investigative work 

is usually institutionally separate from serious and organised crime or counter-terrorism intelligence 

as well as the work of special units such as the ‘vice squad’, ‘drug squad’, ‘hold-up squad’. The focus of 

the managerial and business intelligence lens on this aspect of the police division-of-labour reveals a 

central concern with clearing cases regarding relatively minor occurrences of theft, damage to prop-

erty and violence. Measures of effectiveness are understood in terms of the rise and fall of criminal 

incidents in relation to numbers of arrests. 

For a variety of historical reasons, most police agencies retain cadres of specialist detectives 

formed into squads which are a major source of idiosyncrasy in the organisation of policing 

(Manning 1980, 1997, 2016). Homicide, armed robbery, guns and gangs, drugs and vice, and now 

‘cybercrime’ offer some of the major pretexts for the formation and retention of specialist investiga-

tive units. These positions are covalent with the police métier and consequently high status within the 

occupation. Such units are distinguished by their active and systematic approach to intelligence gath-

ering marked by a specific investigative focus. In the case of specialist homicide and armed robbery 

units, the work is reactive: occurrences are translated by detectives into criminal incidents upon 

which they then try to build into cases. In the case of specialist anti-gang and drug units, work is 

often proactive: through the intensive use of surveillance teams, these squads gather information 

on particular individuals and groups for the purposes of criminal prosecution, frequently using organ-

ised crime and criminal conspiracy laws to do so. Such units are notorious hoarders of intelligence, 

because monopoly knowledge protects institutional turf. In some jurisdictions police services have 

created specialist units in response to political crime. For example, the development of Special 

Branch in the UK in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century was a response to the so-

called Irish question. A focus on multi-agency co-ordination intelligence reveals tensions around 

this role, where external security agencies compete with nascent or existing specialist political 

crime units for operational tasking responsibility in relation to counter-terrorism. Special squads 

may also seek to acquire intelligence from and about the community or communities in their task 

environment so as to analyse and plan for tasking in operations and projects. Especially when it 

involves information sharing for proactive covert surveillance, multi-agency co-ordination intelli-

gence work is highly circumscribed and is less about information sharing than it is intelligence acqui-

sition. Managerial and business intelligence concerning the operation of special squads is concerned 

with project costs (e.g. measured in over-time pay) as against the value of making high-profile cases 

or achieving other markers of success. Sufficiently oriented to specialist investigative functions 

regarded as essential to the police métier, these high status units exhibit a relatively high degree 

of discretionary activity (Manning 1980, 1997; Hobbs 1988; Marx and Fijnaut 1995; Billingsley et al. 

2001). This self-tasking and specialisation is at odds with some theories of intelligence-led policing 

which stress centralisation of strategic intelligence for the purposes of tasking and co-ordination 

(James 2013). 

Intelligence bureaus, acting as general repositories for system-wide analytical capability, are seen 

to be increasingly important in the orchestration of the police intelligence division-of-labour. These 



police organisational potency, units like the mounted section (which reflect tradition and, hence,

legitimacy) and the aerial surveillance unit (ensuring order with ‘eyes in the sky’) are difficult to

subject to managerial and business intelligence solutions. Officers who deploy in many of these

specialist units, often only do so on a part-time, ‘as need’ basis and normally fulfil work commitments

in other roles.

The managerial and business intelligence lens is the last line of consideration in the police div-

ision-of-labour. As can be seen in Table 2, in ideal-typical terms, managerial and business intelligence

does not intake information using any of the intelligence foci already enumerated. Managerial intelli-

gence analysis is divorced from criminal intelligence and public order intelligence analyses, as it is

from the details of serious and organised crime, counter-terrorism and community policing. Business

analytics operate at a distance from the policemétier. The metrics for business and managerial intelli-

gence analysis do not concern the ‘dirty details’ of operational police information. For example, it is

possible to know the fuel bills and over-time costs for mobile covert surveillance in a given context

without knowing the operational details subsequent to the legal warrant authorising the operation.

Business and managerial intelligence units have access to organisational systems data for the pur-

poses of analysis and assessment of agency efficiency, effectiveness and economy. Strategic

decisions about organisational tasking, co-ordination and resource allocation are made on the

basis of business intelligence analysis. Occasionally, management units may undertake community

surveys gathering information on community issues for the purposes of gauging police legitimacy,

but these are not usually considered to be sources of operationally useful community intelligence.

Administration in police organisations tends also to assume responsibility for a number of ancillary

intelligence roles, in addition to things like archiving records concerning human resource allocation,

quality assurance business and corporate planning – for example: corporate communications, legal

and media relations and facilitation of freedom of information requests. In some of the larger police

organisations, a ‘real time operations centre’ (RTOC) exists and is co-located within the administration

offices. In the future these intelligence hubs will commonly operate on the basis of streams of data

focused through the complete panoply of intelligence foci in ‘real time’ potentially enabling full spec-

trum direct strategic and tactical supervision of front-line uniformed patrol and detectives. Manage-

rial intelligence can distort the police intelligence division-of-labour because economic criteria

systematically misrepresent organisational goals pursued through other intelligence foci and are

therefore a poor source of information to support the democratic governance of the urban police

organisation.

Discussion and conclusion

It is seldom the case that researchers find themselves doing research inside a police organisation that

is not in the midst of ‘transformational change’. Every police organisation I have ever studied is either

in the midst of an operational review, about to undertake a re-organisation based on one, or re-

organisation has recently taken place. As the ancient Greek philosopher Heraclitus said, ‘ever-

newer waters flow on those who step into the same rivers’ (Warner 1958, p. 26). The question is,

how to picture the river? The previous discussion is the result of an attempt to derive, by the pro-

cesses of analytical induction, a theoretical picture of the endlessly transforming police intelligence

division-of-labour of the typical contemporary urban police service. Accordingly analytical distinc-

tions concerning the police division-of-labour and a variety of intelligence foci provide an analytical

grid for describing the police intelligence division-of-labour. The analysis argued further that this

picture gains organisational coherence relative to the police métier. The model should be broadly

reflective of the situation in Europe, North America and the UK and is useful for comparative purposes

and for understanding the interconnections that make up discrete roles that comprise the police

organisation as a whole. However, it is an abstraction and its usefulness is chiefly that it provokes

future research and thinking. The need for insight is especially acute in matters regarding democratic

oversight of police and security governance.
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are places where all manner of acquired information can be collated, filed and formatted – in short 

analysed – forming the basis for co-ordinated strategic and tactical operational tasking. As indicated 

in Table 1, a distinction between operational and analytical intelligence can be drawn. The former is 

concerned with different modes of intelligence acquisition. This includes mobile surveillance teams, 

electronic and cyber surveillance, informant handling and covert police operations. There is a signifi-

cant overlap with the intelligence acquisition work of some special squads (Dunnighan and Norris 

1999; Billingsley et al. 2001; James 2013; Manning 2016). In new and innovative areas of police 

work – for example, with regard to sexual offences with an ‘on-line’ or ‘cyber’ element, human traf-

ficking for the purposes of sexual exploitation, or counter-terrorism and political crime – sometimes 

intelligence bureaus have taken responsibility, preempting the formation of new special squads or 

absorbing existing ones. A difficulty is that such bureaus often do not have the operational capacity 

to undertake enforcement operations and affect arrests and therefore must task and co-ordinate 

other units in order to do so. Scanning across the relevant row in Table 2, it can be seen that the 

ideal-typical Intelligence Bureau works to acquire and analyse relevant data, information and knowl-

edge across six of the seven foci and on that basis aim to task and co-ordinate the work of other units. 

The practical limits of data warehousing are mitigated by the ambit of the police métier and the habits 

of specific organisations. Operational role differences are revealed in the varied orientations to the 

intelligence division-of-labour and sometimes organisational rivalries are observed (Manning 

2016). Intelligence bureaus normally work with information that is intelligence. Special squads tra-

ditionally work with information that may become evidence. Moreover, special squads have the 

ability to mount enforcement operations, whereas the Intelligence Bureau typically does not. Disrup-

tion techniques are based on intelligence (Innes and Sheptycki 2004; Tilley 2016) and inter- and intra-

organisational multi-agency collaboration intelligence may involve the production of evidence so 

there is a constant need to manage the evidence-intelligence boundary. Intelligence bureaus 

produce threat assessments and a variety of intelligence products for tasking and co-ordination of 

other units. Threat assessments with a projected internal career guide resource allocation decisions 

in operational planning. Threat assessments with a projected external career are intended to affect 

the perceptions of outside audiences. Risk assessments consider possible negative consequences 

for the organisation in the event of project failure. Intelligence Bureaus can potentially monopolise 

intelligence operations and analysis and, through tasking and co-ordination routines, thereby seek 

to exercise control of other units. If intelligence bureaus also have direct control of operational enfor-

cement means they could be fuly self-tasking and in that event are potentially a ‘firm within a firm’. 

Seen through the lens of managerial and business intelligence, the routine work of such centres is 

unquantifiable. Management evaluation is based on project outcomes and as long as there are no 

misadventures, such units are largely inviolable. It is now difficult to imagine a multi-functional 

police organisation that did not have facilities for managing large police databases, undertaking 

analytical work, formulating threat and risk assessments and recommending alternative operational 

plans. 

There are a variety of operational support units in different police services. Common examples are 

K9 and mounted units, marine and aerial units, emergency response teams (i.e. ‘SWAT’ units), SPGs 

and riot squads. In virtually all instances, operational support teams are tasked on the basis of intelli-

gence filtered through one or another of the intelligence foci. For example, mounted units can be 

deployed in the context of community policing or public order operations. Dog handlers and 

aerial reconnaissance units can be tasked to gather either evidence or intelligence. Where they 

exist, marine units serve multiple functions inclusive of primary response, traffic control and police 

community patrol on rivers, lakes and waterways and have similar relations to the police intelligence 

division-of-labour as does land-based front-line policing. Operational support units – the SPG (which 

are hand-picked units of uniformed patrol officers trained to undertake intensive field operations), 

the riot squad (trained to for large-scale public order events) and the emergency task force (ETF 

who are trained in special weapons and tactics), or specialists in VIP ‘close protection’ and bomb 

disposal – all offer gradations in orientation to the police métier. Often important symbols of 
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are hand-picked units of uniformed patrol officers trained to undertake intensive field operations),
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who are trained in special weapons and tactics), or specialists in VIP ‘close protection’ and bomb
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police organisational potency, units like the mounted section (which reflect tradition and, hence, 

legitimacy) and the aerial surveillance unit (ensuring order with ‘eyes in the sky’) are difficult to 

subject to managerial and business intelligence solutions. Officers who deploy in many of these 

specialist units, often only do so on a part-time, ‘as need’ basis and normally fulfil work commitments 

in other roles. 

The managerial and business intelligence lens is the last line of consideration in the police div-

ision-of-labour. As can be seen in Table 2, in ideal-typical terms, managerial and business intelligence 

does not intake information using any of the intelligence foci already enumerated. Managerial intelli-

gence analysis is divorced from criminal intelligence and public order intelligence analyses, as it is 

from the details of serious and organised crime, counter-terrorism and community policing. Business 

analytics operate at a distance from the police métier. The metrics for business and managerial intelli-

gence analysis do not concern the ‘dirty details’ of operational police information. For example, it is 

possible to know the fuel bills and over-time costs for mobile covert surveillance in a given context 

without knowing the operational details subsequent to the legal warrant authorising the operation. 

Business and managerial intelligence units have access to organisational systems data for the pur-

poses of analysis and assessment of agency efficiency, effectiveness and economy. Strategic 

decisions about organisational tasking, co-ordination and resource allocation are made on the 

basis of business intelligence analysis. Occasionally, management units may undertake community 

surveys gathering information on community issues for the purposes of gauging police legitimacy, 

but these are not usually considered to be sources of operationally useful community intelligence. 

Administration in police organisations tends also to assume responsibility for a number of ancillary 

intelligence roles, in addition to things like archiving records concerning human resource allocation, 

quality assurance business and corporate planning – for example: corporate communications, legal 

and media relations and facilitation of freedom of information requests. In some of the larger police 

organisations, a ‘real time operations centre’ (RTOC) exists and is co-located within the administration 

offices. In the future these intelligence hubs will commonly operate on the basis of streams of data 

focused through the complete panoply of intelligence foci in ‘real time’ potentially enabling full spec-

trum direct strategic and tactical supervision of front-line uniformed patrol and detectives. Manage-

rial intelligence can distort the police intelligence division-of-labour because economic criteria 

systematically misrepresent organisational goals pursued through other intelligence foci and are 

therefore a poor source of information to support the democratic governance of the urban police 

organisation. 

Discussion and conclusion 

It is seldom the case that researchers find themselves doing research inside a police organisation that 

is not in the midst of ‘transformational change’. Every police organisation I have ever studied is either 

in the midst of an operational review, about to undertake a re-organisation based on one, or re-

organisation has recently taken place. As the ancient Greek philosopher Heraclitus said, ‘ever-

newer waters flow on those who step into the same rivers’ (Warner 1958, p. 26). The question is, 

how to picture the river? The previous discussion is the result of an attempt to derive, by the pro-

cesses of analytical induction, a theoretical picture of the endlessly transforming police intelligence 

division-of-labour of the typical contemporary urban police service. Accordingly analytical distinc-

tions concerning the police division-of-labour and a variety of intelligence foci provide an analytical 

grid for describing the police intelligence division-of-labour. The analysis argued further that this 

picture gains organisational coherence relative to the police métier. The model should be broadly 

reflective of the situation in Europe, North America and the UK and is useful for comparative purposes 

and for understanding the interconnections that make up discrete roles that comprise the police 

organisation as a whole. However, it is an abstraction and its usefulness is chiefly that it provokes 

future research and thinking. The need for insight is especially acute in matters regarding democratic 

oversight of police and security governance. 



both formal and informal, is the seedbed of human organisational politics the irrationality of which is

one of the primary reasons why police institutions are not simple bureaucratic machines (Sheptycki

2017).

This analysis suggests how to begin to explore the ways in which ‘the police’ configure in broader

networks of security governance. The police métier encourages the conservation and strictly limited

application of police power to undertake surveillance and utilise coercive power and all organis-

ational resources are bent to the task of facilitating this. There are a striking number of one-way intel-

ligence channels by which police organisations filter selected knowledge to outside audiences.

Intelligence and information acquisition similarly goes on through multiple channels. Information

sharing straddles boundaries within the division-of-labour and generally the outcome of analysis is

a reflection of the police métier. Police-to-police intra-agency sharing of information is different

that sharing with non-police agencies because of fundamental differences in orientation to the

policemétier as either ‘insiders’ or ‘outsiders’. Multi-agency co-ordination intelligence processes facili-

tate knowledge about, and exchange with, security network partners. Any resulting selective interpel-

lation of the policemétier into institutionalised collaborations of security governance is an ideological

move by police agents that imbues governance with the stamp of authority.

Notes

1. Due to limitations of word length, fieldwork methods cannot be discussed more fully here. For a general discus-

sion of the use of analytic induction and grounded theory see Glaser and Strauss (2009). For a focused discussion

of fieldwork policework see Manning (1997) and Manning (2006). Methodological considerations underpinning

this particular analysis can be found in: Innes and Sheptycki (2004), Sheptycki (1996, 1998, 2001, 2003, 2004,

2016, 2017).

2. The term ‘interpellation’ is familiar in French political theory and is etymological derived from the Latin interpel-

latio, meaning to arrest or interrupt. Interpellation infers the act of control by means of the power of arrest and it

also gestures at the image of a judicial demand to do or say something. In French political theory the term has

sometimes been used to indicate an ideological and practical process by which people are subject to police

power (Rancière et al. 2001).
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Table 2 reveals that some positions in the police intelligence division-of-labour exhibit wide dis-

cretion while others exhibit relatively narrow discretion. This adds substantial complexity to the 

classic picture of police organisations as being characterised by high discretion afforded by the 

increasing ‘low visibility of decision-making’ as one moves ‘down the hierarchy’ (Goldstein 1960; 

Skolnick 1967; Wilson 1968). In this model there is no hierarchy. Instead, the (often unspoken) 

logic of the police métier is operationalised by performing a variety of specifiable roles within a 

complex division-of-labour rationalised according to the concurrent preoccupations of several differ-

ent intelligence lenses and it is in this sense that the archetypal municipal police service can be said 

to be organised. A key feature of the police intelligence division-of-labour appears to be the manage-

ment of the boundary between internally circulated information and intelligence, and evidence. The 

later has a projected external career. The boundary between internal and external knowledge is in 

continual negotiation with respect to the multi-agency co-ordination intelligence focus, but 

certain positions within the division-of-labour are expressly concerned with such boundaries, 

albeit in different ways. Investigative units think differently about the boundaries between internally 

circulated intelligence and externally released evidence than does the CRU or the media relations 

department. CRUs and PRUs are more or less oriented to pole star of the police métier and the 

former inevitably play a complicated game with respect to acquiring community intelligence and dis-

seminating police information to the outside world. This complex picture of the police intelligence 

division-of-labour raises interesting challenges for democratic governance and adds nuance to our 

understanding of the politics of police surveillance and visibility (Ericson and Haggerty 2005). 

The analytical grid used here to describe the police intelligence division-of-labour reveals the 

informational dissociation of managerial and business intelligence from all other intelligence foci. 

Organisational information ‘stove-piping’ is usually thought of negatively in relation to the hoarding 

of intelligence by special squads, or by specific operational intelligence focus (say to do with ‘organ-

ised crime’ or ‘terrorism’), but with managerial intelligence the stove pipe effect is system wide. The 

entire police division-of-labour is subject to comprehensive surveillance in the service of acquiring 

management knowledge by which to strategically task and co-ordinate the organisation according 

to a business logic disaffiliated from the police métier. This view of the police intelligence division-

of-labour adds complexity to the long ago observed gap between ‘street cops’ and ‘management 

cops’ (Reuss-Ianni 1983; Chan 2001). These structural conditions help to explain the persistent pro-

blems of governing policing by numbers and targets (Young 1991; Perrin 1998; Maguire 2000; 

Fassin 2011; de Maillard and Mouhanna 2016) and partly explain the importunate organisational 

pathologies that plague police intelligence systems (Sheptycki 2004). Existing research suggests 

that the development of RTOCs will likely reinforce organisational pretensions to the rationality of 

organisational ‘chain of command’ (Weisburd et al. 2003; Mastrofski 2005, 2007; McCue 2014). The 

organisational domination of managerial and business intelligence over the police division-of-labour 

focuses on the improvement of artificial metrics of police accountability and again raises complex 

questions about democratic police governance, especially in a period where the economics of poli-

cing are dominated by neo-liberal thinking (Sanders and Sheptycki 2016). 

This theoretical picture of the police intelligence division-of-labour is not a machine model. It is a 

schema for understanding the positioning of people in relation to the police métier, which is here 

defined broadly with reference to the professional craft knowledge concerning the means of surveil-

lance and coercion in making crime, reproducing order and governing insecurity. Within this schema 

individual people occupy identifiable positions and adjust their work routines, recipes, rituals and 

roles with regard to the inter-organisational uses that different kinds of information and intelligence 

propose. Those individual adjustments are based on rationally self-interested calculations and per-

sonal considerations that are shaped by situationally conditioned perceptions within the intelligence 

division-of-labour oriented to the police métier. The police intelligence division-of-labour is designed 

to limit and facilitate access to information on a ‘need to know’ basis, but different positions in the 

schema give greater or lesser strategic access to different kinds of information and individual discre-

tion is thereby shaped and limited in different ways. The structure of these informational relations, 
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blems of governing policing by numbers and targets (Young 1991; Perrin 1998; Maguire 2000;

Fassin 2011; de Maillard and Mouhanna 2016) and partly explain the importunate organisational

pathologies that plague police intelligence systems (Sheptycki 2004). Existing research suggests
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organisational domination of managerial and business intelligence over the police division-of-labour

focuses on the improvement of artificial metrics of police accountability and again raises complex
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cing are dominated by neo-liberal thinking (Sanders and Sheptycki 2016).

This theoretical picture of the police intelligence division-of-labour is not a machine model. It is a
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individual people occupy identifiable positions and adjust their work routines, recipes, rituals and

roles with regard to the inter-organisational uses that different kinds of information and intelligence
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sonal considerations that are shaped by situationally conditioned perceptions within the intelligence
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both formal and informal, is the seedbed of human organisational politics the irrationality of which is 

one of the primary reasons why police institutions are not simple bureaucratic machines (Sheptycki 

2017). 

This analysis suggests how to begin to explore the ways in which ‘the police’ configure in broader 

networks of security governance. The police métier encourages the conservation and strictly limited 

application of police power to undertake surveillance and utilise coercive power and all organis-

ational resources are bent to the task of facilitating this. There are a striking number of one-way intel-

ligence channels by which police organisations filter selected knowledge to outside audiences. 

Intelligence and information acquisition similarly goes on through multiple channels. Information 

sharing straddles boundaries within the division-of-labour and generally the outcome of analysis is 

a reflection of the police métier. Police-to-police intra-agency sharing of information is different 

that sharing with non-police agencies because of fundamental differences in orientation to the 

police métier as either ‘insiders’ or ‘outsiders’. Multi-agency co-ordination intelligence processes facili-

tate knowledge about, and exchange with, security network partners. Any resulting selective interpel-

lation of the police métier into institutionalised collaborations of security governance is an ideological 

move by police agents that imbues governance with the stamp of authority. 

Notes 

1. Due to limitations of word length, fieldwork methods cannot be discussed more fully here. For a general discus-
sion of the use of analytic induction and grounded theory see Glaser and Strauss (2009). For a focused discussion 

of fieldwork policework see Manning (1997) and Manning (2006). Methodological considerations underpinning 
this particular analysis can be found in: Innes and Sheptycki (2004), Sheptycki (1996, 1998, 2001, 2003, 2004, 
2016, 2017). 

2. The term ‘interpellation’ is familiar in French political theory and is etymological derived from the Latin interpel-
latio, meaning to arrest or interrupt. Interpellation infers the act of control by means of the power of arrest and it 

also gestures at the image of a judicial demand to do or say something. In French political theory the term has 
sometimes been used to indicate an ideological and practical process by which people are subject to police 
power (Rancière et al. 2001). 
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Boundary crossing: networked policing and emergent
‘communities of practice’ in safeguarding children

ABSTRACT

Child safeguarding has come to the forefront of public debate in the UK in
the aftermath of a series of highly publicised incidents of child sexual
exploitation and abuse. These have exposed the inadequacies and failings
of inter-organisational relations between police and key partners. While
the discourse of policing partnerships is now accepted wisdom, progress
has been distinctly hesitant. This paper contributes to understanding both
the challenges and opportunities presented through working across
organisational boundaries in the context of safeguarding children. It draws
on a study of relations within one of the largest Safeguarding Children
partnerships in England, developing insights from Etienne Wenger
regarding the potential of ‘communities of practice’ that innovate on the
basis of everyday learning through ‘boundary work’. We demonstrate how
such networked approaches expose the differential power relations and
sites of conflict between organisations but also provide possibilities to
challenge introspective cultures and foster organisational learning. We
argue that crucial in cultivating effective ‘communities of practice’ are:
shared commitment and purpose; relations of trust; balanced exchange of
information and resources; mutual respect for difference; and an open and
mature dialogue over possible conflicts. Boundary crossing can open
opportunities to foster increased reflexivity among policing professionals,
prompting critical self-reflection on values, ongoing reassessment of
assumptions and questioning of terminology. Yet, there is an inherent
tension in that the learning and innovative potential afforded by emergent
‘communities of practice’ derives from the coexistence and interplay
between both the depth of knowledge within practices and active
boundaries across practices.

Introduction

Risks to children and young people posed by adults have multiple, often inter-related, causes, while

conceptions of the nature of child maltreatment are themselves historically relative and subject to the

shifts across time, place and culture. In recent years, child protection has become increasingly poli-

ticised, notably in England (Parton 2014), often as a proxy for a range of debates about the efficacy of

health, welfare and policing professionals; their expertise, specialisation and interdependent

relations. Safeguarding children against contemporary risks and harms cuts across the responsibil-

ities, competencies and expertise of diverse organisations. It involves the police working closely

with partner agencies – in health, education, social care and youth services inter alia – with

This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/),
which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.
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ABSTRACT 
Child safeguarding has come to the forefront of public debate in the UK in 
the aftermath of a series of highly publicised incidents of child sexual 
exploitation and abuse. These have exposed the inadequacies and failings 
of inter-organisational relations between police and key partners. While 
the discourse of policing partnerships is now accepted wisdom, progress 
has been distinctly hesitant. This paper contributes to understanding both 
the challenges and opportunities presented through working across 
organisational boundaries in the context of safeguarding children. It draws 
on a study of relations within one of the largest Safeguarding Children 
partnerships in England, developing insights from Etienne Wenger 
regarding the potential of ‘communities of practice’ that innovate on the 
basis of everyday learning through ‘boundary work’. We demonstrate how 
such networked approaches expose the differential power relations and 
sites of conflict between organisations but also provide possibilities to 
challenge introspective cultures and foster organisational learning. We 
argue that crucial in cultivating effective ‘communities of practice’ are: 
shared commitment and purpose; relations of trust; balanced exchange of 
information and resources; mutual respect for difference; and an open and 
mature dialogue over possible conflicts. Boundary crossing can open 
opportunities to foster increased reflexivity among policing professionals, 
prompting critical self-reflection on values, ongoing reassessment of 
assumptions and questioning of terminology. Yet, there is an inherent 
tension in that the learning and innovative potential afforded by emergent 
‘communities of practice’ derives from the coexistence and interplay 
between both the depth of knowledge within practices and active 
boundaries across practices. 

Introduction 

Risks to children and young people posed by adults have multiple, often inter-related, causes, while 

conceptions of the nature of child maltreatment are themselves historically relative and subject to the 

shifts across time, place and culture. In recent years, child protection has become increasingly poli-

ticised, notably in England (Parton 2014), often as a proxy for a range of debates about the efficacy of 

health, welfare and policing professionals; their expertise, specialisation and interdependent 

relations. Safeguarding children against contemporary risks and harms cuts across the responsibil-

ities, competencies and expertise of diverse organisations. It involves the police working closely 

with partner agencies – in health, education, social care and youth services inter alia – with 
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holistic approaches to ‘security governance’ (Johnston and Shearing 2003) through networks, alli-

ances and partnerships (Fleming 2006, Bratton and Tumin 2012). These novel approaches recognise

that the levers and causes of crime lie far from the traditional reach of the police, let alone the crim-

inal justice system. Crucially, there is no single agency solution to crime, given the multi-faceted

nature of its causes and effects. Analogous notions of ‘plural policing’ (Crawford et al. 2005) and

‘nodal governance’ (Wood and Shearing 2007) allude to the multi-dimensional and cross-cutting

competencies and capabilities of diverse actors in responding to crime-related harms and their pre-

vention. Central to all is the challenge of effectively harnessing the diverse contributions of different

actors and agencies in ways that contribute to desirable community safety outcomes.

While the discourse of policing partnerships is now generally accepted wisdom, and institutional

frameworks exist to coordinate collective responses and pursue collaborative delivery, nevertheless,

progress has been hesitant, uneven and constrained (Crawford and Cunningham 2015). Despite

several decades of innovations in practice and research into partnership in community safety,

many of the obstacles highlighted in the early years (Sampson et al. 1988, Crawford 1994, 1997)

remain stubbornly persistent today. Consequently, much research analysis has centred on the bar-

riers to effective partnership working and the causes of ‘collaborative inertia’ which, for Vangen

and Huxham (2003, p. 62), ‘relates to the often-pertaining actual outcome, in which the collaboration

makes only hard fought or negligible progress’. Less attention has been given to the creative oppor-

tunities for organisational innovation and learning that collaborative working afford. Similarly, less

regard has been given to the importance of practitioners’ self-identity, commitment, values and

motivation in fostering (or resisting) change and the role of boundary crossing therein.

Policing scholars have highlighted the stubbornness of police culture in the face of intentional

organisational transformations (see Reiner 2010). Some time ago, Chan noted how change in policing

is frequently resisted if it

challenges existing definitions of the problems, if it makes officers feel more vulnerable and their work less pre-

dictable, if it deviates from the accepted methods of how their work is to be accomplished, if it does not accord

with ‘commonsense’, if it violates their collective values.(1997, p. 235)

Here, culture is understood as the everyday collective mentalities and sensibilities through which

experiences, expectations and behaviour are interpreted and given meaning and by means of

which people ‘communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about and their attitudes

toward life’ (Geertz 1973, p. 89). This translates into ‘how officers learn the craft of the job, use

their time and interact with different people’ (Loftus 2010, p. 1). As a dynamic force, this comes

close to an understanding of culture as a product of social learning (Wenger 1998). Forged in every-

day interactions, police culture can take different forms and expressions among discrete units and

sub-groups within the organisation engaged in distinct activities, external relationships and encoun-

ters with the public. Regardless, anchoring change in frontline organisational culture, demands

working with the intrinsic motivations, values, commitments, beliefs and everyday social practices

of those charged with delivering change on the ground. Evidently, organisational cultures can

serve both as impediments to, and facilitators of, strategic change, particularly when located at

the interface of differing organisations.

However, police culture is often understood as both overly homogenous (with less attention to

differences between hierarchies and specialist sub-teams within the organisation) and in a negative

light as constraining innovations and change. While culture can be a conservative force of tradition, it

can also be a vibrant source of everyday coping and learning (Loftus 2010). Similarly, insufficient

attention has been given to aspects of organisational cultures that unite practitioners working in

different professions. There are, of course, important common cultural characteristics that cut

across occupational boundaries (Nash and Walker 2009). Charman (2013) usefully highlights the

role of humour and banter by police and ambulance staff as a means of making sense of what

can be unpleasant, unpredictable and stressful situations. She shows the ways in which: ‘The

humour of exclusion and the humour of superiority are used to good effect to create shared cultural
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contrasting cultures, priorities and practices. Safeguarding children constitutes an exemplary ‘wicked 

problem’ as formulated by Rittel and Webber (1973) to highlight social or cultural issues that are dif-

ficult or impossible to solve due to incomplete or contradictory knowledge, have innumerable causes, 

do not necessarily have a right answer and are the subject of fragmentation under the contemporary 

division of professional labour. They elaborate: ‘The information needed to understand the problem 

depends upon one’s idea for solving it … to describe a wicked problem in sufficient detail, one has to 

develop an exhaustive inventory of all conceivable solutions ahead of time’ (Rittel and Webber 1973, 

p. 161, emphasis in original). Yet, the contemporary ‘conceivable solutions’ are themselves all 

refracted through differing professional and organisational lenses; they tend to be bureaucracy-pre-

mised rather than problem-oriented – myopic and differentiated rather than holistic and joined up 

(Crawford 2001). Fragmentation suggests a condition in which those people and organisations 

involved see themselves as more separate than united, and in which information and knowledge 

are chaotic and scattered. The complex institutional division of labour that surrounds safeguarding 

children and young people exhibits diverse disciplinary perspectives, epistemologies and method-

ologies, as well as organisational and cultural barriers. The challenge for contemporary organisations 

when addressing such ‘wicked’ issues is how to combine effectively the contributions of different 

knowledgeable and competent actors towards a clear understanding of the problems and generate 

professional confidence in delivering appropriate interventions. 

This paper contributes to understanding both the barriers and opportunities presented through 

working across organisational boundaries for contemporary policing through a study of relations 

within one of the largest Safeguarding Children partnerships in the UK; with a reputation for constructive 

partnership relations in a challenging national context. It develops insights from Wenger (1998) regard-

ing ‘communities of practice’ that innovate on the basis of everyday learning and advances a concept of 

‘boundary work’. We demonstrate how such networked approaches at the confluence of organisations 

expose the differential power relations and sites of conflict between organisations but also provide pos-

sibilities to foster organisational learning and challenge introspective cultures. We argue that crucial in 

cultivating emergent trans-disciplinary ‘communities of practice’ are five features: shared commitment 

and purpose; trust relations; balanced exchange of information and resources; mutual respect for differ-

ence; and an open and mature dialogue over possible conflicts. Each of these is considered, in turn, and 

illustrated through fieldwork examples. We explore the ways in which ‘boundary work’ can open up 

opportunities to foster increased reflexivity among policing professionals, prompting critical self-reflec-

tion on values, ongoing reassessment of assumptions and questioning of terminology. As such, the 

paper seeks to prompt new explorations of the possibilities for organisational learning and innovation 

that arise among ‘communities of practice’ through boundary work at the interface between distinct 

professionals with very different cultural assumptions and practices. 

The paper proceeds first by highlighting the centrality of partnerships in contemporary policing 

and the challenges of police organisational culture therein, before going on to sketch the conceptual 

contours of ‘communities of practice’ as a framework for analysing what we call ‘boundary work’. By 

way of context, we then outline key recent developments in child protection in the UK that have 

prompted a ‘politics of outrage’ (Parton 2014). We go on to explore insights from the research 

case study regarding boundary crossing and working relations between professionals delivering 

child safeguarding. These are organised around five core features of communities of practice that 

emerged from the empirical findings. We conclude with some reflections on the future and the impli-

cations for creative trans-professional practices. 

Police organisational change 

Given the complex and interdependent causes of crime and disorder, by necessity contemporary 

policing is embedded in a constellation of inter-agency partnerships. Hence, various commentators 

have highlighted the need to open up policing and crime control through inter-institutional and 

inter-disciplinary collaborations with other public, private and third sector providers to encompass 
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holistic approaches to ‘security governance’ (Johnston and Shearing 2003) through networks, alli-

ances and partnerships (Fleming 2006, Bratton and Tumin 2012). These novel approaches recognise 

that the levers and causes of crime lie far from the traditional reach of the police, let alone the crim-

inal justice system. Crucially, there is no single agency solution to crime, given the multi-faceted 

nature of its causes and effects. Analogous notions of ‘plural policing’ (Crawford et al. 2005) and 

‘nodal governance’ (Wood and Shearing 2007) allude to the multi-dimensional and cross-cutting 

competencies and capabilities of diverse actors in responding to crime-related harms and their pre-

vention. Central to all is the challenge of effectively harnessing the diverse contributions of different 

actors and agencies in ways that contribute to desirable community safety outcomes. 

While the discourse of policing partnerships is now generally accepted wisdom, and institutional 

frameworks exist to coordinate collective responses and pursue collaborative delivery, nevertheless, 

progress has been hesitant, uneven and constrained (Crawford and Cunningham 2015). Despite 

several decades of innovations in practice and research into partnership in community safety, 

many of the obstacles highlighted in the early years (Sampson et al. 1988, Crawford 1994, 1997) 

remain stubbornly persistent today. Consequently, much research analysis has centred on the bar-

riers to effective partnership working and the causes of ‘collaborative inertia’ which, for Vangen 

and Huxham (2003, p. 62), ‘relates to the often-pertaining actual outcome, in which the collaboration 

makes only hard fought or negligible progress’. Less attention has been given to the creative oppor-

tunities for organisational innovation and learning that collaborative working afford. Similarly, less 

regard has been given to the importance of practitioners’ self-identity, commitment, values and 

motivation in fostering (or resisting) change and the role of boundary crossing therein. 

Policing scholars have highlighted the stubbornness of police culture in the face of intentional 

organisational transformations (see Reiner 2010). Some time ago, Chan noted how change in policing 

is frequently resisted if it 

challenges existing definitions of the problems, if it makes officers feel more vulnerable and their work less pre-

dictable, if it deviates from the accepted methods of how their work is to be accomplished, if it does not accord 
with ‘commonsense’, if it violates their collective values.(1997, p. 235) 

Here, culture is understood as the everyday collective mentalities and sensibilities through which 

experiences, expectations and behaviour are interpreted and given meaning and by means of 

which people ‘communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about and their attitudes 

toward life’ (Geertz 1973, p. 89). This translates into ‘how officers learn the craft of the job, use 

their time and interact with different people’ (Loftus 2010, p. 1). As a dynamic force, this comes 

close to an understanding of culture as a product of social learning (Wenger 1998). Forged in every-

day interactions, police culture can take different forms and expressions among discrete units and 

sub-groups within the organisation engaged in distinct activities, external relationships and encoun-

ters with the public. Regardless, anchoring change in frontline organisational culture, demands 

working with the intrinsic motivations, values, commitments, beliefs and everyday social practices 

of those charged with delivering change on the ground. Evidently, organisational cultures can 

serve both as impediments to, and facilitators of, strategic change, particularly when located at 

the interface of differing organisations. 

However, police culture is often understood as both overly homogenous (with less attention to 

differences between hierarchies and specialist sub-teams within the organisation) and in a negative 

light as constraining innovations and change. While culture can be a conservative force of tradition, it 

can also be a vibrant source of everyday coping and learning (Loftus 2010). Similarly, insufficient 

attention has been given to aspects of organisational cultures that unite practitioners working in 

different professions. There are, of course, important common cultural characteristics that cut 

across occupational boundaries (Nash and Walker 2009). Charman (2013) usefully highlights the 

role of humour and banter by police and ambulance staff as a means of making sense of what 

can be unpleasant, unpredictable and stressful situations. She shows the ways in which: ‘The 

humour of exclusion and the humour of superiority are used to good effect to create shared cultural 



Within communities of practice, learning is viewed as a reflexive engagement through dialogue in

an attempt to make sense of, and create meaning from, experience. It is at the interface between pro-

fessions that new learning resources can flourish. Hence, communities of practice exhibit distinct

network-like qualities. For Wenger (2010, p. 191), communities and networks are two types of struc-

turing processes whereby the former emphasises identity and the latter stresses connectivity. Con-

sequently, networks and bureaucracies have very different mechanisms of governance and logics

of accountability (Fleming and Rhodes 2005). The intra-organisational focus of bureaucracies

affords scant regard to the more complex process of negotiating shared purposes, particularly

where there is no hierarchy of control. As such, communities of practice cannot be ‘managed’ in

the traditional control-oriented manner but need to be cultivated though more arms-length pro-

cesses that accord greater sway to interdependencies.

Inter-organisational teams, clusters and networks may constitute emergent communities of prac-

tice in the sense that they are fluid and dynamic over time, involve greater uncertainty, rely more

evidently on informal relations and, hence, are often harder to control than more stable or fixed

groupings (Juriado and Gustafsson 2007). Wenger recognises not only that boundaries exist

between communities of practice, as an unavoidable outcome of any depth of knowledge particu-

larly as these become more highly specialised, but also that ‘boundaries are interesting places’ as

a source of learning in that the ‘meetings of perspectives can be rich in new insights and radical inno-

vations’ (Wenger 2010, p. 183). So too, boundaries can become ‘places of potential misunderstanding

arising from different enterprises, commitments, values, repertoires, and perspectives’ (Wenger 2010,

p. 183). Consequently, it is at the intersections and boundaries between communities of practice that

productive dynamics can be forged, as innovations and ideas produced in one domain are translated

and feed into others. It is here that ‘knowledge brokers’ (Wenger et al. 2002, p. 154), with membership

in multiple communities, can act as ‘translators’ between communities, combining knowledge. As

such, they have an important role in spurring innovation. But there is a profound paradox at the

heart of learning within a ‘system of practices’ that constitute a field or domain – such as safeguarding

children – namely, the learning and innovative potential of the whole system derives from the coex-

istence and interplay between depth of knowledge within practices and active boundaries across

practices.

For Wenger, the concept of ‘community of practice’ also implies an ethic with regard to how prac-

titioners invest and utilise their identities as they travel through the landscape of boundaries and

practice-based communities. This prompts ethical questions about how practitioners contribute to

learning as ‘brokers’ using multi-membership as a bridge across practices and how they exploit

their unique position ‘to see the need for a community with the legitimacy to call it into being

and becoming conveners’ (Wenger 2010, p. 197). This ethic infers that practitioners utilise their pos-

ition as ‘learning citizens’ to challenge misunderstandings, innovate and disrupt unreflexive assump-

tions entrenched in historic practices.

Safeguarding children in the UK

It has long been recognised that the challenges in delivering effective safeguarding services for chil-

dren and young people demand cross-agency working and robust inter-organisational partnerships.

In the recommendations of her Report of the inquiry into child abuse in Cleveland 1987, Butler-Sloss

(1988, pp. 248–251) prominently highlighted the need for improved inter-agency coordination in

dealing with child abuse cases of the future. Whilst much has changed in the subsequent 30 years

to facilitate and embed partnership working, the obstacles to delivering genuinely joined-up and

effective responses to child abuse and sexual exploitation remain stubborn. The Children Act 1989,

introduced soon after the Cleveland inquiry, gave every child the right to protection from abuse

and exploitation. Under section 47 of the 1989 Act, the police, working with partner agencies – chil-

dren’s Social Care, Health and Education services – are responsible for making enquiries to safeguard

the welfare of any child in the area who is suffering (or likely to suffer) significant harm. The police are
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understandings, reinforce group values and strengthen the bonds between organisations’ (2013, 

p. 162). These bonds of solidarity and camaraderie are borne of a shared environment, common 

street-work and common exposure to difficult emergency situations. 

As such, it is instructive to consider partnership working not simply from the viewpoint of insti-

tutional fault-lines and structural dynamics – as important as these are – but also from the perspective 

of professional practices, especially where these are situated in novel inter-institutional spaces at the 

edges of organisations and in emergent configurations. Hence, in this paper, we draw attention to the 

everyday experiences, activities and expectations of those engaged in what we term ‘boundary work’, 

notably where this involves co-location; those who negotiate and creatively seek to manage the pro-

blems they encounter within the wider structural and institutional constraints that frame their work 

across organisational boundaries. Through an understanding those engaged in everyday ‘boundary 

crossing’ and their practices, we can gain insights into the transformative potential, as well as knowl-

edge and learning that such work generates. An approach that explores situated learning in a context 

in which it is shaped by and in turn shapes everyday practices offers particular relevance for policing; 

where the prevalence of an occupational culture rooted in ‘craft’, practitioner intuition and on-the-job 

tacit knowledge is foundational in making sense of police work (Manning 1977). 

Communities of practice 

Etienne Wenger and colleagues – working in the field of education – have provided some useful lines 

of enquiry with regard to the potential for developing ‘communities of practice’. To this end, Lave and 

Wenger (1991) distinguish learning from intentional instruction (i.e. formal education and training). 

They argue that learning is necessarily situated, a process of participation in communities of practice. 

In ways that closely echo long-standing sociological insights into police learning of skills ‘on-the-job’ 

(Bayley and Bittner 1984), Lave and Wenger argue that newcomers join such communities via a 

process of ‘legitimate peripheral participation’; namely learning by immersion in the new community 

and absorbing its modes of action and meaning as a part of the process of becoming a community 

member. The mastery of knowledge requires newcomers to move towards full participation in the 

socio-cultural practices of a community, in ways that resemble police knowledge as a ‘craft’. Thus, 

conceived learning is social and comes largely from experiences of participating in daily life alongside 

others engaged in similar practices. Communities of practice are ‘groups of people who share a 

concern or a passion for something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact regularly’ 

(Wenger and Wenger-Trayner 2015, p. 1). They can exist within an institution or stretch across organ-

isational boundaries that develop in mutual engagement on a joint enterprise. 

These insights have implications for practitioners working in diverse fields, especially where inter-

organisational partnerships of practice are concerned, such as community safety (Henry 2012). Com-

munities of practice are as diverse as the situations that give rise to them. Some communities of prac-

tice are deliberately designed (Wenger 1998, p. 244) – they are institutionally intended – while others 

have an emergent quality, forged through interaction and negotiation. For Wenger et al. (2002, 

pp. 23–41), despite taking various forms, all ‘communities of practice’ share a basic structure that 

includes three interlocking and mutually constitutive elements of: domain, community and practice. 

The domain is the shared enterprise that a community is engaged in; it denotes the topic that the 

community focuses on and is committed to and hence the community’s identity. As such, member-

ship implies a commitment to the domain, and a shared competence that distinguishes members 

from other people. The community refers to those who are engaged in the shared enterprise articu-

lated by the domain. Members engage in joint activities and build relationships that enable them to 

learn from and help each other. Finally, the practice is a shared repertoire of resources;‘a set of frame-

works, ideas, tools, information, styles’ (Wenger et al. 2002, p. 29) and ways of addressing recurring 

problems. It constitutes the specific knowledge – through language, stories and documents – that 

the members share. It is by developing these three elements in parallel that a community of practice 

is cultivated. 
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Within communities of practice, learning is viewed as a reflexive engagement through dialogue in 

an attempt to make sense of, and create meaning from, experience. It is at the interface between pro-

fessions that new learning resources can flourish. Hence, communities of practice exhibit distinct 

network-like qualities. For Wenger (2010, p. 191), communities and networks are two types of struc-

turing processes whereby the former emphasises identity and the latter stresses connectivity. Con-

sequently, networks and bureaucracies have very different mechanisms of governance and logics 

of accountability (Fleming and Rhodes 2005). The intra-organisational focus of bureaucracies 

affords scant regard to the more complex process of negotiating shared purposes, particularly 

where there is no hierarchy of control. As such, communities of practice cannot be ‘managed’ in 

the traditional control-oriented manner but need to be cultivated though more arms-length pro-

cesses that accord greater sway to interdependencies. 

Inter-organisational teams, clusters and networks may constitute emergent communities of prac-

tice in the sense that they are fluid and dynamic over time, involve greater uncertainty, rely more 

evidently on informal relations and, hence, are often harder to control than more stable or fixed 

groupings (Juriado and Gustafsson 2007). Wenger recognises not only that boundaries exist 

between communities of practice, as an unavoidable outcome of any depth of knowledge particu-
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a source of learning in that the ‘meetings of perspectives can be rich in new insights and radical inno-

vations’ (Wenger 2010, p. 183). So too, boundaries can become ‘places of potential misunderstanding 

arising from different enterprises, commitments, values, repertoires, and perspectives’ (Wenger 2010, 

p. 183). Consequently, it is at the intersections and boundaries between communities of practice that 
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and feed into others. It is here that ‘knowledge brokers’ (Wenger et al. 2002, p. 154), with membership 
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children – namely, the learning and innovative potential of the whole system derives from the coex-

istence and interplay between depth of knowledge within practices and active boundaries across 

practices. 
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titioners invest and utilise their identities as they travel through the landscape of boundaries and 

practice-based communities. This prompts ethical questions about how practitioners contribute to 

learning as ‘brokers’ using multi-membership as a bridge across practices and how they exploit 

their unique position ‘to see the need for a community with the legitimacy to call it into being 

and becoming conveners’ (Wenger 2010, p. 197). This ethic infers that practitioners utilise their pos-

ition as ‘learning citizens’ to challenge misunderstandings, innovate and disrupt unreflexive assump-

tions entrenched in historic practices. 

Safeguarding children in the UK 

It has long been recognised that the challenges in delivering effective safeguarding services for chil-

dren and young people demand cross-agency working and robust inter-organisational partnerships. 

In the recommendations of her Report of the inquiry into child abuse in Cleveland 1987, Butler-Sloss 

(1988, pp. 248–251) prominently highlighted the need for improved inter-agency coordination in 

dealing with child abuse cases of the future. Whilst much has changed in the subsequent 30 years 

to facilitate and embed partnership working, the obstacles to delivering genuinely joined-up and 

effective responses to child abuse and sexual exploitation remain stubborn. The Children Act 1989, 

introduced soon after the Cleveland inquiry, gave every child the right to protection from abuse 

and exploitation. Under section 47 of the 1989 Act, the police, working with partner agencies – chil-

dren’s Social Care, Health and Education services – are responsible for making enquiries to safeguard 

the welfare of any child in the area who is suffering (or likely to suffer) significant harm. The police are 



information about domestic abuse cases in a timely way and were not notifying social workers quickly

enough when children went missing.

Evidently, the problem of child sexual abuse and the inadequate organisational responses to it

have become something of a national trauma in the UK. This has resulted in what Parton (2014,

p. 11) refers to as a growing ‘politics of outrage’, directed not solely at the perpetrators of crime

but also at the professionals responsible for the various cases of institutional failure and the operation

of the child protection system itself. Undoubtedly, this reflects not only the nature of the harm

caused, its apparent widespread pervasiveness and institutional failures to recognise or address

the vulnerabilities to which children have been (and are) exposed, but also the unquestionable ‘wick-

edness’ of the problem itself – in the sense that Rittel and Webber (1973) deploy the term – in that it

exhibits both social complexity and institutional fragmentation.

Leeds safeguarding children

Against this bleak national backdrop, safeguarding children services in the city of Leeds have drawn

considerable praise and recognition in recent years (Ofsted 2015). Services are coordinated by the

LSCB which provides leadership, management and governance to partnerships delivering child pro-

tection. They sit nested within a wider commitment by Leeds City Council to bring organisations,

businesses and individuals together to make Leeds a ‘child-friendly city’ across all services, sectors

and fields of social life. The LSCB consists of senior representatives for the principal agencies involved

in delivering and promoting the welfare of children in the city. Their task is to co-ordinate the actions

of agencies represented on the Safeguarding Board and to ensure their effectiveness in safeguarding

and promoting the welfare of children in its area. The LSCB provides oversight of the Children’s Trust

Board which consists of key multi-agency stakeholders from health, schools, children’s services, youth

justice and police. The Children’s Social Work department assesses and supports children and young

people. The council’s Integrated Safeguarding Unit brings together a variety of services including

education and healthcare to deal with child safeguarding matters in collaboration with partner

agencies, including the police.

At an operational level, the focal point in Leeds is the ‘front door’ Safeguarding Hub; an integrated

and co-located unit that brings together partners from a range of organisations, including police, chil-

dren’s social work, probation, local authority anti-social behaviour team, housing, education, health

and youth offending services. The ‘front door’ provides early and targeted services to families, chil-

dren and young people in relation to safeguarding concerns and domestic violence incidents invol-

ving children. It provides opportunities to gather, share and exploit information and intelligence.

Within the ‘front door’, the police have embedded a dedicated Partnership Vulnerability Unit

which seeks to enable early assessment and information sharing, as well as operational decision-

making. The ‘front door’ is supported by the restructuring of social work services into a locality

model based around 25 multi-agency ‘clusters’ across the city. Each cluster is coordinated by a Tar-

geted Services Leader and brings together a range of locally based agencies including (but not

limited to) schools, social workers, healthcare workers, youth justice, housing, police and third

sector organisations. Alongside the dedicated Partnership Vulnerability Unit, West Yorkshire Police

have a number of specialist units within their safeguarding structure whose remit includes child pro-

tection, notably a CSE and Missing Persons Unit and a Public Protection Unit, both of which operate

out of police headquarters in Leeds.

Daily partnership meetings focus on high-risk cases, allowing information sharing and the devel-

opment of action plans relating to victims, perpetrators and children. The purpose is to enable the

management of risk, facilitate the coordination of support and reduce duplication and multiple con-

tacts with victims. In recent years, there has been an investment in, and commitment to, early inter-

vention and the use of ‘restorative practices’ – notably family group conferencing – in line with the

ambition for Leeds to become a ‘Restorative City’ (Leeds City Council 2015). Significant funding from

the UK Government’s Innovation Programme has enabled professional staff across multiple agencies
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under a duty to refer to the local authority those ‘children in need’ and the local authority is under a 

general duty to safeguard and promote the welfare of children who are believed to be in need (s. 17 

of the 1989 Act). The intervening years, however, have seen a series of high profile cases that have 

exposed deep faults in safeguarding children services, much of the blame for which has been placed 

at the door of inadequate communications between intervening organisations. 

While each successive safeguarding scandal has prompted wide-ranging reviews, lengthy inqui-

ries, profound public debate and policy responses, there have been significant similarities in the fail-

ings of key public services. The Laming Report (2003) into the death of Victoria Climbié in early 2000 

found that health, police and social services missed 12 opportunities to prevent Victoria’s death from 

severe child abuse and neglect. The Report prompted the 2004 Children’s Act which mandated that 

each local authority appointed a Children’s Director and that statutory Local Safeguarding Children 

Boards (LSCBs) replaced erstwhile Area Child Protection Committees. LSCBs assumed responsibility 

for overseeing and coordinating a multi-agency response to child sexual abuse and exploitation 

and to ensure their effectiveness in safeguarding and promoting the welfare of children in its 

area. Government guidance entitled Working Together (first published in 1999) sets out how organ-

isations and individuals should work together to safeguard and promote the welfare of children and 

young people in accordance with the Children Acts 1989 and 2004. It includes the advice that ‘every 

LSCB should play a strong role in supporting information sharing between and within organisations 

and addressing any barriers to information sharing’ which ‘should include ensuring that a culture of 

information sharing is developed’ (HM Government 2015, p. 71). 

Nonetheless, tragic cases have continued to expose the fault-lines. Notably, ‘Baby P’, a 17-month-

old boy (Peter Connelly) who died in August 2007 at home in north London, after months of abuse 

having suffered more than 50 injuries, and having been visited some 60 times by the authorities in 

the 8 months before his death. A serious case review revealed extensive incompetence on the part of 

social workers, doctors, lawyers and police (Jones 2010). Similar issues have come to the fore follow-

ing a number of highly publicised incidents of child sexual exploitation (CSE) in which the police and 

local authorities failed to protect vulnerable children. In November 2010, five men were convicted of 

sexual offences against under-aged girls in Rotherham. A subsequent independent inquiry into the 

handling of the cases claimed that, as a ‘conservative estimate’, some 1400 children had been abused 

in and around Rotherham during the period between 1997 and 2013 (Jay 2014, p. 1). The report was 

highly critical of the local authority and the police’s role in handling child sexual abuse investigations, 

accusing them of blatant collective failures. Further allegations have arisen in which similar patterns 

of sexual abuse against under-aged girls have been reported in as many other towns and cities in the 

UK. 

Added to this, historic child sex abuse offences by a string of well-known public figures in the UK 

have emerged since the launch of the Metropolitan Police’s Operation Yewtree in October 2012. The 

investigation explored allegations made by over 200 complainants spread across 14 police force 

areas spanning a period of four decades. The investigation was described by one Police Commander 

as ‘a watershed moment for child abuse investigations’ (Dodd 2012). Given the tide of scandals, a 

currently ongoing Independent Inquiry into Child Sexual Abuse was established and placed on a stat-

utory footing in early 2015. Scheduled for completion by 2020, its terms of reference are to ‘consider 

the extent to which state and non-state institutions have failed in their duty of care to protect chil-

dren from sexual abuse and exploitation’. While plagued by controversies – the first three Chairs 

(Lady Butler-Sloss, Dame Fiona Woolf and Dame Lowell Goddard) all resigned – the scale and dur-

ation of the inquiry are unprecedented. 

Meanwhile, in a letter to the Chief Inspector of Constabulary in 2016, the head of Ofsted (the Office 

for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills which inspects and regulates services that 

care for children and young people in the UK) criticised police forces for failing to take child protec-

tion matters seriously. He referred to the fact that more than half of Ofsted’s 42 inspections of local 

authority children’s services in the previous year had identified serious weaknesses in the police’s 

contribution to safeguarding children. Inspectors had found that police forces were failing to share 



under a duty to refer to the local authority those ‘children in need’ and the local authority is under a

general duty to safeguard and promote the welfare of children who are believed to be in need (s. 17

of the 1989 Act). The intervening years, however, have seen a series of high profile cases that have
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young people in accordance with the Children Acts 1989 and 2004. It includes the advice that ‘every

LSCB should play a strong role in supporting information sharing between and within organisations

and addressing any barriers to information sharing’ which ‘should include ensuring that a culture of

information sharing is developed’ (HM Government 2015, p. 71).

Nonetheless, tragic cases have continued to expose the fault-lines. Notably, ‘Baby P’, a 17-month-

old boy (Peter Connelly) who died in August 2007 at home in north London, after months of abuse

having suffered more than 50 injuries, and having been visited some 60 times by the authorities in

the 8 months before his death. A serious case review revealed extensive incompetence on the part of

social workers, doctors, lawyers and police (Jones 2010). Similar issues have come to the fore follow-

ing a number of highly publicised incidents of child sexual exploitation (CSE) in which the police and

local authorities failed to protect vulnerable children. In November 2010, five men were convicted of

sexual offences against under-aged girls in Rotherham. A subsequent independent inquiry into the

handling of the cases claimed that, as a ‘conservative estimate’, some 1400 children had been abused

in and around Rotherham during the period between 1997 and 2013 (Jay 2014, p. 1). The report was

highly critical of the local authority and the police’s role in handling child sexual abuse investigations,

accusing them of blatant collective failures. Further allegations have arisen in which similar patterns

of sexual abuse against under-aged girls have been reported in as many other towns and cities in the

UK.

Added to this, historic child sex abuse offences by a string of well-known public figures in the UK

have emerged since the launch of the Metropolitan Police’s Operation Yewtree in October 2012. The

investigation explored allegations made by over 200 complainants spread across 14 police force

areas spanning a period of four decades. The investigation was described by one Police Commander

as ‘a watershed moment for child abuse investigations’ (Dodd 2012). Given the tide of scandals, a

currently ongoing Independent Inquiry into Child Sexual Abuse was established and placed on a stat-

utory footing in early 2015. Scheduled for completion by 2020, its terms of reference are to ‘consider

the extent to which state and non-state institutions have failed in their duty of care to protect chil-

dren from sexual abuse and exploitation’. While plagued by controversies – the first three Chairs

(Lady Butler-Sloss, Dame Fiona Woolf and Dame Lowell Goddard) all resigned – the scale and dur-

ation of the inquiry are unprecedented.

Meanwhile, in a letter to the Chief Inspector of Constabulary in 2016, the head of Ofsted (the Office

for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills which inspects and regulates services that

care for children and young people in the UK) criticised police forces for failing to take child protec-

tion matters seriously. He referred to the fact that more than half of Ofsted’s 42 inspections of local

authority children’s services in the previous year had identified serious weaknesses in the police’s

contribution to safeguarding children. Inspectors had found that police forces were failing to share
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information about domestic abuse cases in a timely way and were not notifying social workers quickly 

enough when children went missing. 

Evidently, the problem of child sexual abuse and the inadequate organisational responses to it 

have become something of a national trauma in the UK. This has resulted in what Parton (2014, 

p. 11) refers to as a growing ‘politics of outrage’, directed not solely at the perpetrators of crime 

but also at the professionals responsible for the various cases of institutional failure and the operation 

of the child protection system itself. Undoubtedly, this reflects not only the nature of the harm 

caused, its apparent widespread pervasiveness and institutional failures to recognise or address 

the vulnerabilities to which children have been (and are) exposed, but also the unquestionable ‘wick-

edness’ of the problem itself – in the sense that Rittel and Webber (1973) deploy the term – in that it 

exhibits both social complexity and institutional fragmentation. 

Leeds safeguarding children 

Against this bleak national backdrop, safeguarding children services in the city of Leeds have drawn 

considerable praise and recognition in recent years (Ofsted 2015). Services are coordinated by the 

LSCB which provides leadership, management and governance to partnerships delivering child pro-

tection. They sit nested within a wider commitment by Leeds City Council to bring organisations, 

businesses and individuals together to make Leeds a ‘child-friendly city’ across all services, sectors 

and fields of social life. The LSCB consists of senior representatives for the principal agencies involved 

in delivering and promoting the welfare of children in the city. Their task is to co-ordinate the actions 

of agencies represented on the Safeguarding Board and to ensure their effectiveness in safeguarding 

and promoting the welfare of children in its area. The LSCB provides oversight of the Children’s Trust 

Board which consists of key multi-agency stakeholders from health, schools, children’s services, youth 

justice and police. The Children’s Social Work department assesses and supports children and young 

people. The council’s Integrated Safeguarding Unit brings together a variety of services including 

education and healthcare to deal with child safeguarding matters in collaboration with partner 

agencies, including the police. 

At an operational level, the focal point in Leeds is the ‘front door’ Safeguarding Hub; an integrated 

and co-located unit that brings together partners from a range of organisations, including police, chil-

dren’s social work, probation, local authority anti-social behaviour team, housing, education, health 

and youth offending services. The ‘front door’ provides early and targeted services to families, chil-

dren and young people in relation to safeguarding concerns and domestic violence incidents invol-

ving children. It provides opportunities to gather, share and exploit information and intelligence. 

Within the ‘front door’, the police have embedded a dedicated Partnership Vulnerability Unit 

which seeks to enable early assessment and information sharing, as well as operational decision-

making. The ‘front door’ is supported by the restructuring of social work services into a locality 

model based around 25 multi-agency ‘clusters’ across the city. Each cluster is coordinated by a Tar-

geted Services Leader and brings together a range of locally based agencies including (but not 

limited to) schools, social workers, healthcare workers, youth justice, housing, police and third 

sector organisations. Alongside the dedicated Partnership Vulnerability Unit, West Yorkshire Police 

have a number of specialist units within their safeguarding structure whose remit includes child pro-

tection, notably a CSE and Missing Persons Unit and a Public Protection Unit, both of which operate 

out of police headquarters in Leeds. 

Daily partnership meetings focus on high-risk cases, allowing information sharing and the devel-

opment of action plans relating to victims, perpetrators and children. The purpose is to enable the 

management of risk, facilitate the coordination of support and reduce duplication and multiple con-

tacts with victims. In recent years, there has been an investment in, and commitment to, early inter-

vention and the use of ‘restorative practices’ – notably family group conferencing – in line with the 

ambition for Leeds to become a ‘Restorative City’ (Leeds City Council 2015). Significant funding from 

the UK Government’s Innovation Programme has enabled professional staff across multiple agencies 



group (FG), their professional expertise and their roles within the framework of safeguarding children

services.

Fieldwork was conducted between May and August 2015. Interviews and focus groups all lasted

between 60 and 90 minutes and were audio recorded and transcribed with each participant assigned

an anonymous unique identifier.2 As the second largest Children’s Safeguarding Board in England

with a considerable caseload, Leeds provides an interesting case study in which to explore both

the prospects for and challenges of delivering inter-organisational policing partnerships in the

context of child protection. The relatively recent organisational changes enabled possibilities for

boundary work to establish itself in innovative ways, but there also exist familiar stubborn inter-

organisational obstacles that have stymied progress.

Boundary work

In what follows, we explore the empirical findings organised around key attributes of safeguarding

partnerships that our research suggests foster and help cultivate forms of creative boundary crossing.

In so doing, we draw upon insights from conceptions of ‘communities of practice’ and highlight the

evident possibilities of ‘boundary work’ for organisational learning, critical reflexivity and innovations

in practice.

Shared commitment and purpose

A shared sense of commitment and purpose is a prerequisite for effective partnership working across

organisational boundaries. Fleming and Rhodes (2005, p. 195) note: ‘Shared values and norms and an

appreciation of divergent organisational cultures are the glue which holds the complex set of

relationships together’. This necessitates crafting a mutual understanding about the problem and col-

lective commitment to possible solutions. Practitioners in the focus groups felt that much progress

had been made over the preceding years – despite the fluctuating national backdrop and distinctly

different organisational priorities – in fostering shared commitment and purpose across agency

boundaries. Strong leadership was noted as a major factor in driving this improvement by providing

strategic direction that professionals felt a mutual commitment towards. In interview, a Social Care

manager, reflecting the views of others, commented:

We’ve got senior police officers now who are up for it as well. It’s senior management in the police who see that,

actually, we can’t do this alone… so that’s the big difference. They can’t work in isolation anymore, they’ve done

it in the past but the only way that it can work now is [if] we all work together. (Social Care Manager #1)

This was reiterated in the focus groups:

It’s coming from the top and that’s been one of the priorities to link in with senior management in the police and

it’s working… There’s a clear vision and obviously that’s so embedded now and we see the benefits. (Social

Worker FG1#1)

This was also perceived to be apparent not just at management levels within the participating organ-

isations but also by those working at the frontline:

[The strategic direction] filters down nicely. Sometimes [in the past] you could have people at the top having a

different vision but it’s not filtering down to the bottom. But [now] it does, it comes down and works for us [at the

frontline]. (Third Sector FG9#3)

Nonetheless, there was little evidence of a consistent or unproblematic cascading of the operation of

partnership relations from managerial to frontline staff. In essence, managerial and frontline staff

experience partnership relations differently. So too, the cultural barriers between managers of differ-

ent organisations are less evident as they share similar lived experiences of managing (large) public

sector organisations and workforce. As a consequence, relationships between partners tend to be

more easily established and consistent at managerial levels. However, shared experiences by frontline

62  POLICING ACROSS ORGANISATIONAL BOUNDARIES 

(such as the health service, police, schools, voluntary and community organisations) and Leeds City 

Council to receive training in restorative approaches. The subsequent Ofsted inspection report found 

‘clear evidence of continuous strengthening of partnerships between schools, police, health and the 

voluntary sector, supported by the children’s social work service’ (2015, p. 15, para 38).1 This is 

reflected in a general commitment to engage in a ‘professional conversation’ between agencies to 

explore concerns about child protection and safeguarding ‘wherever and whenever’ these arise. 

According to Ofsted, this openness and ‘assured professional response … enhances the confidence 

of these agencies in working with families significantly reducing any barriers between professional 

boundaries’ (2015, p. 15, para 42). 

While the Ofsted inspection report in 2015 provided a favourable review of safeguarding services 

in Leeds, an earlier inspection by Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary (HMIC) of West Yorkshire 

Police’s engagement with child protection found that: ‘some multi-agency teams were less devel-

oped, for example in Leeds, and this led to inconsistencies in practices across the force area’ 

(HMIC 2015, p. 11). It also raised concerns about ‘how little the police were involved in longer-

term plans for children who were most at risk’. Police attendance at case conferences where there 

may have been a need for a child protection plan was found to be both limited and uneven. The 

HMIC concluded that the police did not always fulfil its responsibilities under the statutory guidance 

to attend initial case conferences when required to do so thus highlighting potential areas for 

improvement in partnership relations and boundary working. 

Research study 

The independent study sought to explore the views of actors engaged across the spectrum of deli-

vering safeguarding children services in Leeds. Specifically, it was designed to capture the reflections 

of both individuals with managerial and strategic responsibilities as well as ‘frontline’ staff delivering 

services and seeing the practical implications of partnership working or lack thereof. Two principal 

elements of data collection were undertaken. First, face-to-face interviews were carried out with 

six senior managers working within the partnership framework of child safeguarding in Leeds. 

Second, 9 focus groups were conducted with a total of 50 frontline staff drawn from key organisations 

involved in child safeguarding activities in Leeds (see Table 1). These organisations were: social work 

(20), the police (15), health (7), youth services (5) and third sector organisations (3). The three social 

work focus groups were drawn from across the three different districts that make up Leeds. The three 

police focus groups included one comprising specialist staff in the Police’s Adult and Child Safeguard-

ing Unit, one from the Partnership Vulnerability Unit and one drawn from specialist officers focusing 

specifically upon CSE and Missing Persons. Table 1 provides a breakdown of participants in each focus 

Table 1. FG participants. 

No. of 
FG No. FG participants Participants 

1 Social work 7 Social work managers (×3) and social workers (×4) 
2 Social work 7 Social workers (×7) 
3 Social work 6 Social work manager and social workers (×5) 
4 Police (adult & child 6 Detective sergeants (×2), constables (×3) and trainee investigator 

safeguarding unit) 
5 Police (CSE & missing 5 Detective sergeant, constables (×3) and trainee investigator 

persons unit) 
6 Police (partnership 4 Detective sergeants (×2) and constables (×2) 

vulnerability unit) 
7 Youth service 5 Youth service team leaders (×2), youth workers (×3) 
8 Health care 7 Safeguarding nurses (hospital-based) (×2), school nurses (×2), specialist 

nurse for looked after young people and health visitors (×2) 
9 Third sector 3 Family intervention service team leader, families first team leader and 

housing support worker 



(such as the health service, police, schools, voluntary and community organisations) and Leeds City

Council to receive training in restorative approaches. The subsequent Ofsted inspection report found

‘clear evidence of continuous strengthening of partnerships between schools, police, health and the

voluntary sector, supported by the children’s social work service’ (2015, p. 15, para 38).1 This is

reflected in a general commitment to engage in a ‘professional conversation’ between agencies to

explore concerns about child protection and safeguarding ‘wherever and whenever’ these arise.
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term plans for children who were most at risk’. Police attendance at case conferences where there

may have been a need for a child protection plan was found to be both limited and uneven. The

HMIC concluded that the police did not always fulfil its responsibilities under the statutory guidance

to attend initial case conferences when required to do so thus highlighting potential areas for

improvement in partnership relations and boundary working.
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The independent study sought to explore the views of actors engaged across the spectrum of deli-

vering safeguarding children services in Leeds. Specifically, it was designed to capture the reflections

of both individuals with managerial and strategic responsibilities as well as ‘frontline’ staff delivering

services and seeing the practical implications of partnership working or lack thereof. Two principal

elements of data collection were undertaken. First, face-to-face interviews were carried out with

six senior managers working within the partnership framework of child safeguarding in Leeds.

Second, 9 focus groups were conducted with a total of 50 frontline staff drawn from key organisations
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(20), the police (15), health (7), youth services (5) and third sector organisations (3). The three social

work focus groups were drawn from across the three different districts that make up Leeds. The three

police focus groups included one comprising specialist staff in the Police’s Adult and Child Safeguard-

ing Unit, one from the Partnership Vulnerability Unit and one drawn from specialist officers focusing
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group (FG), their professional expertise and their roles within the framework of safeguarding children 

services. 

Fieldwork was conducted between May and August 2015. Interviews and focus groups all lasted 

between 60 and 90 minutes and were audio recorded and transcribed with each participant assigned 

an anonymous unique identifier.2 As the second largest Children’s Safeguarding Board in England 

with a considerable caseload, Leeds provides an interesting case study in which to explore both 

the prospects for and challenges of delivering inter-organisational policing partnerships in the 

context of child protection. The relatively recent organisational changes enabled possibilities for 

boundary work to establish itself in innovative ways, but there also exist familiar stubborn inter-

organisational obstacles that have stymied progress. 

Boundary work 

In what follows, we explore the empirical findings organised around key attributes of safeguarding 

partnerships that our research suggests foster and help cultivate forms of creative boundary crossing. 

In so doing, we draw upon insights from conceptions of ‘communities of practice’ and highlight the 

evident possibilities of ‘boundary work’ for organisational learning, critical reflexivity and innovations 

in practice. 

Shared commitment and purpose 

A shared sense of commitment and purpose is a prerequisite for effective partnership working across 

organisational boundaries. Fleming and Rhodes (2005, p. 195) note: ‘Shared values and norms and an 

appreciation of divergent organisational cultures are the glue which holds the complex set of 

relationships together’. This necessitates crafting a mutual understanding about the problem and col-

lective commitment to possible solutions. Practitioners in the focus groups felt that much progress 

had been made over the preceding years – despite the fluctuating national backdrop and distinctly 

different organisational priorities – in fostering shared commitment and purpose across agency 

boundaries. Strong leadership was noted as a major factor in driving this improvement by providing 

strategic direction that professionals felt a mutual commitment towards. In interview, a Social Care 

manager, reflecting the views of others, commented: 

We’ve got senior police officers now who are up for it as well. It’s senior management in the police who see that, 
actually, we can’t do this alone … so that’s the big difference. They can’t work in isolation anymore, they’ve done 

it in the past but the only way that it can work now is [if] we all work together. (Social Care Manager #1) 

This was reiterated in the focus groups: 

It’s coming from the top and that’s been one of the priorities to link in with senior management in the police and 
it’s working … There’s a clear vision and obviously that’s so embedded now and we see the benefits. (Social 
Worker FG1#1) 

This was also perceived to be apparent not just at management levels within the participating organ-

isations but also by those working at the frontline: 

[The strategic direction] filters down nicely. Sometimes [in the past] you could have people at the top having a 

different vision but it’s not filtering down to the bottom. But [now] it does, it comes down and works for us [at the 
frontline]. (Third Sector FG9#3) 

Nonetheless, there was little evidence of a consistent or unproblematic cascading of the operation of 

partnership relations from managerial to frontline staff. In essence, managerial and frontline staff 

experience partnership relations differently. So too, the cultural barriers between managers of differ-

ent organisations are less evident as they share similar lived experiences of managing (large) public 

sector organisations and workforce. As a consequence, relationships between partners tend to be 

more easily established and consistent at managerial levels. However, shared experiences by frontline 



perceived to be counter-productive. Echoing the views of other FG participants, one-third sector

worker suggested in relation to a recent case with a problematic young person:

The last thing we had in our minds was to make the police phone call because we didn’t want to criminalise the

young person. I was thinking why are we making a police call when in theory that could be dealt with via the

social work system or mental health for young people? (Third Sector FG9#3)

Some professionals saw this tension as, in part, a temporal clash between the more immediate short-

term needs for protection and longer-term demands of safeguarding through engagement, preven-

tion, education and relationship building. Given demands on police time, it was frequently suggested

that if the police see no obvious criminal prosecution then the justification for their continued invol-

vement in the case fades.

For the police the law is very black and white and they’ve got to work within that legal framework and if they can’t

make a conviction then they’ll just pull out and that’s their involvement ended. Obviously, we have to carry on

and things are a bit more grey for us, we’ve got to look at other factors and not just what’s within the law. We’ve

got to look at how that affects the child as well. (Social Worker FG2#2)

Hence, police involvement can be seen as intermittent and primarily prosecution-focused, which may

not serve the long-term aims of safeguarding. Furthermore, relations between partners, at times, can

be undermined by perceived imbalances in authority and power. There was also noted a perception

on behalf of members of the public that the police are the key decision-makers, which can impact

adversely on the work of others:

Families view the police as the more powerful agency. So if the police don’t take further action, it makes a

mockery of what we’re doing – like our work has to stop because the police work has. (Social Worker FG2#2)

These ‘latent’ structural differences in organisational role and authority present real challenges for

professionals seeking to develop new ‘communities of practice’ and are particularly acute in the

context (and shadow) of the criminal justice process (Sampson et al. 1988, Crawford 1997). As Ruther-

ford noted, some time ago, this leaves criminal justice personnel and partners faced by a perennial

challenge of ‘how to work creatively with the inherent tensions, affording legitimacy to both indepen-

dence and interdependence’ (1993, p. 126).

Relations of trust: relative stability and co-location

Whilst the vertical chains within and between departments and agencies in any one field are strong,

the horizontal links tend to be weak or non-existent. Emergent ‘communities of practice’, therefore,

require movement away from working in and through hierarchies – the traditional structure of

bureaucracies (most evident in ‘command and control’ type organisations like the police) – to

working through networks (Wenger et al. 2002). These networks are characterised by diplomacy,

trust and reciprocity rather than the hierarchical authority and rules of bureaucracies (Fleming and

Rhodes 2005). One way in which inter-agency tensions express themselves is in ‘distrust’ and

mutual suspicion between personnel from differing organisations. Mary Douglas (1986) correctly

noted how ‘writing about co-operation and solidarity means writing at the same time about rejection

and mistrust’ (1986, p. 1). Developing trust across organisational and cultural boundaries is hugely

difficult, particularly where there is a history of mistrust or misunderstanding. One police officer

noted: ‘When we work with other agencies, I think it’s a [lack of] understanding of what each

other’s role is – I think that’s what makes us at loggerheads’ (FG5#3).

Hence, overcoming misunderstanding about the role, aims, values and limitations of other pro-

fessionals through building meaningful and sustainable relations of trust are vital:

When we first started working in the [Safeguarding] Team, we didn’t know those [police] officers… at the start I

think the police were quite paranoid… But now, and it’s to do with relationships, we have very open discussions

and we are open with them and they are open with us. It’s that trust, building that trust and having those relation-

ships over a period of time that counts. (Social Worker FG1#1)

64  POLICING ACROSS ORGANISATIONAL BOUNDARIES 

personnel of imposed organisational change and managerial reform (notably in the light of austerity 

measures) provided interesting sites of shared appreciation and empathy. 

Equally, however, within the broad strategic vision, divergences in ways of achieving a common 

purpose inevitably act as inhibitors to productive boundary work. Professionals from partner agencies 

have differing, and sometimes incompatible, tacit assumptions about the problem and ways of 

working. The destination may be shared but the means of getting to it frequently diverge. Each 

group of professionals often believes that their understandings are complete and shared by (or 

should be shared by) all others. In particular, the emphasis on evidence gathering and prosecutorial 

zeal of the police were perceived by many participants from across all non-police agencies to sit at 

odds with the processes and values of partner agencies: 

The agenda is always going to be different. So they [police] are always going to be looking for a criminal inves-
tigation. We always have to manage what’s happened within the family. So as long as you’ve got two different 

outcomes, potentially there’ll always be issues in how you work together because the agenda at the beginning is 
different. (Social Worker FG3#6) 

Likewise, this was also recognised from a police perspective: 

You’d like to think that we’re all working to the same aim, to protect children and vulnerable people that need 
safeguarding. But from a police point of view we’re very much focused on ‘has a criminal offence occurred?’ 

(Police FG4#4) 

In interview, an education manager articulated much the same tension regarding the place of crim-

inal prosecutions within the wider problem of safeguarding and securing the protection of children: 

There’s a huge world of safeguarding outside that legislative process that the police would not be involved in. 
And it is around prevention, it’s around investigation, it’s about children building up that resilience, it’s about 
understanding, it’s about working with families. (Education Manager #2) 

Highlighted here are the ways in which organisational priorities and structural conflicts that arise 

from the different functions performed by diverse professionals – reflected in distinct cultural 

norms and social practices – express themselves in and through routinised social action and the 

everyday practices to which they give rise. 

In safeguarding children, these structural tensions often express themselves in what is seen as a 

clash between the police’s perceived narrow focus on crime and criminalisation and other agencies’ 

longer-term goals, as the following healthcare professional articulated: 

I think the police are just concentrating on ‘is there a crime? Is there evidence?’ We appreciate that but, from a 

school nursing point of view, there’s a big emotional health thing, so we’re very much about that. (Healthcare 
FG8#4) 

Building a case to establish whether a crime has been committed or not can result in prioritising 

certain responses over and above others, as a police officer acknowledged: 

In child protection, you may be investigating a crime so our outcome is the investigation of that crime, to detect it. 
That can be to find information that assists the prosecution but also undermines it, which can sometimes mean 

questioning people, and asking difficult questions about information and what people have said. Whereas Social 
Care can be frustrated by that [approach]. (Police FG5#1) 

These tensions can play out in interactions with members of the public, as the following social worker 

explained: 

I think it’s hard when you’re going [to do a joint visit] with other professionals because you’re looking for different 
things. So you’re asking different questions and it can become a bit confusing [for the family] what the nature or 
the purpose of the visit is. (Social Worker FG2#5) 

In some cases, differing priorities and approaches can lead professionals to be reluctant to get the 

police involved in the first place, particularly where the involvement of the criminal process is 
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perceived to be counter-productive. Echoing the views of other FG participants, one-third sector 

worker suggested in relation to a recent case with a problematic young person: 

The last thing we had in our minds was to make the police phone call because we didn’t want to criminalise the 
young person. I was thinking why are we making a police call when in theory that could be dealt with via the 
social work system or mental health for young people? (Third Sector FG9#3) 

Some professionals saw this tension as, in part, a temporal clash between the more immediate short-

term needs for protection and longer-term demands of safeguarding through engagement, preven-

tion, education and relationship building. Given demands on police time, it was frequently suggested 

that if the police see no obvious criminal prosecution then the justification for their continued invol-

vement in the case fades. 

For the police the law is very black and white and they’ve got to work within that legal framework and if they can’t 
make a conviction then they’ll just pull out and that’s their involvement ended. Obviously, we have to carry on 

and things are a bit more grey for us, we’ve got to look at other factors and not just what’s within the law. We’ve 
got to look at how that affects the child as well. (Social Worker FG2#2) 

Hence, police involvement can be seen as intermittent and primarily prosecution-focused, which may 

not serve the long-term aims of safeguarding. Furthermore, relations between partners, at times, can 

be undermined by perceived imbalances in authority and power. There was also noted a perception 

on behalf of members of the public that the police are the key decision-makers, which can impact 

adversely on the work of others: 

Families view the police as the more powerful agency. So if the police don’t take further action, it makes a 
mockery of what we’re doing – like our work has to stop because the police work has. (Social Worker FG2#2) 

These ‘latent’ structural differences in organisational role and authority present real challenges for 

professionals seeking to develop new ‘communities of practice’ and are particularly acute in the 

context (and shadow) of the criminal justice process (Sampson et al. 1988, Crawford 1997). As Ruther-

ford noted, some time ago, this leaves criminal justice personnel and partners faced by a perennial 

challenge of ‘how to work creatively with the inherent tensions, affording legitimacy to both indepen-

dence and interdependence’ (1993, p. 126). 

Relations of trust: relative stability and co-location 

Whilst the vertical chains within and between departments and agencies in any one field are strong, 

the horizontal links tend to be weak or non-existent. Emergent ‘communities of practice’, therefore, 

require movement away from working in and through hierarchies – the traditional structure of 

bureaucracies (most evident in ‘command and control’ type organisations like the police) – to 

working through networks (Wenger et al. 2002). These networks are characterised by diplomacy, 

trust and reciprocity rather than the hierarchical authority and rules of bureaucracies (Fleming and 

Rhodes 2005). One way in which inter-agency tensions express themselves is in ‘distrust’ and 

mutual suspicion between personnel from differing organisations. Mary Douglas (1986) correctly 

noted how ‘writing about co-operation and solidarity means writing at the same time about rejection 

and mistrust’ (1986, p. 1). Developing trust across organisational and cultural boundaries is hugely 

difficult, particularly where there is a history of mistrust or misunderstanding. One police officer 

noted: ‘When we work with other agencies, I think it’s a [lack of] understanding of what each 

other’s role is – I think that’s what makes us at loggerheads’ (FG5#3). 

Hence, overcoming misunderstanding about the role, aims, values and limitations of other pro-

fessionals through building meaningful and sustainable relations of trust are vital: 

When we first started working in the [Safeguarding] Team, we didn’t know those [police] officers … at the start I 
think the police were quite paranoid … But now, and it’s to do with relationships, we have very open discussions 
and we are open with them and they are open with us. It’s that trust, building that trust and having those relation-

ships over a period of time that counts. (Social Worker FG1#1) 



Having been involved now for a few years, the earliest point when you can have a discussion with a partner is

vital… In the past, we have shared emails and shared conversations and reports with Children’s Social Care

and other partners, and they have not been as beneficial as that initial face-to-face conversation. (Police

Manager #1)

Conversely, a police officer working outside of the co-located clusters commented on the different

experience of cross-boundary working for those not co-located.

Down at the Partnership Vulnerability Unit they’ve got good relations because they work in the same office and

they know who to go to if it’s a particular area they need to speak to somebody in. With us, it’s a different social

worker depending on where the child lives so we don’t necessarily build up those relationships unless it’s a long

enquiry that we’re dealing with together. (Police FG4#5)

The majority of participants agreed that getting to know people can help forge collective team iden-

tities and erode stereotypical (mis)perceptions. The following is illustrative of many:

I think the clusters are brilliant… Because you are in your own little bubble, you do get to know everybody… So

even if you don’t know directly who you’re going to go to, you’ll know how to get to somebody who will know.

(Social Worker FG2#3)

Furthermore, close-knit teams foster relationships that enable members to learn from each other

about ways of addressing recurring problems. They provide shared knowledge – through shared

stories and documents.

Barriers have been broken because we go in in the morning and sit there and we leave at night and we leave

together. So it’s about personal relationships as well and because of that we have banter with them, we have a

joke with them and we go out for a drink with them and that actually really helps to break down those barriers

and form relationships. So it’s easy to challenge [each other] isn’t it? If you can work with somebody then you

can challenge them and say;‘well, actually I don’t agree with that, why can’t you do a joint visit?’ It is a lot about

those face-to-face relationships and we are very fortunate. Other teams…won’t have that luxury. (Social

Worker FG1#2)

As such, close working relations can foster changes in attitudes and behaviours. Reflecting the

views of many, one youth worker acknowledged: ‘The clusters have been a major [force of] cultural

change’ (Youth Service FG7#3). In part, this arises as interpersonal connections afford rich social

capital via the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them (Putnam 2000). In

many cases of boundary work, these will constitute ‘weak ties’ serving instrumental goals that

do not rely to the same extent on shared values. Here, they constitute a form of social lubricant

that allows people to get along, without feeling the need to share too much in terms of identity,

interdependency or shared commitment. Where trans-organisational team identity is more devel-

oped and resilient, however, these relations may constitute ‘strong ties’ that exhibit a greater

normative sway through dense networks of reciprocal social relations, a common purpose and

joint commitment, enabling frontline workers to go beyond their traditional roles and forge

new communities of practice. Here, interpersonal trust relations and the norms that accompany

them constitute the social glue that binds people together in a shared sense of belonging and

identity.

Exchange of information and resources

A key dimension of reciprocity in partnership working around safeguarding is the balanced exchange

of information and resources. Among professionals working closely together in multi-disciplinary

safeguarding teams the flow and exchange of information and resources was seen as pivotal to

ensure good working relations, as the following police officer attested reflecting a view shared by

many:

We are pretty good at sharing information because we can’t moan about we’re supposed to work together but

then not do it ourselves. So within the guidelines of data protection, we are quite free in what kind of information

we give which is relevant. (Police FG4#1)

66  POLICING ACROSS ORGANISATIONAL BOUNDARIES 

Trust is facilitated by the relative stability in interpersonal relations between partners which fosters 

greater mutual understanding and reciprocity. The following police officer echoed the views of the 

majority of other professionals: 

It’s more or less the same people [that we work with every day] … and that’s good because we build up a relation-

ship with them and an understanding of how we work – coming from different angles … You know who to go to, 
you know who to contact and you know how they work … You know you’re expectations as well … It’s under-
standing each other’s process and procedures … We all have difficult jobs for different reasons … So it’s about 

the realisation of the strengths and weaknesses of both your roles. (Police FG6#1) 

Maintaining stable relationships, however, is subject to a range of practical obstacles, notably differ-

ent patterns of working, particularly around weekends. This difficulty was highlighted by a number of 

non-police professionals: 

When [police] work different shifts to us as well that can be difficult. I had one a few weeks ago and they said;‘well 

he’s not on until the weekend’ and I don’t work a weekend. (Social Worker FG2#7) 

From a police perspective, this prompts complaints that other partners ‘go home at weekends’ and 

that ‘child abuse doesn’t happen Monday to Friday, 9 till 5 and that’s frustrating for us’ (Police FG4#3). 

Another police officer elaborated: 

You could go three or four weeks without having a chance to speak to a social worker because of your shifts, rest 
days, working lates and nights. So you can’t go on joint visits, you can’t speak to schools, you can’t do any of that 

… It also means that those officers can’t attend strategy meetings, they can’t attend professionals’ meetings 
because if you start work at 4 or 5pm in the afternoon, then all the other [partners’] officers have gone home. 
(Police FG5#5) 

In addition, the turnover of key staff out of particular teams or localities severely disrupts relationships 

that have built up over time. This was especially evident within the police as one social care manager 

commented reiterating the frustrations of many others: 

One of the challenges with police is that they move people around. I understand the reason for doing that but in 
my career I feel like I’ve so often built a relationship with somebody – it’s taken me several years – and then they 

move on and it feels like you’re starting again. (Social Care manager #2) 

This ‘churn’ of personnel was also recognised by police as particularly problematic in term of the loss 

of human capital through expertise and skills that are built up in safeguarding as a specialism. 

We don’t always help ourselves with moving people around: ‘You’ve already done so long so you can go some-

where else and get some expertise’. [Safeguarding children] is a specialism that requires an in-depth knowledge 
of how it works and what everybody’s doing from the other agencies, the third sector and everybody else. (Police 
FG5#1) 

Bringing multi-agency teams together in the same physical location – often jointly managed – serves 

as a means of forging emergent communities of practice. Whilst co-location is not essential for effec-

tive boundary crossing and partnership working, co-located teams helps to foster dynamics in which 

‘communities of practice’ can flourish. Sometimes this is met with an initial reluctance on the part of 

the affected staff which can be overcome by the practical benefits of day-to-day interactions (Craw-

ford and Cunningham 2015). Co-location and cluster working was identified by staff working in safe-

guarding as a key mechanism of building interpersonal trust relations between colleagues from 

different agencies. 

The big difference in our role in the [Safeguarding] Team and social work teams in the area is that we are so for-
tunate that we have police at hand and they have us at hand as well, so it works both ways. It’s changed our job 

significantly for the better that we’ve got that two way process and constant dialogue and constant discussion 
with police officers, and they’re there [in the same office] and they’re very accessible. (Social Worker FG1#1) 

Correspondingly, a police manager identified the importance of the multi-agency safeguarding ‘front 

door’ for building collaborative relations on mutual understanding at the outset of cases: 
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Having been involved now for a few years, the earliest point when you can have a discussion with a partner is 
vital … In the past, we have shared emails and shared conversations and reports with Children’s Social Care 
and other partners, and they have not been as beneficial as that initial face-to-face conversation. (Police 

Manager #1) 

Conversely, a police officer working outside of the co-located clusters commented on the different 

experience of cross-boundary working for those not co-located. 

Down at the Partnership Vulnerability Unit they’ve got good relations because they work in the same office and 
they know who to go to if it’s a particular area they need to speak to somebody in. With us, it’s a different social 
worker depending on where the child lives so we don’t necessarily build up those relationships unless it’s a long 

enquiry that we’re dealing with together. (Police FG4#5) 

The majority of participants agreed that getting to know people can help forge collective team iden-

tities and erode stereotypical (mis)perceptions. The following is illustrative of many: 

I think the clusters are brilliant … Because you are in your own little bubble, you do get to know everybody … So 

even if you don’t know directly who you’re going to go to, you’ll know how to get to somebody who will know. 
(Social Worker FG2#3) 

Furthermore, close-knit teams foster relationships that enable members to learn from each other 

about ways of addressing recurring problems. They provide shared knowledge – through shared 

stories and documents. 

Barriers have been broken because we go in in the morning and sit there and we leave at night and we leave 

together. So it’s about personal relationships as well and because of that we have banter with them, we have a 
joke with them and we go out for a drink with them and that actually really helps to break down those barriers 

and form relationships. So it’s easy to challenge [each other] isn’t it? If you can work with somebody then you 
can challenge them and say;‘well, actually I don’t agree with that, why can’t you do a joint visit?’ It is a lot about 
those face-to-face relationships and we are very fortunate. Other teams … won’t have that luxury. (Social 

Worker FG1#2) 

As such, close working relations can foster changes in attitudes and behaviours. Reflecting the 

views of many, one youth worker acknowledged: ‘The clusters have been a major [force of] cultural 

change’ (Youth Service FG7#3). In part, this arises as interpersonal connections afford rich social 

capital via the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them (Putnam 2000). In 

many cases of boundary work, these will constitute ‘weak ties’ serving instrumental goals that 

do not rely to the same extent on shared values. Here, they constitute a form of social lubricant 

that allows people to get along, without feeling the need to share too much in terms of identity, 

interdependency or shared commitment. Where trans-organisational team identity is more devel-

oped and resilient, however, these relations may constitute ‘strong ties’ that exhibit a greater 

normative sway through dense networks of reciprocal social relations, a common purpose and 

joint commitment, enabling frontline workers to go beyond their traditional roles and forge 

new communities of practice. Here, interpersonal trust relations and the norms that accompany 

them constitute the social glue that binds people together in a shared sense of belonging and 

identity. 

Exchange of information and resources 

A key dimension of reciprocity in partnership working around safeguarding is the balanced exchange 

of information and resources. Among professionals working closely together in multi-disciplinary 

safeguarding teams the flow and exchange of information and resources was seen as pivotal to 

ensure good working relations, as the following police officer attested reflecting a view shared by 

many: 

We are pretty good at sharing information because we can’t moan about we’re supposed to work together but 
then not do it ourselves. So within the guidelines of data protection, we are quite free in what kind of information 

we give which is relevant. (Police FG4#1) 



It’s about being open and honest about your role. We have policies and procedures that we have to follow, it’s not

a choice. As part of our assessment for child safeguarding matters we take into consideration the child’s voice,

what does the child want and this is all fed into the decision-making on whether it’s in the public interest to pro-

secute the family members because a lot of the stuff we deal with is intra-familial. So it’s about that open, honest

and transparent – ‘cards on the table’ – discussion with your partners about what you see these pathways it can

go down. (Police FG6#2)

This acknowledgement and celebration of difference, in terms of the skills and expertise it contributes

to a more holistic approach was also recognised by most participants:

I think it’s good to be different. That’s why other agencies are involved because you’re drawing on other people’s

expertise and backgrounds and they’ll see things differently. Just because I see things differently to you, as long as

you communicate that then you can see things differently and you’re going to get the same outcome. You learn

from others. (Third Sector FG9#2)

Hence, boundary work not only provides different insights but can challenge taken-for-granted

assumptions and cultural practices in ways that can offer opportunities for organisational learning.

It is, here, at the intersections and nexus between organisations that productive spaces for learning

and change can be forged. Through ‘boundary work’ new ideas and practices can be generated and

translated from one context to another.

Conflict management

The constructive management of conflict was identified by almost all participants as a hallmark of a

mature child safeguarding partnership. In Leeds, this was reflected in the explicit commitment to

what was referred to as a ‘professional conversation’ whereby practitioners at all levels are encour-

aged to discuss difficult issues through frank and open dialogue between partners as a means to

resolving problems. In interview, a social care manager explained what this means in practice and

its implications:

The common thread is that we have shared behaviour which is if there are issues we talk about them. We find sol-

utions. We don’t blame each other; we work together. We have ‘good’ rows – and I mean that positively because

actually tough complex things sometimes need tough complex discussions. Where we’re unhappy with each other,

we tell each other. We’re very good at sharing responsibility for those things. (Social Care Manager #1)

Moreover, there was some evidence that a mature inter-organisational dialogue between partners

can also encourage greater intra-organisational communication, ‘voice’ and organisational justice,

as managers listen to and engage with concerns of frontline staff. For example, a police manager

highlighted the ways in which challenges from external partners can constructively improve the

ways in which supervisors and frontline staff seek to assess and solve problems.

We’ve got to a place now where challenge is accepted and quite often there’s regular strong discussions taking

place between professionals and the police and professionals within partners to look at plans. I’ve been delighted

with the response from people at my level in the partnership who will go back [to their own staff] and challenge

the assessments and say: ‘I’m not happy with that plan, you need to look at that’. It’s more robust and manages

the risk. (Police Manager #1)

This trans-professional sharing of learning can prompt an ongoing reassessment of assumptions, criti-

cal self-reflection on values and questioning of terminology. So too, the individuals engaged in such

boundary work practices can become ‘knowledge brokers’ as they move between communities of

practice. As Wenger (2010, p. 183) notes ‘boundaries are interesting places’ that generate new learn-

ing, insights and innovations in practice. Disagreement and challenge as a reflexive engagement

through dialogue can form the basis for learning within ‘communities of practice’ that filters out-

wards, downwards and upwards. In an organisation like the police, where introspective cultures of

defensiveness, suspicion of outsiders and a hierarchical ‘command and control’ model of decision-

making apply, the opportunities for organisational learning are simultaneously most challenging

but also possibly most rewarding.
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Again, trust plays a crucial role both as a precursor for information exchange and as a product of its 

exchange. Trust circulates in and accelerates norms of reciprocity in potentially virtuous cycles: ‘I think 

as trust builds up between partners and agencies, that information sharing gets better’ (Youth Service 

FG7#1). Trust becomes reinforced as information flows improve and reciprocal relations become 

denser. The following interviewee expressed the commonly held view that information exchange 

had deepened as relations had become more embedded and mature: 

Information sharing has improved massively with the clusters coming along … For me it’s about trust, credibility, 

worth and value for agencies of them sharing information. Where we’ve made progress over the last couple of 
years is we’ve shown other agencies the value of them sharing information with us and we’ve built that trust. 
(Youth Service FG7#4) 

While information exchange through interpersonal relations, fluid team exchanges and informal 

working practices can provide a valuable basis for communication and negotiation, so too, it can 

provide opportunities that endanger important confidentialities and might sometimes constitute 

threats to privacy or civil liberties. Hence, balanced information exchange also demands mutual 

understanding of the limits and legal constraints. There are also implications for professionals’ 

relations with children, young people and their families. 

I think Social Care are getting better [at sharing information with the police]. There’s a little bit of a fear with Social 
Care and partner agencies that work with children. Sometimes they don’t want to share particular disclosures with 

us because then the child is aware that they’ve disclosed something to us and that can break down a relationship. 
They could have spent months working with somebody, building trust, this child discloses something, then they 
tell us and bang, it’s gone. So I can completely understand the mind-set that they’re coming from. (Police FG5#3) 

Consequently, learning is not always an inevitable by-product of partnerships as information 

exchange itself can be a source of conflict particularly in the context of crime control where infor-

mation sharing is governed by complex rules and laws relating to sensitive data and privacy, as 

well as the non-interoperability of much data across different organisational systems for data man-

agement. Similarly, learning may be hindered by risks associated with disclosing too much infor-

mation to partners. Nonetheless, a balanced exchange of information and resources that flows in 

reciprocal circuits within emergent communities of practice can constitute the basis to contribute 

to new forms of knowledge production that are genuinely ‘trans-disciplinary’ (Nowotny 2015), in 

that they are forged at the intersections between professional boundaries. Boundary workers thus 

also constitute ‘knowledge brokers’ (Wenger et al. 2002, p. 154) that can serve as ‘translators’ 

between different organisation, combining knowledge and generating new insights. These can be 

assets with which to challenge introspective cultures, foster organisational learning and prompt criti-

cal reflexivity. 

Mutual respect for difference 

The existence of latent structural tensions and power differentials places great emphasis upon the 

manner in which these are managed in routine social practices. A crucial element in this is making 

partners aware of roles and responsibilities as well as the limitations of their own and other organ-

isations’ contribution, so that they neither try to ‘do it all’ (something that the police are particularly 

prone to do), nor do they have unrealistic expectations of what others can deliver. 

Integration is key, but it’s also key that your roles are clearly defined and so nobody is under any misconception: 
the police are here for a reason, to detect crime. Social Care are there for a different reason and it’s about how 

different relationships intertwine and support each other. (Police FG6#1) 

Fundamentally, though, there is a need for mutual respect for different types of contributions. Shared 

understanding does not mean that all the partners necessarily agree on the problem or hold the 

same view of it. Rather, it demands that the partners understand each other’s positions well 

enough to have meaningful dialogue about the different interpretations of the problem, and to exer-

cise collective intelligence about how best to seek to resolve it. 
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exchange itself can be a source of conflict particularly in the context of crime control where infor-

mation sharing is governed by complex rules and laws relating to sensitive data and privacy, as

well as the non-interoperability of much data across different organisational systems for data man-

agement. Similarly, learning may be hindered by risks associated with disclosing too much infor-

mation to partners. Nonetheless, a balanced exchange of information and resources that flows in

reciprocal circuits within emergent communities of practice can constitute the basis to contribute

to new forms of knowledge production that are genuinely ‘trans-disciplinary’ (Nowotny 2015), in

that they are forged at the intersections between professional boundaries. Boundary workers thus

also constitute ‘knowledge brokers’ (Wenger et al. 2002, p. 154) that can serve as ‘translators’

between different organisation, combining knowledge and generating new insights. These can be

assets with which to challenge introspective cultures, foster organisational learning and prompt criti-

cal reflexivity.

Mutual respect for difference

The existence of latent structural tensions and power differentials places great emphasis upon the

manner in which these are managed in routine social practices. A crucial element in this is making

partners aware of roles and responsibilities as well as the limitations of their own and other organ-

isations’ contribution, so that they neither try to ‘do it all’ (something that the police are particularly

prone to do), nor do they have unrealistic expectations of what others can deliver.

Integration is key, but it’s also key that your roles are clearly defined and so nobody is under any misconception:

the police are here for a reason, to detect crime. Social Care are there for a different reason and it’s about how

different relationships intertwine and support each other. (Police FG6#1)

Fundamentally, though, there is a need for mutual respect for different types of contributions. Shared

understanding does not mean that all the partners necessarily agree on the problem or hold the

same view of it. Rather, it demands that the partners understand each other’s positions well

enough to have meaningful dialogue about the different interpretations of the problem, and to exer-

cise collective intelligence about how best to seek to resolve it.
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It’s about being open and honest about your role. We have policies and procedures that we have to follow, it’s not 
a choice. As part of our assessment for child safeguarding matters we take into consideration the child’s voice, 
what does the child want and this is all fed into the decision-making on whether it’s in the public interest to pro-

secute the family members because a lot of the stuff we deal with is intra-familial. So it’s about that open, honest 
and transparent – ‘cards on the table’ – discussion with your partners about what you see these pathways it can 

go down. (Police FG6#2) 

This acknowledgement and celebration of difference, in terms of the skills and expertise it contributes 

to a more holistic approach was also recognised by most participants: 

I think it’s good to be different. That’s why other agencies are involved because you’re drawing on other people’s 

expertise and backgrounds and they’ll see things differently. Just because I see things differently to you, as long as 
you communicate that then you can see things differently and you’re going to get the same outcome. You learn 
from others. (Third Sector FG9#2) 

Hence, boundary work not only provides different insights but can challenge taken-for-granted 

assumptions and cultural practices in ways that can offer opportunities for organisational learning. 

It is, here, at the intersections and nexus between organisations that productive spaces for learning 

and change can be forged. Through ‘boundary work’ new ideas and practices can be generated and 

translated from one context to another. 

Conflict management 

The constructive management of conflict was identified by almost all participants as a hallmark of a 

mature child safeguarding partnership. In Leeds, this was reflected in the explicit commitment to 

what was referred to as a ‘professional conversation’ whereby practitioners at all levels are encour-

aged to discuss difficult issues through frank and open dialogue between partners as a means to 

resolving problems. In interview, a social care manager explained what this means in practice and 

its implications: 

The common thread is that we have shared behaviour which is if there are issues we talk about them. We find sol-

utions. We don’t blame each other; we work together. We have ‘good’ rows – and I mean that positively because 
actually tough complex things sometimes need tough complex discussions. Where we’re unhappy with each other, 

we tell each other. We’re very good at sharing responsibility for those things. (Social Care Manager #1) 

Moreover, there was some evidence that a mature inter-organisational dialogue between partners 

can also encourage greater intra-organisational communication, ‘voice’ and organisational justice, 

as managers listen to and engage with concerns of frontline staff. For example, a police manager 

highlighted the ways in which challenges from external partners can constructively improve the 

ways in which supervisors and frontline staff seek to assess and solve problems. 

We’ve got to a place now where challenge is accepted and quite often there’s regular strong discussions taking 

place between professionals and the police and professionals within partners to look at plans. I’ve been delighted 
with the response from people at my level in the partnership who will go back [to their own staff] and challenge 
the assessments and say: ‘I’m not happy with that plan, you need to look at that’. It’s more robust and manages 

the risk. (Police Manager #1) 

This trans-professional sharing of learning can prompt an ongoing reassessment of assumptions, criti-

cal self-reflection on values and questioning of terminology. So too, the individuals engaged in such 

boundary work practices can become ‘knowledge brokers’ as they move between communities of 

practice. As Wenger (2010, p. 183) notes ‘boundaries are interesting places’ that generate new learn-

ing, insights and innovations in practice. Disagreement and challenge as a reflexive engagement 

through dialogue can form the basis for learning within ‘communities of practice’ that filters out-

wards, downwards and upwards. In an organisation like the police, where introspective cultures of 

defensiveness, suspicion of outsiders and a hierarchical ‘command and control’ model of decision-

making apply, the opportunities for organisational learning are simultaneously most challenging 

but also possibly most rewarding. 



The possibility for such collaborative advantage rests largely on drawing synergy from the differences

– in resources and expertise – between organisations.

I think also the economic situation has helped. It’s very interesting because we are all feeling the effects of cuts

and lack of money but what it has done is actually help to think of new ways of working across partnerships,

because the police have been cut as well. So instead of saying;‘we’re struggling and they’re struggling’,

people have come together to think;‘how can we work together in a better way within the current economic

climate?’ (Social Worker FG1#4)

Such quests for collaborative advantages can also prompt investments in ‘up-stream’ preventive sol-

utions to crime problems; away from the traditional reactive fire-fighting approach to much criminal

prosecution. However, the extent to which either, or a combination of both, of these consequences

prevails; only time will tell. The reality is that successful inter-organisational partnerships do not arise

spontaneously. They need to be forged, nurtured and supported at all levels by people committed to

realising the benefits of collaborative working and exploiting the opportunities for innovation that

boundary crossing provides. How these tensions play out in the future will depend on the extent

to which commitments to long-term benefits that derive from inter-agency teams are protected

and secured. Inevitably, therefore, boundary work of the type outlined here remains highly

precarious.

Conclusion

As we have shown, the cluster model, co-located ‘front door’ and mature networked relations of trust

and open conflict management on which safeguarding children in Leeds is grounded have all played

important roles in engendering opportunities for critical reflection on practices and possibilities for

cultural transformation to effect change. They have helped cultivate and enabled spaces for creative

‘boundary work’ rooted in shared experiences of participating in daily life alongside others from

different professional backgrounds with divergent cultural assumptions engaged in similar practices

at the interface between organisations. The research reveals the manner in which boundary crossing

can open opportunities to foster increased reflexivity within policing and to develop more systematic

organisational cultures of learning as knowledge reservoirs that facilitate the transfer of good prac-

tice. Boundary crossing can be both an essential and dynamic element within networked approaches

to safeguarding children; prompting ongoing reassessment of assumptions, critical self-reflection on

values and questioning of terminology. The study of ‘boundary work’, we content, should prompt

novel explorations of the possibilities for organisational learning, reflexivity and innovation that

arise among ‘communities of practice’ and their implications for trans-disciplinary knowledge cre-

ation and its application.

However, these networks rest precariously on an inherent tension in that the productive capacities

of boundary crossing, in large part, derive from the existence and depth of the specialist knowledge,

expertise and professional organisational frames that constitute the very boundaries across which the

‘knowledge brokers’ of emergent communities of practice must operate. Consequently, practitioners

walk a learning tightrope, striking a delicate balance between, on the one hand, interacting with per-

spectives beyond their boundaries as a rich source of self-reflection and innovation, and on the other

hand, respecting the history, values, practice and accepted organisational wisdom from within the

professions to which they belong. The extent to which such knowledge brokers are themselves

able to rise to the ethical challenge to utilise their unique positions to contest inter-organisational

misunderstandings, build resources, innovate and disrupt unreflexive assumptions rooted in tra-

ditional ways of working, however, remains largely untapped and uncharted.

Notes

1. Ofsted rated the ‘leadership, management and governance’ of Leeds Children’s Services as ‘outstanding’ – the

highest rating possible – and the work of the LSCB as ‘good’.
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Such practices of boundary work, nevertheless, raise vexed questions about responsibility and 

accountability, given the complex interdependencies in decision-making and multiple layers of auth-

ority that are entailed. Joint and negotiated decisions frequently tie the various parties into outcomes 

but can fail to identify lines of responsibility. As authority is ‘shared’, it becomes difficult to disentan-

gle. Hence, clarifying lines of responsibility in this complex context becomes crucial. 

Because of the professionalism that’s involved nowadays, I don’t think [partners] hold grudges. Those in Social 
Care that we work with closely, we might disagree but that’s it, and you put it down to ‘your priorities are different 
to ours’. As long as you can understand that – and don’t get me wrong, there are other officers who get quite 

upset about some of the decisions – but actually, you have to put it in that box of: ‘whose responsibility is this 
to make that decision?’ You might not agree with it but … you understand that it’s their responsibility. I’ve 

said at meetings: ‘I understand it’s your responsibility but please make a note in the minutes that I don’t agree 
with that’. (Police FG5#4) 

In some instances of boundary work, institutional complexity can serve to obscure further who is 

accountable to whom and for what. This gives rise to what Rhodes (1996, p. 663) identified as, 

“‘the problem of many hands”, where so many people contribute that no one contribution can be 

identified’. This returns us to the challenges for working within the creative tensions between inde-

pendence and interdependence in boundary work. 

Future challenges 

The current period of austerity in public sector funding in the UK has resulted in unprecedented 

reductions in police budgets and police officer numbers as well as severe cuts to local authority 

resource. This presents critical challenges for the future of inter-organisational networks and 

emergent ‘communities of practice’. The ways in which public sector organisations have and 

are responding to these fiscal challenges can have ambiguous implications for cross-boundary 

working. On the one hand, organisations (including the police) might retreat increasingly into 

their own professional ‘silos’; retracting from inter-organisational collaborations and commit-

ments, while redrawing their boundaries to focus on core objectives off-loading responsibilities 

to others, wherever possible. Short-term cost savings may be prioritised at the expense of partner-

ship commitments, particularly where key individuals, posts or teams are lost to early retirements 

or workforce reorganisations. Similarly, the pressures on workloads – given reductions in staff 

numbers – can leave little time for boundary work as practitioners withdraw from engagement 

to focus on core tasks. There is growing evidence that this scenario is playing itself out across com-

munity safety partnerships (Crawford and Evans 2017). It was also reflected in the safeguarding 

context: 

Because they’re cutting some of the funding for the cluster services, they’re looking at social workers to do the 

work. I see our job, unfortunately, now as a case manager. We don’t actually do any practical work, well, we don’t 
do as much as needs to be done. So in any meetings where we have with other professionals, especially family 
support workers, if we say;‘yes, we’re becoming involved and we’re putting the children on a plan’, they say;‘oh, 

well there’s no need for us anymore’. And they pull out … [Consequently] we set these families unrealistic expec-
tations with no actual help. (Social Worker FG2#5) 

Similar views were expressed by other frontline professionals under analogous pressures of fiscal 

constraint. 

On the other hand, austerity has also posed some quite fundamental questions about organis-

ational purpose, expertise, responsiveness and effective service delivery. Such radical rethinking 

can (and does) prompt public sector managers to look for collaborative advantages that might be 

gained through partnership working, as a means of attaining longer-term cost efficiencies. 

Partnership working has improved because there has been a need to work together because of limited resour-
cing … It has improved because you’ve got to draw on other resources from other agencies because everyone is 
getting cut somewhere. (Third Sector FG9#1) 
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support workers, if we say;‘yes, we’re becoming involved and we’re putting the children on a plan’, they say;‘oh,
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tations with no actual help. (Social Worker FG2#5)
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The possibility for such collaborative advantage rests largely on drawing synergy from the differences 

– in resources and expertise – between organisations. 

I think also the economic situation has helped. It’s very interesting because we are all feeling the effects of cuts 
and lack of money but what it has done is actually help to think of new ways of working across partnerships, 
because the police have been cut as well. So instead of saying;‘we’re struggling and they’re struggling’, 

people have come together to think;‘how can we work together in a better way within the current economic 
climate?’ (Social Worker FG1#4) 

Such quests for collaborative advantages can also prompt investments in ‘up-stream’ preventive sol-

utions to crime problems; away from the traditional reactive fire-fighting approach to much criminal 

prosecution. However, the extent to which either, or a combination of both, of these consequences 

prevails; only time will tell. The reality is that successful inter-organisational partnerships do not arise 

spontaneously. They need to be forged, nurtured and supported at all levels by people committed to 

realising the benefits of collaborative working and exploiting the opportunities for innovation that 

boundary crossing provides. How these tensions play out in the future will depend on the extent 

to which commitments to long-term benefits that derive from inter-agency teams are protected 

and secured. Inevitably, therefore, boundary work of the type outlined here remains highly 

precarious. 

Conclusion 

As we have shown, the cluster model, co-located ‘front door’ and mature networked relations of trust 

and open conflict management on which safeguarding children in Leeds is grounded have all played 

important roles in engendering opportunities for critical reflection on practices and possibilities for 

cultural transformation to effect change. They have helped cultivate and enabled spaces for creative 

‘boundary work’ rooted in shared experiences of participating in daily life alongside others from 

different professional backgrounds with divergent cultural assumptions engaged in similar practices 

at the interface between organisations. The research reveals the manner in which boundary crossing 

can open opportunities to foster increased reflexivity within policing and to develop more systematic 

organisational cultures of learning as knowledge reservoirs that facilitate the transfer of good prac-

tice. Boundary crossing can be both an essential and dynamic element within networked approaches 

to safeguarding children; prompting ongoing reassessment of assumptions, critical self-reflection on 

values and questioning of terminology. The study of ‘boundary work’, we content, should prompt 

novel explorations of the possibilities for organisational learning, reflexivity and innovation that 

arise among ‘communities of practice’ and their implications for trans-disciplinary knowledge cre-

ation and its application. 

However, these networks rest precariously on an inherent tension in that the productive capacities 

of boundary crossing, in large part, derive from the existence and depth of the specialist knowledge, 

expertise and professional organisational frames that constitute the very boundaries across which the 

‘knowledge brokers’ of emergent communities of practice must operate. Consequently, practitioners 

walk a learning tightrope, striking a delicate balance between, on the one hand, interacting with per-

spectives beyond their boundaries as a rich source of self-reflection and innovation, and on the other 

hand, respecting the history, values, practice and accepted organisational wisdom from within the 

professions to which they belong. The extent to which such knowledge brokers are themselves 

able to rise to the ethical challenge to utilise their unique positions to contest inter-organisational 

misunderstandings, build resources, innovate and disrupt unreflexive assumptions rooted in tra-

ditional ways of working, however, remains largely untapped and uncharted. 

Notes 

1. Ofsted rated the ‘leadership, management and governance’ of Leeds Children’s Services as ‘outstanding’ – the 

highest rating possible – and the work of the LSCB as ‘good’. 
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2. Focus groups contributors are identified by profession, FG number and reference number within the group (i.e. 
Police FG4#2). 
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This study contributes to the existing literature in two ways: empirically, through studying the internal

operations of a pragmatically assembled multi-agency security network whose operations spanned

the jurisdictions of a wide range of agencies, and theoretically, by analysing how instrumental prac-

tices of co-ordination may challenge accountability and the institutional integrity of deliberately sep-

arated public agencies.

While we view the agencies involved in the Lime investigation as ‘nodes’ in a security network,

they also exist as discrete, formal organisations. While the agencies agreed to pool their legal

resources and expertise in a joint effort against the allegedly criminal network, accomplishing

shared objectives required negotiation of the boundaries drawn around their organisations. In the

past, each agency had had some knowledge about parts of the total criminal enterprise. Their knowl-

edge of the criminal network and coercive powers were dispersed due to their separate jurisdictions

and information sources. Prior to the establishment of the project, Labour &Welfare had some admin-

istrative law cases regarding illicit work circulating in the courts, and TA had previously been involved

in a short-lived collaboration with a police unit targeting the network’s businesses. The police’s

national intelligence database was rife with entries from all over the country. For the project partici-

pants, access to shared information was a key incentive to participate in the co-ordinated projected,

as well as a perceived necessity to put an end to the criminal enterprise.

Co-ordinating the work and resources of nodes in security networks necessitates negotiations

over organisational boundaries. Following Giacomantonio’s recent work on the sociology of police

co-ordination (2015), this article explores negotiations of such boundaries within a multi-agency

investigation: How did organisational boundaries shape the internal operations of the Lime

project? The study builds on unique empirical data consisting of 23 interviews with investigators

and management-level officers from all three agencies in the Lime project.

Multi-agency co-ordination

Multi-agency co-ordination has been an area of interest in the literature on both organisations

(Alexander 1995, Hardy et al.2003) and the police (Crawford 1994, O’Neill and McCarthy 2014,

Webster 2015). Faced with multi-jurisdictional criminal activities, police are increasingly participat-

ing in multi-agency networks that include regulatory agencies and other non-police agencies

(Maguire 2000, Rosenbaum 2002, Willis and Mastrofski 2011, O’Neill and McCarthy 2014,

Webster 2015). Although police involvement in such networks is most commonly associated

with preventive policing (e.g. Meyer and Mazerolle 2014, Strype et al.2014), the police are now

increasingly involved in more reactive efforts, such as in the formation and use of joint investi-

gation teams (Block 2008). A recent example is Operation Wasp Nest, a multi-agency investigation

of human trafficking co-ordinated by the Danish police, and the pan-European Operation ETUTU,

directed at West African human trafficking networks (Europol 2016). The growth of multi-agency

co-ordination is claimed to be part of a broader shift in governance and crime control (Maguire

2000, Mazerolle and Ransley 2006a, 2006b).

Some studies have noted police scepticism regarding partnerships and have pointed out practical

issues, cultural challenges, and the potential for conflict in multi-agency networks (see Crawford 1999,

Bullock et al.2006). However, research has also demonstrated that multi-agency co-ordination will

create greater opportunities to use suitable legal tools in criminal prosecutions (Mazerolle and

Ransley 2006b), that it may ease the work load for the police, facilitate for pragmatic approaches

and thus result in more effective police work (O’Neill and McCarthy 2014). One of the most prominent

arguments in favour of multi-agency co-ordination is the opportunity it provides to facilitate infor-

mation sharing across organisations, and thereby increase the efficiency of law enforcement

(Plecas et al.2011). Previous studies have demonstrated that information sharing between agencies

will increase both the quality and usefulness of data, which in turn will lead to better decision-making

(Kahn et al.2002). Researchers exploring some of the internal dynamics of multi-agency networks

(Whelan 2015) have also identified the importance of interpersonal trust (Beech and Huxham
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ABSTRACT 

Inter-organisational and inter-disciplinary investigations are increasingly 
deployed against criminal networks and cross-jurisdictional crimes. This 
study provides a unique empirical window into an inter-organisational 
investigation against a large organised crime network in Norway. 
Building on interview data from the participants in the multi-agency 
investigation team that was summoned for this case, the article 
discusses co-ordination issues that arise when organisations with 
different goals and interests collaborate to reach a common goal. The 
article studies co-ordination from inside of the investigation team and 
discusses the interchangeable use of criminal and administrative law. 
While bridging organisational boundaries enable agencies to pool 
powers, co-ordination across organisations may challenge the protection 
of sometimes conflicting aims and interests. 

Introduction 

Oslo area, September 2014: After a period of comprehensive communication surveillance and covert 

investigation, 280 officers from the police, the Tax Administration (henceforth ‘TA’), and the Labour 

and Welfare Administration (‘Labour & Welfare’) carried out a raid on 20 shops in the ‘Lime’ grocery 

chain. The grocery chain was established and operated by an organised criminal network that was 

previously known to the police. The shops were profitable to the network who allegedly utilised 

human trafficking for forced labour, illicit work, money laundering, benefit fraud, tax evasion, viola-

tions of immigration law, employment offences, identity theft and credit card fraud.1 The raid marked 

the beginning of a prolonged multi-agency investigation, covering a variety of criminal and admin-

istrative violations. The investigation was structured as a multi-agency project, which meant that 

investigators from all participating agencies (police, TA, Labour & Welfare) were removed from 

their daily tasks, co-localised in a shared, rented office space and co-ordinated by the Lime project’s 

chief investigator. 

Pluralisation characterises contemporary policing, and partnerships as well as networked security 

governance between state and non-state actors have been examined empirically (Gundhus 

et al.2008, Nøkleberg 2016, Søgaard et al.2016). This study explores the co-ordination of state 

powers in the multi-agency Lime project. While the literature on the pluralisation of policing and 

nodal governance of security (Johnston and Shearing 2003, Shearing and Wood 2003) emphasises 

the role of non-state agents in the provision of security, this study delves into the heterogeneity 

of powers and interests in state sector governmental nodes. Partnership working and information 

sharing among public agencies intensifies ‘the state gaze’ […] in a way which is valued for its 

ability to make the daily work of the various state agents easier’ (O’Neill and Loftus 2013, p. 451). 
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Introduction

Oslo area, September 2014: After a period of comprehensive communication surveillance and covert

investigation, 280 officers from the police, the Tax Administration (henceforth ‘TA’), and the Labour

and Welfare Administration (‘Labour & Welfare’) carried out a raid on 20 shops in the ‘Lime’ grocery

chain. The grocery chain was established and operated by an organised criminal network that was

previously known to the police. The shops were profitable to the network who allegedly utilised

human trafficking for forced labour, illicit work, money laundering, benefit fraud, tax evasion, viola-

tions of immigration law, employment offences, identity theft and credit card fraud.1 The raid marked

the beginning of a prolonged multi-agency investigation, covering a variety of criminal and admin-

istrative violations. The investigation was structured as a multi-agency project, which meant that

investigators from all participating agencies (police, TA, Labour & Welfare) were removed from

their daily tasks, co-localised in a shared, rented office space and co-ordinated by the Lime project’s

chief investigator.

Pluralisation characterises contemporary policing, and partnerships as well as networked security

governance between state and non-state actors have been examined empirically (Gundhus

et al.2008, Nøkleberg 2016, Søgaard et al.2016). This study explores the co-ordination of state

powers in the multi-agency Lime project. While the literature on the pluralisation of policing and

nodal governance of security (Johnston and Shearing 2003, Shearing and Wood 2003) emphasises

the role of non-state agents in the provision of security, this study delves into the heterogeneity

of powers and interests in state sector governmental nodes. Partnership working and information

sharing among public agencies intensifies ‘the state gaze’ […] in a way which is valued for its

ability to make the daily work of the various state agents easier’ (O’Neill and Loftus 2013, p. 451).
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This study contributes to the existing literature in two ways: empirically, through studying the internal 

operations of a pragmatically assembled multi-agency security network whose operations spanned 

the jurisdictions of a wide range of agencies, and theoretically, by analysing how instrumental prac-

tices of co-ordination may challenge accountability and the institutional integrity of deliberately sep-

arated public agencies. 

While we view the agencies involved in the Lime investigation as ‘nodes’ in a security network, 

they also exist as discrete, formal organisations. While the agencies agreed to pool their legal 

resources and expertise in a joint effort against the allegedly criminal network, accomplishing 

shared objectives required negotiation of the boundaries drawn around their organisations. In the 

past, each agency had had some knowledge about parts of the total criminal enterprise. Their knowl-

edge of the criminal network and coercive powers were dispersed due to their separate jurisdictions 

and information sources. Prior to the establishment of the project, Labour & Welfare had some admin-

istrative law cases regarding illicit work circulating in the courts, and TA had previously been involved 

in a short-lived collaboration with a police unit targeting the network’s businesses. The police’s 

national intelligence database was rife with entries from all over the country. For the project partici-

pants, access to shared information was a key incentive to participate in the co-ordinated projected, 

as well as a perceived necessity to put an end to the criminal enterprise. 

Co-ordinating the work and resources of nodes in security networks necessitates negotiations 

over organisational boundaries. Following Giacomantonio’s recent work on the sociology of police 

co-ordination (2015), this article explores negotiations of such boundaries within a multi-agency 

investigation: How did organisational boundaries shape the internal operations of the Lime 

project? The study builds on unique empirical data consisting of 23 interviews with investigators 

and management-level officers from all three agencies in the Lime project. 

Multi-agency co-ordination 

Multi-agency co-ordination has been an area of interest in the literature on both organisations 

(Alexander 1995, Hardy et al.2003) and the police (Crawford 1994, O’Neill and McCarthy 2014, 

Webster 2015). Faced with multi-jurisdictional criminal activities, police are increasingly participat-

ing in multi-agency networks that include regulatory agencies and other non-police agencies 

(Maguire 2000, Rosenbaum 2002, Willis and Mastrofski 2011, O’Neill and McCarthy 2014, 

Webster 2015). Although police involvement in such networks is most commonly associated 

with preventive policing (e.g. Meyer and Mazerolle 2014, Strype et al.2014), the police are now 

increasingly involved in more reactive efforts, such as in the formation and use of joint investi-

gation teams (Block 2008). A recent example is Operation Wasp Nest, a multi-agency investigation 

of human trafficking co-ordinated by the Danish police, and the pan-European Operation ETUTU, 

directed at West African human trafficking networks (Europol 2016). The growth of multi-agency 

co-ordination is claimed to be part of a broader shift in governance and crime control (Maguire 

2000, Mazerolle and Ransley 2006a, 2006b). 

Some studies have noted police scepticism regarding partnerships and have pointed out practical 

issues, cultural challenges, and the potential for conflict in multi-agency networks (see Crawford 1999, 

Bullock et al.2006). However, research has also demonstrated that multi-agency co-ordination will 

create greater opportunities to use suitable legal tools in criminal prosecutions (Mazerolle and 

Ransley 2006b), that it may ease the work load for the police, facilitate for pragmatic approaches 

and thus result in more effective police work (O’Neill and McCarthy 2014). One of the most prominent 

arguments in favour of multi-agency co-ordination is the opportunity it provides to facilitate infor-

mation sharing across organisations, and thereby increase the efficiency of law enforcement 

(Plecas et al.2011). Previous studies have demonstrated that information sharing between agencies 

will increase both the quality and usefulness of data, which in turn will lead to better decision-making 

(Kahn et al.2002). Researchers exploring some of the internal dynamics of multi-agency networks 

(Whelan 2015) have also identified the importance of interpersonal trust (Beech and Huxham 



boundaries as sites where negotiations between these units take place. More specifically, organis-

ational boundaries are ‘areas of responsibility that are unclaimed or contested between units’

(2015, p. 23). As such, ‘boundaries’ are only analytically meaningful where there is a need for frequent

negotiations (2015, p. 104). Negotiations occur over resources such as personnel or equipment (scar-

city boundaries), over geographical distance or jurisdictional lines (proximity boundaries) and over

issues related to the use of common databases or communication systems (technical/systemic

boundaries).

The typology of police organisational boundaries poses a relevant and significant frame of refer-

ence for our empirical case. However, building on a fieldwork within a multi-jurisdictional police

environment, Giacomantonio’s typology does not encompass boundary negotiation that may arise

between the police and non-police agencies. The type of co-ordination work explored by Giacoman-

tonio thus differs from the co-ordination that takes place in the inter-organisational Lime project.

While intra-organisational co-ordination between work units within the police is aided by police offi-

cials’ shared purpose of law enforcement, this is not the case for the Lime investigation network

which is, with respect to the participants’ organisational mandates and corresponding legal auth-

orities, more heterogeneous. Although both TA and Labour & Welfare officials involved in the

Lime project investigated specific areas within the project and can reasonably be seen as doing poli-

cing, they are not police. Committed to different rules and mandates, co-ordination – that is, synchro-

nising the work of purposely separate agencies – may contrast with their respective goals and

interests.

Because the agencies participating in the Lime project controlled their own personnel and

resources, they did not have to negotiate over resources with one another (i.e. negotiations of scarcity

boundaries, cf. Giacomantonio 2015). Below, we will therefore focus on how proximity and systemic

boundaries shaped the internal operations of the project.

Data and methods

This study is based on semi-structured interviews with 23 participants from the police, TA and Labour

& Welfare, of whom 17 are investigators and 6 are management-level officers. All three agencies are

represented in the study by participants from both levels. Twelve participants hail from various police

districts, another six from special police agencies with national mandates, and five participants are

from TA and Labour & Welfare. All participants explicitly and individually gave their free and informed

consent to participate in the study.

Sampling

Upon first meeting with the project group in December 2015, the project management provided a list

of 43 people currently involved in the project, including 7 management-level officers. We sampled

participants from different agencies and hierarchical levels from the list of active participants (the

project was based on secondments, and several investigators joined and left during the investi-

gation). All participants were affiliated with a specialised sub-group within the investigation (e.g.

‘Analysis’, ‘Financial investigation’ or ‘Victims’), and we sampled to cover these groups, and organis-

ational affiliation. The sampling strategy was not undertaken to secure generalisability, but to achieve

maximum variation, with sampling conducted on ‘conceptual grounds’ (Miles et al.2013). Participants

were recruited successively throughout the collection period. Our sampling strategy can thus be

characterised as sequential (Miles et al.2013).

The interviews were semi-structured and based on a topic guide concerning interviewees’ experi-

ences working on the investigation, covering (a) the participant’s entry into the project group and his/

her role and tasks, (b) detection, co-ordination and information sharing during the covert phase of

the investigation, (c) experiences with the open investigation, with emphasis on co-ordination, (d)

project management and goal setting and (e) agencies’ limits and possibilities in relation to a
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2003, Fleming and Rhodes 2005, O’Neill and McCarthy 2014, Cotter 2015, Whelan 2016). Informal 

communication and personal relationships have been found to particularly affect the access to 

and sharing of information in networks (LeBeuf 2005, Cotter 2015). 

Sharing resources in security networks 

Viewing the co-ordinated agencies in this study as a security network, we consider them a set of 

organisational nodes that were interconnected and co-ordinated ‘in order to authorize and/or 

provide security […]’ (Dupont 2004, p. 78). The agencies in this study agreed to co-ordinate their 

resources because of a high degree of consensus around the objectives of the project. In network 

terms, studying how resources are pooled and used amounts to analysing how ‘connections 

between nodes […] influence security outcomes by shaping the flow of network assets (that is, infor-

mation and resources)’ (Brewer 2017, p. 453). Coining the term ‘ad hoc instrumentalism’, Sklansky 

(2012, p. 161) outlines a perspective of ‘legal rules and legal procedures simply as a set of inter-

changeable tools’, where ‘officials are encouraged to use whichever tools are most effective 

against the person or persons causing the problem’. In the Lime project, the legal resources of the 

co-ordinated agencies were put to use where they were perceived to be most likely to succeed, indi-

cating an instrumentalist view of the legal tools. Renan (2015) terms the creation of toolboxes by co-

ordinating resources that exist across state agencies, ‘pooling powers’. Among the security outcomes 

discussed in this article are both the efficiency of the instrumentalist approach of the project, as well 

as the significance of pooling the networked agencies’ resources for accountability (Mazerolle and 

Ransley 2006b, Sklansky 2012, Renan 2015, Dowdle 2017). 

Power relations 

Previous research on multi-agency partnerships has shown that although a flat structure is often 

sought in such collaborations, power differentials exist and conflicts between agencies still tend to 

arise. This can create unexpected or even undesirable outcomes for the partners in the network 

(Crawford 1999, Gilling et al. 2013). Often, it is the police that end up with the lead position (Crawford 

1999, pp. 127–128). In the Lime project, the police was defined as the leading agency already from 

the outset. Although agreeing on a shared project objective the project was principally defined by 

the police’s understanding of the crime problem, meaning it was the criminal violations rather 

than the administrative law cases that defined the project. As discussed by Fleming and Rhodes 

(2005), tensions over objectives and priorities may cause competition between those involved in a 

network. The importance of initial clarifications of project objectives and lines of accountability 

within inter-organisational partnerships has also been highlighted by other researchers (Crawford 

1999, Bullock et al. 2002, Meyer and Mazerolle 2014). Clarifying responsibilities between the agencies 

in the Lime project may have reduced ‘the level of “latent conflict”’ (Crawford 1999, p. 146) that may 

develop from different objectives and success criteria. 

Police co-ordination 

Organisational boundaries are a central phenomenon in the organisational literature (see, e.g 

Luhmann 1995, Yan and Louis 1999, Hernes 2004, Santos and Eisenhardt 2005), and have been 

linked to tasks and identity (Hirschhorn and Gilmore 1992), efficiency, power and competence 

(Santos and Eisenhardt 2005), as well as normative, relational and activity criteria (Scott 2000). 

Grounded in the open-systems perspective on formal organisations (see, e.g. Scott 2004) and a 

broader sociology of organisations, Giacomantonio’s typology of police organisational boundaries 

(2014, 2015) concerns co-ordination and negotiation of organisational boundaries between work 

units in police organisations. Giacomantonio defines work units as ‘teams of people organized for 

particular work tasks within organizations’ (Giacomantonio 2015, p. 18), and organisational 
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boundaries as sites where negotiations between these units take place. More specifically, organis-

ational boundaries are ‘areas of responsibility that are unclaimed or contested between units’ 

(2015, p. 23). As such, ‘boundaries’ are only analytically meaningful where there is a need for frequent 

negotiations (2015, p. 104). Negotiations occur over resources such as personnel or equipment (scar-

city boundaries), over geographical distance or jurisdictional lines (proximity boundaries) and over 

issues related to the use of common databases or communication systems (technical/systemic 

boundaries). 

The typology of police organisational boundaries poses a relevant and significant frame of refer-

ence for our empirical case. However, building on a fieldwork within a multi-jurisdictional police 

environment, Giacomantonio’s typology does not encompass boundary negotiation that may arise 

between the police and non-police agencies. The type of co-ordination work explored by Giacoman-

tonio thus differs from the co-ordination that takes place in the inter-organisational Lime project. 

While intra-organisational co-ordination between work units within the police is aided by police offi-

cials’ shared purpose of law enforcement, this is not the case for the Lime investigation network 

which is, with respect to the participants’ organisational mandates and corresponding legal auth-

orities, more heterogeneous. Although both TA and Labour & Welfare officials involved in the 

Lime project investigated specific areas within the project and can reasonably be seen as doing poli-

cing, they are not police. Committed to different rules and mandates, co-ordination – that is, synchro-

nising the work of purposely separate agencies – may contrast with their respective goals and 

interests. 

Because the agencies participating in the Lime project controlled their own personnel and 

resources, they did not have to negotiate over resources with one another (i.e. negotiations of scarcity 

boundaries, cf. Giacomantonio 2015). Below, we will therefore focus on how proximity and systemic 

boundaries shaped the internal operations of the project. 

Data and methods 

This study is based on semi-structured interviews with 23 participants from the police, TA and Labour 

& Welfare, of whom 17 are investigators and 6 are management-level officers. All three agencies are 

represented in the study by participants from both levels. Twelve participants hail from various police 

districts, another six from special police agencies with national mandates, and five participants are 

from TA and Labour & Welfare. All participants explicitly and individually gave their free and informed 

consent to participate in the study. 

Sampling 

Upon first meeting with the project group in December 2015, the project management provided a list 

of 43 people currently involved in the project, including 7 management-level officers. We sampled 

participants from different agencies and hierarchical levels from the list of active participants (the 

project was based on secondments, and several investigators joined and left during the investi-

gation). All participants were affiliated with a specialised sub-group within the investigation (e.g. 

‘Analysis’, ‘Financial investigation’ or ‘Victims’), and we sampled to cover these groups, and organis-

ational affiliation. The sampling strategy was not undertaken to secure generalisability, but to achieve 

maximum variation, with sampling conducted on ‘conceptual grounds’ (Miles et al.2013). Participants 

were recruited successively throughout the collection period. Our sampling strategy can thus be 

characterised as sequential (Miles et al.2013). 

The interviews were semi-structured and based on a topic guide concerning interviewees’ experi-

ences working on the investigation, covering (a) the participant’s entry into the project group and his/ 

her role and tasks, (b) detection, co-ordination and information sharing during the covert phase of 

the investigation, (c) experiences with the open investigation, with emphasis on co-ordination, (d) 

project management and goal setting and (e) agencies’ limits and possibilities in relation to a 



while working, proving benefit fraud and preparing the case for a special administrative court. Under

similar rules, TA can collect documents, computers and mobile phones from a place of business. If tax

evasion can be proved in an administrative law case, the required threshold of proof is lower than for

the criminal law route to confiscation. Pragmatic decisions were made with regard to which agency

would confiscate and thus whether the administrative or criminal ‘track’ should be used (Sklansky

2012). A TA informant said:

Isn’t it better that we, who can get assets through a lower threshold of proof, take them? And perhaps greater

sums, and more easily. Maybe even more quickly. The most important thing is that someone takes their

profits, and does it in the most efficient way. […] So we went with those two parallel tracks. […] It’s about

taking their profits by using – let’s call it the full sanction catalogue.

A police officer reflected similarly:

So far, we work in both tracks: Police and TA. We’ll see how far that takes us. I think it’s the right way to do it, and

the most important thing is the goal: Stop the business and take the money.

Both quotes reflect a goal-oriented pragmatism. The legal authority of the participating agencies

become if not shared, at least conditionally available, in pursuit of the stated goal. The approach

of the Lime project can be analysed through Sklansky’s concept ‘ad hoc instrumentalism’:

[A]d hoc instrumentalism empowers a wider range of front-line officials, including but not limited to prosecutors,

to view all substantive laws and all enforcement regimes, criminal and civil, as tools to be employed strategically,

as the circumstances demand. (2012, p. 201)

From this instrumental perspective, whether violations are pursued using administrative or criminal

law is not important in and of itself. The most important thing is that the network’s assets are seized.

There runs a proximity boundary between the police and the TA in relation to offences that may auth-

orise confiscation, and bridging creates a pool of resources out of which the connected agencies can

choose the ones that are most likely to accomplish their goal (Sklansky 2012, Renan 2015). Pooling of

resources in pursuit of increased effectiveness and decreased vulnerability is an important aspect to

why being connected to a security network is attractive (cf. Fleming and Rhodes 2005, Dupont 2006,

p. 168).

The dynamic between the agencies carried the potential of mutual benefit: Unlike TA, the police

are allowed to conduct searches and to seize property at private addresses (which TA’s regulations do

not allow). The police may achieve confiscations more easily by collaborating with TA, and when TA is

partnered with the police, they may gain access to information (from the police’s searches at private

addresses or communication surveillance) that they would not be able to procure themselves. A

similar dynamic applied in the relationship between police and Labour & Welfare. Due to the suspi-

cion of ‘aggravated human trafficking’ in the criminal case, police were authorised to use communi-

cations surveillance. This brought to light possible frauds that Labour & Welfare were unable to

discover through their own methods:

[T]his is perhaps the first time people who have been at no risk of being caught, have actually been caught. […]

We wouldn’t have been able to handle these cases with our own means, our legal authority. There had been zero

risk, really. (Labour & Welfare investigator)

Sharing data from the communication surveillance with Labour and Welfare was necessary to opti-

mally pool the agencies’ resources. Through explicit negotiation of which suspects were of mutual

interest to the agencies and whom their efforts should thus be directed towards, data from the com-

munications surveillance could be transmitted to Labour and Welfare for use in their administrative

case:

We run into some challenges with communications surveillance. We can’t use it directly in our administrative case.

[The administrative law] violations have to be reported to the police for that to happen. We had a number of

persons of interest, and so we came to an agreement with the police as to which suspects they would go for.

[…] and that we would report to the police. So we and the police selected 18 persons that we [Labour and
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complex and changing crime area. Interviews were recorded and lasted on average one hour. Inter-

views were conducted at the participants’ workplaces, either in the project’s rented office space or at 

their regular workplace. Both authors participated in all interviews. 

Data analysis 

All interviews were transcribed concurrently with data collection, and our collaborative analysis 

(Cornish et al.2013) began with transcription and a round of largely inductive and descriptive anno-

tations. After writing up a descriptive account of our case, we found ‘co-ordination’ to be a key 

concept by which we decided to ‘attempt to theorise the significance of the patterns and their 

broader meanings’ (Braun and Clarke 2006, Bazeley 2009). We developed codes partly deduced 

from theory (Bowen 2006), and coded the data with terms focused on co-ordination, boundaries, 

comparisons, negotiations and other expressions of difference and alignment between groups of 

actors in the project (cf. Giacomantonio 2015). 

We analysed our data using thematic analysis, a flexible and widely used ‘method for identifying, 

analysing and reporting patterns (themes) within data’ (Braun and Clarke 2006). Using NVivo 10, we 

coded for manifest expressions of experience with an understanding of boundaries and differences, 

looking for ‘repeated patterns of meaning’ (Braun and Clarke 2006). The aim of the analysis was to 

give a rich description of this particular aspect of the data which in turn could provide a narrow 

focus suitable for an analysis of boundary negotiations within the multi-agency security network 

(Braun and Clarke 2006). We co-ordinated our coding practice by reviewing matrices of coded 

excerpts. Although no further formal test of inter-coder reliability (Cornish et al.2013) was performed, 

we monitored the consistency of our coding by continuously reviewing coded excerpts. 

Findings 

‘The full sanction catalogue’: bridging the proximity boundary of criminal and 
administrative law 

Different violations discovered in relation to the grocery chain fell under the criminal and adminis-

trative jurisdictions of the three agencies. Human trafficking, credit card fraud and money laundering 

‘belong’ to the police and were part of the criminal case, benefit fraud and illicit work within the 

purview of Labour & Welfare, and tax evasion to the TA. The project generated many administrative 

law cases, and some of these were used to support the criminal charges. Many of the suspects’ 

actions could be targeted using either administrative or criminal law, most notably in the financial 

investigations of the network. Here, the agencies were functionally proximate. Thus we consider 

the delineation of jurisdiction between the agencies as proximity boundaries which required nego-

tiation of which agency and corresponding set of legislation would be used to target particular viola-

tions (Giacomantonio 2015). 

As separate nodes in the security network that relates to the labour market, no one agency was 

responsible for the totality of offences uncovered in the project. The overarching goal of the project 

was to stop the criminal activities by seizing the network’s assets, and co-ordinating the agencies’ 

legal powers and sanctions could aid in accomplishing it. ‘Pooling powers’ dispersed among agencies 

enables legal authority and expertise to be combined (Renan 2015). The pragmatic and goal-oriented 

multi-agency approach taken in this police-initiated project is congruent with previous research on 

the fit between the pragmatism of police occupational culture, and partnership working (Reiner 2010, 

O’Neill and McCarthy 2014). 

The administrative agencies have coercive powers suited to fulfil their mandates. These are 

founded in administrative law, and require a lower threshold of suspicion than the police’s enforce-

ment measures. Under their administrative rules, Labour & Welfare were authorised to ID workers in 

the grocery chain. They would check whether workers received unemployment or sickness benefits 
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while working, proving benefit fraud and preparing the case for a special administrative court. Under 

similar rules, TA can collect documents, computers and mobile phones from a place of business. If tax 

evasion can be proved in an administrative law case, the required threshold of proof is lower than for 

the criminal law route to confiscation. Pragmatic decisions were made with regard to which agency 

would confiscate and thus whether the administrative or criminal ‘track’ should be used (Sklansky 

2012). A TA informant said: 

Isn’t it better that we, who can get assets through a lower threshold of proof, take them? And perhaps greater 

sums, and more easily. Maybe even more quickly. The most important thing is that someone takes their 
profits, and does it in the most efficient way. […] So we went with those two parallel tracks. […] It’s about 
taking their profits by using – let’s call it the full sanction catalogue. 

A police officer reflected similarly: 

So far, we work in both tracks: Police and TA. We’ll see how far that takes us. I think it’s the right way to do it, and 

the most important thing is the goal: Stop the business and take the money. 

Both quotes reflect a goal-oriented pragmatism. The legal authority of the participating agencies 

become if not shared, at least conditionally available, in pursuit of the stated goal. The approach 

of the Lime project can be analysed through Sklansky’s concept ‘ad hoc instrumentalism’: 

[A]d hoc instrumentalism empowers a wider range of front-line officials, including but not limited to prosecutors, 

to view all substantive laws and all enforcement regimes, criminal and civil, as tools to be employed strategically, 
as the circumstances demand. (2012, p. 201) 

From this instrumental perspective, whether violations are pursued using administrative or criminal 

law is not important in and of itself. The most important thing is that the network’s assets are seized. 

There runs a proximity boundary between the police and the TA in relation to offences that may auth-

orise confiscation, and bridging creates a pool of resources out of which the connected agencies can 

choose the ones that are most likely to accomplish their goal (Sklansky 2012, Renan 2015). Pooling of 

resources in pursuit of increased effectiveness and decreased vulnerability is an important aspect to 

why being connected to a security network is attractive (cf. Fleming and Rhodes 2005, Dupont 2006, 

p. 168). 

The dynamic between the agencies carried the potential of mutual benefit: Unlike TA, the police 

are allowed to conduct searches and to seize property at private addresses (which TA’s regulations do 

not allow). The police may achieve confiscations more easily by collaborating with TA, and when TA is 

partnered with the police, they may gain access to information (from the police’s searches at private 

addresses or communication surveillance) that they would not be able to procure themselves. A 

similar dynamic applied in the relationship between police and Labour & Welfare. Due to the suspi-

cion of ‘aggravated human trafficking’ in the criminal case, police were authorised to use communi-

cations surveillance. This brought to light possible frauds that Labour & Welfare were unable to 

discover through their own methods: 

[T]his is perhaps the first time people who have been at no risk of being caught, have actually been caught. […] 
We wouldn’t have been able to handle these cases with our own means, our legal authority. There had been zero 
risk, really. (Labour & Welfare investigator) 

Sharing data from the communication surveillance with Labour and Welfare was necessary to opti-

mally pool the agencies’ resources. Through explicit negotiation of which suspects were of mutual 

interest to the agencies and whom their efforts should thus be directed towards, data from the com-

munications surveillance could be transmitted to Labour and Welfare for use in their administrative 

case: 

We run into some challenges with communications surveillance. We can’t use it directly in our administrative case. 
[The administrative law] violations have to be reported to the police for that to happen. We had a number of 

persons of interest, and so we came to an agreement with the police as to which suspects they would go for. 
[…] and that we would report to the police. So we and the police selected 18 persons that we [Labour and 



argue, was ‘the most central (and, hence, most powerful)’ (Brewer 2017, p. 454), least constrained, and

most influential node within the project (Dupont 2006, p. 175). That we found no evidence of overt

conflict over objectives does not mean that negotiations over how the work of the agencies should

be connected took place in a space void of power relations. The police importantly exercised power

‘through the power to define: to set broad agendas […] and direct resources’ which increased their

‘relative capacity […] to achieve desired outcomes’ (Crawford 1999, pp. 132–133). Our analysis

suggests that every agency was largely satisfied with what they got out of participating. Still, it is

likely that their interests would be better and more easily served had their problem definitions

and investigative requirements been equally present to the police’s in the planning stages of the

project.

Connecting the work of similarly specialised sub-groups

‘Police is not just police’ one informant from one of the regulatory agencies said, pointing out that

expertise and experience is not predictably located within organisations. Financial crime detection

and investigation is not generalised knowledge in the police. We found that police and non-police

participants alike experienced the difference between investigators with and without financial inves-

tigation expertise as significant. Police investigators were either generalist criminal investigators,

organised crime investigators, or financial crime investigators:

What it’s like to work with the police? It varies, really. I don’t feel that we work with ‘the police’, because we work

with some officers that work with financial crimes, and those who work with other cases […] [T]hey have different

platforms. But […] we’ve been on a team with the people from [national financial crime unit], and then you’re on

the same planet, really, if you know what I mean. We understand that things take time, that there is a crazy

number of documents and numbers and everything else. (TA investigator)

Both the TA’s and Labour and Welfare’s investigations related wholly to the financial aspects of the

Lime project. The difference between police with and without any expertise in that subject area was

thus most keenly felt by the regulatory agencies. The Labour and Welfare investigator who gave the

following quote had extensive experience from working with the police on cases involving benefit

fraud, but had never previously worked with an organised crime unit:

Weworked with a new branch of the police this time. We’ve worked with the specialists in the police districts for a

long time. But now – I don’t know, they work with organised crime and they’re not used to working with other

public agencies, I think. The cultures are different. There are keys to investigating benefit fraud that are difficult for

a novice to understand. There were some things from the early cooperation, I don’t want to call it problematic, but

it takes time to speak the same language, understand each other, what’s important and how we work.

Both quotes illustrate how the informants distinguish between ‘police’ in general on the one hand,

and specialist financial crime investigators on the other. Professionals with expertise in some form of

financial investigation can be viewed as a sub-group that was less heterogeneous than the project as

a whole with regard to expertise and prior case experiences. Our findings suggest that shared exper-

tise among partners from separate organisations was a beneficial background on which to connect

the work of the participating agencies.

Professional secrecy

Throughout the project, the regulatory agencies contributed information useful to the criminal inves-

tigation, while they also used information from the criminal investigation in their administrative

cases. However, all participating agencies were bound by separate legislation regarding information

exchange with partner agencies. These rules of professional secrecy ran through the project organ-

isation and represented systemic boundaries (cf. Giacomantonio 2015) between participants from

different agencies. The purpose of secrecy provisions is to protect data from improper dissemination,

and sharing information is thus an exception. Negotiations over access to other agencies’ data were
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Welfare] would look into from our end, and then we used what was discovered in the police’s investigation of 
those persons. 

The outcome of boundary negotiations may be to uphold boundaries, as well as to bridge (Gia-

comantonio 2015). Striking the balance between maintaining and bridging the boundaries 

between agencies remained challenging throughout, as illustrated by the example given by a 

senior police officer: 

[W]e want Labour & Welfare to check a shop because we [the police] want to know who’s there. But they only 
record those workers who receive benefits. […] But they get the names of everyone who’s there, right? But 

the ones receiving benefits are the only ones entered into the system. And they sit there with a piece of 
paper with the name of everyone that was in the shop. [We] who’re investigating human trafficking, we’re 

very interested in the names of the others who were there. In one way, we were the ones who sent them 
there [Labour & Welfare to the shop], but they need independent grounds for doing it. We can’t deputise 
them, and there’s a reason why that’s the case. That we can’t just say ‘Labour & Welfare – go there – […] – If 

the police were supposed to be able to do that, we would’ve had that legal authority ourselves. So, we can’t depu-
tise them, but we’re in the same project. We share a goal. We must be able to say to Labour & Welfare: ‘Check that 

shop’. And they’ll do it, but we need to be able to get the information […] into the shared project […]. 

Power relations 

The participating agencies’ combined legal authority and expertise were suited to serve the shared 

goal of the project. All the while, each agency still had their own agency-specific goals and interests 

which were furthered by participating in the project. Although many administrative cases were inves-

tigated to support the criminal prosecution, some ‘satellite’ administrative cases were pursued by the 

agencies due to their own organisational mandates. Even though not every administrative case could 

be subsumed under the shared umbrella of the overarching goal, the goals of the participating 

agencies were largely complementary. 

While we find that the relationship between the goals of the agencies relative to the shared goal of 

the project was harmonious, actualising the goals proved more fraught. Signs of this emerged during 

the raid against the shops in the early stage of the project: Each shop was raided by a multi-agency 

team in order to use their various authorities to collect evidence, arrest, and interview witnesses, as 

well as for the agencies to confiscate according to their own needs. Large numbers of (largely patrol) 

police officers from several districts were seconded to participate in the raid, and with few exceptions 

these had no relation to the case or subject areas of the regulatory agencies. This created friction 

between participants whose agency-specific needs were not always met, as described by an infor-

mant from the TA: 

There was so much chaos that day. [S]everal police officers thought that we should seize as few documents as 

possible. I think a lot of police officers aren’t used to taking so many papers for evidence, but we want to 
bring all of it with us. […] But the police had the last word, so in most of the shops a lot of material was left behind. 

A Labour & Welfare investigator relayed similar experiences: 

[…] We had hoped to be able to give more input before the raid. About what sorts of investigative steps we would 
like for our cases. And I think that’s where … some of that communication, that we hadn’t worked together 

before, that they sort of “Yeah, yeah, benefit fraud. We got it.” But we were like, “There are so many exceptions, 
we’ll need this and this documentation.” And we don’t have it. And now it’s too late. 

The raid made practical, professional differences between agencies visible. Despite a complemen-

tary goal structure, many seconded police officers were not familiar enough with financial investi-

gations or the work of the administrative agencies to support the evidence collection and thus 

the further investigation of some administrative cases. ‘[O]nly certain nodes can fully exploit the 

opportunities this new governance yields’ (Dupont 2004, p. 78), and while we found no conflict 

regarding the goals or fundamental idea of pooling authority and expertise, the project was initiated 

by the police and structured with criminal prosecution and policing objectives in mind. The police, we 



Welfare] would look into from our end, and then we used what was discovered in the police’s investigation of

those persons.

The outcome of boundary negotiations may be to uphold boundaries, as well as to bridge (Gia-

comantonio 2015). Striking the balance between maintaining and bridging the boundaries

between agencies remained challenging throughout, as illustrated by the example given by a

senior police officer:

[W]e want Labour & Welfare to check a shop because we [the police] want to know who’s there. But they only

record those workers who receive benefits. […] But they get the names of everyone who’s there, right? But

the ones receiving benefits are the only ones entered into the system. And they sit there with a piece of

paper with the name of everyone that was in the shop. [We] who’re investigating human trafficking, we’re

very interested in the names of the others who were there. In one way, we were the ones who sent them

there [Labour & Welfare to the shop], but they need independent grounds for doing it. We can’t deputise

them, and there’s a reason why that’s the case. That we can’t just say ‘Labour & Welfare – go there – […] – If

the police were supposed to be able to do that, we would’ve had that legal authority ourselves. So, we can’t depu-

tise them, but we’re in the same project. We share a goal. We must be able to say to Labour & Welfare: ‘Check that

shop’. And they’ll do it, but we need to be able to get the information […] into the shared project […].

Power relations

The participating agencies’ combined legal authority and expertise were suited to serve the shared

goal of the project. All the while, each agency still had their own agency-specific goals and interests

which were furthered by participating in the project. Although many administrative cases were inves-

tigated to support the criminal prosecution, some ‘satellite’ administrative cases were pursued by the

agencies due to their own organisational mandates. Even though not every administrative case could

be subsumed under the shared umbrella of the overarching goal, the goals of the participating

agencies were largely complementary.

While we find that the relationship between the goals of the agencies relative to the shared goal of

the project was harmonious, actualising the goals proved more fraught. Signs of this emerged during

the raid against the shops in the early stage of the project: Each shop was raided by a multi-agency

team in order to use their various authorities to collect evidence, arrest, and interview witnesses, as

well as for the agencies to confiscate according to their own needs. Large numbers of (largely patrol)

police officers from several districts were seconded to participate in the raid, and with few exceptions

these had no relation to the case or subject areas of the regulatory agencies. This created friction

between participants whose agency-specific needs were not always met, as described by an infor-

mant from the TA:

There was so much chaos that day. [S]everal police officers thought that we should seize as few documents as

possible. I think a lot of police officers aren’t used to taking so many papers for evidence, but we want to

bring all of it with us. […] But the police had the last word, so in most of the shops a lot of material was left behind.

A Labour & Welfare investigator relayed similar experiences:

[…] We had hoped to be able to givemore input before the raid. About what sorts of investigative steps we would

like for our cases. And I think that’s where… some of that communication, that we hadn’t worked together

before, that they sort of “Yeah, yeah, benefit fraud. We got it.” But we were like, “There are so many exceptions,

we’ll need this and this documentation.” And we don’t have it. And now it’s too late.

The raid made practical, professional differences between agencies visible. Despite a complemen-

tary goal structure, many seconded police officers were not familiar enough with financial investi-

gations or the work of the administrative agencies to support the evidence collection and thus

the further investigation of some administrative cases. ‘[O]nly certain nodes can fully exploit the

opportunities this new governance yields’ (Dupont 2004, p. 78), and while we found no conflict

regarding the goals or fundamental idea of pooling authority and expertise, the project was initiated

by the police and structured with criminal prosecution and policing objectives in mind. The police, we
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argue, was ‘the most central (and, hence, most powerful)’ (Brewer 2017, p. 454), least constrained, and 

most influential node within the project (Dupont 2006, p. 175). That we found no evidence of overt 

conflict over objectives does not mean that negotiations over how the work of the agencies should 

be connected took place in a space void of power relations. The police importantly exercised power 

‘through the power to define: to set broad agendas […] and direct resources’ which increased their 

‘relative capacity […] to achieve desired outcomes’ (Crawford 1999, pp. 132–133). Our analysis 

suggests that every agency was largely satisfied with what they got out of participating. Still, it is 

likely that their interests would be better and more easily served had their problem definitions 

and investigative requirements been equally present to the police’s in the planning stages of the 

project. 

Connecting the work of similarly specialised sub-groups 

‘Police is not just police’ one informant from one of the regulatory agencies said, pointing out that 

expertise and experience is not predictably located within organisations. Financial crime detection 

and investigation is not generalised knowledge in the police. We found that police and non-police 

participants alike experienced the difference between investigators with and without financial inves-

tigation expertise as significant. Police investigators were either generalist criminal investigators, 

organised crime investigators, or financial crime investigators: 

What it’s like to work with the police? It varies, really. I don’t feel that we work with ‘the police’, because we work 

with some officers that work with financial crimes, and those who work with other cases […] [T]hey have different 
platforms. But […] we’ve been on a team with the people from [national financial crime unit], and then you’re on 

the same planet, really, if you know what I mean. We understand that things take time, that there is a crazy 
number of documents and numbers and everything else. (TA investigator) 

Both the TA’s and Labour and Welfare’s investigations related wholly to the financial aspects of the 

Lime project. The difference between police with and without any expertise in that subject area was 

thus most keenly felt by the regulatory agencies. The Labour and Welfare investigator who gave the 

following quote had extensive experience from working with the police on cases involving benefit 

fraud, but had never previously worked with an organised crime unit: 

We worked with a new branch of the police this time. We’ve worked with the specialists in the police districts for a 
long time. But now – I don’t know, they work with organised crime and they’re not used to working with other 
public agencies, I think. The cultures are different. There are keys to investigating benefit fraud that are difficult for 

a novice to understand. There were some things from the early cooperation, I don’t want to call it problematic, but 
it takes time to speak the same language, understand each other, what’s important and how we work. 

Both quotes illustrate how the informants distinguish between ‘police’ in general on the one hand, 

and specialist financial crime investigators on the other. Professionals with expertise in some form of 

financial investigation can be viewed as a sub-group that was less heterogeneous than the project as 

a whole with regard to expertise and prior case experiences. Our findings suggest that shared exper-

tise among partners from separate organisations was a beneficial background on which to connect 

the work of the participating agencies. 

Professional secrecy 

Throughout the project, the regulatory agencies contributed information useful to the criminal inves-

tigation, while they also used information from the criminal investigation in their administrative 

cases. However, all participating agencies were bound by separate legislation regarding information 

exchange with partner agencies. These rules of professional secrecy ran through the project organ-

isation and represented systemic boundaries (cf. Giacomantonio 2015) between participants from 

different agencies. The purpose of secrecy provisions is to protect data from improper dissemination, 

and sharing information is thus an exception. Negotiations over access to other agencies’ data were 



tactical investigation and financial investigation (Labour & Welfare and TA participants were

members of the tactical and financial investigation teams). In the information infrastructure, com-

munication surveillance, confiscations and analysis occupied central positions. The communications

surveillance team recorded e-mails, texts and phone calls in both the covert and the exploratory

phase of the criminal investigation. The confiscations group systematised and recorded the extensive

materials collected. The analysis group created systems and procedures for data processing that

facilitated sharing of the materials collected.

The proprietary software Indiciawas the analysis team’s primary tool to impose a unitary order and

recording practices for information in the project. Indicia is used by Norwegian police for intelligence

work and project management. Its separate modules makes it well suited for recording, systematising

and linking information, as well as for delegating and following up on tasks. An interview transcript,

for instance, can be uploaded to the database with names or places tagged, enabling others whomay

be interested in those names or places to find them. Additionally, Indicia features free text searches in

the database. Ideally, the software could be a one-stop shop for anyone who wanted to know

whether someone had recorded information of interest.

All police officers, but only the police, have had access to Indicia. The software is connected to a

national intelligence database where most information is visible to every user, but access can be con-

trolled. Entries related to organised crime or ongoing projects are usually hidden from anyone not

positively authorised to view them. However, a user cannot be given access only to the project

module without access to the national intelligence database at the same time. There was a perceived

need for everyone, regardless of agency, to work together in the same information environment:

It’s been hell getting the system owners to let the control agencies in – TA and Labour & Welfare. That’s where the

job gets done, and we can’t have satellites that don’t see what we’re working on or that we can’t delegate tasks to.

(Police officer)

The question of access to Indicia highlighted tension between the concern for expediency and

communication within the project, and the separation of agencies’ data. Everyone was eventually

given access, and could search police reports and interview transcripts. The key to bridging this sys-

temic boundary was to define the participants as police personnel. As an investigator from one of the

non-police agencies explains: ‘We worked in Indicia, but not as [representative from our own agency].

As police.’ Once they had access, the investigators from the control agencies had varying experiences

with the usefulness of this access:

We’ve had access to the police systems when we worked in the shared office space, but we received some train-

ing in Indicia […] There’s probably a lot there that could have been useful that we only now [in a late stage of the

project] feel like we have the time to look up. There are piles and piles of documents. You’d drown.

Another says that:

[Indicia] was very useful. When a case has so many people working on it and there are so many documents, we

don’t always know who we’re looking for. Someone could have discovered something that they didn’t know was

relevant to us because they didn’t know that this person received benefits. And we didn’t know that the person

worked [while receiving benefits].

Familiarity with the system, adequate training, but also the quality of the entries and how infor-

mation was indexed for retrieval likely impacted how and to what extent this bridge between the

police system and the control agencies was utilised. While the analysis team created a system for

information processing, the result was largely determined by how the investigators who added docu-

ments to the data base adhered to it.

Connecting disparate areas of expertise

The material collected in the Lime project was massive: interviews, communication surveillance con-

taining e-mails and text messages in addition to at least 50,000 phone calls, confiscations of paper
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often explicit, and thus were suitable for studying tensions between network demands and the pur-

poses and obligations of its connected formal organisations. 

Each of the agencies whose work was co-ordinated in the project had purchase of parts of the 

activities of the suspects, and it varied which agency could share what information, at what time, 

for what purpose, and with whom. As a Labour & Welfare investigator put it: 

[Information sharing] is problematic when you’re in a group like this – well, we’re released from our confidentiality 
depending on who else is present. For example, there’ll be information that we can give to the Tax authority, but if 
the Labour Inspection Authority is in the same room, we’ll either have to ask them to leave, or – you know. 

Due to mutually supporting rules and a formalised procedure, neither TA nor Labour & Welfare 

described information sharing between the two as particularly challenging. TA could share more 

with the police than Labour & Welfare could. If the minimum sentence for a suspected crime is six 

months’ imprisonment, TA may share ‘most of what we have’ (TA investigator). The relationship 

between the police and Labour & Welfare, on the other hand, was described as challenging: 

[Information sharing has been] challenging. That’s got mostly to do with Labour & Welfare, though, in this project. 
Customs – no problem. TA – more pragmatic about these things, and we have better formal agreements with 

them. While Labour & Welfare – they’re a bit of a hybrid organisation, they aren’t primarily a control agency 
[…] (Police officer) 

The primary aim of Labour & Welfare is to contribute to social and economic security, and to 

support (re-)entry into the workforce (Adminstration of Labour and Welfare Act 2006). They can 

share information with the police to the extent that sharing promotes their own purposes. As the 

quote from a Labour & Welfare investigator illustrates, this was challenging in the multi-agency, 

co-localised environment of the Lime project: 

Our legal basis for sharing information is based on whether it serves our purposes to do so. And that’s quite a 
discretionary judgment – when we can say that it is, and when it isn’t. You’re sitting in a meeting and have to 

weigh every word in a way that doesn’t breach confidentiality. It’s a big responsibility […] and the other thing 
is that we may well have information that in light of the group’s shared goals we should’ve shared. But we 
can’t necessarily do that. 

Labour & Welfare is allowed to share more with TA than they are permitted to share with the 

police, and don’t have rules governing sharing information related to criminal activity. However, 

the police have wider access to share information with the partner agencies in the project: 

We [the police] can probably get a bit too eager sometimes. We’ve talked about information sharing all the time. 
And what we’ve arrived at is, and I’ve always meant this, but to get the other agencies to see it – there are pur-

poses behind what we’re doing that enables us to share information. (Police officer) 

We found that the police viewed themselves as the most able and willing to share information in 

the project. The police are allowed to share information with public agencies if the purpose is crime 

prevention. This mandate gives the police wide purchase on a range of social and criminal problems, 

making their potential reach in security networks less ‘confined within distinct subgroups, or clusters’ 

(Brewer 2017, p. 453). Whether an effort is considered ‘preventive’ is largely a matter of discretion. For 

instance, if the police pick up information suggesting ongoing benefit fraud during communications 

surveillance, sharing this with Labour & Welfare could be considered preventive. Thus, the police are 

far more able to bridge the systemic boundary of professional secrecy from their side, compared with 

the partner agencies in this study (Giacomantonio 2015). 

Access to shared IT systems 

The lack of shared software for information processing and project management highlighted IT 

systems as yet another systemic boundary between participants. The project was subdivided into 

eight functional teams, and every individual participant was assigned to one of the following: analy-

sis, confiscations, communication surveillance, documents, investigation management, victims, 



often explicit, and thus were suitable for studying tensions between network demands and the pur-

poses and obligations of its connected formal organisations.

Each of the agencies whose work was co-ordinated in the project had purchase of parts of the

activities of the suspects, and it varied which agency could share what information, at what time,

for what purpose, and with whom. As a Labour & Welfare investigator put it:

[Information sharing] is problematic when you’re in a group like this –well, we’re released from our confidentiality

depending on who else is present. For example, there’ll be information that we can give to the Tax authority, but if

the Labour Inspection Authority is in the same room, we’ll either have to ask them to leave, or – you know.

Due to mutually supporting rules and a formalised procedure, neither TA nor Labour & Welfare

described information sharing between the two as particularly challenging. TA could share more

with the police than Labour & Welfare could. If the minimum sentence for a suspected crime is six

months’ imprisonment, TA may share ‘most of what we have’ (TA investigator). The relationship

between the police and Labour & Welfare, on the other hand, was described as challenging:

[Information sharing has been] challenging. That’s got mostly to do with Labour & Welfare, though, in this project.

Customs – no problem. TA – more pragmatic about these things, and we have better formal agreements with

them. While Labour & Welfare – they’re a bit of a hybrid organisation, they aren’t primarily a control agency

[…] (Police officer)

The primary aim of Labour & Welfare is to contribute to social and economic security, and to

support (re-)entry into the workforce (Adminstration of Labour and Welfare Act 2006). They can

share information with the police to the extent that sharing promotes their own purposes. As the

quote from a Labour & Welfare investigator illustrates, this was challenging in the multi-agency,

co-localised environment of the Lime project:

Our legal basis for sharing information is based on whether it serves our purposes to do so. And that’s quite a

discretionary judgment – when we can say that it is, and when it isn’t. You’re sitting in a meeting and have to

weigh every word in a way that doesn’t breach confidentiality. It’s a big responsibility […] and the other thing

is that we may well have information that in light of the group’s shared goals we should’ve shared. But we

can’t necessarily do that.

Labour & Welfare is allowed to share more with TA than they are permitted to share with the

police, and don’t have rules governing sharing information related to criminal activity. However,

the police have wider access to share information with the partner agencies in the project:

We [the police] can probably get a bit too eager sometimes. We’ve talked about information sharing all the time.

And what we’ve arrived at is, and I’ve always meant this, but to get the other agencies to see it – there are pur-

poses behind what we’re doing that enables us to share information. (Police officer)

We found that the police viewed themselves as the most able and willing to share information in

the project. The police are allowed to share information with public agencies if the purpose is crime

prevention. This mandate gives the police wide purchase on a range of social and criminal problems,

making their potential reach in security networks less ‘confined within distinct subgroups, or clusters’

(Brewer 2017, p. 453). Whether an effort is considered ‘preventive’ is largely a matter of discretion. For

instance, if the police pick up information suggesting ongoing benefit fraud during communications

surveillance, sharing this with Labour & Welfare could be considered preventive. Thus, the police are

far more able to bridge the systemic boundary of professional secrecy from their side, compared with

the partner agencies in this study (Giacomantonio 2015).

Access to shared IT systems

The lack of shared software for information processing and project management highlighted IT

systems as yet another systemic boundary between participants. The project was subdivided into

eight functional teams, and every individual participant was assigned to one of the following: analy-

sis, confiscations, communication surveillance, documents, investigation management, victims,
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tactical investigation and financial investigation (Labour & Welfare and TA participants were 

members of the tactical and financial investigation teams). In the information infrastructure, com-

munication surveillance, confiscations and analysis occupied central positions. The communications 

surveillance team recorded e-mails, texts and phone calls in both the covert and the exploratory 

phase of the criminal investigation. The confiscations group systematised and recorded the extensive 

materials collected. The analysis group created systems and procedures for data processing that 

facilitated sharing of the materials collected. 

The proprietary software Indicia was the analysis team’s primary tool to impose a unitary order and 

recording practices for information in the project. Indicia is used by Norwegian police for intelligence 

work and project management. Its separate modules makes it well suited for recording, systematising 

and linking information, as well as for delegating and following up on tasks. An interview transcript, 

for instance, can be uploaded to the database with names or places tagged, enabling others who may 

be interested in those names or places to find them. Additionally, Indicia features free text searches in 

the database. Ideally, the software could be a one-stop shop for anyone who wanted to know 

whether someone had recorded information of interest. 

All police officers, but only the police, have had access to Indicia. The software is connected to a 

national intelligence database where most information is visible to every user, but access can be con-

trolled. Entries related to organised crime or ongoing projects are usually hidden from anyone not 

positively authorised to view them. However, a user cannot be given access only to the project 

module without access to the national intelligence database at the same time. There was a perceived 

need for everyone, regardless of agency, to work together in the same information environment: 

It’s been hell getting the system owners to let the control agencies in – TA and Labour & Welfare. That’s where the 

job gets done, and we can’t have satellites that don’t see what we’re working on or that we can’t delegate tasks to. 
(Police officer) 

The question of access to Indicia highlighted tension between the concern for expediency and 

communication within the project, and the separation of agencies’ data. Everyone was eventually 

given access, and could search police reports and interview transcripts. The key to bridging this sys-

temic boundary was to define the participants as police personnel. As an investigator from one of the 

non-police agencies explains: ‘We worked in Indicia, but not as [representative from our own agency]. 

As police.’ Once they had access, the investigators from the control agencies had varying experiences 

with the usefulness of this access: 

We’ve had access to the police systems when we worked in the shared office space, but we received some train-
ing in Indicia […] There’s probably a lot there that could have been useful that we only now [in a late stage of the 

project] feel like we have the time to look up. There are piles and piles of documents. You’d drown. 

Another says that: 

[Indicia] was very useful. When a case has so many people working on it and there are so many documents, we 
don’t always know who we’re looking for. Someone could have discovered something that they didn’t know was 

relevant to us because they didn’t know that this person received benefits. And we didn’t know that the person 
worked [while receiving benefits]. 

Familiarity with the system, adequate training, but also the quality of the entries and how infor-

mation was indexed for retrieval likely impacted how and to what extent this bridge between the 

police system and the control agencies was utilised. While the analysis team created a system for 

information processing, the result was largely determined by how the investigators who added docu-

ments to the data base adhered to it. 

Connecting disparate areas of expertise 

The material collected in the Lime project was massive: interviews, communication surveillance con-

taining e-mails and text messages in addition to at least 50,000 phone calls, confiscations of paper 



argued that professional secrecy and the lack of a common management system were influential sys-

temic boundaries which impacted the information flow within the project, and required negotiation

by the participants.

To connect the work of agencies within the project, the project management secured access to

the police intelligence database and project management system Indicia for the non-police agencies.

This initiative resembles boundary spanning activities discussed by Giacomantonio (2015), in that rel-

evant boundary actors (such as managers) may overcome systemic boundaries by creating new

systems or rule frameworks. The non-police agencies’ access was the result of intra-organisational

negotiation between project managers and system administrators, and was unique in the sense

that, as far as we have been able to ascertain, access had never been given to anyone outside the

police before. Still, information exchange raises complex issues of confidentiality (Nash and Walker

2009, Harvey et al. 2015), contrasting agency-specific obligations with the shared interest of the

project as a whole. Although the use of the intelligence software as a medium for information

sharing is striking, basic confidentiality considerations underlay the negotiation (as by default

users do not have access to classified intelligence).

Indicia in principle made the police’s information readily available, but availability of data does

not, as noted by Dupont (2006, p. 169), ‘ensure its diffusion and use by all institutional nodes’.

Having access to the same information is important because ‘the holder of information often

fails to recognize the value of it to others’ (LeBeuf 2005). Still, unfamiliarity with partners’ interests

and needs proved to interfere with the project’s information flow. Challenges existed both between

participants belonging to different agencies, and between participants with expertise in different

subject areas. While the projects’ police investigators share basic standardised training in criminal

investigation, specialisation makes investigators more apt at recognising valuable information for

some types of crime rather than others. Examining the negotiation of inter-organisational bound-

aries between the project participants, we found that the sharing of expertise, such as ‘having

knowledge about financial investigation’, helped participants from different agencies co-operate.

Nevertheless, it was a common perception that information flow persisted to be difficult throughout

the project.

While some information simply could not be shared due to issues of confidentiality – the admin-

istrative agencies notably have less license to share with the police than vice versa – the participants

in many cases managed to find pragmatic solutions to co-ordinate their work. Co-localisation in the

shared, rented office space appears to have created an organisational context conducive for building

familiarity and trust within the project as a work unit. Spending every day in the same space gave

ample opportunity for informal meetings, coffee breaks, and accidental encounters between inves-

tigators from different agencies. This facilitated what we consider informal pockets of information

sharing where inter-agency co-ordination was aided by the personalised trust that participants

came to place in each other, giving room for attempts to bridge systemic boundaries of information

flow (cf. Giacomantonio 2015). These findings align with previous research, which has found that

information sharing also relies on informal activities and personal relationships (Dupont 2004,

O’Neill and McCarthy 2014, Cotter 2015, Søgaard et al.2016), and ‘that the underlying relational prop-

erties of security networks […][make] it difficult to distinguish between formal and informal ties’

(Whelan 2016).

Although we identify informal pockets of information sharing, we do not claim that the codes of

confidentiality were dishonoured by the investigators. While all participants were guided by separate

codes of secrecy which regulated each agency’s information sharing practices, these regulations also

enabled them to make discretionary judgment calls based on their abstract knowledge, regarding

whether a particular case justified information sharing. Discretion accounts for much of the useful-

ness of a flexible network approach (Mazerolle and Ransley 2006b, p. 185), and, as we find in this

study, the discretionary space is even more flexible in partnerships where interests are strongly inter-

woven (Hartmann 2014).
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documents from the 20 raided shops and electronic confiscations consisting of hundreds of thou-

sands of files. While giving all agencies access to Indicia helped bridge a systemic boundary, the infor-

mation flow between participants and teams hinged in part on the ability to recognise data of 

interest to other participants. While Indicia was a tool for organising information, the interpretation, 

naming and tagging of the data required manual and deliberate action from whoever handled it. A 

police officer who worked on communication surveillance reflected on the challenges of serving col-

leagues in the multi-agency and multi-disciplinary project with relevant information: 

[K]nowing what to look for – what should we look for to support the financial investigators? [ … ] [T]hose of us 
who work on communication surveillance, who don’t have any background in financial crime – what should we 

look for? Which calls are important? What is required to prove guilt? 

The communication surveillance police officer is an expert on this collection method, but is not 

familiar with every crime type detected in the project. The function of his team was to collect and 

convey information to investigators from the different agencies as it emerged. Similarly, police offi-

cers conducted interviews, and the TA investigators could see from the transcripts that follow-up 

questions that were obvious to them had not been asked: 

It has been challenging, really, that the people who have interviewed and that have listened to the phone calls – 

that don’t know about financial crimes – they can hear things and they don’t know what to ask that would be 
relevant for us [TA] to know about. […] It’s been completely impossible for police officers who don’t work 

with financial crimes to recognise that this would be something the TA needs. 

Distributing information from the interviews or telephone tap to specialised investigators was chal-

lenging. At times, the information flow was hindered by ‘gatekeepers’ lacking expertise in financial 

crime in general, or benefit or tax fraud in particular. This challenge was somewhat alleviated by 

the ability of the agencies to search parts of the collected material themselves in Indicia. However, 

as a Labour & Welfare investigator reported, delving into the data in this way was not an entirely sat-

isfactory option: 

I know there is a lot of information there, and I know where to find it. It’s more a question of finding the time to 
look for it. Looking through communication surveillance and confiscations is very time consuming. 

Despite the challenges described above, working in a shared space appears to have aided investi-

gators in locating specialised knowledge within the project, improving information flow to some 

extent. Through collegial conversations and overhearing what other teams were working on, inves-

tigators became familiar with details and status of other parts of the investigation: 

If the police have something we need – say from the telephone tap – and we can use it, they usually have to give it 

to us in a format that we’re allowed to use. We’ll say: ‘We need this. Can you write us a report?’ (TA investigator) 

The quote above also refers to how information in a police document, for instance from communi-

cation surveillance, was translated into a format that the administrative agencies could use in their 

own cases. TA could not lawfully use that information in their investigation, but had to receive it 

in the form of a police report. The information flow from the police to the other agencies was facili-

tated by informal transmission of snippets of information, as well as through inclusion in the shared 

ICT environment. Simply sharing the same office space created opportunities to overhear and sub-

sequently ask for the right information report from the police. Information was translated from a 

police-specific format to a report accessible to TA. 

Discussion 

Bridging systemic boundaries of information flow 

Shared knowledge is important because it enables participants to communicate with greater accu-

racy (Gittell 2011), and increases awareness of how their tasks relate to those of others. Above, we 
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argued that professional secrecy and the lack of a common management system were influential sys-

temic boundaries which impacted the information flow within the project, and required negotiation 

by the participants. 

To connect the work of agencies within the project, the project management secured access to 

the police intelligence database and project management system Indicia for the non-police agencies. 

This initiative resembles boundary spanning activities discussed by Giacomantonio (2015), in that rel-

evant boundary actors (such as managers) may overcome systemic boundaries by creating new 

systems or rule frameworks. The non-police agencies’ access was the result of intra-organisational 

negotiation between project managers and system administrators, and was unique in the sense 

that, as far as we have been able to ascertain, access had never been given to anyone outside the 

police before. Still, information exchange raises complex issues of confidentiality (Nash and Walker 

2009, Harvey et al. 2015), contrasting agency-specific obligations with the shared interest of the 

project as a whole. Although the use of the intelligence software as a medium for information 

sharing is striking, basic confidentiality considerations underlay the negotiation (as by default 

users do not have access to classified intelligence). 

Indicia in principle made the police’s information readily available, but availability of data does 

not, as noted by Dupont (2006, p. 169), ‘ensure its diffusion and use by all institutional nodes’. 

Having access to the same information is important because ‘the holder of information often 

fails to recognize the value of it to others’ (LeBeuf 2005). Still, unfamiliarity with partners’ interests 

and needs proved to interfere with the project’s information flow. Challenges existed both between 

participants belonging to different agencies, and between participants with expertise in different 

subject areas. While the projects’ police investigators share basic standardised training in criminal 

investigation, specialisation makes investigators more apt at recognising valuable information for 

some types of crime rather than others. Examining the negotiation of inter-organisational bound-

aries between the project participants, we found that the sharing of expertise, such as ‘having 

knowledge about financial investigation’, helped participants from different agencies co-operate. 

Nevertheless, it was a common perception that information flow persisted to be difficult throughout 

the project. 

While some information simply could not be shared due to issues of confidentiality – the admin-

istrative agencies notably have less license to share with the police than vice versa – the participants 

in many cases managed to find pragmatic solutions to co-ordinate their work. Co-localisation in the 

shared, rented office space appears to have created an organisational context conducive for building 

familiarity and trust within the project as a work unit. Spending every day in the same space gave 

ample opportunity for informal meetings, coffee breaks, and accidental encounters between inves-

tigators from different agencies. This facilitated what we consider informal pockets of information 

sharing where inter-agency co-ordination was aided by the personalised trust that participants 

came to place in each other, giving room for attempts to bridge systemic boundaries of information 

flow (cf. Giacomantonio 2015). These findings align with previous research, which has found that 

information sharing also relies on informal activities and personal relationships (Dupont 2004, 

O’Neill and McCarthy 2014, Cotter 2015, Søgaard et al.2016), and ‘that the underlying relational prop-

erties of security networks […][make] it difficult to distinguish between formal and informal ties’ 

(Whelan 2016). 

Although we identify informal pockets of information sharing, we do not claim that the codes of 

confidentiality were dishonoured by the investigators. While all participants were guided by separate 

codes of secrecy which regulated each agency’s information sharing practices, these regulations also 

enabled them to make discretionary judgment calls based on their abstract knowledge, regarding 

whether a particular case justified information sharing. Discretion accounts for much of the useful-

ness of a flexible network approach (Mazerolle and Ransley 2006b, p. 185), and, as we find in this 

study, the discretionary space is even more flexible in partnerships where interests are strongly inter-

woven (Hartmann 2014). 



consequential for those whom interventions are directed at, in terms of rights and the standard of

proof required to sanction (Mazerolle and Ransley 2006b, p. 179, cf. Goold 2016). Our findings illus-

trate the need for further studies on whether close-knit multi-agency constellations strain pro-

fessionals’ primary obligations to the recipients of their services (Grimen 2008).

Concluding remarks

Multi-agency investigations are increasingly deployed against criminal networks and cross-jurisdic-

tional crimes. This study’s unique empirical material from an inter-organisational investigation

allows an analysis of the internal dynamics of a security network of co-ordinated state sector govern-

mental nodes. Networks involving multiple state agencies hold great potential power, which warrants

further studies into the practices and ideologies of co-ordination.

Despite difficulties presented by organisational boundaries, we find that the participants generally

managed to co-ordinate work across agencies. While bridging organisational boundaries enabled

agencies to pool their powers, co-ordination across organisations may challenge the protection of

sometimes conflicting aims and interests. Although potentially effective against cross-jurisdictional

crime, use of the full ‘sanction catalogue’ also raises important questions about weighing efficiency

against the protections offered by formal organisations in terms of accountability. This study thus also

contributes to the literature on the interchangeable use of criminal and administrative law, a topic

notably explored in ‘crimmigration’ research (Stumpf 2006, Sklansky 2012, Weber 2013, Gundhus

2017). Tempering efficiency with transparency, we argue, is paramount to preserve the institutional

integrity of, and trust in, deliberately separated public agencies as they participate in powerful net-

worked assemblages.

Note

1. The Oslo District Court is expected to render its decision in the spring of 2017.
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Negotiating jurisdiction: using the whole ‘sanction catalogue’ 

Partnerships (or other modes of networked practice, such as third party policing) represent pragmatic 

attempts to solve problems of crime and disorder, in which getting the job done might be more 

important than questions of whether the problem at hand is crime or an administrative violation 

(Maguire 2000, cf. Weber 2013). Networked crime control occurs in response to external pressures 

to disperse the ‘responsibility and interest in crime control across a range of regulatory nodes’ (Mazer-

olle and Ransley 2006b). Partnering with other ‘regulatory nodes’, the police gain access to the ‘legal 

levers’ and sanctions of their partners. The police inhabit a role as information brokers in security net-

works, partly because of the content of their information (Ericson and Haggerty 1997, Crawford 1999). 

Co-ordinating resources from three agencies created a potentially wide and varied toolbox for the 

Lime project, referred to as ‘the sanction catalogue’ by one participant. As shown, different parts of 

the Lime case complex fell under the separate jurisdictions of the involved agencies. While many vio-

lations firmly and obviously belonged to one particular agency, other violations could be handled by 

either TA or the police. Working towards a shared project goal, these jurisdictions could be inter-

preted as proximity boundaries (cf. Giacomantonio 2015) that necessitated negotiation to achieve 

effective co-ordination. For instance, if hindered by own organisational jurisdictions, the police 

could propose Labour & Welfare to do shop controls. These controls were legitimate in light of 

Labour & Welfare’s jurisdiction, but might not have occurred but for the request of the police. 

Being able to choose strategically between the most suitable ‘tracks’ available for the project as a 

whole, also known as ‘ad hoc instrumentalism’ (Sklansky 2012), was perceived as an effective strategy 

for spanning the proximity boundaries and ensuring that useful information was shared in included 

in the project. 

Accountability versus efficiency 

The collaborative strategy and ‘pooling powers’ made the Lime project’s investigations more efficient 

(Dupont 2006, Mazerolle and Ransley 2006b, Renan 2015): securing confiscation through the TA’s 

authority required a lower threshold of proof compared with the police, and reduced the risk of 

failure and wasted resources. Further, pooling enabled participants to be effective in the first 

place: Labour & Welfare would not be in a position to discover and investigate many of the cases 

discovered except through the police’s communications surveillance. Joining the two tracks of 

administrative and criminal law in pursuit of a shared objective created a dynamic toolbox which 

furthered agencies’ ability to handle a cross-jurisdictional crime problem. However, whether partici-

pation is an effective strategy for individual agencies in achieving their goals will depend in part, as 

shown in this study, to what extent their interests and particular needs are embedded in the goals 

and structure of the co-ordinated effort (Mazerolle and Ransley 2006b, p. 181). While agencies 

agreed on the goals and the general road map for getting there, the police benefited from having 

had an important hand in defining the project, its ‘crimes [and] appropriate solutions’ (Crawford 

1999, p. 133). 

Increased efficiency, though, came bundled with accountability challenges. Even if the instrumen-

tal approach demonstrated in this study was conducted according to the letter of the law, such prac-

tices border on deputisation of partner agencies by the police. Co-ordinating agencies potentially 

creates tension between the goal of the joint project and the separate mandates of the agencies 

and professions involved. Ad hoc instrumentalism challenges traditional expectations of political 

accountability, meaning ‘the desirability of formal, legal constraints on official action’ (Sklansky 

2012), sought by adherence to ‘rationalised and transparent systems of bureaucratic control’ 

(Dowdle 2017, p. 198). Using administrative law for crime control ends and vice versa blurs the 

boundary between the two tracks, and requires that we find ‘ways to bolster accountability at the 

intersection of the systems […] by making the system, and its lines of responsibility, more transpar-

ent’ (Sklansky 2012, p. 219). The tracks exist with different purposes, and the choice between them is 
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consequential for those whom interventions are directed at, in terms of rights and the standard of 

proof required to sanction (Mazerolle and Ransley 2006b, p. 179, cf. Goold 2016). Our findings illus-

trate the need for further studies on whether close-knit multi-agency constellations strain pro-

fessionals’ primary obligations to the recipients of their services (Grimen 2008). 

Concluding remarks 

Multi-agency investigations are increasingly deployed against criminal networks and cross-jurisdic-

tional crimes. This study’s unique empirical material from an inter-organisational investigation 

allows an analysis of the internal dynamics of a security network of co-ordinated state sector govern-

mental nodes. Networks involving multiple state agencies hold great potential power, which warrants 

further studies into the practices and ideologies of co-ordination. 

Despite difficulties presented by organisational boundaries, we find that the participants generally 

managed to co-ordinate work across agencies. While bridging organisational boundaries enabled 

agencies to pool their powers, co-ordination across organisations may challenge the protection of 

sometimes conflicting aims and interests. Although potentially effective against cross-jurisdictional 

crime, use of the full ‘sanction catalogue’ also raises important questions about weighing efficiency 

against the protections offered by formal organisations in terms of accountability. This study thus also 

contributes to the literature on the interchangeable use of criminal and administrative law, a topic 

notably explored in ‘crimmigration’ research (Stumpf 2006, Sklansky 2012, Weber 2013, Gundhus 

2017). Tempering efficiency with transparency, we argue, is paramount to preserve the institutional 

integrity of, and trust in, deliberately separated public agencies as they participate in powerful net-

worked assemblages. 
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1. The Oslo District Court is expected to render its decision in the spring of 2017. 
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position with regard to the central role of the state in such networks (Loader and Walker 2007). Fol-

lowing a related but at times quite different trajectory, research on security networks and related

themes such as partnerships has grown considerably in the last decade. This body of research

extends to what one of us calls local, institutional, international and virtual security networks

(Dupont 2004) across the field of ‘low’ to ‘high’ policing (Brodeur 2010). Security network research

now encompasses researchers using techniques such as social network analysis (SNA) (Dupont

2006, Brewer 2014) as well as those calling attention to the organisational dynamics of networked

forms of security governance (Whelan 2012). Security network research differs from nodal govern-

ance in that it is more focused on networks rather than governance. It is, as such, less concerned

with the attributes of individual security nodes than it is the relationship between a given set of

nodes and the underlying properties of such relationships.

By expanding its focus of enquiry to capture the diversity of institutions, capacities, linkages and

interactions contributing to defining and responding to particular security problems, security

network research overcomes one of the major limitations experienced by police scholars attempting

to analyse the contribution of police organisations to the delivery of security. That is, they find it

exceedingly difficult to accurately assess the impact of a single institution on complex crime and

security problems, no matter how powerful that institution proves to be. Some private security scho-

lars who legitimately raise the instrumental features and democratic shortcomings of this specific

mode of security delivery face a similar challenge; reducing the contribution of private security pro-

viders to commodified exchanges fails to account for the complex web of formal and informal

relationships and constraints that shape their operations (Dupont 2014). The security network

approach frames security as the cumulative outcome of activities undertaken by a broad and

diverse range of interdependent institutions. For example, in the field of counter-terrorism, security

network research seeks to move beyond analysing how security agencies address the terrorist threat,

evaluating policy or legislation, or focusing on the organisational failures that may have preceded a

particular attack. Instead, it focuses on ‘structural’ properties such as how institutional networks form

and adapt in response to perceived threats and what governance mechanisms emerge as a result,

and ‘relational’ dynamics such as how organisational cultures and interpersonal relationships

enable and constrain these arrangements (Whelan 2012). The broader scope of this approach

makes it more challenging, both theoretically and empirically, but also potentially more rewarding.

In light of the considerable growth in network research and diverse methodological approaches, it

is time to take stock of the security network literature in the form of a systematic review that provides

directions for future research.

This article aims to clarify the fundamental concepts associated with a network perspective and

assess the current state of empirical knowledge on security networks. We argue that current security

network research has many limitations. For example, different uses of the concept of network have

generated confusion about how network theory should be applied across the security field. A large

volume of research employs the network concept as a metaphor to suggest a relationship between a

set of security nodes but fails to examine the structural pattern of these relationships or the organ-

isational properties of security networks. Much of the literature focuses on partnerships, which we

take to include dyads (two actors), whereas our definition of network, commensurate with leading

approaches in organisational (Kilduff and Tsai 2003) and public administration research (Provan

and Kenis 2008), is based on groups (three or more actors). We suggest that the network concept

only ceases to be employed as a metaphor when researchers focus on actual security networks

and can identify their structural and relational properties, which requires researchers to adopt an

analytical or organisational network perspective. We therefore argue that in order to advance security

network research, we need to develop our language and tools with which to analyse and understand

security networks.

The article is organised in three sections. First, we outline the context and method of our systema-

tic review of the security network literature, which uses two main categories: network terminology

and network form. Our objective is to highlight the different ways in which security networks have
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Introduction 

Security is increasingly recognised as being pursued through networks of public, private and hybrid 

actors or nodes. Following the ‘nodal governance’ perspective (Johnston and Shearing 2003, Wood 

and Dupont 2006), scholars have emphasised how mentalities and technologies of security govern-

ance have evolved from a more state-centered approach to one involving an array of potential gov-

erning nodes. Grabosky (1995) was among the first to highlight the diverse range of mechanisms that 

can be used to enlist non-governmental commercial and voluntary institutions in the co-production 

of regulatory compliance. While these regulatory or security nodes may or may not form ties or enter 

networks, and while the precise nature of these ties is not always the direct focus of advocates of 

nodal governance, it is important to distinguish between the nodal governance and security 

network perspectives. The main focus of the nodal governance perspective has been to argue that 

no particular node – such as the state – should be given priority in networks of security governance. 

It is perhaps this particular point that attracted most attention, with scholars adopting a normative 
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position with regard to the central role of the state in such networks (Loader and Walker 2007). Fol-

lowing a related but at times quite different trajectory, research on security networks and related 

themes such as partnerships has grown considerably in the last decade. This body of research 

extends to what one of us calls local, institutional, international and virtual security networks 

(Dupont 2004) across the field of ‘low’ to ‘high’ policing (Brodeur 2010). Security network research 

now encompasses researchers using techniques such as social network analysis (SNA) (Dupont 

2006, Brewer 2014) as well as those calling attention to the organisational dynamics of networked 

forms of security governance (Whelan 2012). Security network research differs from nodal govern-

ance in that it is more focused on networks rather than governance. It is, as such, less concerned 

with the attributes of individual security nodes than it is the relationship between a given set of 

nodes and the underlying properties of such relationships. 

By expanding its focus of enquiry to capture the diversity of institutions, capacities, linkages and 

interactions contributing to defining and responding to particular security problems, security 

network research overcomes one of the major limitations experienced by police scholars attempting 

to analyse the contribution of police organisations to the delivery of security. That is, they find it 

exceedingly difficult to accurately assess the impact of a single institution on complex crime and 

security problems, no matter how powerful that institution proves to be. Some private security scho-

lars who legitimately raise the instrumental features and democratic shortcomings of this specific 

mode of security delivery face a similar challenge; reducing the contribution of private security pro-

viders to commodified exchanges fails to account for the complex web of formal and informal 

relationships and constraints that shape their operations (Dupont 2014). The security network 

approach frames security as the cumulative outcome of activities undertaken by a broad and 

diverse range of interdependent institutions. For example, in the field of counter-terrorism, security 

network research seeks to move beyond analysing how security agencies address the terrorist threat, 

evaluating policy or legislation, or focusing on the organisational failures that may have preceded a 

particular attack. Instead, it focuses on ‘structural’ properties such as how institutional networks form 

and adapt in response to perceived threats and what governance mechanisms emerge as a result, 

and ‘relational’ dynamics such as how organisational cultures and interpersonal relationships 

enable and constrain these arrangements (Whelan 2012). The broader scope of this approach 

makes it more challenging, both theoretically and empirically, but also potentially more rewarding. 

In light of the considerable growth in network research and diverse methodological approaches, it 

is time to take stock of the security network literature in the form of a systematic review that provides 

directions for future research. 

This article aims to clarify the fundamental concepts associated with a network perspective and 

assess the current state of empirical knowledge on security networks. We argue that current security 

network research has many limitations. For example, different uses of the concept of network have 

generated confusion about how network theory should be applied across the security field. A large 

volume of research employs the network concept as a metaphor to suggest a relationship between a 

set of security nodes but fails to examine the structural pattern of these relationships or the organ-

isational properties of security networks. Much of the literature focuses on partnerships, which we 

take to include dyads (two actors), whereas our definition of network, commensurate with leading 

approaches in organisational (Kilduff and Tsai 2003) and public administration research (Provan 

and Kenis 2008), is based on groups (three or more actors). We suggest that the network concept 

only ceases to be employed as a metaphor when researchers focus on actual security networks 

and can identify their structural and relational properties, which requires researchers to adopt an 

analytical or organisational network perspective. We therefore argue that in order to advance security 

network research, we need to develop our language and tools with which to analyse and understand 

security networks. 

The article is organised in three sections. First, we outline the context and method of our systema-

tic review of the security network literature, which uses two main categories: network terminology 

and network form. Our objective is to highlight the different ways in which security networks have 



The security network approach has, however, always been more a diffuse sensibility than a hard

paradigm. Rather than drawing from a single source of inspiration, Dupont’s (2004) article reflected

shifting social science and public policy landscapes that facilitated a match between a complex

problem (fragmenting security) and new theoretical and methodological tools. More than 10 years

after its publication, it seems relevant to assess the literature on security networks and its contri-

bution to our understanding of contemporary policing. In particular, we believe it is important to

look at what types of security networks have been studied, whether a consistent terminology

been employed, what methods have been used, what types of data have been collected, and

which research gaps and opportunities should become the focus of our attention.

To answer these questions as systematically as possible, we conducted an extensive search of

three major bibliographic databases (criminal justice abstracts, sociological abstracts and social

sciences full text) for articles published in the last 12 years that used the terms ‘policing’ and/or ‘secur-

ity’, ‘networks’ and/or ‘partnerships’ or variations in journal titles, abstracts or key words. Our initial

search, conducted during the second half of 2015, found over 500 academic articles, which we

then categorised manually. First, we excluded articles that focused exclusively on dark networks as

well as those that dealt with networks only superficially. A more difficult – and not entirely satisfactory

– decision was to set aside a large proportion of the works on partnerships because, although some

large partnerships operate as networks and are studied as such, most research on the subject empha-

sises the nature and quality of bilateral ties (or dyads). We considered only contributions focusing on

groups (three or more actors). We also included only a limited number of contributions from the

third-party policing literature. This strategy focuses on a vast network of guardian institutions that

can be coerced by the police to prevent disorder (Buerger and Green Mazerolle 1998). Even when

a more cooperative view of third-party policing is outlined (Mazerolle and Ransley 2006), the analysis

is often primarily concerned with the police role and effectiveness in instrumentalising potential part-

ners, laws and regulations and less interested in the underlying structure and dynamics of the third-

party policing network as a whole.

We ended up with 117 journal articles, books and book chapters that form the basis of this review.

Articles were then coded using a template that extracted relevant details across eighteen categories

listed in Table 1, which include definition, type and size of network under analysis, geographical

scope, security issues addressed, nature of ties, performance assessment and accountability. We con-

centrate on three key aspects: network terminology, methodological approaches and the forms of

networks under analysis. In each of these categories we find considerable disparities among research-

ers, suggesting that a shared approach would offer significant benefits for security network research.

Table 1. List of categories used to code the 117 articles in our sample.

Category Subcategory

Source information Author(s)
Date of publication (range: 2004–2015)
Title

Definition used Focus: network (56%); partnership (26%); other (18%)
Full text of definition extracted (53 definitions)

Theoretical
framework

Prominent author(s) cited
Focus on network as goal-directed (35%); emergent (23%); metaphor (37%); other (5%)

Methodology Source(s) of data
Number of network nodes analysed (range: 3–103)
Type of analysis: quantitative (4%); qualitative (79%); mixed methods (16%)

Geography Country location (24 different countries)
Scope: subnational 61%; national (21%); international (14%); various (4%)

Institutional sectors Nodes: public (19%); private (0%); hybrid (81%)
Security issues General policing/urban security/terrorism/transport security/cyber-crime/etc. (see Table 2 for details)
Nature of ties Informal (6%); formal (7%); both (87%)
Assessment Effectiveness of security networks (2 studies attempted to quantitatively measure network effectiveness or

impact)
Accountability mechanisms
Recommendations for future studies
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been studied and to call for greater consistency in these approaches, particularly by drawing on 

leading network research in other disciplines. The second section uses our assessment of the security 

network literature to revisit Dupont’s (2004) typology of security networks. We review the geographi-

cal and functional features of this typology to provide guidance for further research on specific types 

of security networks, their unique properties and dynamics. Drawing on the inter-organisational 

network literature (Popp et al. 2014), we call attention to four types of networks that we believe 

have much relevance across the security field: information exchange networks, knowledge generat-

ing networks, problem-solving networks and coordination networks. We present these ideal-types as 

a heuristic device with which to develop the language of security network research. In particular, we 

hope that these network types will assist future research move beyond the metaphorical use of the 

network concept by bringing into focus certain features of different networks. Third, we map out a 

research agenda that addresses our requirements for more consistent network terminology and 

approaches as well as specific gaps in knowledge. We focus on both the methodological approaches 

used to study networks and the types of security networks that have been studied. Due to space con-

straints, we will not address the specific algorithms and mathematical techniques that can be used to 

study networks (Borgatti et al. 2013). The article concludes by highlighting the importance of further-

ing our knowledge of networks in order to better understand the governance of security. 

A systematic review of the security networks literature 

Context and methods 

The network mode of organisation, with its promises of a less hierarchical, more empowered, innova-

tive and productive world, has captured the imagination of social theorists, who conceptualised it as the 

natural by-product of the rise of technical and computer networks (Powell 1990, Castells 1996, 2000, 

Jones et al. 1997, Castells and Cardoso 2005, Latour 2005, Benkler 2006, Rainie and Wellman 2012). 

In the criminology and policing literature, this larger narrative is reflected in the growing realisation 

that the myth of the state’s hegemonic control over the authorisation and delivery of security 

should be replaced by acknowledgment of more diffuse arrangements involving a broad range of 

private and hybrid organisations undertaking policing functions (Jones and Newburn 1998, 2006, 

Loader 1999, Bayley and Shearing 2001, Johnston and Shearing 2003, Wood and Dupont 2006, 

Ayling et al. 2009, Brodeur 2010, Schuilenburg 2015). Although the network terminology had occasion-

ally been used to describe these expanding security arrangements, discussions remained largely meta-

phorical until the publication of Dupont’s (2004) programmatic paper in Policing and Society. 

That article, which took note of the recent advances made by social network analysts to understand 

complex social phenomena (Wasserman and Galaskiewicz 1994, Watts 2003), defined security networks 

as ‘a set of institutional, organisational, communal or individual agents or nodes that are interconnected 

in order to authorise and/or provide security to the benefit of internal or external stakeholders’ (Dupont 

2004, p. 78) and then provided a typology of existing security networks (local, institutional, international, 

informational). Dupont leverages Bourdieu’s (1986) seminal notion of five forms of capital to illuminate 

how security nodes navigate complex sets of relationships to achieve desired individual and collective 

outcomes. He then calls for the development of a ‘common conceptual platform to interpret the com-

plexification of security provision across a whole spectrum of configurations’ that could bridge the gap 

between state-centric and pluralist views of security (Dupont 2004, p. 87). The article argues that two 

areas of empirical research should be prioritised: generating a pool of case studies that examine the 

core features of security networks in a broad range of national and local contexts; and assessing the 

dynamic impact of these configurations on security outcomes. Using the analytical tools usually 

applied to ‘dark’ networks (Raab and Milward 2003) – a term that refers to both illicit and covert net-

works that depend heavily on trust relations to maintain their cohesion but also rely heavily on coercion 

and physical force for management and conflict resolution – a growing number of policing scholars 

started to explore security as an interactive process involving a complex web of institutional actors. 
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ally been used to describe these expanding security arrangements, discussions remained largely meta-
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That article, which took note of the recent advances made by social network analysts to understand

complex social phenomena (Wasserman and Galaskiewicz 1994, Watts 2003), defined security networks

as ‘a set of institutional, organisational, communal or individual agents or nodes that are interconnected

in order to authorise and/or provide security to the benefit of internal or external stakeholders’ (Dupont

2004, p. 78) and then provided a typology of existing security networks (local, institutional, international,

informational). Dupont leverages Bourdieu’s (1986) seminal notion of five forms of capital to illuminate

how security nodes navigate complex sets of relationships to achieve desired individual and collective

outcomes. He then calls for the development of a ‘common conceptual platform to interpret the com-

plexification of security provision across a whole spectrum of configurations’ that could bridge the gap

between state-centric and pluralist views of security (Dupont 2004, p. 87). The article argues that two

areas of empirical research should be prioritised: generating a pool of case studies that examine the

core features of security networks in a broad range of national and local contexts; and assessing the

dynamic impact of these configurations on security outcomes. Using the analytical tools usually

applied to ‘dark’ networks (Raab and Milward 2003) – a term that refers to both illicit and covert net-

works that depend heavily on trust relations to maintain their cohesion but also rely heavily on coercion

and physical force for management and conflict resolution – a growing number of policing scholars

started to explore security as an interactive process involving a complex web of institutional actors.
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The security network approach has, however, always been more a diffuse sensibility than a hard 

paradigm. Rather than drawing from a single source of inspiration, Dupont’s (2004) article reflected 

shifting social science and public policy landscapes that facilitated a match between a complex 

problem (fragmenting security) and new theoretical and methodological tools. More than 10 years 

after its publication, it seems relevant to assess the literature on security networks and its contri-

bution to our understanding of contemporary policing. In particular, we believe it is important to 

look at what types of security networks have been studied, whether a consistent terminology 

been employed, what methods have been used, what types of data have been collected, and 

which research gaps and opportunities should become the focus of our attention. 

To answer these questions as systematically as possible, we conducted an extensive search of 

three major bibliographic databases (criminal justice abstracts, sociological abstracts and social 

sciences full text) for articles published in the last 12 years that used the terms ‘policing’ and/or ‘secur-

ity’, ‘networks’ and/or ‘partnerships’ or variations in journal titles, abstracts or key words. Our initial 

search, conducted during the second half of 2015, found over 500 academic articles, which we 

then categorised manually. First, we excluded articles that focused exclusively on dark networks as 

well as those that dealt with networks only superficially. A more difficult – and not entirely satisfactory 

– decision was to set aside a large proportion of the works on partnerships because, although some 

large partnerships operate as networks and are studied as such, most research on the subject empha-

sises the nature and quality of bilateral ties (or dyads). We considered only contributions focusing on 

groups (three or more actors). We also included only a limited number of contributions from the 

third-party policing literature. This strategy focuses on a vast network of guardian institutions that 

can be coerced by the police to prevent disorder (Buerger and Green Mazerolle 1998). Even when 

a more cooperative view of third-party policing is outlined (Mazerolle and Ransley 2006), the analysis 

is often primarily concerned with the police role and effectiveness in instrumentalising potential part-

ners, laws and regulations and less interested in the underlying structure and dynamics of the third-

party policing network as a whole. 

We ended up with 117 journal articles, books and book chapters that form the basis of this review. 

Articles were then coded using a template that extracted relevant details across eighteen categories 

listed in Table 1, which include definition, type and size of network under analysis, geographical 

scope, security issues addressed, nature of ties, performance assessment and accountability. We con-

centrate on three key aspects: network terminology, methodological approaches and the forms of 

networks under analysis. In each of these categories we find considerable disparities among research-

ers, suggesting that a shared approach would offer significant benefits for security network research. 

Table 1. List of categories used to code the 117 articles in our sample. 

Category Subcategory 

Source information Author(s) 
Date of publication (range: 2004–2015) 
Title 

Definition used Focus: network (56%); partnership (26%); other (18%) 
Full text of definition extracted (53 definitions) 

Theoretical Prominent author(s) cited 
framework Focus on network as goal-directed (35%); emergent (23%); metaphor (37%); other (5%) 

Methodology Source(s) of data 
Number of network nodes analysed (range: 3–103) 
Type of analysis: quantitative (4%); qualitative (79%); mixed methods (16%) 

Geography Country location (24 different countries) 
Scope: subnational 61%; national (21%); international (14%); various (4%) 

Institutional sectors Nodes: public (19%); private (0%); hybrid (81%) 
Security issues General policing/urban security/terrorism/transport security/cyber-crime/etc. (see Table 2 for details) 
Nature of ties Informal (6%); formal (7%); both (87%) 
Assessment Effectiveness of security networks (2 studies attempted to quantitatively measure network effectiveness or 

impact) 
Accountability mechanisms 
Recommendations for future studies 



across the security field in the context of actual security networks, where case studies have for

example been conducted on business improvement districts (Sleiman and Lippert 2010), inter-

national police cooperation mechanisms (van Buuren 2012), or national security arrangements

(Whelan 2012), to name a few. Very few scholars have drawn on the management literature to

raise questions about the organisational properties of security networks (e.g. Whelan 2012, Giaco-

mantonio 2014).

Our findings reveal that the metaphorical use of the term ‘network’ accounts for a significant share

of the literature – 37% of the contributions we analysed. For example, researchers have drawn on the

concept of network to identify security apparatuses where a diversity of actors interact on a regular

basis to prevent street crime or fight terrorism (e.g. Brodeur and Dupont 2006, Crawford 2006, Bures

2013). Network, then, is used to suggest that relationships exist between a given set of actors that

cooperate to achieve a common end. Researchers have concentrated much less on actual networks

and very few have undertaken a comprehensive analysis of a ‘whole’ network (Provan et al. 2007).

Many of these studies make limited use of the broader network literature.

The more empirically oriented papers adopt a goal-directed approach of networks (40%) or, to a

lesser degree, an emergent approach (23%), a classical distinction in management studies (Kilduff

and Tsai 2003). The goal-directed category includes studies on entities that recognise themselves

as networks (e.g. Cherney et al. 2006, Palmer and Whelan 2006, Groenendaal and Helsloot 2015),

work together to achieve their own goals as well as a broader collective goal, and have boundaries

that are already well delimited by members themselves. These networks may employ a core-periph-

ery design (Kilduff and Tsai 2003), where members of the core share an interest in the general goals of

a particular network while other members reside on the periphery and come in and out of the core as

the need arises in relation to a specific, often temporary, goal. This configuration would, for example,

apply to an anti-money-laundering network where the core would consist of key law enforcement,

regulatory and intelligence agencies, while the periphery would be made up of banks’ internal secur-

ity units and various private intelligence providers whose expertise would be mobilised in an ad hoc

manner for specific cases. The emergent category focuses on communities of actors that often

develop serendipitously and can be examined through a network lens but are not necessarily

aware that they are embedded in a unified web of ties (e.g. Dupont 2006, Bénit-Gbaffou 2008,

Levi and Williams 2013). Research projects on such emergent security networks require significant

data collection efforts as researchers must identify relevant organisational actors in various fields

of practice and then design methodologies that can capture sprawling relational patterns.

When we broke the terminology down even further, although all the documents comprising our

database refer extensively to the network concept, only a little more than half (56%) actually focus on

networks in one of the three specific ways outlined above, while 26% of the papers are more accu-

rately described as focusing on partnerships – most notably the dynamics of relationships between

public and private stakeholders. Contributions that use a partnership lens tend to rely on a more nor-

mative approach, examining the benefits and challenges of collaboration or, in some instances, its

perils (e.g. Jameson and Strudwick 2009, Desmond and Valdez 2012, Cook 2013). The remainder

(18%) evoke the language of network and/or partnership in the context of broader conceptual frame-

works such as community policing (e.g. Baker 2009, Marks et al. 2009), third-party policing (e.g.

Ransley and Mazerolle 2009, Drew 2011), governance of security (e.g. Fleming et al. 2006, Friesendorf

2007), plural policing (e.g. McCahill 2008, O’Reilly 2015) and police work (e.g. Cotter 2015).

The prevalence of studies with a goal-directed or metaphoric view of security networks as well as

the blurred boundaries between security networks and partnerships or related concepts explain why

qualitative methods such as interviews, focus groups, observations, life histories, document analysis

and literature reviews dominated the methodological landscape – 80% of reviewed papers. Studies

that relied exclusively on quantitative approaches such as surveys accounted for only 4% of our

sample, while mixed methods were used in 16% of studies. This result is hardly surprising, as the sys-

tematic collection of quantitative data is a time-consuming task that entails much larger costs and

efforts than the more focused node-centric approach allowed by qualitative methods. Reviews of
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Network terminology: defining networks, nodes and ties 

Networks consist of nodes and ties. Nodes, or actors, can represent individuals, groups, organisations, 

or any other entity. Ties, or relationships, are what connect the nodes. These ties can indicate com-

munication between nodes, such as advice and information exchange, but they can also reflect more 

substantive transactions, such as resource pooling. Relationships may be either formal, based on 

legal, contractual, or some other kind of organisational arrangement, or informal, depending essen-

tially on the strength of interpersonal trust and relationships. In defining networks and nodes, bound-

aries play an important role and must be explicitly delimited to avoid endless – and potentially 

meaningless – webs of connections. Confusing interpretations about the nature of nodes can also 

result from insufficiently well-defined boundaries. For example, large nodes – such as Interpol or 

Europol – can become networks in their own right when they reach a certain level of complexity. 

At the other end of the spectrum, particular individuals can play key roles in institutional networks, 

especially when these individuals broker relationships across organisational boundaries. There is no 

perfect solution to this methodological dilemma, but to avoid confusion authors should clearly define 

nodes and ties in security network research. Although a majority of the literature highlights the hori-

zontal or egalitarian features of networks over their internal, potentially hierarchical tensions, signifi-

cant variation in node capacity and power imbalances means that there will invariably be unequal 

relations in certain networks. In some contexts, such as in the organisational and public management 

literature, the concept of network has a much more precise meaning. For example, in one of the most 

influential papers in the field, Provan and Kenis (2008, p. 232) define a network as ‘groups of three or 

more legally autonomous organisations that work together to achieve not only their own goals but 

also a collective goal’. 

The network concept is used in three principal ways. The first – and most common – is as a meta-

phor, where a loose use of network terminology suggests some kind of self-organising relationships 

between a given set of nodes that operate in fragmented, fluid and complex environments (Knox 

et al. 2006). The use of the network term moves beyond a metaphor when researchers describe 

and analyse such factors as which actors comprise the particular network under analysis, the 

nature of the relationships between actors and how that network operates. 

The second use relates to network analysis. SNA is a set of formal analytical tools widely used 

across the social and behavioural sciences (Wasserman and Faust 1994, Freeman 2004, Borgatti 

et al. 2013). While network analysis has been used extensively in relation to dark networks (e.g. Mor-

selli 2009, 2014, Bouchard 2015), very few have applied it to ‘bright’ networks – those that are both 

licit and apparently more ‘visible’ – in the field of policing and security (Dupont 2006, Brewer 2014, 

Nøkleberg 2016). The limited number of empirical studies that apply the SNA toolbox to security 

issues reflects the methodological challenges associated with this approach. That is, contrary to 

dark networks, where data sets are more easily collected online or may be obtained from law enfor-

cement or intelligence agencies, and bright networks in other fields such as public administration and 

management, mapping security networks usually requires high degrees of trust to broker access to 

respondents and thus significant resources at the data collection stage. 

The third use refers to networks as a particular logic of organisation or governance. Such research 

largely reflects developments in organisation science and public administration (Jones et al. 1997, 

Provan and Kenis 2008, Popp et al. 2014, Molin and Masella 2016), where the network concept is 

used to refer to organisational configurations in which organisations constitute nodes and various 

formal exchange relations constitute ties. Whether a unique form of social organisation or a hybrid 

between hierarchies and markets (Powell 1990), networks are increasingly being used as platforms 

for organisations to work together to achieve their own goals and also shared goals. Networks 

often form as an attempt to address so-called ‘wicked problems’ (Rittel and Webber 1973), or 

those problems that cannot be formulated easily or divided into simple pieces that can be allocated 

to independent organisations, because they rely on often contradictory professional and political 

judgments for resolution (O’Toole 2007). Network forms of governance have been examined 
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across the security field in the context of actual security networks, where case studies have for 

example been conducted on business improvement districts (Sleiman and Lippert 2010), inter-

national police cooperation mechanisms (van Buuren 2012), or national security arrangements 

(Whelan 2012), to name a few. Very few scholars have drawn on the management literature to 

raise questions about the organisational properties of security networks (e.g. Whelan 2012, Giaco-

mantonio 2014). 

Our findings reveal that the metaphorical use of the term ‘network’ accounts for a significant share 

of the literature – 37% of the contributions we analysed. For example, researchers have drawn on the 

concept of network to identify security apparatuses where a diversity of actors interact on a regular 

basis to prevent street crime or fight terrorism (e.g. Brodeur and Dupont 2006, Crawford 2006, Bures 

2013). Network, then, is used to suggest that relationships exist between a given set of actors that 

cooperate to achieve a common end. Researchers have concentrated much less on actual networks 

and very few have undertaken a comprehensive analysis of a ‘whole’ network (Provan et al. 2007). 

Many of these studies make limited use of the broader network literature. 

The more empirically oriented papers adopt a goal-directed approach of networks (40%) or, to a 

lesser degree, an emergent approach (23%), a classical distinction in management studies (Kilduff 

and Tsai 2003). The goal-directed category includes studies on entities that recognise themselves 

as networks (e.g. Cherney et al. 2006, Palmer and Whelan 2006, Groenendaal and Helsloot 2015), 

work together to achieve their own goals as well as a broader collective goal, and have boundaries 

that are already well delimited by members themselves. These networks may employ a core-periph-

ery design (Kilduff and Tsai 2003), where members of the core share an interest in the general goals of 

a particular network while other members reside on the periphery and come in and out of the core as 

the need arises in relation to a specific, often temporary, goal. This configuration would, for example, 

apply to an anti-money-laundering network where the core would consist of key law enforcement, 

regulatory and intelligence agencies, while the periphery would be made up of banks’ internal secur-

ity units and various private intelligence providers whose expertise would be mobilised in an ad hoc 

manner for specific cases. The emergent category focuses on communities of actors that often 

develop serendipitously and can be examined through a network lens but are not necessarily 

aware that they are embedded in a unified web of ties (e.g. Dupont 2006, Bénit-Gbaffou 2008, 

Levi and Williams 2013). Research projects on such emergent security networks require significant 

data collection efforts as researchers must identify relevant organisational actors in various fields 

of practice and then design methodologies that can capture sprawling relational patterns. 

When we broke the terminology down even further, although all the documents comprising our 

database refer extensively to the network concept, only a little more than half (56%) actually focus on 

networks in one of the three specific ways outlined above, while 26% of the papers are more accu-

rately described as focusing on partnerships – most notably the dynamics of relationships between 

public and private stakeholders. Contributions that use a partnership lens tend to rely on a more nor-

mative approach, examining the benefits and challenges of collaboration or, in some instances, its 

perils (e.g. Jameson and Strudwick 2009, Desmond and Valdez 2012, Cook 2013). The remainder 

(18%) evoke the language of network and/or partnership in the context of broader conceptual frame-

works such as community policing (e.g. Baker 2009, Marks et al. 2009), third-party policing (e.g. 

Ransley and Mazerolle 2009, Drew 2011), governance of security (e.g. Fleming et al. 2006, Friesendorf 

2007), plural policing (e.g. McCahill 2008, O’Reilly 2015) and police work (e.g. Cotter 2015). 

The prevalence of studies with a goal-directed or metaphoric view of security networks as well as 

the blurred boundaries between security networks and partnerships or related concepts explain why 

qualitative methods such as interviews, focus groups, observations, life histories, document analysis 

and literature reviews dominated the methodological landscape – 80% of reviewed papers. Studies 

that relied exclusively on quantitative approaches such as surveys accounted for only 4% of our 

sample, while mixed methods were used in 16% of studies. This result is hardly surprising, as the sys-

tematic collection of quantitative data is a time-consuming task that entails much larger costs and 

efforts than the more focused node-centric approach allowed by qualitative methods. Reviews of 



made up of private actors. Even O’Reilly (2010, 2015), one of the few to study transnational security

consultancies that epitomise the growing capacity of corporate actors to perform high policing tasks

outside government, inevitably reminds us of the symbiotic ties these players maintain with state

security and intelligence agencies.

A classic way to understand networks is through the distinction between ‘formal’ and ‘informal’

ties. Most papers in our sample (87%) study both formal and informal ties, with 7% considering

only formal and 6% only informal, but the inter-relationship between these types is rarely clearly

identified. While informal ties often underpin formal networks, considerable work remains to be

done to unpack the distinction between formal and informal ties and determine what distinguishes

them and how they complement each other. For example, ties between two people from separate

organisations (‘boundary spanners’) could have multiple functions – interpersonal and inter-organis-

ational relationships, informal and formal – and it can be quite difficult to determine how one shapes

another.

Dupont’s (2004) typology devotes considerable attention to the geographical dimension of secur-

ity networks, differentiating local, national and transnational configurations. Given the importance of

the theme of urban security in this literature, it seems logical that subnational networks, which

include local and regional groupings, account for 61% of the papers reviewed. An additional 21%

were dedicated to national security networks and a more modest 14% focused on international net-

works. The empirical constraints created by arduous data collection procedures at the national and

international levels may partly explain this distribution. In many instances, the categorisation process

raised definitional challenges as, for example, when very local community policing networks are sup-

ported and funded by international organisations (e.g. Blaustein 2014). Finally, analysis of the

countries of origin of the security networks studied (Table 3) illustrates that research in this area

remains anchored in English-speaking social science communities, with a very strong presence of

North American scholars. This situation may result from the fragmentation of security organisations

caused by the highly decentralised US and Canadian federal systems and the proliferation of private

security providers, which vastly outnumber public police officers in these two countries (Brodeur

2010), as both foster a greater need for networked coordination mechanisms. Other nations

making cameo appearances include European countries (Greece and Norway), English-speaking

African countries (Kenya, Liberia, Nigeria, Sierra Leone and Soudan), Latin-American countries (Argen-

tina and Brazil) and Asian countries (China, India and Japan). The geographical coverage of this litera-

ture is unquestionably uneven and would certainly benefit from a more systematic research

programme that would expand and diversify our empirical knowledge base.

A revised typology of security networks

We begin our review of questions about the dynamics, size and scope of networks by revisiting

Dupont’s (2004) typology of security networks, which concentrates largely on the geographical

Table 3. Countries of origin for the security networks studied.

Country N
a %

US 48 41.03
Canada 22 18.80
UK 18 15.38
Australia 18 15.38
South Africa 10 8.55
The Netherlands 7 5.98
Ireland 6 5.13
France 3 2.56
Other 30 25.64
aCertain studies examined networks operating in more than one country. The sum of
countries of origin is therefore larger than 117 and percentages are greater than 100.
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the management literature have made a similar observation, noting that many studies approach net-

works from the perspective of one single focal organisation (what network analysis calls an ‘ego 

network’) rather than studying the network as a whole (Provan et al. 2007). We suggest mixed 

methods is a promising compromise for capturing rich and complementary data at the node and 

network levels (Creswell 2014). This approach can enable researchers to both map security networks 

and their ties as well as more fully appreciate their underlying organisational dynamics. 

Network forms 

Beyond a review of epistemic approaches, we were also interested in understanding what types of 

networks have been studied. We focus on their geographical location and scope, their institutional 

make-up, the nature of ties under study, and the security issues addressed. The aim was to identify 

patterns that could suggest whether the network form tends to fit best with specific domains or 

regions as well as to locate notable clusters or gaps in the literature. 

From an operational perspective, the level of diversity is extensive. Research has been conducted 

on networks delivering security in fields as diverse as, for example, urban security (e.g. Huey 2008), 

counter-terrorism (e.g. Gill 2006, Palmer and Whelan 2014), general policing (a category that 

focuses on basic policing tasks rather than on a particular geographical setting; e.g. Roberts and 

Roberts 2009), cyber-crime (e.g. Nhan and Huey 2008), high policing (e.g. O’Reilly and Ellison 

2006), organised crime (e.g. Bruns 2015) and transport security (e.g. Paes-Machado and Nascimento 

2014). However, Table 2, which summarises the distribution of papers across security issues, reflects 

the prominence of two themes that account for more than half of the sample. Urban security 

probably owes its first place to the more easily observable nature of the web of uniformed security 

providers, surveillance technologies and crime prevention strategies in modern cities, while counter-

terrorism has come to be firmly anchored in the isomorphic belief that it takes a network to fight a 

network (Dupont 2015). Research on natural candidates for security network case studies such as 

emergency management, transport security, organised crime policing, or cyber-crime policing can 

be conducted only when researchers have significant resources and privileged access, which likely 

explains why it remains sporadic. 

The institutional makeup of the security networks studied in our sample overwhelmingly favoured 

hybrid relationships between public, private and community stakeholders (81%), with a residual 19% 

dealing with exclusively public security networks. Not a single contribution studied a security network 

Table 2. Distribution of the security issues dealt with by 117 security networks studied. 

Issue Number % 

Urban security 46 39.32 
Counter-terrorism 16 13.68 
General policing 13 11.11 
Cyber-crime 7 5.98 
High policing 4 3.42 
Transport 4 3.42 
Organised crime 4 3.42 
Mega-event 4 3.42 
Drug control 4 3.42 
Police socialisation 2 1.71 
Campus security 2 1.71 
Emergency management 2 1.71 
Border security 2 1.71 
Human trafficking 1 0.85 
Resource extraction 1 0.85 
Health 1 0.85 
Rural security 1 0.85 
Various 3 2.56 
Total 117 100 
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made up of private actors. Even O’Reilly (2010, 2015), one of the few to study transnational security 

consultancies that epitomise the growing capacity of corporate actors to perform high policing tasks 

outside government, inevitably reminds us of the symbiotic ties these players maintain with state 

security and intelligence agencies. 

A classic way to understand networks is through the distinction between ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ 

ties. Most papers in our sample (87%) study both formal and informal ties, with 7% considering 

only formal and 6% only informal, but the inter-relationship between these types is rarely clearly 

identified. While informal ties often underpin formal networks, considerable work remains to be 

done to unpack the distinction between formal and informal ties and determine what distinguishes 

them and how they complement each other. For example, ties between two people from separate 

organisations (‘boundary spanners’) could have multiple functions – interpersonal and inter-organis-

ational relationships, informal and formal – and it can be quite difficult to determine how one shapes 

another. 

Dupont’s (2004) typology devotes considerable attention to the geographical dimension of secur-

ity networks, differentiating local, national and transnational configurations. Given the importance of 

the theme of urban security in this literature, it seems logical that subnational networks, which 

include local and regional groupings, account for 61% of the papers reviewed. An additional 21% 

were dedicated to national security networks and a more modest 14% focused on international net-

works. The empirical constraints created by arduous data collection procedures at the national and 

international levels may partly explain this distribution. In many instances, the categorisation process 

raised definitional challenges as, for example, when very local community policing networks are sup-

ported and funded by international organisations (e.g. Blaustein 2014). Finally, analysis of the 

countries of origin of the security networks studied (Table 3) illustrates that research in this area 

remains anchored in English-speaking social science communities, with a very strong presence of 

North American scholars. This situation may result from the fragmentation of security organisations 

caused by the highly decentralised US and Canadian federal systems and the proliferation of private 

security providers, which vastly outnumber public police officers in these two countries (Brodeur 

2010), as both foster a greater need for networked coordination mechanisms. Other nations 

making cameo appearances include European countries (Greece and Norway), English-speaking 

African countries (Kenya, Liberia, Nigeria, Sierra Leone and Soudan), Latin-American countries (Argen-

tina and Brazil) and Asian countries (China, India and Japan). The geographical coverage of this litera-

ture is unquestionably uneven and would certainly benefit from a more systematic research 

programme that would expand and diversify our empirical knowledge base. 

A revised typology of security networks 

We begin our review of questions about the dynamics, size and scope of networks by revisiting 

Dupont’s (2004) typology of security networks, which concentrates largely on the geographical 

Table 3. Countries of origin for the security networks studied. 

Country N
a % 

US 48 41.03 
Canada 22 18.80 
UK 18 15.38 
Australia 18 15.38 
South Africa 10 8.55 
The Netherlands 7 5.98 
Ireland 6 5.13 
France 3 2.56 
Other 30 25.64 
aCertain studies examined networks operating in more than one country. The sum of 
countries of origin is therefore larger than 117 and percentages are greater than 100. 



instance. Examples include knowledge sharing arrangements between host jurisdictions of mega-

events (Boyle 2011) as well as owners and operators of critical infrastructure such as port security

(Brewer 2014). More relevant to our objectives in this paper, a geographical typology does not do

justice to the myriad of functions that networks may perform. To better acknowledge the complex-

ities of security networks, we propose a functional typology that would allow us to be more flexible

and less constrained when dealing with networks that simultaneously operate across various geo-

graphical scales. For example, when international organisations fund local security networks to

enhance community safety or when national police services pool their resources with multinational

corporations to take down an international cyber-crime ring, traditional geographical boundaries are

blurred and seem less relevant than the functions that are being fulfilled. Although there are very few

attempts to develop typologies of organisational networks, those that do exist are largely based on

network goals and functions. In the field of public administration and management, Milward and

Provan (2006) distinguish between four main types of networks – those involved with service

implementation, information diffusion, problem-solving and community capacity building. Another

approach differentiates between outreach, informational, developmental and action networks

(McGuire 2006). Other more extensive reviews have identified up to 20 different network types,

albeit with considerable overlap between them (Popp et al. 2014). While it must be emphasised

Table 4. Networks across the security field.

Network
scope Network goals Network membership Network ties Network dynamics

Subnational Local crime and security
problems within
defined territorial or
jurisdictional
boundaries
Networks are typically
goal-oriented but
these goals may only
be loosely stated

Membership is usually
open to public and
private security nodes
Limited security
classification
constraints restricting
membership

Ties are usually physical as
in structured meetings,
with support of some
virtual systems
Informal ties play a
prominent role due to
physical and
institutional proximity

Leadership can shift
between public and
private actors although
local police will often
adopt central positions
Relationships largely
shaped by individual
members on an
interpersonal basis

National National crime and
security problems, or
those crossing intra-
national borders.
These include (but are
not limited to)
organised crime, drug
trafficking and
terrorism
Networks are largely
goal-oriented with
articulated objectives
and often outcome-
focused

Membership is usually
limited to public
security nodes, with
private actors involved
on the periphery on a
case-by-case basis,
mainly as a source of
intelligence
Medium to high
security classification
constraints restrict
membership and mode
of operations

Ties are both physical and
virtual in nature,
including structured
meetings, liaisons,
fusion centres and
intelligence databases

Leadership can be a source
of tension as security
nodes often consider
themselves to be equals
and wield significant
political influence
Relationships shaped by
inter-organisational and
interpersonal dynamics

Transnational Transnational crime and
security problems or
those crossing national
borders
Networks are goal-
oriented with
articulated objectives
and strict modes of
governance

Membership includes
supranational and
public security nodes
with private actors
involved on the
periphery on a case-by-
case basis, especially
when they display
unique forms of
technical expertise
High security
classification
constraints restrict
membership and mode
of operations

Ties are both physical and
virtual, but more often
facilitated by liaisons
and information and
communication systems

Leadership can vary
between lead-country or
lead-organisation
depending on the nature
of the task and network
Relationships shaped by
international and inter-
organisational dynamics
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parameters in which networks operate and on membership across public, private and hybrid sectors. 

Dupont identified four ideal-types of formal security networks: local, institutional, international and 

virtual. While local and international security networks can clearly be distinguished in geographical 

scope, they also differ in terms of goals, nature of ties and dynamics. For example, local networks 

are directed toward local security problems and therefore almost always include public and 

private actors as well as physical ties. International security networks focus on cross-border security 

problems, are more likely to be state-based – with only a few including private actors – and to depend 

more on virtual ties. 

The remaining two network types are not necessarily geographically focused but rather are 

defined more in terms of their functional or operational characteristics. Institutional security net-

works are referred to as those networks in which the explicit purpose is ‘the facilitation of inter-insti-

tutional bureaucratic projects or the pooling of resources across government agencies’ (Dupont 

2004, p. 80). Such networks are exclusively state-based in terms of membership and are largely 

national in terms of scope. Examples include crime and security intelligence fusion centres 

(Monahan and Palmer 2009, Ratcliffe and Walden 2010, Chermak et al. 2013). Dupont initially 

suggested that institutional networks were mostly designed to maximise efficiency, but it is now 

recognised that some are intended to increase effectiveness, such as attempting to address 

complex or wicked problems. Virtual security networks are the technological systems that facilitate 

the communication and exchange of data and information between security nodes. Examples of 

these include the various intra- and inter-organisational databases that are designed to process 

data, information and intelligence between security actors. There are literally thousands of those 

systems and databases in operation in North America, Europe, Australasia and the rest of the 

world, across the field of policing and security. 

While these four ideal-types are not exclusively geographically focused, they can be combined 

with our findings from the review of security network literature to create a revised typology, as sum-

marised in Table 4. 

Table 4 summarises some of the different features of security networks at the subnational, 

national and transnational levels. While it was helpful originally to categorise virtual networks 

as a distinct ideal-type, the prominence of technological systems in security networks at all 

levels suggests it is more useful to concentrate on the nature of network ties than to see 

virtual networks as a separate category. Many, if not most, security networks will involve both 

physical and virtual ties, especially if they are more formal and enduring in nature. Dupont’s 

(2004) institutional security networks are replaced by networks operating at the national level, 

which provides flexibility for when non-state actors are permitted or required (as the case may 

be) to enter these particular security networks. Examples of this include telecommunications 

companies and financial institutions, which are playing increasing roles in combatting organised 

crime and terrorism (Michaels 2008, Amicelle 2011), and technology firms that are central players 

in cyber security (Dupont 2016). 

We have extended the table to include key questions about network goals, membership, ties and 

dynamics to emphasise some of the important differences between networks with regard to modus 

operandi and particular structural and relational dynamics. We have also called attention to different 

capacities and constraints. For example, information classification requirements are unlikely to come 

into play at the local level whereas they almost certainly will, to varying degrees, in national and trans-

national security networks. As such, in order to better appreciate the membership and dynamics of 

security networks, we also need to consider where each network sits along the low-high policing con-

tinuum (Brodeur 2010). It is also important to recognise that leadership within networks may display 

various tensions. 

This brings us to the limitations of a geographical-based typology of security networks. For 

instance, it was often assumed that a network’s mode of exchange moves from the local to the inter-

national, through the national. Many local security actors have formed direct networks with their 

equivalents in other jurisdictions to share capabilities, development and training programmes, for 
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Table 4. Networks across the security field. 

Network 
scope Network goals Network membership Network ties Network dynamics 

Subnational Local crime and security 
problems within 
defined territorial or 
jurisdictional 
boundaries 
Networks are typically 
goal-oriented but 
these goals may only 
be loosely stated 

National National crime and 
security problems, or 
those crossing intra-
national borders. 
These include (but are 
not limited to) 
organised crime, drug 
trafficking and 
terrorism 
Networks are largely 
goal-oriented with 
articulated objectives 
and often outcome-
focused 
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open to public and 
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with private actors 
involved on the 
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instance. Examples include knowledge sharing arrangements between host jurisdictions of mega-

events (Boyle 2011) as well as owners and operators of critical infrastructure such as port security 

(Brewer 2014). More relevant to our objectives in this paper, a geographical typology does not do 

justice to the myriad of functions that networks may perform. To better acknowledge the complex-

ities of security networks, we propose a functional typology that would allow us to be more flexible 

and less constrained when dealing with networks that simultaneously operate across various geo-

graphical scales. For example, when international organisations fund local security networks to 

enhance community safety or when national police services pool their resources with multinational 

corporations to take down an international cyber-crime ring, traditional geographical boundaries are 

blurred and seem less relevant than the functions that are being fulfilled. Although there are very few 

attempts to develop typologies of organisational networks, those that do exist are largely based on 

network goals and functions. In the field of public administration and management, Milward and 

Provan (2006) distinguish between four main types of networks – those involved with service 

implementation, information diffusion, problem-solving and community capacity building. Another 

approach differentiates between outreach, informational, developmental and action networks 

(McGuire 2006). Other more extensive reviews have identified up to 20 different network types, 

albeit with considerable overlap between them (Popp et al. 2014). While it must be emphasised 



evidence that networks matter (Brass et al. 2004), researchers need to continue working to advance

network theories of organisational behaviour, especially if we are to properly understand their nor-

mative aspects (Galaskiewicz 2007). We now aim to provide directions around the use of the

network concept and method in the security network literature, and then identify pressing areas

for further research on networks across the security field.

Research on security networks would benefit greatly from increased clarity and consistency in the

use of the network concept. Much of literature reviewed adopts the network term as simply a meta-

phor to denote some kind of relationship, or set of relationships, between any given set of security

actors. Actors or nodes and the nature of these relationships or ties are rarely explicitly defined. This is

not the case in many other disciplines such as organisation and management studies, where a soph-

isticated literature has developed on various forms of networks. To advance the security network

approach, we need to move beyond the metaphorical use of the concept and develop rigorous

language to deal with specific types of networks and the ways nodes are networked. Some of the

network language from other disciplines has great potential to assist with this task. For example,

Kilduff and Tsai’s (2003) distinction between goal-directed and emergent or serendipitous networks

offers much promise to help distinguish between broad categories of networks and to determine

how networks form and function. In defining goal-directed networks, we suggest that security

network scholars follow the existing network literature (e.g. Provan and Kenis 2008) by defining net-

works as groups of three or more actors that work together to achieve independent and shared goals.

Emergent networks, by contrast, follow a serendipitous trajectory that capitalises on opportunity and

may rapidly change. The types of networks proposed above – information exchange, knowledge gen-

erating, problem-solving and coordination – also provide tools for differentiating between network

types based largely on their goals and purpose.

To move away from the metaphorical use of the network term and address these research ques-

tions, scholars must adopt an appropriate methodological position. SNA clearly holds much promise

as it enables researchers to map the relationships between a given set of actors and then apply

various mathematical techniques to determine the nature of these relationships for individual

actors as well as whole networks (Borgatti et al. 2013). Network analysis can be employed in virtually

all circumstances to advance our knowledge of how networks function. With goal-directed net-

works, especially where membership is relatively stable, methods such as SNA can be used to

describe and analyse the structural and relational properties of networks, which can then be juxta-

posed against the network’s stated goals. This is particularly useful for information sharing networks

for example, where SNA is able to identify potential gaps or blockages in the flow of information.

Even in serendipitous network types, SNA is useful for explaining how networks form and function

at a specified point in time. Such an approach poses many methodological challenges – collecting

relational data can be difficult in many security environments (Brodeur and Dupont 2006) and

determining a network’s boundaries is one of the main challenges with both dark and bright net-

works (Burcher and Whelan 2015) – but, as mentioned above, there are ways to address problems

with data collection and adopting clear boundary specification rules can keep network studies to a

workable level. We lack the space in this article to detail the actual methods that may be deployed

to apply formal SNA techniques to security networks – and their strengths and limitations – but a

growing number of manuals tailored to the particular needs and research questions of various dis-

ciplines provide excellent introductions (Wasserman and Faust 1994, Knoke and Yang 2008, Borgatti

et al. 2013, Scott 2017).

Another approach is to drawmore on the organisational or network governance literature that has

flourished in fields such as public administration and management (e.g. Popp et al. 2014, Hu et al.

2015). This literature provides further concepts and tools to examine important network questions,

particularly the factors shaping the effectiveness of networks and techniques for promoting their

accountability (Kenis and Provan 2009). This approach is ideal for the remaining network types

here – particularly knowledge sharing and problem-solving networks – as it is difficult to properly

assess how these networks function and to what extent they achieve their goals via methods such
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that all security networks are potentially unique, with their own opportunities and constraints, it is still 

possible to distinguish some of the main functions performed by different networks. 

We argue that four network types have considerable relevance across the security field and 

provide avenues for future research: information exchange networks, knowledge generating net-

works, problem-solving networks and coordination networks (see Table 5). Each of these forms 

can be identified at the subnational, national and transnational levels. Each of these types operates 

across the security field, with membership, nature of ties and dynamics varying in accordance with 

each network’s specific goals and operational requirements. As with most typologies, there is overlap 

between the different forms and none is mutually exclusive. It is important to recognise as well that 

networks can have multiple functions. For example, all networks involve information sharing but in 

some instances this may be the primary goal in and of itself, while in other instances information is 

shared in order to achieve a particular purpose, such as generating knowledge, solving problems, or 

coordinating roles and responsibilities among organisations. A network that starts out as an infor-

mation exchange may become a problem-solving network. These network types can therefore 

reasonably be expected to function in different ways and have potentially very different criteria 

for determining success. 

Ultimately, distinguishing between different types of networks is useful only if it helps bring into 

focus the underlying purpose behind any particular network, which enables researchers and prac-

titioners to better understand and analyse how networks form and function – both in a descriptive 

and prescriptive capacity. It is in this context that we present this typology here, particularly as a 

means of potentially sharpening the focus of future research on security networks. At present, 

much more security network research has concentrated on information sharing networks and, to a 

lesser extent, coordination networks than knowledge and problem-solving networks. However, as 

the remainder of this paper will show, we suggest all four types would benefit from further research. 

A research agenda on security networks 

Our review highlighted several areas that we believe require further attention by scholars who 

adopt a security network approach. In putting forward these suggestions we are sensitive to the 

various critiques of the network perspective in other contexts. For example, Dowding (2001, 

p. 89), in a paper critical of the policy network framework, expresses his scepticism about some 

of the findings in this literature, which in his view ‘merely demonstrate what most of us would intui-

tively believe from more casual, nonformal observation’. His aim is not to discard network analysis 

but to remind the reader that this expensive and time-consuming methodology needs to be used 

discerningly to demonstrate how particular forms of organisation influence practices and policy out-

comes, and to help explicate the nature of governance (Dowding 2001, p. 103). Other critiques in 

the organisational and management literature have argued that, although there is compelling 

Table 5. Security network type and functions. 

Network type Network function 

Information exchange Facilitate the sharing of information across intra- and inter-organisational boundaries. Examples 
networks include automated police systems and crime intelligence databases 

Knowledge generating Generate new knowledge (understood as processed information enabling decision-making) and to 
networks distribute this knowledge between organisations. Examples can best be identified in relation to 

organised crime and terrorism threat assessments. Evidence-based policing networks that seek to 
identify and disseminate best-practices also belong to this category 

Problem-solving networks Develop responses to complex or ‘wicked’ problems that cannot be addressed by organisations 
acting alone. Examples include local security networks focusing on crime prevention initiatives to 
reduce gang violence (Boston’s Operation Ceasefire, for example) or third-party policing 
interventions to improve quality of life 

Coordination networks Coordinate joint responses and service delivery across organisational boundaries. Examples can 
include joint police taskforces as well as can be identified in the field of disaster and emergency 
management 
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possible to distinguish some of the main functions performed by different networks.

We argue that four network types have considerable relevance across the security field and

provide avenues for future research: information exchange networks, knowledge generating net-

works, problem-solving networks and coordination networks (see Table 5). Each of these forms

can be identified at the subnational, national and transnational levels. Each of these types operates

across the security field, with membership, nature of ties and dynamics varying in accordance with

each network’s specific goals and operational requirements. As with most typologies, there is overlap

between the different forms and none is mutually exclusive. It is important to recognise as well that

networks can have multiple functions. For example, all networks involve information sharing but in

some instances this may be the primary goal in and of itself, while in other instances information is

shared in order to achieve a particular purpose, such as generating knowledge, solving problems, or

coordinating roles and responsibilities among organisations. A network that starts out as an infor-

mation exchange may become a problem-solving network. These network types can therefore

reasonably be expected to function in different ways and have potentially very different criteria

for determining success.

Ultimately, distinguishing between different types of networks is useful only if it helps bring into

focus the underlying purpose behind any particular network, which enables researchers and prac-

titioners to better understand and analyse how networks form and function – both in a descriptive

and prescriptive capacity. It is in this context that we present this typology here, particularly as a

means of potentially sharpening the focus of future research on security networks. At present,

much more security network research has concentrated on information sharing networks and, to a

lesser extent, coordination networks than knowledge and problem-solving networks. However, as

the remainder of this paper will show, we suggest all four types would benefit from further research.

A research agenda on security networks

Our review highlighted several areas that we believe require further attention by scholars who

adopt a security network approach. In putting forward these suggestions we are sensitive to the

various critiques of the network perspective in other contexts. For example, Dowding (2001,

p. 89), in a paper critical of the policy network framework, expresses his scepticism about some

of the findings in this literature, which in his view ‘merely demonstrate what most of us would intui-

tively believe from more casual, nonformal observation’. His aim is not to discard network analysis

but to remind the reader that this expensive and time-consuming methodology needs to be used

discerningly to demonstrate how particular forms of organisation influence practices and policy out-

comes, and to help explicate the nature of governance (Dowding 2001, p. 103). Other critiques in

the organisational and management literature have argued that, although there is compelling

Table 5. Security network type and functions.

Network type Network function

Information exchange
networks

Facilitate the sharing of information across intra- and inter-organisational boundaries. Examples
include automated police systems and crime intelligence databases

Knowledge generating
networks

Generate new knowledge (understood as processed information enabling decision-making) and to
distribute this knowledge between organisations. Examples can best be identified in relation to
organised crime and terrorism threat assessments. Evidence-based policing networks that seek to
identify and disseminate best-practices also belong to this category

Problem-solving networks Develop responses to complex or ‘wicked’ problems that cannot be addressed by organisations
acting alone. Examples include local security networks focusing on crime prevention initiatives to
reduce gang violence (Boston’s Operation Ceasefire, for example) or third-party policing
interventions to improve quality of life

Coordination networks Coordinate joint responses and service delivery across organisational boundaries. Examples can
include joint police taskforces as well as can be identified in the field of disaster and emergency
management
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evidence that networks matter (Brass et al. 2004), researchers need to continue working to advance 

network theories of organisational behaviour, especially if we are to properly understand their nor-

mative aspects (Galaskiewicz 2007). We now aim to provide directions around the use of the 

network concept and method in the security network literature, and then identify pressing areas 

for further research on networks across the security field. 

Research on security networks would benefit greatly from increased clarity and consistency in the 

use of the network concept. Much of literature reviewed adopts the network term as simply a meta-

phor to denote some kind of relationship, or set of relationships, between any given set of security 

actors. Actors or nodes and the nature of these relationships or ties are rarely explicitly defined. This is 

not the case in many other disciplines such as organisation and management studies, where a soph-

isticated literature has developed on various forms of networks. To advance the security network 

approach, we need to move beyond the metaphorical use of the concept and develop rigorous 

language to deal with specific types of networks and the ways nodes are networked. Some of the 

network language from other disciplines has great potential to assist with this task. For example, 

Kilduff and Tsai’s (2003) distinction between goal-directed and emergent or serendipitous networks 

offers much promise to help distinguish between broad categories of networks and to determine 

how networks form and function. In defining goal-directed networks, we suggest that security 

network scholars follow the existing network literature (e.g. Provan and Kenis 2008) by defining net-

works as groups of three or more actors that work together to achieve independent and shared goals. 

Emergent networks, by contrast, follow a serendipitous trajectory that capitalises on opportunity and 

may rapidly change. The types of networks proposed above – information exchange, knowledge gen-

erating, problem-solving and coordination – also provide tools for differentiating between network 

types based largely on their goals and purpose. 

To move away from the metaphorical use of the network term and address these research ques-

tions, scholars must adopt an appropriate methodological position. SNA clearly holds much promise 

as it enables researchers to map the relationships between a given set of actors and then apply 

various mathematical techniques to determine the nature of these relationships for individual 

actors as well as whole networks (Borgatti et al. 2013). Network analysis can be employed in virtually 

all circumstances to advance our knowledge of how networks function. With goal-directed net-

works, especially where membership is relatively stable, methods such as SNA can be used to 

describe and analyse the structural and relational properties of networks, which can then be juxta-

posed against the network’s stated goals. This is particularly useful for information sharing networks 

for example, where SNA is able to identify potential gaps or blockages in the flow of information. 

Even in serendipitous network types, SNA is useful for explaining how networks form and function 

at a specified point in time. Such an approach poses many methodological challenges – collecting 

relational data can be difficult in many security environments (Brodeur and Dupont 2006) and 

determining a network’s boundaries is one of the main challenges with both dark and bright net-

works (Burcher and Whelan 2015) – but, as mentioned above, there are ways to address problems 

with data collection and adopting clear boundary specification rules can keep network studies to a 

workable level. We lack the space in this article to detail the actual methods that may be deployed 

to apply formal SNA techniques to security networks – and their strengths and limitations – but a 

growing number of manuals tailored to the particular needs and research questions of various dis-

ciplines provide excellent introductions (Wasserman and Faust 1994, Knoke and Yang 2008, Borgatti 

et al. 2013, Scott 2017). 

Another approach is to draw more on the organisational or network governance literature that has 

flourished in fields such as public administration and management (e.g. Popp et al. 2014, Hu et al. 

2015). This literature provides further concepts and tools to examine important network questions, 

particularly the factors shaping the effectiveness of networks and techniques for promoting their 

accountability (Kenis and Provan 2009). This approach is ideal for the remaining network types 

here – particularly knowledge sharing and problem-solving networks – as it is difficult to properly 

assess how these networks function and to what extent they achieve their goals via methods such 
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as SNA alone. Examining such networks requires researchers to ‘look inside their operations’ 

(Agranoff 2006, p. 56), which is an invaluable way to improve security network research. As 

other recent reviews of network research have found (Kapucu et al. 2014), however, mixed-

methods research designs are highly likely to have the most potential for advancing security 

network research. Researchers can leverage the quantitative techniques of network analysis contex-

tualised within a qualitative framework concerning the type of network under analysis, its specific 

goals and dynamics. 

Once issues around terminology and methodology are addressed, there are many research ques-

tions worthy of further analysis. Due to space constraints, we limit our focus here to three obser-

vations. First, we need more research on specific security networks in various contexts, including 

countries – the vast majority of the literature is focused on North America – and across the low-

high policing continuum. Such research is necessary to develop a body of literature that is sufficient 

for comparative research as well providing a knowledge base that will make it possible to understand 

and analyse the effects of culture, history and particular institutional configurations on networks 

(Brass et al. 2004). Second, further research should concentrate on the structural and relational prop-

erties of security networks and how these interact. Structural properties include attributes such as the 

design, size and level of goal consensus between network members (Provan and Kenis 2008). Rela-

tional properties refer to the relationships between actors within networks, including the potential for 

conflict and different levels and kinds of commitment among actors (Meyer and Mazerolle 2014, 

Whelan 2016, 2017). These properties interact continually, shaping network dynamics and the attri-

butes of individual actors. Understanding these complex dynamics would help us better evaluate the 

evolution of a security network over time. Third, we need to move beyond purely descriptive 

accounts and develop more advanced ways of assessing the effectiveness and performance of secur-

ity networks, using networks as both independent and dependent variables. Researchers should con-

centrate on what makes security networks effective and what causes them to fail (Yar 2011), not only 

as independent units of analysis but in relation to community or society expectations of what specific 

types of networks should and should not do. If we accept that networks are central to security gov-

ernance, such a task is crucial to promoting security. 

Conclusion 

This article has provided a systematic review of the security network literature over the last decade to 

assess the state of such research since the publication of Dupont’s (2004) initial programmatic paper 

on security networks. We focused on the types of security networks that have been studied, the ter-

minology and methods employed to study them, and opportunities for further research. Noting the 

inconsistencies in terminology across the security network literature, we have argued strongly for a 

more exact and meticulous use of the network concept. We hope that limiting the network concept 

to groups, emphasising the distinction between goal-directed and emergent or serendipitous net-

works, and taking into account the different network types and functions put forward in this 

article will assist in this task. While it is unfortunately beyond the scope of this paper to develop 

this typology any further, we suggest that distinguishing between these four network types 

provide useful avenues to think about further research on specific security networks. By drawing 

on the analytical and organisational methodologies, we also hope that research will focus on the 

precise ways in which security nodes are networked and the structural and relational dynamics of 

these actual (rather than metaphorical) networks. This task is undoubtedly best achieved using 

mixed-methods approaches, but we recognise that this is not an easy process for many researchers. 

It is certainly possible, however, as the wider social and organisational network literature demon-

strates. If there is a final conclusion, it is that there is compelling evidence across the security field 

that networks have become as important as hierarchies and markets. However, much more metho-

dologically rigorous work is needed in a variety of contexts to advance our knowledge of how security 

networks form and function. 
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