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INTRODUCTION

Megan O’Neill and Anne-Marie Singh

In the fields of police research and reform, there is an inescapable,
controversial, surprisingly stubborn and recurring theme: the police occupa-
tional culture. It has been a topic of interest since research of the public police
began in the 1960s; it has been the focal point of every conceivable variety of
literature (from academic to pulp), film (from documentary to farce) and
television (from evening news to morning cartoons). The importance of the
police presence and its culture has even been linked to the idea of nationhood
generally (Loader & Mulcahy, 2003). Police culture has been seen as both the
object of policing and political reform in developing democracies and a
barrier to such reforms. In more established democracies of ‘the west’ police
occupational culture has been held up to public scrutiny, as in the 1999
inquiry into the London Metropolitan Police’s handling of the racially
motivated murder of a young black man, Stephen Lawrence (Macpherson,
1999). All this makes it a topic of immense interest and importance both
within the police and beyond. However, as this book will demonstrate, some
of the original texts on police culture still have a considerable influence on the
way it continues to be understood, despite the passage of over 40 years and
numerous research projects of varying methods and fields of interest, many of
which suggest a broader view is needed.

It is not just the passage of time or developing research methods and fields
that demands a book such as this. There have been many significant events
and changing contexts for police work in the course of the intervening
decades and these are reflected in the contributions to this volume. For
example, the police, in many countries, now work in a radically different
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2 MEGAN O’NEILL AND ANNE-MARIE SINGH

legal environment, with greater demands for police accountability — and not
just in the practice of their craft or in their use of force. It also includes their
role as employers — their willingness to embrace the diversity of their
workforce — as well as their ability to be responsible agents of the state. Other
internal issues too are increasingly salient, such as acceptance and enabling
of post-secondary education for all ranks of employee. The police now also
find themselves with a mandate to work in partnership with a wide spectrum
of groups and organisations, from highly organised and multi-national
security companies to local individuals or voluntary community security
groups. The police can no longer be viewed as an isolated ‘force’, but must
become a community ‘service’, whether they welcome such a change or
not, and one that is representative of the community it serves. It is very
important for policing studies to take stock of the cultural implications of
these changes, and to that end we hope this book will be a timely and, so
far as its scope permits, a comprehensive analysis of current work on these
issues.

In this introduction it seems to us better to defer any definition of ‘police
occupational culture’, however much it is of the essence. For each
contributor in this volume has her or his distinctive perspective on the
phrase and to try to summarise or consolidate the diversity of interpretation
would be a disservice to our authors. Instead, we offer here a primed canvas
on which they can paint their various perspectives, namely that police
occupational culture can best be considered as the ‘way things are done
around here’ for the officers, not always ‘by the book’, but not always
without it either. Police, both public and private sector, have socially
constructed ways of viewing the world, their place in it, and the appropriate
action to take in their jobs. These waters may seldom be entirely clear but we
hope this book will help the reader to navigate them.

The purpose of this book is to engage with some of the most recent
research on the police occupational culture in order to update and advance
the discussions around it. Represented here are not only some of the earliest
writers on the topic but also emerging scholars, yielding both reflection on
and extension of established discourse and fresh and new perspectives.
A key element of this book is the international dimension it brings. Much of
the best-known work in this field comes from the United States and the
United Kingdom. These perspectives are present, but so are those of several
countries in Africa as well as Australia and Canada, showing a degree of
continuity with the classic research locations, but also interesting points of
departure. Organised policing is present in every national state and much
insight can be gained into policing culture by looking beyond the typical
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Anglo-American perspective. Indeed, the book’s Conclusion argues for
much more comparative work in police cultural studies.

BACKGROUND TO CURRENT POLICE CULTURE
RESEARCH

Before considering in more detail the chapters in this volume, let us look
briefly at some of the work that continues to exert a powerful influence on
police culture research. The earlier works (such as Westley, Rubinstein,
Skolnick and Bittner) were groundbreaking in that a previously unre-
searched organisation became a new site of academic interest. The police
organisation did not necessarily open its doors to all academic researchers,
but the few who were able to negotiate access provided a rich account of a
powerful group in western democratic society. These initial ethnographies
and other studies may portray a police service that no longer exists in
exactly the same form, but they have provided inspiration and insight to
police culture researchers all over the world, and are still widely cited, both
for their valuable insights and, in some cases, for their now usefully
recognised shortcomings. The following brief look at prominent writers
from the 1970s onwards (some of whom are contributors to this book and
who continue to develop and expand their contribution to the field) is
offered not as a comprehensive list but to indicate some of the key lines of
debate.

One of the ecarliest police researchers was William Westley (1970). He
conducted his research in the United States in the 1950s, although it was not
published until the 1970s. He describes a police force that perceives a very
hostile public. Officers usually only meet the policed, rather then the ones
they are protecting, and as such it is easy to see why the public comes to be
seen as a threat. This then leads the police to bind together in isolation and
secrecy for self-protection. This isolation and secrecy is ‘an occupational
directive, a rule of thumb, the sustenance and the core of meanings. From it
the definitions flow and conduct is regulated for the general and the
particular’ (Westley, 1970, p. 49). His work was influential in its time but it
has since been criticised for oversimplifying police relations with the public
(Holdaway, 1989, p. 70). It makes no allowance for non-hostile police
encounters with the public to enter police thinking. It also presents a
monolithic view of the police occupational culture, assumed to apply
generally to all Anglo-American police groups.
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Rubinstein (1973), in his study of an inner city area in the USA
(pp. 435-436), picks up this theme of isolation, though he does not attribute
it to a perceived public hostility; he sees the police as isolated because of the
nature of their work. Not only do they often work alone, but also due to
their hours and the issues they have to face they tend to be friends only with
other police officers. He also finds pervasive secrecy in the force, but unlike
Westley (1970) who saw the police group as secretive towards outsiders
(p- 141), Rubinstein (1973) sees individual officers as being secretive towards
everyone else, including other officers. For him, ‘a policeman’s’ information
is his private stock, which nobody else may presume to make claims on,
unless invited to share’ (p. 439). In this way, officers protect the work they
have done so that no one else can claim rights to it and if they are involved
in illegal activities no one else can be implicated.

Skolnick (1966), another American researcher, has proposed the idea of a
police ‘working personality’, which is generated by a combination of three
elements of police work: danger, authority and efficiency. He acknowledges
that not all police officers are alike in this personality, but that it is reflective
of distinct cognitive tendencies in the police as an occupational group. The
elements of danger and authority isolate police officers. Because their work
is unpredictable when it comes to the potential for danger, police officers
tend to be suspicious of everyone and this can be socially isolating. Their
authority requires them to enforce laws of ‘puritanical morality’ that they
could never hope to adhere to themselves, making them seem hypocritical
and inviting hostility towards them from the public. All this inclines them to
be more socially isolated and thus encourages solidarity with each other
(Skolnick, 1966, pp. 42-44), as Westley suggested. But what makes
Skolnick’s ‘working personality’ thesis unique is his added element of the
pressure on police to produce, to appear efficient. The demand both
internally and from the public that officers maintain order and make arrests,
coupled with danger and authority mean that official procedure and the law
may be modified or even set aside so that the desired end result is achieved.
Skolnick argues that the police want to appear to be competent craftsmen,
and so do the best they can through the pressures they face (Skolnick, 1966,
pp. 110-111). Reiner (2000, pp. 87-88) cites Skolnick’s work as the ‘locus
classicus’ for studying the police culture, but adds that it neglected to
consider how this model may vary within and between forces or to take
account of the relationship between the police and the wider social and
political structure (Westley is also open to these criticisms). Reiner argues
that the police reflect and influence power differences in society and he feels
that Skolnick could have taken heed of this.
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In his now classic study in the USA, Bittner (1967) describes how
uniformed officers on ‘skid-row’ keep the peace. Building on the work of
Banton (1964), who argued that police are more ‘peace officers’ than ‘law
enforcement officers’, Bittner notes how, rather than enforcing the law as an
end in itself, skid-row officers will invoke the law only if it will lead to a
more tranquil environment. They use their powers strategically; they get to
know their beat and the people in it and they learn what is the best way to
respond to any situation. Bittner’s study makes the case that the two police
tasks of law enforcement and peacekeeping go hand in hand and cannot be
regarded separately. However, it could be argued that in practice this is an
overly simplistic analysis of police work, especially for present-day officers
whose duties are multifarious. Wright (2002), for example , proposes four
overlapping police ‘modes’: peacekeeping, crime investigation, management
of risk and community justice.

The scholars who have made significant contributions to this field are not
just Americans or men. The next author of note, Maureen Cain, is a British
researcher who conducted groundbreaking work into police culture in the
1970s. Hers is one of the first examinations of the differences within police
culture. Cain (1971) compared urban and rural police forces and found
marked differences in their experiences. For instance, both types of officers
developed coping techniques (easing behaviour) for their long periods of
boredom, but the nature of these techniques would vary depending on the
type of area the police officer patrolled. She also found differences between
the urban and rural officers in how they approached members of the public.
Thus while some aspects of police culture were similar, their actual
expression will vary depending on context, and this is a theme that will be
taken further in many of the chapters in this book as authors consider police
culture in a variety of countries and contexts.

The 1980s saw the publication of a major piece of British research into the
workings of the public police, specifically the London Metropolitan Police.
Smith and Gray’s (1985) report for the Policy Studies Institute brought to
light and openly criticised many expressions and characterisations of police
culture. This groundbreaking study is still cited for its detailed analysis of
police officers in their working practices, highlighting numerous aspects not
so far touched upon in previous research. For example, Smith and Gray
draw attention to the largely explicit and accepted racist language of the
officers they were observing, concluding, nonetheless, that these same
officers did not act in a racist way when carrying out their duties. This is a
similar argument to that of Waddington (1999), that ‘canteen’ talk is not
indicative of actual police action.
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One key British writer who might disagree with this assumption is an
author in this volume, Simon Holdaway. Holdaway began his research into
police culture as a serving officer in the 1970s. He has published many works
on the experiences of minority ethnic police officers and the ‘racialisation’ of
policing (Holdaway, 1996). The racialisation process suggests that routine
and mundane police work and relationships can take on a racial ‘framing’
that need not be there. People and events can be seen in a way that
prioritises race (or, ignores race when it is actually pertinent), and in
consequence police officers can inadvertently act in racist ways without
completely realising it if that is how their ‘usual’ practice has always been.
In this assessment, regarding police talk as easily separable from and thus
not representative of police action is too simplistic. Holdaway’s work on
race and ethnicity in police work and police culture continues to be highly
influential (see, for example, Rowe, 2004).

Another prominent writer in the police culture genre who is a contributor
to this book is Peter K. Manning. Manning’s work in the 1970s and 1980s
on uniformed police officers (in the US and the UK) and detectives (in the
US) remain core texts for any police culture researcher (see, for example,
Manning, 1980, 1997). He has conducted ethnographies in several police
forces, and through them has made contributions to many areas of
sociological thought, such as dramaturgy and semiotics. Manning continues
to be a prolific writer in this field, more recently in the areas of technology in
policing and democratic policing approaches. His works portray the
symbolism and meaning inherent in police action, an approach taken up
by writers such as Loader and Mulcahy (2003).

It is not just Britain and the US that have served as sites for the ‘classic’
police culture research. Maurice Punch found fruitful scholarly opportu-
nities in the Netherlands. His work began in the 1970s and continues to this
day, as exemplified by his chapter in this volume. Punch (1985) has written
extensively about his observations on the beat with Dutch police, providing
a detailed account of their working practices, both above-board and
otherwise. Much of his work focuses on police corruption and the internal
reactions to it. Being a British writer in the Netherlands allowed Punch
(1979) to bring a new international dimension to the Anglo-American
dominated police culture field. His emphasis on the inherent (and
inextricable) social service aspect of police work is one that has subsequently
been taken up by many other writers.

One final writer (and author in this book) who deserves note in this
overview also brings a much-needed international dimension. Janet Chan
(1997), who began her work in the 1980s, conducting research in Canada
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and Australia, has made a particularly deep impression on the police culture
field. She argues that police culture cannot be fully appreciated without
consideration of the wider social context in which it is located and the
agency of the individual officers. Chan challenges the orthodox character-
isations of police culture with a call for a more specific (perhaps inductive)
approach where the particularities of police dispositions and the power
relations and social relations that frame these are investigated preferably
through a more case-study approach and using ethnographic methods. Her
influence can be felt throughout this book in which many of the authors
draw upon it for inspiration, and her attention to variety in police culture
both between and within police forces is a notably recurring issue in the
chapters that follow.

There are many other writers on police culture that we could mention here
(such as Muir, Fielding, Reuss-lIanni, Reiner, Heidensohn, Norris, Maguire
and more) and their omission reflects only the exigencies of space. What we
do hope to have shown is that while writings on the police did not start out
with an idea of ‘culture’, over time one began to emerge, often focused on
characteristics like secrecy, suspicion, isolation, racism, sexism and informal
working practices. In turn, subsequent writers begin to question the concept,
with the improbability if its being universally generalisable in all societies and
across time. But one very notable omission from the main thrust of the work
we have been surveying is a consideration of the growing private security and
private policing market and any occupational culture there. Nor is it only the
commercial sector that has muscled in on the state’s claimed monopoly on
policing and the use of force: at the local level, voluntary community-
based structures actively perform policing functions, sometimes in co-
operation with the public police (i.e. Neighbourhood Watch) and sometimes
quite independently of them (i.e. Guardian Angels), and undoubtedly there is
work that still needs to be done on the cultures of these voluntary groups and
how they compare to those of the public police.

We hope the chapters that follow will help to unravel some of the
principal factors that construct police culture — public sector, private,
voluntary, in a variety of sites, with a variety of actors — to provide a more
rounded analysis of that culture.

NEW DEBATES AND DIRECTIONS IN RESEARCH

The book is structured according to four broad themes. The first looks
directly at the key analytical concept: ‘police occupational culture’. Chapters
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by Sklansky, Manning and Cockcroft each offer a critical assessment of the
traditional interpretation of police culture as a homogeneous and
homogenising phenomenon. The second theme, developed in the Punch,
Chan, Bevir and Krupicka and Brown chapters, focuses on the impact, on
the occupational culture, of various police organisational reforms. The third
theme, pursued in the chapters by Marks, O’Neill and Holdaway, and
Wood and Marks, investigates how police occupational culture is created,
given meaning, shaped and transformed ‘from below’, through the agency,
actions and activities of police unions, associations and individual officers.
The final theme, explored in two chapters by Singh and Kempa, and Baker,
concerns new policing cultures in the contemporary plural field of security
governance.

PART I: DECONSTRUCTING THE NOTION
OF POLICE OCCUPATIONAL CULTURE

David Alan Sklansky (Chapter 1) revisits the meaning of ‘police
occupational culture’ in light of contemporary developments in policing.
Lawyers, scholars and police reformers in the United States, he notes, have
long assumed that police officers share a monolithic occupational mindset,
and that this mindset — paranoid, insular, intolerant and inflexible — is the
chief impediment to better law enforcement. What he terms the ‘Police
Subculture Schema’ helped shaped American police reform by supporting
the top-down control mechanisms of police professionalism, the judicial
oversight model at the centre of the Supreme Court’s ‘criminal procedure
revolution’, and systems of civilian oversight. But while this ‘Police
Subculture Schema’ made a good deal of sense in the 1950s, 1960s and
early 1970s, he argues that it makes less sense today. According to Sklansky,
increasingly the idea of a monolithic, reactionary police subculture hinders
clear thinking about the police, by obscuring differences between officers,
new complexities of police identity and dynamic processes within the police
workforce. It diverts attention from important avenues of reform. Sklansky
points to neglected questions pertaining to institutional redesign of police
agencies, the characteristics of effective, trustworthy police and the
participatory decision-making of rank-and-file officers. The ‘Police Sub-
culture Schema’ also directs focus away from new, emerging challenges in
policing such as the growth of police managerialism and the risk that
diversification of police agencies is stalling if not backsliding.
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Like Sklansky, Peter K. Manning (Chapter 2) offers a robust critique of
the traditional model of police occupational culture, a model that owes much
to the work of William Westley. For Manning, that model, as a benchmark
for all matters police, has become an unwelcome filter that precludes
deeper analyses of policing as an organisation and as a practice. This has
come about because the visible and obvious aspect of policing, the officer’s
culture, is too easily taken as globally indicative of the organisation and its
politics, the mandate and intra- and inter-organisational dynamics. Manning
protests at the way research has seized on police—citizen interactions, a single
aspect of public policing, as fundamental to an understanding of policing as
an activity. In addition, he suggests that ‘the dramaturgical properties of
“profiling” and a resentful negative force make it an easy intaglio on which
textbook writers can further inscribe’. This has made the analysis of policing
superficial and misleadingly reductionistic, stripping the organisation of
its politics and nuance and its larger field of municipal and local politics,
along with its inter-organisational dynamics. It is unwarrantable, Manning
demonstrates, that the small-scale sketch provided by Westley should
now stand as a synecdoche for the entire organisation and its practices
and politics.

Manning reviews literature relevant to understanding the occupational
culture of policing (considered as segments — officers, middle management/
supervision and top command — not sub-cultures) and argues for
recognition of complexity in the use of the concept. He insists that the
police occupation must be located within its organisational context: its
ecology (spatial and temporal elements), material constraints, patterned
interactions and shared understandings. He also points to the necessity
of investigating inter- and intra-organisational relationships for better
understanding of the role of the top command and staff in organisational
governance. He provides details from a case study of two examples
of policing mass public occasions in Boston in 2004 to illustrate his
argument.

Tom Cockcroft (Chapter 3) reflects on the utility of oral history for
rethinking police culture and identifies some of the attendant definitional,
methodological and analytical issues. Oral history studies of the police rely
on narrative accounts by retired officers of their past (including recent past)
experiences. Based on a review of the extant research, Cockcroft argues that
the oral history approach challenges us to differentiate between police
organisational influences and the influences of wider society. This
emphasises both the complex linkages between police officers at the
organisational level and the complicated relations that exist between the
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police and the wider social environment in which they are necessarily located
and function. This approach, Cockcroft maintains, also highlights the
difficulties associated with assuming a degree of universality between police
cultures. Drawing on Janet Chan’s work, he notes the failure of
conventional analyses to examine variations in police occupational culture.
The oral history method, he argues, gives voice to the organisational, social
and historical contexts of policing and attends to differences in police role,
behaviours and values within and between jurisdictions and over time. The
oral history approach also encourages a close look at the tricky relationship
between language and behaviour that Waddington and others have pointed
to, by exploring the disparity between police narration (what is said) and
police action (what actually happened).

PART II: POLICE REFORM, CULTURAL CHANGE
AND CONTINUITY

Having critiqued the concept of police culture, the book now turns to an
analysis of the cultural implications of police reform projects. Maurice
Punch (Chapter 4) provides an analysis of organisational reform efforts to
transform the police into a ‘professional’ institution with well-educated
leaders. He outlines how the British Police began in 1829 as an ‘artisan’
institution that would develop its own leaders and not recruit the ‘educated’.
Senior officers (and also police constables) tended to be ‘respectable’ upper
working class males with limited formal education. However, by the 1960s
pressure for change led to support for university education for officers. The
Essex Police, in an experiment partly aimed at preventing the imposition of
leaders from outside of the police organisation, sent officers to university to
learn about society through both formal study for a social science degree
and informal interaction with a diversity of fellow students. Punch draws on
oral history material involving interviews with officers who studied in that
period, examining their experiences as students, their return to policing and
their reflections on having graduates within the service. These officers’
experience in attending tertiary education institutions and then returning to
the police organisation points to some of the changes that emerged within
police occupational culture and within police leadership styles from as early
as the 1960s.

Punch argues that educating officers at university has contributed
substantially and positively to the police organisation and its culture,
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particularly through fostering a more analytical approach to understanding
practical problems and developing solutions. These early experiments to
improve officers’ educational qualifications are now far more common and a
series of formalised relationships have now been established between
universities and the police in the United Kingdom, but also in other parts
of the world like Australia. Punch warns, though, that some of these positive
effects may be limited or even contradicted by other factors in recent reforms
such as ‘new public management’ and the ‘professionalising’ of policing.
Janet Chan (Chapter 5) examines the relationship between police stress
and occupational culture, an under-researched area. She notes that danger
and trauma in police work have long been linked to the development of a
suspicious and cynical ‘street cop’ culture. Nevertheless, there is evidence,
she contends, that stress among police officers in Western democracies is
more likely to be produced by organisational pressure and management
practices than by actual traumatic experience. The chapter uses data from a
follow-up study of police recruits in New South Wales, Australia to consider
the impact of organisational changes on police officers’ perception of their
work and culture. Chan demonstrates the way changes in the field of
policing had generated organisational stressors — i.e. increased account-
ability, competitive promotion systems — that had modified some aspects of
the occupational habitus while reinforcing others. She argues that police
reforms and organisational changes may have further embedded certain
negative aspects of police culture such as cynicism and self-protection even
while putting an end to other negative features such as the ‘code of silence’.
Mark Bevir and Ben Krupicka (Chapter 6) attempt to understand police
reform in the United Kingdom and United States during the latter half of
the twentieth century by exploring the various narratives that have inspired
it. They indicate that many of these narratives are elite ones and bear
similarities to wider public sector reform narratives. They identify and
describe three distinct and competing sets of clite beliefs: a progressive
narrative tied to bureaucratic modes of governance; a neo-liberal narrative
emphasising markets and new management practices; and a community
policing narrative promoting partnerships and networks. While policy
experts and public officials formulate narratives, the reforms are imple-
mented and enacted in part by local police officers. Bevir and Krupicka
point out that rank-and- file officers will necessarily interpret and extend the
elite-inspired reforms through the lenses of their own local beliefs.
According to the authors, the inability of the elite narratives to adequately
recognise the impact of local cultures means that the reforms are often
incomplete and give rise to unintended consequences. They suggest that a
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better understanding of this process of reform and its implications for
democratic governance might orientate reformers and scholars towards
more bottom-up approaches to police reform (a point more fully explored in
Part III of the book).

Bethan Loftus’s ethnographic study (Chapter 7) of a provincial English
police force exposes a contradiction that emerged between the new police
organisational emphasis on diversity and the enduring axes of class. Loftus
notes that efforts aimed at changing police culture both within and beyond
the organisation focus on notions of equity, anti-discrimination and respect
for diversities of race, gender and sexuality. However, it was predominantly
poor and low status white males who occupied a central position in the
police’s practical workload and in their occupational consciousness. She
demonstrates that contempt expressed towards the under-class constitutes a
prominent yet relatively unexamined aspect of police culture: police officers
often saw themselves as protecting the moral majority from the morally
worthless underclass; this accentuated their sense of solidarity and their moral
conservatism and also marked out a ‘common enemy’. She observes that class
contempt goes largely unchallenged in contemporary police institutions, and
that this confirms the status of poor white males in particular as legitimate
targets of contempt and more generally reinforces societal disregard for its
poor. Thus, reform efforts missed a large aspect of police practice; they were
intended to be holistic but were interpreted thematically.

In some contrast to Loftus, Jennifer Brown (Chapter 8) argues that it is
gender that has been eclipsed by demands of other diversity agendas: the
recent urgency in tackling racist language did not extend to sexist or
homophobic language and behaviour. Brown proposes that whilst opera-
tional policing and its management may have changed, the masculine ethos
of police officers has not. She notes that the introduction of equality
legislation, new managerialism in the public sector and initiatives in
community policing presaged a potential transformation of policing
through adoption of more co-operative and collaborative styles that might
be held to be more feminine in orientation. Yet, her review of recent
research shows that organisational attention to gender issues has slipped
and she claims that police occupational identity remains privileged by a
masculine orientation which values danger, excitement and ‘good arrests’.
She examines why this is so and concludes that male officers, finding their
identity under threat from a raft of managerial and operational reforms,
deploy ritual arguments to preserve gender continuity, distinctiveness, self-
esteem and self-efficiency. A similar process is hypothesised for police
organisations facing adverse conditions more generally.
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PART III: POLICE AS CHANGE AGENTS

Change in police culture does not just happen from above. Officers and staff
themselves can instigate change in the culture or be directly involved in
change projects. Monique Marks (Chapter 9) highlights the possibility of
effecting police reform ‘from below’ in her discussion of cultural influences
of police unions, a little researched area. As a subcultural grouping, police
unions exhibit specific characteristics and identities while sharing the core
values of the dominant organisational culture. Drawing on first-hand
empirical data from Canada, the US, Australia, New Zealand and South
Africa, Marks shows that adherence to traditional cultural norms structures
union responses to the organisational reform initiatives of police leaders and
managers. But she suggests that there is evidence of police unions that break
from cultural traditions and that potential exists for unions to play an
important role in directing more responsive and forward thinking reform
agendas, including ways of repositioning the police, as providers of public
goods, in policing networks.

Marks points out that in some countries, such as South Africa, police
unions have promoted more democratic policing practices through their
identification with a range of social justice organisations. She concludes that
police unions, as important insider groupings, have the capacity to reshape
police culture in new, progressive directions. But she argues that this role as
change agents is dependent on police unions broadening their under-
standings of police professionalism and on their willingness to forge new
identities and alliances.

Megan O’Neill and Simon Holdaway (Chapter 10) undertake a parallel
assessment of the impact of identity-based police associations on the
occupational culture. They argue that in recent years, Black Police
Associations (BPAs) have become key forces of change within police
services throughout the UK. These are voluntary groups composed of
minority ethnic police officers and support staff. O’Neill and Holdaway
observe that the majority of police services in England and Wales now have
an officially recognised BPA. Using data from their recent research project
on BPAs, O’Neill and Holdaway examine issues of ethnicity and diversity in
police work. They explore issues such as the decreasing importance of rank
and grading in the police culture, whether a parallel, ‘black’ occupational
culture is emerging alongside the traditional ‘white’ one, and the interplay
between changing individuals and changing the institution as a whole. The
authors argue that the impact of BPAs on the police occupational culture
occurs within the context of wider ‘field’ events and situations and in
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individual encounters between minority ethnic police officers and their white
colleagues. In contrast to the findings of previous research on minority
ethnic police officers, this study suggests that ethnicity plays a central role in
their self-identities as police officers.

Much more than in the two previous chapters, police officers in Jennifer
Wood and Monique Marks’s study (Chapter 11) appear as innovators,
playing an active role in reshaping their work practices and in generating
(not simply implementing) change programmes. Wood and Marks propose
that cultural transformation is not cataclysmic but occurs through small
shifts in the way police practitioners think and act within the context of a
constantly changing and plural field of policing. Police officers do not
simply acquire new knowledge but must become knowledge producers and
brokers. In this respect the authors discuss the ‘Nexus Policing Project’, a
joint venture of the Victoria Police and the Australian National University.
Wood and Marks attend to the emphasis that Nexus places on mobilising
and enhancing the capacity of individual police members to be self-reflective
and to respond innovatively to new problems. Police officers who
participate in Nexus are provided with the space both to review their
existing ways of seeing, being and doing and to engage with other groups
(academics, schoolchildren, etc.) whose worldviews and problem-solving
approaches may be quite different. While Nexus has been successful, Wood
and Marks identify and elaborate some of the challenges associated with
police—academic partnerships.

PART IV: NEW POLICING CULTURES IN A PLURAL
POLICING FIELD

It is of course not just public bodies who undertake policing, and these other
groups deserve consideration of their own occupational cultures.
Anne-Marie Singh and Michael Kempa (Chapter 12) address similarities
between public and private police cultures with particular attention to post-
apartheid South Africa. They describe the co-existence and inter-penetration
of state and non-state policing agencies in the contemporary security
landscape. The authors observe that there is no function performed by the
public police that is not also performed, in some manner, by private security
agents. However, the cultures of private policing agents have been far less
studied than those of public police officers. With the private security industry
employing a wide array of coercive techniques and in many cases operating
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punitive strategies for controlling crime and maintaining public order, this
chapter suggests that sectors of this industry exhibit a reactive and punitive
organisational culture resembling the dominant culture of the public police in
the mid-twentieth century. Singh and Kempa focus upon the relevance for
private policing cultures of issues and themes traditionally raised in analyses
of public police cultures. In particular, they discuss the relevance of concerns
pertaining to individual psychology, institutional structure and broader
‘field” influences for analysing, accounting for and thereby reforming private
policing cultures. The authors conclude by raising some questions about
what the surprising culture and practices of the private security industry may
signal about the emergent political economy of human security. In so doing,
they point to the need to go beyond the traditional binary division between
public police and private security cultures.

That policing is not the sole prerogative of the public police is also central
to Bruce Baker’s study (Chapter 13). He investigates the role of non-police
security agencies and their relationship with the state police in contempor-
ary Uganda, Rwanda and Sierra Leone. Relying on primary interview
material, he compares the everyday practices and values of the public police
in these three African countries arguing that police culture is shaped by its
socio-political context, particularly recent experiences of civil war. Follow-
ing successful rebellion, Uganda and Rwanda chose to rely on a form of
local popular justice, supplemented by the police. Sierra Leone, where the
rebellion was defeated, has adopted a more western-style police model of a
professionalised force with a monopoly on policing functions. All three
have, with substantial international assistance, undertaken management
reform to restructure mechanisms of state policing. Baker notes that donor
programmes focus on training senior personnel in strategic and operational
planning aimed at improving accountability, co-ordination, efficiency,
effectiveness and community/police relations. He observes that the new
values and approaches have differentially penetrated the senior, middle and
lower ranks. Baker suggests this divergence of cultures, along with the
disparity between the discourses and actual practices of state policing pose
problems for the reform efforts of government, police leaders, international
donors and foreign police trainers.

Collectively, these chapters map out new lines of debate and directions for
research on police occupational culture. A concept that began life as a largely
negative, inflexible and monolithic construct has become one that is multi-
faceted and intricate. This is indeed a vibrant and exciting field and one that
is amenable to diverse methodological and conceptual tools. By opening up
the terms of the debate, this book seeks to stimulate further research and
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discussion. In the concluding chapter, we explore the key challenges to police
cultural studies and point to possible future areas of research.

NOTE

1. The obvious gendering of the earlier police research will be explored later in this
introduction.
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CHAPTER 1

SEEING BLUE: POLICE REFORM,
OCCUPATIONAL CULTURE,
AND COGNITIVE BURN-IN

David Alan Sklansky

ABSTRACT

Lawyers, scholars, and police reformers in the United States have long
assumed that police officers share a monolithic occupational mindset, and
that this mindset — paranoid, insular, intolerant, and inflexible — is the chief
impediment to better law enforcement. These assumptions made a good
deal of sense in the 1950s, 1960s, and early 1970s, but they make less sense
today. Increasingly, the idea of a monolithic, reactionary police subculture
hinders clear thinking about the police by obscuring differences between
officers, new complexities of police identity, and dynamic processes within
the police workforce. It diverts attention from important avenues of reform
and from new, emerging challenges in policing.

Plasma televisions, like old-fashioned cathode-ray sets and first-generation
computer screens, are prone to a problem called ‘image burn-in’. If a
stationary picture or graphical feature is shown for long enough, it can leave a
permanent, ghostlike trace. What happens is that the light-emitting
phosphors coating the screen deteriorate over time, and the speed of the
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process depends on how often each phosphor is triggered. So if a particular
image is displayed on the screen for an extended period, it leaves an imprint,
altering how later signals are processed.

Something similar happens with ideas. We view the world through schemas —
mental constructs that sort and organise experience (see, for example, Blasi,
1995). Schemas are powerful conceptual tools. We need them in order to make
sense of the blizzard of information we face every day. But schemas used for
too long without interruption can become difficult to dislodge. A sort of
cognitive burn-in can permanently alter our perceptions. Paraphrasing Marcus
Aurelius, we might say that the mind becomes dyed with the colour of its
thoughts.

A story of cognitive burn-in has long been part of the received wisdom
about the police subculture. New recruits, the story goes, have a range of
different outlooks. But they quickly become assimilated into a powerful
occupational culture with its own ways of seeing, and they adopt those ways
of seeing as their own. After a while it can be difficult for them to see the
world in any other way. Their minds are dyed blue. In the words of one
officer (Conlon, 2004, p. 320), ‘Over time and in the main, cops tend to think
like other cops’.

I am interested here in a different kind of cognitive burn-in, also associated
with the police subculture — a cognitive burn-in not caused by that subculture
but rather consisting in ideas about it. For over half a century, police reform
in the United States has been guided by a broadly shared set of assumptions
about the nature of the police subculture and its central importance in
shaping the behaviour of the police. Those assumptions — that police officers
think alike; that they are paranoid, insular, and intolerant; that they
intransigently oppose change; that they must be rigidly controlled from the
outside, or at least from the top — themselves constitute a schema.

First developed in the 1950s, this schema made sense of much of what
lawyers and social scientists were then beginning to learn about the police. Its
explanatory power grew in the 1960s, as the police felt themselves
increasingly under siege. By the early 1970s this view of the police — call it
the Police Subculture Schema — had achieved the status of unquestioned
orthodoxy. A process of cognitive burn-in was underway.

Much has changed in American policing since the early 1970s. Community
policing has replaced police professionalism as the taken-for-granted ideal of
police reformers and law enforcement administrators alike (see, for example,
Livingston, 1997). Civilian oversight, once resisted tooth-and-nail by the
police, has become unexceptional (Walker, 2001). The virtually all-white,
virtually all-male departments of the 1950s and 1960s have given way to
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departments with large numbers of female and minority officers, often led by
female or minority chiefs; openly gay and lesbian officers, too, are
increasingly commonplace (Sklansky, 2006a). College educated officers are
no longer a rarity; increasingly they are the norm (Carter & Sapp, 1990).
Police solidarity has declined, and with it police insularity; the profession is
‘less and less a fraternity’ (Conlon, 2004, p. 9). Police ethnographers find that
the ‘unified occupied subculture’ of policing is being replaced by workforces
marked by ‘segmentation and division’ (Haarr, 1997, p. 66; see also, for
example, National Research Council, 2004, pp. 80-82). Police benevolent
associations look more and more like other labour unions (Delaney &
Feuille, 1987), and increasingly they compete for influence with identity-
based caucuses of minority officers, female officers, and gay and lesbian
officers (Barlow & Barlow, 2000, pp. 235-241). The self-identity of police
officers is more complex and more varied today than 40 years ago. Police
departments are marked by less consensus and more debate. Policing is not
what it used to be.

But legal regulation of the police and new efforts at police reform in the
United States continue to be shaped by the Police Subculture Schema.
Partly this is a matter of institutional inertia, and partly it is a matter of
cognitive burn-in. Lawyers, scholars, and reformers still tend to think of the
police rank-and-file as sharing a monolithic occupational mindset and still
tend to treat this mindset as the chief impediment to policing that is fairer,
more effective, and more humane. The Police Subculture Schema makes it
hard to see differences between officers, new complexities of police identity,
and dynamic processes within the police workforce. When we look at the
police, all we see is blue.

My goals here are twofold: to trace the imprint that the Police Subculture
Schema has left on American police reform and the ongoing legal regulation
of the police; and to identify some of the opportunities and dangers that the
schema has made harder to perceive. I will start by describing how the Police
Subculture Schema helped to shape the ‘criminal procedure revolution’ of
the 1960s and broader patterns of police reform. I will then discuss
important avenues of reform the schema may have led us to neglect. These
include questions of institutional design, insights to be gained by focusing
on differences between officers, and the possibility of giving rank-and-file
officers a larger, collective role in the shaping of their work. Finally, I will
address two problems the schema has tended to make less visible. The first
of these is the risk that diversification of police departments may be stalling.
The second is the set of challenges posed by the recent expansion of private
policing and its characteristic culture of managerialism.
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There is a real danger here of overstating. The Police Subculture Schema
retains explanatory power. Police officers still tend to derive a good part of
their self-identity from their work, and many of the defining qualities of that
work — the unpredictability; the physical danger; the routine exposure to
failure, folly, and meanness — remain largely unchanged. Understanding the
police, and crafting intelligent strategies of police reform, still require
sensitivity to the powerful and distinctive ways in which the day-to-day
experiences of law enforcement officers influence their behaviour. Nor are
police racism, sexism, and homophobia things of the past. But ‘every way of
seeing is also a way of not seeing’ (Lynd, 1958). The Police Subculture
Schema has always obscured certain critical dimensions of policing and
police reform, and changes in policing over the past few decades have made
it more important than ever to rectify those blind spots.

I focus here on American scholars, American police departments, and
American reform efforts. The Police Subculture Schema may have a looser
hold elsewhere. In Australia, for example, Janet Chan (1996, p. 110) has
influentially criticised the entire concept of ‘police culture’. In Britain, Robert
Reiner (1992, p. 109) has warned that police occupational norms are ‘neither
monolithic, universal, nor unchanging’, and Nigel Fielding (1988, p. 9) has
stressed both the multiplicity of cultures found within law enforcement
agencies and the way in which individual recruits mediate workplace
influences, ‘constructing an ““organisational reality’” special to themselves’ by
selectively resisting and embracing the norms they encounter. In the end,
though, Chan (1996, pp. 119-122) replaces the concept of police culture
in part with an account of the police ‘habitus’ that replicates most of
the key elements of the Police Subculture Schema, and Reiner emphasises
‘commonalities of the police outlook ... as discovered by many studies in
several different places and periods’ (Reiner, 1992, pp. 109, 136). So the story
I tell here may have parallels outside the United States.

ORIGINS OF THE POLICE SUBCULTURE SCHEMA

The notion that police officers tend to share a distinctive outlook is at least as
old as police departments themselves. But the Police Subculture Schema, as a
rounded, fully articulated theory of how to think about the police, dates
from the mid-1950s, when William Westley (1953, 1956) published two
highly influential articles based on his firsthand observation of and interviews
with working police officers. The articles were adapted from Westley’s (1970)
doctoral dissertation, later published in its entirety. Earlier studies of policing
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had tended to be the work of journalists, blue-ribbon commissions, or
reform-minded police executives. Westley helped to inaugurate a new field of
interdisciplinary, academic inquiry, which we can loosely call police studies.

The field burgeoned in the 1960s and 1970s, as more and more social
scientists and legal scholars turned their attention to the police. In critical
ways Westley’s work set the pattern for these later studies. Westley thought
the key to understanding the police was to see them ‘as a social and
occupational group’ (Westley, 1970, p. 8). More precisely, the police were a
‘conflict group’, united by the manner in which their work isolated them
from the community and threatened their collective sense of status. The
police officer came to regard himself as a ‘pariah’ and came to ‘regard the
public as an enemy’ (Westley, 1953, p. 35; 1956, p. 256). The shared
alienation of police officers led to the creation of a distinctive set of group
norms, into which new recruits were systematically indoctrinated. The
internal group norms of the police were at war in important respects with
their formal legal mandate. The norms of the police approved the selective
use of illegal violence against suspects, for example, and forbade officers
from testifying against each other.

Westley thus argued that the key to understanding the police was to
understand their shared mentality — their subculture — and that the key
to their shared mentality was the nature of their job, including the ways in
which it estranged them from the community and threatened their collective
sense of self-esteem. This set of premises — what Cain (1993) calls ‘the
Policeman as Other’ — became the central motif of police studies in the 1960s
and 1970s. It linked together, in particular, the work of the two most
influential social scientists to write about American police in the 1960s,
James Q. Wilson and Jerome Skolnick. As Simon (2002) points out, Wilson
and Skolnick differed fundamentally in their attitudes towards policing:
Wilson was very much a conservative, and Skolnick was very much a liberal.
But they both shared, with Westley, the Police Subculture Schema.

Wilson and Skolnick agreed, too, on an important extension of that
schema. Like other police scholars of the era, they believed that the
psychology of law enforcement officers was shaped not just by occupational
role and outcast status, the factors Westley had stressed, but also by certain
inclinations that officers brought with them to the job. Wilson (1968)
speculated that the ‘working-class backgrounds’ of police officers predis-
posed them to view violence as legitimate and gave them ‘a preoccupation
with maintaining self-respect, proving one’s masculinity, “not taking
any crap”, and not being ‘“‘taken in’”. Skolnick (1966) thought it plain
that ‘a Goldwater-type conservatism was the dominant political and
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emotional persuasion of the police’. The worldview of the police included a
simplistic, acontextual understanding of criminality, an apprehensive
traditionalism, an intolerance for nonconformity, and a hostility to
permissive childrearing (Skolnick, 1969).

THE POLICE SUBCULTURE SCHEMA AND
AMERICAN POLICE REFORM

The Police Subculture Schema made sense to scholars in the 1960s in part
because it fit nicely with then-prevalent ideas about democracy and social
relations. Those ideas included the fundamental role of interest groups in
modern democratic politics and the existence of an ‘authoritarian
personality’. As to the first, the Police Subculture Schema resonated strongly
with the view, held by many if not most social scientists in the middle decades
of the twentieth century, that groups — including occupational groups — were
‘the primary, though not the exclusive, means by which the individual knows,
interprets, and reacts to the society in which he exists’ (Truman, 1971, p. 21).
As to the second, the distinctive mentality that scholars like Wilson and
Skolnick saw in the police ‘was almost a classic example of the authoritarian
personality’ (Balch, 1972, p. 107), that cluster of dispositions widely thought
to characterise the bulk of ordinary, working-class citizens and to make them
a dangerous force in democratic politics (see Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswik,
Levinson, & Sanford, 1950).

In turn, the Police Subculture Schema supported and helped to motivate
the two major lines of police reform in the 1960s: the ‘police professionalism’
agenda of law enforcement executives and the °‘criminal procedure
revolution” mounted by the United States Supreme Court. Police profes-
sionalism, which reached the peak of its popularity in the 1950s and 1960s,
aimed to raise the quality of law enforcement by streamlining operations,
improving task specification, strengthening lines of command, tightening
standards, and leveraging personnel with technology. The models were the
Chicago Police Department under Superintendent O. W. Wilson and the
Los Angeles Police Department under Chief William Parker (see, for
example, Fogelson, 1977). Police leaders like Wilson and Parker fought hard
for, too, for the political independence of police departments; this was part of
what they meant by ‘professionalism’. But autonomy for the rank and file,
individually or collectively, was no part of the programme — quite the
contrary (see, for example, Bittner, 1990, pp. 357-366).
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The Police Subculture Schema, which understood police officers in terms
of a pervasive and dangerous set of characteristic predispositions — what
Skolnick (1966) called their ‘working personality’ — made police profession-
alism, with its commitment to rigid top-down control of officers, much more
attractive. In a similar way, the Police Subculture Schema lent support to the
Supreme Court’s ‘criminal procedure revolution’, led by Chief Justice
Earl Warren. Warren took office in 1953, the same year Westley published
the first results of his fieldwork. Under Warren’s leadership, the Supreme
Court reined in the discretion of police officers, most notably by beefing up
systems of judicial oversight. The Police Subculture Schema was never
articulated and defended in these decisions, but it plainly lurked in the
background. The Court sometimes deferred to judgements of forward-
thinking law enforcement executives, but it was distinctly distrustful of line
officers (see, for example, Sklansky, 2005, pp. 1736-1745).

That distrust helped motivate the most characteristic tool of the criminal
procedure revolution — the requirement that searches and seizures be
authorised in advance with a judicial warrant. The constitutional text does
not explicitly require warrants; it requires only that searches and seizures be
reasonable, and that warrants, when they do issue, be appropriately narrow
and based on probable cause. The Court’s efforts to harmonise these two
commands were always erratic, but by the time Warren took the bench the
Court seemed inclined to the general view that searches and seizures were
constitutional if they were reasonable, regardless whether they were pursuant
to warrant. The Warren Court emphatically rejected that position. Again
and again, the Court insisted that, with certain narrow exceptions, every
search and seizure required a warrant. The point was that judges should be in
control, not police officers. The Court liked to quote Justice Jackson’s
famous warning in United States v. Johnson (1948) that the decision should
not be left to ‘the officers engaged in the often competitive enterprise of
ferreting out crime’. So fond was the Court of this formulation that it was
hard not to see it as a diplomatic expression of worries about the police that
went beyond their excessive zeal. Justice Jackson himself voiced concern that
the point of constitutional guarantees was ‘often not grasped’ by the police —
even, presumably, in their reflective moments — and that concern found
echoes in the Court’s later opinions (see Sklansky, 2005, p. 1734).

Herbert Packer (1966, p. 241), a leading legal scholar largely sympathetic
to the direction the Warren Court took in criminal cases, suggested that the
Court saw the police as ‘suspect’; the justices were ‘unconvinced that the
police regard[ed] the rights of the accused as anything but a nuisance and an
impediment’. Packer shared that scepticism, as did many if not most scholars
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writing about the police in the 1960s — and, for that matter, in the 1970s.
Their concerns about the police mentality, and their attraction to the Police
Subculture Schema, were only heightened by the heavy-handed, reactionary
police responses to the rioting and political protests of the late 1960s and
early 1970s, and by the knee-jerk hostility that law enforcement adminis-
trators and police unions showed to key Warren Court rulings and to
emerging proposals for civilian oversight boards (see, for example, Fogelson,
1977). The turmoil of the late 1960s and early 1970s made it seem more
obvious than ever that police officers shared a distinctive and dangerous
mentality — rigid, insecure, inclined towards violence, and hostile to anyone
‘different’.

The Police Subculture Schema pictured the police as a discrete and unified
group, alienated from mainstream society and inherently hostile to
democratic values. It thus encouraged the notion that effective regulation
of the police required strong oversight from the outside, or at least from the
very top. And it contributed to the great pessimism shown by scholars in the
1960s and afterward about the potential for police forces ever to regulate
themselves effectively, or even to cooperate voluntarily with systems of
outside review. Herbert Jacob (1974, p. 10) was fairly typical in perceiving,
‘deeply embedded in the norms and work routines of policemen’, a ‘gigantic
conspiracy against the outside world’. This perspective helps to explain why
the major institutional reform drive in American policing over the past four
decades has focused on civilian review boards. Samuel Walker (2001) counts
roughly 100 police agencies across the United States now subject to some
form of civilian oversight, including 80% of the departments in the 50
largest cities. Most commonly the oversight consists of civilian involvement
in, or review of, police disciplinary proceedings.

Walker notes that civilian oversight, which existed virtually nowhere in
the United States at the end of the 1960s, is now ‘firmly entrenched as an
important feature of American policing’. The criminal procedure revolution
has faltered significantly since Earl Warren retired from the Supreme Court
in 1969, but in many ways the Warren Court innovations still provide the
doctrinal framework within which the police operate (see, for example,
Steiker, 1996). Mid-twentieth-century police professionalism, on the other
hand, fell into disfavour in the 1980s and never recovered. ‘Community
policing’, the new shared orthodoxy of police reformers and forward-
thinking law enforcement executives, is notoriously ill-defined; its core,
though, may be a rejection of the kind of policing championed in the 1960s
by O. W. Wilson in Chicago and William Parker in Los Angeles. But
community policing, like police professionalism, is fully compatible with the
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view of the Police Officer as Other — the view lying at the heart of the Police
Subculture Schema. The rhetoric of community policing calls for the police
to be partners with the community, not part of the community. In reality,
the relationship falls short of true partnership: community policing as
practised rarely intrudes much on the operational autonomy of the police.
But community policing does even less to challenge the longstanding view of
police officers as necessarily a breed apart. Almost always, a police
department engaged in community policing remains ‘a force of outsiders’
(Frug, 1998, p. 81).

It is telling in this regard that the reinstatement of residency requirements
for police officers is rarely part of the community policing agenda.
Requirements that officers live in the communities where they work were
widely discarded in the era of police professionalism. A few departments
brought back residency requirements in the early 1970s, but police unions
strongly opposed the idea, and in most cases the opposition was successful
(see, for example, Fogelson, 1977, pp. 306-307). Since the 1970s, the number
of departments imposing a residency requirement appears to have declined
(see Waldeck, 2000, pp. 1295-1296). Through the lens of the Police
Subculture Schema, residency requirements seem pointless: police behaviour
is shaped by occupational norms, not by the lives officers lead off-duty.

NEGLECTED AVENUES OF REFORM:
INSTITUTIONAL DESIGN

The Police Subculture Schema has helped to shape American police reform
not only by supporting the top-down management style of police
professionalism, the judicial oversight model at the heart of the Supreme
Court’s criminal procedure revolution, and more recently the agenda of
civilian oversight. It has also left a mark by diverting sustained attention
away from certain other avenues of reform — notably those avenues of
reform that focus on institutional design rather than occupational culture,
differences between officers rather than similarities among them, and rank
and file participation rather than top-down control. I will address each of
these three large categories of reform possibilities in turn, starting with
institutional design.

The Police Subculture Schema has encouraged academics and reformers
interested in the police to train their sights on the shared mentality of law
enforcement officers and away from the internal structure of police
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departments. Police administrators tinker endlessly with organisation of
their departments, but generally with an eye to efficiency, not with any real
expectation of significantly changing the nature of policing. The civilian
oversight boards for which so many outside reformers fought so long and so
hard are also, of course, a kind of restructuring, but a relatively modest
kind, consisting essentially of an added layer of review. Most academics, like
most police reformers, persist in stressing the group psychology of the police
and in treating the internal organisation of police departments as largely
irrelevant. In the words of Edward Maguire (2003, p. 39), ‘[r]esearchers have
generally neglected studying police organisations in favour of studying
police work — including situations, encounters, strategies, and occupational
characteristics — and police officers — their attitudes, feelings, beliefs,
behaviours, and interactions’. The blue-ribbon commissions appointed after
each police scandal in the United States typically take the same tack,
stressing the importance of changing the ‘culture’ and ‘mindset’ of whatever
department is at issue. The questions that rarely get asked about policing are
the ones that would have seemed most obvious to, say, the eighteenth-
century framers of the United States Constitution, had they foreseen the
emergence of modern police departments: How should law enforcement be
organised to best assure that the powers given to police officers are used
wisely and fairly? What departmental structures will best harness and
counterbalance the ambitions of police officers, aligning their collective
objectives with public purposes?

For example, virtually every American police agency of significant size
now has an internal affairs department, which investigates allegations of
wrongdoing by officers (see Perez, 1994). These departments vary widely in
their functional organisation, lines of reporting, operational protocols, and
policies for rotating officers into and out of internal affairs work. We know
very little about internal affairs departments and what features of
institutional design work best, in large part because most scholars and
reformers have written off the whole idea of internal review as a joke. How
can police misconduct be addressed by police officers themselves, when the
root problem is the shared mentality and culture of the police?

The widespread pessimism about internal review is not entirely baseless;
officers obviously can experience divided loyalties when investigating their
colleagues. But line officers do not view internal affairs investigations lightly,
nor should they. In fact, internal affairs departments on average sustain
allegations against officers at significantly higher rates than civilian oversight
boards. No one thinks internal affairs departments can take sole
responsibility for improving the quality of policing: wholly aside from
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conflicts of interest, internal affairs investigations tend by their nature to be
punitive rather than forward-looking, and to focus on specific incidents rather
than systemic failures. But some internal affairs departments function better
than others, and some even depart from a pure incident-by-incident focus
(see, for example, Armacost, 2004). Writing off internal affairs departments
as hopeless makes no sense. Finding the best ways to organise and to run
internal affairs departments is an important, largely neglected strategy of
police reform, and it is part of a broader category of neglected questions
pertaining to institutional redesign of police departments. Some of the blame
for this neglect can be laid at the feet of the Police Subculture Schema.

NEGLECTED AVENUES OF REFORM:
GOOD COPS AND BAD COPS

The Police Subculture Schema has also diverted attention from another set
of approaches, focusing on differences between officers rather than on
similarities among officers. Since the 1950s, the overwhelming bulk of
research on the police has tried to explain the characteristics of police as a
group. The question it poses is, ‘Why are the police the way they are?” Much
rarer is research that tries to understand why some police officers wind up
more effective and more trustworthy than others. Precisely because it did ask
this latter question, the justly celebrated study of Oakland, California,
police officers by William Ker Muir, Jr. (1977) has been far less influential
than the work of scholars like Skolnick and James Q. Wilson, who focused
on group characteristics and group behaviour — the matters highlighted by
the Police Subculture Schema, and the matters on which police researchers
have continued to train their sights.

Police reformers, too, have tended to pursue measures that treat all cops
alike and all recruits as essentially fungible. Recruiting practices have
received less attention than they deserve, and all officers are generally
treated as needing the same degree and kind of supervision. One
encouraging departure from this approach is the increasing emphasis on
the use of data management systems to identify and to track officers with a
history of violent encounters and disciplinary actions. There is growing
recognition that a small subgroup of officers accounts for a large share of
police abuse, and that identifying these officers and closely monitoring them
is a particularly promising strategy for reducing violence and illegality in the
ranks (see Walker, 2003). Tracking systems of this kind are required under
the settlements negotiated in civil rights lawsuits brought against police
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departments by the United States Department of Justice, and in some case
by private plaintiffs (see, for example, Johnson, 2004). But the systems are
still far from universal (see Armacost, 2004). More importantly, they
differentiate officers only at the low end, distinguishing ‘problem officers’
from the great majority. They do not pursue the agenda suggested by Muir’s
work: identifying excellent officers, rewarding them for their excellence, and
learning from them.

NEGLECTED AVENUES OF REFORM:
PARTICIPATORY DECISION-MAKING

The third category of reform possibilities the Police Subculture Schema has
tended to slight consists of efforts to enlist rank-and-file officers in the
collective reshaping of their work. In ways discussed above, the police
professionalism movement of the 1950s and 1960s and the Supreme Court’s
‘criminal procedure revolution’ both operated on a model of rigid, top-down
reform of the police. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, when many people
saw workplaces as ideal venues for experiments in participatory democracy,
several scholars — including Westley (1970) — argued for bringing a degree of
workplace democracy to policing (see also, for example, Berkley, 1969;
Angell, 1971). The core idea was that officers who participated collectively in
the shaping of police work would be less alienated, more effective, and
more acculturated to and comfortable with democratic values and practices.
There even were scattered efforts to implement these ideas, and they met
with some success. In Oakland, for example, Toch, Grant, and Galvin
(1975) led a team of officers that developed a novel institutional mechanism
for reducing police violence — a mechanism that itself drew heavily on the
involvement of rank-and-file officers, and that actually enjoyed a promising
degree of success before it fell victim to budget cuts (see Toch & Grant, 2005,
p. 100).

As it happened, the late 1960s and early 1970s were about the worst
possible time to argue for giving police officers a larger role in reshaping
their work. Police unionism and rank-and-file activism were surging at the
time, and they took distinctly unattractive forms. The rallying issues
included not only working conditions and compensation but also, and more
strikingly, opposition to civilian review boards and related efforts at police
reform. And those were some of the tamer forms of police politics in the late
1960s and early 1970s. The less tame forms included active participation in
far right-wing organisations, vigilante attacks on black activists, organised
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brutality against political protesters, and open defiance of civilian
authorities (see, for example, Fogelson, 1977). The Police Subculture
Schema seemed to fit events better than ever.

As a result, liberal academics and reformers who might otherwise have
been sympathetic to giving police officers a collective say in the nature of
their work instead concluded that democracy and the rule of law required
that police officers be followers, not innovators (see, for example, Skolnick,
1969). By the end of the 1970s, enthusiasm largely disappeared for bringing
workplace democracy to law enforcement, and it has never really reappeared.
‘Team policing’ and ‘problem-oriented policing’, two important predecessors
of community policing, each incorporated elements of participatory
management (see Livingston, 1997). But those elements became much more
muted as time went on and as team policing and problem-oriented policing
were absorbed into mainstream thinking about law enforcement. Theories of
‘cooperativist’ management, which became popular in industrial relations
circles in the 1980s and 1990s (see, for example, Wilms, 1996), had little
impact on law enforcement.

Today, policing clings stubbornly to authoritarian management practices
long discredited in other, traditionally hierarchical sectors of the American
economy — including, ironically, the military (see Cowper, 2004). Little has
changed in this regard in the decade and a half since the assessment by
Herman Goldstein (1990, p. 27) that ‘[tjhe dominant form of policing ...
continues to view police officers as automatons’ and to ask them for
‘nonthinking compliance’. An extreme, but telling illustration: The city of
New London, Connecticut, went to court several years ago to defend,
successfully, its policy of refusing to hire applicants who scored too high on
a test of ‘cognitive ability’ (see Allen, 1999). The publisher of the test
recommends its use to screen out employees unsuited for jobs ‘where
creativity could be a detriment’. New London’s deputy police chief told a
reporter that the department had adopted the test because ‘[p]olice work is
kind of mundane’. The president of the test publishing company agreed:
“You can’t decide not to read someone their Miranda rights because you felt
it would be more efficient, or you thought they knew them already’. All of
this would make perfect sense to Frederick Taylor, the Progressive Era
champion of top-down, thoroughly regimented workforces, and who warned
that ‘[tlhe man who is mentally alert and intelligent is for this very reason
entirely unsuited’ for monotonous work (Taylor, 1911, p. 59). Taylorism has
few fans today among management theorists and other students of
employment, but law enforcement has remained a bastion of something not
too distant, in some ways, from the Taylorist faith in ‘scientific management’.
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The Police Subculture Schema is part of the reason. The sense lingers that
the self-perpetuating occupational norms of law enforcement are inherently
antithetical to democracy. For some scholars, the power of those norms in
shaping police behaviour is reason to couple top-down reforms with
management practices that ‘obtain ““buy-in”’ from the ground up’. But in the
main the Police Subculture Schema has dulled the interest of academics and
reformers in efforts to ‘mobilise ... the energy, passion, commitment, and
expertise’ of the police rank-and-file. (Armacost, 2004, p. 546). It has kept
them wedded to a command-and-control model of police reform.

Because departures from that model have been so limited, we have little
evidence about how well they work. But the evidence we do have is
encouraging. The success of the Oakland violence reduction project has
already been mentioned. The Madison, Wisconsin, Police Department, which
began experimenting with participatory decision-making in the 1980s, found
that it increased job satisfaction, made officers more open to reform, and
improved the level of police service in the eyes of the public (see Wykoff &
Skogan, 1993). More recently, the police department in Broken Arrow,
Oklahoma, has turned much of its policy-making over to a 12-member
committee of management officials, union leaders, and rank-and-file officers,
a move that appears to have contributed to greater productivity (as measured
by arrest and clearance rates), a sharp drop in citizen complaints, and higher
levels of job satisfaction (see Wuestewald & Steinheider, 2006).

These results are consistent with the growing body of research on
participatory management in workforces outside law enforcement. That
research suggests that involving employees in decision-making does more than
boost morale; it improves the quality of decisions by capitalising on the
diffused, hands-on knowledge that workers gain by actually doing their jobs
(see, for example, Wilms, 1996). Mobilising the energy and expertise of the
rank and file may be particularly important in policing, given the large
amounts of discretion that police officers exercise and the extent to which good
police work relies on localised, ground-level intelligence — points stressed by
Goldstein (1990). Valuing the intelligence and initiative of police officers may
also be the best way to get the kind of educated, highly qualified recruits that
most departments (contra New London) seem to want these days — and that
they report increasing difficulty attracting (see McGreevy, 2000).

These are not the only ways in which participatory decision-making may
have special advantages in policing. A long tradition — dating back to John
Stuart Mill and G. D. H. Cole and revived in the wake of the 1960s by
scholars like Carol Pateman (1970) and Jane Mansbridge (1980) — sees the
workplace as the ideal training ground for democratic citizenship and argues
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against rigid, autocratic workplaces on the ground that they stunt the
political development of employees, not only depriving them of full,
satisfying lives but also weakening democracy in the broader society. This
viewpoint remains controversial. But even if democracy does not depend on
fostering the political growth of all employees, there are two special reasons
to want police officers to internalise democratic values and habits. First, the
police are often placed in positions where they can actively support or
actively threaten democratic activities: they can protect political protesters,
for example, or they can attack them; they can help create a climate of
respect for individual privacy and autonomy, or they can make privacy
insecure and nonconformity difficult; they can enforce norms of tolerance,
or they can reinforce bias and prejudice; they can teach citizens that
authority may safely be challenged, or they can teach the opposite (see, for
example, Goldstein, 1977). Second, there are reasons to think that effective
policing in general — at least the forms of effective policing most congenial to
a free and open society — depends on some of the same values and skills
often thought important for democratic citizenship more broadly.

This is one of the great lessons of Muir’s extraordinary study of Oakland
police officers in the early 1970s. Trying to determine what made some police
officers more effective and more trustworthy than others, Muir concluded
that good police officers had democratic virtues: a comfort with moral
ambiguity, an ability to see shades of grey, a broad capacity for tolerance and
empathy, and, perhaps most important, ‘an enjoyment of talk’ — an affinity,
that is to say, for conversation, argument, deliberation, advocacy, and
compromise (Muir, 1977). Police officers developed these virtues, in part, by
working in a department that itself embraced them. Among the heroes of
Muir’s book is Chief Charles Gain, a legendary reformer who ran Oakland’s
police force from 1967 to 1973. Gain ruled with a heavy hand and was never
popular with the rank and file; in 1972 the Oakland Police Officers’
Association voted no confidence in his administration (see Jackson, 1979).
Muir admired him nonetheless for infusing the department ‘with a sense of
purpose’, which gave his officers ‘dignity and moral meaning’. Much of that
was accomplished, Muir thought, through a training style and a workplace
climate that invited ‘participation, discussion, argument, and questioning’.
What Muir liked about the Oakland Police Department, in short, was the way
it seemed to operate as a school for democratic citizenry — or, more precisely,
democratic leadership. Muir saw police officers as ‘streetcorner politicians’,
and they were most likely to grow in that role if they worked in departments
that within themselves fostered ‘widespread political participation’ (Muir,
1977, pp. 253, 281).
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Now is a propitious time to explore the potential of participatory
decision-making in policing. There is a large literature on cooperative
decision-making in other workplaces and organisations, and a small but
instructive body of work experimenting with these ideas in policing. Police
unions, implacable foes of reform in the late 1960s and early 1970s, have
since moderated their rhetoric and their politics, and in some cases they have
become active proponents of reform (see Marks & Fleming, 2006).
Increasingly, police unions are rivalled for influence by identity-based
groups of police officers — groups of minority officers, of female officers, and
of gay and lesbian officers — many of which are quite vocal in pushing for
reform (see, for example, Barlow & Barlow, 2000). And police workforces
have grown more educated and more diverse; they are more hospitable
venues than they used to be for experiments in employee empowerment (see
Sklansky, 2006a). To take advantage of these changes, though, we need to
recognise them, and recognition has been hindered by the lasting hold of the
Police Subculture Schema.

OVERLOOKED DANGERS:
DIVERSIFICATION AND AFFIRMATIVE ACTION

In addition to making certain reform possibilities harder to see, the Police
Subculture Schema has also obscured a pair of increasingly pressing
problems. The first is the risk that the diversification of police departments,
which has done so much to clear space for debate and disagreement within
the ranks, may be stalling prematurely, as court-ordered affirmative action
remedies grow less common. The second is the set of challenges posed by the
growth of police managerialism. Let me take each of these in turn.

First, diversification and affirmative action. Much of the reason the Police
Subculture Schema now seems out of date is that police workforces are no
longer unified and homogeneous. Minority officers, female officers, and
openly gay and lesbian officers are slowly but dramatically transforming a
profession that 35 years ago was virtually all white, virtually all male, and
uniformly homophobic. Blacks, for example, made up somewhere around
6% of sworn officers in the 300 or so largest American police departments in
1970; today the figure is around 18% (see McCrary, 2003). In 2005, for the
first time in the history of the New York City Police Department, a majority
of the new officers graduating from its academy were members of racial
minorities (see Lee, 2005). In some major cities — including Los Angeles,
Detroit, and Washington, D.C. — the entire police force is now majority
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minority (see Reaves & Hickman, 2000). Women were 2% of sworn officers
in large police agencies in 1972; today they are close to 13% (see National
Center for Women and Policing, 2002). Again, the figure in some
departments is significantly higher, although it tops out around 25%. Like
minority officers, female officers remain concentrated in lower ranks —
although, as with minority officers, the extent and uniformity of the
concentration is less than one might expect. It is difficult to estimate the
number of gay and lesbian police officers, or even those who are, to a greater
or lesser extent, open about their status. The latter category is clearly
growing, though, to the point where, in some departments, ‘the presence of
self-disclosed gay and lesbian officers has become normalised’ (Belkin &
McNichol, 2002, p.78; see also Miller, 1999). And the mere fact that there
are any openly gay officers, let alone gay police executives, is a sea change
from the situation 30 years ago (sece, for example, Leinen, 1993; Miller,
Forest, & Jurik, 2003).

All of this has made the Police Subculture Schema, with its picture of
police departments as insular, homogeneous bastions of unchallenged
patriarchy, racism, and authoritarianism, increasingly out of date. Police
officers today report lines of division, distrust, and resentment not only
between white officers and minority officers, but also between male and
female officers, between gay and straight officers, and sometimes between
black officers and Latino officers, Latino officers and Asian-American
officers, and so on. In the words of one white, male officer, ‘It used to be we
were all “blue”, but that has changed over the past years. Today there is
black, white, and female segregation’ (Haarr, 1997, p. 66).

The decline in solidarity does not seem to have impaired police
effectiveness; for operational purposes it appears still to be true that ‘blue
is blue’ (see, for example, Myers, Forest, & Miller, 2004). In between calls
to service, though, police officers are a less cohesive group than they used
to be, and that turns out to be a largely good thing. It has made the internal
cultures of police departments less stifling, and it has opened up space for
dissent and disagreement. Studies of police departments today read far
differently than those of 30 or 40 years ago: investigators rarely find a single
police perspective on any given issue, but rather a range of conflicting
perspectives (see, for example, Barlow, Barlow, & Stajkovic, 1994; Haarr,
1997).

Moreover, the social fragmentation has gone hand in hand with a decline
in police insularity. For identity binds as well as divides (see Oberweis &
Musheno, 1999). Minority officer organisations frequently work closely with
minority organisations outside law enforcement; to a lesser extent, female
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officers sometimes form organisational ties with women working in other
historically male professions. The National Center for Women and Policing,
for example, is part of Eleanor Smeal’s Feminist Majority Project.
Organisational alliances like this operate alongside, and help to foster, less
formal ties of affinity between minority cops and minority citizens, female
cops and women more broadly, and gays and lesbians inside and outside law
enforcement (see Barlow & Barlow, 2000). Both the formal, organisational
alliances and the less formal ties of affinity create channels for expanding
civilian involvement in the shaping and directing of law enforcement.

The growing, still far from complete acceptance of openly gay and lesbian
officers may contribute in a particularly powerful way to the social
realignment of law enforcement — in part by accelerating the fragmentation
of the police subculture, in part by creating new channels of communication
with groups outside of law enforcement, and in part by challenging the
endemic homophobia of law enforcement. There is good reason to think that
the suppression of homosexuality has played a central role in cementing police
solidarity, in part by rendering professional male-male partnerships sexually
unthreatening, and in part by helping to shape a whole, hyper-masculinised
professional ethos (see, for example, Harris, 2000; Messerschmidt, 1993). The
presence of openly gay and lesbian officers, particularly once they begin to rise
through the ranks, challenges the easy, taken-for-granted homophobia of law
enforcement, and all that it has helped to foster — the nominally desexualised
police workplace, the hyper-masculinised ethos of the profession, and the tacit
acceptance of extra-legal violence. All of that is on top of the ways in which
gay and lesbian officers, like minority officers and female officers, will help to
fragment the police subculture and to build identity-based bridges to groups
outside of law enforcement.

The clear weight of the evidence suggests that the diversification of
American police departments over the last four decades owes much to race-
conscious and gender-conscious affirmative action remedies, typically under
court order (see, for example, Sklansky, 2006a). Some of the most striking
evidence is the progress over time in particular departments. In Pittsburgh,
for example, the percentage of women officers went from 1% in 1975, when
court-ordered hiring quotas were imposed, to 27.2% in 1990, the highest
figure at the time for any large city in the nation. When the quota was lifted
in 1991, the female share of new hires plummeted from 50% (required under
the court order) to 8.5%, and by 2001 the percentage of women in the rank
of police officer had dropped to 22% and was continuing to decline.
(National Center for Women and Policing, 2003). The clear implication —
that court-ordered affirmative action has played a pivotal role in diversifying
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police departments — is confirmed by more sophisticated and broad ranging
statistical analyses of police hiring in the United States (see, for example,
Martin, 1991; McCrary, 2003). Because the statistics regarding gay and
lesbian officers are so paltry, it is more difficult to assess the role of lawsuits
here. Anecdotally, though, lawsuits appear to have played a significant role
in spurring departments to become more welcoming to, and tolerant of,
openly gay and lesbian cops, just as earlier lawsuits were pivotal in bringing
more race and gender diversity to policing (see, for example, Belkin &
McNichol, 2002; Hernandez, 1989).

All this gives reason to be concerned about the recent contraction of court-
ordered affirmative action in the United States. Turnover in police
departments is low — typically about 4% annually — so it takes many years
for changes in hiring practices to have their full effect on workforce
composition (see McCrary, 2003). With affirmative action increasingly under
fire in the United States, hiring and promotion quotas are often lifted before
the demographics of police forces are brought fully in line with the
communities they serve. Backsliding at that point is a real possibility — as
Pittsburgh discovered. The Pittsburgh experience serves as a warning about
what may happen elsewhere, and may in some respects already be
happening. The nationwide increase in the representation of women in large
police departments, for example, appears to have stalled since 1999, and the
percentage of officers who are female in these departments may have ticked
slightly downward (see National Center for Women and Policing, 2003).

The danger of losing ground in the gradual diversification of American
police forces has received less attention than it deserves. Part of the reason
may well be the Police Subculture Schema, which conditions us to see police
officers as fungible, police occupational norms as unchanging, and police
demographics as functionally irrelevant. Cognitive burn-in has made it
harder to see the dramatic though still incomplete ways in which the internal
dynamics of police forces have been transformed, and how much rides on
continuing that progress.

OVERLOOKED DANGERS:
POLICE MANAGERIALISM

The Police Subculture Schema focuses attention on the occupational norms
and practices of the police rank-and-file. Police leaders almost always start
their careers as patrol officers and work their way up the ranks, but by the
time they become managers, it is generally assumed, they are no longer part
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of the subculture. The police professionalism movement was predicated, in
part, on this assumption; much of the point of police professionalism was to
replace unwritten, rank-and-file norms with explicit rules imposed from
above. An influential study in the early 1980s argued that ‘management
cops’ have their own culture, separate and distinct from ‘street cop culture’.
But ‘management cop culture’ essentially consisted of a commitment to rules
and regulations and a faith in ‘the theories and practices of scientific
management and public administration’. In contrast, street cop culture was
a real culture, replete with socialisation practices, informal role assignments,
and an eclaborate set of unwritten maxims of conduct — ‘the cop’s code’.
(Reuss-Ianni & Ianni, 1983, pp. 257, 266). Not surprisingly, then, it is the
street cop culture, not the management cop culture, that has continued to
receive the lion’s share of the attention from scholars and reformers, and the
lion’s share of the blame for the weaknesses and pathologies of law
enforcement.

But alongside the social realignment within police forces, described above,
there is another cultural change brewing in law enforcement, and focusing
on the rank and file makes it harder to see. There has been a pronounced
shift towards managerialism in American policing, and the change is most
apparent in the command ranks.

The new managerialism of law enforcement has been driven in part by a
shift of policing responsibilities to the private sector, discussed more
extensively elsewhere in this book. Borrowing terms from Philip Selznick
(1969), Elizabeth Joh (2004, pp. 65-66) suggests that at bottom the difference
between private policing and public policing may be the difference between
‘management’ and ‘governance’ — between organisations that emphasise
‘efficiency and goal achievement’, and organisations that ‘take into account
broader values such as integrity, the accommodation of interests, and
morality’. Selznick developed this distinction in the course of an argument
for workplace democracy; he was part of a broad intellectual movement in
the late 1960s and early 1970s that saw workplaces as particularly promising
sites for participatory democracy. I discussed earlier the reasons why efforts
to extend that kind of thinking to policing proved largely abortive. The
frightening forms that police activism took in the late 1960s and early 1970s
dulled the appetite of scholars and reformers for bringing any kind of
participatory management to law enforcement. The idea was pretty much
dead by the end of the 1970s, and it has never really been revived.

In some respects, though, democratic values have been brought into the
internal operations of police workforces. Over the past three decades, police
departments have become heavily unionised, and police officers have been
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given, by statute and court decision, a robust range of due process
protections against adverse employment decisions. As we have seen, police
workforces are also far more diverse than they were 30 years ago, far less
monolithic, far less insular, and far more open to dissent and disagreement.

Police privatisation puts these gains at risk. In a recent, illuminating study
of a large Canadian security firm, George Rigakos (2002) found a workplace
marked by extraordinary efforts at monitoring, controlling, and disciplining
employees, and by levels of alienation and cynicism remarkable even in
comparison with what we have come to expect from public law enforcement
officers. There is no reason to think other security firms would look strikingly
different in these regards. It may be possible, of course, to bring public values
of employee due process and participatory decision-making to the private
security industry. The industry is currently the target of a major organising
campaign (see Greenhouse, 2006), and workplace democracy could be
imposed by statute on private security firms — just as on any other private
firm. At bottom, though, what a private security firm offers its customers is,
as Rigakos puts it, ‘a management system for hire’ (Rigakos, 2002, p. 148).
This will likely make public norms regarding the internal operation of police
forces the hardest to export to the private sector. Their internal operations —
overwhelmingly non-union, unburdened by civil service rules and ‘police
officers’ bills of rights’, relentlessly focused on efficiency and narrowly drawn
performance goals — are precisely what the private firms have to offer. It is
what distinguishes one firm from another, and what still, despite the spread of
public sector managerialism, most strongly distinguishes private policing as a
whole from public law enforcement. If the current trend towards police
privatisation has any single point, after all — other than retreating from a
collective commitment to egalitarian protection against illegal force — the
point is to escape, to circumvent, or to limit the domain of the organisational
styles associated with public law enforcement, and to move the internal
operations of policing some distance from governance towards management
(see Sklansky, 2006b).

Rather than serving as the model for private policing, public police
agencies may find themselves copying the strategies, rhetoric, and self-
conception of the private police — much as Henry Fielding’s Bow
Street Runners brought the entrepreneurial spirit of thief-taking to the
eighteenth-century London magistracy, and J. Edgar Hoover later mimicked
the marketing tactics of Alan Pinkerton (see Sklansky, 1999). Some police
departments may already be drifting in this direction, pulled along by the
mounting tendency for the public and private police to see themselves as
partners, ‘with similar goals but different approaches and spheres of
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influence’ (International Association of Chiefs of Police, 2004, p. 1; see also
Joh, 2004).

In principle, the expanding cooperation between public law enforcement
and the private security industry, and the growing feeling of affinity between
the two sectors, could facilitate a transfer of norms in either direction.
In practice, though, there is little evidence so far of private security firms
becoming more mindful of values beyond efficiency and the achievement of
narrowly-defined goals. It is easier to find signs of police departments
becoming more ‘managerial’, both in their practices and in their sense of
organisational mission. Probably the best example is Compstat, the
New York Police Department’s statistics-based system of performance
evaluations for mid-level supervisors, now emulated throughout the nation
(see, for example, Walsh & Vito, 2004). But the growing managerialism of
police departments is a much broader phenomenon (see, for example,
Garland, 2001; Loader, 1994; Wood, 2004). Even the ‘client-driven mandate’
of private security firms may be crossing over to the public sector: one of the
many plausible definitions of ‘community policing’ is ‘police treating a
neighbourhood the way a security guard treats a client property’ (Sherman,
1995, pp. 338-339). Police unions, with their guild instincts, may slow
the growth of managerialism in some public law enforcement agencies
(see Fleming & Lafferty, 2000; O’Malley & Hutchinson, 2005). But there are
signs that police unions, too, are beginning to adopt, out of necessity, the
rhetoric of managerialism (see McLaughlin & Murji, 2001).

None of this is unambiguously bad. Managerialism has its strengths.
Compstat, for example, may have contributed to New York City’s unusually
sharp decline in crime rates in the 1990s (see, for example, Moore & Braga,
2003; Walsh & Vito, 2004) — although this is very much a matter of debate
(see, for example, Levitt, 2004; Rosenfeld, Fornango, & Baumer, 2005). The
rapid spread of managerialism in public policing is cause for concern,
though, because of the way in which it threatens to supplant older — and
some newer — traditions of governance in public law enforcement with a
focus on efficiency and narrowly defined goal achievement. ‘Community
policing’, for example, has at times meant something quite different from
adopting the mindset of private security firms; it has meant reducing the
organisational insularity of participating police departments by opening new
channels of communication and cooperation with a variety of outside
groups, both governmental and nongovernmental. Officers in these depart-
ments have been forced, regularly and systematically, to confront and to
accommodate conflicting views of their mission and conflicting notions of
how best to balance liberty and security (see Thacher, 2001). They have been
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pushed away, in other words, from a single-minded focus on a narrow set of
performance goals; they have been driven from management towards
governance. It would be a mistake to overstate the extent of this trend in
public policing. But there is no corresponding trend whatsoever in the private
security industry.

A final caveat: there are grounds for strong scepticism about how strongly
the official ethos of a police organisation, public or private, shapes
the behaviour of officers out on the streets. Rigakos found that the private
security guards he studied thought and acted, in many respects, much like
public law enforcement officers engaged in similar work, and for much the
same reasons. Among private police, just as among public police, ‘conditions
of dependent uncertainty’, ‘status frustration’, and physical risk breed ‘a
strong occupational ethic of interdependence in the face of immediate or
impending dangers’ — ‘not unlike the occupational codes of public police
agencies’ (Rigakos, 2002, pp. 119-120).

That is exactly what the Police Subculture Schema would predict, of
course. It is one more piece of evidence that the schema retains considerable
explanatory power. But the grounds for concern about the Police Subculture
Schema have to do less with what it suggests than with what it obscures.
The problem with a burned-in image, even a good one, is what it prevents us
from seeing.
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CHAPTER 2

A DIALECTIC OF
ORGANISATIONAL AND
OCCUPATIONAL CULTURE

Peter K. Manning

ABSTRACT

This chapter maps the police occupational culture according to
configurations of organisational structure, career lines, interactional
patterns, and value conflicts. Organisational features of policing are
highlighted according to stratifications in the strategic import of different
modes of police work (inspectorial; bottom-entry socialisation, fact-rich/
information thin; secrecy suffused practices; risk-making and taking) and
a hierarchy of interactional segmentations among personnel (investiga-
tors, patrol officers, middle management, top-command). In these
segmentations of the police occupation, patterns of tension (indepen-
dence/dependence; autonomy/collective obligation; authority/lack of
authority, certainty/uncertainty) interlink with various exchanges and
reciprocities that unify the organisation. The organisational dynamics
take on a specific cast of meaning for individual officers according to the
officer’s position in one or another of the segments.
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INTRODUCTION

The core source of integration in modern industrial society is the
occupation, and the modes of coping manifested in occupations are the
most powerful windows into the workings of a democratic society. Since
many occupations now manifest their course within large bureaucratic
organisations, organisations, and occupations are a kind of crucible in
which expansion and contraction of power, a dialectic, takes place. The
argument of this chapter is that it is not beliefs or attitudes, or even a
‘culture’ that drives the dialectic; it is the practices that make work possible
within this organisation and its constraints.

The study of occupations and their cultures is the study of the emergence
of modern industrial societies in which complementarity of functions,
reciprocity, and equality interact. If one is to study modern occupations they
must be seen in organisational context, for there are few occupations not
entangled in a subtle and enmeshing bureaucratic web. This suggests that
occupations be studied as organisationally located. This means further that
named occupations have an ecological feature, a temporal organisation or
history, and a role structure that shapes the range of coping called a culture.
Van Maanen and Barley (1984), in a classic statement , argue that the study
of occupations in organisational context involves a description of several
features of organisations: ecology (their material, temporal and social
location); modes of interaction of the relevant segments of the occupations
based on role differentiation; and the ways in which these shape collective
understandings that are assembled in the name of the occupation as a
culture. In this way, action-choices of individuals, variations on group
practices, emerge. These features of organisational life interact with and
shape the cultures that arise.

The chapter begins with an overview of the five structural features of the
Anglo-American police organisation, discusses the role of careers in shaping
policing, summarises the conventional wisdom on the police occupational
culture, and then presents a scheme for analysis of the culture, both the
uniformed and investigator segments. The final section suggests a dialectic
between the organisational, occupational and individual forces that animate
police organisations.

Let us first consider the police in Van Maanen and Barley’s terms. The
police license and mandate expand and contract with political trends and
beliefs, not withstanding their masterful elevation of crime control as their
enduring lasting and requisite function. As the guardians of order, and
surrogates for deeper matters of trust and the sacred, the police do what
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others may not. Enabled to violate the law, they must act violently and
intrusively, shoot, maim, and kill. In this sense they violate the law daily
with impunity. They are also required to rationalise or justify the necessary —
what they have done. Action and deciding precede rationalisation.
Ironically, it would appear that by adopting the fagade of law enforcement
as their virtually exclusive job, they have been constrained to avoid direct
responsiveness to the often self-interested pressures of political interest
groups. They are of course neutral on the side of the current government.
As a tentative definition, I would suggest: the police in Anglo-American
societies, constituted of many diverse agencies, are authoritatively coordi-
nated legitimate organisations that stand ready to apply force up to and
including fatal force in specified political territories to sustain political
ordering.

While the police are an occupation within an organisation, policing is a
practice that takes place in the auspices of a police organisation. Police work
has naturally dramatic aspects because it is above all a performance to
sustain an impression of control. The drama persists because variation in the
quality of performances before others and pressures to mystify it conceal its
vicissitudes from others and smooth over mistakes and failures (Manning,
2003). These moves require a collection of ‘tricks of the trade’ that while
common, differentiate officers one from another. As is perhaps obvious, the
police at root hold out violence: they have an obligation to coerce, apply
violence when and if they deem it advisable and keep a jail. They must
always maintain a degree of social distance between themselves and those
they serve.! Without an understanding of the mandate granted to the police,
their oddly violent, vast range of powers, and court-based protections,
especially their success in defining their work as ‘crime control’ and being
granted virtually unlimited powers to pursue this nominally defined goal,
cannot be fathomed.

While there are many modes of adaptation to a mandate, what might be
called policing cultures, those arising from ad hoc and informal policing —
such as the historically venerated and undisciplined and unsupervised semi-
vocational Texas rangers (Klockars, 1985; Robinson, 2001; Samora, Bernal,
& Pena, 1979; Webb, 1935), policing associated with civil regulation and
inspection (Hawkins, 2003; Hutter, 1985), undercover, high policing and
‘homeland security’ (Brodeur, 1983, 1999; Marx, 1989), private contract
and proprietary policing (Shearing, 1992) (Forst & Manning, 1999), federal,
state and county policing using the criminal sanction, and local municipal
policing® — what is most studied is large city urban policing done by
patrol officers. There is, however, a growing body of research on policing in
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Anglo-American societies, some of which is comparative and some case-
focused (see Brogden & Nijhar, 2005).

Functionally, others police, or apply sanction to alter behaviour, but the
primary distinctive characteristic of the public police is that they employ the
criminal sanction and can thus via the district attorneys access the courts
and their sanctions with impunity. This facility is denied all other policing
occupations. Police organisations are held legally ‘accountable’ in a very
loose fashion. By accountable is meant that a rhetoric espousing
responsibility is required that is somewhat consistent with the mandate
claimed. The police organisation’s spokespersons have to be able to explain
police actions but their representations are not legally binding. What being
made accountable comes down to for the police is a requirement that they
give ‘institutional accounts’ or explanations for their actions. This claim and
its validation have little to do with everyday facts, even in a specific
circumstance, but rather tap broad public expectations and beliefs. These
expectations, varying as they do by class, race, and age, as well by
neighbourhood, make the police rather impervious to casual criticism.? The
extent to which police officers are individually accountable varies by state in
the United States, and most organised means of holding police agency
accountable to some written standards or policies are weak because most
localities grant wide powers and flexibility in line with local practices and
preferences.

The police organisation is constituted by several occupations and
specialties, and this makes cultural conflict between interacting groups
likely (Van Maanen & Barley, 1984). The police organisation employs
civilians (about 25% of the employees of local police organisations):
janitors, cooks, maintenance employees, clerks, secretaries, part-time, and
full-time expert consultants, lawyers and researchers, and other short-term
employees. These are called ‘civilians’ in the organisation to distinguish
them from sworn officers.

The expressed ideology of uniformed police occupational culture, that of
crime control, rapid and sometimes risky action, individualistic job
entrepreneurship, cynicism about the trustworthiness of citizens, and a
distrust of bureaucracy, supervision and ‘politics’, dominates the several
occupational groups within the organisation. This focus on the expressed
ideology of the patrol officer and one aspect of routine work has made the
analysis of policing-as-occupation — studies of the conventional occupa-
tional culture — superficial and misleadingly reductionistic. The concept of
occupational culture itself seems a tool for criticism rather than analysis
(Waddington, 1998). This conception has stripped the organisation of its
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politics and nuance, and its role in the field of municipal and local politics,
as well as its inter-organisational dynamics. It ignores the situated nature
of the work and its complexity (Manning, 2004), and overlooks the
administration and paperwork, constraints on action, and tensions between
the organisational reality and socially patterned individual commitments,
loyalties and careers. It echoes the false idea that top command (TC) are
semi-competent idealists, who have lost touch with the reality of policing as
seen from the front seat of a patrol car.

Most significantly for the argument made here, this roots the causes of
police practices entirely in attitudes towards the public, danger, rules,
citizens, without questioning the negotiated socio-organisational reality —
the politically organised, segmentalised organisations that are home to the
networks of power, sponsorship and tightly articulated bureaucratic rules
within which such matters are played out daily.

STRUCTURAL FEATURES OF ANGLO-AMERICAN
POLICE ORGANISATIONS THAT DIVIDE AND UNIFY
THE OCCUPATION

Policing as a practice is shaped by five structural features of police
organisations. These are traditional ways in which policing is done. The
features vary empirically from force to force, and the salience of one or the
other may vary by local political context. The first is the inspectorial strategy
of policing, which deploys a large number of low-ranking officers who are
ecologically dispersed to monitor and track citizens in the environment and
take complex, difficult decisions, usually alone, with minimal supervision
and/or review. The second is the localistic, common-level entry and
apprenticeship-training pattern of police. In the United States, most officers
serve their entire careers in one organisation, and only TC officers join as a
result of lateral mobility. Few rise above the initial rank of officer or
constable. In the UK, officers above superintendent are moved with
promotion and are required to have served in several constabularies as they
rise in the hierarchy. The third feature is that the police organisation is both
fact rich and information thin. Facts become information when placed in a
context and the police supply the several contexts. Despite the notion that
the police are information processors and knowledge workers (Ericson &
Haggerty, 1998), they actually work within a confusing, disorganised set of
information systems and caches, none of which are widely and generally
shared within the organisation (Manning, 2003) or with other policing
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organisations. The police mission, to penetrate and control problematic
environments, leads them to overemphasise secrecy and deception as mean
of achieving organisational ends. Police information consists in collections
of scraps of data, quasi-secret and secret intelligence files, an amalgam of
out-dated context-specific information, and a layered archaeology of
knowledge. Although secrecy is not the highest value amongst officers, it
is safe to say that the conditions under which information is shared (rarely)
are carefully observed. This secrecy is a fourth structural feature of policing.
The fifth structural feature is that police are risk takers and risk makers
(positive and negative consequences of high uncertainty). The police seek
risks in high-speed chases, arrests, raids, and other interventions, and act on
behalf of society in taking on risks. While the amplification of risk is a part
of the ideology, or belief system, the actuality of the risk remains, and it is
reproduced and claborated upon in the stories told (Waddington, 1998).
These features turn officers inward, away from the public, and laterally to
their colleagues for support.

Practices differentiate individual officers and serve to highlight other less
visible variations within the occupation. Practices are actions, ways of
doing, designed to carry out tasks and get work done. The core tasks
(individual acts) and routines (sequences of tasks) of policing are uncertain
and unpredictable as to their appearance and consequence. Officers share
assumptions about the nature of the work (risky, exciting, worthwhile,
‘clinical’ in nature), and operate in an environment perceived or created by
such work routines, and by codified definitions of relevant tasks. In urban
policing, the cynosure of ‘the job’ is ‘working the streets’, patrol response to
radio calls. Boredom, risk, and excitement oscillate unpredictably. The
technology, unrefined people-processing recipes (i.e. judgements of officers
working with little direct guidance), pattern work, and a rigid rank structure
officially organises authority. In many ways, it remains a kind of
entrepreneurial activity — lonely, undertaking tasks with uncertain outcomes
and dynamics, and largely self-defined as to its scope and intensity.

Policing is realised within a bureaucratic, rule-oriented, hierarchical
structure of command and control on the one hand, and a loose
confederation of colleagues on the other. The operation of these factors
stratifies and differentiates the organisation and partitions officers’
experience. Investigative work, specialised squads such as SWAT teams,
and staff functions such as internal affairs are much more skill based in that
they display to each other competence in their everyday work. Patrol
officers, however, rarely see the skill of other officers, although they may
hear about ‘cock-ups’ and successes, because they work alone generally and
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are ecologically dispersed, transferred from division to division and may
rotate shifts frequently. While the officer on the ground feels committed to
the job, it is in terms of the freedom to ‘work outside’, ‘be my own boss’,
work with people, and the security and short-term obligations typically
involved (20 plus years). The constraints and supervision and tedium are
structural — given meaning by the everyday choice of practices and
workload. The emotional attachment is more likely to be the job rather
than abstractions. As one rises in rank, rewards are attached to new mini-
and situated rhetorics — such as espousing service to the city, asserting
obligation to the community’s quality of life and the like — and to emotional
groundings in making policy-like decisions and ‘putting out fires’, fending
off and dealing with the media.

CAREERS

Career is a summative notion but unfolds one day at a time. A career,
stripped to bare minimum features, is a series of positions, or stages, a life
course, held over time by a social actor — an organisation, a group or a
person. It can be viewed subjectively, from the actors’ perspective,
objectively as a set of named positions or ranks, temporally or cross-
sectionally, and either individually or in cohort terms. The central feature of
the work career in modern industrialised society is that, it is the active link
between an individual’s paid work life, and the contours of the division of
labour. Movements occur within and across occupational careers. Occupa-
tional mobility has both a vertical dimension as measured by individual
movement between or within occupations, and horizontal movement within
an organisation, occupational category or grouping of similar occupations.
Occupations as entities also have careers and movements as exemplified by
the changed status of policing as a career in the past 35 years. Careers are
not merely individual pursuits or choices; they are much shaped by gender,
ethnicity and the market in which the career is enacted (industry, service, the
professions, pink, blue, or white collar).

Policing historically was and still is a stable, blue-collar manual job with
good pay, benefits, and early retirement potential. Perhaps because it lacks
the glamour of high-paying prestigious occupations, the shape and contours
of police careers have been little studied. The study of police careers, seen as
a longitudinal matter from the academy to termination (resignation, firing,
retirement or disability), has not yielded a rich harvest of insights. It has in
large part been ignored as a facet of the work and its politics. There is no full
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study of police careers using a large sample, nor any recent panel study
involving re-interviewing (Fielding, 1988; Van Maanen, 1975). Chan’s work
(Chan, 2001; Chan, Devery, & Doran, 2003) focuses on changes in attitudes
and to a lesser extent on practices, in the first years of the job. There are no
studies of the career lines of federal officers, even in the most important and
prestigious forces such as the FBI, DEA, and what is now called Homeland
Security as a result of the consolidation of customs and immigration, border
patrol and the coast guard. There are no studies of state police careers (there
are 49 state police forces). Chiefs’ biographies, such as those recently
published by Bratton, Gates, Moose and Stampfer, are very informative
albeit a bit self-aggrandising, while only two studies have focused on the
careers of chief constables (Reiner, 1991; Wall, 1998).*

Perhaps, this absent substance arises because the vast majority of its
practitioners do patrol work (some 60 plus per cent at any given time of the
entire organisation are in the patrol division) and serve at the same rank
throughout their careers.’ This pattern is reinforced by powerful unions that
defend seniority as a basis for advantage, suppress merit and competition as
bases for salaries, and shape the conditions of work. While they may move
from a top position in one city to another or from the second in command
spot to the TC spot in another organisation, in the United States there is no
systematic scheme for developing and training police officers beyond the
academy or the odd certification scheme. In the UK, the national approach
integrates training, promotion, and transfer from one constabulary to
another.

The police organisation is roiled from time to time by four forces that
alter this bottom-heavy, single-rank stasis. The first is reciprocated loyalty to
those above in the organisation and sponsorship that increases chances of
promotion or assignment to political niches that attract ambitious officers
(the chief’s office, Internal affairs), and special squads in current favour in
the organisation (the gang squad, SWAT teams). These loyalties become
either assets or liabilities in succession crises when the organisation is
temporarily decapitated and attempts are made to assert power by
competing cliques. The second force is a political career-shattering downward
or lateral move due to major ‘cock-ups’ and affairs that turn banana-shaped
or return to destroy the sender.When Superintendent Claiborne of the
Boston Police Department, an heir apparent to the job of chief super-
intendent (or chief in fact) failed to organise a fully manned and prepared
police response to a celebration that in time turned into a riot, he was
demoted to the training academy (generally seen as a ‘Siberia’);® another
Superintendent, Mr. Hussey, at the time acting chief (just under the
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commissioner and also the heir apparent to the role of commissioner), was
forced to resign and retire for similar failures in the demonstration after the
Red Sox victory over the American league villains the New York Yankees in
October 2003. These lateral-demotion moves are not always successful, such
as when a power base remains (the above-mentioned captain who returned
to command a district after a trip to Siberia). An additional example is
found when Charles Ramsey became chief in the Washington, DC
metropolitan force in 1998 and demoted an assistant chief. The assistant
Chief had sufficient power to find an office, furnish it and label his non-
existent task force as an inquiry into juvenile crime in the district. In other
ways, lateral transfer, such as movement of a patrol officer to a ‘desk job’, is
used to mark time and although seen as a punishment is not defined as such
by the union contract. A third is the rare inter-organisational transfer,
permitted in some states, from one to another specialised role in another
police organisation. Such transfers allow advancement without regard to
union-based considerations of seniority. A fourth career-changing con-
tingency also involves an organisational change or an advancement, as a
result of being hired in: the outside hire over one’s head. Big city chiefs are an
unusual and small group; they are increasingly appointed as a result of a
search and may be hired from ‘outside’.

The published research on police careers is thus an unsatisfying mosaic
that does not produce a definitive picture of the dynamics, diachronic
matters, nor correlates of achieving a given rank, role (a particular short-
term task force assignment) or organisational position (one not based on
rank, but a niche such as a computer repair man or driver for the chief’s
office). Little is known about investigators’ careers. They are both
organisational and inter-organisational as they encounter district attorneys
(and defence attorneys), investigators from other departments, city, state,
and federal, evidence technicians and forensic scientists and judges. This
‘politicking’ is necessary but viewed ambivalently within the department.
They are selected by political means and hold their positions in large part by
merit. Selection to a unit signifies that the person has the potential to be
trusted and loyal — a ‘team player’— and has investigative skills. Finally, like
the segmented officer, detectives live in a world that is gender and ethnically
biased in a dramatic fashion (Corsianos, 2003, 2004; Martinez, 1996; Simon,
1991). Females, African—Americans and/or Latinos are selected to enter a
white, male world. There is some indication that female detectives
experience the job differently, have innovated in detection styles and suffer
different sources and kinds of stress than their male counterparts
(Corsianos, 2003, 2004).”
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Several generalisations can be offered about police careers.

e Very few officers experience upward rank-based mobility.

e Most types of mobility in police organisations are horizontal. Some of
these are moves into special units (gang squad, dynamic entry team), some
are niches or favoured positions within the organisation that are
dependent more on skill than upon rank, or that maximise some sorts
of rewards (overtime, time off, prestige). These include a position in
research and development, an assignment to a task force as a cover for
other work. In the Washington DC department, a crime analysis unit was
in place, headed by a sergeant who had created a software program and
produced daily reports (this passed for analysis at that time). He was
deposed by a new leadership in crime analysis while on his annual leave,
and shifted out of the unit. The chief was developing a crisis management
centre in part for the coming inauguration, and the sergeant, using his
influence, was named the technical advisor to the new command centre.
The rewards sought vary by the niche.

e Transfers from one district or position to another are sought for any and
all of the following: convenience, workload variation (either more or less
work), action or finding a niche conforming to a person’s special skills or
interests (research, laboratories, property room, shooting range), political
advantage because of assignment to certain squads (homicide, SWAT)
that are fast tracks or essential to achieving higher rank or a sinecure in
which little or no police work is required.

e All mobility is patterned strongly by matters out of the hands of
individual officers — retirement rates, disability levels, attenuation due to
dismissals and firings, city budgets, and patronage patterns (more relevant
in strong major city governments such as Boston and Chicago and less so
in cities in the Far West).

e The complex dynamics of federal consent decrees, city politics, and
corruption shift ‘reformers’, females, and people of colour to the top (and
to the bottom) unexpectedly (see Sklansky, forthcoming).

e Lateral moves that do not alter the rank of the officer may be seen as
symbolic demotion (see above on the demotion to ‘Siberia’). These are
usually transfers from active crime focused units to training, totally
administrative or marginalised units.

Actively running a policing career is a series of gambles or bargains.
A second parallel and simultaneous career has advantages but also
associates officers with risks and associations that may not bode well for
a police career. A police career facilitates pursuing another parallel career
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such as repair work, construction, managing security in hotels or dealing in
real estate or insurance. It provides access to various forms of non-rank
reward — perks such as overtime, comp time for overtime worked as a favour
from a sergeant, assignment to paying police work called ‘details’ in Boston
(private contracts from sports franchises and contractors). In Washington
DC in the late seventies, a sergeant in the drug squad was running a real
estate business from his office, making calls, and showing houses to clients;
in Chicago, a sergeant in 1998 was head of security at two downtown hotels
at night while acting as head of a special hate crimes unit during the day. In
Boston, the overtime associated with the ‘details’, although technically
facilitated through the department (money is paid by contractors and sports
teams and laundered through the departments’ accounting office), is a very
lucrative second job, which covers bribes, corruption, and other illicit
opportunities. For some officers, designated by union contract, it is a source
of substantial wealth. Low-level temptations such as having another officer
sign in, using sick days on one job to facilitate the second job, asking the
contractor on site to sign for a ‘non-show’ or padding the number of people
present are routine forms of corruption. For TC, working on exit strategies,
typically the post-retirement job, involves cultivating private security firms,
or entering local politics (a striking number of ex-chiefs, for example, in
St. Louis, Houston, Minneapolis, and Portland, Oregon, have been elected
mayors). Kathleen O’Toole, commissioner of the Boston Department for
about 18 months in 2005-2006, had served previously as a member of the
Commission for the Reorganisation of Police Services in Northern Ireland
(the ‘Patten Commission’), and in late spring 2006, when she was offered the
job as inspector general for the Garda, the police service in Ireland, she
resigned and moved to Dublin.

In general, however, it can be said that prestige in the job flows to those
serving in specialised units, investigative work, especially homicide, and
positions most associated with crime control and crime suppression. The
track to a top rank usually involves passage through the favoured special
squad in the department such as the gang squad, juvenile squad or the
SWAT team, and always involves at least one or two positions within the
detective division. In most departments, skilled detectives are favoured for
higher spots, if not chief. The learned skills of policing as a patrol officer are
not transferable to other occupations or occupational clusters. In other
words, the low horizon of entrants, lack of upward mobility through the
work, little transferable skill, and modest educational attainment means that
the work is a calculated trade off between retirement security, a second part-
time job (and the possibility of overtime on the job) and the risks of the
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current work. Top managers are hired for management skills and for the
name recognition or local prestige, but very few officers achieve these ranks.

Policing (and policing careers) are anchored in the present and this
orientation shapes the way policing is seen over time. Careers of these kinds,
anchored in a bureaucratic organisation, produce commitments and side
bets (Becker, 1961) — structural constraints that limit the horizon, stifle
reforms and mitigate even modest change (see Herbert, 2006).® For example,
retirement pay in police departments is often based on the average of the last
few years on the job, so that quitting short of the retirement age is punitive.
Career lines and the organisational structure shape what is called the
occupational culture.

AN OVERVIEW OF STUDIES OF POLICE
OCCUPATIONAL CULTURE

The first public acknowledgement of the violence of policing, its potential
for corruption and veniality, was found in the National Commission on Law
Observance and Enforcement Report, Lawlessness in Law Enforcement
(called the Wickersham Report, 1931). This federally sponsored study found
widespread local police, corruption and violence. The classic studies in the
Chicago school tradition (Short, 1971) in which the connection of policing
and police officers to local politics was noted, also suggested that policing
was a political matter and linked to the local political climate. The idea of a
vibrant, forceful and abiding police occupational culture was set forth first
by William Westley (1970 [1951]). Westley did fieldwork in Gary, Indiana
sponsored by Joe Lohman (at the time the Sheriff of Cook County and a
University of Chicago graduate). Westley emphasised the ways in which
police defined their role in a rather grandiose and independent fashion and
combined violence with authority. These themes were amplified in Jerome
Skolnick’s (1966) original and creative fieldwork-based study, Justice
Without Trial. Justice Without Trial displayed a discourse in which ‘legal’
variables were contrasted with ‘extralegal variables’, which modified or
shaped outcomes. In the book, based on fieldwork in two Californian cities,
a combination of police authority, their sense of risk and their cultural and
social isolation was the principle explanatory operative for whatever kind of
justice was done by police ‘on the streets’ and ‘without trial’. The title was
a pun: his rather pained discussion of policing showed how little justice
was meted out. The Westley sketch, based on a small sample of officers in
a Midwestern city almost sixty years ago, often cited with reference to
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Skolnick, has become a synecdoche for the police organisation, its practices
and politics.” In these works there are no sergeants, no supervision, no
corrective bureaucratic rules that impede ‘doing the job’, and the street-level
hero or villain emerged.

This scholarly view has arisen because the visible and obvious aspect of
policing, the patrol officer’s practices, are easily cast as a synecdoche for the
organisation and its politics, its leadership and management, its policies and
practices, broader questions of the mandate, and all manner of intra- and
inter-organisational dynamics. The resultant academic, or should one say
the textbook treatment of the police occupational subculture is dispropor-
tionately influenced by a handful of studies of American or English
uniformed patrol officers serving in large urban areas, and it has been reified
in textbooks. Although rich ethnographic treatments of policing exist
(Banton, 1964; Bittner, 1990; Holdaway, 1983; Rubinstein, 1972; Simon,
1991; Van Maanen, 1974, 1988; Westley, 1970[1951]), the police are often
flattened, desiccated and displayed like insects pinned on a display board.
Since the police officers studied have in the past been very largely (90% or
more in most forces) white, working class origin males of modest
educational accomplishment, what has been described is a one time-slice
through one organisational level in handful of forces (those employing 500
or more officers for example). The best police ethnographies, discussed
below, are dated, most being done over thirty years ago. The idea has
unfortunately come to be used as a touchstone and nexus for explaining all
matters police (Crank, 1998; Paoline, 2003; Reiner, 2001). The police
organisation, occupation, and the changing demographic characteristics of
the entrants have been conflated into a caricature.

Certainly, observers have noted the differentiation and segmentalisation
of policing, using attitudes and/or role types (Terrill, Paoline, & Manning,
2003), conceptions of external publics (Reiner, 1991, pp. 117-121), disti-
nctive subcultures such as a ‘street cop culture’ and a ‘management culture’
(Punch, 1983), and they have also noted the conflicts within forces based
on ethnicity and gender (Foster, 2004; Martin, 1977; Miller, 1999). Interest
in interactional tactics is somewhat shaped by the recent popularity of
‘community policing’ (Bayley & Bittner, 1986; Mastrofski, Snipes, Parks, &
Maxwell, 2000). Research has seized on police—citizen interactions,
especially those involving coercion (1-5% of all interactions) and traffic
stops — one aspect of public policing — as fundamental to an understanding
of policing as a practice. It is unclear whether the tendency to use less force,
be more inclined to explain decisions to people, and be less concerned with
crime fighting as an abstract mission for policing is a function of ageing and



60 PETER K. MANNING

experience rather than the imposition of an ideology (Mastrofski, 2006).
Expressed value variations are based in part on task differentiation within
departments (Jermier, Slocum, Fry, & Gaines, 1991). Other social forces,
especially technology, management training, the law — coupled with
‘pressures to produce’, traffic ticket quotas and case clearances in detective
work — also impact the level of work and output. Some recent studies have
worked towards a generalised model of the patrol officer culture (Klinger,
1997; Paoline, 2003), while Janet Chan’s (1997) work is the most
theoretically informed effort at contrasting modes of deciding in police
organisations. She takes a complex Bourdicu-influenced perspective arguing
that policing is organised around various forms of knowledge and practice
shaped continuously by a habitus or way of being and doing.

Exceptions to this street level and micro-interactional focus, such as
Wilson’s (1968) early work, Sheingold’s (1991) sensitive analysis of the
politicisation of crime, Hunt and Magenau’s (1989) sketch of the role of the
chief, and Brown’s (1977) public administration-focused work, point to
the limits of other less broadly cast scholarship on police and policing. With
the focus centred on the occupation and its overt manifestations, the role of
structural constraints within the organisation and its place within a network
of power is little discussed (but see Hunt & Magenau, 1989). Police claim
they are disinterested and eschew, and even abhor politics, yet they are the
most deeply and profoundly political of organisations (Thacher, 2005). This
is because they enforce the law which is a political force, in part reflecting
elected interests and in part compromises with interest groups, lobbyists and
the media; it is because the top positions, certainly the chief, in the
department are appointed by the mayor (in the USA); and fundamentally, it
is because they are the most visible and powerful ‘face’ of city government
services. In ‘old fashioned’, party-based strong patronage cities such as
Boston and Chicago, the police are a central link in the political machine
that delivers city services to huge numbers of potential voters. As Skogan
(2006) observes, ‘[community policing is] a political program’ (p. 1).'

The most consistent emphasis in these studies of the occupational culture
is individualistic and reductionistic. It focuses on the attitudes and tactics of
the lower participants (LP), positing a fearful environment replete with and
redolent of risk, a sense of isolation and abandonment (in extreme, a feeling
of lack of support from the public), a basic distrust of people, and an
expressed sense that the work is complex and difficult — crime-focused
and crime-punctuated; that the authority of the officer is problematic
and negotiated often at great length, and that the ‘culture’ is masculine and
derived from working class ideas about manhood, sex and gender, and
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social relationships in general. The dramaturgical properties of ‘profiling’
and a resentful negative force make them an easy intaglio on which textbook
writers can further inscribe. In contrast, Waddington (1998) argues that
these attitudes are in fact a reversal of the everyday experience of officers,
who seldom make an arrest, are bored and lethargic during tedious periods
of time driving aimlessly through city streets and on motorways. They are
less than violent and certainly are not fearful. Waddington sees these as a
kind of flattering potted version of the work, tales told to each other and
social researchers, and calls such ideas not the occupational culture, but the
‘canteen culture’, an oral culture, a configuration of stories, successes and
miscues, cautionary tales and myths that arises from causal interactions at
meals, tea and coffee breaks, and parties and annual affairs such as
Christmas parties. Recall that the police canteen culture reflects the social
values of Anglo-American societies such as individualism, material success,
bias against various others (minorities, people of colour, women), and
preference for the company of others like themselves. It is particularly
shaped by local politics, situational pressures arising from issues in the
polity at large and media dramatisations of untoward incidents. This is a
very penetrating insight, and cries out for further specification. How do
beliefs, encapsulated in stories, shape practices?

Pointing out this narrowed vision of policing and its practices leaves aside
how it functions as a binding and organising account of the job, especially as
it is seen by patrol officers. It has tenacity and power. Steve Herbert’s (2006)
book, Citizens, Cops and Power, for example, presents a succinct summary
of how these ideas shape interactions with the public. The police
organisation is replete with individualistic, power-oriented actors who work
in isolation in large part, unsupervised and not directed to targets, goals, or
short-term objectives. Officers speak of good police work involving crime,
but this is individualistic, ad hoc and variously defined. It cannot be pointed
to as a thing — crime work can range from running plates and registrations,
towing cars away, noting garbage on the streets, or arresting crack dealers.
The police do not see ‘communities’, and eschew the term as a ‘buzz’ word.
They see only shifts, places, divisions, and patrol beats. Some of these
police-defined locales are not full of dangerous and violent criminals; the
villains are rather some sort of ‘bad apple’ whose families, religion, and
education have failed them. These are the people who should be identified,
coerced, controlled, and sanctioned. These moves are seen as restorative of
order. The police, in this view, according to Herbert (2006), see themselves
as a political professionals, isolated, and authorised as ‘agents of expulsion’
who need to relate to citizens primarily as sources of information ‘about
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those who need to be expelled’ (p. 95). This is a view that elevates the police
and sanctions their violence, denies any obligation to citizens, sees the
problem of crime as targeting hot spots, and controlling a few offenders with
whatever tools can be marshalled.!" What is missing from this portrait are
other aspects of police work — the short cuts to avoid work, overlooking
crime and disorder, the kindness shown daily to the mad, crazed, sad and
lost, the patience and tolerance of officers show to angry and misguided
complainants, and true regard for civil liberties and privacy.'?

SEGMENTATION OF THE POLICE OCCUPATION

What is called the occupational culture is not that but a set of routines,
practices, and other means for coping with the vicissitudes or uncertainties
arising routinely in the course of doing a paid named job. It is a
configuration of concerns rather than a thing (Shearing & Ericson, 1991).
The facets of interest are revealed in the practices that sustain the interaction
order (Goffman, 1983; Rawls, 1983): that which is the on-going means of
ordering interaction in situations. This interaction is not a culture. The
interaction order that emerges, one sequence at a time, is not a single reified
culture. The resultant thing called a culture is an artefact, an abstraction,
sediment of past interactions around which grows a core of meaning and
tradition to which members refer. It is a reflective and dialectic matter that
cannot be reduced to a minimal set of norms, values, or attitudes. An
occupational culture that arises and is sustained is a reduced, selective, and
task-based wversion or account (Mills, 1940) that includes a potted or
simplified history, some expressed traditions, etiquette and routines, rules
and principles that serve to buffer practitioners from contacts with the
public. It has an emotional aspect; it generates and reflects feelings that are
constituted and reconstituted in the work. A kind of lens on the world, it
highlights some aspects of the social and physical environment and omits or
minimises others. It generates stories, lore, and legends. The sources of the
conventionally expressed occupational culture are the repeated, well-
routinised tasks incumbent on the members, a technology, largely verbal
and interactional, that is variously direct or indirect in its effects (mediated
by the organisational structure within which the occupation is done), and
the reflexive aspects of talking about these doings. In this sense, an
occupational culture reflects not only what is done, how it should be (and
not) done, but also idealisations of the work. It summarises neatly the
complex set of interactions that are characteristic of police work.
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Rather than seizing upon attitudes, it is preferable to examine interactions
and practices. A segment is a group of people loosely bound by intense, face-
to-face interactions that are more concentrated with the specific network of
interactants than with others outside that network.'* In policing, the limits
on interaction are tightly drawn around rank, although some interaction
occurs laterally via sponsorship of protégés, political ties based on religion,
union membership, past links in the academy, partnerships and participa-
tion in special units and ad hoc task forces.

There are four primary segments found within the occupation based on
interaction. They vary in mode of selection or entry, the risks entailed, the
audiences they regard as significant, the rewards sought, and how they view
their authority.

The first is that of the LP or patrol officers, who work in response to calls
directed from 911 (999 in the UK), interact widely with the public, are
uniformed, heavily armed, equipped, and visible. They patrol in nominally
delineated police ‘beats’ or patrol areas rotating by shifts of days and hours
(4/10, working four days ten hours a day with three days off, or 5/8, working
five days for eight hours a day with two days off). This is the largest number
of officers and proportionally about 60% of the force. All enter here and few
rise above this rank and are firmly anchored here emotionally and
sociologically in terms of commitment. They view the risks as those of the
street, they value overtime, time off and work that is interesting. Their
audience, an almost exclusive significant audience, is their peers, and other
patrol officers, past or present. They view their authority as fundamental,
almost essentially individualistic, the job as ‘on the streets’.

The second segment is that of the middle managers. They are typically
appointed as a result of seniority, an exam and interviews. They supervise,
handle paperwork, complaints and evaluation, and advise officers about
problematic situations. They generally wear uniforms, usually without the
jacket as they work ‘inside’, and are provided with a uniform allowance.
Their claims for occupational prestige are aligned either up or down:
towards administrative officers or their colleagues ‘on the street’. Among
them a distinction gets made between the ‘station cats’ and the ‘Olympic
Torches’, sergeants who never venture out of the station, and those who
are out ‘chasing their men’ (Van Maanen, 1983). It is done in American
forces for the most part by white men in their forties. Few rise above this
position and fewer still have aspirations to command positions. These
officers view themselves as moderating and supervising the mistakes of
others, a locus of their risks. They are ‘middle-men’, the face of authority in
the organisation, and often face role conflict. Their authority is a blend of
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their personal charisma or reputation and their rank and its authority and
powers.

The third segment is “TC’ or higher administrators. These may be as few
as 1% of the organisation (in Boston, for example, the TC of super-
intendents under the chief constitutes about 1% of the total sworn and
civilian employees). They are selected by political processes which may
include the consultation of the mayor, city council, or a hiring committee
(in the USA). They typically have a network of power extending through the
organisation, and when this is absent, as with appointments from outside,
they may be weak leaders. They wear either uniforms or suits depending on
the occasion, rarely have direct contact with patrol officers and see
themselves in part at least as the representative of the organisation in local
and state politics. Their risks are both symbolic, shifts in the views of the
media and ‘public opinion’, and indirect such as corruption or a serious
violent or fatal incident that is well publicised. Their staff is composed of
ambitious young officers, civilian experts, consultants, and they are
surrounded with those who owe them personal loyalty. The job is at least
in part ‘politics’, the audiences both internal and external, the rewards
largely symbolic as the differences in pay between the TC and officers is
strikingly small.'*

Finally, the detectives or investigators are sufficiently isolated politically,
intellectually and symbolically to be considered a fourth segment. The
detective segment is omitted in conventional descriptions of the police
occupational culture, although several detailed monographs have been done
(Ericson, 1993; Innes, 2000; Lucas, 1973; Manning, 2004; Sanders, 1977).
Perhaps, the most detailed depiction of the work is done by a journalist
(Simon, 1991). Because investigative work is ordered by status distinctions
based on skill, interactions are squad and shift based rather than precinct
based, and are not based on rank. The work of detectives can be either
reactive or creative and proactive such as when they create a case against a
drug dealer. Detectives have higher status than patrol officers in the
department. They are information-processors who investigate, define, clear,
and otherwise manage the tension between ‘the case’ as their property
(Ericson, 1993) and the case as an organisational object of concern. While
carrying out these functions, the modern detective, at best, is a careful and
skilful bureaucrat who fits the organisational demands to ‘produce’ (clear
cases) with career aims and the extant detective (occupational) culture. The
role has changed considerably since World War II (Kuykendall, 1986).
Investigators are appointed as a result of an exam and interviews and are
usually known to officers in the detective units (several from the standard
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violent and property crimes units, vice/narcotics and special squads such as
sexual assault or hate crimes) prior to their appointment. They undergo
fairly brief ‘in house’ training but may be sent for special short courses
during the time they serve. Senior detectives in skilled positions, such as in
homicide, tend to have long tenure — twenty plus years. Their risks surround
mistakes in court (lies, poorly delivered testimony, embarrassment in court —
Corsianos, 1999) and with the media in ‘high profile’ cases (those involving a
known celebrity, high status white person or a child). They are highly
respected within the department, can be well known in the media and in
court, and regarded as clever and articulate. Their authority — and their
primary audience is their fellow investigators — in many ways is connected to
their interpersonal skills: their ability to extract confessions, work with
witnesses, and do their paperwork. As a skilled craftsperson, the detective
values ‘internal’ rewards — good work, a clean case, self-esteem — but also
enjoys flexible hours and movements (including often a car), overtime which
may be linked to court time, and media attention in big cases. They certainly
do not view the public as a fearsome ‘symbolic assailant’ (Skolnick’s term)
because they are utterly dependent on the public for information,
cooperation, witness appearances and good will, and they feel much less
isolated as their work brings them into many settings and places, and
makes them very likely to be given gifts, legitimate and illegitimate,
frequently by grateful citizens. They are also in a position to violate the trust
put in them.

There are tensions across and within segments because of their different
views of the rewards, audiences and purposes of the job. These are
suppressed and diminished by the expressed ideology shared by all: the job is
on the street. Within each of the segments are officers who are planning
changes and reforms, are upwardly mobile, and yet oppose the current
ruling cadre. Questions of succession in the organisation elevate the tensions
because although networks of support cross segments, the interests of the
segments are reflected in their leadership preferences and tensions within the
segment. In the recent succession crisis in Boston, two of the internal
candidates were divided on their approach to crime control. One was more
‘community oriented’ and the other a more crime-focused officer; in the end,
the mayor appointed a commissioner from outside the force who was
nationally known as an advocate of community policing. In Washington
DC, when Charles Ramsey became chief he brought in his own cadre of
civilian administrative people in research and planning, human resources,
and ‘quality control’, about 10-15 people from Chicago (CPD); these were
opposed in change by the past cadre surrounding the former chief. Tensions
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within are reflected in the envy of these ‘new people’ and in fears about
whether they would be promoted ahead of or favoured more in informal
power relations than the ‘old guard’. Tensions across segments are reflected
in the uncertainty of how the networks of sponsorship that run up, down,
and across ranks will be affected and who the new favoured officers might
be in the various segments. Since the new people were community policing
oriented, officers without alignment to any particular segment, but
nonetheless alert to issues of politics and advancement, were concerned
about their prospects. In general, police departments are divided by
‘philosophy’ in the sense of being divided into those who are ‘tough on
crime’ and favour active arrest-oriented practices, and those who are more
community oriented. These rough divisions cross the segments and unify
the organisation in one way and divide it in another. There are always those
who are in clique that oppose any organisation idea and are a conservative
resistance ensemble.

Turning to the matters revealed in practices, the axes of concern to police
revolve around questions of independence and autonomy on the one
hand and authority and certainty on the other. They can be seen as four
pairs: (A) independence—dependence, (B) autonomy-collective obligation,
(C) authority-lack of authority, and (D) uncertainty—certainty. They are
dynamic oppositions that take on significance from each other. These are
discussed here within the context of the four segments. The four pairs can be
aligned more generally: the first two concern tensions between individualism
and group obligations and the second two concern the locus of control
(internal vs. external). These tensions exist within and across segments,
binding and separating ranks, investigators and members of social units. As
I discuss below, these tensions are only partially effaced by the ideology of
policing, but more importantly they are reduced by gifts and reciprocity in
informal obligations. The axes of concern, which I call ‘themes’ in the
discussion below, are indicators of what people feel on the job as well as
their sentimental links to each other. Kai Erikson (1976, p. 83) argues that
‘people think or feel different things in the service of an overall pattern of
coordination. In the same sense that people contribute different skills and
abilities to the organisation of work, so they contribute different
temperaments and outlooks to the organisation of sensibility’.

The occupational culture in some ways is a configuration of practices and
exchanges that are more or less salient from time to time. The primary
exchanges that unite are (a) between officers in the uniformed segment and
investigators in specialised units, (b) between sergeants and patrol officers,
and (c) between middle management (MM) and top command. An outline
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of these interactive exchanges is indexed by a few examples taken from my
field notes.

1. When patrol officers work together in a precinct or division, they defer to
each others’ skills in respect to negotiation (domestic violence calls Davis,
1983), arrests (Walsh, 1986), back-up, and tacit understandings about
how calls will be reported (Manning, 2004). This means that trust must
be displayed in the follow-up of any sequence of action, and if reciprocity
is not observed, the officer becomes isolated. This is an exchange that
unites the segment.

2. When drug officers need a patrol unit to appear (depending on
departmental policy), it is considered something of a favour to the
narcotics/vice officers because there is no direct reward for protecting the
scene while a long search goes on, watching prisoners that are not
uniformed officers’ arrests (no credit is given to them), looking on when a
shift change takes place and no overtime is given whilst waiting to be
relieved, and in general acting more less as symbolic figures. However,
officers who are interested in drugs, cultivating informants, and learning
the craft are informally rewarded by their involvement in raids — the
proximity, idle gossip and chitchat as they wait. This exchange of favours
unites the uniformed and the specialised investigative units.

3. Sergeants rely on officers to avoid trouble, and reward them with time
off, ‘comp time’, tolerance for missed roll calls, and overlooking errors of
commission and omission such as failing to finish paperwork on drug
cases, keeping money advanced in spite of a failed ‘buy-bust’, and other
bad behaviour that leads to citizens’ complaints. Officers in turn overlook
sergeants’ behaviour like drinking on the job. This unites the MM and
the officers.

4. Officers and MM keep many complaints to themselves in the course of
work, only to release them in ‘times out’ — parties with drinking and
celebration — in which it is acceptable to violate the tacit rules about not
responding to indignities, errors and insults by ranking officers. This
unites MM and the officers they supervise.

5. Units without reciprocity, or something to give, are further isolated.
Community police officers in Lansing, Michigan, were never told of drug
raids in their areas, and citizens would respond in frustration telling the
CP officers they were supposed to be in ‘partnership’ with the community
and tell them in advance of such raids. However, when citizens become
directly involved in actions to control or prevent drug dealing (Lyons,
1996, pp. 80-85) they are shunned and forced to desist. They have, in this
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sense, nothing to offer the police. This absence of reciprocity between
police and the public contrasts with the inter-organisational reciprocity,
which is rewarded as shown above in item 2 of this list.

6. When TC deals with the officers as a segment, they must see the entire
matter as a bargain with the union; any change means a concession of
some kind to union conditions of work. This unites TC and middle
management.

7. Very little direct exchange unites TC and officers and this relationship
shows the greatest social distance, ambivalence, and animosity. This is
revealed in situations in which officers are alleged to have acted badly —
carried out a chase with a fatal consequence, beat up or shot someone,
especially an unarmed person, or colluded to frame someone or conceal
evidence. In these cases, TC almost automatically transfers the officer(s),
puts them on leave or on leave without pay, and in general acts first and
asks questions later. In departments with strong unions or officers’
federations, the unions step up to protest, criticise the chief publicly and
issue press releases.

Each of these illustrates tensions between individualism and group
obligations of various kinds. The tensions, however, are meaningful only
situationally, and during the ‘as and when’ of their relevance to the
undertaking at hand. These concerns come in and out of salience and are
not fixed possessions or features of individual actors. They exist and
circulate in a network of signification and telling, not in people’s heads or
their attitudes. Their dynamic relationship surfaces primarily in crises in
which the veneer of authority is shattered, the public performance is
threatened or collapses, or the officer is embarrassed or fails to fill role
requirements. In these situations, the officer reflects, and draws on the
‘occupational perspective’ for support and clarification. The residual of
these encounters and their ambiguous outcomes is the basis for the narrative
or story telling that reinforces and renews the coping-culture. It is not a
constant, but a variable. Let us now consider the more detailed
configuration of these pairs by segment.

Lower Participants

Lower participants (the LP segment) generally emphasise their dependence,
autonomy, authority, and uncertainty. The uniformed officer works using
his or her body in an uncertain environment where choice, action, and
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decision are emphasised, where the veneer of objectively guided decision-
making is essential, and where an often tenuous authority must frequently
be asserted with strangers in public. The officer is routinely dependent on
fellow officers and the public to maintain a credible performance, combining
authoritative assertions and action, yet the occupation emphasises
autonomy. Working class culture, from which most police are recruited,
supplies the most frequently noted emblems or symbols that collapse
attitudes and practices into valuations of action characterising policing.
Thus, emphases upon individual control of situations, toughness,
machismo, hedonism, deprecation of paperwork and abstraction, concrete
language and description, are ‘imported’ working class emphases that shade
practices. Officers ‘at the coal face’ or ‘on the street’ appear to exchange a
degree of organisational autonomy to maintain a working class style. The
four axes of concern for the LP can be clustered into two metathemes:
metatheme 1 is ‘the job’, an index of the interrelated themes of (job)
dependency and autonomy; metatheme 2 is ‘real police work’, an index
combining authority and uncertainty in relationships with the public. It is
important to note that these are glossed by use so that either side of the
worrying tension can be expressed failures to control and to be caught up in
a situation that has an odd, amusing or disastrous outcome or one that is
exemplary in its features and outcomes. Either or both can be called ‘good
police work’ as it includes and encompasses both.

The Middle Management Segment

This segment (MM) is composed of officers in the rank of sergeant,
lieutenant, inspector, chief inspector and superintendent or their equiva-
lents. They are quasi-managers. Technological developments make manage-
ment skill a likely consideration for promotion — attending night school for
an MBA, for example, rather than seeking a law degree — although a degree
is considered entirely secondary to political, sponsorship, reputation, and
character. Computer-assisted dispatch, management information systems,
computer-based records, and crime analysis applications have altered their
workloads (although they have not necessarily increased them).'®> Organisa-
tional politics, both of careers and of the TC, is a keen interest and concern
of middle managers. Symbolically located between command and other
officers, they must adapt to organisational realities. They rarely earn
overtime, and work shifts if not assigned to staff positions. The MM officers
emphasise independence and collective obligations to form metatheme 3,
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namely ‘politics’ (of the job or the occupation, oriented partially to internal
and partially to external audiences), while the twin themes of authority and
certainty (the need to control contingencies through supervision) are
clustered as a metatheme 4, which is ‘management’.

The Top Command

This segment (TC) is composed of officers above the rank of superintendent
(or commander) including chief, and deputy chief or assistant chief. Their
speech and manner often emulate those they admire in the business world.
They have options in dress — full or partial uniform, business suit, or casual
wear, and some have adopted the term police ‘CEO’, mimicking business
practice, and make reference to ‘changing the way we do business’. Much of
their work is ‘fire-fighting’: managing mini-disasters such as severe known
(as opposed to those unknown, unreported to the department, or unknown
to the media) public beatings, fatal shootings, crashes after high-speed
chases, and periodic peaks in recorded homicides. In theory, they make
‘policy’ decisions, or at least consider issues enduring beyond the end of a
shift or a day’s work, yet there is little written policy in police departments;
TC avoid written plans, policies, and even detailed budgets because of their
situational and immediate view of the work and their need to avoid crises
with the patrol segment. Union and civil service constraints limit their
options to transfer and fire. The administrative cadre is dependent on the
good will and discretion of officers, because ‘working the streets’ produces
most of the known public scandals, media amplified incidents and political
controversies. The tensions of the work that dominate the LP segment
remain surprisingly salient: they function as a ground against which the
‘perks’, rewards and intrinsic satisfactions of command are seen. Some TC
still think of themselves as ‘good police officers’, and emphasise their ‘street
smarts’, ‘toughness’, or past crime-fighting successes, rather than their
administrative skills, wisdom as ‘people managers’, or their educational
achievements. Command officers’ views of policing are reflexive, because
they are obligated to manage the consequences of decisions made by others.
They must ‘read off” these value axes and metathemes to understand and
interpret police work. Command officers emphasise that they manage the
dependence and autonomy issues that LP label ‘the job’ and middle
managers call ‘office politics’. Top administrative officers also emphasise the
‘politics’ and ‘management’ themes of middle management. The refracted
value tensions of LP and managers are an element of the command
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segment’s work. One metatheme here, metatheme 5, is called ‘managing the
job’. They see their work bearing external responsibility, being accountable,
while being dependent on LP. The second metatheme here, metatheme 6,
‘policing as politics’, glosses command responsibility. Command officers
emphasise ‘management’ rather than ‘the job’, and view police management
as paperwork and coping with and managing the LP’ subculture. When a
strong union exists, it is the union that provides the face of battle and a
constant source of criticism for failing to ‘back up the officers’, bowing to
public opinion, being too ‘political’. Uncertainty reappears, although for
these administrators, uncertainty focuses on their weak authority in the
context of dependence upon the discretion (in both senses of the word), and
competence of the LP. Finally, it appears that they combine two
metathemes of other segments into a single idea: combining the MM
metathemes of ‘management’ and ‘politics’, into one that might be called
‘policing as democratic politics’. In some ways, TC would like to position
themselves as leaders who protect their ‘troops’ while acting as skilful
political community actors, and acting internally as wise bureaucrats. This
formulation glosses their interest in sustaining and amplifying the political
power and independence of the police in the criminal justice system and
dramatises and displays the role of police in both the local and occasionally
the national political system. Policing as democratic politics implies
sensitivity to the encumbrances and political implications of policing. This
is not easy to carry off. In the United States, police define their obligations
as ‘law enforcement’ which is stripped of political meaning, and refuse to
comment on matters they deem to be political, i.e. not to do with crime
narrowly construed.

The Investigative Segment“

The detective or investigator stands in contrast to the visible, well-known
uniformed patrol officer. Independence—dependence, autonomy-collective
obligation’ authority and its absence, and uncertainty also suffuse detective
work. Investigative officers are, however, much more independent of
the organisation than other officers. They are dependent on their
investigative colleagues and to a lesser degree the public, but view
themselves as independent operators: skilled artisans and puzzle-solvers.
However, they are profoundly dependent upon their partners for joint work
and the division of labour that emerges over time, and on witnesses and
those willing or not to testify in court. The detective has autonomy because
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the hours are flexible hours, the work load is episodic and uneven according
to day of the week, month, and season of the year, and is guided by the
officer’s own energies and imagination, his or her current case load, and
pressures to produce clearances. Skills are validated in outcomes, a little-
present matter for patrol officers in the United States, although they are
monitored in the UK. Paperwork and interviewing skills are admired and
required, even though paperwork is viewed ambivalently and usually
disdained. The acknowledged skill of officers is validated by others within
and outside the unit — while skill varies among detectives, the stratification
system (respect given to each other) within a unit is generally well known and
shared. This reduces the uncertainty of ‘respect’ and authority, which remain
the burdens of working patrol officers. By working a case well, detectives
mean manifesting and displaying ‘flair’, or imagination in anticipating what
might go wrong; dealing with a problem in the event creatively, or
constructing the right story or paperwork that puts the proper ‘spin’ on the
events reported. Flair connotes the aesthetics and prosody one brings to the
vicissitudes of the work. The authority of the investigator is far less
problematic than it would be for a patrol officer or TC: the skills manifested
are demonstrated and validated by colleagues, compliance of victims
and witnesses is generally high and the suspects are seen as dangerous and
unwanted, and the work arises, except in drugs, as a result of a complaint and
a victim — although Ericson, however, sees detective work as also ‘making
crime’, in part because by defining the case, its victims, suspects, evidence and
relevant contingencies as their ‘property’ investigators constrain the contra-
dictions implicit in many crimes and make unreviewed decisions about the
suspects, the evidence, and who is the victim, and in the end manipulate the
criminal justice system, magistrates, judges, district attorneys, to their
advantage in rather devious fashion (Ericson, 1993, pp. 211-213). The
uncertainty that is shared by investigators arises from cases that present
various degrees of ‘trouble’ in so far as victims, witnesses and evidence can all
go missing, be misplaced or leave. All are problematic to manage. It is
assumed that things will go wrong: witnesses will disappear or recant
testimony, evidence will be overlooked or contaminated, interrogations will
go badly, and errors in procedure will arise (see Simon, 1991, pp. 195-220).
How well these are handled is the basis for prestige within the occupation.
Because there is agreement about the work, it is visible to other investigators,
and the rankings by skill are agreed upon, there is less conflict about the job
and the standards to be applied to it. Metathemes unify in the face of
contradictions, and do not seem to be present among those in the investigator
segment.
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A DIALECTIC EXCURSION

The police organisation shapes policing practices and the careers possible.
While the police present themselves as operating in the military model of a
disciplined, directed, commanded, carefully nuanced machine to apply force
across situations as needed, the organisation is a fairly loosely coupled one
in which divisions, special units (SWAT team, tactical or ‘tact’ squad,
hostage rescue, juvenile or gang squad), segments within (LP, MM, TC, and
detectives), and networks that cross the segments and integrate them all
interact according to here and now assessments of what is required to
sustain order as they variously define it. Occasionally, operations, proactive
sweeps, crackdowns, or moral panics about particular crimes, notably
homicide, bring a focus on policing activities, typically around a place or an
activity. There is little or no ‘problem-solving’, and lack of quick here and
now deciding is generally criticised throughout the organisation (see Eck,
2006). This interaction between patrol duties, specialised actions, and
policy-driven activities leads to what Herbert accurately (and in an
understatement) calls ‘bureaucratic disarray’ (Herbert, 2006, pp. 101-106).
The disarray comes because there is a deep and profound contradiction
between running a police department in terms of situationally justified
actions and the rule-guided, routinised, compression of expectations that
characterises bureaux in the modern, industrialised world. Police work has a
polar quality — it can go very badly, easily, or be amazingly banal and
routine. Because officers view the organisation as a mock bureaucracy,
capricious, unpredictable and punitive, rather than democratic and fair, they
feel at risk from the internal machinations of politics, supervision, policies,
and uncertain events or incidents. They are bound together by shared
practices and torn apart situationally. This repeated uncertainty gives rise to
the tricks of the trade. The conventional view of the occupational culture
within the police organisation overlooks the complexity of the work and the
individualistic solutions that have been developed on the ground to deal
with contingencies. The practices of officers create islands of individual
control that contradict rule-based modes of organisational control. Through
their practices they make substantial efforts to create autonomy.

The practices are the work; the organisation is the abstraction that shapes
and constrains them. A fine range of variations in practices that have been
discovered ethnographically is available. Consider these

e Officers when dispatched to calls will jump them to get ‘good calls’
regardless of their area or present assignments (Van Maanen, 1988, p. 60).
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e Officers will call to accept a call after they are on the way to shorten the
official response time (Van Maanen, 1988, p. 60ff).

e Officers swarm to certain calls that seem promising, and/or ‘swing by to
check on a colleague’ if they are concerned about the call (Van Maanen,
1988, p. 109).

e Officers will develop their own métier or specialty. Herbert (2006, p. 105)
reports an officer who sat by a gas station, watched the drivers and cars,
and ran plates to find citizens driving with suspended licenses (a ticketing
and towing offence in Seattle), outstanding warrants or cars on the stolen
list. Fielding (1988) reports similar patterns learned by emulating the field
training officer with whom one worked.

e ‘Running plates’ in areas that constitute the boundaries of city — a
function that both keeps up the numbers and produces ‘profiling’ since the
selection of vehicles and drivers is not random: it disproportionately
includes people of colour (Meehan & Ponder, 2002a, 2002b).

e Officers convert technology to their own uses and may sabotage it as a
mode of rebellion, stating their autonomy, or both (Manning, 2003, p. 157).
These include such things as turning off the video camera or microphone
(or both) in a car, using the radar gun to warn of the appearance of a
sergeant when an officer is sleeping, dismantling the seat belt so that the
buzzer or light does not come on, driving under bridges or into ‘dead spots’
to truncate the radio signal or a transponder in the car (p. 155).

Officers manage threats to their authority in a variety of ways: by threats
in advance (I will have to lock you up, or, we can discuss this here or at the
station); by lies; by giving motorists a chance to apologise so that they will
cop a plea (accept the guilt and responsibility); acquiescing by and large to
the requests of the complainant in situations of conflict (more so in
misdemeanour than in felon offences) (Black & Reiss, 1970; Mastrofski
et al., 2000) and simple things like leaving the lights on to blind the driver
while he waits for the officer to use the MDT (mobile data terminal) to
check on the driver, car, insurance, and registration.

These tactics are not a product of beliefs but of pragmatic practices that
work over time. It is these practices that reflect the segmentalised work and
its contingencies. The accounts of police occupational culture in Crank
(1998) and Reiner (2001), for example, put the emphasis on beliefs and
attitudes, and see culture as a coherent, integrated whole based on value
agreement and consensus. My view is that these explanations are vague
surrogates for shared exchanges and practices that bind the segments and
separate them within an organisational context. The practices are what
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sustains the segments, and the organisational context, by which I mean the
distribution of power within, is what binds them in a constraining fashion. It
is their ecology and modes of interaction which I call here practises that bind
them (see Van Maanen & Barley, 1984).

Specialisation (within the uniform division and within the organisation at

large) adds another level of organisational constraint on the practices
viewed as the occupational culture. Consider these matters of local practice
that were carried out within specialised units.

One officer in a Metro division decided that he would try out all the tools
he knew on his cases: working an informant; hand to hand buys; search
warrants and raids; surveillance; ‘hot busts’ (eye-balling and swooping in
and arresting open-air drug dealing places). No supervision altered his
practices, even though a sergeant has to sign off on any affidavit for a
search warrant.

One unit in Motor City worked a place where drug dealing and
prostitution were known to take place; the officers, if they needed
overtime or court time (a result of an arrest), would drive over to the
‘Good Times Motel’, ask the prostitutes who was dealing and in what
room and then go up and knock on the door and rush in making an arrest
and perhaps a seize of drugs and or money (personal communication,
Sean Varano, 13th July 2006). The record would show arrests, seizures
and ‘activity’.

In one Michigan city (called Tanqueray in another work: Manning, 2003),
a gang squad was formed in 1998 because of complaints made to the
mayor. In a focus group, the officers on the squad could not name a local
gang, its location, or any descriptive aspects, but said gangs were a
problem and they were heavily involved in surveillance and evidence
gathering.

Community police officers in West Seattle were seen as not doing a job
since they were not answering calls nor making arrests. They created a hot
spot policing unit to serve search warrants and make dynamic entries, and
thus emulate the uniform patrols and the SWAT team. Like weed and
seed efforts generally, there is no seeding, only weeding (Herbert, 2006,
pp. 1-2). A similar organisational move was made in a Midwestern US
city I called “Western’, where community police officers were rotated into
a squad that made arrests, planned little operations, and were crime
focused (Manning, 2003, p. 198).

These are examples of the ways in which officers create a distance from

the formal authority structure. The practices create uncertainty for MM and
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TC and thus are a source of power for the LP beyond the particular
practices in which they engage. On the other hand, the organisation acts as a
buffer for the street officers. What has been too little emphasised is that the
police organisation creates, maintains, sustains, and protects the deep myths
of the job and the everyday practices that remain in its visible presence.
Paoline (2003), for example, argues that the shape of the occupational
culture reproduces itself in organisations and, thus, gives primacy to the
occupation over the organisation rather than seeing it as dialectic (p. 209).
Van Maanen and Barley (1984) suggest a mode of adaptation within
organisations to the contours of occupational culture, but this is just one
side of the dialectic.

What has been argued previously is that the organisation encodes the
environment such that noise and equivocations are erased (Manning, 2004).
The organisation sees, responds to and reifies what is brought to ‘its
attention’. Herbert’s fine study of community and police relations in West
Seattle shows how frustrated citizens are with the ways in which the 911
system puts them off: will not process calls; does not yield response; and
when they try in writing, letters disappear into the bureaucratic maw. This is
in middle-class neighbourhoods; in lower class areas and in housing estates
police either do not respond at all, or respond proactively and aggressively;
they can be relied upon to suppress crime in activist ways (Stotland, 2001;
Venkatesh, 1998). This permits officers to withdraw, lay low or respond as
they choose (see Paoline, 2003). The organisation resists penetration except
when the formulaic call and response is uttered; calls are screened, filtered,
defined, and redefined in terms of the organisational code (that which
incidents can be seen as); officers filter and screen their calls shifting and
attending as they choose. The result is differential by areas of the city, by the
content of the call and the working premises of the officer. The insulation of
the officer in the car from the demands and concerns of the citizen is
consummate unless the officer chooses to do otherwise.

CONCLUSION

Studying occupations in the division of labour requires an examination of
the organisation in which they are located: their ecology, material
constraints, interaction patterns and collective understandings. The police
are significant in the modern division of labour not only because they
represent order and ordering, but also because they are a primary
redistributive mechanism — they alter the fates of millions of people every
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year in a significant fashion. In police practices one sees axes of concern, a
tension between independence—dependence, autonomy-collective obligation,
authority-lack of authority, and uncertainty—certainty. They are paired and
dynamic oppositions that take significance from each other. Officers within
the four segments must balance over time the four oppositions. While the
individualism/group oppositions and the locus of control oppositions are
salient across all segments, each segment adds a connotation or metatheme
to the oppositions and in effect ‘relabels’ them. In the LP segment, the
oppositions are a contrasting set, ‘the job’ and ‘real police work’; in the MM
segment they become ‘politics’ and ‘management’; in the TC they become
‘managing the job’ and ‘policing as democratic policing’. Think of these in
yet another way: while the LP see the contrast between the individual officer
and the group or occupation as ‘the job’, MM see these tensions as doing
‘politics’ and the TC see it as ‘managing the job’. To continue this contrast,
the second set of oppositions, locus of control, is seen by the LP as how to
do the job right or ‘real police work’; the MM see it as ‘management’; TC
see it as bridging internal and external audiences for their work — ‘policing as
democratic policing’. All of these, in sum, are variously layered, emotional,
and sentimentally sourced labels for on-going activities. These are tensions
in the culture, while the practices are ways of making distance between the
segments and the organisation as a political weapon of the most powerful
members of the occupation. Resolutions via practice may have lasting
importance in shaping the ‘tricks of the trade’, or what is done to maintain
autonomy and distance from review and supervision within the organisa-
tion. In many respects, the bargain is between a loose connection to the
organisation in some respects (how one works the streets or cases; how one
deals with anomalies) in exchange for the occasional crackdown,
disciplinary sweep, rash of transfers or demotions based on the fagade of
bureaucratic rules. Power inheres in the ways in which command deals with
exceptions, not with the routines of the work.

The irony of looking more closely at what officers do is that they act in
such a way in situations that their decision-making balances the rational
legal bureaucracy and its public face with the personalistic day-to-day work
that is policing. If the expectation of police is that they should reflect the
broader societies and cultures in which they work, observations suggest that
they do. Finally, the police are not the source of order; they deal with
failures — hence the depressive quality of police discourse and the cynicism
displayed in public pronouncements. The uncertainties with which they deal
are endemic, not subject to police modification, and perversely salient —
hence their dramatic role.
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NOTES

1. This is why I argued that ‘community policing’ can never fundamentally reduce
a degree of necessary social distance, ‘serve’ a client, be true and full ‘partners’ with
any community nor give up the obligation to intervene regardless of conventional
social constraints (Manning, 1997). Neither can policing be a business, or judged
properly by ‘business’ standards of profit and loss because unlike a market-based
business, public cannot refuse to support the police through taxation, are always
subject to coercion regardless of their current attitude or disposition, and cannot
refuse the ‘services’ rendered. The police and the community do share values and are
not always in fundamental opposition. What might be called the ‘reserve clause’ that
grants police in the event almost endless levels of force to produce a desired outcome,
means that they will always in potential maintain and exercise distance and
autonomy from the wishes of some segments of the public.

2. The commonwealth of Massachusetts has no less than 351 separate police
forces. These forces are small, locally funded, and the officers have no arrest powers
beyond their own jurisdictions. These organisations remain a shadow of the early
revolutionary idea of limited governmental power. There are also miscellaneous state
and specialised state agencies. The environmental police in the Commonwealth
watch over alligators, plovers, and endangered species.

3. Here, I have reference to the group threat thesis as explicated by Weitzer and
Tuch (2006). The dominant group tends to identify with the ‘forces of law and order’
as they were called in the late 1960s, the police in particular — see them as defending
their interests against the threats of crime and against minorities perceived as
threats — while minorities are more critical, dubious, and distrustful of the police in
general. All groups, however, in national surveys, believe that the primary job of the
police is crime control, and this perception is the basis for their evaluation of the
police as an organisation. The data of Weitzer and Tuch, gained from national
surveys and local interviews in Washington DC neighbourhoods, show that Hispanics
and blacks, in part a result of their own experiences and those of the people they
know, see greater corruption and violence as a feature of policing. Not only are whites
more positive about policing in general, they also deny the existence of extensive
corruption and are generally unmoved by reported media-amplified events.

4. These men (at that time, no women had reached chief constable rank) have
achieved very high rank in a small number of organisations (53 in the UK since the
late 1960s). The studies suggest some basic biographical facts. They are on the one
hand exceptional, and on the other are non-exceptional when compared to other
police officers of their era. They share class origins, modest initial ambitions,
sponsorship and protection by those ‘above them’ and a definition of and
understanding of what the job requires. In this respect, they are not unlike the
physicians studied by Oswald Hall (1948, 1949) more than 50 years ago.

5. The politics that have sustained this local career pattern have never been
challenged in the United States, but alternative schemes were adopted in India and
tried for a time in the United Kingdom after World War II. The United Kingdom
experimented for some years with a plan called the Trenchard scheme after a British
air marshall. This plan permitted officers to enter as inspectors (lieutenants) or
‘gazetted officers’ thus bypassing the ranks of constable and sergeant. It was
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abandoned although various efforts to create a ‘fast track’ or accelerated plans for
those aspiring to officer rank remain in place, facilitated by the National Police
College at Bramshill. These schemes have never affected more than a handful of
officers. Only chiefs in very large American cities or British Constabularies, typically
very visible and active media figures, operate in a national or rarely in an
international career system. The changing schemes, the absence of large numbers of
graduates and shifting organisational responsibilities for training in the past 15 years
suggest there is no consensus on what role advanced degrees should play in a police
career. For more, see Punch in this volume.

6. He bounced back and is now (late 2006) head of a police district and a
candidate for a top position in the ruling cadre of the new Commissioner Ed Davis
(in place as of December, 2006).

7. This bias is manifested in gossip about these officers being lazy, not being a
hustler, being unable to clear cases. In Latino-based units, it is believed that Anglos
cannot investigate cases properly because they cannot get people to talk with them,
have no informants, do not know African—-American or Latino neighbourhoods
(Martinez, 1996). In Boston, for example, the clearance rate of below 35% in
homicide cases in 2005 was at least in part attributable to the absence of experienced
African—American investigators and distrust of police in disadvantaged areas of the
city. Where ethnicity divides the unit, racial stereotypes also shape the prestige of
officers. A corollary of this is that sponsorship to the unit is difficult for those from
stereotypic categories, and power shifts amongst ethnic groups are revealed in the
composition of the unit. When police organisations are divided by conflict between
ethnic groups and this division exists between the top command and detectives,
transfers and promotions indicate additional ethnically based power relations.

8. Steve Herbert (2006, p. 95) reports that the Seattle police referred to attending
seminars on community policing as analogous to invitations to drink Kool-Aid by
followers of sect leader James Jones in Guyana in 1978. Some 900 people accepted
the invitation, drank and died. It is not noted in the text whether any police officers
succumbed to community policing as a result of the being exposed to the ideology in
the seminars.

9. The idea has been adopted widely in the Anglo-American research world. It has
been reconsidered, refined and elaborated recently by scholars such as Chan, Marks,
Shearing, Waddington, Holdaway and others studying the police. See the contents of
this volume for detailed examples.

10. The number of ex-chiefs who have been elected mayor is quite striking- a
quick list would include mayors elected in the past twenty years in Portland Oregon,
Minneapolis, Minnesota, St. Louis, Missouri, Houston, Texas, and Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania.

11. Needless to say this set of crude short-hand ideas can easily become a
rationalisation. The broken windows approach to policing justifies fining and
enforcing life styles, arresting indiscriminately for misdemeanor offenses, perceived
ill-defined ad hoc notions about disorder, and virtually anything else an officer
decides to call an instance of broken windows policing (Harcourt, 2000).

12. I draw here without detailed reference on my fieldwork in Boston, in London,
Birmingham, and Manchester in the UK, in Warren and Lansing Michigan, and in
Washington DC. It is perhaps not necessary to note that Herbert was given what
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might be called the guided tour of ‘interesting places’ with commentary, sometimes
including ‘well, it’s quiet today but ... .

13. The idea of a segment is taken from anthropology and is derived from tribal
groups in which villages or separate clusters break from the group and set out on
their own, but maintain interactions with the larger tribal group (see also Van
Maanen & Barley, 1984).

14. In Boston in 2006, the beginning officer makes about $50,000 and the
commissioner about $125,000. The top command do not make overtime. However,
officers can augment their salaries by overtime, and some 10-15% of the force
makes more than the commissioner through overtime assignments paid by private
corporations and the city called ‘details’. This is a ratio of about 2.5-1. At
Northeastern University, for example, the beginning assistant professor with a
PhD makes about 55,000 and the president in 2006 made 350,000, a ratio of
approximately 6.4—1.

15. In Massachusetts, where officers are given pay raises based on their level of
educational achievement, education counts. Education and abstract knowledge have
little bearing on the everyday evaluation of performance, competence or
trustworthiness. They are likely to be a liability in these contexts.

16. Some of these points are taken from my entry on detective work in the
Encyclopedia of Police Science, 3rd edition (Manning, 2007).
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CHAPTER 3

POLICE CULTURE(S):

SOME DEFINITIONAL,
METHODOLOGICAL AND
ANALYTICAL CONSIDERATIONS

Tom Cockcroft

ABSTRACT

This chapter explores the use of oral histories in furthering our
understanding of police cultures by expanding upon three main themes.
First, the oral history approach challenges us in terms of the need to
differentiate between police organisational influences and the influences of
wider society. Second, the approach highlights the difficulties associated
with assuming a degree of universality between police cultures. Third, the
approach allows one to build upon the work of policing scholars such as
Shearing and Ericson, and Waddington in drawing out further dimensions
of the problematic relationship between language and behaviour in the
context of police narratives.

Police culture is, in many respects, a contested term. Inter alia it can refer to
specific (and almost prescriptive) modes of behaviour, the values that inform
such behaviours and the narrative modes used by the police to describe or
accommodate them. The purpose of this chapter is to highlight some of
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those definitional, methodological and analytical issues which emerge when
one explores police culture through the oral history method. This chapter
will aim to highlight the contribution of oral history to debates concerning
the clarity of the term police culture, the use of oral history in exploring
police culture and, finally, the challenges of making sense of police
testimony. First, though, we shall take a brief overview of oral history as
a methodology.

WHAT IS ORAL HISTORY?

Oral history is a broad-based methodological approach that focuses upon
the narratives of individuals recounting past experiences. Several of the
definitions of oral history provided by the existing literature highlight
disputes over its purpose and method. For example, the Library of Congress
(1971) states that oral history is, simply, information in oral form collected
through planned interviews. This definition fails to acknowledge that oral
histories have both an explicit historical dimension and can be based upon
spontaneous exchanges that really do not constitute ‘planned’ interviews as
such. Grele (1996), on the other hand, views oral history as ‘the interviewing
of eye-witness participants in the events of the past for the purposes of
historical construction’ (p. 63). Grele’s definition describes some oral history
projects but does not adequately portray those studies that are concerned
with meaning rather than events (see Portelli, 1991) and, I argue, it is the
meaning that is imbued in oral histories that allows us to probe police
culture in more detailed ways.

Oral histories are subject to persistent debate regarding the ‘nature’ of the
data that they generate, an important factor in determining the type of
analysis that such data can and should be subjected to. This debate centres
upon two opposing viewpoints, outlined by Grele (1998), which fail to agree
on whether transcript data is ‘raw’ and unfiltered or, conversely, already
subjected to interpretive process. Given the disputed nature of what
constitutes oral history, it is perhaps of use to present the broad but helpful
definition provided by Starr (1977, p. 440) that suggests that, ‘oral history is
primary source material obtained by recording the spoken words — generally
by means of planned tape-recorded interviews — of persons deemed to
harbour hitherto unavailable information worth preserving’.

Recent years, as Perks and Thomson (1998) note, have seen a renewed
interest in oral history on account of the growing popularity of emergent
qualitative approaches such as life history. This, and the growing
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acknowledgement of oral history as an interdisciplinary tool, has served to,
perhaps paradoxically, allow the method to weaken its links with history
(where, as Sangster, 1994, notes it was seen by some as too unhistoric) and to
reposition itself as a qualitative method of inquiry. Given that biographical
approaches such as oral history have strong links with the symbolic
interactionist ‘schools’ of sociology (Goodey, 2000) as well as with the
socialist movement (Popular Memory Group, 1982; Selbourne, 1980), oral
history has developed as a means of addressing the lives of those generally
neglected by more orthodox historical approaches. In this way, oral history
has provided a suitable way of addressing the hidden histories of
marginalised groups such as rural women in South Africa (Bozzoli, 1991),
labourers in 1930s Hackney (Hackney WEA, 1975), gay men and women
(Kennedy, 1998) and the disabled (Walmsley, 1995).

DEFINITIONAL CONSIDERATIONS: THE MEANING
OF POLICE CULTURE

Oral history can be a useful methodological tool in analysing the complicated
concept of police culture. One of the challenges of making sense of police
culture is that from a seemingly straightforward precept we are confronted
by an array of separate yet inter-related issues. For example, if we take three
straightforward explanations of police culture, several further avenues of
inquiry become apparent:

a layer of informal occupational norms and values operating under the apparently rigid
hierarchical structure of police organisations (Chan, 1997, p. 43)

accepted practices, rules, and principles of conduct that are situationally applied, and
generalised rationales and beliefs (Manning, 1989, p. 360)

a patterned set of understandings which help to cope with and adjust to the pressures
and tensions which confront the police (Reiner, 1992, p. 109)

These three definitions point to the informality within formal organisations;
the situational application of beliefs; and the need for a cognitive lens within
which to interpret the tensions which are integral to the job. These broad, all
encompassing, definitions have come under wider scrutiny as is evidenced by
the following extract from a report by Her Majesty’s Introspectorate of
Constabulary:

The journalistic shorthand that summarises the thinking of operational police officers as
being explained by ‘a canteen culture’ is as misleading as it is mischievous. It is
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acknowledged that the location reference is merely evocative of what is seen as a
collective attitude. These very canteens witness the conversations of officers who still see
service to all members of the public as an intrinsic part of their vocation. The number of
officers who are nominated each year for community awards are part of this same
culture. (Her Majesty’s Introspectorate of Constabulary, 1999, p. 29)

The complexity of organisational culture, its nature and effect is made
especially difficult when applied to the police. The police are historically
characterised as having a role that is difficult to define (a theme common to
public sector institutions). Goldstein (1979) notes that there is a disparity
between what the public perceive the police function to be and what it is that
the police actually do. Goldstein therefore differentiates between the widely
held view that the police are there to enforce the law and a contrasting
view that the police enforce laws as a mere means of achieving their main
goal — quite simply, solving problems. Such an approach was anticipated
by Westley (1970) who drew on the work of Vollmer (1936) to show
that there is a difference between the explicitly stated responsibilities of the
police and that work that they actually undertake. Beyond such principal
tasks and responsibilities lie the more social or service-oriented aspects of
the police role and, significantly, these are subject to variation between areas
and over time.

Increasingly, historical analyses of police work (see, for example, Brogden,
1991) demonstrate the ways in which the behaviours of officers within a
particular force are inextricable from historically located industrial
structures, employment patterns and the resultant secondary economies.
Emsley (2005) in his analysis of the Sergeant Goddard' case notes that the
Soho area of London provided both the motivation and the opportunity for
corrupt police behaviour with two main features accounting for this. The
financial wealth of Soho at the time served to highlight the relative modesty
of the police salary and, perhaps more importantly, much of the wealth of
the area was generated through unlawful pursuits. As Emsley’s work
suggests, any analysis of police occupational culture needs to acknowledge
those features of the social environment that may increase the probability of,
if not actively encourage, certain police responses.

Brogden (1991) shows how oral history allows us to focus upon ‘the
contextualisation of police life’ (p. 165) through allowing the oral historian a
glimpse of those occurrences and interactions which, according to Weinberger
(1995), hold significance for the social actor. For Brogden, oral history
allowed for an appreciation of what he saw as the complex class relations
which characterised policing in Liverpool between the First and Second
World Wars. Alternatively, Weinberger used oral history as a means of
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exploring both organisational relations and the changing dynamics of the
police relationship with the public. Oral history is, therefore, one method of
inquiry that can facilitate our understanding of the complex relationships that
exist between police officers and both their immediate and wider social
environments.

Oral histories appear to have also circumvented some of the criticisms that
Chan (1997) raises with conventional analyses of police culture. The work of
both Weinberger and Brogden provides several examples that appear to
support Chan’s assertion regarding the need for a more flexible conception of
police behaviour. Each of Chan’s criticisms will now be addressed with
reference to examples from the police oral history literature that demonstrate
its potential in identifying the fluid characteristics of police culture. Chan’s
first criticism is that of ‘internal differentiation and jurisdictional differences’
(1997, p. 65) and relates to the problem of traditional police culture theories
insufficiently explaining cultural variations in police work. Weinberger’s
(1995) oral history of policing adequately conveys both the way in which
individual officers in the same station adopted contrasting values and
behaviours as well as identifying considerable differences in police role
between locations. In particular, in Weinberger’s work, the issue of ‘internal
differentiation’ is highlighted through her findings in regard to police use of
force. For example, despite the routine use of force by some officers to gain
confessions, assert authority and informally resolve public order situations,
other officers in her sample condemned the use of force by officers as poor
police practice. Likewise, pronounced differences in policing between
jurisdictions were evidenced by her comparison of rural and inner-city
police divisions, with officers in the former priding themselves on the lack of
‘action’ that characterised their day to day work. In the latter, however, the
pressure to be seen as efficient led, in some instances, to inner-city officers
challenging neighbouring divisions to see who could generate the most
arrests and summonses.

Chan’s second criticism of traditional conceptions of police culture is
that they portray police officers as being passively socialised into cop
culture. Brogden’s (1991) oral history of Liverpool policing between the
First and Second World Wars goes some way towards highlighting
alternative interpretations of the socialisation of officers. First, he suggests
that the considerable amount of discretion enjoyed by officers allowed
them to develop their own particular strategies for dealing with, for
example, public order situations — a factor which perhaps undermines the
notion that police officers, in all situations, have a prescriptive framework of
reference for future action. Second, he suggests that the relative isolation of
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the beat officer’s role simply did not allow for the sustained social
immersion with one’s colleagues which is required to prolong a strong
occupational culture.

Chan also challenges traditional conceptions of police culture for negle-
cting the influence of wider external factors upon the context of policing.
Weinberger’s (1995) study is a good example of how using an oral history
approach provides researchers with a means for contextualising police
organisational culture both socially and historically. She examines the impact
of the Street Betting Act of 1906 and shows how this piece of legislation was
viewed by police officers as having far-reaching consequences for day-to-day
policing given its impact upon police relations with the public and the role it
played in encouraging bribery of officers. She also shows how the reversal of
policy concerning the recording of crime, during the 1960s, led to CID officers
being encouraged to record as much crime as possible. Over time, and as
Weinberger illustrates, the advent of such policies had wide-ranging effects
upon the CID in terms of their working practices, morale and relationship
with uniformed officers.

Finally, Chan also questions the extent to which cultural change is possible
within a restrictive and deterministic cultural framework, noting that any
conception of police culture needs to account for change as well as opposition
to change. Again, oral history approaches allow for an appreciation of
cultural change within the police organisation and Weinberger demonstrates
how the exigencies of wartime signalled a remodelling of the police
relationship with the public in terms which emphasised the service role of
the police. The narratives which constitute her work also describe how the
advent of the post-war era heralded a swift decline in police relations with the
public and, for the officers interviewed by Weinberger (1995), the 1950s
onwards were characterised by ‘strain and ambiguity’ (p. 133), a growing
detachment from the public and significant changes to police strategy.
Tellingly, the narratives from the officers of the 1930s and 1940s suggest that
those officers were quick to censure post-war society and the style of policing
that they saw as characterising it. This distinction between pre- and post-war
policing does suggest the possibility of considerable cultural change occurring
over a relatively short period of time.

Oral history, therefore, allows for a reading of police culture that
emphasises the possibility of cultural variation, the agency of the individual
social actor, the impact of external factors and the possibility of cultural
change. As Samuel (1976, p. 202) notes, ‘people’s memory of their work ... is
often particularly vivid, and extends to incidents and events and stories
which give precious insights into the workplace, as a total context and
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cultural setting — the ambiguities of foremanship and the difficulties
encountered by authority, the nature of the learning process, the sub-
division of the different classes of work’. By focusing on the individual officer
in relation to ‘local and national specificity, intra-organisational conflicts,
and processes of temporal change’ (Loader & Mulcahy, 2003, p. 182), oral
history provides a framework that encourages investigation of the ways in
which police officers relate to the complex environments they inhabit.

The pitfalls of investigating police culture without taking into account
socio-political factors leads to a reading of police work that situates it in a
sociological cul-de-sac devoid of sufficiently broad cultural appreciation —
wider culture does not simply ‘end’ at the front door of the police station.
Brogden (1991) provides an especially incisive account in this respect by
drawing out the particular social, economic and cultural influences which
characterised Liverpool in the first half of the twentieth century. He
identifies the unquestionable influence of the city’s economic infrastructure,
built largely on its status as the largest seaport in Western Europe, as
determining not only the class composition of the city but also its tradition
of casual employment. Likewise, he describes the persistent undercurrent of
tension between the police and ethnic minority groups in the city where a
precursor to the 1981 Toxteth riots can be found in the 1919 race riots that
the city witnessed. When we build into this picture a pronounced sectarian
divide, we become acutely aware that Liverpool was a city where the job of
policing was inextricably linked to the social relations (and tensions) of that
particular environment.

This unique social milieu shaped not only the views of police officers but
also the way they policed. As Brogden (1982) illustrates, outside of London,
Liverpool was the only key location to witness widespread police strikes
during 1919. That these strikes led to widespread public support for the
police, in itself, highlights the ‘messy [and] confused’ (Brogden, 1991, p. 2)
nature of class relations in the area. Likewise, Brogden (1982) describes a
police force that itself was strictly divided by stratifications of social class
with officers from the middle-classes being overtly antagonistic to unions
and their members. Brogden’s work is crucial in this respect as it draws out
the historical and cultural underpinnings that not only shape a given
environment but also prescribe the nature of social relations within that
locale. Conceptions of police culture which fail to take into account distinct,
yet complex, factors of this kind that provoke variations in police behaviour
do little to acknowledge that police culture is ‘neither monolithic nor
unchanging’ (Reiner, 2000, p. 106) and characterised by ‘complexity and
[a] multi-faceted nature’ (Foster, 2003, p. 222).
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One unfortunate consequence of approaches that fail to take into account
the complexity of the context within which policing takes place is, according
to Punch (1985), an over-eagerness to automatically view all police
behaviours as artefacts of a specific and separate police culture. Punch
advocates methodological styles that incorporate, ‘historical, comparative
(cross-cultural and cross-national), and organisational levels of analysis’
(p. 186) to help us fully understand the shifting and nuanced nature of much
police behaviour. Taking forward Punch’s challenge, in the following
section oral history will be explored in more detail in respect of how it might
be used to successfully investigate both the universal and the variable
aspects of police culture.

ORAL HISTORY METHODS AND POLICE CULTURE

One way of demonstrating the impact of shifting political and social
contexts upon police culture is to utilise methodological approaches that can
accommodate the variable historical relations between the police and wider
society. This is not to disregard the fact that there appear to be some
relatively consistent cultural reference points in police work. Skolnick (1994)
argues that police culture serves as a cultural lens through which to make
sense of the world and it might be fair to suggest that, over time, the focus of
the lens may vary, accentuating some attributes and diminishing others.
Brown (1995) further notes that core assumptions which constitute a culture
will tend to remain relatively stable whereas the more ancillary assumptions
will be prone to transformation. Such a distinction suggests that we are
likely to witness cultural shifts which emphasise certain roles or values as
important at different periods of time and in different environments.
Underlying this, however, is the assumption that policing, throughout
much of the world, is characterised by generally similar structural features
which tend to produce a ‘typical cultural pattern’ (Reiner, 2000, p. 106)
amongst police officers. The extent to which police oral histories either
substantiate or refute claims of cultural universality is arguable given the
variety of forms that such histories can take. Abbott (1991, p. 223) noted that
‘history limits generalisation by emphasising changing causal universes’ and
this is especially true of the work of Weinberger. The wide remit of her work,
to create an oral history of British policing between the 1930s and the 1960s,
was considerably more encompassing than Brogden’s which adopted much
narrower terms of geographical and temporal reference.” As such,
Weinberger’s work is characterised by a pervasive impression of change and
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contrast — in terms of changing social relations both inside and outside
the police organisation, as well as the contrasting images she portrays of
police work in different locations. Despite adopting such broad terms of
reference, Weinberger does succeed in highlighting evidence of some cultural
behaviours and values which appear common to many analyses of police
culture. However, it should be noted that in many cases such cultural
characteristics appear to lack universality amongst officers, with some
apparently rejecting views held by colleagues, for example in regard to police
use of force. In this respect, Reiner’s (2000, p. 106) concept of the ‘typical
cultural pattern’ is problematic when viewed in the light of such work as it
implies that there is a dominant or uncontested set of cultural norms.

Traditionally, police culture has been viewed in terms that tend to gloss
over many variations in police behaviour. Such an approach has allowed us
to construct a conception of the police that highlights factors common to
police environments but which fails to fully assimilate those factors that are
not common to the occupational world of all officers. Accordingly,
alternative methodologies and disciplinary approaches may serve to highlight
the diversity of police experiences rather than the similarity. The oral history
accounts collected by Brogden (1991) and Weinberger (1995) provide a vital
dimension to our understanding of policing not only in a broader sense but
especially in terms of understanding both the differences in what police
officers do and in how they justify or explain their actions.

In some respects, the narratives generated by oral history projects appear
little or no different to police narratives generated by more contemporary
research projects in that they provide vivid first-hand accounts of police
officers recounting the ‘reality’ of day-to-day policing. Where they do differ,
however, is in what they offer us as a hitherto unavailable glimpse of the
lives of former police officers, doing so, moreover, in a format that allows
us to appreciate the wider legal, political and social contexts of that time.
As Perks and Thomson (1998) note, oral histories not only alert researchers
to new areas of interest but they are in addition instilled with a subjectivity
and personal value borne of experience and reflection.

The methodology of oral history is, however, a broad and contested area.
Slim and Thompson (1993), for example, highlight five main types of oral
history method (life story interviews, family-tree interviewing, single-issue
testimony, group interviews and, controversially perhaps, diary interviewing).
Given the variety of ways in which oral testimony can be captured it is
unsurprising that oral history methodology remains subject to continuing
debate regarding both its form and function. It is possible, however, to
tentatively suggest two main areas which make oral history different from
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more orthodox interviewing approaches. First, the historical dynamics of oral
history, combined with its politicised roots, emphasise the importance of the
narrator and his or her individual viewpoint. Subsequently, for oral historians
like Anderson and Jack (1991), the methodology dictates that the narrator
tells his or her story in his or her own terms rather than being treated by the
interviewer as purely a source of information. Furthermore, the use of open-
ended questions, and an increasing use of oral history as a means of explo-
ring meaning and emotion rather than fact, allows the narrator, according
to Samuel and Thompson (1990), to challenge the rigid and artificial
partitioning of his or her public and private life. Ultimately, these factors are
instrumental in emphasising not only the narrator’s diversity of experience
but also the ways in which individuals draw on common culture. Second, the
literature of oral history, as noted by Grele (1998), has become increasingly
dominated by debate regarding the complexity of relationships between the
narrator and both the interviewer and his or her own ‘historical conscious-
ness’ (p. 45). This appreciation of the importance of orality (Portelli, 1991)
suggests that oral testimony allows for different levels of analysis (with regard
to what Grele (1998, p. 45) termed ‘hidden levels of discourse’) to that of the
written word. Thus, oral history can be presented as a methodological
approach that highlights the importance of the narrator, of his or her past
life, and of the subjectivity with which he or she recounts such experience, and
that, importantly, also recognises oral testimony as an intrinsically distinct
type of data.

The oral histories of both Weinberger (1995) and Brogden (1991) therefore
have a wider purpose than merely ‘filling in’ gaps in our historical
understanding of policing. Perhaps their greatest contributions have been in
the voice they give to previously ‘hidden’ histories and the understanding they
offer of the way police officers both comprehended and managed the social
worlds that they inhabited. Both works succeed in demonstrating the
contribution of historical methods to our understanding of the similarities
and dissimilarities between the cultural dynamics of the past and the present.’

These oral histories suggest that, historically, police behaviour was
influenced by less formalised instruction and supervision than nowadays
and that, subsequently, police officers used their considerable discretion to
exhibit a wide variety of behaviours. Significantly, where such work proves
invaluable is in the way that it allows officers not only to explain the actions
they carry out or the values that they hold, but also to contextualise these in
terms of the pressures brought to bear upon them or, conversely, in terms of
those aspects of their everyday lives which supported such actions or values.
Both Brogden and Weinberger highlight use of force by police officers and
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show how it was used, variously, as a means of extracting confessions,
asserting authority and pre-empting further trouble. These oral histories
succeed in not only explaining such types of behaviour and their extent but
also in clarifying the norms surrounding them and how they came to be
viewed as ‘acceptable’ by some officers, and also sometimes by the public. In
particular, oral histories have given us the opportunity to explore historical
accounts of police work from what Seldon and Pappworth (1983, p. 49)
termed ‘non-elite witnesses’. The testimony of witnesses like these who have
retired allows us to by-pass the problem of interviewees being reluctant to
divulge information about their experiences, especially where doing so might
undermine the official ideology of the institution. Oral history, according to
Weinberger, therefore

offers a particular advantage, as an especially useful means of inquiry in bureaucratic
and hierarchical organisations where the gap between the officially stated means and
purposes, and the reality on the ground is likely to be wide. (1995, p. 3)

Police oral histories point to the existence of possible alternative readings
of police culture and its intensity, a point that may serve to partially
reinforce Manning’s (1978) assertion that policing is not endowed with a
common culture. Primarily this is due to the broad nature of oral history
narratives and the fact that the relatively unstructured interviews upon
which they are largely based lead to significant amounts of diverse data from
which it is often hard to extract common experiences despite the existence of
some apparently persistent cultural reference points. Passerini (1979) makes
a similar point regarding her oral history research into the attitudes of the
Italian working class towards fascism. By adopting an approach that
stressed the importance of spontaneous and in-depth responses she found
that the data which emerged from her study was initially difficult to
interpret. Her account details the difficulty with which she learned to ‘read’
the oral data that challenged her preconceptions regarding the narratives
and the information they conveyed. Cogently, she notes that ‘oral sources
refuse to answer certain kinds of questions’ (p. 91) whilst suggesting that,
simultaneously, the narratives often provided information which had not
originally been considered important but which nevertheless transpired to be
of value. Passerini’s work is important in that it reminds us of the need not
only to engage with apparent discrepancies in data but also to realise that
such ‘anomalies’ are often more important aids to our understanding than
data which appear to reaffirm our presumptions. It might therefore be fair
to suggest that the conceptualisation of police narratives in terms that
overlook their true complexity obstruct us from gaining a more nuanced
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understanding of police behaviour and police language. As the next section
will demonstrate, to equate language with action through a two-dimensional
axis of cause and effect underplays the use of language as a creative tool that
has different purposes in different situations.

MAKING SENSE OF POLICE NARRATIVES

Gennette (1980) draws out the complexities of narrative by suggesting that
any narrative has a relationship with both the occurrence it presents and the
act of narration itself. In short, to take a particular narrative and assume that
it is a ‘true’ account of what happened, where, and to whom is to ignore the
subtleties of the form and purpose of language. Instead, we need to
appreciate that the relationship between a narrative and an occurrence is not
inherently unproblematic and, correspondingly, that the act of narration is in
many instances a creative rather than a passive act.

In their ‘Culture as Figurative Action’ model that draws on what Ericson,
Baranek and Chan (1987) termed the ‘vocabulary of precedents’, Shearing
and Ericson (1991) provide a sophisticated account of police ‘storytelling’
which denotes the ways in which language provides a ‘cultural tool-kit’
(p- 500) for occupational behaviour. Shearing and Ericson note that this kind
of police narration allows a degree of creativity and flexibility in police action
and invites individuals either to be guided by the provided framework or to
extemporise within it. The sheer breadth of purpose presented by storytelling
invariably necessitates an appreciation of the inconsistent role and form of
police language. As such, police language is portrayed in terms that
emphasise its adaptive and versatile nature. Some police narrations,
therefore, are viewed by Shearing and Ericson as short-lived, static and
descriptive, whereas others may be persistent, perpetually evolving and
subjective — the distinction between the two ultimately depending on the
purpose which that testimony holds for the officer.

Such an account of the relationship between language and culture is
obviously of wide interest to those engaged in police culture research, not
least for the way in which it appears to challenge overly deterministic
conceptions of the relationship between police behaviour and police culture.
Shearing and Ericson’s model has been criticised by other policing scholars
who aim to clearly delineate between those cultural influences associated
with police culture and those from wider societal culture. For example,
Waddington (1999) challenges Shearing and Ericson’s model on a number
of points, the first of which asks quite simply whether officers might be more
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influenced by those narratives which are generated outside of the culture of
policing than those generated within it.

Perhaps Waddington’s main contribution to the debate over police
narratives is his suggestion that police culture might be bifurcated along
the lines of a canteen culture and an operational culture. That is, the cultural
rules which guide action on the street may be separate from those that guide
the recounting of such actions amongst their peers. As Waddington shows,
canteen storytelling can be a means of contextualising occupational
experiences, a way of emphasising, and sustaining, the perceived ‘them’ and
‘us’ worldview of policing which disparages all who play down either the
danger or the bureaucracy of the job. If the ‘mean streets’ are the
battleground of policing, then, as Waddington (1999) observes, ‘the canteen
is the “‘repair shop™ (p. 295) and it is this distinction that raises some
conspicuous challenges for research into policing. If canteen talk acts as a
distorting lens through which officers accentuate their understanding of their
work in relation to key cultural themes, just how ‘valid” are such narratives to
our understanding of what police officers actually ‘do’?

Questions surrounding the ways in which police officers ‘use’ language
to fill gaps in memory soon arise when one examines police oral
history narratives, and the issue of memory and its impact on the narrating
of past incidents is a recurrent theme of discussion within the literature of
oral history (Lummis, 1983, provides a detailed overview of these issues).
Frisch (1990), for example, draws attention to the concern that, even with
recall of the recent past, interviewees are liable to reflect upon their past
experiences rather than recall their feelings at the time. The impact of
hindsight (Seldon & Pappworth, 1983, p. 25) remains a crucial issue that
potentially can serve to remove a narrative from its original and personally
situated context.

This point is addressed by Beckford (1975) who highlights the impact
of ‘plausibility structures’ which are used by social actors to assemble
their normative view of the social world. Such ‘plausibility structures’ refer
to institutions which provide the basis for an individual’s worldview
and which sustain meaning through language and ritual denied to others
not affiliated to that particular group and, crucially, which provide a
framework through which individuals both articulate meaning and are
socialised. Reiner (1992, p. 109) notes that police culture can be viewed in
terms of, ‘a patterned set of understandings’ which, one might speculate,
largely serves as a form of ‘plausibility structure’. When one is removed
from a particular ‘plausibility structure’ (through retirement, promotion or
a change in occupational role or status within a force) we may need to
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consider the influence of that referential framework on subsequent narratives
concerning that individual’s past.

The study of police oral histories provides a potential historical angle
to Shearing and Ericson’s (1991) model of ‘Culture as Figurative Action’.
In the introduction to her oral history of English policing, Weinberger
(1995) notes that the analysis of police oral history narratives compel the
researcher to confront the inevitable intertwining of allegory and social
identity and to recognise the fact that narratives ‘tell us less about events
than about their symbolic, cultural and personal meaning’ (p. 3). A further
factor that needs to be taken into account when assessing the narratives of
those engaged in actions which occasionally might attract censure is that of
the distinction between public and private memories. Thomson (1998)
provides a case study of an Australian Anzac veteran recounting his
recollections of the Battle of Gallipoli and charts how the recall and
narrative representations of the past are mediated through public
expectation and national mythology. Only with the passage of time and
the influence of the anti-war movement has it become possible for
Thomson’s subject to recall the previously taboo subjects of tension
between ranks and the hostility of many sections of the public to Anzac
veterans on their return after the First World War.

We can speculate that this distinction between ‘what actually happened’
and ‘what should have happened’ might be an integral issue in our
understanding of police narratives. Similarly, one might take such examples
of individuals being reluctant to break with the prevalent discourses of the
time as further evidence of the influence of external factors upon what
individuals do and how they present such actions to ‘outsiders’. As Susman
(1964) notes, the dialectic tension between history and myth/ideology
‘through combination and interaction ... produce[s] a variety of historical
visions’ (Grele, 1998, p. 46) which are ultimately dependent upon the
individual who is narrating, the subject he or she is narrating, and the
person to whom he or she is narrating.

Such discrepancies suggest a need to adopt approaches to understanding
police narratives that draw away from simplistic methods that simply equate
police language with police action. This complex relationship (already
addressed by writers such as Waddington, 1999; Shearing & Ericson, 1991)
becomes even more convoluted when one introduces a historical dimension.
As Abbott (1991) implies, any true appreciation of social process requires an
appreciation of the complexity of the changing environment within which
those processes take place.
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CONCLUSION

Police oral histories raise a number of interesting angles for further debate
in the area of police culture, most notably in terms of the ambiguity over
the influence of internal and external factors, the universality of police
culture and the interpretation of narratives. The historical and subjective
dimensions provided through such narratives allow for a more extensive
appreciation of factors as diverse as responses to police scandals, the demo-
graphic factors peculiar to an area and the negotiated ‘relationships’ between
the police and the policed in informing the cultural landscape of policing.
By extracting the ‘undercurrents, inconsistencies and quirks’ (Fielding, 1997)
of police officers’” working lives they also provide explanations of ‘why’
officers act in the way they do rather than merely explain ‘how’ they act.
Punch’s (1985) contention that too much emphasis is placed upon the power
of internal factors suggests that, until we more fully utilise research metho-
dologies that allow us to examine police work within contexts which ackno-
wledge the influence of wider societal factors, it is unlikely that this dialectic
will be resolved.

The role of narrative and its importance to our understanding of police
culture appears as an interesting but largely ignored area in many analyses.
Recent years have seen the literature of oral history acknowledge the
challenges of the spoken word and the complexity of its relationship to action,
primarily due to its reliance on relatively unstructured interviewing methods.
Barring the work of Shearing and Ericson (1991) and Waddington (1999)
surprisingly little has been written on the specific area of police narrative.
As Waddington notes, ethnographers engaged in studies of policing have
been reluctant to suggest that the relationship between police narrative and
behaviour is unproblematic. Notwithstanding the obvious methodological
challenges of unthreading the complexities of such an entwined relationship,
it stands to reason that the acknowledgement of the ‘interpretive and active
role’ (Chan, 1997, p. 66) of individual officers in making sense of their
environment should be replicated in an acknowledgement of their fluid and
constructive use of language.

This chapter has attempted to address some concerns regarding what we
mean by the term police culture, the opportunities provided by the oral
history method, and some of the challenges of making sense of police
testimony. In doing so, there is always a danger of being seen to promote
a negative and problematic view of police culture that questions the value of
further investigation. This is by no means the intention of this chapter.
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Instead, such challenges should be used to enrich and inform our future
research in this area. The need for further debate concerning what we
mean by the term ‘police culture’ is perhaps timely regardless of issues
of methodology. Newburn (2003), in particular, provides a coherent over-
view of the changes to both the police and policing currently taking place
whilst simultaneously reminding us that key aspects of the police role
remain unchanged. Such an analysis suggests that the tasks of unravelling
the cultural dynamics of policing, devising appropriate research methodol-
ogies and assessing the ways in which we ‘evidence’ police culture in the
future will become even more challenging as we begin to unpick the various
cultural issues associated with the increased complexity of ‘policing’ and its
contexts.

NOTES

1. George Goddard, a sergeant in the Metropolitan Police Force, was convicted of
accepting money from members of the public in 1929.

2. As mentioned earlier in this chapter, Brogden (1991) proposes that within his
data there was no evidence to suggest that officers were part of a specific occupa-
tional culture.

3. The focus of oral history upon the testimony of living subjects can make the act
of differentiating between the ‘historical’ and the ‘contemporary’ difficult. Popular
Memory Group (1982, p. 219) view this distinction between the past and the present
as an unhelpful but widely accepted part of the prevailing historical orthodoxy.
Instead, they advocate a stance that stresses the importance of the role of memory in
contributing to the ‘contemporary consciousness’.
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CHAPTER 4

COPS WITH HONOURS:
UNIVERSITY EDUCATION
AND POLICE CULTURE

Maurice Punch

ABSTRACT

The British Police began in 1829 as an ‘artisan’ institution that would
develop its own leaders and not recruit the ‘educated’. By the 1960s,
pressure for change led to support for university education for officers.
The Essex Police sent officers to university and this paper draws on
interviews with officers who studied in that period. It analyses their
experiences as Students, their return to policing and their reflections on
having graduates within the service. This raises issues about policing,
culture, education and leadership and how the police organisation has
endeavoured to change to a ‘professional’ institution with well-educated
leaders.

INTRODUCTION

The police have often been portrayed as a ‘problem profession” afflicted by
prejudice, violence and corruption (Manning, 1977; Westley, 1970;
Skolnick, 1966; Sherman, 1964). Its culture was, apparently, one of racist,
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sexist, devious and blasphemous men (Manning & Van Maanen, 1978;
Martin, 1980). This unwholesome image, particularly strong in American
reports and media, contrasts with accounts in many of the early
ethnographies of policing which conveyed empathetic portraits of bright-
witted, street-smart maintainers of order (Bittner, 1967; Rubinstein, 1973).
But there certainly was, and is, a large measure of ambivalence about
policing, police officers and their abilities.

Turning, then, to the subject of officer abilities, historical material in
Britain reveals that the vast majority of police officers were not ‘well-
educated’. In the model established by the Metropolitan Police of London,
or ‘Met’, established in 1829 (Emsley, 1996), constables were typically
‘respectable’ upper working-class men with minimal educational qualifica-
tions. And, unlike Continental Europe, their senior officers came mostly
from the same background, started as constables and had to work
themselves up the hierarchy. Thus, among the competing images of the
police in Britain, was one that cops were just not very ‘bright’.

A lot depends, of course, on what one means by ‘bright’. For, generally,
they had a basic understanding of Law, a range of practical skills and social
insights typical of front-line, emergency-oriented ‘semi-professions’, a
capacity to judge evolving and unclear situations and a rich repertoire of
formulations that could be employed to keep the peace and to render
acceptable accounts for senior officers and/or the courts (Lipsky, 1980). In
many research accounts, then, cops are portrayed as generally being smart
and savvy in a peculiarly police way, which contrasts with the more
prestigious professions drawing on academic knowledge (Muir, 1977).

In Britain, however, one recurring answer to rectifying this image, and
to improving the quality of police performance, has been to enhance
officers’ educational qualifications. This is a debate that has taken place
primarily in certain western democracies — particularly the USA, UK and
Australia — whereas in many developing and transient societies, the level
of education of police recruits is comparatively low and the emphasis is
on improving basic police training, equipment and infrastructure.
In continental European countries, the tendency is to provide high-quality
education within the police service whereas in the ‘Anglo-Saxon’ countries,
the accent is more on recruiting people with secondary school qualifications
or a college education. In recent decades the focus has shifted towards
tertiary education. Many problems would dissolve, proponents argue, if
every constable had a degree.

But what if someone who was formally well educated had joined the
police in Britain, say some thirty, forty or more years ago? What was the
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organisation like? And what sort of culture did it generate? In essence, the
traditional structure and culture of that early post-war organisation
generated a number of domain assumptions about work, operating style,
values, expectations and interactions with colleagues, senior officers, outside
agencies and civilians. One central assumption was that you did not need to
be eduf:ated, as one officer with ten ‘O’ levels, conveyed about joining the
police:

So when you joined the police in 1975 how common was it at the time for officers to have a
degree? 1t didn’t exist. God, my first posting as a probationary PC [police constable] was
to Harlow; and the first ever words of my first ever sergeant on meeting me — and I've
often quoted that nice, welcoming, warm face-were ‘bloody hell, so you’re the clever
bastard with the ten ‘O’ levels; we’ll soon knock that out of you’. Funny, isn’t it, by
today’s standards. (Respondent 6)

THE RESEARCH

In this paper, I explore the impact that sending police officers to university,
and recruiting graduates, has had on the police organisation and its culture.
I contend that this has had a substantial and positive influence: but this is
only one factor among many other interlocking elements contributing to the
process of change. Some of those positive features may even have been
contradicted by other factors in recent reform.

Nevertheless, I suspect that most commentators would agree that the
general culture of policing has altered; that the police institution is less
conservative and defensive and more professional and transparent than
three decades ago. But there are many ‘cultures’ within policing and police
‘culture’ is not monolithic: it is more of a complex, matrix than an easily
defined, one-dimensional concept. Police culture is, for instance, often used
to refer to the culture of the lower ranks (Chan, 2003). Its focus is on the
practical skills of street work, solidarity and impression management
towards supervisors and managers. Some of the standard tenets and
practices of the culture can be viewed as norms of mutual problem-solving
and survival, drawing on many years of practical experience and
occupational folk-lore (Schein, 1996). If these are embedded in the nature
of the work, then you will not be able to change the culture unless you
alter the nature of the work itself or its meaning for practitioners (Chan,
1997).

But if there is a strong, traditional culture that is held to resist change and
that also supports rule bending, then this stands in clear opposition to the
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contemporary ‘professional’ culture espoused at the top of the service. This
focuses on governance, managerial competence, performance standards,
external accountability and transparency. It could even be argued that the
dichotomy sketched by the Iannis (Reuss-lanni & Ianni, 1983) between
‘management cops’ and ‘street cops’, based on research in New York in the
late 1970s, is not only acutely present today but in danger of amplification.
For it is possible to develop an expansion of the Iannis’ dichotomy to a
fourfold typology of street cops, management cops (middle-ranking super-
visors concerned with targets), strategic cops (concerned with planning and
external stakeholders) and ‘frequent flyer cops’ who are into national and
international assignments. If this is accurate, then there exists greater social
distance between higher and lower ranks than before in terms of language,
conceptual lenses for viewing policing, qualifications, work experience and
orientation to outside stakeholders. This enhances the danger of alienation
and lack of communication.

Here, I wish to examine the process of police attending university through
interviews with police officers who studied full-time as serving officers. No
effort was made to seek a random sample and a convenience sample drew on
seven senior male officers from Essex (three of whom had retired), the
former chief constable (Sir John Nightingale), and two officers from other
forces who had joined as graduate entrants. At Essex one had reached the
rank of deputy chief constable, one of assistant chief constable and the
others had become either superintendents or at least chief inspectors. It is
impossible to say if this group is in anyway representative. It is conceivable
that they are particularly positive about their experiences as several can be
seen as pioneers who both broke new ground and who benefited
considerably from the scheme. All we can say is that, these interviews
provide us with insights into the experiences of a small number of officers
from the Essex Police who were selected to study at university — and who
remained in the police organisation afterwards. There is a biographical
dimension here as I met some of these officers in the late 1960s and early
1970s when I was teaching at Essex University and it was through these
contacts that I became interested in researching the police.

But to illustrate how the police organisation has changed, I wish to return
to the occupational environment that a young constable was likely to
encounter when joining the police in the post-war period to the 1960s. The
organisational style was rigidly conservative and locked into routine
responses to situations: these practices were virtually unassailable. Working
behaviour was posited on practical knowledge learned from a highly limited
training (with marching, sport and learning laws by heart), quick immersion
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into standard ways of doing things and from imbibing the inviolable tenets
of the occupational culture passed on by older men, many with military
experience. The ‘cop code’ was posited mainly on staying out of trouble,
covering up for others and regulating the work load (Reuss-lanni & Ianni,
1983; Muir, 1977). Inside accounts often relate how considerable energy was
spent in avoiding work and in the delights of ‘mumping’, ‘sciving’ and ‘easy
numbers’.> Working knowledge was practical, communal, ‘common-sense’
knowledge and academic learning was perceived as largely irrelevant, if not
dysfunctional.

There was an elaborate hierarchy of formal ranks and informal status
with considerable social distance and rigid rules of engagement. Until quite
recently in Essex, for instance, someone from the Traffic Department would
not dare enter the detectives’ lair for fear of his life. There was, then, a sort
of shifting, shadowy, ‘matrix’ institution of considerable complexity,
containing dangerous sections to be avoided, which was tacked onto the
formal structure and both had to be negotiated by newcomers. Even now
most constables remain in that lowly rank throughout their service; a few
reach sergeant but most never make it beyond that (and see Bayley, 1994).
And in Continental European and ‘colonial-style’ forces, there was a clear
distinction between officers and lower ranks and almost no-one moved into
the officer caste (Bowling, 2005). But in this period movement up the
hierarchy was painfully slow anyway: the image looking up must have been
not of a pyramid but rather of the Eiffel Tower, with its pinnacle shrouded
in mist. Promotion was based largely on performing well practically;
and also, importantly, on not ‘peecing beside the pot’ (to use a Dutch
expression).

Indeed, the Dutch system until fairly recently was based on advancement
through strict seniority: when someone moved on, was promoted or died,
then everyone automatically moved up a slot. Providing, that is, that they
had cautiously and accurately aimed within the pot: because it was
important not to make mistakes. This system created its own pathology of
ritualism, sloth, indifference and lack of initiative: to display undue initiative
was to be deviant (like the °‘rate-busters’ in the Hawthorne Studies:
Roethlisberger & Dickson, 1939). The newcomer was also caught between
the autocratic, rule-bound, punishment-centred bureaucracy and the rule-
bending of the informal culture (Punch, 1985). Negotiating this friction
enhanced solidarity and secrecy and encouraged uncritical conformity to the
group.

Given the vulnerable nature of policing there was, and still is, an emphasis
on fitting into the group, covering up for colleagues, fabricating convincing
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statements, manipulating supervisors and rule-bending (Crank, 1998).
A senior officer recalled how as a young recruit the desk-sergeant told him
that he needed ‘court practice’ and pointed to a ‘prisoner’. This sort of
predicament forms an instantaneous initiation into the informal culture, for
the constable knew that it meant falsifying a statement and lying in court.
He did not protest, set aside the legal requirements just learned in the
training school, and acquiesced. There were, too, aggressive and humiliating
initiation rituals that were ‘pass—fail’ tests conveying that acceptance into
the informal culture was dependent on solidarity and secrecy (Scraton, 1999,
p. 15).

Much of this analysis is familiar from descriptions of the occupational
cultures and organisational distortions in the military, industrial plants,
corporations and bureaucracies. Fitting in, conformity to the group, never
letting colleagues down in a critical incident, never betraying a mate and not
exceeding informal ‘production’ norms are often paramount (Goode, 1967).
Some of these agencies were, and are, typically macho, male preserves with
powerful informal cultures, strong prejudices, an antipathy to senior officers
(and females) and outsiders and especially to ‘theoretical knowledge’. To be
educated was to be deviant: as in the quote above it was an occupational
handicap to be swiftly erased.

This raises the key issue: to what extent has that traditional reflection of
institutional practice and police culture been altered by the increasing
number of officers who have attended university in the last three decades?
And how did they fare in this rigid, traditional world of practical knowledge
and antipathy to academic learning? In brief, my argument on this will be
threefold.

Firstly, policing itself has changed considerably in recent years and the
assumption is that the resilient cop culture is also inevitably changing
(Foster, 2003). In Britain, people refer disparagingly to the supposedly
plebeian and raucous ‘canteen culture’ (Waddington, 1999b). But, as one
senior officer told me, in his canteen there were fervent chess players; Rose
(1996) saw constables reading the progressive newspaper, the Guardian, in
London canteens; and a leading researcher, Robert Reiner, spoke of visiting
a station and being besieged by several officers wishing to pick his brains for
their degree studies and research projects.

Secondly, educating officers at university has undoubtedly made a major
difference, as we shall demonstrate in the material below.

But, thirdly, that has only been one of the interlocking strands among the
many that have profoundly changed policing in the last two decades
(Reiner, 2000; Newburn, 2003, 2005).



Cops with Honours 111

NO GENTLEMEN, PLEASE, WE’RE BRITISH
I shall summarise the material in this section by emphasising five points.

1. For several reasons the founding father of the Metropolitan Police,
Robert Peel, ‘was stubborn to the point of obsession that his “New
Police” should be seen to be free of all taint of militarism and indeed he
made it a cardinal principle that, as the force grew, it should be “filled up
from below” (Ascoli, 1979, p. 89, emphasis added). This created an
institution that was not for the well-educated while Peel proved
particularly averse to recruiting ‘gentlemen’.

2. In essence, that traditional model remained largely intact until the 1960s.
The rapid if not turbulent societal changes of the period stimulated
efforts to improve the quality of training as well as providing
opportunities for serving officers to attend university, to recruit more
university graduates and to offer them the possibility of rapid promotion.
A number of national initiatives were undertaken including ‘Bramshill
Scholarships’,? introduced in 1966 to enable serving police officers with
intellectual capabilities to go to university full-time. These initiatives were
seen as particularly crucial in ensuring a steady supply of officers of the
right calibre for future promotion to the higher ranks (cf. Royal
Commission on the Police, 1962). They represented one of the most
significant changes to the Peelite paradigm of policing in 130 years.

3. The recruitment of graduates has significantly altered the profile of senior
officers. Reiner’s (1991, pp. 59—60) study of chief constables holding
office in the late 1980s suggests that nearly 70% of them came from
manual working-class origins: one in four of the chief constables in the
study obtained a university degree while in the service. Wall (1998) found
that a similar proportion of roughly a quarter of chief constables held
degrees while in office in the late 1970s and 1980s, respectively. But by
1996, the overall percentage with degrees had trebled to over two-thirds
(Wall, 1998, p. 286). A survey in 200 of the 43 serving chief constables in
England and Wales found that all but seven had degrees, five had a
masters degree and another four had a PhD (Daily Telegraph, 17 May,
2000). In effect, it has become a requirement for senior officers to have one,
if not two, degrees.

4. This interaction between the police service and university education
fosters a range of intriguing issues. Bradley, Nixon, and Marks (2006,
p. 3) remark that ‘from the inception of the new police, the worlds of the
public police and the public university, have been very separate, with
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little if any formal interchange’. Furthermore, many commentators have
identified an ‘inherent anti-intellectualism’ that permeates police thinking
(Brewer, 1991), a history of police hostility to ‘outsiders’ (Punch, 1979)
and a rejection of social research as ‘clap trap’ (Young, 1991, p. 20). Such
an antipathy reflects a fundamental police worldview based on ‘police
common sense’ (Holdaway, 1983, p. 65): and linked to this is the
perception of the police officer as a ‘craftsman’ (Skolnick, 1966), with
skills learned through practice at the ‘sharp-end’. This enables one to
become a ‘good practical copper’ (Manning, 1979, p. 49) and formal
education is largely irrelevant.

In relation to the tension between these two contrasting worlds, Reiner
(1994) has written of a ‘war between the police and academe’. As Young
(1991, pp. 37-38) has argued, the result was a paradox that the police
service was still living out at the time he wrote: ‘Even at the same time as
it publicly commends higher education, seeking out the graduate entrant,
spending large sums on publicity to this end, and funding access to degree
courses on scholarships, it also holds to a central ethic of distrust of the
academic’.

5. This conflictual picture has become less acute in that a closer relationship
between the police and academic world has emerged. There is the
proliferation of police research, with forces sponsoring university research
and sharing in the research process: and there has been a substantial
expansion of police studies courses, with many police officers taking part-
time degrees. Some universities focus strongly on law enforcement and
even receive a franchise to conduct segments of standard police education
(e.g. the former Scarman Centre at Leicester University — now the
Department of Criminology, Portsmouth University and Cambridge
University).

Two main features are relevant here for placing this material in a
contemporary perspective. Firstly, the occupational and technical ‘profes-
sionalism’ of policing (in terms of setting standards of performance and
levels of expertise) has increased dramatically. In response to rising crime,
terrorist threats, cross-border policing, technological advances and media
exposure, the police service has become in many respects a well-resourced,
well-equipped, well-trained, well-paid and sophisticated ‘semi-profession’
(Etzioni, 1969). Secondly, ‘new public management’, or NPM, has had a
substantial impact on public services, including the police (Leishman,
Savage, & Loveday, 1996). This brought in management speak, an
obsession with targets and budgets, demands for improved service delivery
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and also a wave of organisational reform and new training for new skills.
And, furthermore, what might be called growing ‘secularisation’ of the
police world. Beforehand policing was normally a highly self-contained
institution with a near monopoly on training and services with a highly
insular culture. Now, under the influence of efficiency and budget discipline,
there has come civilianisation, diversity, inter-agency cooperation and a
breakdown in barriers with other agencies, links with the private sector and
the outsourcing of some services. The impact of all this on police culture has
been subject to much debate (Smith & Gray, 1985, p. 517; McLaughlin &
Murji, 1997, Ericson & Haggerty, 1997).

THE ESSEX ‘GUINEA PIGS’

In turning to the officers who went as ‘guinea pigs’ to the University of
Essex, I can only present a fraction of the extensive ‘oral history’ material
(Lee & Punch, 2006) and shall restrict my focus largely to the impact these
graduates had on return to their force. The officers were mostly inspectors
or were promoted to inspector on going to university, had around ten to
twelve-years service, studied full-time for three years, took a degree in the
School of Social Sciences (then Sociology, Law, Government or a combined
degree), and usually received promotion fairly soon after returning.
Invariably, they came from backgrounds where a university education had
not been seriously considered: several had not performed well at school: but
now they had been selected to attend university with the implication that it
might be a stepping-stone to higher rank.

But to begin I wish to touch briefly on two features of the material: what
was the motivation behind the Essex Scheme and how did these early
cohorts experience university?

Firstly, we have seen that British policing was typically an ‘artisan’
institution that rarely attracted people with a university education. Indeed,
in the 1960s the police service did not think that it could recruit many
graduates directly and, therefore, turned to the policy of educating serving
officers. There were national initiatives but also one particular local scheme
within the Essex Police.

The then Chief Constable, John Nightingale,* decided in the late 1960s to
send two officers a year to university to study full-time for three years, to
allow them a free choice of subject within the Social Sciences; and not to tie
them to a period of service after return.” This formed a substantial
investment of resources. It appears that the chief constable felt that it was
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the experience of university, mixing with people from different backgrounds
taking a wide range of subjects, that formed the valuable learning experience
for his officers rather than gaining specific, occupationally focused knowl-
edge. But Nightingale was also quiet clear that senior officers should learn
about society and the officers should study one of the Social Sciences.
According to one respondent, his main aim was to prevent the imposition of
leaders on the force from outside

Nightingale’s view, when you get right down to it, was if we didn’t provide our leaders
then they would be provided from without ... . This was a pre-emptive strike against the
possibility of lateral entry on the basis that the organisation’s soul would be
contaminated by something like that. It was as dramatic as that really. (Respondent 1)

He was selecting officers to lead the force in the future, providing them with
full-time university education and, by so doing, adapting the institution to
societal change while keeping lateral entry firmly at bay.

In a sense he was an enlightened conservative, preserving certain core
values while bending to the wind of change. He was himself one of the rare
graduate entrants to the police. In the 1930s, Lord Trenchard, a key figure in
building the Royal Air Force, became Commissioner of the Met and
founded the Police College at Hendon to give young talent the chance of
swift promotion, including some outside the service. The emphasis, as in
military training was on ‘character building’, and Nightingale was selected
to attend. Hendon elicited sustained opposition from certain politicians and
‘implacable hostility’ from the new Police Federation for its elitism and
lateral entry (Critchley, 1978, p. 204). This innovative institution was, then,
conveniently shoved aside after only five years with war looming (Ascoli,
1979, p. 233). Nightingale was reviving Trenchard’s idea of favouring those
with ‘character’, while adding an emphasis on learning.

And, secondly, sending serving officers to university was not unproble-
matic in relation to their adjustment to full time studying and to their
subsequent re-entry into operational policing. This unease is reflected in
several police officers’ accounts of their experiences of the academic world
and their return to policing (indeed, several subsequently became academics,
e.g. Waddington, Holdaway and Young). Young (1991) and Smith (1978)
wrote of the ‘feeling of potentiality’ stimulated by the exposure to university
life but convey as well the sense of frustration and of being ‘cut off’ that
university-educated officers can experience on their return to service.
Young’s experience of reincorporation into the ‘real world’ of ‘basic
coppering’ after a period of ‘academic high flying’ is echoed by our
respondents (below). The ‘real polises’, according to Young (1991, p. 118),
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were invariably seen as possessing ‘special knowledge’, enabling them to
master the art of ‘doing the business on the job’. The receiving police
organisations did not always see the practical relevance of university
education, nor how to exploit the benefits gained by the individual officer
(Smith, 1978, p. 154).

The research cohort attended Essex University, one of the new
universities established in the early 1960s, with the first students from the
Essex Police commencing in 1967. Several early student cops did
particularly well, reaching high rank in Essex or elsewhere (the first two
later became chief constable and deputy chief, respectively, in other forces).
Several factors were apparent in their adjustment to moving from the
policing to the university world. They tended to be highly motivated,
conscientious and organised in their style of studying and, after an initially
uneasy period of adjustment to the academic environment, they began to
relish the intellectual challenge while most obtained good degrees. But most
found the sudden shift from policing to studying tough and demanding.

What was it like at first? Dreadful! The first term I thought I was going to pack it all in,
thinking ‘what am I doing here?’ But after the first term I just thoroughly enjoyed it. It
brought me up sharp, to a rigour that I hitherto had never ever been close to, in terms of
my thinking or my ability to identify issues. It was a massive change of culture; and to be
completely on my own, exposed in a sense, because this was all about me: it was sort of
‘deliver’, and thinking, ‘God, this is really difficult: I'm not going to be able to cope with
this’! So in the first term I felt out of my depth.

Did you start to enjoy it? It was just a completely different environment; it was a
challenge and I found I started to enjoy the richness of the work we were doing.
(Respondent 2)

The ‘dear, old police culture’, as a respondent called it, in which they
grew up and were returning to, was one where the ‘educated’ stood out and
where operational ability was paramount. But that was about to change as
our graduates filtered back, moved up the hierarchy and started to make
their mark.

RE-ENTRY AND SUBSEQUENT CAREER

Re-entry

After three years of personal and academic freedom — exploring ideas purely
for the sake of it and in some cases exulting in the pleasures of learning, and
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with no shift-work, no uniform and no superiors — our guinea pigs had to
return to service. How did they fare in the process of re-entry and how did
the organisation employ their new-found talents?

The policy was to put people into uniformed duty as re-immersion into
the routines of policing and to catch up with the legal and operational
changes of the intervening period. This meant operational shift work ‘on
division” at the rank of inspector, which was a new function for most of
them. They encountered some ribbing and prejudice, the need to establish
credibility, the demands of adjusting to new legislation and working
practices, and somehow the need to take a stance with regard to the
knowledge and insights gleaned and its relation to the realities of policing.

Did you find it difficult going back to Basildon as an Inspector? How were you received?
No, I don’t think it was problematic. Most people were able to put it to one side, you
know, ‘I'm not interested in what you did in the last three years; I'm interested in what
sort of a shift inspector he is, whether or not he can stand up for the shift’. So to an
extent it was there as a possible issue, but only as a factor in me establishing credibility
early on, that I was running the shift. (Respondent 9)

They had to establish themselves without operational experience in that
rank and having been to university was just one factor in that process.

Were there remarks made about being away for three years? 1 had one or two problems
with one or two of my peers because you had just come out of university and because
degrees were quite unusual. There was a stereotypical image of what you were like or
what you would be like — *oh, here they come out of the dream factory; here for a couple
of years, then they will bugger off to Headquarters for greater and better things leaving
us in the mud bath’. So there was a bit of resentment. (Respondent 6)

The impression conveyed by the interviews was that there were no great
‘re-entry’ problems. There were some predictable prejudices from a few die-
hards but to a large extent they fitted back, and were accepted back into,
police culture. The ‘troops’ were mostly more concerned about the returned
graduate’s performance as the new boss than about his or her university
background.

How were you received when you went back? Well, different reactions. My two immediate
superiors at the training school felt threatened because of some of the things they used to
say to me and clearly there was some distaste on their part. I found they were being a bit
defensive. The CID didn’t like graduates so that part of the hierarchy was antagonistic
and there was definitely an element of hostility. (Respondent 4)

To a large extent the social and institutional problems on re-entry were
more with the upper hierarchy and their unreflective, stereotyped and
limited manner of thinking and operating. For these graduates had gained a
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measure of personal and intellectual self-confidence: this aided them
professionally, both within the service and externally in their dealings with
diverse stakeholders. In the following section we can see that the graduates
challenged their superiors, did not automatically accept policies and were
able to bring a new management approach and operational style to the
functions they were given.

Subsequent Career

As noted, this early group all did reasonably well, either in Essex or
elsewhere, while of the interviewees two became chief officers within Essex
and the rest reached senior rank (superintendent level or at least chief
inspector). No one ever hinted that there were any detrimental aspects to
attending university and generally people were highly positive about its
influence on their career. This respondent made rapid promotion after that
initial re-immersion.

Do you feel it enhanced your career? All of a sudden, I didn’t even seek promotion, it was
just happening to me. Within two years I was chief inspector and within two years after
that I was superintendent. I think you were used by the organisation, they wanted to
make the best use of their graduates, so I’d be invited onto projects, even advising the
divisional command team on certain aspects, in a sense unheard of before, but now I was
seen as someone with a future.

What did you see as the benefits? You became comfortable with research and with
quantification because it had just been very much a part of what you had been doing
while getting your degree. You could be equal in debate with almost anybody, because
you constructed your debates around evidence and substance. It gave you a much deeper
confidence in any audience. Now you are sitting down with the Home Secretary, and
senior Home Office officials, I work with them a lot on youth issues nationally, and after
all that I think, ‘thank God I got that degree’. It also helped with balanced decision
making, because you don’t just see an issue as it might appear first off, you want to know
‘where is the evidence coming from?’, before you’re prepared to commit resources or
commit yourself publicly to certain things. (Respondent 2)

In brief, although there was a ‘back-to-reality’ phase on re-entry, the
organisation clearly perceived the graduates as a cadre of potential leaders
and as spokespersons to represent the service externally. The benefits of a
university education for serving officers can be seen in terms of social capital
(self-confidence and status) and generic skills (ability to analyse material, ease
of communication, report writing) while some respondents saw more specific
institutional benefits in bringing reflection to an action-oriented institution or
to questioning quite critically the underlying assumptions of policy.
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I believe Essex Police has used you in the more strategic and planning roles. What has
university education given you that aided you in those roles? It just made me a bit more
insightful and self-reflexive, and less likely to accept an argument, however initially
persuasive it might seem, without putting it under a magnifying glass just to see exactly
what the strength of its appeal was. There is this expectation that policing is all about
getting things done, being decisive, being busy, because people think ‘ah, that’s good,
that’s getting things sorted’. There are limitations and disadvantages with that but if I'd
say ‘I don’t care how urgent the situation is, I need to spend as much time as I feel I need
to have to exhaustively explore all my options’, well you often can’t really do that in
reality. So it’s a question of striking a balance that meets the urgency of the situation.
But it’s important to make the right decision, so it’s just taking a second to step back
before we commit ourselves. And there is a fair bit of tension around just where that
right balance is. (Respondent 9)

The respondents maintained that it gave them benefits in decision-making
but that often this conflicted with the operational style of the leadership: in
the ensuing friction, it was the graduates who supported new approaches
while other colleagues tended to go with the institutional flow.

What we found was that with the other graduates you could talk in ways you couldn’t
talk with your other colleagues; and this isn’t elitist, this is just you had a shared
language, a shared way of seeing things and you could talk about things in different
ways. And also it affected what you did. There were one or two things that I did which I
thought were quite important where you knew that the other graduates would
understand what your concerns were and would back you, whereas other just didn’t.
(Respondent 4)

This respondent gives an example of the Coal Strike in the 1980s when
picketing miners threatened to block imports of coal into two ports on his
‘patch’. Elsewhere during the strike the controversial tactic was employed of
a protective ring of officers that allowed working miners access to mines
while preventing striking miners from entering that area.

We used to have policy meetings once or twice a week at Headquarters; and on one of
those a decision was taken we would do the same here [as with the protective ring
elsewhere]. We had had some violence at Wivenhoe and so we wouldn’t let any striking
miners down to Wivenhoe to protest on the grounds that we feared a breach of the
peace.

Well I simply didn’t fear a breach of the peace as I'd got so many police officers there.
Twelve miners came up in a coach and what I said to them was ‘look, a policy decision
was taken yesterday at Headquarters not to allow you to go down to the port’ and they
accepted it so I didn’t have a confrontation there. Well I wasn’t happy with it so I
conveyed it back and at the next policy meeting it was changed, but there was a lot of
argument about that and the only other people who supported my argument were two
other graduates. And we altered the policy so that the man on the ground would make a
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decision based upon how he felt. So that was the sort of thing that was happening but at
first the other police officers didn’t question it at all. (Respondent 4)

This respondent is referring to challenging policy decisions in relation to
gaining more operational autonomy for officers on the ground. But he also
speaks elsewhere of moral obligations, which he felt were being dismissed
out of hand, and refers to the fact that the graduates brought not only a new
vocabulary but also a deeper analysis of policy-making. With regard to the
latter, he refers to setting up a new department with a fellow graduate

When did you start feeling that you could use some of these ideas from the university? Oh,
all the time. You thought differently, say in doing a report or an inquiry then it would
have been much better than it would have been before because I had a method. And I got
used to handling large amounts of information and putting it on paper. And I remember
writing some reports and they were challenged by some people. I remember using the
words ‘implicit’ and ‘explicit’ and this caused a problem for someone above me: he didn’t
really know what they meant and I got severely criticised for using these words and he
said to me ‘I don’t know why you read all those books. I only read books by retired
policemen and that’s good enough for me’. And that was an example of the sort of thing
that you would get all the time.

How much of that is to do with your three years at University? I've always liked ideas,
always been fascinated by ideas. But the process of joining the police, of conforming, is
very, very powerful, certainly as a young man as I was at nineteen. So a lot of it gets
knocked out of shape by this requirement to conform and your desire to conform;
because you want to be part of it. But then the fact of coming from the university gave it
a boost and enabled you to do things better; so that what you wanted to do before you
could now actually do: it empowered you really.

He then gave an example of setting up a new department from scratch.

Was it always possible for you to translate these new ideas into practices and policies once
you came back to HQ? It was possible to influence things. I remember doing something
with Geoff Markham; it was about ‘79 and we were appointed to create a new unit,
called the ‘Community Services Branch’ [concerned with juvenile liaison and polices for
when, and when not, to prosecute juveniles]. And at that stage the received wisdom was
that the police liaised with hospitals, schools, the social services, the probation services,
and made a decision on whether to prosecute and proceeded from there. So we sat
around saying to ourselves ‘we’ve got to establish a system which brings the decision
making process central; then you get equality decision-making for the force — and we’ve
got to liaise on this with all these people’.

Now immediately when we said that I was thinking about the state; and I was thinking
of all these other state agencies and we have to go to the school and tell the school, the
social service and the probation service. And I said ‘what are we talking about? What is
all this for?” And with a first time offender you caution them anyway, so why do you go
round telling all these people? So we set that up as the philosophy of the system that
certainly the first offence was to be just between the police and the parents.
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Now I was looking at it in political terms, the state agency, this ‘phalanx’ of agencies
facing this child who’d perhaps only stolen an eye shadow, which is what they’d tend to
do before. And we actually did a joint paper, which they wouldn’t let us publish. We
called it “The Alternative View’ because it went against the perceived wisdom which was
then seen as liberal — the police talking to social workers, school teachers and probation
officers — this is great, these wonderful, liberal policemen. But we said ‘this isn’t liberal at
all, it’s fascist’! You’re creating this wonderful state alliance thing against these poor
kids’. But it was completely against the prevailing theme and our system in Essex
protected children in that first phase against the state thing. (Respondent 9)

Some respondents emphasised the more generic aspects of their university
education, which played a positive but fairly diffuse role in their further
career, whereas several perceived the intellectual capital as being of almost
daily significance because it enabled them to challenge conventional ways of
thinking and acting. This applied particularly to the two officers who had
worked closely together in setting up a new Community Services Branch.
They, with others, kept demanding from the leadership that they explain the
philosophy behind their policies, were prepared to use a new conceptual
vocabulary and were not afraid to bring the state, and abuse of state power
(even with references to fascism), into discussions. And, as one recalled,
when they asked senior officers to articulate their philosophy behind a
decision, one chief officer replied ‘how do you spell that? Is it with an “f”?
The graduates were far more likely to think in terms of a philosophy first,
then policy and only after that practice and they claimed that superiors
tended to work on the reverse principle — practice first and then a
‘philosophy will evolve’ (as one chief officer put it).

In short, the material of the interviews conveys images of officers who felt
strongly that they were advantaged in their further carcers by their
university background and who could identify attitudes and skills that
assisted them. We are dealing with some successful, self-confident people
here, and there may well be an element of retrospective rationalisation about
the perceived benefits of university. What they do believe, however, is that it
brought them social ‘capital’, a set of skills (verbal, analytical, in writing,
etc.) and, above all, a sort of critical, questioning style to problem-solving
and decision-making. This enabled some of them to be used in setting up
new and innovative departments, to pose fresh and critical questions about
the ‘philosophy’ underpinning these and to be given challenging roles in
strategy formation. Sometimes this enhanced standard practice but at other
times it posed fairly fundamental issues about institutional ideology and
practice. Perhaps as ambitious young ‘movers and shakers’ they would,
in some cases, have challenged the status quo anyway; but they claim that
the graduates did view the world differently, did share common assumptions
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and were able to take critical stances because of their social and educa-
tional ‘capital’. Of crucial significance, according to one respondent, was
that the Essex Police at that time, with Nightingale guiding the process, used
its graduates positively and also encouraged them to engage in critical
debate.

DISCUSSION

This modest vignette of a handful of police officers going to university some
thirty odd years ago is employed here to illuminate one of the sea changes in
British policing. This was the decision in the 1960s to send officers to
university and to start recruiting graduates into the service with the prospect
of rapid promotion. After 130 years, senior officers and policy makers were
abandoning the Peelite paradigm of an artisan institution which did not
attract the educated, was based on leaders starting at the bottom and
exhibited an aversion to lateral entry.

And again, at this moment, British policing is facing monumental change
which is fundamentally altering the very architecture of policing (O’Connor,
2005). In recent years, policing in most western societies has been subject to
multiple pressures including the effects of globalisation, demographic and
population shifts, radical Muslim terrorism, trans-national crime, cross-
border policing, militarisation, racial and ethnic diversity in recruitment, a
revolution in the use of information, technology and forensic techniques, the
impact of NPM and, in Britain, a sustained assault from successive
governments who are determined to reform policing.

My personal impression of the contemporary police organisation — going
on a range of contacts with senior officers and a number of forces in Britain
(and elsewhere), the opinions of colleagues and published material — is that
it has become more professional, better resourced, more transparent, more
of a learning organisation willing to admit mistakes, more willing to accept
dissent and to tolerate diversity of opinion. One significant factor in that
shift, I would argue, has been the recruitment of university graduates with
some forces now having between 25 and 30% graduates. The economic
downturn in the 1980s, allied to substantial increases in police salaries,
helped to attract graduates in significant numbers for the first time. This,
with increasing research on the police, and for the police, and with an
expanding number of specialised programmes at universities, has done a
great deal to alter the profile of policing and to break down its institutional
isolation (Newburn, 2003). This was illustrated by an interview with a
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graduate entrant from another force than Essex who joined the police in
1982, took a second degree part-time during his service, and said ‘now I have
seen the writing on the wall and am doing a third degree’. In his force about
25% of recruits have a degree on entry and, he claimed, ‘we have become
more attractive to graduates as policing has become centre stage and is
seen as a legitimate profession. In the service, we need conceptual leaps and
need to encourage vigorous debate because these are exciting times’.
(Respondent 8: my emphasis)

This would appear to represent a changing organisational identity in that
the organisation not only actively recruits graduates but has also become
attractive to graduates: in Chan’s terms (1999), this forms a shift in the
‘axiomatic’ knowledge of the police. Indeed, Bradley et al. (2006) speak of
strategic educational partnerships between the police and universities in
some states in Australia both for degree programmes oriented to officers
and for partnerships in research projects.

But policing is complex, has many functions and can shift style over time
or opportunistically (Bayley & Shearing, 2001; Marks, 2007). Organisa-
tional life in general and policing in particular are not always a world of
genteel reflection, critical questioning of the leadership, respect for the
outspoken, double-loop learning and warm comradeship. Furthermore,
organisations are arenas for egos and group dynamics that can be distorting,
repressive and even pathological (Punch, 1996). Indeed, one can discern two
tendencies that can be viewed as having a narrowing if not retrograde
influence on the intellectual emancipation in policing of recent decades.

On the one hand, the overemphasis on ‘management’ fostered by the
governmental push to impose NPM on services has led to restrictive
demands to reach quantitative targets (basically old-fashioned ‘Manage-
ment by Objectives’ reminiscent of Scientific Management). And it has led
also to budget discipline with ‘value for money’ regimes, whereby forces cut
back on many attractive areas of the police occupational community, such
as sport and bands, and even say they can no longer justify the expense of
sending serving officers to university. This contrasts with the military, which
has always had a policy of providing financial support for prospective
officers to attend university.

And, on the other hand, the move to ‘professionalise’ in its restricted
sense of certification of standards through gaining qualifications, has led
to a highly instrumental emphasis on degree and other courses which
are tailor-made for police officers. But this is almost a return to narrow,
internally focused vocational education among fellow cops even if it is
ostensibly externally taught and validated (Bradley et al., 20006).
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What is completely missing currently is the philosophy, backed with
resources, of sending serving officers to study non-vocational degrees full-
time. The added value was that officers could step outside the police world,
could mix with a highly diverse student population and could freely pursue
education for its own sake (comparable to the ‘liberal arts’ concept in the
USA: Useem, 1989). Our small sample fervently maintains that this
academic experience, rather than the specific knowledge, proved extremely
‘practical’ in many respects. Interestingly, senior officers on the Strategic
Command Course® who went on to study at Cambridge, told me that the
faculty was leaning over backwards to make things practical when they were
more interested in theory. An officer on that course also espoused a liberal
arts approach

I'm still a believer in a liberal-arts approach, it’s not fashionable, but it’s a good starter
as a preparation for life, as opposed to the functional/vocational degree; you're getting
an overview of the world and it’s encouraging you to think. But everyone should be
involved in education in some way; as a learning organization we should have a constant
desire to move forward, we need good quality people, with emotional intelligence. I'm
for a fairly broad church, it’s not what you learn on a course but what you can apply
when you get back — in terms of motivation, different ways of looking at the world, being
reflective. There should be an underpinning philosophy, aimed at attracting and
retaining good people with intellectual horsepower and emotional intelligence because
we value learning, we want to improve our performance, and we want learning to be
organizationally focused. Everyone here at ACPO level is a graduate and three have
masters degrees; in the pecking order you even ask yourself ‘where do we go from here?’
Some people have argued for a totally graduate entry or that all inspectors should be
graduates. (Respondent 7: emphasis added)

In essence, our small sample is saying not only that there is no dichotomy
between ‘theoretical’ academic knowledge and practical policing but also
that there can be a surprising and valuable synergy. Several of them
exemplified this by becoming model ‘reflective practitioners’ (Schon, 1983).

I would argue, then, that one policy implication is that every police officer
should have the right to a one-year paid sabbatical during his or her career.
A major orientation should be to providing full-time study at a university in
a non-vocational programme. But as one size does not fit all, there should be
space for negotiation on other ways of gaining valuable experience such as
working in another service industry, NGO or corporation, a period working
abroad in a developing country, or a tailor-made course of guided self-study.
The key is to be given the opportunity to step out of the police culture, to
rub shoulders with a wide range of people and to be given the chance to
experience higher education and gain a qualification, or some other valuable
experience. Generally, mature students are highly motivated and perform
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well, often irrespective of their previous educational background; certainly
our Essex officers, who had never contemplated a university education,
earned good degrees, thoroughly enjoyed the intellectual challenge and
made a valuable contribution to their force. It proved a sound investment

I think we can look upon ourselves at Essex as a fairly progressive police force. I just
think we have shown we have been able to adapt and move with change. For me the
secondment to university came at ideally the right time. If I had come in as a degree
entrant as PC then the organization at that time would have affected me much more than
later getting my degree as inspector. I feel I was able to do much more with it than if 1
was a graduate on entry. It continues to give me the confidence to go against the crowd if
you like, to challenge things. And we need that kind of thinking within the service.
Certainly I thought prior to university ‘well, what’s a degree, how does that make you a
better police officer?” Having been through the system I am now very much aware how
beneficial the educational process is. That’s why I think you don’t necessarily need to
have a vocational degree; it’s not the subject matter, it’s the process you go through as
far as I am concerned. (Respondent 3)

One significant benefit could be to break down the social distinction
between top cops and street cops, and certainly between graduates and non-
graduates, within the service.

CONCLUSION

However, we clearly cannot be naive. Change is never linear and progressive
in organisations but is subject to shifts, reversals, failures and unanticipated
consequences. While progress has been booked in some areas, with
increasing attention paid to ethnic and gender ‘diversity’, there are persistent
voices maintaining that British police culture and the police institution are
still in some ways racist, homophobic and prejudiced against women (and
currently anti-Muslim).” And yet, there has undoubtedly been substantial
structural change in policing and far-reaching proposals for further change.
For example, in the Richard Dimbelby Lecture for the BBC the
Commissioner of the Met (Sir Ian Blair) sketched an organisation that
needed a wide range of expertise at different levels and at different entry
points (Blair, 2005). Effectively, he was saying everyone who is useful is
welcome: and starting at the bottom, working your way up and needing
operational experience for senior positions would no longer be a
requirement but expertise and qualifications would be essential. His
proposals would make lateral entry a fact.
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One can only surmise how the police ‘serial’ in the back of a Transit,
waiting to go into action, conducts a discourse on this. Perhaps from their
worms-eye view, the nature of the work and their perceptions of that work
have altered remarkably little in the last few decades. And a salutary
warning comes from the work of Marks (2005). In her study of change in the
South African Police Service, she reflects on the fact that substantial socio-
political and institutional change, in the massive move from the apartheid
regime to a democratic, multi-racial society with positive discrimination
policies for government agencies including the police, had not greatly altered
the underlying police culture in the unit she studied. This is further
argument for the importance of ethnography: we need to know what is
really going in response to institutional rhetoric espousing change and
optimistically claiming beneficial effects.

In brief, policing is undoubtedly changing and the occupational culture of
policing is changing in some respects. The influx of graduates has been one
influence, among many, that has fostered greater openness to the media,
researchers and external scrutiny, new leadership styles, a willingness to
challenge established ways of operating and an ability to ride the waves of
change (Blair, 2003). Doubtless there will always remain a resilient residue
of the cynicism, solidarity, secrecy, negative stereotypes of outsiders and
superiors, emphasis on physical prowess, lauding of practical skills and
disparagement of theoretical knowledge that have been the hallmarks of
traditional police culture (Waddington, 1999a). But the increasing volume
of officers with experience of, and qualifications from, tertiary education
has been in my view a significant and positive factor in helping to change
the organisation and to alter its culture. Recruiting graduates and
stimulating serving officers to attend university from the 1960s onwards
ushered in the era of ‘smart’ cops. But an essential factor, drawing on the
Essex experience, is that the police organisation has to learn to use smart
cops in smart ways.

NOTES

1. Unless stated otherwise the quotations, with the questions in italics, are from
Lee and Punch (2006), which is largely based on interviews with people who joined
the Essex Police some 25-40 years ago. In Britain in secondary or further education
GCE, ‘O’ levels means General Educational Certificates at Ordinary Level, usually
taken around the age of sixteen; and for those who went on with their education
there were ‘A’ (‘Advanced’) Level Certificates.
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2. Referring to getting free food and services, to techniques of avoiding work and
to getting on to sports teams and bands which practised and performed during
working hours (Manning, 1977).

3. In 1944 a Post-War Reconstruction Committee recommended a National
Police College; this duly opened in 1948 and moved to its present site at Bramshill in
1960. The Police Staff College, as it came to be called, initially provided an
occupationally oriented curriculum but went on to offer a range of courses, which
were a blend of operational policing and academic activities. Currently, Bramshill is
a part of Centrex, which is responsible for police education and training.

4. Later ‘Sir John’, and also later President of ACPO (Markham, 2002).

5. There had been cases of officers taking degrees at the expense of the service
through the Bramshill Scholarship Scheme, particularly in law, only then to leave the
service.

6. Both the authors have taught on this course which then started at Bramshill
(Police College and part of National Police Training, now ‘Centrex’) and continued
at Cambridge with the possibility of gaining either a diploma or a degree in Applied
Criminology.

7. Speech at Black Police Officers’ Association by the highest-ranking Asian
police officer in the UK: August 2006.
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CHAPTER 5

POLICE STRESS AND
OCCUPATIONAL CULTURE

Janet Chan

ABSTRACT

Danger and trauma in police work have long been linked to the
development of a suspicious and cynical ‘street cop’ culture. Nevertheless,
there is evidence that stress among police officers in Western democracies
is more likely to be produced by organisational pressure and management
practices than by actual traumatic experience. This chapter uses data
from a follow-up study of police recruits to examine the relationship
between police stress and occupational culture. In particular, it analyses
the impact of organisational changes on officers’ perception of their work
and culture. The chapter demonstrates the way changes in the field of
policing can modify some aspects of the occupational habitus while
reinforcing others.

INTRODUCTION: STRESS AND CULTURE

The notion of ‘police stress’ has been the subject of many research studies
(e.g. Stinchcomb, 2004; Deschamps, Paganon-Badinier, Marchand, & Merle,
2003; Brooks & Piquero, 1998; Brown, Cooper, & Kirkcaldy, 1996), most of
which are concerned with identifying sources of stress and ways of reducing
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or alleviating stress to prevent burnout or resignation among police officers.
The relationship between police stress and the occupational culture has not
attracted much research, although a number of early researchers have
suggested a direct connection between the demands of police work and the
development of the occupational culture. Skolnick (1966), for example, sees
the ‘working personality’ of the police as a response to the danger of police
work, the authority of the police constable, and the pressure to be productive
and efficient. Reiner (2000, p. 87) similarly suggests that the ‘cop culture’
develops as a way to help police cope with ‘the pressures and tensions
confronting the police’. Van Maanen (1978) points out that the nature of
police work, the potential for danger, the shift work, the police uniform, the
sense of isolation, and the proliferation of rules and regulations within police
departments all contribute towards the formation of this culture. For
example, police cynicism can be a reaction to their regular exposure to lies
and excuses told by citizens who did not wish to be blamed; their hardness a
shell police constructed to protect themselves from ‘nasty encounters’ (Van
Maanen, 1978, p. 120).

Yet the danger and unpredictability of police work, as Manning (1997)
points out, may not be regarded as a stressful feature of police work by
officers themselves; in fact, they may have their peculiar appeal in the
‘threat-danger-hero’ view of the occupation:

Doubtless, danger and uncertainty are appealing facets of the work — many officers like
the excitement of chases, the danger-filled episode, the life-threatening intervention at a
crime scene. The danger and unpredictability allows for a degree of satisfaction and is not
a ‘negative’ feature of the work in the eyes of its practitioners. (Manning, 1997, p. 261)

There is increasing recognition in the literature that stress should neither be
regarded simply as ‘a stimulus in the environment that creates tension, threat,
or anxiety’ nor solely as the body’s response to stressful stimuli (Stinchcomb,
2004, p. 260). Instead, stress should be conceptualised in terms of the
interaction between the individual and the environment: in effect, stress is
defined as an ‘imbalance between environmental demands and individual
resources’ (p. 261). In other words, stress occurs when the demands placed on
individuals exceed their capacity to deal with these demands. A more precise
way of analysing stress is to distinguish between stressors, ‘the disrupting
conditions which create the need for the readjustment that can potentially
produce stress’ (p. 261) and stress, the strain experienced by individuals as a
result of not being able to deal with the demands of the disrupting conditions.
Responses to stress can include a variety of physical or physiological
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symptoms, social and attitudinal changes, as well as dysfunctional or
destructive actions (Stinchcomb, 2004; Lord, 1996).

Manning’s observation above suggests that whether certain environ-
mental demands are seen as stressful or exciting by officers may depend on
how these demands are ‘framed’ by individuals and their work groups. It is
therefore important to examine how police culture' can both shape and be
shaped by stressors. The relationship between stressors and police culture is
a question that can be explored by considering the relationship between field
and habitus in Bourdieu’s theory of practice (see Bourdieu & Wacquant,
1992). In simple terms, a field is a social space of conflict and competition,
where certain resources (capital) and constraints are at stake, while habitus
is a system of dispositions that integrate past experience and enable
individuals to cope with a diversity of unforeseen situations. In policing,
these dispositions include the skills, cognitions, attitudes, values, and
physical attributes officers acquire as part of being in the job (see Chan, with
Devery, & Doran, 2003). Using this framework, we can consider stressors as
demands in the field of policing. These demands may be physical,
psychological, political, social, legal, organisational, or symbolic. Police
officers as individuals and as a group can possess varying resources Or
capacity to cope; they develop the necessary habitus to deal with these
demands. According to Bourdieu, the relation between field and habitus
operates in two ways: on the one hand, the field conditions the habitus by
imposing demands and constraints; on the other, habitus provides the
cognitive frame for making sense of the field (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992,
p. 127). In other words, while occupational or organisational stressors affect
aspects of police culture, these stressors are interpreted by officers through
the assumptions and shared values embedded in police culture.

Stressors in police work can come in many forms. Recruits who join the
police usually experience a ‘reality shock” (Hughes, 1958) when they confront
a field that they are not familiar with. In order to get on with the job, their
habitus needs to adjust to this new field (Chan et al., 2003, Chapter 6).
However, new stressors can appear when the field of policing is itself
changing — for example, as a result of reform or technological change —
officers need to negotiate the field and learn new ways of adapting (Chan,
2001; Chan, 2003; Chan et al., 2003, Chapter 7). Initially, when faced with
changes and uncertainties, officers try to make sense of their situation by
drawing on the habitus they have acquired through occupational socialisa-
tion. However, they do not completely close off alternative interpretations,
since they cannot be sure that their ‘old’ frameworks still apply in the new
situation (Chan, 2007). Because of the evolutionary nature of this process of
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sensemaking (Weick, Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 2005), any change in habitus in
response to its environment is usually incremental:

Habitus change [sic] constantly in response to new experiences. Dispositions are subject
to a kind of permanent revision, but one which is never radical, because it works on the
basis of the premises established in the previous state. They are characterized by a
combination of constancy and variation which varies according to the individual and his
[sic] degree of flexibility or rigidity. (Bourdieu, 2000, p. 161)

In order to explore the relationship between stressors in the field of
policing and the occupational habitus, this chapter examines police officers’
accounts of the stress they experience in their work. The chapter is organised
as follows. The next section describes briefly the sources of data and research
methods, and raises some methodological issues. The third section discusses
the recent history of organisational changes in New South Wales Police and
the stressors brought on by these changes. The next two sections analyse
officers’ accounts of stressors that operate in the field and how they coped
with them: The fourth section deals with episodic stressors, while the fifth is
concerned with chronic organisational stressors. The penultimate section
examines the connection between stressors and the occupational habitus, and
finally the implications of the findings are discussed.

RESEARCH METHODS

Data are drawn from a follow-up study of a class of police recruits in New
South Wales, Australia, who originally took part in a longitudinal study of
police socialisation from 1995 to 1997 (see Chan et al., 2003). The follow-up
study, conducted between 2004 and 2005, revisits the class 9—10 years after
they entered the police academy using both a mail-out questionnaire survey
and face-to-face interviews. Only 118 of the original 150 recruits were still
employed by the police in 2005. These officers were invited to participate in
the study. A total of 42 questionnaires were returned and 44 face-to-face
interviews conducted. The response rates were 34 and 36 per cent
respectively.?

The interview sample represents a group of predominantly male (67 per
cent) and young (84 per cent under 35) officers, the majority (77 per cent) of
whom were at the rank of senior constable, who had had 7-8 years of
operational experience and were mostly in general duty (44 per cent) or
criminal investigation (33 per cent). The majority (61 per cent) were working
in capital cities or metropolitan areas at the time of the interview. Even
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though the response rates for the follow-up study are low, the survey sample
is fairly similar to the population of the remaining cohort in demographics,
rank, duty, and current location. Younger officers (28-30 years of age)
are over-represented in both the survey and the interview samples by about
10 per cent. Officers located in rural areas and those in criminal investigation
are over-represented by 11 and 13 per cent, respectively.’?

A methodological note is in order here. The main concerns of this chapter —
work-related stress, organisational change, and occupational culture — are
presented primarily through police officers’ accounts. These accounts may be
seen as biased, self-serving, or unreliable, given that secrecy and solidarity are
well-documented characteristics of police culture. Where possible, I have tried
to contextualise officers’ accounts with alternative sources of data — for
example, official reports or accounts of key informants.* There are, however,
good reasons to make use of officers’ accounts if we are interested in how
stress and culture are perceived and constructed by police themselves.
Interviews provide a rich source of data for understanding the police habitus —
the assumptions, values, ways of seeing and acting embedded in the language,
statements and opinions presented. It is also important to note the silences in
these accounts. Officers were forthcoming about certain types of stressors such
as management practices, organisational changes, accountability require-
ments, public attitudes, and court decisions perhaps because they were
regarded by their culture as legitimate grievances. They may have omitted
other stressors that were not seen as stressful. For example, even when gender
issues were explicitly raised in interviews, only one of the 15 female officers
mentioned ‘a bit of bullying’ by male colleagues. The stress of sexual
harassment, discrimination, or impediments that affect ‘women in a man’s
world’ (Foster, 2003, p. 214) was either non-existent among these officers” or,
more likely, ‘misrecognised’ (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, pp. 171-172) and
accepted as harmless (see Doran & Chan, 2003). By listening closely to
officers” accounts, noting their silences and omissions, and contextualising
their accounts with other sources of data, we hope to bring a deeper
understanding of the interaction between stressors that operate in the field and
the occupational habitus of policing.

STRESSORS IN A CHANGING FIELD

Stinchcomb (2004) distinguishes between two types of stressors in the field
of policing: episodic stressors such as traumatic incidents which rarely occur,
and chronic organisational stressors, which are routine and pervasive.®
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Episodic stressors usually ‘begin and end quickly’ and while they may have
long-term effects such as post-traumatic disorder, few officers are affected
(pp. 262-263). Chronic organisational stressors, on the other hand, are
constant and encountered almost everyday. Stinchcomb (2004, pp. 263-264)
cited a body of research that suggests that management practices rather than
critical incidents are more likely to produce stress among officers (see also
Brooks & Piquero, 1998 for a review of the literature).

Among the sources of organisational stress are management styles,
bureaucratic disciplinary procedures, and poor communication (Stinchcomb,
2004, pp. 266-267). Other stressors that have been identified relate to the
actual quality of work such as workload, responsibility for others, role
conflict and role ambiguity (Lord, 1996, p. 512). The impact of chronic
organisational stressors can include the development of physical symptoms,
emotional or personal problems, a diminished level of job satisfaction,
premature retirement, an increase in illness-related absences, a cynical
attitude towards the job, and problems with family life and relationships
(Stinchcomb, 2004, p. 265).

Organisational change, one of the main catalysts for changes in work
responsibilities and management style, is becoming increasingly important as
another source of stressors. For example, the implementation of a new
policing philosophy such as community-based policing can produce
additional stressors such as lack of recognition for work done, lack of
communication between officers and supervisors, and role changes required
by the new philosophy (Lord, 1996). The impact of these stressors can range
from psychological and physical symptoms, propensity to leave the police
force, to the lack of job involvement (ibid.). There is some evidence that
officers from larger’ police organisations report a higher level of organisa-
tional stress than those from smaller organisations, but force size explains
only a very small proportion of the variance in the stress variables (Brooks &
Piquero, 1998).

The New South Wales Police Force (NSWPF) provides an excellent case
for the study of the relationship between police stress and occupational
culture. It is the oldest and largest police force in Australia, with over 14,000
sworn officers (NSW Police, 2005). Apart from being a large police force, it
is also a changing organisation. Two major waves of reform took place in
the last two decades. In the mid-1980s, following a wide-ranging judicial
inquiry, the organisation went through significant and fundamental changes
to the philosophy, organisation, and operation of policing (Chan, 1997,
pp.- 129-136). For members of the cohort in the study, the most significant
event that marked the second wave of reforms was the Wood Royal
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Commission, which found that a state of ‘systemic and entrenched
corruption’ existed in the Police Service (Wood Report, 1997). In response
to the Commission’s findings, major reforms were introduced. There was a
big shake-up in terms of external scrutiny: the establishment of an
independent Police Integrity Commission (PIC) that continued the work
of the Royal Commission in relation to seri