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Reforming to Preserve: 

COMPSTAT and Strategic Problem-Solving in American Policing

Weisburd et al. have provided quantitative evidence documenting what seemed to be an important trend in policing: namely, the widespread adoption of what they characterize as COMPSTAT like management systems in American police departments. They have also done a thoughtful job of trying to say just what COMPSTAT is, and what parts of it are old and which parts new. And, they have begun the process of evaluating COMPSTAT by trying to locate it in a wider set of trends in the way that police departments are structured and managed to produce particular results. All this is exceptionally helpful to interested citizens, police managers and leaders, and police researchers as they try to take the measure of this important innovation in police management. 

The commentators, too, have made useful contributions to our shared understanding of the lessons of COMPSTAT. Firman, more unambiguously enthusiastic about COMPSTAT than Weisburd et. al., finds in COMPSTAT an elegant managerial “package” that seems to strike the right balance between focusing a police department on internal process versus substantive result, and between exercising hierarchical control over departmental activities and encouraging initiative and innovation at lower levels of police departments. Klinger finds in the Weisburd paper a demonstration of the importance and practicality of investigating the processes that lead to the diffusion of innovations in the field of policing, and provides a very useful summary of this field to help police researchers get started in carrying out more research of the type Weisburd et. al. have done here. 

These pieces are all admirably clear. They do not need more from me to introduce the ideas to interested readers.  So, with the limited space afforded by the invitation to write an introduction to this piece, I would like to join the fray and offer my own views about the important lessons of COMPSTAT. More specifically, I would like to take up the following issues raised by this paper, and by the commentators:

1) What exactly is COMPSTAT?

2) How new is it? (Or more precisely, which parts of it are new?)

3) How “strategic” is it?

4) Why did it disseminate so quickly?

5) What gives COMPSTAT its behavioral power inside police department

6) Does it tend to support or suppress innovation and learning in a police department

7) Does it increase the capacity of the police to reduce crime?

8) Is reducing crime necessarily the same as increasing the “public value” of a police department?

What is COMPSTAT?

The Kennedy School of Government has for many years run a program with the Ford Foundation that seeks to find and celebrate important “innovations” in government. As Weissburd et. al. note, COMPSTAT won a coveted innovation award in a national competition. This suggests that we must have known what the innovation was. In fact, however, one of the most interesting things about the Innovation Awards process is how difficult it turns out to be to specify the particular innovation that is being celebrated. Views about the exact nature of the innovation are almost as numerous as those who examine it closely.

Viewed from the narrowest perspective, COMPSTAT could be viewed as a technical system that collects a particular set of statistics that give quantitative measures of demands on police services and police activities. This information can be disaggregated to the precinct level, and is published on a virtually real time basis (e.g. within a week of being collected).

Viewed from a slightly broader perspective, COMPSTAT could be viewed as a combined technical and managerial system that embeds the technical system for the collection and distribution of performance information in a broader managerial system designed to focus the organization as a whole, and a subset of managers who are relied upon to exercise leadership in meeting the organization’s objectives on the task that the organization faces, and the efforts the individual managers are making to achieve the organization’s overall goals. It becomes a powerful managerial system in part because of the technical capacity of the system to produce accurate information on important dimensions of performance at a level that coincides with a particular manager’s domain of responsibility; but also because of the alignment of the measures with the cultural values of the organization, and the way that the information is used in the organization’s managerial processes. The fact that the information collected by the system aligns very closely with what the organization understands its purposes to be helps to give the technical system its behavioral power. The fact that top management uses the information to discuss the performance of the mid-level managers, and to give them a chance to request help from other parts of the organization in dealing with the problems they face also helps to give the technical information behavioral weight in the organization. The information becomes both the basis for evaluating managerial performance, and the occasion for a mid-level manager to get help from others if he needs it.

Viewed from a still broader perspective, COMPSTAT can be viewed as a managerial system which tends to reinforce the “old” style of management in a police department that emphasized central control over individual initiative, and compliance with policies and procedures over imaginative efforts focused on solving the substantive problems the police were supposed to handle; or it can be viewed as part of a “new” style of police management that encourages a focus on substantive performance, and an emphasis on experimentation and learning.

Viewed from a still broader perspective, COMPSTAT can be viewed as a managerial system which tends to reinforce an “old” strategy of policing which viewed reducing crime as the only important objective of policing, and viewed actions taken by the police themselves as the best way of reducing crime, or as one that supports a “new” strategy of policing that views the goals of policing as including but not limited to controlling crime, and that views the community as an important partner in seeking to control crime, fear, and disorder.

For purposes of analysis, I think it is best to think of COMPSTAT at the second level – as a combined technical and managerial system that seeks to develop a certain kind of focused internal accountability in a police department. The reason is that I think it is important that we leave the important question of whether the particular form of accountability created by COMPSTAT and its variants tends to change working relationships within the department, to support imaginative problem solving and learning, and changes the basic strategy of a police department to be investigated rather than assumed at the outset. In short, I think we should look at COMPSTAT at a particular kind of administrative innovation in a police department, treat that innovation as an independent variable, and then examine the effects that this innovation on how a police department does its work.

I have the sense that Weissburd et. al. want to skip the important step of defining COMPSTAT as a particular kind of managerial system that has predictable effects on the way the police department operates, and move more directly to the evaluation of how COMPSTAT can be seen to fit into the on-going discussion about what purposes police departments should pursue, and how they can best be managed to pursue those purposes. I have that sense as a result of two features of their discussion. First, from the very beginning of the article, they want to focus attention on whether COMPSTAT is a stabilizing innovation that allows the police to carry on as they have in the past in somewhat new circumstances; or whether it is a de-stabilizing innovation that moves the police to a new range of possibilities. (This is importantly related to the question of what is old and what is new about COMPSTAT.) Second, they suggest that COMPSTAT is the police version of a new kind of public management approach that could be called “strategic problem-solving.” The very name suggests a view that COMPSTAT is, in fact, “strategic,” and that it supports imaginative “problem-solving.” But they offer little in the form of either argumentation or evidence to support this particular claim. It seems that they want to appropriate COMPSTAT (whatever it is) for the cause of supporting a kind of police reform that emphasizes the new strategy and tactics of  “problem-solving” over either the old strategy of “reactive policing” or another new strategy that could be called “community policing” (that has a close but not perfect relationship to the idea of problem-solving policing).

Weissburd et. al. make an effort to characterize the “core elements” of COMPSTAT as a managerial system: namely, mission clarification, internal accountability, geographic organization of command; organizational flexibility; data driven problem identification and assessment; and innovative problem solving. But to treat all these things as core elements of COMPSTAT is to piggy-back a wide range of managerial innovations onto what is, in the end, primarily a performance measurement system. It may be that the NYPD clarified their mission under Bratton’s leadership to focus on reducing crime, but one could reasonably say that the mission was clarified in the first instance by Giuliani’s political commitments to this cause, and Bratton’s embrace of that objective, than by the establishment of COMPSTAT. The political and cultural commitment had to come before or alongside the creation of COMPSTAT to give COMPSTAT its behavioral power. It may also be that COMPSTAT helped to create a strong sense of internal accountability by collecting and publishing information about the performance of precinct level managers in ways that permitted easy comparisons both with their prior performance and the performance of their peers, but it was also important that Bratton replaced over one third of the precinct commanders that he inherited within a year of taking office. What Weissburd et. al. characterize as the geographic organization of command and organizational flexibility, I would characterize as an important cultural change in the location of responsibility and status in the organization from those who led special functional units to those who led the geographically defined, patrol dominated precincts. Precinct commanders became the individuals the organization was relying on to achieve its goals. The rest of the organization was subordinated to their interests and demands. 

Of much greater interest, however, is the claim that COMPSTAT was used to support “data driven problem identification and assessment” and “innovative problem solving tactics.” I hope that is true. But there is little evidence in this article that supports the claim that this was the effect of COMPSTAT, and some things that suggest this is not true. For example, in the standard works on problem solving, the police are urged to engage in an uninhibited search for information about what the causes of a problem might be, and how it might be successfully addressed. By definition, this involves searching for information that lies outside the reach of standardized information systems held within an existing police information system. The managerial process of COMPSTAT may encourage police managers to offer novel diagnoses of the problems that face them, and to propose innovative solutions, but it is hard to see how the information provided by the standardized technical information systems of COMPSTAT would routinely generate the information that could be used for detailed problem diagnosis and innovative solutions. Similarly, if some of the data that might be important to use in defining a problem and gauging its importance is the collection of community views about these matters, there was nothing in the early versions of COMPSTAT that supported the community side of problem identification, prioritization, and assistance in solving the problems that were nominated. So, it may be that COMPSTAT does in fact support data driven problem identification and assessment and innovative problem-solving tactics, but it might be better to offer evidence of this and to explain how the system works to produce that result rather than use it as a definition of a core element of COMPSTAT.

How New is COMPSTAT?   

If we think of  COMPSTAT as a technology supported performance measurement system embedded in a particular managerial system that organizes the use of that information for purposes of creating internal accountability and organizational learning, it becomes possible to talk about what parts of COMPSTAT are new and which are old, and to consider what the new bits add to the old.

As both Weissburd et. al, and Firman observe, there is much about COMPSTAT that is old and traditional in police organizations. The idea that precinct commanders were accountable to the Chief for crime that occurred in geographically defined commands is not new. Nor is the idea that the precinct commanders should be held accountable for knowing about the patterns of crime in their precincts and having a plan for dealing with the crime that was present.  Indeed, in many ways, COMPSTAT does not seem all that far removed from the days in which precincts had pin maps posted on their walls that showed recent crime patterns, and in which precinct commanders got calls from the Chief asking them to report on what had happened in their precincts on the previous day, and what they were doing to deal with the problems. This seems entirely consistent with an operationally oriented, para-military organization. And it is these features that suggest to Weissburd et. al. that COMPSTAT is really just an innovation that allows the police to look modern while doing what they have always done.

But there are some things that seem new in COMPSTAT that are worth pondering. The first is the degree to which computer generated information has replaced pin-maps. This may only be a difference in degree. There may be more recent information about more things in the computer-based system than in the pin-maps. It may be much easier to manipulate the information than in pin-maps. And so on. But it is quite possible that these differences in degree are so great that they really add up to a dramatically improved capacity to figure out what is happening in a precinct, and what might be done about it. I think the only way to know this would be to look in detail at a series of COMPSTAT meetings and see whether and how the diagnosis of situations was enriched, and imaginative problem-solving enabled. If all that happens is that we see a crime spike in time or at a particular geographic location (a hot spot), and get some cops over there to head it off, it is not clear that much new has occurred. 

In examining the use of information I would be particularly interested in keeping track of two quite different uses of the increased volume of information that computers made possible. On one hand, the increased volume of information would allow top managers in the police department to investigate more separate dimensions of precinct commander performance. They could look not only at how he was handling various crime spikes, but also what his average performance had been on crime in general, how afraid the community seemed to be, how much disorder was occurring in the community, how aggressive the police were in confronting people on the street, what forms of self-defense the community was relying on, whether citizens were satisfied with the level of service they were getting, and so on (assuming, for the moment, that data collection systems existed that could generate this information at the precinct level). This information is important to have because it identifies a particular dimension of performance that might be used to evaluate how well the police are performing their various roles, and at what cost in terms of both money and legitimacy. 

On the other hand, the increased volume of information could help police managers understand what was causing them to succeed or fail in producing the results they wanted. It could help them diagnose the causes of the problems they sought to resolve. This diagnostic use of information is different than the evaluation use of information. And, diagnostic information is often different and less easily systematized than the information we use for evaluation. It is also the kind of information that is crucial to imaginative and effective problem solving. If all the police know about a crime or disorder or fear problem is when it occurs and where it is located, their imagination about how to deal with it will be limited to a kind of directed patrol operation that gets the cops to the place at the time when the problem is occurring. If the police have some sense about the people, the relationships, and the circumstances, that lie behind the crime, 

disorder, and fear problems, a much wider range of interventions becomes imaginable – including many that will be lower cost, more effective, more preventive, and more acceptable to the community than some form of aggressive preventive patrol. 

The second notable new feature of COMPSTAT is how public and theatrical the proceedings are. In the old versions of command accountability, the chief talked directly and privately to the precinct commanders, or talked to them in the context of some regular staff meetings attended by the command staff. Typically, all commanders made a brief and somewhat superficial report on conditions. In COMPSTAT, in contrast, the discussion is held in front of much of the department and members of the public, and one commander remains the focus of attention for a long period of time. No doubt, this feature increases the overall voltage of the system, and puts increased pressure on the individual commanders. It is one thing to report superficially in private; quite another to report in depth, and face skeptical questions in public. But the public nature of this grilling has some additional features that are worth noting. For one thing, it helps create the conditions under which the organization as a whole can learn from the experience of one commander. They learn not only about this new procedure and what it demands of managers, but also something about the nature of the substantive problems the department is confronting, and the variety of ways the commanders have thought to deal with them. In short, the sessions can become a kind of operational seminar on dealing with crime problems, and everyone can have immediate access to the discussion. 

In addition, by treating the precinct commander as the focus of attention, and treating his problems as the ones that the organization as a whole is supposed to try to solve, an important change is created in the status and working relationships in a police department. More specifically, as Weissburd and Firman both observe, the precinct commander (usually a patrol commander) becomes more important than the functional specialists. The functional specialists are cast not in the role of units with special responsibilities whose priorities are set by their own commanders, but instead as resources to be made available to precinct commanders who are seen as the front line managers of the police department as a whole. This allows the police to mount multi-functional approaches to crime problems that have been observed and become significant at the precinct rather than the city-wide level.

Finally, the fact that the meetings are held in public creates an interesting opportunity to engage the members of local communities in the prioritization, analysis, and solution of the crime, fear and disorder problems that they face. It is not clear that the opportunity to engage local communities in the prioritization, diagnosis, and solution of crime, fear and disorder problems has been much exploited. Indeed, one could argue that this potentially valuable feature of COMPSTAT has been suppressed by holding the meetings downtown at One Police Plaza rather than out in the communities where the policing happens. This tends to emphasize the centralized command and control aspects of the process rather than the opportunities for community consultation. And the parts of the community that tend to show up will be city-wide reps and academics rather than locals. So, the local voices will not necessarily be heard in the particular kind of public process associated with this version of COMPSTAT. But there is no reason why one couldn’t change the paradigm by holding the COMPSTAT meetings in the local communities that were the focus of the discussion. That would make COMPSTAT genuinely new, but principally because it would help establish a different working relationship between the police and citizens.

How Strategic is COMPSTAT?

In a paper I wrote on police innovation several years ago, I made a distinction among four different types of police innovation.  Programmatic innovations constituted changes in the ways that police used their resources to deal with particular problems, or accomplish particular goals. Examples of programmatic innovations included such things as making arrests mandatory in domestic violence cases, relying on decoys to suppress muggers, introducing location oriented directed patrols to control certain kinds of street crime, or using police officers to lecture elementary school students on the dangers of drug use. These are the sorts of innovations which are typically the focus of program evaluations. They are also the sorts of things that are often the focus of what has come to be called evidence-based policing. They are also the sorts of things that are developed through problem-solving efforts. 

Administrative innovations, in contrast, are changes in the ways the police manage themselves. Important examples here include the methods the police use to recruit and train officers, the ways in which the police organize themselves along geographic and functional lines, the degree to which a police department decentralizes operational initiative, the methods the police rely on to evaluate the performance of individual officers, of subordinate commands within the department, or of the department as a whole, the structures and processes the police establish for consulting with citizens and communities, the methods they use to deal with corruption and excessive use of force, and so on. These things may well have an important impact on operations, but they differ from programmatic innovations insofar as they represent changes in how a police department manages itself rather than in how it operates programmatically. They create the organization wide conditions under which operations are carried out, and guided, and reported on rather than new substantive and operational methods for reducing crime, disorder, and fear.

Technological innovations I defined as changes that involved new pieces of technical equipment and capacity rather than new methods of using police labor. It is important to understand that technological innovations can be used to support either operational or administrative activities in a police department. For example, technological innovations that support operations include the development of DNA testing systems, or non-lethal weapons. Technological innovations that support administrative activities include such things as the “shoot, don’t shoot” simulations that improve the training of officers in the use of deadly force. Among the most important technological innovations shaping policing, of course, are those rooted in enhanced electronic communication and data processing. These sorts of innovations turn out to be particularly important because they affect not only operations, but also administrative systems. By linking officers to information they could not previously obtain in real time, they transform what officers do on the street (a programmatic innovation). By making officer conduct more transparent to higher level managers (both in real time and through the creation of durable records), the new information systems change the structure of working relationships in the department (an administrative innovation).

A strategic innovation, I argued, was an innovation that changed the overall purposes of the police, the principal means they relied on to accomplish their objectives, or the important internal and external working relationships in the organization. I also argued that strategic innovations usually both required, and came about as a result of a series of smaller programmatic, administrative, and technological innovations that accumulated (more or less self-consciously directed) into a strategic change.

This simple framework offers us a way of sizing up COMPSTAT as an innovation in policing, and in particular to talk about how strategic this innovation turns out to be. Based on this framework, I would characterize COMPSTAT primarily as an administrative innovation. It is an administrative innovation primarily because it changes the working relationships inside the department, and because it changes the basis on which a particular group of mid-level managers are being held accountable and evaluated. This administrative innovation may change the way the organization operates programmatically. If Weissburd et al. are correct about the way in which the system encourages problem diagnosis and the development of imaginative interventions, it may turn the police department into an organization that is continuously innovating with respect to operational programs. But the point is that it is not in itself a new programmatic idea about how best to deal with the myriad crime, fear, and disorder problems that a police department faces.

Viewed from this perspective, however, COMPSTAT doesn’t really seem to be all that strategic. It doesn’t either broaden or change the mission and goals of the police department. Indeed, it hardens the image of a police department as a crime-fighting organization. It doesn’t necessarily transform the principal operational methods the police rely on to achieve their objectives. Indeed, insofar as it emphasizes disorder arrests as a method of dealing with crime and the fear of crime, and insofar as it emphasizes directed patrol operations in response to crime spikes of various kinds, it tends to encourage a style of policing we once characterized as “aggressive preventive patrol” – a rather old style of policing, and one that got police departments into a great deal of trouble at the end of the sixties. And, it doesn’t seem to do much to change the basic internal and external working relationships that characterize a police department. It may be that the internal working relationship between precinct commanders and specialty units changes in a way that gives the precinct commanders a bit more influence over the work of the specialty units, and that might well turn out to be strategically important. It may also be that the system does have the effect of shifting initiative and responsibility for controlling crime from the chief to precinct commanders, and that, too, might turn out to be very important. But there is nothing very radical about these changes compared with traditional practices. The specialty units have not been disbanded and had their officers re-distributed to precinct commands. The principal responsibility for imagining an effective response to crime has not been shifted all the way down to individual officers who could be invited to nominate problem-solving efforts to deal with problems they confront on their beats. And, most importantly of all, even though COMPSTAT has become good public theatre, it has not been used as a forum for re-structuring the relationship between the police and the local communities that have to live with the problems that the police fail to notice or help to create by the way that they police. So, even though Weissburd et. al. want to see COMPSTAT as “strategic,” I don’t see it that way. COMPSTAT may have the potential to drive towards a strategic change in policing by widening the goals, transforming the methods, and altering the key internal and external working relationships in policing, but it is by no means clear that this has actually occurred.

Why Did it Disseminate So Fast?

I have less to add to the discussion of why this innovation disseminated so quickly. Indeed, I have only three observations to offer. First, as criminologists begin focusing their attention on the processes that lead to the diffusion of innovations, I think it would be particularly important for them to look at the work of Paul DiMaggio and Woody Powell on what they call “institutional mimesis.” The idea here is that all organizations in a particular industry come to resemble one another rather closely. One reason for that could be that competition among the organizations forces them all to adopt the most efficient form, and it is that process that produces the similarity. But they point to other mechanisms that could produce this same effect including, in particular, the organization’s desire to court legitimacy by embracing the most modern ideas (regardless of whether they work!). My experience tells me that the police world is much like other professions in which organizations want to have good reputations in their profession, and where they acquire those reputations by embracing new “best practices” even if those best practices have not been fully understood or tested.

Second, it is important to remember that another innovation that disseminated very quickly was the DARE program – a program that seemed to do very little to reduce drug abuse in the community, but did a great deal to enhance the legitimacy of the police with local communities.

Third, as Klinger observes, ideas that disseminate quickly are often those that fit very comfortably within an existing organizational culture and tradition. Given that there are many aspects of COMPSTAT that fit quite comfortably within police traditions (e.g. focus on crime control as the primary if not exclusive objective of policing, use of crime statistics as the basis for evaluating organizational performance, use of the command structure as the basic system of accountability) it should not be surprising that it disseminated rather broadly. Indeed, I would venture a further speculation: namely, that it was these particular pieces of COMPSTAT and not the more challenging ideas associated with community problem solving policing that disseminated most widely and most quickly. Ideas that deeply challenge institutions typically do not disseminate very quickly or very widely or very deeply without some significant outside crisis.

What Gives COMPSTAT its Behavioral Power?

A basic principle of management is that measures of performance can animate and guide organizational behavior. But given that we have all seen measurement systems constructed for organizations that seem to have no impact on how the organization behaves, it is clear that a measurement system alone is insufficient to change organizational behavior. Measurement may be useful, but there is also something in the way that the system is used, and something in what the system measures that gives some measurement systems behavioral power and others not. 

By all accounts, COMPSTAT (understood at the first level as simply an organizational performance measurement system) had an important impact on how the NYPD behaved. (The exact evidence for this claim remains elusive, except perhaps in the fact that the NYPD made many more misdemeanor arrests after COMPSTAT than it did before.) Assuming this is so, it is interesting to consider what it was about COMPSTAT other than its existence as a measurement system that gave it its behavioral power. What was it about COMPSTAT that gave it its unusual voltage in animating the actions of the NYPD? Let me list several possibilities.

The first, already noted above, is that both the organizational goals embedded in the system (reducing crime), and the basic tactics encouraged by the system (aggressive order maintenance policing), had strong support from a newly elected Mayor and a newly appointed police chief. There was more general political support for a shift away from the “soft” approach taken by Dinkins, Brown, and Kelly; and, increasingly, professional ideological support for the “Broken Windows” approach to dealing with crime. In short, a strong political constituency had been created behind the ideas that came to be embodied in a more concrete form in the COMPSTAT managerial system.

Second, the general political ideas that supported “broken windows” policing, and the particular tactics encouraged by COMPSTAT, were also closely aligned with the culture of the NYPD itself. No one was asking the police to seek a goal that they did not think was important. No one was asking the police to occupy a position that threatened their professional status and autonomy. The police were being asked to do what they long wanted to do – reassert their control over the streets. Moreover, they were beings asked to do this without worrying too much about financial resources, or limitations on the use of force and authority, or the importance of consulting with local communities about the way they wanted to be policed. When people are asked by a performance measurement system to do what they are already committed to doing, the system operates to give focus and meaning to work rather than to inhibit or frustrate efforts.

Third, the system was designed technically so that it would be aligned with a particular structure of delegation and accountability in the police department. The leadership of the NYPD had decided that it wanted to run the NYPD primarily through the geographically defined patrol structure; more specifically, through the work of precinct commanders. Given that the precinct commanders (rather than the higher level borough commands, or the off to the side functional commands) were seen as the focus of the Department’s efforts to reduce crime, it became important to have a measurement system that could pinpoint the degree to which managers in these particular positions were producing the desired results. Thus, it was crucially important to be able to collect and display all information used in the COMPSTAT at the precinct level. The information about performance had to be precisely linked to the managerial responsibilities of specific individuals.

Fourth, the managers whose behavior was being monitored had to believe that the information would be used in evaluating their performance, and making consequential decisions about their futures. In the NYPD, it was not possible to produce significant variations in pay based on performance as it would be possible to do in the private sector; but it was possible to make continuation in the job, and the prospects of future promotion (with subsequent implications for pension benefits) contingent on performance. Thus, it was behaviorally significant that more than one third of the precinct commanders whom Bratton inherited were replaced over the first year or two of his administration, and that it was believed that these changes were linked to their performance as it was revealed in the COMPSTAT process. This is the way in which a (weak) measurement system becomes a (powerful) incentive system.

Sixth, the public aspects of the performance reviews tended to increase the pressure in the system. In principle, all the information collected by COMPSTAT could have been held at the Command level, and used by top management in private conversations with individual managers. That is often the practice in private sector firms. Alternatively, the information could have been published widely throughout the organization, but not formally discussed in public forums. But the NYPD opted for the maximum degree of exposure of this information. The NYPD not only collected the information, reviewed it at top management levels, and published the information throughout the department; they also required the managers to discuss this information in a public forum that included not only their bureaucratic peers, superiors and subordinates, but also members of the public. The fact one’s successes and failures were highly visible  -- that there was no place to hide – increased the pressure of the system. 

Seventh, because the information was being collected both across precincts and within a precinct over time, it was possible to make comparative judgments about performance. The Department’s top management could look at one precinct commander relative to another at a given point in time; and they could look at one precinct commander’s performance at one point in time relative to his performance at a different point in time. The fact that these benchmarks for performance existed gave a certain kind of rough legitimacy to the comparative evaluations. Fewer excuses of the form that the implied standards were unreasonable could be offered and taken seriously.  

It is obvious, I think, that all these factors contributed to the power of COMPSTAT to animate and guide the organization’s behavior. The political context, and the commitment of the top leadership of the organization gave the system weight. So did the fact that it was asking the NYPD to do something and behave in ways it wanted to behave anyway. And finally, some of the particular technical features of the system (the way it was aligned with organizational responsibility, the fact that it was used for consequential personnel decisions, the fact that the evaluations came soon and often; the public nature of the evaluation process, etc.) all tended to give the system unusual power. Indeed, one way to think analytically about the design of performance measurement systems like COMPSTAT is to view each of the factors identified above as a kind of design variable, and to imagine that one could set these variables at different levels, and get quite different degrees of tension running through the system. Thus, if the measurement system were less aligned with the culture of the organization, one would expect it to have less motivational power, and even to be resisted or ignored. If the system were not aligned with any particular jobs, or were not used to evaluate the performance of the people in the jobs, it would have less power than COMPSTAT actually had. In short, one can think of these as knobs one can turn to elevate or reduce the voltage that runs through the system.

An important question not only about COMPSTAT but also in the design of its progeny is how much voltage is it desirable to run through an organization. At the outset, one might be inclined to say “the more, the better.” This seems particularly true if the principal problem one thinks one has with the performance of an organization is a lack of motivation and accountability. Then, a system that is designed to get officers “off their asses” and “out of the doughnut shops” might be the one that is necessary to improve the output and performance of the organization. On the other hand, one can imagine situations where turning the voltage way up would have negative effects on the performance of the organization. One effect of increasing the voltage might be to put pressure on the integrity of the measurement system itself. If a great deal depended on the measurements, one creates incentives to manipulate the measures as well as to improve performance indicated by the measures. One can keep that in check by more carefully auditing the information included in the system, but that kind of checking is both expensive and dispiriting. One can also imagine a situation where parts of the organization or the entire organizations was already working very hard, and the increased voltage was experienced as nothing more than a “speed up” which turned out to burn out and sacrifice some of the organization’s best performers. 

Most damaging of all, however, would be a system that had a significant amount of voltage, but which seemed to deliver its shocks in a way that seemed random to those who were subjected to its evaluations. Psychologists have done experiments with rats in which they can produce a state they describe as “learned helplessness.” They produce this state by first running an electrical current through a grid that serves as the floor of a rate cage. The rats don’t like to be shocked, and scurry around trying to find some behavior that will stop the current running through the floor. At the outset, they are quite animated in this search, and the experimenters give them a way out: they give them a lever to push that will stop the current from flowing. The rats find this lever quickly and learn to push it to relieve their discomfort. Then, the experimenters alter the relationship between pushing the lever and removing the source of discomfort. Sometimes when the rats push the lever, the current continues. Othertimes, when they push the lever, it gets worse. Eventually, when the rats figure out that there is nothing they can do to adjust the current in the cages, they simply give up. They hunker down and take it. The voltage has lost the capacity to motivate them to act or to experiment. They are simply too discouraged to keep trying.

It isn’t hard to imagine a system coming to have similar effects on human beings. Incentives (in the form of both rewards and penalties tied to bits of behavior) can motivate people to perform in particular ways. If, however, the connection between the behavior and the incentive is broken – if the subjects of the control system can no longer figure out how the system is behaving and what it wants them to do – they can simply become demoralized and give up altogether. This can happen presumably if those who administer the system keep changing their mind about what they want, or if they want what is impossible to provide. So, whether a system works well to motivate people over a long period of time depends a great deal on whether those subject to the system believe it is asking them to do something they think is both valuable and possible for them to do. 

Does COMPSTAT tend to support or suppress innovation in a police department?

These observations about the conditions under which a performance measurement system will work have an important connection to the issue of whether the system will actually cause the organization to learn better about how to deal with crime. Viewed from one perspective, the COMPSTAT system held precinct captains of the NYPD accountable for reducing (reported) crime in their geographically defined domains. Changes in levels and types of reported crime were always Exhibit 1 – the beginning of the conversation, the thing that set the tone for the discussion. It is this simple fact that gives COMPSTAT much of its focusing power. Thus, one might say that it made learning how to deal with crime a very important objective for every precinct commander in the force.

The worry, however, is that while this became the concern of every commander in the force, it does not necessarily follow that the system will produce new ideas about how to deal with crime. As noted above, of precinct commanders do not really think they can do much to control crime, they will not necessarily be motivated to act in any new way to accomplish this goal. They might come to view their performance as measured by COMPSTAT as the result of random forces in their environment which had little to do with them. They can hope that the numbers will be good, but not see any way to make them good. To the extent this was true, the organization would not necessarily learn very much about how to control crime. Alternatively, the commanders, fearful on their evaluations, might decide that the best thing they can do to protect themselves against a negative evaluation is to fall back on the conventional responses that a police department makes to particular crime problems; e.g, directed patrol operations designed to threaten or make arrests of people committing crimes at particular locations and times, or simply aggressive preventive patrol efforts. They might even try to find out in advance what the organizationally sanctioned ideas are about how to deal with crime problems, and do those things rather than think on their own. In both these cases, COMPSTAT would not necessarily drive organizational learning, but would instead increase pressures for organizational conformity and compliance with established policies and procedures – precisely the place we were before COMPSTAT was introduced.

These observations make one somewhat obscure feature of COMPSTAT particularly worth noting. It is this: while it is true that COMPSTAT made reducing crime the single most important goal in the NYPD and made precinct commanders liable for producing that result, the system did not operate as a system that imposed strict liability on managers for performance; it gave them an “out” by giving them credit for having some kind of thoughtful plan for addressing a crime problem even if that plan had not year born fruit in terms of improved performance.  By a strict liability system, I mean a system in which the precinct commanders were held strictly accountable for their performance with respect to reducing crime: where crime reductions were the only things that mattered, and where the statistics alone told the tale – a system in which no excuses or explanations could be offered, where no credit was given for effort, only for results. Now, there is much about COMPSTAT that makes it look like a strict liability system. The measures are there and used for comparative purposes. Individuals are sanctioned for poor performance measured on these statistics. The humiliation is public. Etc.

Yet, it is potentially very important that those who ran COMPSTAT always said that while success in reducing crime was the most important thing, it was also important that managers had a reasonable plan for responding to a crime problem that they had not yet solved as well as could report success in dealing with crime. The reason this is important is that one could, apparently, get credit in this system (at least in the short run), by recognizing a problem, having an idea about how to deal with it, and/or reaching out for advice and help in dealing with the problem as well as dealing with it oneself. 

This little chink in the strict liability system is potentially important because it reduces the chance that the managers will succumb to the kind of learned helplessness described above. Even if they have their doubts about their ability to reduce crime, they are encouraged by the system to keep thinking and acting as though they could. They are rewarded for thoughtful ideas as well as for demonstrated results. As a result, their minds and imaginations are engaged in the task of reducing crime. And the setting in which they have and discuss these ideas about how to respond to crime problems is a wide public forum in which many are invited to contribute ideas and even operational assistance to help deal with the problem that the precinct commander faces.

How the opportunity created by the interest of the system in generating new ideas about how to deal with crime problems is used will have a decisive effect on whether COMPSTAT tends to encourage or suppress organizational learning about the control of crime.  If the system operates as a strict liability system, and never pays much attention to what the managers are trying to do to deal with crime, or rewards them only when they do the conventional things to deal with particular crime problems, then the system will not do much to encourage organizational learning. It will remain ignorant of the connection between the organization’s ideas and actions on one hand, and its results on the other; or it will remain locked in continuing to follow the procedures it has always relied upon to deal with crime. If, on the other hand, the system is interested in how managers are thinking about dealing with particular crime problems, and exposes that issue in collaborative discussions about what could be tried to reverse a problematic crime trend, then COMPSTAT can very well serve as a device for increasing the innovativeness and learning of the organization in dealing with crime issues. 

It is also worth noting that shifting from a strict liability system that holds precinct commanders accountable only for their results in reducing crime to one that holds managers accountable not only for their accomplishments, but also for their efforts to deal with problems, including their innovative ideas about how to deal with problems the organization has not yet figured out how to solve, tends to change assumptions that structure the working relationships between top level managers and mid-level managers. In a strict liability system, the assumption is that everyone knows what to do, and the only question is whether someone is personally motivated enough to want to get the job done. Failure is treated as a matter of character and not trying hard enough rather than as a consequence of facing a really hard problem. In contrast, in a system that holds individuals accountable for conscientious and imaginative efforts as well as results, the assumption is that everyone is trying hard, and the principal difficulty is that it is not always clear what one can do to deal with the problem at hand. The challenge is for the organization as a whole not to increase pressure on the person to perform, but for it to work with the manager to find a way to succeed through the development of improved methods.

It may well be that one of the nice balances created by COMPSTAT that is admired by Firman is the nice balance that is struck between holding managers accountable for results, and for conscientious and imaginative effort. It would be bad to have a system that did not attend to the degree to which managers achieved desired results. But it would also be bad to have a system that failed to notice when managers were facing hard problems which they were making conscientious efforts to solve. This system uses the imaginations of managers as well as their focused effort. The more we imagine that the police face novel rather than standard situations, the more we will need the imagination of the managers as well as their commitments and professional expertise.

Note that so far I have been talking about the impact that COMPSTAT has on a certain kind of learning; namely, the ability of the police department to reduce crime. This is the kind of organizational learning that Chris Argyris would describe as “single loop learning.” What he means by single loop learning is that the organization is learning how to get better in the doing of its current tasks. He distinguishes this kind of learning from a different kind of learning that he calls “double loop learning.” In his terms, this is a different, deeper kind of learning in which an organization learns to reconsider some of its basic assumptions about it purposes and means in what might be a profoundly altered external environment. For Argyris, double looped learning is a much more important and more difficult kind of learning for organizations to do.

In a police context, double looped learning might involve a re-consideration of whether the best way to think about the ultimate goal of a police department is to reduce crime without worrying too much about the cost in terms of money or legitimacy it enjoys with elements of the community. It might also involve a re-consideration of whether the best way to deal with crime is through threatening and actually arresting those who commit crimes rather than trying to find other more preventive modes of intervening in the large and small social circumstances that tend to create offenders or the situations that produce offenders. Or, it might involve a re-thinking about how the police understand the contributions that citizens make to their own self-defense, and what the police can do to help citizens both reduce crime and deal with their own fears in ways that strengthen rather than weaken community bonds. These kind of questions that require double looped learning are the kinds of questions we identified above as strategic questions; namely, those that transform understandings about the most valuable purposes, the most important means, and the most important internal and external working relationships that allow the police to make their highest value contribution to the communities that support and rely upon them.

Viewed from this perspective, it is not at all clear that COMPSTAT does much to encourage double-looped learning in the organization. Indeed, this seems to be the heart of Weissburd’s et. al. concerns about COMPSTAT. They do not seem to worry too much about the fact that COMPSTAT focuses obsessively on reducing crime without worrying too much about how much money and public legitimacy is chewed up in the process of achieving these results. Nor do they seem to worry too much about the fact that opportunities for engaging communities in the diagnosis, prioritization, and solution of crime problems is not much emphasized in COMPSTAT. But they do worry a bit that COMPSTAT tends to enshrine old internal working relationships in police departments – particularly those that emphasize top down accountability and tend to limit the discretion and suppress the initiative of street level police officers. There was an important kind of double loop learning that was associated with problem-solving policing that emphasized the importance of front line police officers identifying and responding to problems at the beat level rather than precinct commanders finding ways to deal with crime problems at the precinct level. The idea that community problems could include but were not necessarily limited to crime problems, the idea that these problems came in sizes that were smaller than those that could be seen in precinct wide crime statistics, and that they could be dealt with by the initiative and action of smaller units than precincts, were all paradigm changing ideas in policing that emerged from the problem-solving idea. Those ideas are, to some degree at least, at risk in a COMPSTAT system that limits a focus to precinct sized crime problems, and depends on precinct level initiatives to deal with these.

I confess that my worries about COMPSTAT go well beyond these particular lost opportunities for double looped learning. I think that the general idea of community problem-solving policing challenged traditional ideas about policing at many levels – in terms of the ends of policing, the means, and the key external and internal working relationships. Somehow, COMPSTAT took one strand of all that interesting thinking – the strand that focused on the relationship between disorder, fear and crime, and found a solution in an old form of policing that could be described as aggressive, preventive patrol – and elevated that single, very traditional strand of thought to a prominent position as though this idea was the only or the most important or the most operationally useful of all the ideas that had emerged from a very productive period of police innovation. One cannot help but be excited as Weissburd et. al and Firman are about the potential of COMPSTAT to help the police get better at controlling crime. But one also cannot help but be concerned that a great deal of potentially valuable improvements in police operations went by the board when much of the reform energy got sucked into replicating COMPSTAT throughout the country. 

Does COMPSTAT increase the capacity of the police to reduce crime?

By far the most important claim made about COMPSTAT is that it helped the police recover their focus on controlling crime, and with that, their ability to do so. Arguably, this would make COMPSTAT valuable to the world even if some of the criticisms listed above were also true. So, it becomes very important to those who are taking the measure of COMPSTAT to be able to say whether they think COMPSTAT helped to reduce crime, and if so, through what particular means.

With respect to the first question of whether COMPSTAT succeeded in reducing crime, there is still much to be debated. We have the evidence that crime fell in NYC following the introduction of COMPSTAT. We also have a theory as well as some other corroborating evidence that links the kind of policing that COMPSTAT apparently generated in NYC to success in controlling crime. And these two things together have been taken by many reasonable people as a basis to celebrate COMPSTAT and urge its widespread adoption. 

But the fact of the matter is that we remain uncertain about whether the police, stimulated to operate in particular ways by the COMPSTAT system, was the active ingredient in producing the reduction in crime. We have evidence that the crime rate was beginning to fall in NYC prior to the introduction of COMPSTAT, and that these declines were linked to increases in the overall size of the Police Force as well as to the methods of policing that had been initiated under Dinkins, Brown, and Kelly. We have evidence that crime decreased in other cities that did not rely either on COMPSTAT as a management system, or the tactics of aggressive preventive patrol that COMPSTAT seemed to encourage in NYC. We also have some other plausible explanations for why crime might have decreased in NYC including the observation that a large fraction of the offending population had been incapacitated in prison as a result of significant changes in sentencing practices.

What makes the link between COMPSTAT on one hand and observed levels of crime on the other particularly difficult to establish is not only that we cannot rule out other explanations for what caused crime to fall in New York, but also that we cannot connect all the links that connect the introduction of COMPSTAT to a reduction in crime.  Uncertainty appears at each step along the logic model that connects COMPSTAT to reduced crime. At the outset, as noted above, we cannot say with precision what COMPSTAT is. Is it the technical system of performance measures? It is that plus the particular ways in which management decided to use the performance measures? If so, are there some parts of the managerial system that are more important than others in producing a particular response? Next, we cannot say for sure exactly how the technical/managerial system actually worked, nor what impact it had on the thoughts of precinct commanders, and the operations that were carried out within their precincts. We cannot get from the management system to observed changes in the operational behavior of the police department. Finally, we cannot get from changes in the operational behavior of the police department to changes in levels of reported crime with a reasonable ability to attribute observed changes to changes in the behavior of the police alone.

So, it remains a bit uncertain about whether COMPSTAT really does cause a police department to behave in ways that reduce crime. We cannot be sure what impact COMPSTAT has on the behavior of police departments. Nor can we be sure what impact the changed behavior has on levels of crime.

Is reducing crime necessarily the same as increasing the “public value” of a police department?

Uncertainty about the effects of COMPSTAT on levels of crime alone is not enough reason to lose all our enthusiasm for COMPSTAT as an important administrative innovation in policing. After all, at a scientific level, we have always been uncertain about the relationship between the actions of police departments and levels of reported crime. We have lived with this uncertainty at least in part because we find it hard to believe at the common-sense level that a kind of policing that succeeds in threatening criminal offenders with arrests and prosecution wouldn’t have some impact on crime through the mechanisms of deterrence and incapacitation. We continue to police the way we do at least in part because we cannot believe that it does not have some practical impact on observed levels of crime.

But we also live with our uncertainty about the relationship between what the police do and levels of crime because we have a different justification for policing than its practical effectiveness in controlling crime. We think that policing is justified at least in part because we think citizens ought to be entitled to having a public organization that can come to their aid when they have been victimized by a crime. We like the idea that we can provide to citizens some kind of response to victimization other than encouraging them to respond in kind. We also think it is just and appropriate that those who commit crimes should be called to account for their crimes. We believe in calling offenders to account partly because we think that reduces the likelihood that they or others like them, will offend in the future. But we also believe in calling offenders to account because we think it is just to do so. In short, in policing, we want to protect and realize just relationships between citizens, victims, offenders, and the state as well as to achieve practical results like reducing crime and fear. We can see that these goals are being accomplished when the police solve crimes, and not worry particularly about whether the police are also successful in reducing crime.

Once we remember that one of the purposes of a police department is to produce justice, however; and once we remember that we can think about justice both as an objective condition we associate with the procedural rectitude of the police, and a subjective feeling that citizens who are being policed have about the legitimacy of the police and their operations; however, we come to a more fundamental critique of COMPSTAT than our uncertainty about its practical effect on levels of crime. That concern focuses on the question of whether reducing crime really constitutes the right “bottom line” for policing. In introducing COMPSTAT to the world, Bratton said that it did: he said that “reduced crime was the same as profit in a private corporation.” 

Now, Commissioner Bratton is a very good police leader and manager, but he is not a very good accountant. The profit earned by a private business is calculated as the revenues earned by selling products and services minus the costs of producing those goods and services. If one were to carry this equation into the world of policing, one would say that reduced crime is not really the equivalent of the profit – it is the equivalent of the revenues earned by the organization’s sale of goods and service; that is, of the value attributed to the organization’s output by those who purchased it. The profit earned by a police department would be the value of the crime reduction produced minus the costs of producing that result. What Bratton misses in his conception is the cost of producing the result of reducing crime. (He may also miss the fact that the police produce much that is valuable beyond reducing crime, but we will let that one go for now.) The net value of a police department cannot be gauged without looking at costs anymore than the net value of a private company could be gauged by looking only at the revenues it earned. We have to look at costs as well as value and revenues produced.

But what costs do a police generate as they go about their important work of reducing crime? One obvious answer is that they spend our money. This is obvious. And it is not hard to account for the amount of our money that public police departments spend. Less obvious, however, is that the police spend our freedom and liberty. As the Philadelphia Police Commission once wrote:

An important question we have to address ourselves to in identifying the value produced by a police department is not only how much money was spent, but also how much authority. Now, authority is an odd kind of resource. It is not necessarily finite. When one spends authority, one doesn’t necessarily deplete it. Indeed, if the authority is used justly and fairly, the amount of authority an organization has might well go up. We say that its legitimacy and credibility has increased. Conversely, if the organization uses its authority reckless and inappropriately, we will be inclined to take some of its authority away by limiting its discretion, or subjecting it to increased oversight. We say that the organization has lost its credibility and legitimacy. That is dangerous in general to the extent that authority is valuable in doing its operational work. It is even more dangerous if the organization depends on private citizens to help it with its work. If it needs citizens contributions to make it effective, and if it has lost the confidence of the citizens it needs, then its performance will inevitably deteriorate. We have been through this process relatively recently in our history when the legitimacy of the police in some cities was so low that they could not keep the citizens from rioting, but had to restore order by calling in the superior force of the national guard. In the difference between police officers lightly patrolling and soldiers marching the streets is the measure of the degree to which the police have legitimacy.

Given these observations, what I find particularly troubling about COMPSTAT is the fact that it gives very little attention to what I take to be an important goal of policing; namely, doing justice as well as reducing crime. I also find it troubling that COMPSTAT (at least at the outset) included little concern for recognizing or noticing how the force and authority of the police was being used. To the extent that it focused on this, it tended to view arrests (a significant use of authority in pursuit of either crime control or justice or some combination of the two) as a good in itself. The idea that the police might be able to produce less crime and more justice through preventive measures of various kinds that made less extensive (and less belated) use of state authority was therefore suppressed. Finally and most importantly, I find the fact that COMPSTAT made no attempt to monitor the legitimacy of the police with those who were policed, left the NYPD open to the simplest and worst error that can be made with a performance measurement system. By failing to monitor the use of an asset that the organization needs to be able to succeed, it allows the organization to overuse that asset in the pursuit of the goals that are measured. By failing to monitor the legitimacy of the police with all the citizens of New York, the police set the stage for using up their legitimacy in the pursuit of goals and through the use of means that the police department deemed important, but were less important to the citizens. Over the long run, that may make them a less effective police department not only with respect to the narrow goals of controlling crime, but also the broader goals of producing safe and just communities.

