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Improving police through expertise,
experience, and experiments

Mark H. Moore

The words “expertise,” “experience,” and “experiment” all come from
the same Latin root: ex per, and it means from danger. The common root
suggests that at one time in human history, these ideas were closely con-
nected with one another. Interpreting unforgivably, we might conclude
that human beings have long been aware of the danger of acting with
uncertain knowledge of consequences; further, that an important way to
reduce this danger was to rely on the expertise that was rooted in experience
of which one important type was an experiment.

The commitment to “evidence-based policing” is today’s effort to
reduce the danger associated with relying on police practices and methods
whose cpnsequences are, in an important sense, unknown, or at least
uncertain. The proposed solution lies in the careful accumulation of
actgal concrete experience with particular police methods to discover
whlch methods seem to work to produce desired results. But the focus
on ewfience—based, rather than experience-based knowledge suggests that it
1s not just any old experience that can be used in developing a more solid
bgse for action. It is not, for example, the kind of experience we recog-
nize as commonsense. Nor is it the kind that accumulates as police lore. It
Is not even the kind of experience captured in detailed case studies. It is
instead the kind of experience that is captured in observational studies
that-reduce experience to numbers that can be systematically analyzed
to discover the generality and reliability with which a particular interven-
tion produces desired results. It may be even more particularly the kind
of experience generated by carefully designed, randomized experiments.

As a social scientist, and as a person who longs to put police work on a
more solid empirical basis, it is impossible to be against a movement that
supports “evidence-based policing.” I think it is important to find out
what works in policing. I think social science methods provide the most
powerful methods available to us to determine what works in policing as
well as in'other fields. My only concern is that by focusing too much on
the experience that can be captured in quantitative observational studies
and controlled experiments — by assuming that these methods can stand
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alone, and that they are the only ones that can provide a relatively firm
basis for action — we will end up, paradoxically, both reducing the amount
of experience that is available to us, and slowing the rate at which the field
as a whole can learn about what works in policing.

I set out this argument below in the form of a skeptical commentary
on evidence-based policing. For clarity and concreteness, [ use Lawrence
Sherman’s (1998) paper on evidence-based policing as the point of depar-
ture. I understand that the idea of evidence-based policing is broader than
the approach suggested by Sherman, and that there are many others who
propose different ideas. But Sherman’s paper provides such a convenient
foil for my arguments, and is so clearly an exemplar of the commitments
that lie behind a larger movement for evidence-base medicine, evidence-
based education and evidence-based policing that it is irresistible to use
it as a target. I hope both Larry and others working on evidence-based
policing will forgive the distortion that this focus gives to my discussion.
I only hope that my arguments will have merit even when considered
against a wider and more nuanced idea of evidence-based policing.

“Scientific evidence”

Let’s begin where Sherman does: with the apparently mcontrovertible
claim that “police practices should be based on scientific evidence about
what works best.” Anyone who believes in science as an important driver
of human progress has to accept this idea. Since that includes virtually all
police researchers, and no small number of police practitioners, Sherman
starts off with a large and sympathetic audience. The difficulties arise
when we begin to think hard about what we mean by “scientific evidence,”
by “police practices,” and by “works best.”

Take, first, the issue of what constitutes “scientific evidence.” In
Sherman’s view, too much current police practice is based on noth-
ing more than “local custom, opinions, theories, and subjective impres-
sions” (1998: 6). Current practices of policing are viewed as “unsystem-
atic ‘experience’” that provides the raw material for, but not the true
essence of the kind of “scientific evidence” that would put policing on a
stronger intellectual footing (Sherman 1998: 4). What lies between this
“unsystematic experience” guided by “local custom, opinions, etc.” is the
rigorous examination of those practices through scientific methods —
ideally, randomized trials of particular methods used in dealing with
“repetitive circumstances.” Thus, Sherman sets up a simple dichotomy:
mere “custom, opinion and theory” versus “scientific facts.”

The problem is that this is a false dichotomy. The options that Sherman
describes anchor the ends of a continuum of scientific methods that can
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be used to test the efficacy of police methods; not a stark choice between
superstitious tradition on one hand, and scientific certainty on the other.
Science, as a human disposition and as a method, has never been strictly
limited to randomized experiments; it has always included many more
different types of investigations to acquire and use knowledge.

Science begins with curiosity about the size and character of some
phenomenon in the world (for example, different kinds of crime). It con-
tinues with the development of some (as yet untested) ideas about the
causal factors that are shaping the size and character of the phenomenon
of interest (such as levels of poverty, or the development of a culture
of violence). It proceeds with measurements made through particular
instruments specially designed to make the link between a theoretical
concept, and an empirical reality. It continues with the use of statistical
techniques designed to discover the relationship, if any, between changes
in the phenomenon being observed and changes in the variables that are
thought to be causing the change.

It is worth noting that this basic method of science (interest in a
phenomenon, speculation about causes, observation and measurement,
analysis of differences) can be used not only to discover the “natural
causes” of a phenomenon as it exists in nature, but also to investigate the
consequences of a specifically imagined human intervention designed
to alter the phenomenon that is observed. Thus, scientific methods
can, in principle, be used to discover not only the causes of crime, but
also the crime control effectiveness of particular interventions made by
police departments. The search for causes is often described as basic
research, while the search for remedies and cures is described as applied
research.

But the distinction between basic and applied research should not blind
one to the fact that both basic and applied sciences depend on exploring
relationships between so-called “dependent variables” on one hand, and
“independent variables” on the other.! The major difference is that when
we are trying to explain the causes of crime, the independent variables
are social structural and population characteristics that we hypothesize
generate a certain amount of crime. When we are trying to explore the
impact of a crime control intervention, the independent variable of par-
ticular interest is the intervention to be evaluated.?

It is also worth noting that the general form of “observational studies”
described above (in which a phenomenon is observed in nature being
affected both by natural cases and certain kinds of policy interventions)
are generally only capable of showing a correlation between changes in the
independent variables on one hand, and the dependent variables on the
other (Winship and Morgan 1999). They cannot demonstrate causarion
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with any high degree of reliability. To show causation, nature has to be
manipulated a bit more carefully (Heckman 1997).

Specifically, to demonstrate that a particular hypothesized factor actu-
ally caused an effect to occur; or to show convincingly that a particular
effect was the result of a particular policy intervention, we have to be able
to compare two situations that are identical in all respects except for the
fact that one situation was affected by a cause, or received a particular
intervention, and the other did not so that any observed difference in
results can be attributed to that causal variable, or that particular inter-
vention. Repeated enough times, if we find that the treated situation pro-
duces a different result than the untreated situation, we can conclude with
a high degree of confidence that the interventicn produced the result we
observed. It is this simple fact that makes randomized trials the “gold stan-
dard” for reliably inferring causation whether looking for natural causes
or estimating the impact of an intervention, since randomization of con-
ditions is the best method of ensuring that the two situations that are
being compared are similar (Campbell 1969).

While everyone agrees that randomized trials are the best way of cre-
ating confident knowledge about the existence and size of an effect of
police practices on levels of crime, an important question remains about
how much we should rely on randomized trials, and how much on other,
lesser means. This would not be an important question if we thought we
could produce randomized trials to test every police practice. But there
are many things that stand in the way realizing this particular dream -
including the cost of such experiments, the technical difficulty of exe-
cuting them, and various ethical cautions that arise when we experiment
with the fates of human beings (Cook and Campbell 1979).

If, realistically, we cannot expect to test every police practice through
randomized trials, then the issue of whether it makes sense to use some
of the lesser methods of science (simple inquiry, logical thought, direct
observation of actions and apparent results, program evaluations carried
out through statistical analyses rather than randomized trials) becomes
important. Put somewhat differently, both the research and the prac-
tice field in policing face the important question of how far down the
path of scientific sophistication they should go in their combined efforts
to establish a firm experiential and empirical basis for policing. More
provocatively put, they have to decide what to do with the knowledge that
lies between mere opinion on one hand, and results established through
randomized trials on the other.’

In my preferred vision of “evidence-based policing,” the standards
of what constituted “research,” or “evidence,” or “scientific knowl-
edge” would be more open and flexible than in Sherman’s conception.
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Obviously, one would want to get to the “gold standard” with as many
important police practices as we could. But the central aim of a movement
for “evidence-based policing” wouldn’t be simply to push some arbitrar-
ily selected police practices to the promised land of randomized trials, it
would be to subject as many police practices as possible to increasingly
stringent tests of their efficacy through methods that seemed appropriate
and feasible.

In this conception of evidence-based policing, it would be counted as
a gain if one simply laid out the common sense logic that lay behind a
particular police practice, and subjected it to what I would describe as
“the giggle test” that measured the common-sense plausibility of a claim
of efficacy.* It would also count if one gathered facts about particular
kinds of crimes and problems that police face that could suggest inno-
vative ideas about how that sort of crime, or that kind of problem might
best be addressed. It would be counted as a bigger gain if one actually
went ahead and captured the experience a police department produced by
recording and measuring what the department did, and what happened
later, possibly but not necessarily as a consequence of the department’s
actions. These ideas are key elements in the problem-oriented policing
model proposed by Herman Goldstein (1990). It would be counted as an
even bigger gain if the experience produced in one domain was checked
with naturally occurring experiences in other domains that could be used
as “quasi-control groups” (i.e., rough equivalents to the kind of planned
variation that one would introduce in the design of randomized experi-
ments). And so on.

The point is to recognize that different pieces of evidence about efficacy
come with different degrees of weight and credibility. The task is not only
to produce evidence that has the particularly heavy weight associated with
randomized trials; it is also to produce and responsibly use evidence that
is less strong than that produced by randormized trials.

Widening the range of acceptable methods, and learning how to
calibrate their differential weight in policymaking is important for at
least three different reasons. First, sometimes the lesser methods produce
important knowledge. This occurs when the effect of an intervention is so
large, and so obvious that one doesn’t really need a fine-grained statistical
analysis to “tease out” the effect. Second, sometimes the lesser methods
are the only practicable methods to use. There is not enough time to wait
for the result, or not enough money to pay for the experiments, or not
enough capacity to structure the world into the form demanded by ran-
domized experiments. Third, many more people can get involved in the
effort to learn what works if we work hard on the cruder parts of science
such as developing “thick descriptions” of the phenomenon of interest,
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reasoning about interventions that might make sense, and re‘:memberx'ng
to look as closely as one can at what happened when one tr1§d a partic-
ular intervention. Developing these basic scientific orientations among
2 mass audience can provide not only a valuable base for learning, b}lt
also help to create a strong base of support for the gse of more soph}s-
ticated methods. The alternative approach — allowing only a few ehqte
folks to carry out these investigations — raises doubt_s and g.enerates resis-
tance among those for whom the research is ostensibly bel‘ng conducted
(Hartley, Bennington, and Binns 1997; Hartley and Bennington 2000).

Police practices

Take next the question of what constitutes a “police prgctice” that could
be evaluated through scientific means. Again, the sc_iennﬁc method works
best (most reliably, most simply, most inexpensively) when the phe-
nomenon being examined is causally simple, easy to.observe, and occurs
often. Such conditions often occur in manufacturing processes where
physical inputs are converted to physical outputs tl}rough a well-deﬁn;d
technological process engineered to produce a specific result. T'hat is the
reason that statistical control systems work as well as they do in manu-
ing operations. . .
faCItr?;:iicigle, one can always characterize some speciﬁc police practice
as a kind of manufacturing technology that takes inputs (human labor,
professional skill, assistance from victims and witnesses, forensic support,
etc.) and produces a potentially valuable output (e.g., arrest of a rnurdelr1
suspect with enough evidence to support an effc.ectlve prosecution). A
one has to do is draw a “black box” around the inputs and the ogtputs,
and carry out a statistical analysis of the relationslhip betwe;en:he inputs
and the outputs to identify the relevant “production fupctlgn (s.ee g
Pindyck and Rubenfeld 2001). Look at engugh homicide investigations
and burglaries in this way, and one can identify the factors that §9ntr1bute
to the solution of the case (Greenwood, Chaiken, and Petersilia 1977).
Similarly, one can imagine that we have particular ap.progches to par-
ticular crimes — such as arresting offenders for domestic V}olence - and
experiment with the use of this technique to see'whether it .redx.;tces the
recurrence of these events, and thereby results in a reduction in these
kinds of crimes. . .
In principal, at one higher level of abstractlor}, one can also thin ©
a police department as a whole as the cumulative sum of these parn;l:—
ular practices, brought out by the personnel of the department at the
right time when triggered by an external demand fo‘r performance. Thps,
one can conceptualize a police department as a kind of manufacturing
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or service facility designed to prevent crime in a particular jurisdiction,

draw a box around the police department as a whole, and ask about the

degree to which it is effective in reducing crime throughout its particular

jurisdiction. :
While this is fine in principle, when one begins to try to scientifically

design and evaluate police practices, some important difficulties emerge.

The first comes in defining a particular “police practice” that is worth
scientifically evaluating.

.At the outset of modern police research, this was not a particularly
difficult problem. The “professional model” of policing relied on only a
few large “practices” that were thought to be just and effective in deal-
ing with all kinds of crime. The “logic model” of professional polic-
ing hypothesized (reasonably, I think) that all kinds of crime could be
prevented and controlled through a few general methods of policing:
namely, patrol, rapid response to crime calls, and retrospective investiga-
tions (Moore 2002). By threatening offenders with arrest, such methods
could be expected to prevent and control crime through general deter-
rence. By producing arrests that led to convictions, such tactics could
prevent and control crime through the additional mechanisms of specific
deterrence, incapacitation, and (sometimes) rehabilitation.’

. These police practices — patrol rapid response, retrospective investiga-
tion ~ represented large, significant targets for evaluative research (includ-
ing both observational studies and randomized experiments) since they
encompassed a great deal of what police departments actually did to con-
trol crime. What that research showed, however, was that these methods
had much smaller effects on levels of crime and fear in the community
than we initlally thought (Kelling, Pate, Dieckman, and Brown 1974;
F}reenwood et al. 1977; Spelman and Brown 1984). Nor did they result
in the apprehension of offenders as often as we thought desirable (Green-
wood ez al. 1977). And they were not able to cope very well with crimes
that were invisible to the police because they did not necessarily happen in
public, or produce a victim or witness who could alert the police (Moore
1983).

One of the mostimportant effects of these studies was to encourage the
pplice to search for more specialized practices designed to deal with par-
ticular kinds of crime. And it is this approach to dealing with crime that
recently won the endorsement of the National Academy of Science’s Panel
on Policing (Committee to Review Research 2004). But an important
consequence of this development for those who would like police methods
to be carefully evaluated is that the more specialized focus on particular
kmds’of crime implied a dramatic increase in the number of specific police
practices that had to be developed and evaluated. Instead of evaluating a
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few police practices that used most police resources and were considered
robust in dealing with all manner of crime, the research task now became
the evaluation of a much larger number of more specialized practices
designed to deal with more particular kinds of crimes. We can, and have,
looked at how the police respond to domestic violence, to serial killers,
to robberies, to street-level drug dealing, to vandalism and vagrancy, and
to mentally ill individuals who are creating disturbances, or threatening to
commit suicide, and so on (Sherman 1992; Plotkin and Narr 1993;
Rossmo 1995).

Once we begin to think that it is wrong to look at a general method
for dealing with a homogenous problem called crime, and to rely instead
on a wide array of more particular methods for dealing with a highly
heterogeneous set of crimes, the challenge of evaluating police practices
begins to resemble the problem of investigating the huge variety of med-
ical practices used to cope with different kinds of illnesses. In medicine,
instead of imagining that there is a general cure for all disease, and that
hospitals are the organizations that do only that general thing to protect
us from disease, we have begun to distinguish many different kinds of
diseases, each with their own proper response, specially tailored to the
unique circumstances of an individual. We have also come to view the
practice of medicine in hospitals as bundles of these particular practices
that are hauled out by doctors and nurses when particular cases require
them. Perhaps police departments should be seen as collections of pro-
fessional police officers organized in a particular organization that brings
out particular treatments for particular cases as needed. Ideally, then, the
knowledge base of policing would consist of the knowledge of what partic-
ular interventions work with what particular diseases, and the adaptation
of those particular interventions to the particular condition of a given
circumstance —just what the idea of problem-oriented policing prescribed
for the field.

Unfortunately, just as in medicine, only a portion of what is now
thought to constitute the “best practices” in policing with respect to par-
ticular kinds of crime have actually been tested in randomized trials. That
means that the police are still operating in the dangerous situation of rely-
ing on untested best practices. On the other hand, it also suggests that
all we have to do is to increase the rate of experimentation so science
can catch up to our current practices. That is what Sherman seems to
believe. But I think there is a deeper problem here, and the difficulties that
medicine faces in evaluating its own practices should provide a cautionary
tale to policing as it seeks a firmer basis for its professional practice.

One part of the difficulty has to do with knowing how to divide
up the world of crime problems into meaningful categories for which
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particular best practices can be developed. So far, much of that work
seems to be guided by common sense — not some deductive logic. For
example, we started out distinguishing domestic violence from other
kinds of aggravated assault because we thought it was a “different” kind
of problem in at least the following ways: (1) we were less likely to hear
about it from victims; (2) the victims would be less cooperative in sup-
porting arrests and prosecutions; (3) there were often repeat offenses,
so that each offense could be used as an occasion to do something that
would make the next offense more or less likely to occur, and more or less
serious; (4) we had to be worried abour the effect of the intervention we
made not only on the likelihood of future violence against the victim, but
also on the impact that the intervention had on children living in close
proximity to and dependent on the victims, and so on. All these features
of domestic violence seemed ro make it a special category of crime that
deserved it own diagnosis and its own treatment (Chalk and King 1998).

Yet, as we have gone deeper into the exploration of methods for dealing
with domestic violence, two surprises have occurred that raise doubts
about categorizing domestic violence as a unique kind of crime. On one
hand, we have found that other kinds of violence share some important
characteristics with domestic violence. For example, we have discovered
that many homicides and aggravated assaults among young men occur in
the context of continuing relationships that are as criminogenic as those
between domestic partners (Kennedy, Piehl, and Braga 1996). They are
rivals for turf, for the leadership of a gang, or for the affections of a young
woman. Violence they commit on one another will create another round
of violence as families and friends of the victims seek revenge. In short,
gang murders are similar to domestic violence in that it is & continuing
relationship among individuals that seems to stimulate and focus the
violence. _

On the other hand, we have learned that there are many different
kinds of domestic violence cases that seem to respond differently to
different kinds of interventions. Indeed, Sherman (1992) illustrates this
phenomenon in his own account of what happened with the experiments
in policing domestic violence. We began with the idea that there was a
relatively homogenous problem called “domestic violence,” and the chal-
lenge was to determine whether a particular method — mandatory arrest —
was successful in dealing with this general problem. What we learned
(after more than $10 million in experimental studies) was: (1) that arrest
reduces domestic violence in some cities but increases it in others; (2) that
arrest reduces domestic violence among employed people but increases
it among unemployed people; (3) that arrest reduces domestic violence
in the short run but can increase it in the long run; and (4) that the police
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can predict which couples are most likely to suffer future vviolence, k?ut
our society seems to value privacy too highly to allow effective preventive
action. 4 '

These observations suggest that the search for effective crime con.trol
methods may not go on as systematically or as scientiﬁcally as we m'lght
wish. While we could follow the approach of differentiating different klnds
of crime, and looking for the best method of dealing with eac}'x particular
kind of crime, it is not at all clear how such categories of crime should
be constructed, nor how many will have to be investigat.ed. The more
particular our characterization of crimes, the more experlment's we ‘w1ll
have to run. On the other hand, we could start with a geneghze@ idea
of crime, and find a method that would be effective in dealing w1tl'1 all
kinds of crime. Unfortunately, we tried that, and produced only mlxgd
results. Perhaps our best chance is the method suggestc?d by Goldstein
(1990): namely, to learn as much as we can gbout th_e likely causes and
potential points of intervention in dealing with _parucular crime prob-
lems through the development of a thick description of a certain c'Iass of
crimes, and then use common sense to imagine and'test 1ntervent10n.s 10
see if they work. That clinical (as opposed to scientific) approach might
be both necessary and sufficient to help us develop the kpowledge we
need to deal with a highly differentiated crime problem, just as it was
necessary and sufficient to give us most of the means we now rely on in
medicine. ,

If it is hard to evaluate any particular police operation focused on a
particular problem, imagine how much harder it is to evaluate the per-
formance of a police department as a whole. Of course, one coulc?i rule
out the evaluation of a whole department’s performance asnot the kmd' of
“practice” Sherman had in mind. But Sherman seems inclined to 'thlnk
that the overall performance of an entire department coulld k?e viewed
as a kind of “macro-practice” that could be evaluated scientifically as
well as the kind of “micro-practices” we associate with the “best prac-
tices” that exist for dealing with particular kinds of crime.® He suggests
this inclination by explicitly introducing the analogy to manufacturing
organizations on one hand, and by claiming that departm;nts as a whole
could be evaluated, motivated, and guided by scientific evidence of \fv'hat
works in policing, on the other. In both moves, he changes.the definition
of the police practice to be evaluated from a specific operauongl program

designed to deal with a specific kind of crime to the operations of the
police department as a whole.

When we focus on the “scientific evaluation” of the performance of a
police department as a whole rather than the efficacy of a pgrticular pro-
cedure in dealing with a particular kind of crime, many things change.
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One key difference is that the kinds of police practices that need to be
evaluated change. Police practices observed at the organizational level of
the police would include all the specific operational practices used by the
department to deal with particular crimes as defined above. But police
practices observed at the organizational level would include the adminis-
tranive practices that the police use to manage themselves; the methods
they use to recruit and train personnel, the methods they use to motivate
their line commanders and individual officers to achieve organizational
goals, the methods they use to minimize corruption and abuses of force,
and so on. These administrative practices might even include the arrange-
ments the department made to evaluate their own operational practices
(Moore, Sparrow, and Spelman 1997; Moore 2003).

A second key issue, however, is that while effective crime control is
certainly one thing that citizens want from police organizations, it is also
quite clear that citizens want other things from their police as well (Moore
2002). They want to have a subjective sense of security in their streets
that may be somewhat independent of the objective risks of victimiza-
tion. They want certain kinds of services from the police that make their
individual and collective life better.

But the problem continues. Often specific police activities and oper-
ations produce results that register on many different objectives of
policing - not just one. The DARE Program, for example, has long been
evaluated as though its most important justification is the impact such
a program would have on future levels of drug use by students exposed
to the program (Esbensen, Frend, Taylor, Peterson ez al. 2002). But the
most important practical effect of the DARE Program might be to build
relationships between the police on one hand, and parents and youth on
the other, that will allow them to be more effective in dealing with all
kinds of problems both encountered and created by these individuals in
the furure.

There may also be synergies (positive or negative) in the activities of
police viewed across the department as a whole. For example, the strong
work of an officer who was focused on building community relations in a
particular neighborhood could be undermined in an instant by a drug raid
carried out by a centralized unit that ended up in the wrong apartment
arresting the wrong person in a way that terrorized rather than reassured
the neighborhood about the competence and intentions of the police. In
short, policing may simply be too complex an endeavor to ever be sorted
out —just as it would be too complex to sort out the operations of a public

health system that included not only emergency rooms, but also long-

stay hospitals, neighborhood clinics, and public health immunization and
well-baby programs.
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“What works?”

Take, finally, the question of what we mean when we say thiit a paruculjr
police practice “works.” The obvious next que.stlc‘)‘n is: “Works to do
what?” A question that follows closely after that 1s: \Worlis at what cqst,
and with what unintended and unexpected side effect's? In answering
these questions, one is gradually constructing an énalyt1c_framewgrk that
one could use normatively to decide whether a given police practice was
ntinuing. '
Wo"iglisc?é impor%antly an empirical question, of course. To determ@e
whether a practice is a good one or not, we haye to be able to dess:r‘lbe
the effects it produces in the world. And that is a profoundly empirical
133}‘;‘; the construction of an analytic framework fo‘r eva?uaring a given
police practice also requires a normative stance. To 1d§nt1fy an effect of
a program as something that would be worth noticing 1n any attempt t0
evaluate its value to the wider society is inherently a normative enterprise.
The effects that we consider when evaluating a program are important
precisely because they have normative significance to the world.

For example, we could observe that police crack@owns on gang mem-
bers could reduce gun violence and fatalities in a city. That alone might
seem to make a strong case for engaging in more police crackdowns on
gang members. But suppose those police crackdowns produc‘ted .other
effects as well such as increased resentment and fear of the police in the
neighborhoods in which the crackdowns occurred. There Would1 b;fan
empirical question to be answered about whether th'lS was a real e ect
of the police crackdown. There would be a normative ques.tlon‘ about
whether such an effect should be counted when we were cogsxdermg the
overall value of the crackdowns as a police response toa social prob}em.
If we thought this effect was a plausible one, and thgt it was normatively
significant, then the analytic framework for measuring the 1rr§pact o’f th'e
crackdown would have to look at the effect it had on local‘ residents’ atti-
tudes toward the police as well as on the level gf gun v1olenc§. A new
dependent variable would have to be introduced into the apalysw. This is
an example of an important conclusion drawn by the N'fltxonal Academy
of Sciences Panel on Policing. They concluded that police practices hgd
to be evaluated in terms of their impact on the legitimacy of the popce
as well as their crime control cost effectiveness (Committe to Review
Research 2004). _ .

Often, we do not feel obliged to say what we mean by a pqllce pract%ce
that works, because we assume that we know what thcf. point of police
practices should be: namely, to control and reduce crime. We assume
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that all police practices should be evaluated only in terms of this single
dimension of performance. But I think it is clear that both micro police
practices and the overall operations of macro police institutions need
to be evaluated in more dimensions than their crime control efficacy.
Some of these added dimensions focus on the output or value side of
police operations. For example, we might be as interested in the capac-
ity of a given police practice to reduce fear, and reduce the burden of
sclf-defense as well as on their capacity to control a particular crime,
We might also be interested in the capacity of a given police practice to
produce the kind of justice we associate with both calling offenders to
account, and protecting the rights of citizens as well as efficacy in dealing
with crime, We might even be interested in the impact that the police
practice has on perceptions of police responsiveness and fairness as well
as effectiveness in dealing with particular crime problems (see e.g., Moore
2002).

Other dimensions of evaluation focus not on the value of the outputs,
but on the costs of mounting the operation. That includes monetary
costs for sure. But it also could include costs associated with abridging
individual rights, or exacerbating a sense of unfairness in the way that
the police do their business. These costs could show up as monetary
costs (when the police were successfully sued for wrongful conduct); or
they could show up in terms of reduced effectiveness as disillusioned
citizens stopped cooperating with the police in the production of justice
and security; or they could show up in nothing more than the continued
disgust and disappointment that citizens feel when they think their tax
dollars and liberty are being abused by an organization they would like
to be able to trust.

To say that a police practice, or a police organization, works, then, is
to make a set of claims about not only what effects a police department
produces, but also what a political community that authorizes the police
department does or should want. This means that we have to admit both
values and politics into the construction of the analytic framework we
use to evaluate police practices and police departments as a whole. What
effects of a police practice should be considered important for evaluation
purposes is not, strictly speaking, a value-free scientific enterprise. A fact
taken by itself may be value neutral. And in trying to develop a fact it
may be important to push one’s values to the side as best one can. But
to develop a fact that is useful in evaluating police practices, one has
to construct a value framework that makes the fact interpretable as an

evaluation of whether something is good or bad. And that is inevitably a
value question.
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How does policing improve?

In the end, both police researchers and police practitioners have to
concern themselves with the way in which policing can be imprgved.
An important part of that effort depends on developing more rehable
knowledge about what works. And that, in turn, depends on deploying
the methods of science to help us separate false claims of efficacy from
true claims, or to gradually increase our confidence in the methodg we are
using to accomplish the goals of policing. Thus, science, anq parmcu}arly
the use of science in carrying out randomized trials of police practices,
could be the “rate determining step” in determining the rate of police
improvement. . .
If this is true, then the principal responsibility for improving policing

‘seems to lie primarily in the research community. It is there that police

practitioners must look to find out what is known to Work. It is there
that police practitioners must turn to develop the guidelines they use to
instruct their officers to do their work. And it is from that source that any
new doubts about the efficacy of old methods, or any new ideas about
the proven efficacy of new methods must come. ' .

That, at least, seems to be the core of the vision of hoy to 1g1prove polic-
ing that is contained in the idea of evidence-based policing: improvement
through science, and the work of scientists. .

I hope I can be forgiven if I suggest that this puts a bit too.much
of the load on science and scientists, and that it uses the commitment
and knowledge of the police profession a bit too little. Science.c‘annot
become useful in the practical world of policing unless the practtioners
embrace some aspects of science as an important part of the way they do
their work. We have to create the equivalent in the profession not only of
academic researchers and clinicians, but also of clinical professors, a'nd
reflective practitioners; and they have to learn to work together in a kind
of intellectual and practical partnership to solve concrete problems as
best they can — not compete with each other over whose knowledge 1s
more authoritative.

Science alone cannot answer important questions that are central to the
development of effective clinical practice. Science, by itself, cannot tell
us how to divide up the world of practical problems we see in front of us
in a way that is most amenable to their solution. Science, by itsc?lf, cannot
necessarily suggest the particular intervention that should be tried to deal
with a given problem. Science, by itself, cannot tell us ip what terms we
ought to evaluate the interventions we make. For all this work., we need

_the experience of practitioners as well as the experiments of science.
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If our vision of evidence-based policing going forward is one that
embraces these aspects of science, I am all for it. If our vision is one
that seeks to privilege a certain kind of science and a particular kind of
scientist, I am against it. The world of crime and policing is far too impor-
tant, far too complex, and far too urgent to leave entirely in the hands of
scientists. We need a great deal of practical wisdom as well as a rigorous
and responsive science to move the fleld forward.

NOTES

1. Karl Popper describes what is here called the dependent variable, the explanan-
dum — the thing to be explained, and the independent variables, the explanans
or the thing that explains the explanandum (Popper, 1902).

2. James Q. Wilson (1985) has made some important observations about the
difference between criminology on one hand, and the effort to find important
means for controlling crime on the other.

3. Howard Raiffa (1924) has developed some systematic ways of thinking about
using imperfect information in practical decisions. He recommends a Bayesian
approach in which the decisionmaker begins with more or less strong prior
probability estimates of the likely effects of a given policy. He then updates
those prior probability estimates as new information comes in through obser-
vation and experimentation. Since each piece of information has a different
weight, each piece of information can be brought in to improve the estimate.
We don’t have to discard imperfect information; only discount its weight.

4. This is often accomplished as a necessary part of any program evaluation.
Wes Skogan (1990) has demonstrated the importance of developing the “logic
model” that connects a planned intervention to a desired effect as an important
step in carrying on a program evaluation. Often, once one goes through this
particular discipline, one can see errors in thought and planning even before
one gets into the field. That is what I mean by the “giggle test” — the use of
logic, common sense, and a sense of proportion to test the very plausibility of
an idea before one goes to the trouble of trying it out and carefully evaluating
it. In my experience, many police practices would be improved by taking this
very first step in science.

5. These basic ideas remain strong in policing because they align both with com-
mon sense, and with certain ideas of justice; namely that it would be just, as
well as practically useful, to call offenders to account for their crimes, and to
put them in prison. They show up these days in police tactics that encourage
aggressive preventive patrol focusing on disorder offenses.

6. Note that thinking about the idea of a police department as a macro prac-
tice could include two quite different ideas. One is that the department had a
general approach to dealing with crime that worked. That could be located in
a particular robust operational procedure such as aggressive preventive patrol.
Or it could be located in a particular administrative approach such as Comp-
stat. Or it could be located in a particular organizational strategy such as
community-oriented or problem-oriented policing. Or, it could be in some
combination of the police department having in its repertoire a wide variety

::,;:»,;r it id s
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of responses that it uses, along with some principles that help it decide which
particular procedures to use.
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