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ABSTRACT
Today, in Canadian policing research, unprecedented opportunities exist for 
university-based researchers to investigate various research questions with 
cooperation from police leadership. Given complexities in contemporary 
policing, it is recognized that transformational changes require contributions 
from external knowledge and scientific research – in furtherance of the 
movement toward evidence-based practices. This paper incorporates data 
originating from interviews with 20 Canadian police commanders and 20 
Canadian policing research academics. It is clear that the majority of this 
study’s participants realize that more cooperative research arrangements 
are required to resolve long-standing issues around access, trust, and control 
of the research agenda. For academics, however, this does not extend to a 
policing research institute model for Canada (similar to that of the Scottish 
Institute for Police Research). In addressing these issues, this paper informs, 
and provides empirical context to, on-going international discussions across 
policing research and police communities – vis-à-vis ending the ‘dialogue 
of the deaf’.

Introduction

To understand the contemporary Canadian policing research landscape, and to situate Canada within 
on-going international discourses around practitioner-academic relationships and various models of 
research collaboration, I completed a study that involved comprehensive interviews with 20 Canadian 
police commanders and 20 Canadian university-based policing researchers – situated in various loca-
tions across the country, with representations, in each group, from all of Canada’s diverse regions. 
These 40 participants shared their perspectives on, and assessments of, the state of policing research in 
Canada and their ideas to improve on the status quo. Emerging from the study’s data, this paper argues 
that today, in Canadian policing research, unprecedented opportunities exist for university-based 
researchers to investigate various research questions with cooperation from more progressive and 
enlightened police leadership. Given complexities in contemporary policing, it is recognized by both 
practitioners and academics that transformational changes require contributions from external knowl-
edge and scientific research – in furtherance of the movement toward evidence-based practices. Most 
of this study’s police and academic participants realize that more cooperative research arrangements 
are required to resolve long-standing issues around access, trust, and control of the research agenda. 
It must be stipulated, however, that for academics, this does not extend to a policing research institute 
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model for Canada. This paper provides empirical context to, and offers an illuminating contribution 
toward, international discussions addressing the ‘dialogue of the deaf ’ and how to improve policing 
research (and how to improve policing research relationships).

Literature review

University-based academic research examining public policing is a relatively recent undertaking – the 
consensus across the literature suggests that it was pioneered in the United States with Westley’s ethno-
graphic examination of secrecy and violence in police occupational culture during the 1950s (but not 
published until 1970) and in the United Kingdom with Banton’s (1964) sociological investigation into 
British police in the community.1 Pinpointing what can be considered the beginning of policing studies 
in Canada is more elusive, but can be sourced with some confidence to the early works of a number of 
researchers in the 1970s and 1980s – Brodeur, Ericson, Shearing, and Stenning. Much of the policing 
research across western democracies throughout those decades reflected the societal upheaval of that 
era, which involved the politicization of, declining deference toward, and broadening public challenges 
to, the public police. Many of these studies featured examinations of various aspects of policing that 
were considered problematic and the findings were, by and large, disapproving of existing practices 
(Reiner, 2010). Fleming and Wakefield (2009, p. 272) suggest that those critical policing studies ‘were 
not welcomed by police administrators revealing as they did some of the hard realities of police work.’

In the Canadian context, an experience of perhaps Canada’s most globally-influential criminologist 
affords a dramatic illustration of these historical circumstances. For Making Crime: A Study of Detective 
Work (1981), Richard Ericson observed the activities of six detective teams within the participating 
Canandian police agency. After the public release of research findings, which detailed ‘questionable’ 
practices – including observations that detectives forged signatures of judicial officials on search 
warrants – there was a scathing and very public backlash from police management. Senior police 
officials publicly questioned the accuracy and reliability of Ericson’s study and challenged not only 
his findings, but also his academic and personal integrity. The officer-in-charge of the police agency’s 
Intelligence Branch conducted his own inquiry into police impropriety, as disclosed in Ericson’s study, 
and concluded that Ericson’s work was ‘a crock of garbage’ (Kashmeri, 1981, p. 9). Similarly, the police 
chief positioned that while he ‘welcomes research by outsiders into police activities’ he was ‘concerned 
about … research that draws sweeping and false conclusions’ (Steen, 1981, p. 16).

In a paper commissioned by the United Kingdom’s Police Foundation, MacDonald (1986, p. 1) 
characterized the prevailing conflict between police and policing researchers, which emerged in the 
wake of this critical and social activist research tradition, as a ‘dialogue of the deaf ’ and he suggested 
that a typical (albeit hypothetical) conversation between each party would be as follows,

Academic: � Why do the police ignore research findings?

Police: � Why don’t researchers produce useable knowledge?

Academic: � Why do the police always reject any study that is critical of what they do?

Police: � Why do researchers always show the police in a bad light?

Academic: � Why don’t police officers even read research reports?

Police: � Why can’t researchers write in plain English?

Academic: � Why are the police so bloody defensive?

Police: � Why are researchers so bloody virtuous?

Academic: � Why are the police unwilling to examine their own organizational performance?

Police: � Why are researchers unwilling to produce information that a practical person exercising power can 
use to change a limited aspect of the organization instead of theoretical and explanatory structures of 
no use to the problem-solver?
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Academic: � Why do the police insist that they know better, when the researchers are the experts in knowledge 
construction?

Police: � Why do researchers write recipes when they can’t even cook?

Various policing scholars have assessed that, during that era, academics and police were worlds 
apart (Canter, 2004; Marks, Wood, Ali, Walsh, & Witbooi, 2010; Murji, 2010), ‘operat[ed] in differ-
ent universes’ (Laycock, 2001b, p. 1), and were essentially ‘aliens’ to one another (Manning, 1976; 
Wuestewald & Steinheider, 2010). Perez and Shtull (2002, p. 170) suggest that ‘outside meddling’ by 
academics was unwelcomed within the ‘universally accepted idea that nobody understands police work 
that has not been on the streets’ and, as a result, researchers were often unable to ‘penetrate the walls 
of … a closed [policing] fortress.’ It was often the case that mistrustful gatekeepers within policing 
rejected, out of hand, research proposals from external, university-based researchers (e.g., see Bradley, 
Nixon, & Marks, 2006; Dawson & Williams, 2009; Reiner, 2000). In some instances, in which access 
to police data was achieved, academics resorted to self-censorship of contentious results to safeguard 
opportunities for future research access. As Marks (2004, pp. 884–885) explains, 

There is no doubt that a difficult path has to be negotiated when publishing or reporting research findings on the 
police … Like Reiner (2000) and Van Maanen (1988), I felt that my primary concerns were to safeguard access 
to the police organization (for myself in the future and for other researchers) …

Bradley and Nixon (2009, p. 424) employed MacDonald’s (1986) characterization as a framework in 
advancing their case for ending the ‘dialogue of the deaf ’ – through contemporary research initiatives 
involving more ‘intimate and continuous’ collaborative partnerships between police and academics.2 
Their submission has prompted a number of contributions, which build on the theme of increas-
ing cooperation in policing research (e.g., see Cordner & White, 2010; Fleming, 2010, 2012; Fyfe & 
Wilson, 2012; Johnston & Shearing, 2009; Rojek, Martin, & Alpert, 2015; Steinheider, Wuestenwald, 
Boyatzis, & Kroutter, 2012; Wuestewald & Steinheider, 2010) and improved collaboration between 
police practitioners and academics is now a frequent topic of discussion in both communities (par-
ticularly in the context of the movement toward evidence-based practices in policing) and across the 
scholarly literature.

Situating Canadian policing research today within the literature

In engaging with the extant literature and becoming familiar with various scholars’ ideas about contem-
porary policing research around the globe, I was exposed to multiple accounts describing challenges 
in, and impediments to, gaining access into police organizations (e.g., see Bradley et al., 2006; Dawson 
& Williams, 2009). Similarly, much of the literature suggests that even in circumstances where access 
is accomplished, difficulties are often encountered in acquiring the trust of police participants, which 
is essential to the receipt of meaningful, complete, and bona fide (or legitimate) information from this 
research population (e.g., see Brown, 2016; Loftus, 2009; Reiner, 2000). In this regard, both Ericson 
(1982) and Marks (2004) suggested that researchers must invest extraordinary time and energies to 
overcome police officers’ inherent suspicion of academics and that failure to advance beyond super-
ficial relations can result in concealment of information and the introduction of illegitimate data into 
the study.

Such cautionary and pessimistic observations, with only a few particularly frustrating experiences 
with certain police agencies’ leadership and police labour organizations, have not corresponded with 
my experiences (since 2012) in conducting research examining, and with much cooperation from, 
Canadian police leadership, police labour organizations, and front-line officers. It was this discord-
ance, and my objective to understand where Canada is situated within the on-going international 
policing research discourse, that served as catalysts for the present study. As Rojek and his colleagues 
(2015, p. 49) assessed, in the Australian context, ‘… the police-researcher relationship is a difficult and 
challenging one. Identifying where it is at the present time is equally difficult.’ I sought to achieve a 
comprehensive Canadian understanding through the observations of those who are involved on both 
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sides of the policing research relationship rather than through extrapolation from my own research 
experiences.3

Methodology

Therefore, to accurately, and less subjectively, capture the current circumstances of policing research 
in Canada, the study invited the observations of an assortment of Canadian academics (from various 
university affiliations) and police commanders (from police agencies across the country). In relation 
to the study’s 20 policing research participants, the majority (13 of the 20) practice in the disciplines of 
criminology and/or sociology – with representations also from psychology, business, political science, 
public administration, and law/legal studies. All 20 participating police commanders are chiefs or 
deputy chiefs serving with medium and large municipal police agencies (those serving communities 
with populations of 100,000 or greater) from coast to coast. In Canada, it is these municipal agencies 
that facilitate most research by university-based academics.

In presenting the Canadian context for an international audience, readers should appreciate that 
Canada has only 41 municipal police agencies that provide policing services to cities, towns, and 
regional municipalities with populations of 100,000 or more (Centre for Justice Statistics, 2017). The 
federal Royal Canadian Mounted Police and two provincial police agencies, which provide policing 
for smaller towns, rural communities, and provincial highways across the eastern Canadian provinces 
of Ontario and Québec, are the only other police organizations with large numbers of sworn officers. 
Across the 41 medium and large municipal police agencies there are a total of 121 chiefs and dep-
uty chiefs (not discounting for the odd vacancy).4 Similarly, as relates to Canadian university-based 
researchers engaged in policing research, there are not large numbers. A review of published papers 
related to policing topics, produced by Canadian academics spanning a ten-year period (2006–2015), 
found only 188 contributions to the literature, which Huey (2016, p. 2) attributes to the relatively few 
Canadian academics – in any discipline – practicing in this area, given ‘chronic underfunding of polic-
ing research.’ Laura Huey, the policing researcher who conducted the review, was also the Director of 
the now defunct Canadian Policing Research Network, which numbered approximately 80 policing 
scholars nationwide into 2016 (Huey, 2016). Readers should also understand that none of this study’s 
research participants should be considered ‘pracademics’ – in that no practitioners in the study also 
teach at a university or college nor do any academics in the study have a policing background.

My hypothesis, entering into the study, suggested that the Canadian policing research landscape 
today is likely much different than some years ago, in that, as observed by scholars in other western 
democracies: (i) the well-documented insularity and secrecy in police organizations (Chan, 2007; 
Loftus, 2009) has diminished; (ii) police leadership has become more educated, visionary, and pro-
gressive (Fyfe & Wilson, 2012; Punch, 2010); and (iii) there has been a realization in both policing 
and academic spheres that improvements in the policing of society, and within police organizations 
themselves, can come from increased cooperation between police and academics.

Over a four-month period in 2015 I conducted semi-structured interviews (by telephone, Skype/
FaceTime, e-mail correspondence, and in person) with the 40 research participants. They were ran-
domly selected from lists compiled from multiple sources (e.g., membership of the Canadian Policing 
Research Network and the Canadian Association of Chiefs of Police). All 40 persons who agreed to 
participate (only 4 who were initially solicited declined the invitation) were afforded non-identification 
assurances – in terms of protecting their names, university affiliations, and/or police agencies in any 
publications. It has been my experience that such provisions, in studies of this nature, encourages more 
candid and comprehensive contributions – given political sensitivities in both police and university 
administrations (Bayley, 2011). Many participants (26 of the 40) advised that the identity-protection 
protocols provided them with greater trust in the researcher and alleviated concerns around potential 
occupational consequences. This allowed them to be candid, complete, and less concerned with the 
‘political correctness’ of observations and opinions.
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The questions asked of each interviewee (academic and police) were similar, with differences related 
only to participants’ backgrounds. In every instance, the projected time to complete interviews (orig-
inally estimated at 30–45 min) was surpassed – most interviews exceeded one hour and eight went 
longer than two hours. It became clear, early in the project, that this topic was significant for partici-
pants and that they had a lot to say about where Canadian policing research has been, where it is, and 
where it should be going. Computerized notes were generated contemporaneously during interviews. 
Interview data sets (the detailed interview notes) were considered in accordance with Glaser’s (1978) 
concept-indicator model – through a hybrid, two-stage system of initial analysis and reflection (looking 
first for key concepts), then formal coding of words and phrases, through an iterative process (Miles 
& Huberman, 1994). Data analysis revealed similarities and recurrent narratives in relationship to 
the project’s principal objective – determining the current state of policing research in Canada – and 
it was relatively straightforward to determine the themes that occurred with substantial frequency.

In terms of sample size and, therefore, the generalizability of this study to the population of Canadian 
police leaders and policing researchers, it is important to note that the 20 police commanders account 
for approximately 17% of chiefs and deputy chiefs of medium and large municipal police agencies, while 
the 20 university-based policing researchers account for perhaps 20–25% of that population – which is 
not possible to precisely quantify given variations in those scholars who are, from time to time, active 
in this research field.5 Further, given the emergence of theme saturation in the qualitative data (e.g., 
see Bryman, 2012; Guest, Bunce, & Johnson, 2006), it was clear that expansion of the initial pool of 
research participants was unnecessary. In other words, by the completion of the last interview, it was 
apparent that undisclosed themes would not likely be forthcoming from any additional participants 
(from either research population) and that expanding the study to include more Canadian police lead-
ers and/or academics was purposeless. To ensure reliability in the data considered for, and validation 
of my interpretation of, the study’s major findings, a colleague independently re-coded the data sets.

In moving into presentation of the results, the reader should understand that only a handful of 
the largest Canadian police agencies have personnel engaged with conducting any form of internal 
research and, therefore, this study (and paper) focuses exclusively on external research conducted by 
university-affiliated academics. As one deputy chief observes,

I wish we had police officers who had backgrounds and current knowledge in how to do valid research, but that 
is just not the case. So, what would be the point in doing internal research that is done improperly and dismissed 
easily as self-serving? We have to rely on those with the training and the external credibility to do this and that 
means university professors. (PP #4)6

Results

Throughout the literature review and early into this study’s interviews, commonalities across both 
academics and police leaders became clear – in terms of assessments of both historical and contempo-
rary Canadian policing research. As this study progressed, virtually all interviewees, from both groups 
of research participants, identified two particularly fundamental areas of concern – challenges with 
access and trust, and control over which research topics are studied.

Access and trust

Almost all study participants from both groups (16 academics and 15 police commanders) expressed 
anxieties related to the acquisition (academics) or granting (police commanders) of access into police 
organizations (to personnel and/or to internally-held materials) for external research. Similarly, most 
participants from each group (14 and 15, respectively) expressed concerns around trust in the rela-
tionship between researcher and police officer – in studies involving interactions between the two 
parties. In fact, expressions of mistrust between the two groups were the most predominant subject 
of discussion during interviews. While almost all police commanders suggested they have embraced 
a more enlightened view toward ‘evidence’ as a foundation for decision-making within policing, 
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and consequently more respect for, and acceptance of, the university-based researchers who possess 
research qualifications and who facilitate such information, eight commanders expressed unequivocal 
reservations around studies that might delve into contentious areas of policing. Further, more than 
half (12) advanced apprehensions around research proposals submitted by academics with a ‘critical’ 
or ‘radical’ theoretical orientation and/or with track records of scholarship that has been unfavourable 
to police. As one deputy chief advanced, in explaining his reservations around granting access and, 
more generally, his officers’ distrust of academics,

What are the odds that a professor who is in favour of drug decriminalization, a penal abolitionist, and a political 
activist for the Occupy movement is going to produce a study that is complimentary of the police? (PP #12)

All police participants in the present study identified that the ultimate decision on allowing access 
rests with the chief. It was made clear by a majority of police leaders (12 of the 20) that research 
proposals that arrive on their desks, which seem likely to produce findings that reflect favourably 
on the organization and that provide some direct benefit (for example, producing an evidentiary 
foundation for policy reform), undoubtedly receive more expedient attention, and are more likely 
to receive approval, than those assessed as potentially producing findings that reflect badly on the 
policing profession, agency, and/or its commanders. Seven police commanders specifically referenced 
a well-known Canadian policing researcher (name redacted) as an example of an academic who they 
would not permit to conduct observational or interactional research within their organization, while 
more generally, four participants confided that they would find ‘some [fictitious] rationale’ to quash 
an outside research proposal with a critical orientation and/or submitted by an academic with a track 
record for such work – disingenuously reporting, for example, ‘we have done too many studies lately’. 
However, it is important to note that only three of the police leaders could cite a specific, and relatively 
contemporary, study that they view as particularly unwarranted in its criticism of police policies or 
practices.

This will not likely come as a surprise, but most Canadian academics (13 of the 20 in this study) 
expressed that they would prefer unimpeded access to police data (including to personnel) for 
investigations of policing topics that they feel are warranted – with several making the point that 
police agencies, personnel, and internally-held materials are essentially public ‘property’ – ultimately 
accountable to the broad citizenry. More than one researcher noted that many police agencies today 
are fond of trumpeting their transparency and accountability and eleven academics suggested that 
increased accountability and transparency can be best achieved through further opening-up police 
operations to study by external, independent, and professional researchers – who can provide over-
sight and critical scrutiny, which is important with declines in investigative journalism across the 
Canadian media landscape.

Several long-serving academics detailed historical circumstances (of which they had personal 
knowledge) where police agencies, that had agreed to participate in an external research study, 
abruptly revoked their cooperation and withdrew access because of a concern that findings might be 
controversial – with an adverse impact on not only the organization’s reputation but also reflecting 
poorly on its leadership. Several academics (9 of the 20) expressed that Canadian police agencies 
could do more to reach out to qualified researchers and to create a more welcoming climate for 
those seeking to conduct research with, and on, police organizations, while acknowledging there 
have been substantial improvements over the past decade, particularly in relation to policy research. 
While the majority of academic participants (11 of 20) recognize the reality that they must ‘play ball’ 
with police organizations, in negotiating access through the presentation of research proposals that 
are not intrinsically critical and that hold, at least some, potential for favourable outcomes, there 
were some (4 of 20) who voiced steadfast objections to ‘watering down’ the critical police research 
tradition by accepting ‘a virtual veto capability’, which functions to undermine academic oversight 
and eradicate critical contributions to scholarship, which is in the public interest. The ‘moderate 
position’ – taken by some to gain favour with police organizations, and thereby achieve access, and 
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then secure it for the future, was characterized by dissenting academics as ‘selling out’ on ethical 
principles of scientific research.

In relation to increasingly elaborate research protocols and formal research agreements now 
required by some police organizations, less than half of the academics (8 of 20) identified this as an 
issue of significance. Despite concerns that such laborious demands function as a further impediment 
to accessing police data, most academics understand that such contemporary developments are con-
sistent with generalized bureaucratization and risk aversion across public institutions. Further, several 
researchers advanced an appreciation that these measures are not unreasonable given the considerable 
demands of external research on cooperating police agencies – functioning to dissuade all but the 
most experienced, well-funded, and serious academics from considering research involving police 
organizations.

Who sets the research question(s)?

Interwoven with access reservations (police commanders) and access frustrations (policing research-
ers), is the issue of who controls what questions are researched. Both groups in the present study were 
essentially in agreement that most topics in today’s policing, which merit academic investigation, 
implicate data that originates with, and is controlled by, police organizations. For material that can be 
obtained through freedom of (or access to) information protocols, that is open-source accessible, or 
that is publicly available, this is not an issue. However, for many external research studies, obtaining 
cooperation and access to data held by police organizations is essential. This line of discussion led many 
study participants (from each group) to deliberate on, and offer their views around, the issue of who 
should set the policing research agenda in Canada. Three models were advanced – (i) police organ-
izations should determine research priorities and solicit research in support of identified objectives; 
(ii) academics, who view policing ‘with a broader scope’ and who can ask ‘the big questions’, should 
dictate which issues require examination – and they should implement those studies; and (iii) some 
form of cooperation between police organizations and university-based policing researchers should 
facilitate agreement on research topics.

In keeping with their reservations around granting access for research that will, in all likelihood, 
be critical of policing, or that will be undertaken by a researcher with some notoriety for an alleged 
anti-police bias, the majority of police participants (12 of 20) expressed that they would like to retain 
some control over the research topic, even within collaborative arrangements. Several police command-
ers referenced the policing topics endorsed by Public Safety Canada (the federal agency that deter-
mines policing’s policy priorities) as those they feel obligated to encourage and support. Most police 
commanders in this study (17 of 20) specifically addressed the contemporary shift to evidence-based 
knowledge informing police policies and practices (e.g., see Bullock & Tilley, 2009; Sherman, 2013; 
Weisburd & Neyroud, 2011).

Most academic study participants (15 of 20) objected to the constraints often inherent to police-
generated research topics. While there is broad agreement across academia, that moving to a more 
evidence-based orientation in policing is a positive development, most researchers in this study do 
not want to be tied to topics that are strictly in furtherance of police policies and further neglect the 
dwindling critical research tradition. As expressed by one participant,

Neither myself, nor any of my colleagues who have been doing this research for a long time, want to have what we 
feel needs to be studied vetted through, much less dictated by, any police service or government agency. Nor do 
we want to be, or be perceived to be, functioning as an extension of the police service’s research office. (PR #11)

Many academics (7 of 20) spoke of the need for linkages between research, theory, knowledge, and 
in-the-field practice(s), while also advancing that comprehensive understandings of important issues 
in contemporary policing can only emerge from projects that are conceptualized and implemented by 
those with the credentials, experience, and independence (freedom) to choose the appropriate research 
questions and design proper scientific studies – the university-trained and university-based researcher.
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A centralized research institute model?

In responding to this study’s questions inquiring into participant’s feelings about a joint enterprise, 
which would be responsible for developing research priorities and implementing scientific policing 
studies, 11 academic and 12 police participants discussed, at particularly great length, the idea of a 
centralized policing research arrangement for Canada (like that of the Scottish Institute for Police 
Research). As elaborated by Fyfe and Wilson (2012, p. 311), ‘SIPR exemplifies the call made by Weisburd 
and Neyroud (2011, p. 15) for the development of a “shared academic–practitioner infrastructure.”’ 
The idea, as understood by participants that are familiar with such formalized and institutionalized 
research collaborations in other countries – including Australia, the United Kingdom, and the United 
States, would be for Canadian policing researchers, and police agencies across Canada involved in 
research, to consolidate operations in one centralized bureau, from which policing studies would be 
conceptualized, prioritized, initiated, coordinated, funded, produced, and then disseminated.

The idea for a jointly-constituted Canadian research bureau was enthusiastically endorsed by 14 
of the police commanders in this study. The observations of one chief are exemplary of this group’s 
enthusiastic support,

What we are doing now in police research is not working for us and from what I can tell it is not working for 
researchers. Being straightforward with each other and cooperating are steps in the right direction and a police 
research centre would be the logical outcome, at least for us, so we can make changes based on empirical findings 
and evidence. (PP #6)

However, such an arrangement was only supported by two (2) of this study’s twenty academic 
participants. The majority opinion (13 of 20) was similar to the thoughts of this veteran Canadian 
policing researcher,

I am dead against any attempt at creating a centralized body for facilitating and overseeing research. We had 
one – in the form of the Solicitor General’s Policing Division with its various grant programs – and when it came 
time for budget cuts in the 1990s that got chopped up pretty quickly into nothing. Plus, you run into problems 
of parochialism and favouritism when you create bureaucracies with some people and groups dispensing funds 
and/or setting agendas for others. A Politburo for Policing Research? No thanks. (PR #3)

A more collaborative framework (?)

In terms of other models for increased cooperation between Canada’s police practitioners and policing 
researchers, a majority of this study’s participants from each group (16 academics and 14 police leaders) 
see viable compromise solutions to access and trust issues, and challenges with setting research agen-
das, through ‘straightforward’, ‘honest’, and ‘good faith’ dialogue that results in better understandings 
between the two groups and greater cooperation on more projects – with research topics originating 
from both the policing and research communities and ranging from critical research on the police 
to policy-based research with the police. No participants (from either group) distinguished between, 
or disqualified collaboration on, any particular research genre – critical, policy, or otherwise. While 
there are significant differences between, for example, operation-specific evaluative research (which 
test a specific theory or practice – i.e., preventative patrol experiments) and participant-observer 
research (perhaps examining subcultural front-line police practices), in the view of this study’s col-
laboration proponents, all forms of policing research could be on the table in a more cooperative 
research framework.

The potential value of empirically-sound research is not lost on the leadership of Canadian policing. 
In this study, 16 of the 20 senior commanders expressed agreement with the Council of Canadian 
Academies (2014) finding that, with complexities in today’s policing, transformational changes require 
reliance on external knowledge and research capabilities. A deputy chief ’s observations in this regard 
are representative,

We have problems, we can bury our head in the sand and ignore them, but we can’t figure them out on our own, 
if we want to fix them we need help from experts. (PP #2)
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For Canadian police organizations, achieving more consideration from, and cooperation with, 
university-based researchers necessitates letting go of remnants of historically-rooted cynicism toward, 
and distrust of, academics. It will also entail being more available to developing confidence in profes-
sional researchers and being more open to, and cooperating with, a broader range of proposals coming 
from academia – including studies that are not necessarily related to policies or practices, that carry 
the risk of critique, and/or that might delve into contentious policing issues. As one chief articulated,

We need to be thicker-skinned; we can’t roadblock or pull out of research that is going to be critical of what 
we do, even those [studies] that might criticize what I [as chief] do. I know that was the way it was before. Our 
service did it, but there’s no doubt we have issues and we can’t shy away from criticism, that is based on evidence, 
that will make us better. We need people like you [university-based policing researchers] to give us the straight 
goods, even if it’s bad news. (PP #9)

In looking forward, rather than focussing on past disappointments with, or reservations around, 
external research, a majority of police participants (15 of 20) expressed a willingness to facilitate greater 
access and more congenial receptions for academics seeking to research controversial policing topics 
and to afford more cooperation to academics approaching their work through a critical lens – if these 
projects are undertaken with some collaboration (‘communication’ and/or ‘consultation’) between 
researchers and Canadian police agencies. A chief captured the essence of these thoughts,

I would not mind working with [name redacted] on something he wants to examine in our police service if I 
can have input into the questions and the opportunity to discuss the data and what findings can be supported 
from that data with him before it winds up on the front page of the newspapers. If it’s bad news, that’s probably 
something I want to know about anyway, so I can do something about it, but what we are leery of, are findings 
that are preordained because of personal agendas. (PP #7)

Collaboration, from the police perspective, generally implicates at least some advance consultation 
with the organization before submission of a formal research proposal and researchers being more 
open-minded to, and legitimately considering, suggestions during the research process that might 
improve the final product (for both Canada’s academic and policing communities).

For some Canadian academics, a more collaborative framework for policing research will involve 
increasing their communication with the police agency being asked to provide access for scientific 
study, as identified in the preceding paragraph. It also means (for some researchers) more consulta-
tion on research design and consideration of how studies can be adapted (when feasible) to produce 
information in a useful format for police – along with satisfying requirements of rigorous scientific 
investigation and the research objectives of the university-based researcher. Most academics in this 
study (14 of 20) have no issue with the notion of engaging in initial and then on-going dialogue about 
the research project and occasional consultations with leadership of cooperating police agencies. These 
sentiments are representative,

I do not want a national institute telling me what needs to be studied and I would like to retain the ability 
to study what I think is important and get cooperation from the police for that. I can be flexible in how the 
research is designed and implemented in order for the police to benefit more from what is studied. I would have 
no objection to sitting down and making modifications to answer questions they might have that a study I am 
doing could address. (PR #15)

Many of this study’s policing researchers (13 of 20) also have few reservations about conducting 
research that examines and evaluates police policies, working in a cooperative arrangement with the 
police organization(s) in possession of data.

As with Canadian police leadership, the value of increased collaboration in academic research has 
not escaped most Canadian academics; who see the potential for improved access, trust, and control 
of the research agenda – including the opportunity to investigate topics of particular interest, which 
might be currently inaccessible, through enhanced relationships and understandings with senior 
management of Canada’s police agencies. It must be stipulated, however, that four of this study’s 
academic participants expressed much different views. The following comments are representative of 
those opposed to research collaborations,
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Many of us want to research tremendously problematic police practices. Police clearly don’t want us to and 
will obviously not cooperate in allowing us to research those. Therefore, there will inevitably emerge pressures 
from policing and university administrations, both of which are powerful political institutions, to reconsider 
that kind of research in favour of collaborative and harmonious relations in this new policing research model. 
Those who persist in that kind of work will be outcast as unnecessarily critical and radical shit-disturbers and 
they will be relegated. It’s a slippery slope when you start to give up your academic freedom and control of your 
research. (PR #2)

Discussion

As disclosed in the present study, Canadian police commanders’ reservations around granting access 
for external academic examinations of potentially-contentious policing topics and their general dis-
trust of university-based academics – especially researchers with a ‘critical’ philosophical orientation 
– corroborates the previous observations of Bradley and colleagues (2006, p. 173), who determined, 
‘… the findings of the critical police research tradition have often caused police leaders to be highly 
defensive about their organizations and their officers and deeply wary of attracting further critical 
academic attention.’ Similarly, Rojek and colleagues (2015, p. 49) found, ‘… maintaining reputational 
risk at the individual and organizational level is a strong and motivating factor to avoid research that 
has unknown outcomes.’ Such attitudes across police leadership can be problematic for cooperation, 
and/or collaboration, in Canadian policing research because chiefs (and perhaps deputy chiefs in 
some circumstances), for all intents and purposes, hold ultimate and unimpeachable authority – 
essentially a unilateral veto power – over who gains access into the organizations they command (and 
data therein). In this regard, it is interesting to consider that few police leaders in the present study 
could cite any contemporary Canadian policing research that they feel is unwarranted in its critique 
and/or gratuitously antagonistic. Rather, it seems that the prevailing distrust of academia by some 
practitioners is more a generalized sentiment and a legacy from the antiquity of the 1970s and 1980s 
rather than a specific, well-informed reaction to more immediate local history.

The data in this present study, as relates to a Canadian centralized research institute model, stands 
in contrast to Griffith’s (2014, p. 86) research findings, which advance, ‘There was near-unanimous 
view [among Canadian academics, police executives, and leadership of police policy and governance 
organizations] that the creation of a national police research centre would begin to address the current 
deficiencies …’ This incongruity raises interesting questions for the international context, where such 
centralized policing institute arrangements are in place in several countries – as such tensions are not 
likely restricted to Canadian practitioner-researcher circumstances. During data analysis, it became 
apparent that a significant majority of this study’s academic participants feel much more passionately 
in opposition to, than police commanders do in their support for, a centralized Canadian policing 
research bureau. The antagonism to this idea for many academics was unambiguous and spirited. 
This sentiment is captured in the thoughts of one of Canada’s most accomplished (and respected) 
policing researchers,

A good reason to oppose a centralized research ‘institute’ is that it can be subject to political whims and the ability 
of those who control the funding to exert considerable influence on the choice of research topics. Once political 
interventions become a reality in the operation of such an ‘institute’, which is inevitable, how can an academic 
buck the research agenda wishes of those in the ‘partnership’ who control the funding? This power imbalance 
can put researchers into a difficult position; to continue to benefit from funding, access, and cooperation (and 
therefore a steady stream of data and the opportunity to churn out career-advancing publications) or face exclu-
sion by the power brokers in the ‘institute’ from police leadership and the government. This can have the effect 
of positioners researchers against other researchers and effectively selling-out the critical policing researchers 
– either join the ‘institute’ or risk being frozen out of potential research projects or gathering second-rate data 
on an intermittent basis. (PR #10)

Writing some years ago, Laycock (2001a, p. 79) identified a similar consideration around control 
of the purse strings, ‘Government-funded social research, from its conception, through its execution, 
to the delivery of results, needs to be mindful of the need to produce a relevant, timely, pragmatic and 
outcome-focused product. Or the funding may well dry up.’
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In terms of political interference (or influence) within a centralized research institute model, the 
experiences of two Swedish researchers illuminate the concerns expressed by many of this study’s 
participants. In discussing his involvement as an academic working within the Evaluation Unit of the 
Swedish Police, Knutsson speaks of friction that developed between himself and the Deputy National 
Police Commissioner over Knutsson’s critical reflections on the unit’s research and his refusal ‘to comply 
with directives that contravened both the agreed standards and what he saw as fundamental academic 
principles’ (Cockbain & Knutsson, 2015, p. 5). Knutsson (2015, p. 101) shares, ‘In retrospect I concede 
that I was probably naïve in thinking that it would be easy to operate a unit that fundamentally was 
to function on the principles of academia rather than those of policing.’ Similarly, Holgersson (2015, 
p. 114) discloses, ‘As my experiences show, academic principles such as transparency, honesty and 
full reporting of findings can readily come into conflict with a desire [of the police organization] to 
maintain a certain image.’ Such concerns among Canadian policing researchers were not lost on one 
police chief who appreciated the potential for a significant power imbalance in any such joint enterprise,

I can see how if the CACP [Canadian Association of Chiefs of Police] or Public Safety Canada had control over 
what is researched in policing there might be little opportunity for the kind of research you [this author] are 
doing [this author’s current investigation into risk-averse police practices]. Police leadership will always want 
our preferred issues researched and since researchers always tell us they have no money we would control the 
disbursement of where the research money goes and on what studies. We would, naturally, want to steer clear 
of studies that could cause us headaches; we are human. (PP #17)

The present study finds that it is in the middle-ground between, on the one hand, research projects 
initiated by academics that are ‘thrust upon’ police organizations (as characterized by some police 
leaders), which, ostensibly serve strictly as data sites for the academic’s own purposes (as expressed 
by various police commanders – functioning ‘as a platform for social activism’, in furtherance of 
‘anti-police socio-political agendas’, to ‘[obtain] external funding grants’ or to ‘[achieve] potential 
publication’) and, on the other, those studies that are initiated by police agencies, principally to produce 
‘pre-ordained’ favourable evidence in support of policies or practices (as described by an academic), 
where synchronicity – and the potential for concordance – emerges among both groups of this study’s 
participants. In this regard, I am referring to research projects that involve genuine interest, coopera-
tion, and bona fide partnerships between police and academics – the idea of a collaborative research 
framework to further empirical understandings and produce valid scientific knowledge around a 
broad array of contemporary policing realities.

In a similar vein, Rojek and colleagues (2015), in their discussion of cooperative police-researcher 
partnerships in the United States and Australia, advanced that the primary challenge for both research-
ers and police organizations is to determine how to accommodate each other to have their dissociated 
research interests intersect.

In relation to police, Stanko and Dawson (2015), in assessing relationships with researchers in the 
U.K. (and ‘ways to open dialogue’), find that modifications are required in the ‘stubborn’ police culture. 
They note, ‘The welcome of new information challenging the “way things are done around here”… 
requires a change in police culture’ (Stanko & Dawson, 2015, p. 2). Across Canada, as disclosed in the 
present study, there appears to be grounds for optimism, as the thinking of police decision-makers at 
the leadership ranks, around academic investigations into Canadian policing, seems to be evolving – 
with a broadening understanding that the historic relationship to external research is no longer tenable.

From academics, achieving better understandings of, and cooperation with, policing requires (for 
some) adopting a less adversarial tenor toward police organizations and their personnel; introspec-
tively considering challenges with bias; greater open-mindedness toward what can constitute valid 
and meaningful scientific research; more consideration of, and adaptability in executing, research 
initiatives originating from within policing; being in tune with ‘real world’ contexts and ‘on-the-
ground’ complexities in police work; and willingness to produce knowledge that is comprehensible and 
unambiguous for policing audiences and that can potentially inform issues of particular concern (i.e., 
information that is useful for policy considerations). Rojek and colleagues (2015, p. 48) are instructive 
in this regard, as they assessed that because of the established view within policing that ‘researchers 
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have an auspicious existence in that they have all care and no responsibility’, those academics engaged 
in policing research must demonstrate an investment in the organization and police personnel involved 
in the study. Otherwise there is ‘little hope of reforming the relationship, undertaking meaningful 
research or developing longer-term sustainable relationships (Rojek, Martin, & Alpert, 2015, p. 48).’

The conflicting positions of the present study’s academics mirror the often-polarized positions of 
various policing researchers in other western democracies, as discussed throughout the literature. It 
is noteworthy that across academia some have viewed studies blessed by policing institutions, and 
potentially informing police policies, as antithetical to ‘legitimate’ research, while others have vali-
dated the propriety of applying specialized knowledge simultaneously to both academic disciplines 
and the policy field. In relation to the latter position, several Canadian police leaders expressed that 
with greater cooperation from within policing, academics could be positioned to make ‘real world’ 
differences, in terms of not only theory, but also praxis (potentially impacting on-the-ground police 
practices – including those some find ‘objectionable’). More than one police commander suggested 
that with a more collaborative framework, academics would, perhaps, no longer be producing ‘obscure’ 
products that gather dust on the shelves of libraries – but rather would produce ‘real world’ relevant 
and more practically, theoretically, and empirically significant work, which can inform not only police 
policies and practices, but also contemporary public sphere discourses on policing.

In my view, more flexibility, understanding, communication, and cooperation between Canadian 
practitioners and researchers would also address concerns expressed by some academics in the present 
study around being ‘frozen out from researching controversial issues’ and particularly one of the more 
problematic manifestations of access and trust challenges, as identified by Marks (2004, p. 884) – who 
suggests that policing researchers must be mindful of the ‘destructive consequences of destroying 
established relationships’ should they choose to expose contentious information uncovered in their 
research, which can result in the kind of explosive situation Ericson experienced in 1981. I suspect 
(as was clearly the position of most study participants from both groups) that, today, few Canadian 
academics or policing leaders would want to see the perpetuation of a relationship in which research 
findings that have significance for contemporary policing are subordinated, through self-censorship, 
to considerations of maintaining on-going access and mitigating concerns around offending police 
agencies.

In advancing the discussion around a more cooperative and respectful research model, I offer, as 
a Canadian exemplar, my on-going experiences with a collaborative framework for policing studies 
– both with and on front-line officers of a large Canadian municipal police agency (with over 1000 
officers). In 2012, at my request, I was granted access, by senior management, to hundreds of front-
line officers to investigate rank-and-file sentiments toward, and behaviours in response to, the ‘new 
visibility’ of police actions in the field (Brown, 2016). While there were some critical aspects disclosed 
in the data and included in the research findings – and some controversial questions for the police 
chief through media – the cooperation and respect between researcher and the police organization 
were sustained through straightforward, honest, and good faith dialogue.

In 2014, I was approached by executives of this same police organization, who requested that I 
implement a study to assess the implications of a policy decision – mandating collection of race- 
based data during front-line traffic stops. Given that considerable negative feedback had already been 
received by management, through internal organizational channels, all parties concerned with the 
proposed study (police management, the police labor organization, and the researchers) understood 
that a critical aspect would almost certainly form part of the findings. I worked cooperatively with 
representatives of the police organization on the project design, the drafting of interview questions, 
and the internal messaging that was disseminated to the rank-and-file. Research participants were 
selected, contacted, and interviewed independent of the police agency and they were treated anon-
ymously in the research protocol. The study proceeded, as agreed, autonomous to the organization, 
and, from time-to-time, I provided updates on progress and anticipated timelines. The final report was 
produced, complete with several critical findings, and I engaged in mutually-respectful discussions 
and follow-up consultation with police leaders to assist them in understanding the issues disclosed in 
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the study. Such a collaborative research model, particularly given that critique was inevitable, stands 
in stark contrast to the historical circumstances as described previously in this paper.

In 2016, this research relationship continued, as I was granted, at my request, access to the police 
agencies’ front-line officers for a study examining whether this research population is engaging in 
risk-averse practices in their police work (or ‘de-policing’) in response to their ‘new visibility’ and/or 
elevated public scrutiny and criticism of some police practices. I was afforded substantial coopera-
tion in attending on shift briefings within multiple police facilities and meeting with hundreds of the 
organization’s front-line officers. While, as with the previous two studies (one that I initiated and the 
second that originated with the police agency), there may be some critical aspects to the findings of 
this on-going third study, the research relationship is grounded in mutual respect and cooperation 
in furtherance of understanding contemporary front-line policing through meaningful researcher-
practitioner collaboration. As expressed by the chief of this police agency (personal communication, 
7 February 2017), ‘[These are] important issues that we as a police service and a community must 
understand and discuss. I’m proud of the work we have done over the years and [this police service] 
will continue to support research that pushes the envelope and helps us ready ourselves for the com-
plex policing issues we face.’

This ‘dialogue of collaboration’ model satisfies the stated objectives of most of the present study’s 
participants from both the police leadership and university-based researcher communities and demon-
strates a viable alternative to the centralized research institute framework, so vehemently opposed by 
most Canadian policing researchers (in this present study). I suggest that this research relationship 
exemplifies what Cockbain and Knutsson (2015, p. 6) advance as the kind of collaboration that is 
‘truly effective and impactful’, which requires ‘both parties to work with flexibility, reciprocity, mutual 
understanding, and respect.’ Stang (2012, p. 397) has presented support for such a model in advocating 
for an ongoing, yet intermittent, research relationship between university-based academics and police 
practitioners – a ‘coalition’ benefitting both.

Conclusion

Canadian policing researchers Ricciardelli, Huey, Crichton, and Hardy (2016) and Schulenberg  
(2014), advance that Canadian collaborations – with academics working with police agencies and/
or officers rather than on policing institutions – have been rare. The study that informs this paper – 
involving in-depth qualitative interviews with 20 Canadian university-based policing researchers and 
20 Canadian police leaders – finds that a majority of both groups of participants characterize today’s 
relationship between police administrations and researchers as much improved and continuing to 
improve. Many Canadian academics recognize that most present-day Canadian police commanders 
are more educated, progressive, and enlightened than their predecessors and they understand the value 
of scientific research and academic expertise. On the other hand, many of today’s police leaders across 
Canada concede that the ‘anti-police’ characterization (with which, historically, many academics were 
categorically branded) has not been borne out in their recent interactions with Canadian policing 
researchers.

While there remain some residual levels of suspicion and reluctance, the situation has improved 
significantly from the historical animus and closed-door access practices in Canadian policing’s rela-
tionships with academia. As Fleming (2010, p. 139) has observed, in an international context, police 
organizations increasingly operate in an environment that values partnerships and networks and, as 
a result, are more amenable ‘to approach[ing] the ivory tower to consider policy and practice that 
might be better informed by research.’ These observations reflect the current Canadian circumstances 
and, today, many police leaders across Canada also support collaborative relationships, initiated by 
academics, that are seeking to understand contemporary policing issues through empirical study. 
Canadian university-based policing researchers, for the most part (with some stalwart opponents), 
do not take issue with cooperating more with police agencies in their research projects, but the results 
of this study demonstrate that this does not extend to support for a centralized research institute 
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model – which seems to be the objective of Public Safety Canada and is broadly supported by police 
leadership across Canada. Such a research framework is viewed by Canadian academics (at least those 
who participated in this study) as a form of pre-emptive censorship.

This study does find, however, that a new space has opened up for cooperative research across 
Canada, including studies examining policing through a critical lens, which are now welcomed by more 
visionary Canadian police leaders – who recognize internal limitations and the value of highly-skilled 
researchers’ work in illuminating issues and informing necessary evidence-based modifications and/
or transformative changes in Canadian policing moving forward. As such, this study corroborates the 
observations of Kratcoski (2012, p. 303), who suggests, ‘… although law enforcement and academics 
may differ significantly in their operating philosophies, these philosophic differences do not prevent 
productive research partnerships’ and the conclusions of Cordner and White (2010, p. 94), who find, 
‘the police research/police practice relationship is evolving quite positively.’ My recent collaborative 
studies are examples of such mutually-respectful and productive contemporary partnerships.

In conclusion, I note that the present study is not without limitations; particularly as relates to 
generalizability of research findings. While the sample is substantial (representing approximately 
17% of Canadian police commanders of medium and large municipal agencies and more than 20% 
of Canadian university-based policing researchers), and theme saturation was achieved in the qual-
itative data, it is not exhaustive. Regardless, much can be drawn from this study, which presents a 
unique Canadian contribution to ongoing international dialogue around, and literature discussing, 
collaboration in contemporary policing research.

Notes
1. � This paper specifically addresses public policing – as differentiated from ‘the array of policing processes found 

in different forms of social order’ (Reiner, 2000, p. 205).
2. � Bradley and Nixon (2009, p. 424) endorse a participatory action research (PAR) model – implicating ‘intimate 

and continuous partnership between police and the university system.’ A researcher who practices PAR is one 
who ‘does not conduct research on a group but works with them to achieve change that they desire (Kindon, 
2010, p. 260). Joining Bradley and Nixon in advocating for the action research model in policing studies have 
been, among others, Fleming, Marks, Murji, and Wood.

3. � In terms of the author’s researcher positionality – I formerly worked as an operational police officer for 28 years 
in a large Canadian municipal department (until 2013). It is, therefore, acknowledged that my ‘pracademic’ 
status may influence my research experiences, including impacting on gaining access and developing trust.

4. � This calculation was reached through reviewing publicly-accessible organizational information for the 41 police 
agencies. Canada’s largest municipal police departments most often have, in addition to the chief, three deputy 
chiefs (i.e., Toronto, Montréal, Vancouver, Winnipeg, and Peel Regional) – however there are also Calgary 
with four deputy chiefs and Ottawa with two. The smallest of the 41 medium-sized municipal police agencies 
most often have, in addition to the chief, only one deputy chief (i.e., Chatham-Kent, Saanich, Thunder Bay, and 
Kingston) – however Delta has two deputy chiefs.

5. � In their research on researcher-practitioner philosophical differences and the search for a methodology of 
collaboration, Steinheider and colleagues (2012) relied on data from online questionnaires sent to policing 
researchers and practitioners. The response rate was 13% of the potential research population.

6. � Each of the 40 participants in this study were identified with alphanumeric coding (to differentiate and protect 
identities) – PP (police participant) and RP (researcher participant) along with a corresponding number (1–20). 
For example, this individual (PP #4) is the fourth police participant in this study.
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