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Executive Summary 

Academic research and professional debate on policing have long sought to understand whether 

police officers share a distinctive way of viewing and acting within their role. The existence of 

what has become known as ‘police culture’ has been an enduring topic of discussion since the 

1960s and continues to be widely debated today. Within the field, there is a preoccupation with 

the day-to-day values, belief systems, and working practices of rank-and-file officers, with 

successive generations of researchers noting similar features within the occupational culture. 

Increasingly, however, portrayals of a monolithic, inflexible, and negative police culture have 

been subject to robust critique. Yet there is sufficient evidence from research and inquiries that 

police services in different countries exhibit at least some of the qualities captured by the term, 

and as a result, a common conclusion is that changes are needed to elements of police culture(s). 

Against such a background, the scope of this report is to describe and examine key 

research conclusions emanating from the literature on police culture, as well as the efforts 

implemented to encourage change on the ground. In particular, the report: 

• explains the social science methodology of ethnography, setting out the value of 
ethnography to policing research and understandings of police culture; 

• supplies a definition of the central concept of ‘police culture’ and discusses what have 
been characterized as key features of police culture over time and in different 

settings; 

• identifies some standard strategies used by police services to change aspects of their 

culture, noting the possible reasons for the success and failures of these strategies; 
and 
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• focuses, where possible, on attempts to influence police culture with respect to family 
violence, gender-based violence, and the provision of equitable policing services to 

racialized groups, as well as the success and failures of these initiatives. 

The intricacy of the themes within the police culture debate, and discussed within this 

report, makes it difficult to summarize in a few sentences or words. Nevertheless, the reflections 

at the end of this report present the main consolidated discussion points and policy-focused 

demands for change emanating from previous research and thought.  

I. The Important Role of the Police 

In modern democracies, the police are recognized as the most visible of all criminal justice 

institutions. Police officers are bestowed with a broad range of powers to stop, search, arrest, and 

detain members of the public, as well as to deploy covert and undercover methods for gathering 

information that is transformed into intelligence to inform police operations. The police are also 

typically the first state agents that suspects encounter, therefore heavily influencing who enters 

the criminal justice system and who potentially comes to be ascribed with criminal status 

(McConville et al 1991). Uniformed police officers largely symbolize and represent the body 

politic, and it follows that the practices of policing provide the public with some of their most 

tangible experiences of the state, powerfully shaping feelings of citizenship (Skinns 2019) and 

national belonging (Parmar 2011). Indeed, much research demonstrates that when people 

perceive policing to be unprofessional, unfair, or intrusive, not only is trust in the police lost, but 

police—and state—legitimacy may also be damaged and co-operation withdrawn as a result 

(Jackson et al 2012).1 As many policing researchers have noted, the capacity to use legally 

 
1 It should be noted, however, that the exclusive domain of the (state) police has been challenged by the arrival of 

other actors who are providing policing services. The contemporary ‘pluralized’ policing field comprises a multiplicity 
of public, private, and voluntary organizations. These include but are not limited to private security officers, border 

enforcement personnel, and neighbourhood watches. See Lister and Jones (2016).   
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sanctioned force against members of the public sets the police apart from other (state) institutions 

(Bittner 1970; Fassin 2015). In short, policing plays a significant role in culture, connecting 

police officers to state legitimacy, politics, and the social order (Loader and Mulcahy 2003). As 

discussed further below, the images and iconography associated with police work—from 

uniforms and badges to vehicles and flags—have important symbolic appeal for both police 

officers and the public.   

In most contexts, the police mandate refers to an authorization to act or conduct 

operations in the public interest in accordance with prevailing laws and regulations with the 

power and authority of the government. In their day-to-day work, the police are broadly 

responsible for the maintenance of public order and the prevention and detection of crime. Many 

police researchers have nevertheless drawn attention to the paradoxes of policing in liberal 

democracies (Banton 1964; Bittner 1970; Loader 2006; Baker 2008). First, the police role 

inherently involves the application of force in societies that are, at least notionally, dedicated to 

peace and the rule of law. Second, while the police are arguably the most important provider of 

citizen security and safety, they are an agency that presents a threat to security and well-being 

when officers abuse their powers or respond inadequately to calls for assistance. Third, the police 

are required to adhere to the due process rights of suspects whilst simultaneously striving to 

detect, prevent, and control crime (Humble 2020).  

The police are a vital and powerful social institution that serve as a visible nexus for a 

range of relationships between individuals, communities, and the state. As a result, they have 

proved to be an enduring topic for research and inquiry throughout the decades. Early research 

sought to understand how police officers working on the ground see the social world and their 

own place within it. The relevance of ‘police culture’ emerged as a central concept to explain the 
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accepted practices, rules, values, and principles of conduct that officers apply to practical 

situations in the course of their work (Skolnick 1966). Understanding the worldview and 

perspectives of the police was particularly important because it became apparent that officers 

exercise considerable discretion in their everyday work and, as a result, can decide where and on 

whom to focus attention. It was also noted that through discretionary powers, police actions can 

deviate from the law and organizational guidance (Reiner 2010; see also Brown 1981). On the 

one hand, researchers found that certain groups of people are over-policed as suspects of crime. 

For instance, officers tended to focus their attention on underprivileged sections of society, such 

as the homeless, drug addicts, and minority ethnic groups (Bittner 1967). Conversely, other 

groups are under-policed as victims of crime, with female victims of domestic and intra-family 

violence subjected to chronic neglect by the police (Parnas 1971). 

The occupational culture of the police has historically been portrayed as a major factor in 

shaping the way police officers conduct their everyday work, with researchers continuing to 

explore whether officers share a distinct and identifiable set of beliefs, values, and assumptions 

that influences how they think about their role and perform their work. In an attempt to 

synthesize the dominant themes within the police culture literature, Reiner (2010) has outlined 

the ‘core characteristics’ of police culture as comprising: an exaggerated sense of mission 

towards the police role, with officers craving work that promises excitement; the celebration of 

masculine exploits, with a willingness to use force during interactions; privileging on-the-job 

experience over official directives and guidance; a suspicious disposition that stereotypes certain 

people, places, and events; feelings of social isolation from ordinary (civilian) members of the 

public; and a defensive sense of solidarity with colleagues. In addition, police culture is often 

marked by cynicism, pessimism, secrecy, and a warped sense of humour. It is alleged that the 
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perennial features of police culture are impervious to change and can have an impact on the 

service that different sections of society receive—often for the worse (Reiner 2010).  

However, a growing number of researchers have called into question both the existence 

and conceptualization of a monolithic and negative police culture. They advocate for a more 

nuanced and diversified way of understanding the complexities of police identity. Focusing on 

apparently common and negative traits in police culture is unhelpful, resulting ‘in crude 

generalisations … so as to make the results virtually meaningless’ (Hobbs 1991: 606). There is 

also consensus that if there is indeed a police culture, then it has the potential to transform and 

respond innovatively to change (Sklansky 2007; Wood et al 2008; Charman 2017). To be sure, 

developments in society and in police organizations can be expected to reshape the cultural 

expressions of police officers. These changes include but are not limited to: the cultural, racial, 

ethnic, and gender diversification of police organizations and demands for recognition of 

gendered and cultured identities in broader society; the impact of operational changes such as 

community policing philosophies and shifts in police function; a trend towards citizen 

surveillance of officers and the influence of official critiques of the police. Authors have also 

challenged traditional interpretations of police culture by critically interrogating its assumed 

homogeneity and universality. The occupational culture can vary according to individual officer, 

rank, department, and force.  In order to reflect the nuances in what has traditionally been seen as 

the dominant culture, scholars argue that discussions of police culture are better referred to in the 

plural—that is, as police cultures (Cockroft 2007; Westmarland 2008).  

These critiques imply that police culture may be losing its usefulness as a concept. 

Understandings of police culture have been overstated in some accounts, but there are 

nevertheless reasons to continue to research and debate the topic. It cannot be overlooked that 
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successive generations of researchers have observed via observational research prominently 

similar characteristics in the narratives, sentiments, and actions of police officers working in 

different time periods and across varied jurisdictions. When asked, police officers themselves 

have acknowledged, defined, and described traits of police culture (Chan et al 2003).   

1. Outline of the Report 

The aim of this report is to provide a comprehensive review of the research on police culture to 

date. The discussion is organized around four principal sections: The first defines and highlights 

the importance of ethnography as a valuable research method for observing, documenting, and 

understanding the working culture of the police. In the second section, I discuss influential 

definitions of police culture and provide analysis of its key features and sources as noted by early 

and contemporary researchers. This section also provides a substantive critique of the way police 

culture has been conceived and portrayed, as well as a review of available research regarding 

police symbols and insignia. Beginning from the commonly held view that aspects of police 

culture are nevertheless perennial and difficult to change, the third section of the report reviews 

the main strategies adopted internally within police organizations to bring about cultural change. 

The final section provides an examination of how (inter)national scandals and pivotal moments 

within policing histories have the potential to exert external pressure and embed strategies for 

reforming police culture. 

The research underpinning the report does not include the firsthand collection of new 

primary or empirical data. The forthcoming discussion is based on academic articles, books, 

chapters, and other relevant, publicly available secondary data. The literature was located 

through the input of key search terms relevant to the scope of the report and via an array of 

online databases (such as JSTOR, Applied Social Science and Index, and ProQuest), alongside 
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hardcopy resources. Where appropriate, aspects of the discussion draw upon empirical examples 

from my own ethnographic research with police officers, including, for instance, fieldnote 

extracts and interview narratives. In addition, the report includes suitable examples from other 

researchers who have explored police culture in different countries and settings. However, it 

should be noted that accounts of police culture have flowed from a series of ethnographies 

conducted from the 1950s onwards and usually in Anglo-American contexts. Therefore, the 

contemporary relevance of these classic studies for understanding police culture today, and in 

different countries, should not be taken at face value. Evidence for the existence of and 

prominent themes within police culture remains contextually specific and not easily generalized. 

2. Canadian Ethnographies of Policing 

A number of important ethnographies have shed light on the realities of policing outside of the 

American and English contexts. While ethnographies of policing in Canada appear to be few and 

far between, several are worthy of note. Richard Ericson published two major titles stemming 

from his ethnographic research with police in Canada. In Making Crime: A Study of Detective 

Work (1981), Ericson explored detective work and its place within policing in Canada by 

observing six detective units over a total of 179 shifts. He set out to understand detectives’ use of 

discretion in constructing cases and their results. Ericson found that detective work is 

autonomous, operates in conditions of low visibility, and is reactive rather than proactive since 

cases are largely initiated by complainants and patrol officers. Yet once detectives assume 

ownership of a case, they draw on their discretionary powers to steer and shape the investigation, 

including making choices about what investigations to take on, what questions to ask, and how to 

interpret the answers (Ericson 1981). Discretion is also involved in writing the official accounts 

of the case and in dealing with complainants and suspects. With its focus on non-uniformed 
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officers working within specialist units, this study made a significant contribution to the 

literature on policing and police culture.  

Second, Ericson’s publication Reproducing Order: A Study of Police Patrol Work (1982) 

provides one of the few in-depth studies of Canadian police work from the perspective of 

uniformed patrol officers. His findings were based on observations of 348 shifts or 1323 patrol 

officer–citizen encounters in an unnamed municipality of Ontario (Ericson 1982). Through his 

fieldwork, Ericson found that the work of patrol officers is governed by a distinct set of ‘rules’, 

including criminal-law rules, administrative rules, and those rules within the occupational 

culture. Together, these formal and informal rules present officers with a sense of order and a 

basis on which to conduct their routine activities so as to reproduce that order. Ericson’s research 

also considered the internal occupational environment and culture of the officers being studied, 

in addition to addressing the diverse aspects of patrol work. The study illustrates the broad 

discretion police officers have in deciding whether or not to contend with a certain complainant 

or suspect. Ericson also noted that officers are highly selective in their application of the law 

(Ericson 1982). His overall argument was that policing both generates and reproduces the nature 

of the social order; the choices officers make in their everyday work can increase the 

disadvantage experienced by underprivileged sections of society, such as the homeless, drug 

addicts, and others who live on the edge. Ericson also offered a helpful description of how his 

ethnographic study was conducted, providing insights into the difficulties of gaining access to 

the world of patrol officers. As he noted, being granted formal entry by senior officers can in fact 

heighten the suspicions of the lower ranking members of the police organization.  

There is a recent study by Holly Campeau (2016), whose PhD thesis, Policing in 

Unsettled Times: An Analysis of Culture in the Police Organization , explored police culture in an 
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occupational landscape that was undergoing change. Drawing on rich, ethnographic fieldwork 

that included 100 interviews and observation data collected over eighteen months in a police 

department in a Canadian city, she has provided a nuanced and up-to-date account of police 

cultures (Campeau 2016). Her key findings were: that police culture should be reconceptualized 

within the literature as a resource that officers employ in times of stress and direct challenge: that 

citizen surveillance of the police (via smartphones, for example) contributes to officer insecurity; 

that traditional themes of solidarity and brotherhood among officers are being eroded; and that 

the top-down, hierarchical approach to implementing change in the police is inadequate, but new 

generations of police officers can play a key role in transformation. Campeau has subsequently 

published various aspects of her ethnography (Campeau 2015; Campeau 2018; Campeau 2019). 

Another ethnography conducted with police in Canada is by Sanders et al (2015). This is 

noteworthy because it provides rare insight into how the police draw on and deploy intelligence 

analysis and risk technologies, in addition to providing an understanding of the organizational 

changes stemming from the engagement with such technologies. As the authors have explained, 

‘In light of the ever-growing incorporation of scientific knowledge and technology in Canadian 

policing, it is of vital importance for criminologists to ethnographically study the ways in which 

police services construct knowledge about crime’ (714). The empirical investigation included 86 

interviews with crime analysts, patrol officers and others involved in crime analysis, as well as 

36 hours of observation with patrol officers and those involved in crime analytic and information 

management workshops. The authors found that the occupational culture of the police is 

influenced by the cultural, organizational, and everyday activities and routines of police work. In 

particular, the police do not simply adopt intelligence-led approaches to policing. On the 

contrary, they actively translate it and, moreover, as a measure to demonstrate accountability 
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(714). The authors also observed a culture of ‘hoarding’ intelligence, thereby—and 

paradoxically—challenging the underlying principles of  proactive policing practices. Overall, the 

study by Sanders and colleagues offers an important examination of police innovation and 

reform in a Canadian context. 

II. Ethnography and the ‘Discovery’ of Police Culture 

Ethnography (from the Greek words Ethnos meaning people and Graphein meaning writing) is a 

research methodology that lends itself to the study of the beliefs, social interactions, and 

behaviours of small societies and groups of people, with observation and participation over a 

prolonged period of time (Naidoo 2012). Broadly speaking, an ethnographic approach is ‘a 

detailed, up-close investigation of both the subjective and the objective aspects of cultural life—

that is, of the many ways in which humans organize, live in, and give meaning to the world’ 

(McGranahan 2018: 7). Its origin lies in the tradition of anthropology in which researchers’ 

technique was to immerse themselves in the culture of the society or group under study in order 

to describe life in vivid detail (O’Connell Davidson and Layder 1994). This entailed becoming 

an accepted member of the group, participating actively in its cultural life and everyday 

practices. ‘Being there’ allows ethnographers to directly observe the daily activities and social 

interactions of those under study (Geertz 1988), as well as providing opportunity to experience 

the mundane and spectacular moments that touch and shape their lives. In so doing, 

ethnographers form close relationships with their research participants and engage in many 

unrehearsed, on-the-spot conversations to elicit their views and understandings of various topics. 

Fieldnotes are central to ethnographic practice, as they offer a written report or account of that 

work. Ethnographers rely extensively on their fieldnotes because it is from this body of material 

that key research findings and patterns emerge.  
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With its emphasis on participant observation and seeing the world from the point of view 

of subjects of study, ethnography contrasts strikingly with quantitative methods of research such 

as surveys. Ethnography differs significantly from the latter type of methods precisely because it 

examines what people do as well as what they say, thereby enabling insightful examination of 

discrepancies between talk and behaviour—an important distinction for those researching the 

police (Waddington 1999).  

By its very nature, ethnography conducted within the field of criminology is complicated 

by the fact it involves researching crime, criminals, victims, criminal justice agencies, in addition 

to other powerful organizations involved in the social control or punishment of people. This is 

particularly true in the case of ethnographic research on rather than with the police because they 

may have ‘much to hide and much to lose’ from the discovery of embarrassing or incriminating 

data (Reiner 2010). Undertaking an ethnography of operational policing does not only involve 

engaging with the potentially dangerous world inhabited by the police. It also entails confronting 

the realities and social impact of police power and the regulatory attempts to constrain that 

power (Loftus et al 2022). 

Although an ethnographic approach is undoubtedly the most appropriate method 

available to access the inner world of policing (Marks 2005), police organizations are forbidding 

sites to research. This is largely due to the cultural reflex on the part of the police to be 

suspicious of outsider, civilian researchers. As a methodological approach, ethnography has 

proven unparalleled for examining the working rules, tacit understandings, and underlying 

assumptions that operate beneath what Holdaway (1983) has termed the ‘presentational canopy’ 

of police organizations. Similarly, speaking as both an ethnographer and serving police officer, 

Young (1991: 15) has explained that it requires ‘a great deal of fieldwork to reveal much about 
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the unspoken agenda which determines many aspects of police practice’. Other approaches to 

studying the police are largely unsuitable for achieving this end because the methods employed 

tend to rely on accounts offered by the police officers themselves, whether in interviews or 

official documents—the authenticity of which is often precisely the question being studied 

(Bacon et al 2020). Such accounts may be selective presentations that do not necessarily depict 

the state of phenomena as they genuinely exist and, at worst, may be an attempt to convince the 

target audience of a particular image or truth that should not be taken at face value.  

The origin of ethnography in police studies lies in the ‘conflict’ phase of policing 

research, when a series of influential empirical studies sought to capture and expose the culture 

and behaviour of police officers as they interacted with their various publics and with each other 

(Reiner 2015). In particular, police ethnographies were set in motion by a series of high-profile 

police–citizen clashes that characterised much of the 1960s and 1970s, primarily in the United 

States and United Kingdom. At this time, theoretical developments influenced by symbolic 

interactionist perspectives led for the first time to a critical focus on state agencies.2 Attention 

thus shifted away from those who break the law to those who enforce it (Reiner 2010). This new 

conceptual lens was accompanied by a methodological turn towards qualitative forms of inquiry, 

including ethnography, which subsequently allowed researchers to witness firsthand the interior 

world of the police in a way previously unseen. These early police ethnographies, which were 

largely conducted by sociologists working within US and UK contexts, produced many of the 

concepts, themes, and theories that have since become central tenets of policing scholarship. 

They set the research agenda for those who followed and remain a source of inspiration and 

 
2 Symbolic interactionism is a leading perspective in sociology that addresses the way in which society is both 

created, negotiated and maintained through face-to-face interactions among individuals (Denzin 2004). 
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valuable reflection for policing scholars around the world (Bacon et al 2020). The insights 

gleaned from early police ethnographies include: how police officers learn the craft of the job 

from colleagues rather than in the formal training academy (Fielding 1988); the sources of police 

deviance and forms of corruption (Punch 1985); the influence of informal and extra-legal values 

and assumptions on the exercise of police discretion (McConville et al 1991); the prevalence of 

differential law enforcement practices (Bittner 1967); and the many challenges and dilemmas 

that lie at the heart of policing (Westley 1970).  

For all its contributions, however, ethnography is not a faultless methodology. Critiques 

revolve around the need for researchers to interpret elements of the study, and so analysis may 

not be a wholly neutral exercise. Making sense of what is observed and how findings are 

presented is a largely idiosyncratic task and often too reliant on the positioning of the 

ethnographer (Hammersley 2018). At worst, findings may be viewed as biased and unreliable, 

and there are associated concerns about generalization from single or small numbers of cases 

within fieldwork. Part of the solution has been to encourage ethnographers to openly reflect upon 

how their own cultural, political, and intellectual positioning shapes the collection, analysis, and 

discussion of the data (Hammersley 2018). Another answer is to engage research subjects—in 

this case, the police—as collaborators (Henry 2017). Police researchers can share fieldnotes and 

published papers with the police, who may act as auditors of authenticity (Bacon et al 2020). 

Finally, there may be a particular limitation of ethnography for understanding police culture. 

There has been a heavy concentration on the day-to-day work of the rank and file, rather than the 

decisions and behaviours of senior police leaders. This has led some to comment that ‘studies of 

police culture have been coterminous with patrol culture’ (Reiner 2010: 86).  
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Nevertheless, the contribution of ethnography to our understandings of policing is 

profound, not least because it offers unreplicable insight into the processes, structures, and 

meanings that sustain and motivate this social group. Today, ethnographic approaches continue 

to be considered crucial for exposing and documenting the behind-the-scenes values, narratives, 

and routine activities of the police.  

While police ethnographies have principally focused on uniformed officers operating at 

the bottom of the organizational structure, a number of studies have expanded their reach to 

examine the working values and practices of specialist units, including plain-clothed detectives 

(Bacon 2016), firearm units (Westmarland 2001a), and those working in covert and undercover 

roles (Loftus et al 2016). Other work has focused on newly emerging modes of police, such as 

non-warranted Police Community Support Officers (PCSOs) (O’Neill 2019). Other scholars 

have mapped, via ethnographic methods, the mindsets and behaviours of non-state actors who 

are endowed with policing functions. From illustrative descriptions of the internal codes and 

activities of the para-police in Canada (Rigakos 2002) to rich accounts of how private UK 

security officers mark out people for attention (Wakefield 2004; Hansen-Löftstrand et al 2016), 

ethnography has made substantial contributions to enriching our understandings of policing 

activity that takes place beyond—and sometimes in partnership with—the state police. In a 

similar manner, the policing of world borders has become increasingly salient, accruing steady 

interest from ethnographers wishing to deeply understand how this phenomenon plays out at the 

coalface (Mutsaers 2014). A series of studies have also examined policing cultures and practices 

in countries undergoing social and political turmoil, such as post-apartheid South Africa (Glaeser 

2000; Marks 2005) and during the ‘troubles’ in Northern Ireland (Brewer 1991). More recent 

ethnographies in this vein have also presented rigorous analysis of police structures, mentalities , 
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and behaviours in transitional and post-conflict societies (Jauregui 2016; Beek and Göpfert 2013; 

Blaustein 2015). Together, they provide an international, comparative perspective of policing 

and its cultures in a variety of contexts.  

It is well documented that conducting ethnography with police officers can provoke 

complex practical and ethical challenges (Westmarland 2001b; Marks 2005; Loftus 2009; 

Jauregui 2013). These include but are not limited to: challenges of securing access; difficulties 

that researchers face if they encounter police deviance; threats to personal safety while in the 

field; difficulties securing informed consent while being immersed in a fluid and unpredictable 

environment; and complications about protecting both the anonymity of officers who participate 

in the research and the confidentiality of any information that is obtained. In short, police 

ethnographers are presented with many in-the-moment ethical dilemmas that require careful 

navigation.  

While there is a strong tradition of ethnography within policing scholarship, it is also 

noteworthy that from the 1980s, police research in its ethnographic form has been challenged by 

the developing trend towards government-funded agendas that focus on establishing practically 

relevant theories and evidence that can directly inform and improve police policies, strategies , 

and tactics (Reiner 1992; Bacon et al 2020). Quantitative surveys, experimental studies, and the 

search for best practice play a prominent role in the contemporary research landscape and tend to 

eclipse qualitative endeavours concerned with broader issues of democracy and power 

(Sheptycki 2018). However, while trends in the funding landscape seem to overlook 

ethnographic research, police ethnographies have nevertheless endured challenges to the method 

and are returning to prominence (Bacon et al 2020).  
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Given the origins of police ethnography, researchers tend to be ideologically poised to 

challenge the ways in which policing is done and to whom it is done. There are, however, good 

reasons not simply to disparage the police in such accounts. This is an endeavour that speaks to 

the appreciative inquiry operationalized in criminological studies (Liebling et al 2001), including 

those on policing (Jardine 2020). Police officers have a challenging job, are one agency 

operating within a larger criminal justice system, and are responsive to the influence of formal 

policies, management directives, and the law. The position adopted by Karpiak (2016) and his 

work on humanization is germane. He has emphasised the need to generate a constructive and 

critical assessment of policing alongside an acknowledgement of the ‘fallibility of officers and 

other traits that are just as essential to what makes the police—as individuals and as an 

institution—human’ (Karpiak 2016: 6; see also Karpiak and Garriott 2018). If we wish to 

understand who the police are, what they do, and why they do it, as researchers we need to 

humanize them (Loftus et al 2022).   

The salience of ethnography for comprehending the world of policing in its various 

guises and settings is well established. It is a method that powerfully brings the backstage of 

policing to the front of stage. One of the key themes to have consistently emerged from 

ethnographies is the idea that police officers often share a distinct and identifiable set of beliefs, 

values, and assumptions that influences how they think about their role and perform their work—

that is, the existence of a police culture, or police cultures. It is to these findings that the report 

now turns.  

III. Police Culture: Definitions, Themes, and Challenges 

This section of the report provides a detailed discussion of the background to and concept of 

police culture. In particular, it focuses on influential definitions of the term before outlining what 
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has been identified as the core features of police culture over time and in different urban and 

rural contexts. The section therefore reviews a number of classic police ethnographies that 

continue to exert considerable inf luence over this area of study, as well as the works that have 

subsequently followed suit, providing a thematic discussion of the central characteristics 

observed within police culture. Increasingly, researchers have criticized the concept and indeed 

refuted the existence of a monolithic, inflexible, and wholly negative police culture. It is 

important, therefore, to attend to the critiques as well.  

The term ‘occupational culture’ refers to distinctive patterns of thought and actions 

shared by members of the same profession, reflected in their language, morals, outlooks, beliefs, 

and traditions (Trice and Beyer 1993). Although most occupational groups have a shared 

culture—including, for example, teachers, prison officers, lawyers, and health care 

professionals—the working culture of the police has received significant attention within 

academic and professional debates. This is mainly due to the unique role that the police play in 

societies, including their widespread interactions with members of the public on the streets and 

inside private homes.  

There are many different definitions of police culture. For example, Peter Manning has 

defined it as ‘the accepted practices, rules, and principles of conduct that are situationally 

applied’ (1989: 360). Janet Chan has suggested that police culture encompasses ‘informal 

occupational norms and values operating under the apparently rigid hierarchical structure of 

police organisations’ (1996: 110). And Robert Reiner has referred to police culture as ‘the 

values, norms, perspectives, myths and craft rules which inform their conduct’ (2010: 115). 

Collectively, police culture comprises a shared set of values that shapes how police officers 

perceive and talk about their working environment and influences how they act within it. It is a 

https://psychologydictionary.org/pattern/
https://psychologydictionary.org/thought/
https://psychologydictionary.org/profession/
https://psychologydictionary.org/language/
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term used to explain how police—particularly officers working within the lower ranks of the 

organization—make sense of their social world and interact with people in different settings.   

The idea of police culture emerged from pioneering ethnographic studies that aimed to 

bring the hitherto concealed world of the police into sharper focus. Since then, an abundance of 

research on police culture has identified seemingly recurring themes and characteristics within 

police culture over time and in different locations. It is valuable to review what is widely 

regarded as the first authoritative studies of police culture.   

1. Early Studies 

Jerome Skolnick’s portrayal of the police ‘working personality’ in an American police force 

arose from his broader investigation into the ‘effects of a man’s work on his outlook of the 

world’ (Skolnick 1966: 42). Skolnick found that (rank-and-file) officers shared a collective 

culture resulting from the common dilemmas, difficulties, and tensions associated with the 

policing vocation. Central to these tensions is the potential danger that officers face in their day-

to-day encounters with members of the public: the police role is distinctive in that it routinely 

requires officers to confront situations in which there is an unpredictable element of risk of 

physical danger. Second, Skolnick noted that the police are the visible symbol of state authority 

(backed by the potential to exert legally sanctioned force), and this feature places them in a 

difficult and alienated position from the various publics they encounter. Third, Skolnick 

observed that these elements of danger and authority within everyday policing are joined by a 

constant pressure to be efficient and get results. For Skolnick, these inescapable features of the 

police role converge to produce a ‘distinctive cognitive and behavioural responses in police: a 

working personality’ (1966: 42).  
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As a response to the potential for danger and unpredictable assault in police work, a core 

feature of what Skolnick identified as the working personality of police is suspiciousness 

towards people, places, and events (Skolnick 1966). The authority that police bring to bear on 

their interactions with the public also means that social isolation features within the working 

personality, and this in turn encourages a high degree of internal solidarity with colleagues 

(Skolnick 1966). Skolnick further identified moral conservatism as a culturally produced 

response in police: ‘the fact that a man is engaged in enforcing a set of rules implies that he also 

becomes implicated in affirming them’ (Skolnick 1966: 59). 

Other pioneering studies echoed many of Skolnick’s conclusions. For example, both 

William Westley (1970), in the American context, and Michael Banton (1964), in the British 

context, found that the police placed themselves in an oppositional relationship with the public, 

leading to an emphasis on mutual support and unity with other officers and social isolation from 

the public at large. 

 Maureen Cain (1973) also provided a comprehensive description of the occupational 

ideologies and behaviour of police officers in the British context. Her work is notable because it 

explored policing in both urban and rural locations. Cain found that urban officers were 

orientated principally towards a crime-fighting image of their role, even though in practice such 

tasks formed only a small part of their daily workload. In the eyes of the rank and file, ‘real’ 

police work was associated with the act of arresting individuals, with police defining the periods 

in between action-oriented incidents as boring. One way of relieving the boredom of a shift was 

to make marginally legitimate arrests of individuals who were already known to the police. This 

provided officers with an opportunity for excitement and also brought kudos. Urban officers 

viewed themselves separate from the public, and, like Skolnick (1966), Cain also observed rank-
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and-file prejudice and suspicion towards minority ethnic males. In contrast to urban officers who 

emphasized and championed the crime-fighting part of their role, Cain found that rural 

constables were more integrated into the communities they policed. She found that relations 

between the police and the public were friendly, and rural patrols tended to be quiet, harmonious, 

and unhurried (Cain 1973). Indeed, she underlined just how distinctive rural policing was at that 

time. While police in urban areas operated as a team, in rural areas officers were isolated from 

their colleagues and, as a result, more dependent upon their civilian neighbours. Officers also 

resided in the area where they worked, were more embedded within the community and their 

families were accorded a distinctive status. By exploring rural policing, Cain offered early 

insight into how police culture varies according to location. 

While other policing scholars made similarly substantial contributions to the field at this 

time, the early ethnographies noted above are widely regarded as prompting the beginnings of 

research into the attitudes and behaviours of officers, as well as the day-to-day realities of 

policing. Above all, they provided a central reference point for subsequent generations of 

researchers who also set out to explore whether the police possess a distinctive occupational 

culture.  

2. ‘Core Characteristics’ 

Robert Reiner (2010) has brought together the key findings of classic and contemporary studies, 

providing a thematic list of what he has termed the ‘core characteristics of cop culture’. This oft-

cited conceptualisation considers police culture to be a discernible and patterned set of 

understandings that help officers cope with the peculiar demands of their work. Within his 

overarching analytical framework, Reiner (2010) identifies the core elements of police culture as 
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including: a sense of mission; intolerance and prejudice; suspicion and skepticism; isolation, 

mutual solidarity, and conservatism. 

A. Pursuit of Crime and Excitement 

A central characteristic of police culture is what Reiner has identified as an exaggerated ‘sense of 

mission’ (2010: 119). Police ascribe great pride to the job of policing, acclaiming its uniqueness 

and potential to make a difference. The result is that officers invariably interpret their role as one 

that first and foremost involves fighting crime. Police conceive their role as the protection of the 

weak against the predatory (Reiner 2010; see also Holdaway 1983). During my own research in 

an English police force, for example, officers expressed great pride in the mission of police work 

and celebrated its potential to make a difference, as the following comments demonstrate: 

Bethan: What were your motivations for becoming a police officer? Why did you join the job? 

Jake: I know it sounds corny, but I really wasn’t happy with the way things were in society. 
People were being mugged, raped, burgled, and I thought I could make a difference. I wanted to 

make a difference to society, to help people. 

Rowan: I joined for the same reasons. I didn’t join to go on the Community Team to be honest 

with you. I really joined to go out and lock up people. (Loftus 2009: 90) 

The moral imperative to catch criminals and fight crime is of course a noble one. 

However, the crime-is-war metaphor within police culture (Crank 2004) means that officers seek 

out work that is considered exciting and action-packed. In a classic observational study of the 

police in London, Smith and Gray (1985) found that officers drive at high speed to incidents that 

do not require rapid response. Other researchers have noted that officers relish the opportunity to 

participate in incidents offering the lure of excitement, action, and physical prowess 

(Westmarland 2001a; Ilan 2018) and tend to tell each other stories that glorify thrilling and 

confrontational encounters (Young 1991; Kurtz and Upton 2018). This outlook can make the 

police resistant to efforts to redefine their role as one that encompasses less confrontational or 

community-oriented dimensions (Marks 2005). Indeed, the preoccupation with excitement and 
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the search, chase, and arrest of criminals can also mean that aspects of routine policing are 

considered less important. In the police worldview, incidents failing to conform with perceived 

‘real’ police work are referred to as ‘rubbish’ (Holdaway 1983).3 It has been noted that police 

officers regard being called to domestic violence incidents as rubbish work, a point explored 

further below. 

B. Intolerance and Prejudice  

Racism has been identified as one of the most problematic features of police culture. Non-white 

officers working within white-dominated organizations have articulated their experiences of 

isolation and discrimination inside policing organizations, and there is a history of harassment 

and intolerance towards members of racial and ethnic groups outside the organization. These 

aspects of police culture have been explored across the decades and in different countries, 

including the United Kingdom (Hall et al 1978; Parmar 2020), Australia (Chan 1997; Cunneen 

2018), the United States (Williams and Murphy 1990; Headley 2021), Canada (Wortley and 

Owusu-Bempah 2011), and South Africa (Marks 2005). While several studies have documented 

overt forms of racism, racial bias can also occur in more subtle ways within police forces. This 

resonates strongly with the conclusion made in the Macpherson Report (1999) that failure to 

properly investigate the racist murder of black teenager Stephen Lawrence in London was a 

consequence of ‘institutional racism’. Many studies continue to conclude that police stop and 

question racialized individuals at disproportionately high rates (Provine and Sanchez 2013; 

Shiner et al 2018; Wortley 2019). Other researchers such as Reiner (2010) have pointed out that 

 
3 In British parlance, ‘rubbish’ refers to work of low value that detracts from the more important or more exciting 

work of chasing and arresting criminals. 

 



Origins, Features, and Reform of Police Culture 

24 

the racism displayed by officers partly reflects the racist tendencies of the broader society from 

which they are drawn.  

Another core characteristic of police culture includes a taken-for-granted masculine 

ethos, whereby officers display physical and emotional toughness and engage in traditionally 

masculine activities, such a heavy drinking and predatory heterosexuality (Reiner 2010; see also 

Young 1991; Westmarland 2001a; Bastarache 2020). Police culture reflects misogynistic and 

patriarchal ideologies, amounting to what Smith and Gray (1985) notoriously referred to as a 

‘cult of masculinity’. Women have encountered difficulty in gaining legitimate acceptance 

within police organizations, experiencing forms of sexual harassment and discrimination (Martin 

1980; Sapp 1986; Heidensohn 1992; Brown 1998; Loftus 2009). Female officers find it 

particularly difficult to achieve promotion and break into specialist and elite units (Westmarland 

2001a; Silvestri 2017). Stereotypical assumptions regarding gender have also underpinned the 

type of work women perform within the police, often being assigned to roles that have a 

compassionate element, such as family liaison or community-oriented work (Heidensohn 1992). 

In a highly gendered environment, female officers are under pressure to either perform the roles 

that reinforce gender stereotypes or reject part of their femininity by adopting aspects of the 

masculine culture. Such a choice has been pertinently summed up by Martin (1980), who argued 

that, as officers, women are forced to choose between becoming policewomen or policewomen.  

In addition to experiencing a complex process of marginalization and discrimination, 

2SLGBTQ+ officers have found themselves adopting the values and qualities associated with the 

prevailing heterosexual culture (Burke 1993; Miller et al 2003). In my own research, gay officers 

recalled experiences of being met with suspicion and exclusion until they demonstrated their 

masculine traits—namely overt willingness to ‘back up’ fellow officers in incidents or 
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uncomfortably adopting the heterosexist and macho culture of their colleagues (Loftus 2009). 

One officer described how for three years he invented a dual life, which fictitiously included a 

girlfriend, in order to conform with the prevailing heterosexual culture.  

The masculine culture of policing has also been blamed for influencing attitudes and 

behaviours towards female victims of crime. In an influential analysis, Edwards (1989) argued 

that the patriarchal underpinnings of police culture construct domestic violence incidents as 

inconclusive, low-status work that distracts officers from their ‘real’ police work.4 In dealing 

practically with such incidents, officers have historically avoided arresting the (usually) male 

perpetrators, thereby undermining the legal implications of what has taken place and failing to 

protect victims from harm (Grimshaw and Jefferson 1987; Stanko 1989). Attending officers 

merely provided advice to the parties (Grimshaw and Jefferson 1987), an action that essentially 

redefines this public criminal matter into a private civil dispute (Edwards 1989).  

Following years of campaigning and legislative changes, policing reform has attempted 

to improve the way officers respond to domestic violence. This has involved two major shifts: 

first, police organizations are expected to take domestic violence incidents seriously, and officers 

are being asked to be supportive and sensitive in their response to such incidents  (Loftus 2009); 

second, some comprehensive policies have been introduced instructing officers to arrest any 

assaulting partner where there is evidence of assault—that is, a pro-arrest or mandatory arrest 

policy for domestic violence (Hoyle and Sanders 2000). Officers appear mixed in terms of their 

sympathy with victims of domestic violence. In my own ethnographic research, I recorded the 

following fieldnote when I accompanied a young officer:  

 
4 Edwards (1989) also blamed the wider role of the law for sustaining this bias. 
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The report was of a woman being beaten on a street by a male who, it was believed, was her 
boyfriend. When Nathan and I arrived at the scene, there were four other male officers there from 

a different shift. They were standing around a young woman who was crying and whose arm was 
covered in blood. One of the officers was sympathetically trying to coax the name of her boyfriend 
out of the woman, but she was telling him to go away because she did not want to name him. 

Another officer became impatient and was saying things like, ‘Look love, you are going to have to 
help yourself’; and, ‘Only you can get yourself out of this situation’ while another told her, ‘We 

can’t stand here all night’.  

It was agreed that there was nothing that they could do while she was withholding the boyfriend’s 

name from them. The first officer appeared genuinely frustrated at the prospect of not being able 
to help the young woman, but the other officers displayed a striking lack of sympathy and virtually 

blamed the woman for her position. Walking away, Nathan called her a ‘stupid slag’ and said that 

she deserved her abuse if she was not going to help herself (Loftus 2009: 130).   

As Charman (2019) has noted, the perceived moral character of victims affects the degree 

of sympathy and professionalism displayed by officers. In some studies, the subject officers were 

found to be rarely sympathetic to women viewed as somehow contributing to their victimization. 

For example, in my own research (Loftus 2009) officers’ response to gender-based family 

violence was particularly lacking if the complainant had a history of calling the police about such 

matters. Their response was particularly deficient if the complainant was perceived as coarse or 

rowdy as the following incident demonstrates: 

[On patrol] An Immediate Response came through about a domestic violence incident on the 
Hammond housing estate [an area considered by officers to be ‘rough’]. A woman had been heard 

shouting out of a top floor window that her husband had hit her. David and Sergeant Jones 
recognized the address and said, ‘Oh for fuck sake, not that daft cow again.’ Apparently, the police 

had been called there on a number of occasions. 

When we arrived at the location, the woman was standing on the front doorstep and was arguing 

with her husband. She appeared to be drunk and was shouting to the police that her husband had 
hit her, but her husband was denying it. About seven officers had now turned up, and merely stood 
around and listened to the woman as she started to cry and shout. She was shouting that her young 

nephew was dying in hospital, and that her husband had hit her for coming back late from visiting 
hours. She kept repeating the sentence, ‘The system stinks’ and, as she was saying this, she began 
to stagger over to where we were standing. At one point when she fell over, her blouse lifted up 

and exposed her stomach and underwear. By now all of the (male) officers were looking on in 
amusement and laughing amongst themselves. One officer said to another, ‘If she doesn’t fucking 

shut up, I am going to knock her out myself’, while another said, “I’m going to lock her up if she 

doesn’t shut up’.  

Sergeant Jones eventually went into the house to talk to the husband. After a while he came out 
and said apologetically to the other officers, ‘I am going to have to lock him up—Logan will have 

my arse if I don’t’ [Logan was the Superintendent who was responsible for reiterating the current 
organisational drive on intimate partner and family violence incidents to the rank and file]. 
However, Jones told his colleagues that the woman had come home drunk and probably ‘wound 

up’ the husband, who had subsequently retaliated. Jones and the other officers saw the arrest as an 

‘arse covering exercise’ (Loftus 2009: 132).  
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Part of the treatment accorded to the woman in the above incident and to others like her is 

related to low socioeconomic position. In my ethnography, which spanned both urban and rural 

locations, the police overwhelmingly dealt with people who were socially, economically, and 

politically powerless (Loftus 2009). One prominent feature of their culture was the class 

contempt displayed towards the poor, a potent force of othering (Loftus 2009). 

Worryingly, recent research by Goodmark (2015) has revealed that intimate partner abuse 

by police officers is systemic and may be encouraged by elements of peer socialization and 

culture. 

C. Suspicion and Skepticism 

As Skolnick (1966) noted, the pervading sense of danger and unpredictability experienced by 

police officers means they are alert to anything suspicious. Other ethnographies have identified 

suspicion as a shared attribute of the police worldview (Holdaway 1983; Holmberg 2003). 

Through on-the-job experience, police develop an extensive inventory of indicators that, for 

them, signal a person’s possible involvement in crime. Invariably, these markers are driven by 

aesthetic and behavioural cues in the working environment (Loftus 2009). Suspicion is an 

entirely understandable and indeed desirable cultural response to the police role and is 

encouraged by formal organizational training. However, it potentially leads to the stereotyping of 

certain groups of people and can both reflect and reinforce the patterns of disadvantage within 

broader society (Fassin 2013). Police work is largely influenced by oversimplified ideas about 

suspicious people and activities. In the past, non-white individuals have been stereotyped as 

disorderly, anti-police and inherently criminal (Cain 1973; Smith and Gray 1985; Young 1991; 

Chan 1997). In the United Kingdom, young black Caribbean men have been particularly 
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associated with crime (Hall et al 1978; Foster 1989). I wrote the following fieldnote after one of 

my first ever shifts with two officers: 

Scott and Darren remarked that I had chosen a good time to do my research with them because 
there were a lot of black gangsters on their patch who were ‘causing trouble’ for the police. They 

suggested that the Reservation Estate was the worst for gang crimes because of its high black 
population. Scott explained that most of the ‘black lads’ on the estate hated the police—even 
though they were responsible for most of the gang and drugs related crimes in the entire policing 

division. Scott and Darren then started to mimic a strong Black Caribbean accent and parodied 

aspects of ‘gang culture’ (Loftus 2009: 143).   

Some officers deliberately patrolled the estate in order to assert their authority over the area, and 

this could cause antagonism between the police and some of the minority ethnic residents.    

It has also been argued that police possess a uniquely cynical and pessimistic view of 

their social world. Police see society as deteriorating, with moral standards and respect for 

authority eroding rapidly (Holdaway 1983). The police often come into contact with people who 

are experiencing adverse and difficult circumstances, and officers are called to deal with 

challenging and upsetting incidents. This effectively makes policing a ‘dirty work’ occupation 

(Hughes 1958). Added to this, officers encounter people who routinely lie to them and who try to 

divert the blame onto others. As a result, the police have a jaundiced view of the public 

(Manning 1977). This became evident in my own fieldwork: 

The Area Control Room dispatched Paul and Nick to a job. A car had crashed into the side of a 
terraced house in Hope Street and had driven off. […] A few bricks were missing from the house 
and there was glass all over the pavement. They cleaned up the mess and both surmised that the 

car was stolen. Two minutes later, the ACR passed all officers the details of a car that had just 
been reported stolen. Paul let out a sarcastic groan and suggested that the person who reported it 
was probably the driver of the car that had hit the house. He turned to me and explained, ‘He was 

probably drunk and faked the theft. This job makes you so cynical. You get to think the worst of 

everyone, even your own mother!’ (Loftus 2009: 109) 

Such police skepticism can manifest itself in an outwardly detached and unsympathetic manner 

during interactions (Waddington 1999). The cynical element of the police outlook is also said to 

extend to senior officers within the organisation (Reiner 1978; Graef 1989). The most common 

complaint of the rank and file is that their superiors are detached from the ‘sharp end’ of 
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operational policing: ‘from the perspective of the rank and file, senior ranks are divorced from 

reality, living in a comfortable and trouble-free existence on the upper floors of police 

headquarters’ (Waddington 1999: 231). This sense of betrayal by management reinforces a 

marked sense of solidarity among the rank and file and can subsequently thwart top-down reform 

initiatives (Crank 2004).  

A dark sense of humour is an byproduct of the cynical perspective. Although the jokes 

and pranks police officers play on one another can appear to outsiders as warped and insensitive, 

humour is an important coping mechanism because it releases the tensions associated with their 

difficult environment (Waddington 1999). 

D. Isolation, Mutual Solidarity, and Conservatism 

The police are portrayed as an insular occupational group that makes a sharp distinction between 

‘us’ (the police) and ‘them’ (the rest of the population). The close affinity between colleagues is 

reinforced by defining features of their job, including working the arduous shift system together; 

difficulties in separating work from home life; reliance on colleagues in times of danger and 

pressure; and the isolating nature of their position as the face of state authority. Yet the sense of 

solidarity within the police can be dysfunctional, particularly when it protects and covers up 

colleague deviance and infringements of procedure (Mollen Report 1994). In my own research, 

officers expressed clear interdependence with each other. Group loyalty was especially potent 

between officers on the same shift: 

Bethan: What do you think influences the way you do the job?  

Jack: The biggest influence on you is your peers though … 

Ian: Yeah, definitely. It sounds really sad, but when you come into work it’s very social. I see 

more of the lads than I do of my own family! And in a way you all become like family , don’t you?  

Matthew: It’s very social. My shift, and here, the team spirit is phenomenal. I once got a three-

month attachment to another squad, and I didn’t want to leave my shift! 

Ian: It’s fantastic, a  group of people who really give a monkeys about you.  
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Matthew: And you come back in after a good job that everyone has been involved in, you come 

back in and think, ‘Good job. Teamwork’… 

Jack: You talk everything out as a team. (Loftus, 2009: 119)  

Officers had a clear awareness of what characteristics were important in a colleague:  

Bethan: As a police officer, what qualities do you think makes an ideal colleague? 

Simon: You like to think of your colleague as a good friend. We are all good friends, and the 

police are a family at the end of the day … 

David: Yes, yes …  

Simon: Someone you can turn to in confidence, and someone who is going to back you up. 

Someone who you can trust and who is going to be there if you need them …  

David: Somebody you can talk to and have a laugh with. 

Donna: We are all in the same boat doing the same job. And you like to think that we are all 

singing from the same hymn book …   

Simon: The ideal colleague is someone who is the same as you basically. (Loftus, 2009: 120) 

In their perceptions of the public, the police make a distinction between the ‘respectable’ 

and ‘rough’ citizenry (Shearing 1981), and this can determine whether or not a person is 

considered to be deserving of policing services. Those falling into the latter category have been 

variously classified by the police as ‘slags’ (Smith and Gray 1985), ‘pukes’ (Ericson 1982), 

‘prigs’ (Young 1991), and ‘scrotes’ (Loftus 2009). A morally conservative outlook perpetuates 

these views (Baker 1985). Recent research by Charman (2019) has found that police officers also 

sharply delineate between undeserving and deserving victims, contributing to a process of 

‘informed neglect’ that exacerbates the exclusion and alienation of certain people in society. 

3. Artifacts of Culture: Police Symbols and Insignia 

Organizational theorist Edgar Schein (1985) has suggested that the ‘artefacts’ of organizations—

symbols, technologies, clothing, uniforms, and other physical objects—are the most visible 

expressions of organizational culture. Although research in this area with specific regard to 

police culture is limited, there are police symbols that have the potential to evoke powerful 

emotions for officers and the public alike. As Crank (2004) has argued, highly visible signifiers 
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of policing such as the uniform, hat, and badge are culturally affirming, pulling together the 

ingroup (police) whilst drawing boundaries with the outgroup (non-police). The uniform is a 

particularly potent symbol of ‘cop-ness’ and heroism since, in the eyes of its wearers, it 

establishes police authority and power (Crank 2004). Police museums are increasingly popular 

cultural sites, allowing members of the public to get close to and learn about policing and 

criminal justice. As Joshua et al (2021) have found, there are dozens of police museums within 

Canada, and the displays heavily emphasize the uniform.5 

The collection and trading of police memorabilia is an accepted practice within policing, 

with items exchanged between individual officers and between police forces (Crank 2004). As 

Terpstra (2020) has suggested, some officer swap and keep police memorabilia to preserve the 

memory of the past and to also symbolically resist new policing regimes. It is worth noting that 

laws have been introduced in some countries to control individual possession of law enforcement 

insignia. This in part relates to a concern that civilian ownership of police memorabilia may 

result in misleading representation and the false impersonation of a police officer. In the United 

Kingdom, for instance, the Police Act 1996 states that possession of police equipment is illegal 

without a lawful purpose.  

The images and iconography associated with police work thus have broad appeal for the 

public. In popular culture, the police are recognizable and prominent figures, as evidenced by 

their inclusion in many television shows, books, documentaries, and films. As Loader (1997) has 

noted, the police are an iconized group and even widely marketed as a tourist attraction (4). Gift 

shops across many countries, including Canada, sell police-related collectables. Just a few 

 
5 The overall argument by Joshua et al (2021) is that accurate and fuller histories of women police are largely absent 
within the police museums they studied, thereby serving to reproduce the male dominance of policing in Canadian 

society.  
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examples are teddy bears wearing police uniforms, pocket watches and cuff links engraved with 

police insignia, as well as mugs, key chains, and calendars draped in police symbols. Loader has 

suggested that popular attachment to the police lies in ‘the idea of an omnipotent source of order 

and authority that is able to face up to the criminal Other’ (1997: 7). Public connection to the 

symbols of policing is affective—it provokes a deep emotional response to senses of authority 

and protection and is closely bound up with a person’s sense of self and belonging within the 

nation (Loader 1997).6 The phenomenon of collecting police memorabilia is multifaceted and 

driven by varied motivations, but symbols of policing may appeal to people who crave a sense of 

security and those attracted to fantasies of discipline and orderliness. However, further research 

is required in this area.    

4. Problematic Consequences of Police Culture 

As the above discussion has illustrated, many accounts describe police culture as isolationist, 

misogynist, racist, and authoritarian. These cultural descriptions stem from everyday interactions 

the police have within their various environments and the people they meet. The problematic 

consequences of police culture broadly coalesce around three concerns. First, police culture can 

result in certain members of the public receiving a poor quality of service. There have in 

particular been widespread concerns about the under-policing of family violence and the 

inadequate service that women have received as victims of gender-based abuse (Westmarland 

2001a; Carillo 2021). Early studies (Dobash and Dobash 1979; Edwards 1989) revealed the ways 

that police responses to domestic abuse were insufficient and inconsistent. In her study, Edwards 

 
6 However, Loader (1997) cautions that emotional commitment to policing differs according to social divisions of 
class, gender, ethnicity, age, and sexuality. For excluded or disenfranchised populations, the symbols of policing 

may have little appeal and may instead evoke feelings of anxiety and fear rather than pride and belonging.   

 



Origins, Features, and Reform of Police Culture 

33 

(1989) concluded that many officers in two London Boroughs did not comprehend the dynamics 

and seriousness of domestic violence. As a result, domestic-related calls were commonly viewed 

as noncriminal incidents and considered a waste of police time. She found that despite physical 

violence being present on many occasions, the police saw the incidents as disputes rather than as 

assaults, and arrests and investigations were therefore rare.  

In some contrast, I found that there have been important changes in the police response to 

domestic violence (Loftus 2009). Most officers had incorporated the pro-arrest policy into their 

routine policing practices, and some were generally sympathetic and professional in their 

treatment of victims. Some male officers viewed themselves as ‘hero-protectors’ (Westmarland 

2001a: 27), displaying a clear desire to apprehend perpetrators. Female officers in particular saw 

attending domestic violence incidents as a legitimate and worthwhile part of their role (Loftus 

2009). However, the extent to which these changes in police practices reflect a genuine desire to 

provide a better service to victims is less clear. Some officers still regarded these incidents as 

marginal to their police work activities: 

Ben: You join the police and spend your lives dealing with domestics, don’t you? 

Edward: It is the same places, same faces every single day. And that’s another frustrating element 
because we are just mopping up after people again and again. […] The gaffers [senior officers] are 

big on domestics at the moment, and because of that, we are not being able to do the things that 

interest us…  

Andy: The problem now is that we are going out dealing with those types of incidents. And fair 
enough, technically a crime has been committed by these inebriated people, but we’ve got 

paperwork to do for that, and we can’t go out and catch the burglars, the rapists and the dealers. 

We are dealing with drunken domestics—it’s crazy. (Loftus 2009: 129) 

On the one hand, aspects of police culture pertaining to gender and family-based violence are 

being revised and unlearned. While multiple policing outlooks and styles can be found and 

conform with the requirements of new agendas, many domestic violence incidents nevertheless 

continue to occupy a low position within police culture (see also Grant and Rowe 2011; Myhill 

2018).  
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Concern has also been raised about the police response to sexual assault victims. For 

example, Quinlan (2016) has found that despite several decades of institutional reforms in sexual 

assault policing in Canada, police investigators continue to dismiss a disproportionate number of 

sexual assault reports as unfounded. Drawing on seventeen interviews with sexual assault 

investigators working in Ontario, she has described how techniques for assessing credibility and 

truthfulness in sexual assault cases often rest on normative assumptions about who ‘real’ 

survivors are and how they behave. Earlier research by Heidensohn (1985) suggested that female 

victims of sexual offences are likely to be viewed by the police via a narrow range of feminine 

roles, such as ‘wife’ (a wholly innocent victim) or ‘whore’ (a potent image of female deviance). 

Such perceptions influence the way the victims are treated by the police and can affect whether 

or not sexual violence cases are adequately pursued.  

The second major problem of police culture is that it can have a negative effect on 

relations between police officers within the organization, with colleagues from under-represented 

groups reporting prejudice and exclusion. As police officers, for example, women from many 

different countries have encountered significant difficulty in gaining legitimate acceptance 

within police organizations (Garcia 2003; Bikos 2016; Natarajan 2014). As noted earlier, the 

‘cult of masculinity’ (Smith and Gray 1985) has historically encouraged various forms of sexual 

harassment and gender-based discrimination, and the Bastarache Report (2020) has demonstrated 

that women serving in the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP) (and provincial and 

municipal policing agencies) have been experiencing sexual and physical violence and retaliation 

for decades. 

The taken-for-granted ethos of heterosexual masculinity has likewise excluded 

2SLGBTQ+ officers from achieving full social membership (Burke 1993; Miller et al 2003). 
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Likewise, non-white officers have consistently articulated their experiences of isolation and 

racial discrimination within policing organizations (Barron and Holdaway 1997; Kochel 2020). 

However, police organizations have been under pressure to be more representative of the diverse 

communities they serve, and the demographic make-up of the police is changing in some 

locations (Sklansky 2006). An allied development is the expansion of civilians working inside 

police organizations, which has afforded an avenue for cultural, ethnic, racial, and gender 

diversification in personnel recruitment, although there is a pervasive culture of bullying and 

harassment amongst police officers and staff (Miller 2021).   

The final overarching theme relating to the negative consequences of police culture is 

that the informal attitudes, values, and behaviours that comprise police identity can act as an 

obstacle to police reform efforts. As I discuss in further detail later in the report, a body of 

research has identified much resistance to top-down approaches to reforming police culture, 

partly because they fail to acknowledge the role played by street-level officers in such cultural 

processes (Chan 1997; Loftus 2009; Cockcroft 2014; Gundus 2017). 

5. Critiques of the Police Culture Schema 

According to early scholarly characterizations and to increasingly widespread mainstream 

images of police culture, police officers possess a range of dysfunctional beliefs, values, and 

behavioural tendencies that arise as a response to the police role. This shared culture underpins 

and informs how officers relate to colleagues and members of the public. It is a culture that 

works in opposition to public service ideals and reform endeavours. The core characteristics 

(Reiner 2010) described above are believed to be culturally transmitted and reinforced through 

on-the-job socialization by the immediate peer group. Informal police socialization is presented 

as distinctly indoctrinating.  
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This account has become conventional and has exerted considerable influence, becoming 

almost truistic. However, recent scholarly research and theorizing has provided a serious 

challenge to both the conceptualization and existence of a monolithic and stagnant police culture. 

Broadly, there is a divide between those who adopt a classic approach to understanding police 

culture based on the ‘core characteristics’ framework described above and those who contend 

that the occupational culture of the police is fluid and differs according to context, historical 

period, officer demographics, and context-specific role. As Campeau (2015) has stated, ‘the 

conceptual template of Reiner’s list now serves as a collective imprint in how we think about the 

topic […] and this diverts our attention from new directions and emerging trends’ (36). Since the 

first seminal ethnographic studies of the police, policing has experienced a great deal of social, 

cultural, and technological change. These changes include but are not limited to changes to 

recruitment, shifts in the police function, new forms of accountability, and increased 

expectations for officers to work with multi-agency partners such as social workers, private 

security, and mental health professionals. In short, the stability of police culture cannot be 

assumed.  

Australian scholar Janet Chan (1997) has provided one of the most robust critiques of the 

overarching analytical approach to studying police culture. In what follows, I draw principally 

upon her work to provide an overview of the key challenges to the orthodox portrayal of police 

culture. 

A. Variations of Police Culture Based on Role and Context  

Some conventional accounts of the police suggest that police culture is consistent, static, and 

unchanging. However, a number of scholars have found that occupational culture can vary 

according to rank, role, department, and force, as well as differing across rural and urban areas. 
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One key theme of English studies is that rural officers tend to view the local populace as pro-

police and consider policing to be an endeavour with and for the community rather than policing 

of the community (Cain 1973; Young 1993; Loftus 2009). However, it is possible that this 

idealized characterization of rural policing has been undermined by the closure of local stations, 

the increasing use of technologies that may distance the police from their publics, and the routing 

of calls to the police through centralized, force-wide centres.  

Other differences have been found between the culture of uniformed police officers and 

their plain-clothed counterparts, such as detectives (Bacon 2016) and covert officers engaged in 

surveillance (Loftus et al 2016), as well as those working in other specialist units, like firearms 

(Westmarland 2001a). As noted earlier, recent ethnographic research in Canada has explored 

culture in the context of efforts to integrate intelligence and analytic technologies into the police 

(Sanders et al 2015). The findings refute the notion of a universal police culture by revealing a 

plurality of cultures—among, e.g., intelligence analysts, IT operators, and patrol officers—that 

exists and operates simultaneously within one police organization.  

In their influential study, Reuss-Ianni and Ianni (1983) identified a distinction within the 

working cultures of ‘street cops’ and ‘management cops’. Manning (2007) has since proposed 

that police organisations are characterized by three subcultures of policing according to rank: 

command, middle management, and lower participants. Moreover, in providing an account of 

‘cultural inertia’ in a Canadian police force, Campeau (2019) has noted division between ‘old-

school’ and ‘new generation’ officers. There is evidence of variability in attitudes to and styles of 

policing between individual officers (Reiner 1978; Fielding 1988; Loftus 2009; Cordner 2017).  

Contemporary police organizations are also comprised of forms of police officers, such 

as Police and Community Support Officers (PCSO) in the United Kingdom. PCSOs are a 
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policing auxiliary: salaried members of support staff who, unlike traditional police officers, do 

not hold the warranted power of arrest. The main function of PCSOs is to enhance public 

reassurance by providing visible uniformed patrol (O’Neil 2019). Ethnographic studies by 

Cosgrove (2016) and O’Neill (2019) have found that while PCSOs do not construct their own 

distinctive subculture and are likely to endorse dominant cultural characteristics, they 

nevertheless demonstrate a departure from some classic police culture traits, for example by 

displaying a strong sense of social service in their work.  

Others have found variations in police culture at local and regional levels. In her 

ethnographic study of the police in London, Foster (1989) found that officers at two police 

stations only a short distance apart who dealt with similar problems of urban decay 

nevertheless displayed notably different attitudes, styles, and approaches to their work. 

Although there are relatively few comparative studies of police culture, studies within this vein 

have also found significant differences in police culture at the international level. Nickels and 

Verma (2008) have compared dimensions of police culture across Canada, Japan, and India, 

identifying broad universality and congruence between officers’ attitudes, but they concluded 

that some qualities viewed by many as characteristic of all police—such as xenophobia—were 

not stable across all nations. 

Together, such research supports the contention that there are subcultures contained 

within what is usually presented as mainstream police culture. Yet despite evidence showing 

clear divergences, representations of police culture tend to generalize police culture as a singular 

and homogenous entity (Chan 1997; Reiner 2010). In order to reflect the nuances in the 

dominant culture, scholars have argued that discussions of police culture are better referred to in 

the plural—that is, as police cultures (Foster 2003; Cockcroft 2007; Charman 2019). 
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B. An All-powerful Cultural Force?  

The issue of homogeneity plays a role in the ways that police officers become socialized into 

their occupational culture. As Chan has argued, most accounts of police culture make the mistake 

of implying that the ‘acculturation process’ is one way (1997: 66)—that is, it operates as an 

overwhelming force that consumes police officers once they join the job. Such a deterministic 

formulation casts officers as manipulated and passive learners and overlooks the ability of police 

officers to make up their own minds as to whether or not to accept specific features of the 

culture. Whether, if at all, officers adopt any cultural values depends on many factors, such as 

their own individual biographies and personalities. Police officers are drawn from many walks of 

life and do not necessarily share similar outlooks. This also means that police officers can and 

indeed do exhibit different perceptions of their environment and the people they police. For 

example, Pichonnaz (2021) has drawn on interviews with new entrants to the police in 

Switzerland to explore the influence of their previous life experiences before they joined the job 

on how they see and perform their role. His findings indicate that professional socialization in 

the police may be a ‘secondary’ form of socialization:  

Individuals entering a profession are not empty vessels: they have been shaped by a grea t number 

of socialization instances, and especially by primary socialization—i.e., the societal influences 
they experienced before they became adults—which forms a solid base, most often hard to 
transform. Therefore, professional socialization cannot have the same impact on all new entrants 

in a profession (Pichonnaz 2021: 125). 

Pichonnaz (2021) has found that the ‘social mobility trajectories’ of new recruits and ‘gender 

identity’ are pivotal in explaining differences among police officers’ views of their work. Further 

research on past lives and prior socialization of officers is likely to enhance our understandings 

of the divisions within police cultures. 

While Reiner (2010) has summarized the core characteristics comprising the occupational 

culture of the police, he too has cautioned that the culture is neither monolithic nor unchanging. 



Origins, Features, and Reform of Police Culture 

40 

Rather, police culture is ‘embodied in individuals who enjoy autonomy and creativity’, and 

variation ‘can be discerned within the broader police culture, generated by distinct experiences’ 

(Reiner 2010: 116).  Even when aspects of police culture are internalized, they do not necessarily 

determine police behaviour: ‘an important distinction can indeed be made between “cop 

culture”—the orientations implied and expressed by officers in the course of their work—and 

“canteen culture”, the values and beliefs exhibited in off-duty socialising’ (Reiner 2010: 85).  

C. Police Culture as Wholly Negative  

Police culture has commonly been presented in profoundly depressing terms. As Waddington 

(1999) has argued, the notion of police culture is ‘frequently invoked by academic researchers 

and commentators to explain and condemn a broad spectrum of policing practice’ (287). By 

focusing only on the negative characteristics of police culture, researchers fail to take into 

account positive police behaviours that are equally identifiable. In a general sense, the 

occupational culture of the police is functional to the survival and security of police officers 

working in a dangerous, unpredictable, and alienating occupation (Chan 1997). Police culture is 

a valuable device for supporting officers as they deal with their environments and, in this sense, 

is a rational response to the irrational world of policing. Indeed, Campeau (2015) has recently 

argued that police culture should be viewed as a resource that actors may choose to employ 

when faced with particular difficulties and constraints.  

It is possible to pinpoint other ways in which aspects of police culture can be interpreted 

in a positive light. For example, while the loyalty–them–us theme within police culture has been 

criticized for breeding secrecy and corruption, it can be a source of solidarity and support and 

nurture a sense of the police as family (Reuss-Ianni 1993). The oft identified issues of mistrust, 

cynicism, and a continually suspicious mindset can likewise be interpreted as beneficial to the 
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core police functions of identifying suspects and protecting the community from crime and harm. 

And while the police tendency to treat their work as a mission and more than simply a job has 

been treated pejoratively as a prioritization of excitement and action at the expense of justice and 

the rule of law, less attention has been paid to the concern for victims—at least those that are 

considered to be ‘true’ victims—that forms the core of the police sense of mission and 

contributes to service-orientated approaches to policing. In my own ethnographic research 

undertaken with police in a rural location, all patrols once provided their immediate and prompt 

attention to a report of an autistic child who went missing from one of the local supermarkets. 

Although the child was eventually discovered by a member of the public, officers demonstrated a 

strong desire to search for the infant and were caring and sympathetic towards the anxious and 

frightened mother (Loftus 2009).  

Moreover, while police culture has been recognized as a powerful obstacle to reform, 

researchers have also acknowledged that it can be harnessed as a positive tool for regulating and 

preventing inappropriate police conduct (Toch 2008).  

D. Assumed Insularity from Society  

Another critique of the way police culture has been conceptualized is its assumed isolation from 

the social, economic, legal, political, and organizational landscapes in which it inevitably 

operates (Chan 1996). Culturalist interpretations of police culture focus on the immediate peer 

group of officers and the strong cultural forces that influence their behaviour. However, this 

approach overlooks the broader contextual influences that shape police thinking and practice. In 

contrast, some have focused instead on the organizational environment of policing and officers’ 

places within and relationships to the formal police organization.  
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As Paoline (2020) has explained, one of the key differences between an occupational 

culture and an organizational culture is the locus of cultural influence. While occupational 

cultures originate from and are maintained by frontline workers, organizational cultures are 

usually defined from the top of the organization down (Schein 1990). As Paoline has maintained, 

‘the point that cannot be overlooked is that organizations that are embedded within an occupation 

also exert cultural influence on members’ (2020: 204). Other writers have also exposed the 

influence of police policies, organizational directives, and the law in determining police 

behaviour. In an influential analysis, McBarnet (1983) went so far as to argue that police officers 

become the ‘fall guys’ of the legal system, shouldering the blame for any injustices in the 

operation of the law and other criminal justice agencies. However, other writers have revived 

occupational culture as a determinant of policing practices and decisions. As Holdaway (1983) 

has pointed out, law, societal mores, and formal policies can certainly influence policing, but the 

point is that they become reworked to resonate with the preferences of the occupational culture. 

In a similar vein, McConville et al (1991) have underlined the influence of what they call police 

‘working rules’ in determining behaviour, but they have also recognized that policing takes place 

within legal contexts that are sufficiently permissive to allow the police to work within police-

defined objectives. In a similar way, recent work by Sanders et al (2015) has demonstrated how 

the adoption of police reform in relation to the implementation of intelligence-led policing 

approaches is shaped by its ‘fit’ within police cultures. Nevertheless, police cultures should not 

be analyzed in isolation from the wider contexts in which they are situated. 

E. The Supposed Intractability of Police Culture 

Sections IV and V below will discuss more comprehensively the question of cultural change. For 

now, the final criticism of the way police culture has been conceptualized concerns the notion 
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that an insulated, enduring, and all-powerful police culture ‘leaves little scope for a cultural 

change’ (Chan 1996: 17). This deterministic understanding overlooks the possibility of frontline 

police officers themselves being at the forefront of change (Marks et al 2017). A realistic and 

sophisticated formulation of police culture should allow for the capacity of change, as well as 

resistance to transformation.   

6. Addressing Criticisms of the Focus on Police Culture 

Together, the critiques outlined above imply that monolithic accounts of police culture should be 

more carefully approached. Policing scholars increasingly argue that analysis in this area should 

forego crude, overly negative generalizations and adopt a nuanced approach to the study of 

police culture. This should identify variations and emphasize human agency—that is, the ability 

of individual officers to make their own choices and shape their own approaches to policing and 

change (Sklansky 2007). Furthermore, police organizations are continually susceptible to 

change, including diversity in recruitment, community-based initiatives, agendas relating to 

professionalization and ethical standards, and, more recently, increasing levels of mediatization, 

external scrutiny, and accountability (Campeau 2015).  

Despite the variation in police cultures that some researchers have justifiably pointed out, 

others have continued to reveal significant and widespread similarities across police practices 

and attitudes. It is certainly important to speak about ruptures in the police culture, but it may 

nevertheless be far-fetched to assume that there is so much fragmentation that there are no longer 

any commonalities (Paoline 2003; Loftus 2009; Reiner 2010). Interrogating the supposed 

universality of police culture is an important endeavour, but the ‘core characteristics’ that have 

long been associated with the police emerged from a tradition of informed and theoretically 

rigorous ethnographic research that has consistently revealed patterns of police attitudes and 
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policing practices. Moreover, interest in police culture has been revitalized by a succession of 

high-profile critiques and an increasingly public concern that the occupational culture is one of 

the main obstacles to police reform.  

IV Changing Police Culture: Internal Strategies 

One of the central tenets of police culture scholarship is that entrenched informal values and 

belief systems held by street-level officers are capable of resisting and ultimately thwarting 

change efforts. As White and Robinson (2014) have noted, this resistance to change is especially 

apparent when culture itself is the subject of reform efforts. Moreover, police services also have 

to be cognizant of and receptive to the imperative of change (Duxbury et al 2018). In addition, it 

is increasingly acknowledged that change endeavours must take seriously the occupational 

culture and harness a commitment from rank-and-file officers to the possibility of transformation 

(White and Robinson 2014). Indeed, analyzing police culture as simply dysfunctional and 

undesirable overlooks useful strategies for change that originate from rank-and-file officers 

themselves (Wood et al 2008). This section examines some of the main strategies promoted from 

inside police organizations to reform police culture, highlighting where possible what past and 

current research suggests about why these programmes of reform are successful or unsuccessful.  

1. New Organizational Philosophies, Policies, and Directives 

Frontline police officers can adapt to innovations in policing. For example, one pivotal change in 

policing is the shift towards community policing. Community policing encourages officers to 

view members of the public as having a legitimate right to and involvement in policing services 

rather than as a faceless mass in opposition to the police (Brogden and Nijhar 2005; Nalla and 

Newman 2013). Much research has been conducted on an international level to assess police 

officers’ attitudes towards community policing. While the overall picture is mixed, it cannot be 
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denied that many police officers have a positive view of community policing, incorporating its 

central tenets into their routine work (Moon 2006; Loftus 2009; Demirkol and Nalla 2020).  

Other modifications in police functions and expected role have similar potential to render 

police culture receptive to change. Take the example of drugs policing. There is growing 

evidence from the United Kingdom (Bacon 2021), South Africa (Marks et al 2017), and Canada 

(Landsberg et al 2016) that drugs policing is moving away from traditional law enforcement 

responses towards a greater focus on harm reduction. At the policy level, change is apparent in 

the growing number of police-led diversion schemes that offer alternatives to arrest, prosecution, 

and criminalization by instead offering support for addressing drug use and associated problems 

through education, treatment programmes, and social support. It is also becoming increasingly 

common for frontline officers to carry and administer emergency antidotes (such as Naloxone) 

for overdoses caused by heroin and other opiates. Multiagency cooperation, whereby police 

officers work closely with drug treatment services or probation services, is also credited with 

improving police officer responses, including their knowledge about drug users and roads to 

recovery (Bacon 2021). According to this research, these shifts, together with new expectations 

and expansions in policing function, are moving police culture away from stereotypes and 

misconceptions of drug addicts as weak-willed people who make bad choices and directly 

influence the non-arrest and decriminalization of this group.  

The study by Landsberg et al (2016) set out to explore how high-intensity policing 

activities undermine public health efforts in Canada. They were concerned that the widespread 

police practice of confiscating injecting drug users’ paraphernalia was leading to an increase in 

the sharing of syringes and elevated risk of HIV infection. Drawing on a case study of changes in 

drugs policies by the Vancouver Police Department, including those emphasizing harm-
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reduction approaches, Landsberg et al (2016) found a significantly lower prevalence of harmful 

policing practices, including confiscation and physical violence by officers. However, while drug 

users were less exposed to negative policing practices, they were still engaging in HIV risk 

behaviours. This study is germane for our understandings of police culture because the officers 

appeared to adhere to the spirit of the newly introduced drugs policy, demonstrating that a major 

shift towards a public health approach to policing is possible for a major police department 

(Landsberg et al 2016).  

Similar research in other contexts by Bacon (2021) and Marks et al (2017) likewise 

shows that police forces can respond positively to shifts in policy, and officers working at the 

sharp end of policing can develop new ways of thinking and behaving. In the context of drugs 

policing, change in police culture is possible because of alterations in the broader structural field 

of policing (particularly the introduction of new policies and directives) and changes in the 

values and assumptions that frontline police officers have about drug users and the perceived 

ineffectiveness of enforcement practices (Marks et al 2017). 

2. Transformational Leadership 

There has been a sustained interest in the prospect of new police leadership models as a promoter 

of reform within police organizations (Cockcroft 2014), although the impact of transformational 

leadership in hierarchical organizations such as the police continues to be under-researched. 

While traditional leadership models rely on the enforcement of asymmetrical contractual 

relationships between bosses and subordinates, transformational approaches are based upon the 

values of ‘participation, consultation and inclusion’ (Silvestri 2007: 39). Implementing 

leadership in this way can serve to erode the cultural barriers that may exist within the police 

organizational hierarchy. Transformational leadership has the potential to positively influence 
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performance, to improve communication, organizational citizenship, and commitment, and 

therefore to enable legitimate organizational change (Aymerich et al 2021). In an important 

study, Silvestri (2007) conducted in-depth interviews with 30 senior policewomen to explore the 

way in which women in leadership positions carry out their roles. She found that they adopted 

distinctly different leadership styles and ways of working than has traditionally been the case 

within police organizations, and these tended to mirror the consultative and participatory 

approaches central to transformational leadership. Silvestri (2007) has thus underscored the 

immense potential of female leaders to change policing cultures.  

Marks and Fleming (2004) examined transformative leadership in the context of the 

South African Police Service (SAPS) as it underwent much restructuring and reform in line with 

moves to a more democratic and community-oriented institution. Although efforts were 

introduced to embed more participatory management strategies, their ethnographic case study of 

a Public Order Policing Unit within SAPS has demonstrated that both management and rank-

and-file officers continued to embrace old and established ways of thinking and related practices. 

The failure of this new mode of management was a combination on the one hand of ‘the power 

of symbols and rituals in police organizations, particularly established meanings associated with 

“discipline”, and on the other hand because police managers are usually not equipped to direct 

workplace restructuring’ (Marks and Fleming 2004: 786).  

While some scholars such as Cockcroft (2014) have argued that the application of 

transformational leadership models to policing contexts is not straightforward, there is mounting 

agreement that police organizations may benefit from leadership styles that are not based upon 

the traditional hierarchy-reward-punishment model (Brown 2003; Marks and Fleming 2004). 
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3. Rank-and-File Participation in Reform versus Top-down Command 

One point emerging from the above discussion is the potential of bottom-up approaches to police 

reform (Sklansky and Marks 2008). Outside of policing, three arguments are commonly made 

for involving employees in workplace decision-making and change processes: it heightens 

morale and commitment, develops democratic skills and habits, and makes for better decisions 

overall (Sklansky and Marks 2008). A study by Wood et al (2008) has shown that cultural 

change is possible when police officers are actively involved in the process and contribute their 

own views and experiences to solve problems. Their research examined the Nexus Policing 

Project, a collaboration between police and a university in Victoria, Australia. The process 

entailed academic researchers proactively involving police officers in solving practical problems. 

This hands-on and collaborative approach to participation and reflection is known as 

participatory action research (PAR) (Wood et al 2008: 74). In operationalizing PAR, Wood and 

colleagues have found that there is much potential for officers to ‘challenge the beliefs and 

meanings that inform their daily practices… [Officers] are able to alter their routines when 

innovative practice and new ideas assist them in responding to new dilemmas’ (72). However, 

while police members can become successful change agents, the predominantly ends-focused, 

conflict-based, and task-oriented character of police organizations nevertheless undermines novel 

ways of thinking about and doing their work (Wood et al 2008).      

Similarly, Bayley (2008) has argued that senior leadership would do well to make a 

concerted effort to embed and involve frontline officers into reform initiatives by utilizing the 

important craft knowledge learned on the street for adaptive reforms. Similarly, Toch (2008) has 

emphasized the importance of harnessing the ‘street wisdom’ of frontline officers, alongside 

participatory management. He reviewed a discrete intervention in one Californian police 

department called the Peer Review Panel. This was established to regulate excessive force by 
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officers, but importantly, the unit was not conceived as a disciplinary entity. Instead, it was run 

by frontline officers—some of whom had problematic histories of using excessive force against 

the public—and involved meeting twice a week for several months to review behavioural 

patterns and encourage self-critique. As Toch has noted, the strategy was ‘premised on the 

assumption that personal development and organizational development could be linked’ (2008: 

69). The officers had a stake in studying and reflecting upon the problem of conflict with citizens 

and were therefore best placed to fully comprehend these encounters and offer solutions.  

Despite the promise of enlisting frontline officers as key change agents, empirical 

research into the success—or indeed failure—of such participatory approaches in cultural change 

endeavours remains uncommon.   

4. Recruitment and Promotion of Officers from Diverse Backgrounds 

Police organizations have been criticized for employing police officers who do not reflect the 

diverse communities they serve. A commitment to diversifying the predominantly white male 

composition of police workforces in the Western world may dampen the effects of traditional 

police culture by introducing new actors with different perspectives and approaches. As police 

organizations become staffed by more civilians, university graduates, women, people of colour, 

and 2SLGBTQ+ personnel, there is a realistic expectation that internal cultures will adapt to 

better reflect the diverse experiences and outlooks of their members (Punch 2007; Sklansky 

2007). The establishment of internal support associations organized around race, ethnicity, 

gender, and sexuality signals a mainstreaming of diversity and anchors the acquisition of new 

power and status by officers from previously marginalized populations. There is evidence to 

suggest that the working environment of police organizations has been transformed by greater 

recognition of cultured and gendered identities within the ranks. In my own research, officers 
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from previously under-represented backgrounds have appeared less skeptical that discrimination 

can now be challenged and that formal complaints will be listened to and acted upon by 

managers. The perception is that the organizational emphasis on diversity and discrimination has 

significantly reduced overt expressions of racism (Loftus 2009; see also Souhami 2014).  

However, the institutionalization of diversity has also produced workplaces where 

relations can be sensitive and fractious. I have found that the extension of recognition for 

marginalized groups sits uneasily within the culture of rank-and-file officers, who speak 

resentfully about the revised emphasis on diversity (Loftus 2009). Evidence of what Campeau 

(2019) has described as ‘cultural inertia’ has also been observed by Murray (2021), who 

examined the ways in which Canadian police officers view and enact gender in their workplace. 

Drawing on interview data, she has found that though most male officers deny and dismiss 

gender differences and bias, female officers on the other hand describe continuing experiences of 

workplace sexism and deploy adaptive strategies daily in their workplaces to resist gender 

inequality (Murray 2021; see also Bastarache 2020). Also of note is research by Couto (2014), 

who set out to explore how culture is perceived by and impacts the workplace and career 

experiences of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender police officers in Ontario. Interviews 

showed that most officers believed their status and relationships in the workplaces were more 

positive compared to other eras. However, officers also believed that police culture still 

fundamentally retained a hypermasculine and heterosexual orientation. It is noteworthy that 

Couto conducted his research almost ten years ago, meaning that up-to-date research is needed to 

examine self-reports of exclusion and harassment. Hiring and promoting more women, those 

from 2SLGBTQ+ backgrounds, and officers from racially and ethnically diverse backgrounds 

may not on its own be enough to radically change the culture of policing. Nevertheless, there are 
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studies that show how these officers can contribute new perspectives and distinctive 

characteristics to workplace identities that ultimately have positive effects on police 

organizations (Chan et al 2010; Rabe-Hemp 2018). 

5. New Recruits and Police Socialization 

Research by Charman (2017) in the United Kingdom has demonstrated that police forces today 

attract and comprise a new guise of officer who is committed to communication, compassion, 

and empathy as their guiding framework for conducting their work. She has found that 

contemporary cohorts of police recruits are partially dubious about law enforcement as their 

primary mandate when they join the job (Charman 2017). However, Charman has also found that 

as time goes by, new recruits state that their desire to make a difference is undermined by 

austerity and a perceived lack of support from supervisors and the public, with officers 

demonstrating increasing levels of cynicism as a result.  

It is worth noting that there have been fundamental changes to the point of entry of new 

recruits into the police organization. Especially in the United Kingdom, Direct Entry schemes 

allow a person to join the police at a senior level, representing a radical shift from the British 

policing principle that all new recruits have to start at the bottom—that is, at the lowest rank of 

police constable. Fiscal uncertainty, a lack of varied perspectives within the most senior ranks, 

cultural inertia, and under-representation of diverse communities have culminated in a desire to 

look for new ways to develop and recruit officers (Winsor 2012; Loveday 2013). From a police 

cultural perspective, direct entrants who join the police at higher ranks arguably bring a wealth of 

new perspectives and leadership experience to the role. Smith (2016) conducted interviews with 

the first cohort of men and women who joined the police at the rank of Superintendent in 

England and Wales. He found that the individuals within this role were highly committed to 
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public service and used their experience from their previous non-police occupations to think 

about leadership in novel ways. For example, Smith (2016) noted that the recruits demonstrated a 

level of self-awareness not usually seen within the police, as well as high levels of emotional 

intelligence, and they were confident about questioning established practices. However, he also 

acknowledged that other police officers opposed the new career pathway and did not necessarily 

welcome Direct Entry colleagues, with the credibility of the latter being a point of critique. 

Moreover, the entrants demonstrated an awareness of police culture and how this may impact 

them as they became more embedded within the police. One interviewee stated, ‘Even after just 

a couple of months, I can feel the culture seeping into me, so after 18 months of training, will my 

ability to bring in new perspectives be diminished?’ (Smith 2016: 321). 

6. Experiential Learning and Reflexive Practice 

A recent trend within police education that aims to address cultural change is the adoption of 

experiential learning and reflexive practice. Much of the research exploring such approaches 

emanates from Norway. As Hoel and Barland (2019) have noted, experience-based learning is a 

method for the police to learn from past mistakes. In the aftermath of the 2011 terrorist attacks in 

Norway, there has been a renewed emphasis on experience-based learning within the police 

aimed at improving crisis management through training exercises and self-evaluations. Hoel and 

Barland (2019) conducted in-depth interviews with police staff from different ranks who were 

involved in incident management as part of their role. They have found much divergence 

between the ranks in understanding the term ‘experience-based learning’, indicating a cultural 

gap between officers based on role. Moreover, their empirical material demonstrates that officers 

advocated learning from past mistakes for the prevention of future mistakes. However, a key 

obstacle to experience-based learning stems from the dominance of professionalism—notably, 
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the idea that the police should not make mistakes (Hoel and Barland 2019). If police 

organizations want to learn and improve, then they need to ‘normalize their view of human errors 

and incidents’ (413). 

Similar empirical research has examined whether footage from body-worn video (BWV) 

can enhance experiential learning and encourage self-reflection in Norwegian police students. 

Phelps et al (2018) have found that BWV devices are particularly useful to stimulate critical 

reflection among police students, leading to marked differences in experiential learning 

outcomes. Students have reported learning about the importance of enhanced communication and 

ethical decision-making, and the reflection was most compelling when they identified mistakes 

in their own performance (Phelps et al 2018). Similar work in South Africa by Marks et al (2017) 

has also encouraged officers to critically reflect upon their work with drug addicts. The officers 

in that study were invited to join groups of academic researchers in focused efforts to reflect 

upon policing practices. While the broader organizational emphasis was on arresting people 

involved in local drugs markets, the ideas drawn up by officers in reflective spaces were more in 

tandem with harm-reduction and human rights approaches towards drug users than with punitive 

and enforcement-led interventions (Marks et al 2017). 

An allied debate is the trend towards better educated police recruits, with a particular 

focus on whether officers who hold university degrees can (re)shape police culture. Enhancing 

the educational background of police—both by recruiting those with tertiary education and by 

enabling officers to study whilst in post—has been praised as a positive development, since it 

alters the profile of policing and breaks down its institutional isolationism (Punch 2007). In their 

observational study of policing in the United States, Rydberg and Terrill (2010) examined the 

outcome of officer education on three key aspects of decision-making: arrest, search, and use of 
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force. They have found that while higher education did not have any meaningful impact on 

whether officers arrested or searched citizens, it significantly reduced the use of force during 

encounters. The authors have provided tentative thoughts on why this may be the case:  

Unlike arrests or searches, the use of force is not inherently an end to the encounter but primarily a 

very different phenomenon. Force may be used throughout encounters as a means to controlling 
the behavior of suspects. […] In any given encounter, police officers are permitted to use force if 

they feel it would be appropriate. […] In one sense then, as opposed to the decision to arrest or 
search, there is more room for officer education to have an impact on discretion with respect to 

force (Rydberg and Terrill 2010: 111). 

While further empirical research is needed to more fully explore the influence of higher 

education on police culture and officer behaviour, there are indications that it can lead to 

enhanced communication skills and judgement (Paterson 2011; Ramshaw and Soppitt 2018).   

7. Change from Within: Concluding Thoughts 

This section has explored a number of key attempts, broadly generated from within police 

organizations, to change police culture. The research outlined above has demonstrated a mixed 

picture of both success and failure, and more often than not, these two extremes coexist. Some 

familiar facets of traditional concepts of police culture are resilient, while other aspects are now 

better understood in novel ways.  

Police officers and the organizations they are part of are not insulated from broader 

political, social, cultural, and economic contexts. The work of Janet Chan in the 1990s rebooted 

debate about the possibility of changing police culture. Drawing on Bourdieu’s (1990) theory of 

culture and practice, as well as on the work of organizational theorists such as Sackmann (1991) 

and Schein (1985), Chan (1997) reaffirmed the importance of examining the interactions 

between the ‘field’ (the wider organizational, historical, legal, socio-economic, and political 

conditions of police work) and the ‘habitus’ (the informal norms and values of officers). For 

Chan, police culture arises from the intrinsic relationship between the field and the habitus, such 
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that when transformations in the field of policing are not accompanied by changes in the habitus, 

real reform will remain limited (Chan 1997). For her, the social, political, and legislative 

contexts must also be ripe for meaningful police change to occur. Her study of attempts by New 

South Wales Police in Australia to reform endemic corruption and racism has indicated that 

external pressures can have some success in changing police culture. The next section of the 

report examines some of these key external pressures for reform of  police culture.  

V. Changing Police Culture: External Challenges 

In recent decades, police culture has increasingly been a topic of public scrutiny and professional 

debate beyond academia. External events and key moments in policing history that make their 

way into the public consciousness have the potential to prompt changes in policing and its 

culture. Some of these external forces are discussed below.  

1. Scandals and Public Inquiries 

Scandals involving controversial events, practices, and behaviours that reflect adversely on the 

police have featured consistently in the development and operation of public policing at both 

domestic and international levels. In the wake of scandals, police leaders and politicians face a 

surge in moral taint and find that legitimacy and reputation are valuable and fragile resources. 

Mawby (2017) has proposed a model of police scandal as ‘a form of individual or organizational 

failure that possesses four attributes: (1) transgression; (2) publicization; (3) response; and (4) 

judgement’ (233). If a scandal is elevated to a public inquiry, the police organization is often 

required to implement a program of reform intended to shape its future direction and culture 

(Rowe 2009). One uncertainty revolves around the question of whether the changes deliberately 

brought in to alter the most negative manifestations of police culture are likely to prompt only 

superficial change, a point I return to in the conclusion.  
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One notable example of a high-profile police scandal with far-reaching consequences 

involved police racism in the UK. The murder of Stephen Lawrence in 1993 and the subsequent 

inquiry into police institutional racism are widely regarded as a catalyst in terms of police 

relations with racialized and ethnically diverse communities in Britain. While it is difficult to 

assess the impact of the resulting Macpherson Report (1999) in terms of improving trust in the 

police, it undoubtedly led to an ambitious and sustained program of police reform. Over 70 

recommendations were put forward by Sir William Macpherson, centring around enhancing 

openness, improving accountability, and restoring public confidence. Key recommendations 

included: vigorous and more independent inspection of police forces; enhanced representation of 

people from racially and ethnically diverse backgrounds on local Police Authorities; the 

requirement that racist incidents and crimes that come to the attention of police are properly 

recorded; and the establishment of Hate Crime Units within police organizations; enhanced 

procedures for investigation of racist crimes and immediate review and revision of racism 

awareness training within police services to ensure improved services to victims and witnesses of 

racist crimes and their families; and closer monitoring of stop-and-search practices.  

Some recommendations from the Macpherson Report appear to have been successful, 

including a reduction in overt expressions of racism and improvements in recording and 

investigating hate crime in Britain (Foster et al 2005). Due to the heightened political status of 

minority ethnic groups, I found that many police officers had accusations of racism at the 

forefront of their minds in the aftermath of the Stephen Lawrence murder and had begun to 

revise the way they dealt with people from racially and ethnically diverse backgrounds (Loftus 

2009). In particular, some officers avoided initiating any proactive encounters with such groups 

for fear of recrimination from the police organization. These changes can be explained by the 
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following factors. The British policing landscape had been transformed following high-profile, 

official criticism of the way ethnically and socially diverse groups are policed. Policing agendas 

insisted that officers afford better regard and treatment to people who have previously not been 

equitably served by policing. The rank and file were acutely aware of the policing demands and 

were alert to the fact that their behaviour is closely monitored. In other words, the police in my 

study had to change their (public) behaviour. But while the occupational culture had 

accommodated aspects of the revised policing terrain, it provoked resentment towards this group. 

There was a pervasive discourse that racially and ethnically diverse people deliberately exploited 

their race and ethnicity in order to rebuff officers and policing more generally (Loftus 2009). 

The policing of intimate partner and gender-based violence has also been high on the 

political and public agenda, with governments publishing national strategies both to scrutinize 

and guide police responses in this area. Carillo (2021) has suggested that there has been 

considerable improvement in policing since the 1980s in terms of training, attitudes, responses, 

legislation, and support for victims. Officers are significantly more aware of pro-arrest policies, 

although they continue to exercise much discretion at the scene (Myhill 2019). The abduction, 

rape, and murder of Sarah Everard by British police officer Wayne Couzens in 2021 has brought 

to the fore the acceptance and reproduction of misogyny within police culture, with a public 

inquiry announced by the Home Secretary in November 2021 (Home Office 2021). The ongoing 

UK Undercover Policing Inquiry (UCPI) similarly explores the morally troubling culture of 

covert operatives with respect to gender (see UCPI 2015).7 Central to the inquiry is the 

accusation that undercover officers deceived women, some of whom they were monitoring, into 

 

7 For further information, see the UCPI website, https://www.ucpi.org.uk/ (accessed 25 March 2022). 
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sexual relationships. Recommendations from the UCPI are expected to target the secretive 

culture of undercover policing. 

Another relevant case study of how major reform is secured via external pressure is the 

controversy surrounding police stop-and-search practices in Scotland. This was set in motion by 

a report demonstrating an extensive use of stop-and-search powers far above recorded levels in 

the comparable contexts of England and Wales (Murray 2014). Moreover, these powers were 

disproportionately deployed against children and young people and often without legal authority 

or reasonable suspicion (Murray 2014). Intense scrutiny of Police Scotland followed, with a 

national scandal that brought into sharp focus broader questions of democratic, citizen-focused 

policing (Murray and Harkin 2017). The critique of stop-and-search in Scotland led to major 

legal and policy reform, largely in the hope that these would prompt cultural change on the 

ground. As Aston et al (2021) have explained, one of the key initiatives was a six-month pilot in 

the Fife Division that sought to improve stop-and-search recordkeeping, enhance accountability, 

and restore public confidence. However, whilst police officers did begin to systematically record 

their stop-and-search encounters, young people continued to be disproportionately targeted—and 

often without a statutory basis (Aston et al 2021). Thus, the pilot amounted to ‘marginal rather 

than meaningful organizational change’ (46). Several explanations have been put forward by 

Aston et al (2021) to account for the failure of the reform efforts. First, senior leaders within 

Police Scotland appear to lack a genuine commitment to change, perhaps even introducing the 

pilot as a presentational front in order to rebuke public critique. Second, the stop-and-search 

tactic is still considered to be a core and essential aspect of police work and continues to be 

communicated to frontline officers as such. Finally, senior police leaders have demonstrated 
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skepticism, suggesting that the public concern has been exaggerated in media and political 

discourse. Aston et al (2021: 49) have explained: 

[T]he Fife pilot failed to change officers’ cultural knowledge or habitus (Chan 1997), despite 
ongoing changes in the wider policing field. Police managers were themselves unconvinced by the 

need for reform; nor was the change implemented in a consultative way, thus precluding two-way 
communication or fair internal procedures. Without clear senior support, officers were unable to 
see the pilot as just and fair, or to build it into their occupational identity (Bradford and Quinton 

2014). 

Aston et al have concluded that real change in police practice and culture requires effective 

leadership and a strong commitment to organizational justice. The latter emphasizes the need to 

reorient the police organization to be seen by its own officers as having fair and just procedures, 

as operating in a transparent way, as having consistent and clear decision-making, and as 

embedding respectful personal interactions and employing reciprocal and collaborative 

communication methods (Bradford and Quinton 2014).  

2. Civilian Police Boards and External Oversight Bodies Investigating Misconduct 

Efforts to professionalize law enforcement and to monitor the behaviour of officers, increasing 

demands for transparency, and the findings of independent police inquires have recently 

coalesced in the establishment of external police oversight boards. Civilian oversight is a form of 

accountability and an example of democratic policing whereby police departments are directly 

influenced by or required to be responsive to external bodies. 

As Helme (2015) has explained, Police Boards are the first layer of civilian oversight in 

Canada. Police Boards of civilians, typically comprising between seven and nine non-police 

civilians, are responsible for appointing key members of the police force (notably the Chief) and 

regulate the police force without interfering with daily operations. As Helme has noted, the 

choice of the Chief Constable is influential in deciding the overall management style and culture 

of an organization; for instance, whether it is a community-oriented organization or a more 
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insular and defensive one (Helme 2015). Police Boards are actively involved in strategic 

planning and the governance of police organizations, although these two functions can be a 

source of tension. The attitude of the police towards Police Boards exercising their civilian 

oversight responsibilities are often ‘less than enthusiastic’ (Helme 2015: 16). The main 

complaint by the police is that Police Boards should not be involved in any matters relating to 

operations, and they have been known to exclude civilian governors from important police 

decisions. The Morden Inquiry, set up to examine the police handling of the G-20 

demonstrations in Toronto in 2010, discussed the tense relationship between the police and 

Police Board, finding that the latter had been excluded from important planning decisions 

(Morden 2012; Helme 2015). Likewise, according to Helme: 

Morden also concluded that the ‘timidity’ of the Police Board, due to its fear of offending the 
police by inquiring into what the police insisted was their exclusive ‘operational’ jurisdiction, led 

to a complete failure on the part of the Police Board to do what it was mandated to do, that is to 

conduct effective governance and civilian oversight of the police (Helme 2015: 17).  

These discussions point to a cultural resistance within the police to civilian Police Boards. It is 

recognized that civilian oversight boards can interrupt existing norms and practices within police 

organizations because by embedding members of the public into the workings of police 

organizations, the logics of boards are inconsistent with certain characteristics of police culture. 

Headley has suggested: 

Civilian review boards may disrupt traditional police culture, which is characterized by distrust 
towards and isolation from citizens, a desire to ‘maintain the edge’ in encounters with citizens, a  

crime-fighting orientation, a desire to avoid supervisor scrutiny, loyalty to fellow police officers, 

concerns about danger and bravery, and permissiveness towards misconduct (Headley 2021: 8).  

Another layer of civilian oversight relates to the handling of police misconduct. In the 

Canadian context, the Police Complaints Commissioner, Independent Investigations Office, and 

similar models have emerged largely as a response to previous systems of internal handling of 

complaints (Hope 2021). It has been shown that internal police investigations of public 
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complaints—in other words, cases of the police investigating the police—have long been 

perceived as biased and contrived (Landau 1996).  As a result, newer and hybrid systems of 

civilian oversight have emerged as a solution for enhancing the level of accountability in 

processing complaints and restoring public confidence in the police. As Murphy and McKenna 

(2014) have noted, while one model champions an entirely independent approach to the receipt, 

investigation, and response to public complaints of police misconduct, the other advances a 

‘team’ concept that includes police investigators working with civilian counterparts to interview, 

interrogate, and investigate public complaints. Both models are in operation within the Canadian 

context, with many reported advantages and disadvantages. For instance, Murphy and McKenna 

(2014) have noted that a core advantage of the civilians-investigating-the-police model is that the 

absence of police experience—and therefore the influence of police culture—can be regarded by 

the public as the most independent way to respond to complaints about police misconduct. 

However, this lack of police experience and legitimacy (in the eyes of the police) can diminish 

police cooperation and participation, resulting in unsuccessful investigations.  

Recent empirical research conducted by Stelkia (2020) in Canada also underlines police 

resistance towards external forms of civilian oversight, with complaints revolving around the 

perceived inability of civilians to properly comprehend the scenarios and risks that officers face 

and the on-the-spot decisions they have to make in the course of their duty. These kinds of 

grievances resonate with the proverbial ‘us’ versus ‘them’ mentality that has been found in 

ethnographic studies of police culture (Holdaway 1983; Loftus 2009; Reiner 2010).     

The relevance of police culture in these debates relates to the idea that it has a tendency 

towards isolationism and defensiveness that can inhibit equitable and impartial investigations by 

the police when faced with civilian complaints. Murphy and McKenna (2014) have suggested 
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that successful external review processes must acknowledge police concerns and find ways to 

meaningfully involve police in the processes of review, investigation, and reform. 

3. Technology-facilitated Interventions 

New technological capacities for citizen surveillance of everyday policing may increase police 

accountability and have implications for police culture. An emerging body of research 

demonstrates that police officers today work in pervasive ‘techno-social’ environments in which 

their deviant behaviour can be captured on video—notably through widespread ownership of 

smart phones—and shared instantaneously with global audiences via social media (Brown 2016). 

The graphic and widely circulated images of George Floyd’s murder in 2020 by a white 

Minneapolis officer most poignantly illustrates this point. Police actions that were once private 

and backstage are now front of stage and on public display. Goldsmith (2010) has described the 

increasing surveillance of police activities through public technologies such as smart phones as 

the ‘new visibility’ of policing. This means that the police themselves are increasingly being 

monitored by the public, making it even harder to control the narrative and protect themselves 

from public criticism and official review.  

There is evidence to suggest that these new policing realities can infiltrate and profoundly 

reshape the thoughts and behaviour of officers in the course of their duties. Pioneering research 

by Brown (2016) undertaken in Ottawa and Toronto has found that the heightened visibility and 

increased informal oversight of police actions have impacted operational policing in two 

significant ways. First, it serves as a ‘disciplining influence’ in the occupational consciousness of 

most officers (Brown 2016). Second, police officers’ awareness of their enhanced visibility has 

led to substantial moderation in when and how they use coercive force (Brown 2016). Thus, the 
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increased exposure to surveillance by ordinary civilians can alter police culture and the conduct 

of individual officers.   

An allied debate concerns the expansive adoption of body-worn cameras (BWCs) by 

police organizations around the world (Ariel et al 2017). The motivations underpinning the move 

towards BWC implementation are varied, ranging from a desire to reduce illegitimate use of 

force and unduly malicious complaints against officers to increasing the accountability of the 

police and to improve evidence collection to secure convictions (Laming 2019). Study in this 

area focuses to a large degree on the various ways in which BWC have impacted on police use of 

force, while less is known on this development for other aspects of police culture. However, 

research emanating from Australia has shown that BWCs are routinely deployed during intimate 

partner and gender-based violence incidents, with officers working within specialist family 

violence roles acknowledging the benefits of the technology for both the police and victims 

(Iliadis et al 2021).  

4. External Pressures for Change: Concluding Thoughts 

In this section, I have discussed how key events and pressures that are external to police 

organizations may set in motion and potentially influence changes in police culture. There are 

reasons to be both optimistic and pessimistic about developments in policing. In the decades 

since the seminal ethnographic studies of the police, additional research has revealed and 

outlined a set of central and marginal features of police culture, noting newness and difference 

alongside old and persistent themes. Researchers from different jurisdictions have demonstrated 

that aspects of police culture are in transition and can respond positively to change. One sticking 

point, however, is the question of whether changes deliberately brought in to alter the most 

negative manifestations of police culture are likely to prompt change at only superficial rather 
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than entrenched levels. As Marks (2005) has argued, meaningful police transformation must 

encompass not only structural and behavioural changes but also attitudinal shifts. Top-down and 

hard-line policy reform is likely to be insufficient and resisted. However, when rank-and-file 

officers are centrally and democratically involved in change processes, there can be a measure of 

success (Marks and Sklansky 2008). Others have argued that institutional reform is likely to 

emerge only generationally, as new cohorts enter the occupation from societies that are also 

undergoing cultural change (Campeau 2015). 

VI. Conclusion and Reflections 

This report set out to identify and examine key research conclusions emanating from the 

extensive literature on police culture, as well as the efforts implemented to encourage change in 

police organizations and on the ground. Part I of the report discussed the important role played 

by the police in society. It was noted that police are arguably the most important provider of 

citizen safety. However, when officers respond inadequately to calls for assistance or abuse their 

powers, they profoundly undermine citizen security and well-being. Part II explained the value 

of ethnography for unearthing, documenting, and understanding police culture. As a 

methodological approach, ethnography has proven unparalleled for examining the informal 

working rules, tacit understandings, and underlying assumptions that sustain and motivate the 

police. Part III of the report turned its attention to the central concept of police culture. It 

identified what have been characterized as core features of police culture over time and in 

different settings, providing a thematic discussion of the central characteristics observed within 

the culture. This section also discussed key critiques of the concept, drawing on research that 

challenges the existence of an inflexible and wholly negative police culture. Part IV and Part V 

identified a number of strategies—both by police services and as a result of external pressures—
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to change aspects of police culture. These discussions sought to note the possible reasons for the 

success and failures of these strategies, particularly with respect to family violence, gender-based 

violence, and the provision of equitable policing services to racialized groups.  

The central suggestion in debates about police culture is that police organizations are 

characterized by informal principles that guide and influence day-to-day police work. However, 

it nevertheless seems that a misleading and perhaps unjustifiable stereotype has emerged within 

the literature on police culture. It is doubtful that police forces are as homogenous as has been 

inferred, and occupational socialization is not an overwhelming source of negative influence 

(Paoline 2020).   

Yet there is sufficient evidence from research and inquiries to conclude that police 

services in different countries have been characterized by at least some of the qualities captured 

by the term, and as a result, a key implication is that changes are needed to elements of the police 

culture(s). Achieving comprehensive change may be particularly difficult given the prevailing 

influence of the task environment. The police remain in the unique position of enforcing laws in 

liberal democracies and are expected to police the symptoms of fractured communities. In other 

words, the basic challenges of police work, identified by Skolnick (1966) all those years ago, 

persist. Police reform may encompass a conflict between government directives, organizational 

policy, and structural changes on the one hand, and informal cultural factors on the other. There 

may also be a mismatch in values, outlooks, and priorities between frontline officers operating at 

the base of the organizational hierarchy and senior officers in management positions. These 

tensions are likely to be compounded if reform is imposed from above without the participation 

and consultation of the front line—a common occurrence after scandal and formal or public 
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critique. Disciplinary regimes may increase a sense of aggrievement by officers, further 

alienating them from their superiors and possibly the public (Paoline 2020).  

However, progressive and more democratic forms of leadership, changes to the expected 

police role, the presence of civilian oversight, and external scrutiny may all have a role to play. 

Encouraging police organizations that allow for learning and self-reflection, particularly with a view 

to learning from past experiences, offers potential to improve police processes and practices. 

Altering recruitment patterns cannot be the definitive answer to changing police culture, but such 

efforts have the potential to breakdown the relative uniformity of the traditional police force 

composition. Officers from socially, culturally, and educationally diverse backgrounds may be 

less susceptible to police acculturation processes, pursue less confrontational approaches during 

interactions, and buy into victim-centred and community-focused philosophies. Importantly, a 

combination of political commitment and external pressure is also required to overcome internal 

police resistance to change (Chan 1997).  

Although researchers have made and continue to make significant contributions to 

understandings of policing and its cultures in Canada, ethnographies within specifically 

Canadian contexts remain uncommon. There is a particular absence of ethnographies of the 

RCMP. In this report, I have noted several gaps in research that could be explored to provide 

additional insight into the police culture debate in Canadian communities. Future research could 

aim to: understand the appeal amongst officers and the public of the symbols and iconography 

associated with police work; explore how the past lives and prior socialization of people who 

join the police interact with and potentially reshapes police culture; and provide empirical 

insights into transformative leadership within policing and the role of rank-and-file officers who 

are invited to be involved in reform processes. Establishing partnerships and creating 
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opportunities for collaboration and knowledge-exchange between academic researchers and 

police practitioners to pursue lines of inquiry of mutual interest can potentially lead to new 

insights for the benefit of policing.  
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