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I. Introduction 

1. Scope of Report 

This report addresses the role of culture in making sense of significant events such as those under 

study by the Mass Casualty Commission. Specifically, this report reviews the literature on police 

culture and culture in other organizational and occupational contexts to the extent that relevant 

and useful analogies can be drawn. It offers an account of culture as an analytical tool or lens 

that assists in understanding institutional responses to mass casualty events and in developing 

recommendations. 

2. Structure and Substance of Report 

This report describes three ways of understanding “culture” in policing that are invoked by three 

distinct areas of scholarship: (1) criminology and police studies; (2) sociology of culture; and (3) 

organizational sociology. Each literature offers a unique approach to defining and measuring 

culture in the context of policing, but they are presented here as building on one another. For 

instance, though the specific topic of “police culture” appears most prominently in 

criminological research and in police studies, commentators in these fields often appropriate the 

term “culture” without engaging explicitly with the concept or its deeper sociological 

significance. This report therefore addresses some of the limitations in definitions and 

applications of “police culture” that appear in criminology and police studies, turns to the 

sociology of culture and organizations to fill in gaps.  

In the social sciences, culture is understood as an interpretive process (Geertz 1973), and 

theoretical principles are critical for establishing indicators of cultural practice. Therefore, this 

report explicitly theorizes “police culture” to offer an account of culture as an analytical tool for 

interpreting the events under study by the Commission. Specifically, one cannot presume to 
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simply begin by outlining the distinctive dimensions of a unique “police culture” without first 

establishing the foundations of cultural meaning. Doing so dooms culture to a static and one-

dimensional understanding of social life. This is particularly problematic for a public institution 

like policing, which is especially vulnerable to the whims of social, political, legal, and economic 

fluctuations, as well as the demands that accompany these shifts. Indeed, as Banton argued 

decades ago, “not a single social change fails to change the institution of policing” (1964: ix). 

More importantly, there are practical matters within policing that derive benefit from 

more explicit theorizing of police culture. As Diane Vaughan’s (1996) seminal work on NASA 

and the Challenger explosion revealed, organizational culture is inevitably “on the hook” when 

something goes awry. For example, when police officers participate in some form of misconduct, 

outsiders attribute their behaviour to the department’s culture. Accordingly, police leaders are 

subject to constant external pressures from political figures, media groups, and the public to 

“change the culture of the department.” What does this mean? Inherent in this demand is also an 

assumption that “the culture” – presumed to be known – can indeed be changed by the 

commanding authorities. Is this accurate? Where is culture located so that we may begin to 

change it? What insights do those who study culture specifically have that can shed on these 

questions? This report turns to the sociology of culture and organizational sociology for these 

insights. Scholars working in these areas do not argue that people are immersed in a culture that 

dictates how they will act but refer instead to a “repertoire” of resources that are deployed in 

order to bring justification to their experiences. Accordingly, people know more culture than 

they use at a given moment (Swidler 1986). The key to unpacking culture, then, is to unveil 

when, where, and how particular sets of cultural resources are put to work. 
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Reaching for other literatures about culture also helps to reconcile a common issue with 

representations of “police culture,” which is itself a loaded term in mainstream references. 

Pairing the words “police” and “culture” evokes a negative synecdoche. “Police culture” is 

routinely wielded by the media, political figures, community stakeholders, and academics for 

condemnatory purposes—as synonymous and therefore interchangeable with words like 

“corruption,” the “thin blue line,” “racism,” or “brutality.” Though descriptors like these can of 

course be applied to a number of police practices, a predetermined and inherently negative slant 

to the term itself diminishes the sociological usefulness of “police culture” as an analytical 

concept. Culture in a workplace—in a corporate office, a university, a hospital, or police 

department—is the very thing that allows any meaning-making to take place at all. There is 

nothing inherent to any culture. Rather, it is the lens—a mechanism—through which people 

understand their world. Organizations are complex sites of contestation and shared premises, 

change as well as stasis, and organizational culture provides members with a system of meanings 

to navigate accordingly. This report reaches for theoretical tools across three literatures that 

capture vital nuance behind the cultural resources police officers deploy as they traverse the 

various institutional structures of their particular occupational environment.  

II. Criminology and Police Studies 

In a review of academic police research, Manning (2005) has differentiated between what he 

considers to be two related but distinct categories of study: “sociology of the police” and 

“sociology for the police.” The former, Manning has suggested, “explores the relevance of 

theories and concepts as they apply to the organization, occupation, and its impacts—an 

enterprise that is analytically driven and data based” (2005: 30). In contrast, the latter is more 

“devoted to ameliorative aims—to elevate the level of performance … improve management and 
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operations of the police, and to reduce the ambiguity of their tasks” (30). While this distinction is 

not to suggest these approaches to research are mutually exclusive, they are meant to highlight 

differences between the studies’ target audiences, theoretical insights, and methodological 

techniques. They also differ in their emphasis on social, political, and economic factors: studies 

for the police adopt a more concentrated focus on those factors that pertain to efficiency and the 

internal policies of the police department, while studies of the police are often more attuned to 

how social, structural features external to the police manifest within the institution of policing 

and are expressly connected to social, behavioural, and cultural facets of occupational life. 

Therefore, with its emphasis on culture, this section reviews literature that bears most 

resemblance to sociology written of rather than for the police.  

1. The Policing Function: A Little History about an Old Problem 

Research on the police has provided clear consensus that the most fundamental police function is 

“order-maintenance” rather than “crime-fighting.” However, as foundational police scholars 

have explained, this is not how society tends to perceive the police (Bittner 1972), nor is it how 

the police themselves view their role. The Policeman in the Community by Michael Banton 

(1964), Justice Without Trial (1966) by Jerome Skolnick, Varieties of Police Behavior (1969) by 

James Q. Wilson, and Violence and the Police (1970) by William Westley all share a common 

message: the underlying contradiction between an officer’s typical day on the job and how they 

and the public conceive of their occupational identity poses a number of problems in efforts to 

understand and effectively manage the day-to-day work of policing—problems that persist to this 

very day. At the root is the role of discretion in policing. Simply put, police discretion refers to 

“the leeway that officers enjoy in selecting from more than one choice in carrying out their 

work”—choices that include non-law enforcement activity (Mastrofski 2004: 101).  
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This report begins with a nod to the classics and a reference to police discretion to 

underscore an important point about the policing function: in contrast to the objective 

enforcement of clear laws, order maintenance often necessitates the use of discretion and thus 

implicates an officer’s subjectivity. This subjective discretionary function requires police to 

make sense of moments, people, and places as they carry out their duties. As culture serves as the 

very mechanism through which people navigate and understand their world, this means that 

“police culture” is exceptionally important for understanding police actions and for efforts at 

police reform. Indeed, one of the most commonly cited statements made by patrolmen in 

Wilson’s (1969) study and by police officers in the present day is that “you can’t always go by 

the book,” emphasizing the need for officers to adapt their tactics according to situational 

realities and occupational conditions. 

Classic police studies reveal that we do not—and perhaps cannot—have a stable 

definition of the “policing” concept. In today’s era of questioning policing in our communities, 

debating the implications of “defunding,” and contemplating which tasks should fall within the 

mandate of law enforcement or of social welfare service, these lessons remain relevant. As these 

foundational works suggest, if there are “varieties of police behavior” (Wilson 1969) and police 

officers are “in the community” (Banton 1964), the police idea, then, is socially embedded. 

Furthermore, if police engage in order maintenance rather than universal law enforcement, their 

use of discretion is paramount. The meaning systems that suffuse policing are subject to 

variation across groups, time, and place, and so the implications of “culture” in policing are of 

utmost importance.  
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2. Is There a “Police Culture”? 

In light of ambiguity about the function of the police, the disconnect between officer 

expectations and reality “on the ground,” and the discretionary nature of the job, early police 

scholars uncovered a “way of being” that guides and shapes the behavioural social world of the 

police. Most famously, Skolnick (1966) argued that police officers are called upon to develop a 

specific “work personality” that serves as a type of survival tactic in the day-to-day routines of 

the policing profession. Skolnick explained that the “working police personality” is a result of 

several elements peculiar to the environment of law enforcement, especially danger, stress, and 

the hierarchical structure of the organization. He also saw this personality as a response to the 

authoritarian model that is characteristic of policing and as an outcome of constant pressure to be 

productive and efficient. Westley (1970) later refined the subject to describe a true “culture” that 

is generated by the isolation and threatening nature of the job. He argued that the system of 

behaviours, norms, values, and rules that informally governs and gives meaning to the world of 

policing is more than just a personality or “way of being” but rather a “way of life”—a full-

blown culture. Westley therefore more explicitly connected culture to the institution of policing. 

Traditional police values are said to combine to create what has been termed by some 

authors as the “blue curtain” (Westley 1970) or the “blue wall of silence” (Bittner 1972). These 

phrases denote the boundaries within which the police operate according to an “us versus them” 

mentality. More specifically, they refer to the manner in which the police operate according to a 

protective “code of silence.” This code operates externally as well as internally to their 

workplace—that is, among coworkers and superiors but also in their dealings with the public and 

even during court proceedings. 
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Once ambiguously defined using a variety of terms (i.e., “working police personality,” 

“blue wall of silence,” “cop code,” “thin blue line,” etc.), the “police culture” concept has 

become distinctly recognized as the term for describing the complex system of values and 

attitudes that define the normative social world of police officers. In a book titled Politics of the 

Police, Robert Reiner (1985/2010) outlined what he deemed the core elements that comprise this 

culture. In short, police officers are said (1) to actively pursue excitement (mission-action); (2) to 

Keyword Spotlight: Code of Silence 

Definition: ‘‘The unwritten rule of police behavior that constrains an officer from informing on or testifying 
against another officer ... animated by intense loyalty to the group, and mutual protectiveness against outsiders’’ 

(Smith 1973, quoted in Skolnick 2002: 10). 

Parameters of the “code of silence” or “blue wall” are well documented. Loyalty to fellow officers is consistently 

cited as the key feature of the code, no matter the circumstances involved, including criminality. The code breeds 
strong group relationships and low rates of whistleblowing in policing, partly due to negative career impacts and 
the fear of retaliation from peers (Krinsky 2016; Westmarland 2005). Those officers who violate these 

prescriptive norms are cast as “rats,” untrustworthy, and ostracized. An informal “learning of silence” 
(Wieslander 2019) fuels the code, rendering its resilience a significant facilitator of police corruption (Skolnick 

2002). 

Example Cases: 

1) Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD): The availability of video evidence at a  time when recordings were 

exceedingly rare made the Rodney King police beating one of the earliest illustrations of the code of silence 
in action. Indeed, as many have argued, the attack would not have come to public attention if not for the 
videotape (Omi & Winant 1993; Skolnick & Fyfe 1993), and case witnesses and experts were met with 

intimidation and ostracization. The Christopher Commission (1991), launched in reaction to the King case, 
highlighted the cover-up practices of the LAPD: “The greatest single barrier to the effective investigation 

and adjudication of complaints is the officers’ unwritten code of silence; an officer does not provide 

adverse information against a fellow officer” (168).  

2) Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP): In recent years, the RCMP has come under significant criticism 
following a number of investigations into internal workplace practices, resulting in findings of a “culture of 

dysfunction” (Civilian Review & Complaints Commission 2017: 2) that gives rise to bullying and abuse of 

authority, as well as sexual harassment and violence, and silences victims for fear of reprisal. 

a) In 2017, the Civilian Review and Complaints Commission for the RCMP published a report examining 
workplace harassment in the ranks. Members who reported harassment experienced backlash, 

including being left alone at crime scenes, receiving threats from superiors to “behave” and being 

ignored when requesting backup (Civilian Review & Complaints Commission 2017: 15). 

b) In 2020, former Supreme Court of Canada Justice Hon. Michel Bastarache released the Final Report on 
the Implementation of the Merlo Davidson Settlement Agreement, entitled “Broken Dreams, Broken 

Lives.” The Report details a “toxic culture” that “tolerates misogyny and homophobia at all ranks and 
in all provinces and territories,” as confirmed by the treatment endured by claimants, which included 
sexual misconduct, offensive language, and discrimination in promotion processes (Bastarache 2020: 

ii). Claimants also experienced “reprisal for rocking the boat” (45) in their attempts to break the silence 
of injustice, such as isolation, refusals to provide them with backup, and denial of special courses or 
training (86). 
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possess a cynical outlook and suspicion of others; (3) to strongly support solidarity with fellow 

officers; (4) to subscribe to conservative morality and politics; and (5) to exaggerate displays of 

masculinity (Reiner 1985/2010). Each is discussed in turn below. 

A. Mission-Action 

Common tropes are associated with police work. Police are the “line between order and chaos,” 

the ones who “run toward the danger.” The notion of crime-fighting is inherently adversarial, 

casting the work of law enforcement as a mission that requires a “warrior mindset.” However, 

compared to occupations in transportation, construction, and manufacturing, policing is not an 

especially dangerous profession. Criminologists have interrogated claims that there have been 

more attacks on police in recent times and found that policing is a safer profession now than in 

previous decades overall (White et al 2019). However, the symbolic representations and 

meanings that surround its mandate (“to protect and serve”) promote ritualistic affirmations that 

officers willingly “put their lives on the line every day.” This preoccupation with danger in 

policing does not match the evidence related to police officer fatality trends (Sierra-Arévalo 

2021). Storytelling within policing thus plays a key role here (Hulst 2013), as members recount 

tales of what they encounter on the job “as means of entertaining each other… of coming to 

terms with troubling/traumatic situations, of warning others about the dangers inherent in police  

work, and of initiating and maintaining group identity and cohesiveness” (Fletcher 1999: 47).  

B. Suspiciousness and Cynicism 

To cope with the uncertain environments they navigate, police officers are said to develop a 

strong inclination towards suspicion (Skolnick 1966): they are explicitly trained in the art of 

spotting anomalies, sniffing out deception, and to be ready to act swiftly. This tends to “take the 

form of hard-bitten cynicism” (Waddington 1999b: 102) and ultimately results in a loss of trust 
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for others. Officers are socialized to expect to be dismayed by the segment of the public they will 

frequently encounter (what Van Maanen [1978] called “the asshole”), to be constantly lied to, 

and that they will receive little help from the public or the criminal justice system broadly 

(Fassin 2013; Moskos 2008; Rubinstein 1973; Worden 1995).  

C. Isolation and Solidarity 

The combined effect of tropes of mission-action and suspiciousness is a sense that police can 

rely only on one another, which leads officers to be distant from the community. Owing to the 

coercive power and authority that are uniquely their own, newly sworn members of the police 

often begin trimming away at their social networks, reducing their friendship circles to those 

who will not test their virtue or place them in situations of needing to call out or act on petty 

crime in their midst (Campeau 2019; Karaffa et al 2015). Police are said to face a “lonely and 

largely friendless world” (Van Maanen 1974: 38), which further strengthens bonds with fellow 

officers—whether out of true camaraderie, obligation, or even exigency. The intensity of this 

connection is ultimately at root of the deep loyalty that is so fiercely protected within the ranks—

an expectation that leads to sheltering coworkers from scrutiny and even to engaging in cover-

ups to evade the investigation of colleagues (Waddington 1999a; Waddington 1999b). The seeds 

of police corruption can thus be found here (Punch 2009). 

D. Conservatism and Authoritarianism 

Some studies have suggested that conservative and authoritarian views are more prominent 

among police officers in comparison to control groups (see, e.g., Baker 1985; Stack & Cao 

1998). Brown and Willis (1985) found support for the idea that socialization of police recruits 

leads to increased levels of authoritarianism over time, while Laguna et al (2010) have found no 

such difference between experienced and inexperienced officers in this regard. What we might 
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consider more relevant to this trait then is an orientation toward politics that support and fund a 

“law-and-order” approach to crime and disorder (Loader & Mulcahy 2003). Police are critical of 

a perceived lenient justice system that allows criminally involved persons to avoid prosecution 

on legal technicalities or to receive “lenient” sentences.  

E. Masculinity (Plus: Heteronormativity) 

Police organizations are hyper-masculinized spaces, both literally, owing to a clear 

overrepresentation of men in this sector, and figuratively, as gender dynamics are  continuously 

on display. Several of the above-listed features pair with “masculinized” beliefs and expectations 

such as risk-taking, aggressiveness, physical strength, secrecy, and competitiveness (Corsianos 

2009; Fielding 1994). This aggregation of qualities gives policing its signature “brotherhood” 

moniker—a deliberately gendered reference.1  

Implicit in the policing occupation’s emphasis on masculinity is the underlying theme of 

individual identities that differ not just from “masculine” but from the white male, heterosexual 

norm generally. Other axes of diversity such as race/ethnicity and sexuality cannot be 

disentangled from this core feature of police culture. However, much of what is known about 

racist or homophobic treatment within police organizations comes out of journalism and public 

inquiries, which are more focused on the whether and what of discrimination and harassment in 

this space and less focused on analysis of how attitudes toward diverse groups interact with 

 
1 It should be noted that literature about the role of gender in policing comprises a vast area within the criminology 
discipline. Space constraints do not allow for a full review of work relating to gender and police culture, but just a  
few other studies of note include: Garcia 2003; Franklin 2007; Martin & Jurik 2007; Morash & Haarr 2012; Silvestri 

2017.  
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police culture.2 In this regard, exclusively gender-based analyses, including those discussed 

below, are more common. 

Studies examining the intersection of gender and police culture consistently report a key 

finding about the experiences of female officers: in essence, women in policing have few choices 

of “how to be” in the workplace. In a classic study by Martin (1980) that was later borne out by 

Rabe-Hemp (2009), female police officers were discovered to “do gender” on the job. They 

found that women can either adopt the POLICEwoman identity—which typically involves 

“doing masculinity”—or adopt the policeWOMAN identity—which involves performing 

femininity. The POLICEwoman adopts the language and manner of most policemen, stressing 

aggressiveness, suspicion, and competitiveness. Martin suggested that these women have chosen 

the path of “defeminization” (1980: 186), according to traditional gender norms. They remain 

loyal to male-oriented work values, no matter how unfair: POLICEwomen even adamantly 

refuse to be women’s representatives and ignore or deny other female officers’ complaints of 

discrimination for fear of being labeled a “women’s libber” (Martin 1980: 189). The 

POLICEwoman therefore often blames other female officers for the problems they encounter. As 

such, while on the job, POLICEwomen “do masculinity” to fulfill their occupational obligations 

without disruption from their disadvantaged female status. Martin also found that most 

POLICEwomen reported a shift in their behaviour once they were off-duty: “On the job, I’m 

strictly police. Off-duty, I’m more feminine… I’m an average woman” (193). The 

policeWOMAN, on the other hand, performs traditional notions of femininity. Martin (1980) 

argued that these women opt for “deprofessionalization” (186), according to the male perception 

 
2 An important exception where we do see analyses of how police culture influences attitudes toward diverse groups 

is in studies about the “code of silence” (discussed above) and how it limits people’s ability to report their 

mistreatment in the workplace. 
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of policing. Female officers therefore cannot be both “feminine” and professional simultaneously 

in the world of policing. The women in this group exhibit a disinterest in patrol work or making 

arrests and report being uncomfortable having to place themselves in dangerous situations. 

PoliceWOMEN indicate a preference for service-oriented work, which, according to them, is 

more compatible with their skills.  

More recent research reveals the continued relevance of Martin’s 1980 study. Rabe-

Hemp (2009; see also Garcia 2003) has performed a similar analysis using Martin’s framework, 

with similar results. She found that “generally, most female officers reported ‘doing gender’ in 

stereotypically feminine ways” (2009: 120), as they described themselves as particularly efficient 

in dealing with domestic matters. Moreover, women who support and socialize with other female 

officers are labeled an “estrogen mafia” and are “oftentimes further isolated from the police 

culture” (126). Rabe-Hemp has concluded that the similarities between Martin’s and her own 

findings thirty years later point to the strength of the masculine hegemony in police 

organizational culture. 

New research by Bikos (2016; 2021) on female police officers in southern Ontario further 

supports the above findings. She has argued that the policewomen she interviewed experience a 

“bifurcated consciousness in how they view themselves and their world inwardly, compared to 

how they are forced to outwardly perform in their role as a police officer” (2016: 25). In other 

words, female police officers navigate a divided self. Since the world as they actually experience 

it—as women—is devalued by the hegemonic masculinized worldview they adopt as police 

officers, Bikos’ participants expressed feeling at war with themselves and even reported 

struggles with mental health because of this conflict (2021). 



Culture in Police Organizations 

13 

More recently still, Sanders et al (2022) have performed an in-depth analysis of the 

experiences of 91 female police officers from thirteen police services across Canada, including 

municipal, provincial, and federal jurisdictions. Their findings highlight the significance of 

“structured ambivalence” (Connidis & McMullin 2002) in how women police negotiate their 

“fit” in the hierarchical structure of policing. Structured ambivalence refers to the “contradictions 

and paradoxes that are imbedded in sets of structured social relations (e.g., class, age, race, 

ethnicity, gender) through which opportunities, rights, and privileges are differentially 

distributed” (Connidis & McMullin 2002: 565). Specifically, Sanders et al (2022) have mapped 

the strategic use of kinship narratives of the “Brotherhood,” the “boy’s club,” and “sisterhood,” 

as well as how women either mobilize or reject these, sometimes in conflicting ways, in order to 

navigate their place.3 For example, participants articulated the “Brotherhood” as gender-neutral 

and as merely a unifying frame to capture the solidarity and protection that comes with being a 

sworn member. However, they simultaneously reinforced gender as a central characteristic to the 

Brotherhood when they shared about the ways inclusion is conditional on not challenging the 

men (e.g., not “crying harassment”) and choosing to “get on board” (Sanders et al 2022: 9) and 

to “deal with” the norms that come with membership. Exclusion happens through self-selection. 

As the authors have concluded, 

In this way, the attention shifts away from larger questions about cultural and 

structural inequality embedded within the Brotherhood and instead toward the 

decisions that individual women make about their careers. The framing of the 

Brotherhood as gender-neutral is a neutralization process, whereby the gender 

coded expectations required for “fit” remain implicit and intact (Sander et al 

2022: 10). 

 
3 This work by Sander et al (2022) is among research that applies cultural sociology to theorize and expand 

empirical investigations of police culture (see Section III). However, it is included here for its substantive focus on 

the experiences of women police in Canada.  
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Herbert (2001) has offered another example of how gender interacts with police culture 

even through broader operational imperatives to shift law enforcement away from its prevailing 

masculinism and toward a more inclusive, cooperative approach—namely, community policing. 

Drawing on field data from observations of the Los Angeles Police Department, he has found 

that officers do not classify community policing as “real police work.” Women’s communication 

skills are glorified as particularly apt for community policing, and this in turn has led to the 

notion that men are not as well-suited for such tasks. Thus, a discourse that was meant to 

encourage the participation of women in policing has served to “feminize” the new model 

(Herbert 2001; see also McCarthy 2013). Since community policing cannot completely replace 

law-and-order tactics used in law enforcement (i.e., tactical units, drug squads, etc.), it is merely 

viewed as complementary. By extension, female officers are also viewed as complementary 

because community policing has become associated with “female skills.” Masculinist “hard 

chargers” who prefer the “real police work” (Herbert 2001: 59) of catching bad guys distinguish 

themselves from “station queens,” who do the “social work” of community consultation (56).4 

While rarer in the literature on police culture than the topic of female officers, studies 

about the lived experiences of LGBTQ police officers do exist (Burke 1994; Colvin 2015; Couto 

2018; Jones & Williams 2015; Miller et al 2003). This body of work shares much in common 

with the research on policewomen: LGBTQ+ police officers also live dual lives. For example, 

Burke (1994) has argued that an LGBTQ police officer’s capacity to “be open” in an occupation 

where “homosexuality is deviance” produces double as opposed to integrated lives, with 

significant implications for mental health. Couto (2018) has offered a recent Canadian case study 

of the perceptions of LGBTQ sworn members in Ontario. A majority of his sample (N=21) 

 
4 A conceptual framework for this discussion is offered in section III below, with emphasis on how “boundary 

work” reinforces the classifications people use to demarcate themselves from others.  
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believed their status in the workplace had improved from previous eras and that junior colleagues 

were generally less condemnatory of identities outside the heterosexual norm. However, Couto’s 

(2018) respondents agreed that machismo remains strong in policing and reported facing micro-

aggressions at work, such as inappropriate jokes (see also Bastarache 2020).  

F. But There Is More to This Subject: A Caution 

The combination of the traits described in the previous sub-sections is best interpreted as an 

“ideal-type”: a synthesis of police values and perspectives into a unified analytical construct. 

Since Reiner’s early contribution, many studies have confirmed the pervasiveness of these core 

characteristics (see Paoline & Terrill 2014). In an oft-cited ethnographic account of an English 

police force, Loftus (2009) revealed the remarkable durability of nearly all of these themes. Her 

findings reinforce that police culture is often presumed a monolith because, it is argued, key 

features of policing remain largely unchanged: police are appointed a unique position in the law, 

hold a monopoly on the sanctioned use of coercive force, and are obligated to perform society’s 

“dirty work” on a routine basis. 

However, it has been argued that the common approach to studying police culture has led 

to “cognitive burn-in” (Sklansky 2007); the template of Reiner’s “ideal type” now serves as a 

collective imprint in how researchers even come to think about the topic of police culture (see 

also Waddington 1999a), and these preconceptions are difficult to dislodge. Sklansky (2007) has 

cautioned that cognitive burn-in has the effect of diverting our attention from new directions and 

emerging trends relating to the study of culture in policing. To be sure, Reiner himself cautioned 

that police culture “is not monolithic, is embodied in individuals who enjoy autonomy and 

creativity” and that variation “can be discerned within the broader police culture, generated by 

distinct experiences...” (2010: 116). And so, while classic renditions of police culture remain 
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highly relevant, as are elements of the ideal-type reaffirmed in even the most recent of police 

research, the analytical terrain of “police culture” scholarship has begun to expand.  

3. “Police Culture” Expanded 

The earliest works credited with demarcating clear variation in “police culture” took a rank-

based or hierarchical approach. In other words, these works highlighted what we might more 

accurately call a subcultural approach within policing. For instance, Reuss-Ianni and Ianni 

(1983) distinguished “street cop culture” from more impersonal, business-oriented 

“management cop culture.” They argued that the two no longer share common language, work 

experiences, backgrounds, ideologies, objectives, or communicative channels. In short, typical 

descriptions of the police occupational culture represent only a certain sector of police forces, 

which is working class in origin and whose members see themselves as career cops who wish to 

be left alone to do their job in an informal, personalized environment based on “esprit de corps,” 

experiential street sense, autonomy, and loyalty (1983: 5). In the spirit of the “good old days ,” 

street cops openly speak against what they consider to be preferential treatment of minority 

officers (through recruitment or promotion) and dislike civilian employment in “police jobs” or 

anything to do with fostering community–police relations through what they believe is “bull 

shit” social work (1983: 6). These narratives persist among patrol officers today. Studies show 

continued pessimism about minority preferential treatment and the civilianization of police 

service (Atkinson 2013; Campeau 2019), as well as frustration around the policing of broader 

social problems that do not fall within the parameters of criminal law enforcement (Herbert 

2001). 

Often in conflict with street cop culture is management cop culture, which operates 

within the upper echelons of police organizations. Management cop culture is shared by 
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members in superior administrative positions whose higher education and middle-class 

backgrounds make them eligible for high-ranking promotions in the department. They value 

respect for the chain of command and believe that disciplinary measures are important tools for 

shaping accountability among the rank and file. These officers are also sensitive to limited 

departmental resources and make decisions with an impersonal “business” attitude. Furthermore, 

management cops must be attuned to the political, social, and economic constraints that exist 

outside the police organization and how these impact the daily operations of the department 

(Reuss-Ianni & Ianni 1983). Manning (1995) has posited the presence of a broader police culture 

whereby certain expectations about core skills and cognitions do exist in order to define “good 

police work” but like Reuss-Ianni and Ianni (1983) he has also elaborated that, within this 

broader culture, subcultures exist that are often hierarchically specific.  

A review of literature yields a dearth of research on management culture in policing. 

However, we can “read in” the role of culture in a number of studies about police leadership. For 

instance, in an article aptly titled “Rank Matters,” Davis (2020) has drawn on a case study in the 

United Kingdom to develop a “situated authority model of leadership” (SAML). Put simply, the 

SAML captures how police leaders wield and negotiate rank differently—through its “doing” 

(emphasizing hierarchy) and “undoing” (downplaying rank)—depending on the circumstances at 

hand. Among situations that warrant “doing” rank, two are of particular note for this report: (1) 

high-audience situations and (2) high-risk scenarios.  

High-audience situations are public encounters or highly visible spaces, typically 

involving powerful outsiders. For example, in public accountability forums with the Police and 

Crime Commissioner, the conventions and formalities of rank are clearly adhered to , and the 

performance of rank is evident. In a management position, rank can be used as a “display for 
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persuading the audience” (Goffman 1959). High-risk scenarios, in contrast, are critical or 

emergency situations, with public order and firearms incidents being among the most commonly 

cited examples. Under these conditions, there is strong attachment to the rank structure, which is 

perceived as useful for demarcating roles and responsibilities and clearly allocating decision -

making. The centrality of rank in high-risk situations shapes the expectations of leadership in 

that environment.  

Davis’s interview participants also discussed risk more broadly as threats to the public, 

personal or colleague safety, and reputational risk to the police department (Davis 2020). The 

way Davis has woven the protective effect of “time” with evaluations of risk is also relevant. The 

structure and authority of rank is used to facilitate urgent action (Davis 2020). If a situation is 

perceived as non-pressing or is evolving slowly, it is safe to challenge traditional conventions, 

thus facilitating greater autonomy (or discretion) among the rank and file. The flow of 

information feeding this perception is therefore of critical importance.  

Davis (2020) has further argued the “doing” of rank is particularly salient in assumptions 

related to decision-making. Decision-making is positioned “upwards” toward the upper ranks of 

police organizations, and this provides a sense of protection and reassurance referred to by police 

officers as “top cover.” Officers in the lower and middle management ranks discussed the 

conventions of “reverting back” to hierarchy to keep senior members informed “just in case” 

(Davis 2020: 452). Leaning on rank structure is how some officers respond to risk and can be a 

strategy for dealing with a fear of the consequences of making mistakes. Furthermore, the 

perceived legitimacy of decision-making is not equally distributed across the police but rather 

assigned on the basis of seniority (Davis 2020). This practice is so entrenched that rank trumps 

knowledge or expertise when members confer legitimacy onto decision-makers. In short, 
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knowledge is not understood as separate from rank but rather through the “lens” of rank. The 

implication of Davis’s (2020) findings are that rank—and all of the institutional clout, resources, 

and command that come with it—matters and is deployed conditionally by police. 

The existence of “rank-based” accounts of police culture is perhaps unsurprising, given 

another hallmark of twenty-first century policing: paramilitarism. North American policing is 

characterized by what Peter Kraska (2007) has described as a rapidly blurring distinction 

between military/police, war/law enforcement, and internal/external security.  Despite widespread 

declines in crime since the 1990s (Moreau 2021), consistent evidence that invalidates the 

standard “crime fighter” model of policing (Weisburd & Eck 2004), and a three-decades-long 

shift toward community-based policing principles (Cordner 2014), police departments remain 

paramilitary in their structure and in the framing of their mandate. Police organizations adhere to 

classic theories of administration described by Weber (1947), emphasizing rank-based 

relationships, centralized chain-of-command structures, hierarchical communications whereby 

information travels upward and orders flow down, and obedience. Moreover, at the level of 

police knowledge management, policing’s paramilitary structure is arguably the most salient 

characteristic that contributes to a siloed approach to information-sharing and public service 

(Chan et al 2022). For instance, Abrahamson and Goodman-Delahunty (2014) have studied the 

information-sharing impediments in three Canadian police departments and found organizational 

structure (i.e. hierarchy configuration, communication patterns, and policies) and organizational 

culture (defined here as individual attitudes, values, legitimated standards and norms) are most 

significant (see also Sanders & Henderson 2013). 

The trappings of paramilitarism are evident from the very beginning of a police officer’s 

career, with police training “academies” or colleges replicating military-like experiences and 
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environments. “Cadets” or “recruits,” as they are often called, practice drill and formation, stand 

at attention, and are even trained in the art of proper boot-polishing methods. While such 

practices may seem trivial, merely symbolic, or even “ceremonial,” when coupled with titles of 

rank (e.g., sergeant, captain, etc.), the use of military hardware and weaponry, and deployment of 

“tactical units” for priority calls (Roziere & Walby 2017), such paramilitary signifiers play a role 

in how police officers conceptualize their role. The “war on crime” analogy that paramilitary 

practices evoke “enemizes members of the community and fortifies the ramparts of the 

righteous” (DeValve 2020: 140). If police are trained like soldiers and citizens are perceived as 

unlawful or threatening, then the two become enemies; and in war, enemy threats must be 

neutralized (Kraska 2007; Williams 2015). In the context of criminal justice, Shelden and 

Vasiliev (2018) have referred to this mindset as “controlling the dangerous classes.” As a case in 

point, in a recent study on police culture in a Canadian city, a motivational pep talk by a Deputy 

Chief to the morning patrol shift included the sign-off “Now let’s go out there and fucking kick 

their asses!” (Campeau 2019: 77). 

The RCMP provides a clear example of police paramilitarism. Indeed, the origins of 

Canada’s federal police body are historically embedded in a colonial paramilitary tradition of 

westward expansion and taming the “wild” frontier (Madsen 2020). While the colonial roots of 

policing in Canada and the role of the police in longstanding and ongoing conflicts with 

Indigenous communities are beyond the scope of this report, it is important to note that police 

paramilitarism looms large as a remnant of the settler-colonial history (Nettelbeck & Smandych 

2010; Bell & Schreiner 2018). Paramilitarism remains a core structural and cultural feature of 

policing in the twenty-first century.  
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III. Sociology of Culture 

Why look to the sociology of culture to inform the study of policing? The answer is simple: for 

both theoretical and methodological rigour for addressing culture-related questions. A review of 

literature suggests that police studies alone are not an adequate source of theoretical equipment 

for assessing culture explicitly (see section I above).5 One clear limitation is the tendency of 

police studies to test and retest with an eye for the “core characteristics” of police culture 

described in classic renditions. The answer to whether these characteristics persist among the 

police is likely to remain in the affirmative: following this approach almost invariably leads to 

confirmation of the ideal-type. Rather than an all-determining and unchanging feature of a 

community, cultural sociologists adopt a multifaceted and “practice-oriented” approach to the 

study of culture. This research emphasizes empirical analysis of how individuals perceive and act 

upon their environments by creatively drawing from various cultural resources, depending on the 

setting and situation in which they find themselves. For example, is culture interrupted during 

moments of crisis in a workplace? Do newcomers import new ways of making sense of a 

problem? Concepts within the sociology of culture account for unpredictability and shifts in 

organizations and group settings. Studying culture in this way permits greater fluidity across time 

and space—in short, it recognizes the dynamic nature of culture and can account for change.  

Anthropological and sociological understandings of “culture” can largely be traced back 

to the work of Clifford Geertz, who shifted focus onto meaning and the ways in which culture 

sets a “mood or tone … to daily life through its symbolic vocabulary and through the ritual 

experiences it makes available” (Geertz 1973: 5). The work of Pierre Bourdieu (1977) was also 

central to the shift toward understanding culture as practice—that is, understanding culture by 

 
5 See also Chan (1997); Crank (2004); Shearing & Ericson (1991); and Waddington (1999a) for critiques of how the 

concept of “police culture” has been defined in the past. 
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examining the various ways in which it is used as though a tool rather than as viewing it as some 

grand “way of life.” This section reviews relevant research that engages this definition of 

culture-as-resource, particularly in moments of uncertainty. It also describes some key 

“ingredients” of culture, such as schemas, frames, and boundaries, and how these inform social 

life. Applications to policing are explored where applicable: some parallels are embedded in 

empirical research, while others are drawn conceptually by the author for useful analogizing. 

1. Culture in Unsettled Times 

Swidler (1986; 2001) famously argued that the best time to uncover culture is during moments 

when lives are “unsettled.” In settled times, “culture is intimately integrated with action… 

[C]ulture and structural circumstance seem to reinforce each other” (Swidler 1986: 278), and 

because of this, implicit ways are obscured as “tradition” or even “common-sense.” As such, the 

relationship between culture and action looks quite different in these two moments. In settled 

periods, the influence of culture on action is quite independent because institutionalized taken-

for-granted strategies or habits remain unchallenged. In Swidler’s terms, the relationship looks 

this way because the cultural repertoire limits the available range of responses. Situations are not 

varied enough to warrant alternative lines of action. In unsettled times, in contrast, the causal 

relationship between culture and action remains, but with the intervening influence of ideology, 

according to which new strategies for action are determined. Which ideology prevails depends on 

historical and structural constraints, but the main point is that ideology is made explicit in 

unsettled times as “competing ways of organizing action are developing and contending for 

dominance” (Swidler 1986: 279). 
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Elsewhere, I have used this line of thinking to explore the effects of increased oversight 

as a generative moment to shed light on how police officers produce cultural meaning about their 

work (Campeau 2015). Drawing on 100 interviews and participant observation in a police 

department, I have studied how officers negotiate meaning in an unsettled occupational 

environment prompted by intensifying accountability and public visibility. Specifically, I have 

examined two pillars of classic definitions of “police culture” discussed in the previous section: 

solidarity and mission-action. However, where I depart from criminological thinking on “police 

culture” is to reconceptualise these not as set values or attitudes presumed to channel behaviour 

in predictable ways but rather as resources to bring justification to experience. Cultural 

sociologists warn that values and goals alone cannot motivate people because we hold values 

(e.g., a healthy, sustainable environment) that are often inconsistent with the decisions and 

actions we pursue (e.g., failing to recycle) (Swidler 1986). I have highlighted how solidarity and 

mission-action serve instead as cultural resources that get appropriated (or inverted) in various 

ways within a definable set of structuring conditions—in this case, growing oversight of police 

work (Campeau 2015). In doing so, I have shown that solidarity is not so unyielding as common 

value depictions of police culture suggest. For example, accountability mechanisms unearth new 

ways of asserting and negotiating solidarity altogether, with many officers casting scripts about 

solidarity in a negative light, as detrimental to one’s job security:  

You can’t be a cowboy out there anymore, so I think with all these different 

avenues for people to complain, and all these ways that they’re checking up on 
us… you hope your partner is on the same page as you because the last thing 

you need is your partner to do something stupid and you’re there, and then what 

are you going to do, right? And then it’s difficult because, I mean, you’re 

working for a big team and you want to look out for people, but now it’s like, 

well, if you did something stupid, my hands are tied. I can’t… what are you 
going to do? And even when I started it was kind of, like, alright, well, how are 

we going to say this went down because we got to make sure this goes 

smoothly. Like now—whatever went down, that’s what went down because 

you’re on camera and you did this… You want me to lie and say that you didn’t 
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do this, or he took a swipe at you first? There’s a camera right there. You know, 

we’re like, “What are you doing?” So you hope that you got someone with a 

level head (Constable G, in Campeau 2015: 679). 

Moreover, mission-action as a means to making sense of the occupational field of policing loses 

ground in an age of intense public scrutiny. Instead, police draw on cultural scripts about risk and 

avoidance because these are better suited to navigating their current circumstance: 

Now it’s completely different. I spend my days trying to stay out of trouble, 

then serve the public, then look out for my partners. In fact, that’s not even 
right. I spend… the first thing is…I don’t want to get in trouble. I don’t want to 

get nailed by somebody with a camera phone or by our own service, and then I 

have to take care of myself [emphasis]. And then I have to take care of my 

partner, and then the community… [Accountability] has swung so far in the 

other direction now. It’s gotten to the point of ridiculousness; and I go to work 
and, like I said, I just spend my days not trying to get in trouble. People tell me 

fuck off, and I do. And it breeds… “Oh, I don’t care. Those two guys are 

fighting. Alright, well, I’m not getting involved because, you know what, then 

something will happen. I’ll break it up; break a guy’s arm trying to break it up, 

and then they’ll have SIU coming down here and they’ll investigate me” 

(Constable A, in Campeau 2015: 681). 

My analysis does not contradict the descriptors that make up the police culture ideal-

type that is so prominent in criminology but rather empirically captures the contextual 

nuances so commonly alluded to in research disclaimers. Indeed, core features of policing 

such as mission-action, isolation, solidarity, and machismo seem to stand the test of time 

(see Loftus 2009), but findings to such effect are often followed by reminders from 

researchers that these characteristics waver at the individual level and across groups facing 

divergent roles or environments (Ingram et al 2013), that attitudes and actual behaviours 

are inconsistent (Waddington 1999a), and that future research should endeavour to 

reconcile these issues (Cockcroft 2007). Thus, what is needed is an account of the “when 

and where” particular sets of meanings will be linked to experience. Sociology of culture 

fills this gap. 
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2. Cultural Schemata and Frames 

The study of schemata was once central to the fields of cognitive psychology and anthropology 

(d’Andrade 1995; Casson 1983; Strauss & Quinn 1997). Since then, however, much common 

ground has also been unearthed between sociology of culture and psychological perspectives 

(Cerulo 2010). Within the overlap is a shift toward emphasizing the ways in which “cultural 

frames or understandings may be situationally cued” (DiMaggio 1997: 265). As we will see 

below, schemata and frames help us understand something about culture in moments of 

ambiguity.  

Beyond the psychological attributes of cognition, pairing culture and cognition has 

provided a space for theorizing the role of cognitive mechanisms in how meaning is drawn from 

signals embedded in a physical and social environment (Strand & Lizardo 2015). Our routine 

everyday cognition relies heavily upon “cultural schemata”: shared knowledge structures that 

represent objects, types of people or events and provide default assumptions about their 

characteristics, relationships, and entailments under conditions of incomplete information 

(DiMaggio 1997: 269). Schematic thinking is like “personal culture” (Lizardo 2017)—a retainer 

of experiences reformulated into algorithms for action that highlight parts of situations that are 

salient to individuals for their own behaviour and for how they make sense of the world. 

Repeated embodied (i.e., perceptual, sensorimotor, interactional) experiences lead to neural 

associations that are stored in long-term memory. People then perceive future events in ways that 

are consistent with the existing schemata they trigger. Cultural schemata do not operate solely 

through the unconscious as cognitive construct; rather, they are capable also of motivating 

behaviour with strategic purpose (d’Andrade 1995; Vaisey 2009). The framework of cultural 

schemata thus explains how culture is absorbed by individuals moment to moment and then put 

back into the social world via action. 
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For instance, Brubaker et al (2004) have studied how schematic thinking informs 

people’s classifications of ethnicity, race, and nationhood, as well as the categorical boundaries 

these impose onto the world. They have defined schemata as “templates for representing and 

organizing social knowledge, frames for articulating social comparisons and explanations, and 

filters that shape what is noticed or unnoticed, relevant or irrelevant, remembered or forgotten” 

(Brubaker et al 2004: 47). Therefore, “ethnicity as cognition,” they argue, means humans rapidly 

perceive differences in appearance as being important, imbuing physical traits with deep 

meaning and producing inferences about groups of people. Indeed, Brubaker et al (2004) have 

noted that schematic thinking goes beyond mere perception to “interpret experience, general 

inferences and expectations, and organize action” (41). They have not suggested that racial 

prejudice is inevitable but rather that people routinely “identify persons, actions, threats, 

problems, opportunities, obligations, loyalties, interests and so on in racial, ethnic, or national 

terms rather than in terms of some other interpretive scheme” (Brubaker et al 2004: 37). For 

example, we do this when we explain voting patterns in terms of racial or ethnic loyalties; when 

we identify an expression as an ethnic slur; when we analyze certain forms of collective action or 

social movements: “in these and innumerable other situations, we make cognitive assumptions 

about the way in which people parse, frame, and interpret their experience” (Brubaker et al 2004: 

37). Moreover, the authors have pointed briefly to the relevance of this for how schemata inform 

police “racial profiling,” particularly in moments marked by ambiguity.  

The study of cultural schemata is useful for examining frontline work in law enforcement 

because police officers are required to work under conditions of uncertainty and assess complex 

and unpredictable situations before taking rapid action. To be sure, police studies have grappled 

with similar ideas, using a variety of descriptors to denote what that literature has called a police 
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“sixth sense.” “Intuition” (Bittner 1972; Pinizzotto et al 2004), “suspicion” (Crank 2003; 

Skolnick 1994), and “common sense” (McNulty 1994; Van Maanen 1974) represent a few other 

terms used to specify a tacit knowledge said to heighten an officer’s sensitivity to danger and 

strengthen one’s ability to identify wrongdoers.  

Analyzing a so-called police “sixth sense” as a cultural schema has the potential to bring 

the study of tacit knowledge forms in policing under a single unifying theory. A growing body of 

police research also focuses on the development of automatic cognition for defensive response 

through repetition in tactical training, as well as increased use of “implicit bias” tools to limit 

discrimination, especially racial profiling, in policing. However, a key limitation of these 

approaches to studying schemata (mainly through experimental design) is the inability to capture 

significant complexities brought on by the real-world personal interactions and settings in which 

schemata are activated. These works, while valuable to the field of law enforcement do not 

explicitly address the cultural relevance of such cognitive adaptations. 

Wood et al (2018) have offered a useful distinction between schemata and frames that 

can help policing scholars apply these concepts in their efforts to better understand how culture 

informs officer behaviour. The authors have defined a frame as “a situated assemblage of 

material objects capable of activating schemas” (Wood et al 2018: 246). In short, if schemata are 

about personal culture (internal cognitive process), then frames are the public culture (external; 

situational or material) that evokes schemata. Frames can include physical objects and settings, 

as well as sounds, human and nonhuman bodies, texts, and conversations. Applied to policing, 

we can look to the ways frames evoke schemata in the course of routine patrol. Crank (2004) has 

argued that in each interaction with the public, police officers observe possible indicators of 

criminality in a person’s dress, overt behaviour, and subtleties in physical comportment, as well 
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as in the immediate surroundings. Such cues signal either conformity or a distinction worth 

investigating further—that something is “out of place” (Çankaya 2020). Over time, such 

observations become “perceptual shorthand” (Weenink 2009: 222) for suspiciousness, and 

repeated use thereof is passed on through the rank and file as “common sense.” A dark alleyway 

in a high-crime neighbourhood activates a set of schemata different than those activated by a 

suburban cul-de-sac, and the indisputable existence of systemic racism throughout the criminal 

justice system suggests that a young Black or Indigenous male will activate different schemata 

than a middle-aged white woman. For this very reason, Crank (2004) has argued that racism is 

entrenched within the culture of policing, not necessarily because each individual officer is 

importing overtly racist attitudes (though some are) but because there are cultural forces at 

work—or to employ the language of cultural sociology, cultural resources being used—that 

normalize discriminatory practices (see also Brown & van Eijk 2021). 

3. Boundaries 

Another key “ingredient” of culture that social scientists study—one that Durkheim (1965) 

invoked in The Elementary Forms of Religious Life—is “boundaries.” Durkheim contrasted the 

realm of “the sacred” to that of “the profane” to denote basic categories humans create to 

organize their world. The underlying notion here is that culture is always both inclusive and 

exclusive, and boundaries are the mechanism through which categories are formed and 

maintained. In cultural sociology, this conceptual process is referred to as “boundary work.” 

Specifically, boundary work refers to the classifications that individuals and groups construct to 

demarcate themselves from others in order to gain resources and legitimacy (Lamont 1992).  

For example, in The Dignity of Working Men, Lamont (2000) has examined the operation 

of “boundary work” in the worlds inhabited by working class men in France and the United 



Culture in Police Organizations 

29 

States in the early nineties. Through in-depth interviews, she discovered how men perceived 

social hierarchy and “construct similarities and differences between themselves and other 

groups” (2000: 3). The main concern for these men was sustaining “moral order” in their lives, 

which white male workers achieve by emphasizing their “disciplined self” and African-

American male workers accomplish by crystallizing their “caring self.” By carving out their own 

sense of self-worth in relation to others, white and black working men establish boundaries that 

differentiate them from others who they classify as “lower” on the morality scale: the 

“disciplined self” stresses an individualistic altruism, while the “caring self” focuses on 

collective dimensions of virtue, like solidarity and egalitarianism (Lamont 2000). According to 

the black workers in Lamont’s study, white men are selfish, sneaky, and not family-oriented 

enough; and according to the white workers, black men are not self-sufficient and often lazy 

(Lamont 2000). 

The question of how individuals establish conceptual divides among themselves has 

become important for sociologists interested in social and collective identity; class, ethnic/racial, 

and gender/sex inequality; the professions, knowledge, and science; nationhood/citizenship; and 

spatial boundaries.6 In this effort, Lamont and Molnár (2002) have drawn an important 

distinction between “symbolic boundaries,” which take on a conceptual, metaphoric, or 

subjective form, and a material, objective form they call “social boundaries.” Symbolic 

boundaries are “conceptual distinctions made by social actors to categorize objects, people, 

practices, and even time and space... [T]hey are tools by which individuals and groups struggle 

over and come to agree upon definitions of reality” (2002: 168). Durkheim’s (1965) distinction 

between the sacred and profane, or working men equating moral character with self-discipline to 

 
6 Lamont & Molnár (2002) have provided a comprehensive review of the study of boundaries in the social sciences.  
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demarcate oneself from those who are “lazy” (Lamont 2000) fall within this category. Social 

boundaries, on the other hand, “are objectified forms of social differences manifested in unequal 

access to and distribution of resources and social opportunities” (Lamont 2002: 168). Symbolic 

boundaries can become so firmly agreed upon that they can “solidify,” becoming socially 

ingrained, and in turn begin to constrain social interaction along very exclusionary patterns 

(Lamont & Molnár 2002). Among the most glaring examples of solidified boundaries on a 

structural scale is racially segregated neighbourhoods.  

This conceptual framework further provides a space to consider variation. After decades 

of research on how “working men” construct a sense of self, define cultural membership , and 

draw boundaries in their communities, Lamont’s findings support the notion that no singular, all-

encompassing way of life or culture shapes people’s actions (Lamont 1992; Lamont 2000). 

Rather, certain cultural patterns of self -identification are simply more prominent in one setting 

than in another, thereby underscoring the fact that individual agency is circumscribed by 

boundaries as well as by the differentially structured contexts in which people live. One could 

argue that, in light of so much emphasis on the persistent and insular nature of “police culture,” 

the institution of policing is a setting where such cultural patterns are especially prominent. In 

other words, the individual agency of a police officer is heavily circumscribed by their 

occupation; they hold unique powers relative to other kinds of public service, their authority 

within the workplace is constrained (or enabled) by rank-based classifications; and the field is 

historically and presently dominated by a single demographic group (white men). Indeed, 

boundaries are highly relevant in spaces and relationships where lines of division create power 

imbalance and where people have a vested interest in competing for material resources (e.g., 

promotion) and symbolic resources (e.g., status). 
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“Boundary work” is a concept that has rarely been explicitly applied to policing—an 

institution that has nonetheless long been associated with boundary-related metaphors in popular 

culture and scholarly literature. For example, the “thin blue line,” the “blue wall,” “brotherhood,” 

and the “us-versus-them” mentality all denote the boundaries between police and a posited 

ordinary public. By applying the theoretical construct of boundary work to policing, we may 

better grasp how officers maintain distinctions between themselves and “outsiders,” which may 

include the public, stakeholders in other public-sector agencies, or those within their own ranks 

who do not qualify to meaningfully participate in the so-called brotherhood. In each of these 

cases, which are examined below, these may also reflect symbolic boundaries crystallized into 

social boundaries.  

A. Boundaries between the Police and the Public 

The idea that police erect boundaries to distance themselves from members of the public is 

documented in some of the oldest police literature, highlighting the isolating nature of the 

occupation (VanMaanen 1974; Westley 1970). Skolnick (1966) described “an exceptionally 

strong tendency to find [the policeman’s] social identity within his occupational milieu” (52). 

Specifically, it is said that the coercive authority granted to officers promotes a divide between 

them and the people they police, friend or foe. In fact, my own field work has revealed that 

patrol officers even use designations like “anti-police” or “friendly” to describe certain known 

residents who have criminal records and include these qualifiers in their report notes to alert 

coworkers who will encounter them again in the future. The need to “keep the edge” over 

citizens prompts suspiciousness and a tendency to mistrust (Manning 1995).  

Furthermore, it has been shown that officers generally do not believe that any outsider 

can assist them in carrying out their duties because only sworn members can truly know what it’s 
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like to perform their job (Campeau 2019; Sparrow et al 1990). For example, du Pleissis et al 

(2020) have found that police frequently invoke a metaphor of kinship to denote those who are 

within and without the “blue family.” It is believed that “blueness”—a colour associated with 

policing—can only come from knowing the burdens of wearing a police badge (Sanders et al 

2022). This mentality thus leads to police officers doing “boundary work” in their personal lives, 

potentially leading police to prefer the company of co-workers (Karaffa et al 2015). It also spills 

over into their dealings with relevant others working in the public sector, including lawyers, 

judges, social workers, firefighters, paramedics, municipal officials (e.g., city councillors), 

academic researchers, and data analysts (Sanders et al 2015). Agencies in the domain of public 

health and safety are especially siloed; boundary work is imposed in an official capacity through 

directives for stringent privacy guidelines and formal barriers to intelligence-sharing.  

B. Boundaries between the Police and “Non-members” within Their Ranks 

Boundaries are also erected by officers within their own working groups. Police studies 

underscore several categories of demarcation (such as those discussed above in section II), 

including “street cops” versus “management cops” or gender-based typecasts (e.g., 

“POLICEwomen” versus “policeWOMEN”; “hard-charger” versus “station-queen,” etc.). 

However, researchers know less about how police themselves articulate and engage symbolic and 

social boundaries in their workplace. Just as Lamont has identified morality and self-reliance as 

“the most salient principles of classification and identification that operate behind workers’ 

evaluations of worth and social hierarchies” (2000: 4), the same can be done to identify those 

that influence police perceptions of the institutional hierarchy in the service and officers’ beliefs 

about why certain members violate their normative obligations.  
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Elsewhere, I have examined how several axes of classification come together in a 

unifying framework, highlighting the role of “generational boundaries” and the distinctions that 

come with these (Campeau 2019). For instance, “old school” officers, as referred to by study 

participants, lean into this qualifier and perpetuate symbolic boundaries in ways that help 

preserve the status quo in policing. They emphasize the importance of “traditional” police values 

around paramilitarism, deference, teamwork and conformity, the dangers of entitled young 

people, a “tough town” mentality, and the significance of sport and camaraderie. Those holding 

these views are also the most critical about targeted hiring policies meant to diversify the racial, 

ethnic, and gender composition of police personnel. “New generation” officers, in contrast, enter 

a field that is marked by increasing professionalism, oversight, and diversity in officer 

backgrounds. As such, these individuals dismiss “old school” views and demarcate themselves 

from “old-minded people” who did not police the public at a time when intense scrutiny, camera 

phones, and social media were a pervasive part of work life. These generational boundaries are 

not necessarily grounded in age but are rather symbolic, sustained through the routine adoption 

of old and new cultural scripts available for use in the occupational field of policing (Campeau 

2019).  

4. Other Policing Applications 

Two key studies are worth noting for the connections they build between cultural sociology and 

the institution of policing to help us understand officer discretion and decision-making. The first 

is my own work (Campeau 2018), which centers on how officers engage with formal policies 

and standards for police protocols. The second, by Brown and van Eijk (2021), is concerned with 

the role of “thought styles” in routine police–public interactions. Each is discussed below. Where 

the two meet is in their explicit examination of the socially embedded qualities of police work: 
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how local and situational contexts interact with micro-level practices, interactions, and meaning 

systems. Moreover, a clear takeaway from each set of findings is that officials would be hard 

pressed to bring about institutional change through top-down policy, even though top-down 

directives are the primary avenue chosen to bring about such outcomes (Duxbury et al 2018). As 

the studies show, bureaucratic, policy-based imperatives are interpreted and engaged 

strategically, either to better reflect the cultural resources that are available to a particular group 

or community or to better suit what situational exigencies demand. 

A. Standards and Cultural Match: Policing is Locally Embedded 

In a study of the police in an Ontario city (anonymized as “Blueville”), I have shown how 

individual officers strategically use narratives about uniqueness to describe what they called “the 

Blueville way” (Campeau 2018). These narratives were employed by officers to perform, justify, 

and sustain a sense of nonconformity with political efforts to standardize provincial police 

services (Campeau 2018). The analysis does not focus on whether the organization is in fact 

unique (it is likely not) but rather aims to demonstrate how perceptions of uniqueness are 

powerful generators of culture when they are used to make sense of one’s work. I take standards 

themselves to be a cultural resource in order to account for the significance of cultural match, 

which refers to the congruence between a society’s formal institutions of social control and 

dominant cultural norms (Cornell & Kalt 2000; Swidler 2013). My findings support the idea that 

perceptions and practices are driven by meanings drawn from the social context in which an 

organization is rooted, thereby impeding full compliance with industry standards that are seen as 

locally incompatible or “mismatched.” The following are illustrative quotes from my analysis 

on: (1) the relationship between sociopolitical and economic context and the approach of officers 
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to interacting with Blueville residents; and (2) the enactment of the “Blueville Way” as a means 

of side-stepping legislation (Campeau 2018). 

Economy wise, that has something to do with the way we are. It’s always been a 

blue-collar town, and people aren’t afraid to tell you what they think. I lived in 
Ottawa. I came here and got a big wake-up call! People had their mouth full of 

shit up there, only they wouldn’t say it. Here you’re going to get it! Coming 

from there and coming here, holy shit! Just the different cultures. You have to 

police your city the way the culture of the people is, and you take a different 

approach with a white-collar [city] than a blue-collar [town], and I think that’s 
got a lot to do with it. It has to! Say what’s on your mind and do what you got to 

do, right? I think people have that attitude here. It comes with the factories and 

that type of work (Sergeant Clayton,7 in Campeau 2018: 619). 

Blueville always had that blue-collar mentality . . . the autoworker. So, I think 

people in Blueville, for good or bad, expect that. It’s something I’ve adapted to 

being here. You talk to people like you’re from Blueville. It’s an unwritten 
understanding here, I guess. I didn’t get any of that growing up in Toronto. 

They’re more accepting of me being, “Hi how are ya,” like I would be talking to 

a friend or neighbor. I’ve worked in different areas of the city, and it doesn’t 

matter the socioeconomic . . . well whether it’s west end, east, or south, it seems 

you gotta approach people the same way. It’s more of a home-towny approach. 
That’s why I call it an unwritten thing. My sister [an officer in western Canada] 

always says that her experiences are completely different from mine. We 

compare notes. I think what works here in Blueville wouldn’t transfer in other 

cities and vice versa. If someone came here that was formal or stiff all the time, 

they wouldn’t be able to relate to the people of Blueville (Constable Cliff, in 

Campeau 2018: 618). 

Having a Feeney Warrant before going to someone’s house to arrest them… the 

Blueville Way would be, “What do I need a Feeney Warrant for? I’m going to 

comb the street until the guy comes out; if he steps on the edge of his property, 

my report is not going to say that. It will say he was on the street.” You know? 

We have our strong-armed way of doing things (Sergeant Colleen, in Campeau 

2018: 612) . 

Under the Criminal Code, section 31 is Breach of Peace, which is not a criminal 

charge; it’s a process. So, if I go to a scene and everybody is screaming and 

going crazy, rather than arrest you for causing disturbance, I may lock you up 

for Breach of Peace because it’s a one-page report, and I release you in the 
morning once you’ve sobered up. So, it’s a way to handle it. We use that often. 

Well, other [police] services very rarely use that section of the code. If they 

bring you in, it’s for a solid charge that’s going to court, and you have to face a 

judge . . . which requires a more detailed report—get statements, interview 

people. There’s much more involved. Well, Blueville—we’ve always done the 
shortcut. We’ve just done Breaches of Peace and away you go. It solves the 

 
7 Study participants are anonymized; names are pseudonyms. 
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problem to some degree, and it’s been tolerated here. Other agencies, they don’t 

tolerate that (Sergeant Lauren, in Campeau 2018: 612). 

 

My findings show that cultural match matters. The above quotes underscore how the 

perceived uniqueness of the Blueville Way is informed by the cultural meaning members attach 

to the local milieu, which in turn reproduces a fierce belief in a mismatch between their 

industry’s standards and their own needs as a public service institution. Culture therefore serves 

as “the glue that holds a society’s formal and informal institutions of social control and 

organization together,” and formal institutions are most effective when closely matched with 

those institutions “that emanate from cultural norms” (Cornell & Kalt 2000: 453).  

B. Thought Style, Occupational Rituals, and Vulnerability: Policing Is Situationally Embedded 

Drawing on ethnographic research in a large city in the Netherlands, Brown and van Eijk (2021) 

have situated officer decision-making within wider policy and political discourses that encourage 

proactive policing and reinforce racial and ethnic profiling, despite mounting criticism of this 

practice. Similar to analyses of cultural schemata, the authors have examined the role of 

emotions, combined with more “rational-cognitive” thought styles in policing, to show how 

vulnerability intertwines with discretionary power in moments of uncertainty. During a stop-and-

check, vulnerabilities for frontline police officers can be “informal-interactional” and/or “formal-

procedural” in nature. Informal-interactional vulnerabilities refer to interpersonal risks that tend 

to arise with members of the public in contentious moments. Examples include losing authority, 

facing heightened aggression, or even violence. Vulnerabilities that are formal-procedural, in 

contrast, include official accountability frameworks that can initiate disciplinary measures, 

rendering the officer vulnerable to sanctions or job loss (Brown & van Eijk 2021: 705).  



Culture in Police Organizations 

37 

Brown and van Eijk (2021) have found that though emotional “gut feelings” frequently 

prompt officers to take action, intuition is not recognized as legitimate decision-making logic 

within the legal system. Police therefore engage in what officers refer to as “plussing,” whereby 

they “back” their hunches using more “formal-rational reasoning.” Plussing is especially 

common in response to formal-procedural forms of vulnerability. The four categories of 

rationalizations during and after a stop have been identified by Brown and van Eijk as: location; 

appearance (age, behaviour, attire, race/ethnicity, etc.); transportation (bike, scooter, car, 

walking); and timing (Brown & van Eijk 2021: 701). Rationalized thought styles are then 

legitimized through organizational rituals that perpetuate the use of such categories and the 

stereotypes they inevitably reinforce. Rituals include briefing meetings, storytelling among 

colleagues, training, and courtroom processes of evidence testimony. The following are officer 

quotes from Brown and van Eijk (2021) that demonstrate (1) the shift from hunch to more 

reason-oriented justification (i.e., plussing) and (2) organizational rituals that support such 

plussing. 

Well, it’s difficult. You just know when something is not right. Last week, I was 

working in the middle of the night. I was driving in a neighbourhood, and I see 
a youngster with a hoody hanging on a porch, my gut feeling is the first to 

respond. Why would a youngster be hanging on a porch in the middle of the 

night? But I try to stay objective by plussing. Maybe he is walking his dog? No, 

he doesn’t have a dog. Maybe his grandma is sick, and he is helping her? No, 

because there are no seniors living in this neighbourhood. Ok, well, maybe he is 
lost? No, because when you are lost, you go to a big street instead of hanging on 

a porch. Ok, well what kind of neighbourhood is this? Oh, there have been a lot 

of robberies in the last month. Check, check, check. Well, and then I just walk 

up to him, and I start asking him questions (Officer, “male, white-Dutch, age-

30s,” in Brown and van Eijk 2021: 699). 

You might want to have a look at our arrest board. In these briefings, we get 
endless lists of foreign names that our team manager can hardly pronounce… 

when you continually hear these foreign names from North-African descent, 

you become used to it, you just start linking that group of people to criminal 

activity (Woman, “white-Dutch, age-30s,” in Brown and van Eijk 2021: 704). 
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I always act according to the Road Traffic Act. It just saves me a lot of trouble, 

so it’s just easier. Because when you stop someone without a specific reason, 
you hear: it’s because I’m [Dutch] Moroccan or [Dutch] Turkish or whatever. 

But when you act according to the Road Traffic Act, you can just say: “No, I’m 

stopping you because you aren’t wearing your seatbelt.” It gives you the 

immediate right to ask for somebody’s ID (Male, “white-Dutch, age-30s,” in 

Brown and van Eijk 2021: 702) 

The above studies underscore the embeddedness of police culture: how police officers 

use it is both locally entrenched and situationally rooted. Such findings echo Chan’s (1997) 

earlier research on a failed attempt to bring about reform to the New South Wales Police in the 

early 1990s. Her work has focused specifically on attempts to change discriminatory police–

minority interactions, which, despite sweeping reforms initiated by then Commissioner John 

Avery, had seemingly no effect. For eight years, reformers strived to cultivate professionalism, 

redesigned the command structure, revamped recruitment standards, and implemented a 

community policing model. While the reforms did alter some aspects of organizational routines 

and police operations, the target problem of racism in policing was largely untouched (Chan 

1997). To account for this failure, Chan has described police culture as residing within a “field, 

that is, the social, economic, legal and political sites in which policing takes place” (1997: 92). 

She has argued that efforts to modify police social dispositions may influence police 

performance, but only if the structural condition in which it functions (i.e., the field) has also 

changed in a way that reinforces new dispositions. In this case, change to the health of police–

minority relations in NSW could not be achieved under a government pushing a law-and-order 

agenda, whereby heavy political interference obscured the responsibilities of leaders, gutted or 

reversed some measures entirely, and continued to emphasize crime reduction above all. Chan 

(2007) has argued, “These messages helped frame and define the meaning of reforms; they 

provided the cues and labels that rank-and-file officers could draw upon for making sense of 

organizational changes” (334). Police actors are thus at the centre of Chan’s model: they are 
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active interpreters of their world, using their cultural knowledge to navigate their structural 

condition and to produce and modify their practice.  

IV. Organizational Sociology 

There is significant overlap between the work of cultural sociologists and those studying culture 

through the lens of organizational sociology or organizational behaviour studies. However, 

distinction can be drawn in order to carry out more bounded analyses of specific organizational 

forms—associations, universities, corporations, and any other organized body of people with a 

common purpose. The idea that “culture trumps” in organizations is an old one. Author and 

management consultant Peter Drucker is famously credited for the phrase “Culture eats strategy 

for breakfast” (Engel 2018). While there are certainly exceptions to the rule, the key takeaway 

from such pronouncements is that organizations should never leave culture unattended when 

making plans. In 2015, the Interim Report of the US President’s Task Force on 21st Century 

Policing included a similar adage more suitable to a government-based institution: 

“Organizational culture eats policy for lunch” (President’s Task Force 2015: 10). This section 

reviews literature that focuses on culture in organizational environments and is particularly 

relevant for questions about “stasis and change” and thus about organizational reform.  

Though organizations experience moments of transition or instability, organizational 

structures are broadly subject to strong inertial forces (Carrillo & Gromb 2007; Dimaggio & 

Powell 1983). This means that organizations and their members react slowly to both 

opportunities and threats in their environments. Furthermore, organizational structures and 

cultures are reproduced through institutionalization, a process that occurs when social processes, 

obligations, routines, or structures come to take on a “rule-like” status (Meyer & Rowan 1977; 

Zucker 1977). Organizational sociologists have uncovered several features of organizational life 
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that sustain this process, which usually promotes stasis over change. This area of research is vast, 

but this section reviews a few of the concepts that are closely tied to culture or that have been 

mobilized to make sense of organizational “culture” (in some cases, police culture specifically). 

These include institutional logics, institutional myths, and decoupling.  

1. Institutional Logics  

“Institutional logics,” first described by Friedland and Alford (1991), are a set of “material 

practices and symbolic constructions which constitute the organizing principles [of the 

institution] and which are available to organizations and individuals to elaborate” (248). They are 

historically patterned, offer generalized rules that dictate appropriate practices in specific 

circumstances, inform vocabularies, provide meaning to daily activity, and even organize time 

and space (Thornton et al 2012). 

Institutional complexity means that it is not uncommon for a public sector organization 

(e.g., a university, government, or police service) to “confront incompatible prescriptions from 

multiple institutional logics” (Greenwood et al 2011: 317). For example, a university may 

honour discovery, critical thought, autonomy, and learning for learning’s sake, but its 

management and day-to-day functioning may also be heavily imbued with corporate language 

about providing quality service and experience to consumers, and it may face rising political 

pressure to measure outputs and meet performance indicators, to which funding and limited 

resources are tied. Vaughan’s case study on NASA’s Challenger launch decision is particularly 

useful for assessing conflicting cultural patterns around “sudden” and critical disruptions, both 

pre- and post-event—in this case, an avoidable space shuttle explosion that resulted in seven 

fatalities. Vaughan (2002) has argued that a reliable relationship exists between organizations 

and the material and cognitive resources in which their component actors engage. At NASA, this 
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means that engineers and administrators could disregard the many warning signs they 

encountered because “objection to launch” defied the institutional logic of the organization, 

which promoted the doctrine of “acceptable risk” and a “culture of productivity” (Vaughan 

1996). 

Terpstra et al (2019) have similarly argued that conflict between institutional logics plays 

a significant role in change and continuity within policing. They have used the framework of 

competing logics to explain the fate of “community policing” in the Netherlands, though the 

findings resonate too for North American policing, where community policing generally remains 

a “half-baked” approach to law enforcement in practice (Leighton 1991; Skogan 2004; Wood et 

al 2004; Zhao et al 2003). Specifically, Terpstra et al (2019) have identified the most prominent 

aspects of the work of community officers, which includes “knowing, and being known,” 

cultivating long-term rapport, and building trust. The logic of community policing thus appears 

fundamentally to collide with the “core business” of law enforcement, namely crime-fighting 

(Terpstra & Salet 2019). The philosophy of community policing is viewed as having deviated 

from this focal concern, redirecting officers from “real police work” in favour of a “soft” 

approach to crime control (Terpstra et al 2019). These findings are reminiscent of the distinction 

made by Herbert (2001) between “hard chargers” in policing, who prefer “chasing bad guys,” 

and the demeaned, feminized “station queens,” who do the work of community consultation (see 

section II.2.E. above). Law enforcement in its “purest” form (i.e. crime-fighting) is more 

consistent with the militaristic and masculine ethos of traditional police culture values. However, 

another more recent conflict has emerged, not just among the police but across several public 

sector institutions: the increasing influence of standardized and quantitative measures and 

targets. This shift ousts the more communicative aspects of community policing and its emphasis 
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on more tacit forms of knowledge, which are more difficult to appraise (Terpstra 2008). Such 

findings parallel the account above regarding the “Blueville Way” and the perceived cultural 

(mis)match brought forth by efforts to standardize policing initiatives (Campeau 2018).  

Competing institutional logics within policing can also be detected since calls to “defund 

police” have become louder and the push to reform has strengthened. Pressure is mounting for 

municipal leaders to focus more on community health and wellbeing broadly over crime and law 

enforcement. This has prompted innovative thinking on the part of some police administrators to 

incorporate external stakeholders and the solutions they can marshal directly into the fold of their 

organizations, with the goal of combining skills and resources through a multi-agency approach. 

For example, Edmonton Police Chief Dale McFee announced the launch of the Community 

Solutions Accelerator (CSA) in 2020, a community hub that supports projects using data from a 

variety of sources, not just crime intelligence (Gibson & Pratap 2020). The aim is to develop 

solutions for several social problems (including addiction, homelessness, and mental health 

issues), many of which are precursors to crime. Whether the institutional logic of “traditional” 

law enforcement will undermine those that prevail in institutions of health, education, and social 

welfare remains to be seen, but this initiative is an example of multiple institutional logics being 

addressed directly in order to help them coalesce rather than collide. As Scott et al (2000) have 

argued, institutional logics do not operate in isolation and must be examined in relation to the 

relevant institutional actors, their relations of power, and the structures of governance around 

them. 

2. Institutional Myths 

A close cousin of institutional logics is the institutional myth. These are widespread 

understandings of social reality that possess an intrinsic quality of “truth” about them, even if 
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inaccurate or unfounded; and they are often used to justify ways of doing things, regardless of 

whether those ways are (objectively) the best or most efficient (Meyer & Rowan 1977). 

Researchers have observed how “myths become incarnate” in organizations (Hallet 2010: 52) by 

examining how they are propelled by individual actors through their social interactions and 

articulation of interests. Institutional myths operate in both formal and informal senses. Their 

formal adaptation is the official blueprint of an organization’s explicit mandate, technologies, 

policies, procedures, as well as its network of offices, departments, and programs. These are 

highly rationalized, bureaucratic, public, and impersonal; and they provide sources of 

legitimation. Conversely, informally coordinated commitments are employed “backstage” to 

manage everyday routines and relationships according to preferred methods. However, a well-

known truth about organizations is that formal and informal arrangements are only  loosely linked 

to one another: rules are often violated, decisions and programs go unimplemented, and 

evaluation systems are compromised (Meyer & Rowan 1977). Given this gap between formal 

structures and actual workplace behaviours, in practice, organizations often adopt formally 

institutionalized myths ceremonially: they merely “perform” various ritual activities to validate 

their “social fitness” among external institutional constituents, thereby securing their legitimacy. 

In the context of policing, executive leadership and senior administrators actively engage 

in myth-building in order to demonstrate that they indeed look like and function as a police 

department (Crank & Langworthy 1992). This myth-building preserves the legitimacy of their 

organization in the broader community of relevant actors, which, for policing, includes (among 

others) police associations, oversight bodies, the media, courts, and city councils. Examples of 

ceremonially adopted myths identified in policing research include the integration of a 

“community policing” model (Mastrofski & Uchida 1996), recruitment tactics that target 
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minority groups (e.g., “open houses”), and internal reviews for police conduct (Crank 2003). 

Myth-building signals their compliance with external expectations, even though studies show 

these are more accurately described as performed rituals (i.e., ceremony) rather than understood 

as entrenched, consistent practices in the day-to-day operations of the organization.  

Schaap’s (2021) work has revealed that several of the police trust-building strategies 

implemented across Europe (England and Wales; Denmark; Netherlands) are propelled more by 

rationalized myths than by policy-driven imperatives based on sound evidentiary support. For 

example, following sweeping police reform that led to a restructured and amalgamated National 

Police in the Netherlands in 2013, a key trust-building strategy was the promotion of a “service 

model” for policing. One way that ministers secured buy-in for this model from regional police 

practitioners was through a rationalized myth about the nature of trust in the police–public 

relationship—namely, that public satisfaction is at the root of trust.8 Where police studies 

emphasize trust through delivery of outcomes (e.g., reducing crime), or where criminology roots 

trust in fair police–citizen interactions (i.e., procedural justice; see Tyler 2004), the service 

model decenters these concerns in favour of a “customer satisfaction” logic (Cordner 2014; Eck 

& Rosenbaum 1994; Leighton 1991; Reisig & Giacomazzi 1998). The relationship is thereby 

reframed: citizens who are “satisfied” with police “services” will trust the police. According to 

Schaap, 

Strategies are often characterised by good intentions, but also by wrong 

assumptions, selective blindness, and communication errors. An observed lack 
of public trust in the police is only one factor that shapes police trust-building 

strategies. Improving public trust and legitimacy, then, is not a matter of 

 
8 Schaap (2021) has not specified the precise mechanisms through which this myth was cultivated. However, the 

author has provided examples of strategies that invoke the satisfaction-is-trust rationale. These include wider use of 
social media and instant messaging platforms (Twitter, Facebook, WhatsApp, etc.) for crime reporting and first 
response, as well as a mandatory feedback policy, whereby victims or crime reporters can learn about the status of 

cases. These strategies assume that members of the public evaluate police service in the same way they would that 

of any commercial actor. 
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pushing the “right” buttons on a metaphorical policy dashboard. Trust-building 

strategies, while goal-oriented, are multi-layered practices that also carry 

important symbolic implications beyond trust (Schaap 2021: 317). 

Again, whether such reforms are de facto trust-generating is unknown, and even disputed. For 

instance, Terpstra et al (2019) have matched core features of a service model in the Netherlands 

and Scotland with the birth of an “abstract police”—dis-embedded police organizations that are 

distant from the community. 

Whereas Schaap (2021) has situated strategic use of myths within the context of large-

scale restructuring and police reform, I have drawn on research about formal and informal 

institutional myths in order to account for cultural inertia in policing (Campeau 2019). Cultural 

inertia is a reluctance to adapt to shifting environmental conditions (Carrillo & Gromb 2007). 

Cultural inertia has remained a feature of policing despite the widespread change that has 

characterized North American policing over the last three decades (including changing personnel 

demographics, introduction of accountability mechanisms, and new hiring and promotion 

policies). In preserving certain institutional myths, highly ranked officers display to outsiders 

their “social fitness” as members of a progressive police department while simultaneously 

maintaining the status quo within the organizations (Campeau 2019). For instance, in discussing 

the demographics of their police service, officers I spoke with clearly articulated defence or 

criticism of the reigning myths surrounding diversity recruitment. Morally driven ideas about 

police officers who did not get their jobs “on their own merit” strongly endorse informally 

institutionalized myths about “the team” as paramount, thereby justifying practices that continue 

to favour white male officers: 

Fortunately, I’m from the old school, where you have the best for the job. 

Purple, green, female, male—whatever. Over time we’ve seen that it’s backfired 
on them because they haven’t hired the best person for the job. They hired 

based on race. “Okay, we need an Indian officer, a Chinese officer,” whatever, 

and they aren’t the best officer on the job, and that gets exposed when they 
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come here because your true colours come out... Either you’re meant to do this 

job or not... I think years ago they hired more based on: you play team sports 
and you get it. That always really transferred well into the police service. Now 

they’re hiring people for the wrong reasons, and it doesn’t transfer well over 

here… and that kind of hurts everybody. It puts my life in danger, other 

people’s lives in danger, and it causes low morale (Constable Aiden, in 

Campeau 2019: 75–76). 

But other officers in my study were more critical, arguing that the service is not only failing in 

hiring minorities but is blatantly uninterested in doing so:  

Our senior guys [are] huge white men over 5’10”, so when they look around the 

table they see their like image, orientation and history. When they go out to 

recruit, that tall white male is not representative of the person you’re talking to 

in the audience. The person in the audience, if they’re a visible minority or a 

woman, looks up and goes, “I’m not 5’10”. I’m not a white male. This guy tells 

me he wants me. Who is around here that looks like me that’s in any position at 
all? None. Well, I guess it’s pretty clear that they don’t want me, and it’s 

window dressing,” right? So that’s what this place’s problem is. They are not 

trying hard enough, and that’s the bottom line. If they wanted them, they’d get 

them (Constable Mark, in Campeau 2019: 76). 

Mark’s comments highlight the ceremonial quality of formally institutionalized myths, whereby 

a modern police organization is expected to engage in operational strategies such as “open 

houses” to recruit diverse applicants (see also Cashmore 2002). However, exclusionary practices 

that lead to an entirely white male administration act not only as impediments to even genuine 

efforts to diversify but also as the impetus for old-school ideas to continue thriving.  

3. Decoupling and Loose Coupling  

What logics and myths have in common is what plagues efforts to bring about change to their 

dominance. Research that underscores inertial forces in organizations shows that once routines 

become institutionalized, arrangements come to be defended along moral and political lines 

rather than technical ones (Hannan & Freeman 1984). For this reason, “because we’ve always 

done it this way” can be enough justification to continue a practice, regardless of whether it 

complies with standard operating procedures or formal rules, and even if it is objectively inferior 
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to alternative approaches. This is what has come to be known as “decoupling”—a key term in 

organizational sociology. Decoupling, which is invoked by social scientists to characterize 

situations in which formal policies or structures are disconnected from substantive practices 

(Bromley & Powell 2012), is often the root cause of failure when organizations initiate sweeping 

change through top-down policy reform alone. For example, decoupling appears prominently in 

the literature on international human rights. It has become nearly impossible for countries to 

ignore human rights norms because they have become so highly legitimated on the global stage 

(Hafner-Burton et al 2008). However, what we see is that “repressive countries routinely join, 

but rarely implement, human rights treaties” (Cole & Ramirez 2013: 702).  

Johnson and Vaughn (2016) have drawn on the concept of decoupling to understand 

organizational failures in policing. “Decoupling can be initiated by street-level officers … and 

practical organizational members as an attempt to maintain autonomy and a differing culture. 

Conversely, decoupling can be initiated by the administration in an attempt at self-preservation” 

(Johnson & Vaughn 2016: 162) to insulate themselves from rogue sub-units or deviant 

members.9 They suggest therefore that “police organizations function optimally in a loosely 

coupled state” (158, emphasis added), and it is when police departments slip into decoupled 

states that organizational crisis is most likely. “Loose coupling” is when sub-units in 

organizations, such as patrol in law enforcement, share similar ambitions to the parent 

organization (i.e., the police service) and maintain a degree of responsiveness but also retain a 

level of autonomy and distinctiveness to remain semi-independent to the organization at large 

(Orton & Weick 1990). Johnson and Vaughn (2016) have argued that this model is healthy and 

 
9 Punch & Gilmour (2010) have described such attempts at self -preservation through the defensive metaphor of “bad 

apples” in police organizations, which “conveys an image of a  few reprehensible individuals who, if removed, will 

no longer contaminate the otherwise healthy apples” (11).  



Culture in Police Organizations 

48 

functional in criminal justice institutions because a certain amount of discretion must be 

delegated to line staff, and in the case of policing, there is substantial devolution of authority 

granted to frontline officers. Given the significant powers handed down the hierarchy to patrol 

divisions, including the exclusive right to apply non-negotiable coercive force and to detain 

individuals, a certain amount of oversight by the administration is critical. Proper oversight and a 

degree of responsiveness between police leaders and sub-units secures a connection to “the 

values of the parent organization with respect to policy, procedure and identity” (Johnson & 

Vaughn 2016: 164).  

However, what we often see in empirical examinations of policing, like those discussed 

above on institutional logics and myths, is that even loose coupling leads to reform failure in 

policing. Others have studied this phenomenon through the case of community policing. For 

example, Zhao et al (2003) have documented a clear disconnect between the ideal 

implementation of community policing and its practical application (see also Burruss & Giblin 

2014; Maguire & Katz 2002). Even when community policing became a broadly diffused 

innovation across North America and even though police leaders advertised their mission 

through the language of community policing’s principles, functional priorities and outputs 

remained largely unchanged in their focus on crime-fighting (Zhao et al 2003).  

DeValve (2020) has also applied the concept of decoupling to the institution of policing 

to describe the scant reforms to come out of the “defund police” movement, despite the 

movement’s global reach. He has argued that police administrators prize legitimacy over 

authentic trust. This results in deep decoupling, as street-level officers operate counter to the 

interests of the communities they serve (e.g., with violence, racial and ethnic profiling), despite 

stated organizational goals of community service and protection: 
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[T]he cleaved and cratered topography of the policing environment, marked by 

deep decoupling in justice practice generally, the charged field of multivalent 
demands on police, and the enhancement of extant myths related to the purpose 

of police and the nature of justice have all resulted in the enemization of citizens 

and the fortification of organizational boundaries that have in turn resulted in 

violent conflicts wholly inconsistent with the continuation of the American 

police institution as such (DeValve 2020: 139). 

4. Exceptions to the Rule? 

Despite strong pulls towards preserving the status quo, organizations of all kinds do experience 

change, particularly in response to new pressures. The extent to which the following examples 

relate specifically to culture varies, but they are useful case studies for theorizing about 

organizational culture reform in the field of policing.10  

One way change occurs is through newcomers. Dezalay (1990) has studied legal fields 

and the deregulation of capital markets, concluding that the arrival of new financially savvy 

players can accelerate the breakdown of the “old legal order,” making both “possible and urgent 

the construction of new norms” (283). Espeland (1998) has also highlighted the impact of 

newcomers, explaining how “new guard” bureaucrats used science and environmental impact 

projects to decenter the “old guard” engineering ethos, ultimately resulting in the halt of 

construction plans for the Orme Dam in the American Southwest. Espeland’s book The Struggle 

for Water thus documents a case of recoupling (see also Hallet 2010), whereby once decoupled 

decision-making processes become recoupled as part of technical, instrumental, and rational 

frameworks.  

In my own findings relating to newcomers, I have noted cultural inertia in organizations 

(Campeau 2019), though this is not the same thing as absolute stasis. Use of the term “inertia” is 

 
10 My attempts to uncover documented examples of police organizations that deliberately pursued reform to their 
“culture” in order to better align with their organizational strategy proved unsuccessful. Such cases tend to be 
discovered through anecdotal evidence rather than empirical investigation. One hopeful exception is a doctoral 

dissertation project that is currently underway at the University of Alberta. 
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deliberate. In physics, an object in motion will continue to move in its current direction and 

velocity until some force interrupts this momentum. Narratives of frustration in policing reform 

can mask the slow but real changes brought about by demographic shifts in police personnel 

(Campeau 2019). For instance, one of the most powerfully incarnate myths among officers 

wielding old-school cultural scripts is that solidarity (“team,” “family,” “cohesiveness”) is 

paramount. However, old-school officers now address this subject in a clearly defensive manner: 

diversity recruitment leads to “unreliable” officers, and higher education leads to entitlement and 

the questioning authority (Campeau 2019). In other words, their concerns showcase the myth’s 

vulnerability, not its durability. In an era of that demands diverse, more educated officers and a 

police occupation marked by increasing professionalism and accountability, the deployment of 

such myths can be read as a sign of cultural change (Campeau 2019). Natural generational 

turnover can influence such change. Establishing an organizational hierarchy structure that 

disrupts the distribution of power and the paramilitary lock-step path upward in police 

departments can also be a means for change, so that newcomers are not systematically relegated 

to the bottom. One possibility is to emphasize and reward expertise over pure seniority.  

Another factor that can ignite organizational change is an external prompt from a 

governance structure. In the hospital sector, Kellogg (2009) has studied new work schedule 

regulations in US teaching hospitals. Though pressure to change was externally rooted in new 

directives for medical professionals (and thus susceptible to loose coupling), it was a strategic 

reallocation of human resources that secured the desired shift. Kellogg has found that a “cross-

position collective” between middle managers and subordinate employees can challenge status 

quo defenders. When interns were paired with reform-minded chiefs and residents, views 
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associated with the decision to sign out shifted from “I must be the first here and last to leave” to 

“the rules require me to leave the hospital” (Kellogg 2009). 

In the education sector, Sauder and Espeland (2009) have shown how the introduction 

and subsequent growth in popularity of school-ranking systems have influenced how 

administrators in law schools think about their institution and make decisions. They argue that 

rankings, as commensurate, relative, and broadly circulating measures, are more difficult to resist 

than are other types of external pressures, and they have thus been particularly generative in the 

world of education. Like in Kellogg’s (2009) study, the impetus for change stemmed from 

outside the institution itself but acts upon individual members’ sensemaking. Sauder and 

Espeland (2009) have marshalled Foucault’s insights about surveillance and the “disciplinary 

power” of the internalized gaze to capture the affective process that mediates how school 

administrators—many of whom are also educators—respond to environmental pressures. There 

are cognitive and normative implications with widely disseminated rankings in a competitive 

field: rankings produce anxiety and evoke a desire to better one’s position. Put simply, they 

argue that “law schools’ reactions to rankings are best understood as the evolving responses of 

an assortment of actors who struggle to reconcile their sense of themselves as professional 

educators with an imposed market-based logic of accountability” (Sauder & Espeland 2009: 66). 

Concerned that other schools are exercising the evaluative model to rank highly and to boost the 

reputation of the institution and its professional members, administrators act accordingly. The 

result, in this case, is that practices have been tightly coupled with formal organizational 

structures.  
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V. Final Remarks 

A review of literature in the disciplines of criminology and police studies, sociology of culture, 

and organizational sociology yields one clear conclusion about “police culture”: inaugurating 

cultural change that sticks means focusing on people . No matter the catalyst for change—new 

legislation or policy, transfer of leadership, social movements, crisis—people matter most. 

Ultimately, how people make sense of things, be it their work, their position relative to others, 

what is rewarded, what is devalued, etc., will impact how efforts toward change are absorbed, 

buffered, or refracted entirely.  

Importantly, how people draw meaning is always anchored within particular institutional 

constraints, and this report conceives of culture as a “resource” that serves as the interpretive link 

between external social structures and subjective experiences. This approach is useful for 

studying policing specifically but also public-oriented institutions in general, which are 

particularly subject to social, political, and economic shifts. In other words, aligning the concept 

of police culture with the theoretical framework of culture allows researchers to embed policing 

socially and historically, thereby carving a space to account for a changing environment 

wherever such change may be impactful on institutional life. For example, Canadian police 

departments are adapting to calls for greater diversity in recruitment to reflect increasingly 

multiethnic city demographics, pursuing more community-based initiatives (Leighton 1991), 

adhering to more stringent training and evidentiary standards (Council of Canadian Academies 

2014), and experiencing unprecedented levels of public oversight and mediatization (Campeau 

2015; Goldsmith 2010; Pagliaro 2013). Some change is slow, such as the integration of women 

into police ranks, while some change occurs quickly or abruptly, like when legal decisions alter 

police procedure or when an organizational “crisis” occurs (e.g., officer death, scandal, etc.). But 
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no matter the pace of change, we can adopt conceptual tools like those described throughout this 

report to decipher how meaning is produced by police officers to make sense of occupational 

life. “The act of ‘making sense’ creates (‘enacts’) the environment people face” (Chan 2007: 

326). 

Organizations that do risky or contentious work are constantly implementing policy and 

taking action under conditions of uncertainty or turmoil, and the work of the Mass Casualty 

Commission as it relates to policing and reform sheds rigorous light on this very fact. Increased 

visibility and stringent mechanisms of oversight for law enforcement mean that police officer 

decisions— not just corruption, misconduct, and mistakes—are scrutinized more than ever. And 

when police do wrong, “police culture” is quickly denounced. However, a clear paradox arises 

when one considers the usual response to such criticism—namely reforms that focus on 

misconduct or error-reducing measures for individual officers and specific decision-making 

situations. Examples include advanced incident response training, better de-escalation 

techniques, less lethal weaponry, or body cameras. However, research that focuses on culture 

specifically suggests that if cultural change is the objective, greater concentration must be placed 

upon organizational systems, internal relations, and the local settings in which members do their 

work, because these serve as institutional constraints under which meaning is negotiated and 

culture is wielded by members. 

With this in mind, we can recalibrate our thinking about “police culture” and ask 

ourselves not whether police culture is “good” or “bad” but rather “which cultural resources are 

wielded most by members and why?” We ought to contemplate not the “resistance” of police 

culture acting as a block to transformative change but rather its “inertial forces” that are either 
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suitable to (and can therefore be seized) or incompatible with proposed strategies and objectives 

for innovative reform. 
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