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Using Citlie\ll Surveys to. 'Evaluate the Organization of Policing 
~ ~ o 

Citizen surveys can ,provide three types of "information u~eful in eyaluating 

police policy alternativ~s. • Survey information about citizens' experiences can Ii 

0=0 
provide da,~-· not only 'on the victimizatio~s occurring to citizens, but also on 

," <) /i If 
~ Q-

-. the kinds of encounters ci ti~enff have with police when they report crimes, request 
:, (,./ ' 1:"/ () 

(> 

assistance, or are stoppeo by porlc~. Surveys are also a means of collecting 

!jiystematic informat,ion on ci tize~s f perceptions. of what their police do and what 

they shoul~/do £rom,those who ma:/bave had no direct contact with police. The 

~~ird kind of information citizen surveys can supply is citizen's evaluations o£ 
~I 

CC how well their police are pe:t:forming and how secure their cOnlmunities are. Citizens' ,. 

<.t. 

'" 

.'~ ..... 

reports of th~ir experiences/ire' an important source of data on what is going on. 
1i' ,\ 

Perceptions and evaluations of p9lice as seen by the public at large are important 
ilG 

"! 0 

sources of data for determining the responsiveness of police activities to citizens. 

For survel'aata to be useful in evaluating polic~ng, the data from citizens 
J...... II ',,:-' 

r! ~, . J 
must be merged with data on the polfce departments serving the citizens. When' 

).1 ,II 

specific aspects of police operations are to be eV,aluated, as in the Police I.' 

o 

Foundation Study of Prevent.ative ""'Patrol in kansas City, each citizen respondent 

has to be identified in terms of the police)policy variables under \study. The 

same is true for studies of police organization in. which a lJumber of different 10 

departments are compared. Without data on the types of departments serving 
<~ 

respondents. to a survey, there is no way to use those survey data to determine 
I, 

() 
which differences in police organization or operations are related to more 

favorable citizen experiences , perceptions, and evaluations>. 

. Many of the citizen surveys relating to victimization and police performance 

. ~ 0 

have not included data on the police departments servtPg the respondents. This 

\l 
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has limited their usefulness in evaluations of pOli~ng. \\ 
~ut it is possible 

~ 

to augment citizen survey data with data describing police agency organization 

and jurj.sdicttonal characteristics. In this way data wliJ.ch were Qrigi~~llY 
~_ \\' r, 0 

collected to determine demographic patterns of Victimi!,t~tion or of perceptions 
~ 

of local police can be used't'o" examine police policy alternatives. 

Re-examination of ~gRQ.~ation~ade Study \ 
u~ 0 J 

O~y adding jurisdl"ctional data an$1 re-analyzing data collected by NORC 

for the President's Commission on Law Enforcement and Administrat.idhaf Justi2e, 
C" fJ j~" 

OstI'om and Parks (1973) were able to examine four hypotheses commonly advanced 
.;\. 11 

. ~,')'i ' 

(,by advocates of organizational reform for the police. Thes.g were: " 
" , /J, t0t 

Hl: An increase in the size of the iprisd~.cti~~ providing .. 1\ ' 

polic~ services to citizens, wHI be positively associated 
with higher service levels. 

H2: For constant service levels~ an increase in the size of 
the jurisdiction provi~ing police services, will be 
positively associated~}lth lower per capita expenditures 
on police services. 

H3: A decrease in the number of police jurisdictions serving 
the citizens .within a metropolitan area, will be positively 
associated wi th ~ig.her ~ervice levels. 

. . )J 
ff4: For constant service levels, a decrease in the numbe'r ~f 

police jurisdictions p~ovidi~g polie:e services within a 
metropolitan "area, will be positively associated with lower 
perrcapita expenditur.~s for ,polic~ services. 

• • (1 

Measuring the level of police services with mul tiple ~Jndicators of citizens I 

evaruations of their poi~ce, their feelings of safety in their own 

neighborhoods~ and their. confidence in th~ local police, we found 
;-',,- -
-",,,."" 

consistent evidence that r~ counter to hypotheses one and two. Size 

The evidenc~ was also found to run counter to hypotheses three 
(f 

and four when the number ofju~isdi_ctions ina metropolitan area was 
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measured in relative terms (number of ju:Hsdictions per lOO,OOO inhabitants), 
~ .:!j (' - ",- • 

bulfprovided some support,' particular~y for' hypothesis four,~ when the absolute 'If (0 

D ' '" . " 

number of jurisdictions in'ya metrop\)l~tan area was used. 

Most Similar Systems Studies 

The eValuation of alternative"ways to organize and conduct policing should, 
'0 

also take into account the d:l.ffe~ent s"ervice conditions confronting police in 
>V 

""different types of areas., In 1970 <s y.'e began a series of"comparati ve studies of 

,~ i>oli~e~;ganization in which pOlice- patrol areas were match~d by.;;,similar conditions 
.~. 0 

,~ j)?/, ". 

(housing density ,e population age, incoIlle,' and racial distributions, eX.tent of 
(I 

home ownership and s'3'; on)lyCitiz~~u stfrveys provided the data for our evaluations 
D 

of the ef~~cti veness ,and responsiveness of al te.rnati ve ways of organizing police 

in the similar neighborhoods. Police" expenditure estimat.es'l for the various 

neighborhoods, When combined with measures of police performance obtained through 
o .0 

/, 

citizen surveys, p61"lriitted us to estimate the relative efficiencY'~o( the 
!j /, 

c )/} 

differently organi'zed police departments. (J 
o(? 

All of these studies resulted in similar findings: large police departments 

are no more effective, responsive, or efficient than small departments. In fact ,. 

wherever differences in citizens' experiences, perceptions, or evaluations were 

reported across similar neighborhoods, the small departments compared favorably 

to the large. 

The survey data.on citizens' experiences permitted us to compare how 

people in similar neighborhoods fared when served by differently organized 
(\ 
'-j 

police departments. Under which kinds of police organization are people less 

likely to be victimized, more likely to be assisted by local police, more likely 

t6 have (a speedy response to their call~ for assistance, and so on? Survey data i2 

~ also pe'.J?ffii'tted us to compare how people in similar neighborhoods themselves 

L\ 9; 
evaluated the service of "their local police, fagain across a variety of different 
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departments. What kinds of police organization are rated more highlY by 

citizens in term~, of honesty, fairness', protection, availability, and so forth? 

One advantage of ci ti z:\?',!l survey data in e1faluation of policing. is that its 
,"\ ' 

collection is under the d~~rection of the study team. The ~ollection of the 
, ' . 

data need not react upon t~e(activi1iiesof pol~ce in the various departments 

being compared.~and standl1rd definitions and recording practices can pe employed , ~ 

across the various departments. Citizen survey d.ata can .therefore be more 

reliable and valid than f;.!nd:icators derived from agency records. * .. More importantly, 

however, we selected these indicators because we believe that the outcomes for 

citizens ought to beCthe most important measures of public agency performance. 

v' I:' 

Indianapolis Study ~!I-
, " \VI 

** Our first study was conducted in the IndianapoJis metropolitan area • 
. \\ 

Three small, independent cities were located directly 'a,dj acent to the 
\::~ 

jurisdiction of the Indianapolis Police District. The independent comnfunities 

of Speedway, Beech Grove and Lawrence have popul ations of 12 ;'000 to 16,000 and 

police forces of 18 to 2S sworn officers. Considerable speculation existed 

that these departments would be consolidated into the Indianapolis department 
o 

because of their presumed ineffectiveness. Immediately adjacent to each 
;.~,.\.,) 

independent community was a neighborhood served by the Indianapolis Police 
• 

Department with socio-economic characteristics, housing patterns and living 
"~ 

conditions closely matched too those of the towns. The six areas -- three 

*Among criticisms of the use of reported crime rates and other odata" 
from agency records for evaluating policing, lack o~, comllarability across ,-& 

departments and police agency modifications of recording practices. in reaction 
to evaluative use of records have been most prominent. See, forexamp1~, Biderman 
(1966), Task Force on Assessment (1967), E. Ostrom (1971) ,Maltz (1972), Seidman 
and Couzens (1972), and Parks (1976). For'a discussion of some advantages in 
using agency records of reported crime see Skogan (1974). \J 

**The study is reported in Ostrom, et al. (1973), ,Ostrom,' Parks, and 
Whitaker (1973), and Ostrom and Whitaker. (197 3) .~" ' 
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independent cormnuni ti es and three Indianapolis neighborhoods - - were allwhi t e , 

middle-class residential districts with sing1e-.family re.sidences. The 

" 

, 
Indianapolis neighborhoods were served by a highly proofessionalized City 

police force composed of over 1,100 swornO£,ficers, serving a total population 

of nearly 500,000. 

The performance of the larger department did not exceed that of 

any of the three smaller departments on any indica tor used. In regard 

to experiences, citi'zens serve4 by the Indianapo~is Police Department 

were victimized more often, assisted less frequently, ,received slower 

responses, and lower levels of foll~w-up. In regard to evaluations, 

,)citizens servedpy the Indianapolis P()lice Department were less ,willing 

to evaluate their police as doing an ou.tstanding job, to rate police

cOllUllunity relations ,as good, and less likely to indicate that crime 

was about the same or decreasing, or to rate their police as responding 

very rapidly. 

The findings in regard to efficiency were ambiguous. While 

/;'lthe 'per ·capita. expe,ditures of the City of Indianapolis averaged 
;(' 

r $21.33 for tHe city as a whole, we did not believe that this figure 

accurately ref1ected expendi tures',iin the neighborhoods. Using a 
. ' 

complex expenditure allocation formula, we found that resources worth 

approximately $10.72 per' capi ta were devoted to the p,;,rovision of pol ice 
• c 

services within the three, Ind~anapolis neig.hborhoods included in 'this 

'study. ~plice expenditures in the independent . communities averaged .. ·· 

$12.76 per capita. Thus, the per c;apita cost of reso~ces devoted, 

to policeserviceslnth¢ Indianapolis neighborhoods was less than the 

per capita cost in the independent communi ties. This finding did not 
. ' • to 

q provide adequate e~idence,;for any conclusions about the relative 

o (j 
D 

(J 
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(, 

efficiency of the two types of departmen~$. The residents of the 
• 0 

smaller communities -- ~hile effectively allocating more to police 
II 

;-.. -

services ~- were also receiving higher levels of service. 

Analysis of the expenditure patterns, of the two types of police 

departments did indicate s9me important differences in resourcealloca-
') . 

tion.The smaller police dep~rtments ailocated proportionately more 

of their police b~~get to patrol services, while the Indianapolis 

depa:t:tment allocated proportionately more to detective and supervisory 

services. It appeared that the smaller communities,were devoting 

proportj.onately more effort to crime prevention and immediate response 
,.~ 

activities, and that the larger department was devoting more resource$ 

to investigation of crime after it had occurred. 

Replications Using the Indianapolis Desi~ 

The findings from the IndiaJl,apolis study were contrary to conventional 

wisdom regarding desireable changes in police organization. Therefcre, 

we felt that it was important to replicate the study in other .locales, 0 

and inmatciied neighborhoods different from those studied in' Indianalpolis'. 
" 

Colleagues in twa) other metropolitan are~s, Grand Rapids/Michigan 

and Nashville/Tennessee, used very similar questi,pnnaires and research 
- .. - ~ ... ~ ... ' " ....... +. - ., ...... ." - -j 

designs. * Their findings wlth respect to police effectiveness were the 
'::) 

same as those in Indianapo~is. Citizens Se~j)bY the sma~lerpoI~ce 
'------r'\;,.-

forces indicated more fav~rable perceptions and ev~luations of their 
, 

police, and reported lower victimizations, higher levels of follQw-up 

~ ~~ 
*For the Grand Rapids study ~ see Ishak (1972); for Nashville, se~ 

Rogers and Lipsey (1974). 
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by the police, and more assis~ar!ce frem their departments. Rates of 

being stopped by local police were virtually identic~~l in each matched 
I , 

il 

set of' neighborhoods, thus negating, an 11,1 ternati"e hypothesis that 

smaller departm~nt~ build support by being more lenient with local 
~ ~ 

residents. In Grand Rapids, the evidence indicated higher eff:ic'iency 
• ". \1 

C'. 

by the smaller departments, in that they were spending less per capita 

while achieving higher effectiveness rates (efficiency questiOlls were 
.-.;) 

not addressed in the Nashville study). 

We conducted another replication ourselves, comparing the service 

delivery to black residents in two poor, blac]( villages in the Chic<igo 

metropolit~l area, to that provided by the Chicago Police Department to 

residents ofJ\ three similar neighborhoods within that city. * We found that 
> I., 

\\, i I~.'J 
Chicago pd1'~ce to be spending approximately 14 times as much per capita, 

while the cit'.izens they served were no more likely to report favorable 
';"1, \ • 

:,1 

experiences and somewhat lesS likely to give favorable evaluations. 

The citizen survey data from these four studies, summarized in 

Table 1, was~q?sistent1y contrary to that which would have been expected, 
i!};)~"~K7~'~"\'J . 

if the recoTl'qnei(iilations for increasing police agency size through" 
1!;1 '\' 

consolidatioh and eliminatiOll of small departments were correct. l~ 

In each study we found that the smaller departments emphasized 

patrol ac~~vities' in their manpower allocations. We hypothesized that 

thisresuited in mrulY more opportunities for officer-citizen inter

action at the street level, increasing the officer's knowledge of the 
" 

problems and preferences of the citize~s served, and thus,:his ability 

to deliver services more effectively. We also argued that the smaller 

*See Ostrom and Whitak.er (1974). 
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agencies were less likely to suffer from probl~ms of internal informa

tion loss due to communications breakdown$ betweens layers of hierarchy, 

and~that citizens in smaller communities were more likely to have access 

,to police decision-makers through tneir !pcal. political proce.ss 

T161~ I 

ComplI'ison or Cilizm EIt~tie~cCI IlId Citiun EVllullion, in 
Ind!anlpoli .. Crand Rlpid~ Na.h.illt and Chlc.,o 

o 

than were those living in a very large community. 

proposed,~ explanations of", our findings. 

St. Louis Study, 

In \,972, ,we conducted, a more complex study in the St. LoUis 

metropoli~an area. I~ that study 44 neighborhoods served by small, 
. .' \':, " . 

mediwu, and" large policeidepartments were included. Among the 44 

~eighborhoods for which,.we ob.~ained performances measures, nine were 

served by departments which had'~eri or fewer full-time officers. 

~ 
On 

a 

'/ ~/ 
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~. 

the other extreme, 11 neighborhoods were served! by either, the St. Lo~is 

Co~ty Department with 436 officers, or the City of St. Lpuis Department, 

,with 2,200 officers. Twenty-four of the sampte neighborhoods were 
" 

served by municipai departments with 11 to 76 full-time offi~ers • 

Neighborhood~ were stratified according to socio-economic vari~bles and 
: • I * 

matched neighborhoods were selected,from several strata. , 
,." .. -,.". .......... .t""'" ... ·, I - -~~':r '" .,,' .. 

Our findings in r;gard to cJltizens' experiences and evaluations 

are summa:rize~ in Table 2 •. The percentage of neighoorhoods in ~ach 

d' size class which ranked either above '!t: below ~he mean on eac~~)experience 

c and eV'aiua~ion variable i~ sho~. , The choice oD above or below the mean 

was made so that along the entire table, a higher percentage would 
,':::" (,' " 

~indicate that depa;tmentsof thi~ size had higher performance o~ each 

relevant vari~ple. Thus, for victimization, departments havi~g a less 
1..,,'1 

th~ ~ean victimization rate would have a higher performance rating. 

On the other hand, for, the evaluation variable -- c~tizens rating the 

job of police ascoutstanding -- the proportion of departments having 

above the mean rankings was used as the indicator of better performance. 

i) 

*See Ostrom (1976) for a report of the aspects of this study discussed 
here. 
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Table .t 

Percenulte ufNeighborhoods Sm.-ed by Small. Medium or Larr:e 
Police Deparlmenl~ wirb Higher than Me.n Performance Levels 

,a .. ,-= .. =,= '. 
NeighbOi· Ne"ghbor· 

hood. )1 hoods. 
Served by !Served,by 

Neighbor· 
boodt 

Experience. 
10 Pul1'1'iIh~ II eo 76 

Served by 
'4J6 or 2200 , 

Officers or Pull-Time I"ull-T;me 
Lt •• Offictrl Offictts 

..:.-_ .. -
"" % Viclimized (aelow Mean) " 18 ~2 045 

"7 % AssI5tcd (Aboye Mean) J 33 6~ 36 
XI' % Slopped (Aboye Mean) 33 54 ·36 
X, % K,now Someone Mistreil~ed 

(Below Mean) 44 46 63 
X;, % )Cnow 1 or more Police 

(Above Mean) 56 50 27 

EVQluations --
X .. 'l6 Indicate Crime Increasing 0 

(Below Mean) ., 
78 58 27 

Xu % Indicate Police Rc~pond 
33 \ Very Rapidly (Above Mean) 79 ,9 

Xu % Ratl':' Police Job OUl- ., 0 '. 
standing (AJ>ove M~an) 44 67 9 

X14 % Rale PCR Outstanding 
'(Al!ove Ml'an) 67 SO 9 "., ':.' % Strongly A~rce Police 
IIonest (AboYe Mean) 56 58 

C" XU % Strongly A'gree Police " 

Treal All Equally 
(Aboye Mean) 78 46 45 

" 
'f'l - N=9 N =24 Nell 

.' 

, For the experience" varilibles, the very small' departments compare 

favorably with the other size classes. Seven of the nine small depart

ments"(78 percent) had' lower than mean ~ictimization rates, while 42 

to 4S percent of the nelghbDrhoods served by medium ·and largeOd~part-

ments had below mean victimization rates. For assistance. departments 
.~~\ .. in ~hem1ddl.ii~-s1ze range were more effective than either the very small 

or the large departments. The middle-sized departments also stopped 

a larger proportion of their cititens, than did either the very small 

or the largo departments. A curvilinear relationship exists for both. 

assistance and stop rates when arrayed by department ·size. 

AS'for~citizens knowing someone mistreated, a lower proportion of 

(j 

• 0 

the citizens served by the large departments knew someone who had been 00 
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mistreated than ~id citizens served by the small- or ~edium-sized 
" 

departments." In regard' to citizens knowing police of~.icers, a larger 
o ' 

·pr0F,?rtion of citizens served by 'the very small- and medium-sized 

departments knew at least one police officer. Thus, for experience 

variables, evidence of a curviline~r relationship exists for two of 
~ '" , 

thlb five 'variables. For one variable, the ~arger departments were 
~ ,Ii 

rited higher than either the ve-ry small- or medium-si zed departments." c:

For the reDiai~ing.two,the very small is higher than all others in 
Q 

one case and about equal'0tO.the medium-sized departments in the other. 

for the evaluati~m variables, evidence exists for a curvilinear 
o . 

relationship concerning whether 'citizens reported that theirpoli~e 

:r respond very I:apJ.dlY· and whether citizeJi~' rated the job of their local 

police as outsd~nding. For ~he other four evaluation variables.. the 

very smallest departments were the most effective, or about equal 

to the medium-sized departments. In regard to the fuli set of 

, evaluation variables .. none of the neighborhoods served by the large 

departments rated their police higher than citizens living i:(1 the small 
o ' 

or medium-sized jurisdictions. 

The per capita costli of the small departme~ts were quito low. 

They .ranged from $7.20 to $20.56 per capita.'':' The per capita costs 

of providing police services to the neighborhoods served in the medium~ 

Sized d~partments ranged from $12.18 .to $36.87; and in the large 

departments I frOID $1"9.29 to $52.77,. " Given the relative performance 

level~, it would be difficult to argue l~t_ the small departments are' 
o '. . 's;~~.. .. '> "' ~ .,.., ' 

less efficient. Whileef£iciency scores cannot be 'computed because of the 
o 

. nature" of our performance measures, departments spending less ;per capita and 
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performing as we:11 or better than departments spending mor per capita, 
II 
can definitely be evaluated as more efficient. 

The Consistent Findings 

A conclusion from this series of studies is that orga."'lizational 

arrangements are related to police performance. But the reiation~hips 

we found are often different from those presumed to,) exist by many of 

the national commissions who haye consistently recommended the elimina·· 

tion of most smaller police departments across the country. Instead 

of the larger departments consistently performing better in neighborhood 

policing, as measured by citizen experiences and evaluations, larger 
\) , 

departments were consistently found to perform, the sanie or even less well 

than smaller departments serving similar nelghborhoodsc~ Relying upon.' Ii 
n 
~, >( 

'" ~ 
\\ variety of indicators, we conclude that small- "to 'medium-sized departments 

',' I " 
/' .,' , 

',;are often more effer.tive in prov:fcling neighborhood police services than" 

larger Ciepartments. Cry,lr : evidence concerning efficiency is not as cOliJplete, 

elit the weight of the evidence 'leads us to conclude that small- to "' 

medium-sized departments are generally at least as efficient in 

delivering their services. 
-

We have hypothesized that it is differences in pol~ice operations 

in the differently organized departments which accounts for the difference 

in citizen experiences and evaluations of police: " To test some of those 

hypotheses ~bout the police activities linking size of oTJgahization to 

citizens' experiences and perceptions and evaluations, we have planned a 

study which will e~amine what patrol: officers do and how~ they are , ' 

supe;rvir.ed in more than t\V'enty ·department~, of vai'ious sizes. Citizen 

surveys will again provide the information on the public consequences of 

policing. " This will permit us to evaluate alternative policies for police 
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organization- and c~rations. In the proposed' study "we will also examine 

c~os~ly citizen perceptions of police activity. 0 By observing what it is 

that police in different types of ag~ncies, do, a~d by cpmparing that to 

),' what citizen;; perceive them, to be doing, we' w:i'll be able to specify more 

precisely whr it is tha1tcitizens in neighborhoods served by large police 

agencies are less likely than those served by small; PQlice departments 
-. ...., ':.' .,', 

~ 0 

to rate their police highly. 
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