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INTRODUCTION - SOCIAL CHANGE AND 
NEW POLICING CONTEXT

• The relationship between social change, policing and police culture is well
established (Chan, 1997)

• The concept of the Abstract Police allows us to understand more fully the
impact of changes to the discourses of policing, changes to organizational
structures and changes to the wider police reform agenda.

• The aim of this presentation is to tentatively contextualise the idea of the
Abstract Police in relation to wider changes around public sector
professionalism.
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Not least in showing how external factors impact the cultural world of the police officer. 



LATE MODERNITY, POST MODERNITY AND 
POLICING

• Reiner (1992) ‘Policing a Postmodern Society’ represented one of the first
academic attempts to explore the relationship between late modernity and
policing.

• The transformation of British policing since 1950s due to structural and
cultural change (see Kaplan-Lyman, 2012)

• Recruitment,Training and Discipline

• The Rule of Law

• The Strategy of Minimal Force

• Non-partisanship

• The Service Role

• Preventive Policing

• Policing Effectiveness

• Accountability
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In the Modern Law Reviewor, to be more accurate, the impact of the former on the latter. Helpfully, Reiner identifies eight substantive elements that comprise the broader changes experienced during this period. 



CONT.

• These ‘complex and social changes’ (p.773) constituted a, “qualitative break in the
development of contemporary society” (p.773)

• Processes associated with late modernity impact on individuals in ways that direct
them to modify (and usually to intensify) their expectations of policing and
security.

• A key element of related reforms has been to re-orient the culture of the police
to become engaged with values of quality of service.

• “Ongoing police reforms are invariably mooted in a modernist light, with a firm
belief that changes to procedures will yield improvement in services and efficiency.
Discourse is overwhelmingly modernist…” (Waters, 2007, p.263).
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THE ‘ABSTRACT’ POLICE

• The Abstract Police (Terpstra et al, 2019) is a helpful reference point in any
discussion of contemporary policing, police culture and change

• Policing has become abstracted, dis-connected and increasingly removed
from key contexts which hitherto provided both the focus of police work
and the relationships which inform the occupational culture of the police

• Shows the reform agenda impacts upon what is to be conceived of as
‘good’ policing, on how we position and undertake professionalization
within police organisations and, ultimately, on the shape and form of police
leadership.
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JAN TERPSTRA,	NICK FYFE, 		RENZE SALET In doing so, it highlights contemporary developments which, intentionally or otherwise, have led to new ways of ‘doing policing’ that offer less scope for the utilisation of professional knowledge. At the same time, it refers to the growing communicative dislocation between the police and the communities which they serve. For Terpstra et al’s model, or ideal type, one of the key drivers of these changes are police reforms aimed at improving the effectiveness of the police. Such agendas of change are increasingly cloaked in a discourse of abstracted and global security threats not least in respect of responding to the growing threat posed by cybercrime and terrorism, against an organizational context that continues to embrace the tenets of New Public Management (NPM).



CONT.

• The result has been a growing set of barriers to informal means of engaging
the help of fellow practitioners caused by the restructuring of police
organisations.

• This growing disconnect for officers in respect of how they relate, engage and
interact with both their organization and their public has distinct cultural
implications for police officers.

• Abstraction leads to growing detachment from the public

• The moral impetus of policing, in parallel with the police’s obligations to the
public, have become reduced as police interaction with the public is
increasingly mediated through the impersonal filter of electronic
communication.

• Likewise, the low-level functions of the police, which provide the most
opportunities for positive and constructive engagement with the public, have
increasingly been pushed up the hierarchy creating an increasingly de-skilled
police frontline (Terpstra et al, 2019).
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2. This particularly emerges in issue in respect of the camaraderie that has traditionally characterised the group norms of police officers (see Skolnick, 1994). Increasingly, camaraderie has diminished within an emerging system where communication between officers is increasingly formalised (by, and through, electronic platforms) and the traditional routes and forms of inter-officer communication have begun to disappear. Similarly, the context of officers/line manager relations have equally been transformed as traditional forms of supervision have been replaced by target driven systems (see also FitzGerald, Hough, Joseph and Qureshi, 2002).



CONT. 

• Terpstra et al (2019) identify two substantive issues as accounting for these
changes; a) organizational changes, and b) the impact of different views on
policing.

• The move towards the abstraction and technologization of police processes,
partially is a response to the prevalence of ‘new’ threats of cybercrime,
organised crime and terrorism.

• The concept of the ‘Abstract’ police is helpful in that it allows us to explore,
particularly, the impact of these processes on the operational practices of
policing and those who undertake them.
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1. In terms of the former, this seems to have been realised, predominantly, through the amalgamation of smaller police organisations into larger national policing bodies.2. As a result, we have witnessed more standardised work processes and a greater uniformity across all areas of police work. Central to this has been the introduction of electronic systems to simultaneously streamline communication but also to facilitate the recording of information with which to collate data in respect of performance management.  In this way we can show how thinking about policing has evolved over recent decades to centralise discourse of cost effectiveness, the role of information in relation to police operations and the notion of ‘core’ police business.



IMPACTS

• A reduction in scope for police officers to assume responsibility and
ownership of the issues for which the public seek support.

• These processes, the authors argue, lead to, “isolation, fatalism and
powerlessness” (2019, p.15), issues which parallel the broader concept of risk
aversion (see Flanagan, 2008, and Heaton, 2010).



EVALUATION

• A helpful model for both exploring and understanding many of the changes
which we can identify occurring in contemporary police organisations.

• The model allows a focused analysis that allows us to see policing, and its
transformation, in isolation.

• The model works well as a case study on the example of policing and
policework, where the drivers of the changes identified remain firmly in the
field of policing. By taking such a stance, the authors position the model as one
that can apply in a number of different jurisdictions where similar change and
reforms can be identified.

Presenter
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BROADENING THE CONCEPT…

• The concept of the Abstract Police can be complemented and contextualised
further, through exploring it through a lens informed by the concept of the
‘Hybrid Organisation’ (Noordegraaf, 2006, 2011, 2015) and the ‘Managerial
State’ (Clarke & Newman, 1997).

• The related concept of Organisational Isomorphism (Clarke & Newman, 1997),
allows us to link changes associated with the Abstract Police to broader
developments in public sector organisations.

• Furthermore, it can be argued that the broader processes of organisational
isomorphism may also be driving more generic (i.e. applicable to a wider range
of public sector organisations) cultural changes within the police



HYBRID ORGANISATIONS AND THE 
MANAGERIAL STATE

• The work of Mirko Noordegraaf (2006, 2011, 2015) allows us to understand
more fully the relationship between the increasingly neo-liberal nature of
western states (itself, a result of the drift into late modernity) and changes to
the ways in which we view and configure public sector agencies.

• Public sector institutions have become incredibly complex

• Professionals work with vulnerable service users

• The work context is made up of of converging (and not necessarily compatible) group
and individual interests

• New pressures coalesce around changes to

• public expectation,

• the nature and extent of risks

Presenter
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Whilst Noordegraaf (2006) focuses on the context of such changes in the care and welfare sectors, the parallels to policing are readily apparent. 3. Gragmented narratives – the pressure to be viewed as credible by the state and legitimate by the public4. The external impacts on organizational practice have all changed to help create an increasingly complex operating environment for already elaborate operations undertaken within the public sector.



CONTINUED

• The late modern mood encourages a viewpoint that disparages expertise and 
complexity

• Organisations position themselves in the most effective manner to maximise
their credibility in the eyes of the state, but also, likewise, to maximise the 
degree of legitimacy with which the public view them. 

• However, “managers and markets pull service organisations in different 
directions” (Noordegraaf, 2006, p.183).
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Work by Goode and Lumsden (2018), for example, suggests that, in policing, this is already the case with organizational concern over outcomes failing to extend beyond the simple and reductive binary of judging an element of organisational operation to be ‘successful’ or ’unsuccesful’. In other words, therefore, public sector organisations in the late modern era find themselves serving two different masters – those who fund their work, and those who draw on their services. 2. To make professions subject to two essentially external controlling powers, the generic and prescriptive management offered by NPM on the one hand and the weight of public expectation on the other, offers substantial benefits in the new orthodoxy of the post-industrial neo-liberal state. 



AUTONOMY AND THE PROFESSIONS

• Autonomy sits uncomfortably with two of the key ideological tenets applied to 
public services under neo-liberalism – ‘cost control’ and ‘transparency and 
accountability’ (Noordegraaf, 2006, p.184).

• Noordegraaf (2006), “new types of control attempt to de-professionalise, 
‘proletarianise’, bureaucratise, or ‘corporatise’ professionals” (p. 184) to allow 
organisations to protect the ‘service ethics’ that are central to the new 
measures of organizational effectiveness.
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1. The inferential and experiential aspects of traditional models of professionalism, according to Noordegraaf (2006), are unlikely to see professional decision-making constrained by the apparent arbitrariness of organisation’s budgetary forecasts. Likewise, a traditional model of professionalism would see professionals coming to their own conclusions (derived from the application of professional knowledge to their operational context) about what constitutes effectiveness in their field, rather than this being determined by public perception.2.. Another consequence of this re-configuration of public sector professionalism was, according to Noordegraaf (2006), a ‘de-professionalisation’ (p.186) of those who were previously viewed as professionals, and a subsequent professionalization of the managerial strata of employees in the same organisations. Increasingly, therefore, professionalisation is becoming concerned with the meeting of organisational needs rather than those of the profession, not least in promoting perceptions of credibility and legitimacy amongst their key audiences. Increasingly, organisations are trying to mitigate against the professional socialisation with which professionals enter the workplace. Organisations have to socialise their employees so that they develop sympathies to the processes of that organisation (rather than, solely, an identity rooted in a profession). Looking at oorganisational rather than occupational culture?**



HYBRID ORGANISATIONS: GENERIC 
ROLES, GENERIC PRESSURES

• “We show how professionals like medical doctors no longer merely treat patients
within health care organizations. Instead, they are forced to organize sound patient
treatment—to arrange inter-professional and cross-disciplinary collaboration, to
set-up and implement innovation projects, to deal with (scarce) capacity, to align
decision processes against the background of financial constraints, and to work with
multiple stakeholders” (2015, p.2).

• Decline in “presumptions of trust” (Clarke & Newman, 1997, p.123) leads to the
increasing absorption of managerial sensibilities into the world view of the public
sector professional.

• Isomorphic nature of public sector agencies.
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3. What is important here is to note that  such drives towards isomorphism represent, “normative processes” (Clarke and Newman, 1997, p.146), motivated not just by the application of external pressures but of, also, the active pursuit, by organisations, for legitimacy amongst their key audiences. The police, like other public sector institutions before them, actively set out upon professionalisation agendas, for a range of symbolic benefits including those of redefinition, relegitimisation and the ability to shape discourse around the areas they operate within (X and X, 2017). 



CULTURAL RESPONSES TO THE HYBRID 
ORGANISATION

• Cultures are increasingly positioned as developing in response to their external
environment (Schein, 2004).

• Changes to how organisations conduct their business, therefore, generate parallel
cultural responses - (i.e. Ideational responses to the materialist base) (Martin,
2002)
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4. However, such work tends to focus upon the external forces which generate responses amongst police agencies, with Chan’s work, for example, drawing attention to the effect of new legislation and responses to scandals in changing organisational dynamics within police organisations. What is largely absent, in comparison, is an acknowledgement of the role played by broader changes, impacting across the wider public sector and driven by broadly neo-liberal ideologies. These changes, note Clarke and Newman (1997), represent not just the pursuit of fiscal stringency, but a re-articulation of the broader concept of ‘welfarism’ and a re-structuring of those organisations which embed those values. 



FROM ORGANISATIONAL ISOMORPHISM 
TO CULTURAL ISOMORPHISM?

• Change

• Traditional cultural bifurcation between management/leadership and lower ranks
(Niederhoffer, 1967, Reuss-Ianni and Ianni, 1983)

• Leadership increasingly viewed as integral to all elements of policework regardless of role
or rank (see Grint & Thornton, 2015, Kilgallon,Wright & Lee, 2015)

• Ambivalence of many police leaders to the concept of ‘leadership‘ (Caless, 2011)

• Police competencies between leadership and non leadership roles often overlap (Caless,
2011)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Intra-organizational and inter-organizational contexts1. Intra - Reduction of cultural bifurcation between lower and higher ranking officers (From Wilson’s (1968) work through to Reuss-Ianni and Ianni (1983))2 This does run counter to some of the pronouncements made by key stakeholders within the policing arena. For example, the College of Policing, in its review of police leadership (2015), tended to position police culture as synonymous with outlook of the lower rank. 



CONTINUED

• Normalisation of managerialism  (O’Malley and Hutchinson, 2007)

• ‘nouveau police sub-culture’ (p. 108) which highly valued community service 
(Cochran and Bromley, 2003)

• ‘#newbreed officers’ (Charman, 2017)

• Differentiation of cultural resistance to role narrowing (Cockcroft and Beattie, 
2007)

• a distortion of the traditional, ‘boundaries between professional and managerial 
work’ – rise of the ‘practitioner manager’ (Butterfield et al 2005, p. 331)



CONCLUSION

• At the same  time,  ‘Abstraction’ is not just an issue pertaining to the interests 
of policing

• The work of Noordegraaf and others shows how occupational identities are 
becoming abstracted from traditional reference points (autonomy, discretion, 
etc) and more formerly recast to support organizational needs. 

• Does this lead us to revisit the traditional distinction between organizational 
and occupational culture?

Presenter
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