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American Policing In an Age of Austerity and Globalization:  

An Option to Face the Challenge 
 

Garth den Heyer 

Senior Fellow, Police Foundation, Washington DC 

 
This paper argues that police should respond with more significant re-

organizational strategies if they are to improve the efficiency and effectiveness 

of policing in America in an environment of constrained budgets and to counter 

the increase in the globalization of crime.  The paper discusses strategies within 

the context of decentralisation and identifies that the consolidation of police 

services, especially the merging of agencies or specific services or the 

regionalization of agencies, could be one option to increase the efficiency and 

effectiveness of service delivery.  Although police reform, transparency and 

accountability are important concerns for police agencies when considering 

methods for maintaining community services with decreasing resources, the 

implementation of any form of consolidation must be able to take into account 

local accountability.  This article expands the research of police structural 

strategies and systems reform to meet dynamic environments by reducing 

organisational duplication and by focusing on the consolidation of police 

services to increase the effectiveness of service delivery. 

 

Introduction 

In late 2007, the United States suffered the worst economic and financial 

crisis in 70 years (Hilsenrath, Ng and Paletta, 2008).  This crisis subsequently 

placed pressure on state and municipal budgets and resulted in cuts to Police 

agency budgets (Police Executive Research Forum, 2009; 2011).  In the current 

climate of austerity, with decreasing resources and more public demand, it is 

important to examine how policing is structured and what different modes of 

organisation can deliver (Innes, 2011).  

The change in the economic operating environment has been viewed by 

most police agencies and commentators as being temporary, and, therefore, there 

has been no fundamental strategic change as to how police agencies deliver 

services.  Only short term budgetary savings have been made because the 

necessary fundamental strategic changes to an agency’s service delivery 

procedures have not been made.  The methods of change currently used by 

agencies do not deal comprehensively with the changing environment and may 

be perceived as tinkering at the margins rather than being structural in nature. 

 

This article discusses the elements which affect the economic 

environment in which American police agencies operate.  These elements have 

created the need for police to undertake significant strategic organisational 
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change.  Organisational change is needed to ensure that the expectations of the 

public are met and that the current level of service that police agencies offer are 

maintained within the constrained budgetary environment.   

This article takes the perspective that there has been a fundamental shock 

to the entire economic system and that the rules of the game have changed 

extensively.  American police agencies need to be cognisant of the extensive 

changes in the economic and wider operating environment and the affect that 

these changes have had on the delivery of core police services in neigh-

bourhoods, towns and cities.  Police agencies need to adapt the core services that 

they provide to cope with the changes in the economic and operating environ-

ment.  The nationalisation and internationalisation of gangs, transportation and 

dealing of drugs, money laundering/financial crime, human trafficking, firearms 

sales and terrorism all form a new policing operational environment (Police 

Executive Research Forum, 2009; 2011; Bayley and Perito, 2010; Casey, 2010).  

A local neighbourhood Police Officer in Kansas City, Missouri may come upon 

an offence that has linkages to, and may require subsequent follow-up inquiries 

in Los Angeles, Liverpool, England and Auckland, New Zealand.  Conducting 

extensive and time consuming international investigations consume the resources 

of local police agencies. 

The principle difference between policing in the United States compared 

to the majority of other countries is its decentralization and its local account-

bility.  Decentralization and local accountability will be discussed within the 

parameters of how they can be built upon to strengthen organizational service 

delivery.  It is accepted that policing is part of the fabric of the American 

political dynamic, and decisions about it will inevitably be made within the 

context of compromise and in light of other political realities (Farmer, 1978).  As 

Farmer (1978) notes, the future of American policing will be made in an 

incremental and highly politicised fashion.  However, the realities of the 21
st
 

century exert pressure on previous approaches taken in police reform.  Another 

factor that needs to be considered by police decision makers in any proposed 

reform plan is the political backdrop.    

What should the general shape and character of police agencies and 

services be to ensure that American policing is flexible and adaptable?  In 

particular, how should police agencies be composed, structured and organised?  

Tentative answers to these strategic and fundamental questions are offered from 

the analysis of seven organizational consolidation approaches to improve the 

efficiency and effectiveness of police agencies in an age of austerity and to 

counter the globalization of crime.  While consolidation may provide benefits in 

the form of increasing a police agency’s service delivery to the public, it can also 

create a number of sensitive political issues that require extensive negotiation to 
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provide an equitable resolution (New Jersey Association of Chiefs of Police, 

2007). 

 

The New Realities of the 21
st
 Century 

The interaction between demographic, social, financial and criminal 

variables has fundamentally changed.  The environment that the police currently 

face at the local, state and national level did not exist ten or even five years ago.  

While some researchers agree that these variables have influenced change in 

policing (Police Executive Research Forum, 2009; 2011), a number of other 

researchers claim that the tragic events of September 11, 2001, were the catalyst 

for the changes (Davis, Pollard, Ward, Wilson, Varda, Hansell and Steinberg, 

2010).  Whilst 9/11 has had a profound effect on American policing (White, 

2003; 2004; Cortright and Lopez, 2007), more recent changes are a direct result 

of policies that were introduced in the late 1980s and early 1990s.  The federal 

funding of the recruitment of community police officers and the internationali-

sation of the war on drugs has implemented two opposing approaches to the 

delivery of police services (Kraska and Paulsen, 1999). 

While a number of factors have had an effect on the policing environ-

ment, two principle factors have created the conditions for the change in how 

policing is organized and delivered in the United States.  The first is the depth of 

the 2007 financial crisis and the corresponding decrease in police agency 

budgets, and the second, is the globalisation of crime and the local police 

response. 

It would have been difficult to foresee how deep and far reaching a 

financial crisis could be, even after the implementation of safeguards following 

the 1987 share market crash.  The current economic downturn has been 

especially felt by state and local bodies, with a number of United States cities 

declaring bankruptcy (McKinley, 2008).  The current fiscal crisis may exist for 

the next five years or more, and it may be even longer before budgets return to 

pre-2008 levels, if ever, in real dollar terms or purchasing power (Cohen 

McCullogh & Spence, 2012).  Given the extent of the financial crisis, simply 

trying to outlast decreasing budgets is not a long term or viable option 

(Community Oriented Policing Services, 2011) for police agencies, but has 

created a situation where police managers need to develop and implement more 

fundamental and strategic longer term organizational improvements. 

According to Wiseman (2011), pubic administration experts have advised 

that the maximum budget cut that an agency can sustain is seven per cent in any 

one year, or 15 per cent over three years.  Agencies should be able to absorb 

these budget cuts, but a greater percentage cut to a budget would require 
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extensive and fundamental changes in processes, procedures, service delivery 

levels and resource levels (Gorringe, 2001; Wiseman, 2011). 

Decreasing state and local budgets has, and will, continue to focus on the 

provision of services, and, by implication, the services provided by police 

agencies.  The contraction of state and local budgets and services has had an 

influence on how police services are delivered in a number of states and cities 

(Community Oriented Policing Services, 2011).  A setting has been created 

where police managers are implementing short-term organizational changes in an 

attempt to maintain previous service levels.  For example, some police managers 

have made extensive personnel and operational changes which have included, 

not giving the priority to, or, not attending non-violent events and non-injury 

vehicle crashes and by laying off sworn and non-sworn staff. 

Reducing the number of police agency staff and the non-delivery of some 

services may assist in balancing an agency’s budget in the short term, but in the 

longer term, the problems will remain.  The weakness of the approaches taken, 

because agencies are required to maintain services with fewer resources, is that 

they provide very limited short-term benefits, decrease the agency’s capability 

and capacity, and prove to be both economically and organisationally unsus-

tainable in the longer term (Gorringe, 2001).  The expectations of the public for 

the delivery of police services will not decrease, and in fact, in some 

neighbourhoods and cities, the financial crisis and the increase in social 

depravation may result in an increase in demand for police services (Police 

Executive Research Forum, 2009; 2011; den Heyer, 2009).  Kleiman (2010) 

noted that the prime social factors which combined to create the crime boom in 

the latter part of the 20
th

 century were population demographics and deprivation 

(for an opposing view see Cohen and Felson, 1979; Clarke and Felson, 1993).  

The responses taken to the change in the economic environment do not improve 

the efficiency or effectiveness of an agency, or enable resources to be better 

managed.  Rather, they focus on the balancing of budgets through the cessation 

of existing services and the severance of staff.  While there are some examples of 

agencies reviewing their structures, sharing communications dispatch centres, 

returning specialist squad members to patrol duties and forming multi-agency 

SWAT teams, there are limited examples of agencies undertaking extensive 

organisational structural or procedural reviews, or of agencies merging their 

support services or merging their entire organisations (The Institute for Public 

Policy and Economic Development, 2010; see Sheriff King County 2010 for 

contacting services to increase organisational efficiency).   

The second major factor affecting the policing environment is the 

globalization of crime and the response to its occurrence.  For example, 

according to the National Drug Threat Assessment 2010, of the 20 organised 
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gangs domiciled within the United States that have significant influence on the 

US drug market, all but two have affiliations with Mexican drug cartels, and 

more than half of the gangs are affiliated with more than one organisation 

(National Drug Intelligence Center, 2010).  Very little is known about the link 

between organized and local crime, but police must be able to respond to both 

(Hagedorn, 2007).  This is important because the globalization of crime has a 

negative impact on local communities.  It no longer makes sense to respond to 

some crimes in one locality without referring to what is occurring in other 

localities or internationally.  Furthermore, the number of agencies responding to 

the occurrence of crime has expanded from municipalities and state governments 

to include private security companies and voluntary organizations. 

However, globalization is the over-arching variable in a large number of 

elements that have had, or are having, an influence on the way that policing is 

undertaken or delivered in neighbourhoods or cities.  Changes in crime patterns 

have created a moving panorama of criminal opportunities, threats and risks that 

have an impact on public demand for police services (Ratcliffe, 2008).  Although 

the occurrence of crime has decreased in most developed nations and is 

increasing in undeveloped and under-developed nations, it is the type of crime 

that is changing in the international space (United Nations Office of Drugs and 

Crime, 2011).  As these crimes include significant amounts of money and drugs, 

they create a challenge to co-ordinate law enforcement activities across nations 

(United Nations Office of Drugs and Crime, 2011).  Table 1 presents a number 

of the conditions and elements that are influencing the need for significant 

change in American policing.  A number of these conditions and elements are 

fundamental, and when taken together, form a compelling argument for 

examining the structure of police agencies and their service delivery procedures.  
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Table 1:  Factors Creating Conditions for Significant  

Change in American Policing 

 Condition Element 

1 Economic - The seeking of organisational efficiency 

- The seeking of organisational effectiveness 

- Doing more with less 

2 Expanding role - Counter Terrorism since 9/11 

- National security 

- Homeland security 

- Emphasis on covering all risks 

3 Environment/social 

 

- Changing demographics - ethnicity, more 

educated, y generation 

- The increasing concentration of economic 

and financial capital controlled by a minority 

- The increasing income gap and growing 

income inequality 

- Different patterns of urban development 

- Fragmentation of families and communities 

- New patterns of social mobility 

- Perception or need for accountability 

- More whole of government approach to 

social and emergency issues 

- The advent of fast communications and the 

increased use of social media 

4 The form of crime 

 

- Nationalisation 

- Internationalisation 

- Drug trafficking 

- Terrorism 

- Cybercrime 

- Human trafficking 

- Public protests 

- Violence of offenders 
Source: Author 

 

Current Structure of American Policing 
The history of the United States has influenced how policing has 

developed to the point where it is today (Treverton, Wollman, Wilke, and Lai, 

2011).  American policing is geographically based and is structured as local, 

state and federal entities and is a legacy of the incremental acceptance and 
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introduction of bureaucratic, but local policing.  In regard to service delivery, this 

structure has been identified as having a number of strengths and weaknesses 

(Maguire, 2003; New Jersey Association of Chiefs of Police, 2007).  The 

perceived strength of decentralization is that local police are part of the 

community, and will, therefore, be responsive to their community (Maguire, 

2003).  Local police will also have a vested interest in the level of crime within 

the community and the level and quality of service provided.  The large number 

of agencies that are replicated across the country, and the large number of 

agencies that are not able to offer a full range of services because of their small 

size are the weaknesses of a decentralized structure (Farmer, 1978; New Jersey 

Association of Chiefs of Police, 2007). 

In comparison to other Five-Eyes
1
 member countries, with the exception 

of Canada, American policing is extremely decentralized with nearly 18,000 

federal, state, local and tribal law enforcement agencies (Reaves, 2011) for 

approximately 309 million people (US Census, 2011).  Table 2 presents the 

number of police agencies and the number of sworn police officers (publicly 

funded law enforcement agencies with the full-time equivalent of at least one 

sworn officer with arrest powers) for the Five-Eye countries and for three of the 

larger European countries.  The number of agencies and the number of sworn 

officers presented in the Table can be compared to those of the United States.  As 

the Table illustrates, the United States has the largest number of Police agencies 

by a significant factor and the second largest number of sworn officers.  The 

number of Police agencies in the United States, when compared to other Western 

democracies on a population basis, as noted by Farmer (1978), ‘has an Alice-in 

Wonderland quality’ (p. 32).   

 

                                                 
1
 The expression Five-Eyes is from the international intelligence sharing 

arrangement between the USA, the UK, Canada, Australia and New Zealand.  

The countries are referred to as the ‘Five-Eye Partners’. 
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Table 2:  Number of Police Agencies and Sworn  

Police Officers for Sample Countries 

 Country Country 

Population (in 

millions) 

Number of 

Police 

Agencies
2
 

Number of 

Sworn Police 

Officers 

1 United States of America
1
 309 17,985 861,000 

2 United Kingdom
1
 62 56

3
 162,875 

3 Australia
1
 22.5 8 47,201 

4 Canada
1
 34.5 205 64,134 

5 New Zealand
1
 4.5 1 8,200 

6 France 66 3 238,478 

7 Germany 82 23 250,353 

8 Russia 143 2 1,100,000 
1
 English speaking (though Canada includes a bi-lingual state) 

2
 Federal, State and Local Agencies 

3
 Includes England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland and Special Police Forces 

 

Source: US information gathered from Department of Justice, UK information gathered from the 

Home Office, Canada information gathered from RCMP, Australia information was gathered 

from the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet, New Zealand Police information was 

gathered from the Department of Statistics, France information was gathered from http://www. 

gouvernement.fr/, Germany information was gathered from http://polis.osce.org/countries/ 

details?item_id=17, Russia information was gathered from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Police_ 

of_Russia.  

 

The information contained in Table 2 may be reformatted in order to 

compare the average number of sworn officers per agency and the number of 

sworn officers per 100,000 population to the other countries presented in the 

Table.  The results of this comparison have been presented in Table 3.  Although 

the figures are only an indication, as the United States figures include all the big 

city police forces such as the NYPD, LAPD, Chicago PD, Philadelphia PD and 

Houston PD, the United States, has on average, the lowest number of sworn 

officers per agency, but the highest number of sworn officers per 100,000 

population of the Five-Eyes countries.  The fact that America has a large number 

of smaller police agencies means that it has the largest potential to make 

significant organizational efficiency and effectiveness gains from the 

examination of the options available from consolidation (Krimmel, 1997). 

 

http://polis.osce.org/countries/%20details?item_id=17
http://polis.osce.org/countries/%20details?item_id=17
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Police_%20of_Russia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Police_%20of_Russia
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Table 3: Number of Police Agencies and Sworn Police Officers for Sample 

Countries 

 Country Average Number of 

Sworn Officers per 

Agency 

Number of Sworn 

Police Officers per 

100,000 population 

1 United States of America 48 277 

2 United Kingdom 289 263 

3 Australia 5,900 210 

4 Canada 313 186 

5 New Zealand 8,200 182 

6 France 79,493 361 

7 Germany 10,885 305 

8 Russia 550,000 769 
Source: Author 
 

Weaknesses of Current Structure of American Policing 

The history of American policing has had an impact on the structure and 

the decentralized nature of policing practice in the United States.  The 

decentralized nature of American policing does not enable it to adapt rapidly to 

the current economic crisis or to the trend of globalization of crime (Treverton, 

et. al., 2011).  A decentralized structure, owing to its nature, is fragmented and is 

not effective, as globalized crime does not respect the presence of borders or the 

imposition of legal jurisdictions (Treverton, et. al., 2011).  According to 

Treverton, et. al. (2011) the organisation of policing by jurisdictions makes little 

sense as it matches the occurrence of “crime in fewer and fewer respects” (p. 44).  

Furthermore, due to the level of decentralization, police structures cannot, other 

than in the big city agencies, absorb large budget cuts without making extensive 

changes to the organization, their processes, or their structures (Gorringe, 2001). 

While police agencies have attempted to minimize the weaknesses of 

decentralization by establishing task forces and fusion centers and by sharing 

information on specific offences, routine information sharing is rare (Ratcliffe. & 

Guidetti, 2008).  It is even more uncommon for agencies to share their resources, 

their assets or their support services.  This approach to the delivery of police 

service has created gaps in enforcement which criminals are using for their 

benefit (Treverton, et. al., 2011).  For example, during the shooting of US 

congresswomen Gabrielle Giffords in Tucson, Arizona, more than a dozen police 

agencies responded, none of which were able to communicate with each other, 

creating issues in deploying SWAT teams, investigators and patrol officers 

(Bailer, 2011).  Possibly the most catastrophic example of failure in communi-
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cation interoperability is between the policing agencies that responded to the 

terrorism event of the Twin Towers during 9/11.  

The lack interoperability is not only prevalent between local or city 

agencies, but creates a vacuum between local and federal agencies.  Ineffective 

communications may create opportunities that allow criminals to take advantage.  

The US-Mexico border is one such example.  Although there are a number of 

examples of excellent working relationships between local police agencies and 

federal law enforcement, there are numerous examples of the non-sharing of 

information and the guarding of individual jurisdictions (see Olsen, Shirk, & 

Slee, 2010).  The shortcoming in the sharing of information at the national 

borders has resulted in the trafficking of people and drugs which has enabled 

locally based gangs to continue, and in some cases, expand their criminal 

activities, which influences crime at the local level (Hagedorn, 2007).  For 

example, the MS-13 has developed from being a Los Angeles-based street gang 

to a gang which is loosely organized, with cells across the nation, to an 

increasingly efficient and dangerous organization that has become known in 

recent years for home invasion robberies, drug dealing and machete attacks on its 

enemies (Johnson, 2006). 

The final point to be made in regard to the weakness of policing 

structures is that there is no national or co-ordinated voice for policing and law 

enforcement.  While the Department of Justice and its satellite organisations fund 

and research aspects of policing, and that there are a number of Washington DC 

based police research agencies, universities, and institutes throughout the country 

that undertake elements of police research or deliver courses in policing, there is 

no national, political police representative. 
 

Measuring Police Agency Effectiveness 

In response to the economic crisis and the constraints on police agency 

budgets, police managers have attempted to increase the efficiency of their 

agency by reducing costs and to increase effectiveness of their agency by 

improving performance without increasing resources.
2
  However, as performance 

measures or methods to measure performance have not been agreed upon, the 

problem remains as to how to measure an agency’s performance and how to 

identify what the measures should be based upon.  Very few service delivery 

matrices exist, and the majority of police agencies rely on quantitative 

performance measures such as the number of calls for service, the number of 

                                                 
2 Effectiveness can be defined as the extent to which a particular resource is accomplishing its 

purpose, often assessed without regard to costs or other inputs.  Efficiency measures, on the other hand, 
indicate the degree to which police hours, or other input resources designated to perform particular 

activities, in fact do so. 
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crimes reported and the number of crimes cleared to measure their performance. 

In economic literature, productivity is generally measured in terms of 

output obtained for a given input and is widely defined as encompassing both 

effectiveness and efficiency (Hatry, 1975; Cloninger and Sartorius, 1979).  

However, the terms effectiveness and efficiency are frequently misused in 

relation to police work, with police officers attempting to prove their 

effectiveness by pointing to their efficiency in specific areas (den Heyer, 2009).  

Distinguishing between effectiveness and efficiency is necessary when 

examining a police agency’s service delivery performance, as the organization 

may indeed be efficient but unless its activities accomplish the desired output or 

outcome it cannot be regarded as being completely effective.  Similarly, an 

organization may be deemed effective but it may not be operating at minimal 

cost, or if its inputs are wasted on conversion to output, it cannot be regarded as 

being efficient (den Heyer, 2009).   

The second area where confusion exists in regard to effectiveness is the 

difference between ‘police effectiveness’ and ‘crime control effectiveness’ 

(Skogan & Frydl, 2003).  The term ‘police effectiveness’ includes measures of 

performance that pertain to those areas of police productivity which are capable 

of being measured, for example, recorded crime, number of arrests and 

resolution rates (Skogan & Frydl, 2003).  On the other hand, ‘crime control 

effectiveness’ includes those less tangible areas of activity, which are difficult, if 

not impossible, to measure, such as crime prevention, social assistance and the 

maintenance of public order (Fisk, 1974).  A situation could arise in which 

apparent increases in police effectiveness occur without a commensurate increase 

in crime control. 

The fact that there is not an agreed upon methodology of measuring 

performance should not stop police managers from considering how to maintain 

or improve their agency’s service delivery or to be able to respond to crime more 

effectively.  The majority of police forces in the United Kingdom that changed 

their management structures in response to a decrease in the number of  police 

officers, were able to maintain their level of services to the public (Her Majesty’s 

Inspectorate of Constabulary, 2013). 
 

Organizing American Policing for Sustainable Effectiveness 

There are two options available when increasing the effectiveness of 

police agency service delivery in the United States of America.  The first option 

is the status quo.  In other words, do not think about improving policing or the 

delivery of services, but continue to respond to shrinking budgets in the historical 

manner of laying off staff, forcing leave and the non-attendance of officers at 

non-violent events.  The second option is to view the dynamic environment as an 
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opportunity to examine the structure and the organization of policing.  The 

second option tests the reasoning of the structures of American police 

organizations and allows the question to be asked ‘why is policing conducted in 

this fashion?’  The second option does not need to be radical or threatening to 

individuals, communities, or agencies.  It is simply presenting a case for police 

agencies to think more strategically when looking for ways to become more 

efficient and to maintain effectiveness with fewer resources.  This approach is 

often encapsulated in the expression ‘do more with less’.  The expression is often 

viewed as negative, especially by those who do not have an understanding of the 

institutional economics of New Public Management (NPM) (den Heyer, 2011).  

The expression to do more with less is one aspect of a government’s philosophy 

of ‘value for money’ when delivering public services.  The expression is not 

negative, but is an illustration of the steps that need to be taken to re-engineer the 

structures and processes of public sector agencies to maintain community and 

political outcomes (Gorringe, 2001). 

To non-Americans, police agencies in the United States, until the 2007 

economic crisis, appeared to be immune from the realities of the changes that 

had taken place in policing.  Although, the NYPD developed and implemented 

the Compstat management process in the mid-1990’s (Bratton, 1998) and a 

number of agencies (Weisburd, Mastrofski, Greenspan and Willis, 2004) had 

followed suit in order to improve their agency performance, police agencies in 

the United States had not undertaken the extensive fundamental management, 

structure and process changes experienced since the 1980’s by police in the 

United Kingdom, New Zealand and Australia. 

Operating costs have been forecast to rise (Police Executive Research 

Forum, 2009, 2011; Crank, Kadleck and Koski, 2010; Wiseman, 2011) over the 

next five to ten years, and police agencies will be challenged to maintain services 

at their current levels.  Agencies must develop new ways of delivering services 

and administration processes with current or decreasing levels of resources in 

order to continue to achieve objectives or required outcomes.  According to 

Wiseman (2011), research has shown that where budget constraints have been 

applied for more than three years, organizations have created new financial and 

accounting procedures, and have targeted their use of resources.  These new 

procedures are more comprehensive and embody an organisational strategic 

management approach to agency processes and service delivery (Wiseman, 

2011).  This holistic total agency approach to the police organization ensures that 

any proposed structural or procedural change is systematic and can be 

incorporated to improve the agency’s efficiency and effectiveness and is a good 

model for agencies to use as they deal with new challenges. 
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The second option in this discussion comprises of two alternative 

approaches that can be used to analyse how the structure of American policing 

could be changed to maintain effectiveness within an environment of constrained 

budgets and to respond to the increasing level of the globalization of crime.  The 

first alternative, is to view police agencies from a more theoretical or funda-

mental perspective, and the second view, takes a more operational perspective.   

One theoretical organisational perspective proposed by Kettl (2002; 

2008) and Daniels, Kettl and Kunreuther (2006), is that public sector 

organizations may be set-up to fail.  However, Kettl (2002, 2008), subsequently 

notes that organizations are not set-up to fail, but they require constant obser-

vation to identify internal and external procedure and process gaps to ensure that 

the agency remains efficient and effective in the production of its outputs. 

Governments and councils have developed public agencies that have 

clear missions and strict accountability regimes, but they manage problems by 

constructing procedural and geographic boundaries.  However, in a policing 

context, agencies and communities face problems that do not take cognisance of 

boundaries.  Unless police agencies can find effective strategies to bridge those 

boundaries, they will struggle to solve the problems they face.  The current 

economic crisis exacerbates the need to find strategies to maintain agency 

effectiveness.  The new policing environment calls for moving beyond the 

traditional approach to diminishing budgets and requires strong leadership and 

new methods of delivering services.  If agencies fail to adapt to the new 

environment, or, if they try to rely principally on short-term remedies and the 

laying off of staff to solve these problems, police organizations are setting 

themselves up to fail. 

The intentional decentralization of police agencies in the United States 

ensures that important checks and balances in a government are provided, but it 

also means that there is a greater need for agencies to collaborate.  Collaboration 

between agencies is a mature and sophisticated bureaucratic response to inci-

dents and events.  However, centralizing an organizational structure requires an 

acceptance of the greater good and eliminates the territorial or silo agency 

perspective. 

Police agencies typically face two variables when considering any form 

of organizational restructuring.  The first is for the agency to governmentalize the 

organization, and the second, is to remain accountable to local citizens.  

Centralizing organizations is an effective method to reduce costs through 

economies of scale.
3
  However, the need to balance centralisation and local 

                                                 
3
 The long-term reduction in average (or unit) costs that occurs as the scale of an agency’s output 

is increased. 
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accountability places conflicting demands upon police agencies.  The pressure to 

introduce centralization normally comes about because of a need or at least an 

opportunity to reduce costs by reducing the number of agency locations or by 

centralizing all operations or administrative support services in one location 

(New Jersey Association of Chiefs of Police, 2007).  When centralizing an 

agency, establishing the administrative or support services at the most favourable 

low cost location would reduce duplication.  Conversely, for an agency to be 

accountable to its local community it must maintain its services across its 

community and accommodate niche civic demand.   

When re-organizing policing to increase the efficiency and effectiveness 

of service delivery at the local, city and state level, there are seven alternative 

structural approaches that could be considered.  The use of such a structural 

approach is often referred to by economists as process, procedure or organiza-

tional ‘consolidation’ and includes the sharing of services between agencies, 

local mergers, regionalization, the contracting of services, outsourcing, 

civilianization and internal consolidation (Pass, Lowes, Davies & Kronish, 1991; 

New Jersey Association of Chiefs of Police, 2007).  Table 4 presents the 

definition of each of the alternative consolidation approaches.  As the Table 

identifies, these approaches can comprise of very little or extensive/comprehen-

sive change to organizations or systems and processes.  
 

Table 4: Definitions of Approaches to Organisational Consolidation 

Form of 

Consolidation 

Definition 

Shared Services* Two or more agencies combine specifically defined administrative or 

functional services or units.  These could be human resource services, 

accounting, communications, dispatch, specialist squads, the use of 

buildings or the administration and storage of records. 

Local Merger* Two or more separate police agencies join to form a single larger or 

new organisation. 

Regionalisation* A number of jurisdictional based agencies combine to form one large 

agency which is geographically based. 

Contracting 

Services* 

A formal contract to pay for law enforcement services provided by 

one jurisdiction to another or others. 

Outsourcing A formal contract for administrative or support services provided by 

non-law enforcement agencies. 

Civilianisation The replacement of sworn officers by non-sworn staff in non-

operational technical or administrative positions.  

Internal consolidation The internal combining or elimination of operational or support units. 
* (adapted from New Jersey State Association of Chiefs of Police, 2007) 
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Consolidation of police agencies may take place at a number of different 

levels within an organisation or may include the entire agency (Pachon & 

Lovich, 1977; New Jersey Association of Chiefs of Police, 2007).  For example, 

the agency may share its SWAT team with a neighbouring agency yet still be a 

part of a regional dispatch network.  This means that an agency may adopt a 

number or a combination of the seven consolidation approaches.  For example, 

the agency may outsource the management of its records and merge with a 

contiguous agency.   

These seven consolidation approaches provide a phased process frame-

work to re-organising police agencies.  Using a phase approach would enable an 

agency to be cautious in how it undertakes and implements any fundamental 

strategic change to its structure or processes.  A phased approach may consist of 

an agency initially merging with a contiguous police agency and then, three years 

later, that joint police agency merging with another contiguous agency, or, owing 

to a number of agencies merging across a region they all merge to form a re-

gional institution.  The approach may also apply to an internal or external police 

agency service.  For example, two agencies may merge their communications 

and dispatch centres, and eventually either merge or provide services to other 

police agencies in the region or the state.  

The consolidation of police services or agencies may offer a number of 

realizable organizational financial and systems benefits (Pachon & Lovrich, 

1977; Loveday, 1995a, 1995b, 2006; Krimmel, 1997).  The principle benefits by 

consolidation type that may be realized are presented in Table 5.  The benefits 

presented in the Table include decreases in administrative overheads and the 

improved efficiency of the management of resources.  Table 6 expands the 

analysis of the possible benefits by presenting the before and after impact of 

consolidation on individual elements of a police agency. 

 

Table 5:Realizable Benefits of Consolidation 

Form of Consolidation Principle Form of Reliable Benefits 

Shared Services 

Contracting Services 

Outsourcing 

 decrease in support staff and systems 

 rationalization of building and equipment 

 rationalisation of information and 

technology support systems 

 decrease in administration 

 decrease in payroll and benefits costs 

 decrease in Human Resources activities 

e.g. Recruitment and appointments 

 reduced capital outlay 
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Table 5 (continued) 

Form of Consolidation Principle Form of Reliable Benefits 

Local Merger 

Regionalisation 

Civilianisation 

Internal Consolidation 

 decrease in support staff and systems 

 rationalization of building and equipment 

 Increase in purchasing power 

 decrease in senior management and 
executive officers 

 reduction of the duplication of work 
processes 

 rationalisation of information and 

technology support systems 

 decrease in administration 

 decrease in payroll and benefits costs 

 reduced capital outlay 

 decrease in Human Resources activities 
e.g. Recruitment and appointments 

 centralization of training structures  
Source: Author 

 

All of the approaches presented in Table 6 should enable savings to be 

made and allow agencies to concentrate on their core activities (Cordero, 2011).  

Mergers or regionalization may however, provide better options (New Jersey 

Association of Chiefs of Police, 2007).  These forms of consolidation need to be 

balanced with local accountability, but can enable agencies to make saving by 

decreasing duplication in administrative support services and systems, and 

increase organizational flexibility and effectiveness through the availability of 

more operational staff (Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary, 2013).  

Street (2011) claimed that in the first year of the merger of two United Kingdom 

police forces, Bedfordshire and Hertfordshire, $4.5 million in annual year-on-

year savings were made, with an increase in police service to both communities.  

These savings were achieved without decreasing the number of police officers 

(Street, 2011). 
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Table 6: The Impact of Organisational Consolidation 

Element Before After 

Structure Functional silos Service delivery oriented 

External relationships Independent; many 

territorial agencies 

Interdependent 

Organizational 

integration 

Vertical Virtual – Information 

Technology and other 

mechanisms permit 

integration without 

ownership 

Flow of information Little or no information 

management 

Information real time – 

forms basis of strategic and 

operational decisions 

Processes In-house In-house for key processes, 

others out-sourced for 

flexibility, integrated and 

synchronised to match 

organizational demand 

Management Reactive, defined by 

unit specialization, no or 

little forecasting 

Proactive, flexible 

Resources High, bureaucratic Targeted use 

Deployment Inflexible Flexible, capacity to target 

Operations Separate agencies Single agency with 

resourcing 
Source: Author 

 

The current economic environment presents a unique opportunity for 

examining how police agencies allocate resources and undertake service delivery 

(Cordero, 2011).  According to Community Oriented Policing Services (2009), 

there has been an increase in the number of agencies “combining efforts and 

resources through consolidation, shared services, and regionalization” (p. 35).  

The benefits of consolidation provide compelling reasons and mutually persua-

sive incentives for exploring new solutions to improve police agency 

productivity, efficiency and effectiveness.   

While merging and regionalizing police agencies to the extent of 

establishing a national police force can be excluded, the merging and region-

alization of agencies does provide a potential foundation to further profession-

alize American policing.  Even though steps have been taken in this direction in 
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the past, further professionalization can be achieved through the standardization 

of training, procedures, performance measures and information systems (Her 

Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary, 2013).  However, any progression 

towards state or regional standardization would need to include a robust local 

accountability framework (Cordero, 2011). 

Reorganizing American policing is a long term objective, and the future 

of local policing depends largely upon how local, city and state governments, in 

conjunction with police leaders, adapt to the new environment without eroding 

the level of local service delivery.  As noted by Cordero (2011), the new 

environment has created the need for a more focused effort in maintaining 

productivity with the resources that are available.  As a result, police leaders 

need to ensure that they understand their agencies’ objectives and how these 

objectives are to be measured. 

The final point relates to the raising of the profile of policing at the 

central/national government political level.  Policing is currently under-

recognised at this level and police do not have input into making policy 

decisions.  Although various aspects of policing are represented via the Attorney-

General and the Secretary for the Department of Homeland Security, there is no 

individual or organization that represents police per se, at the national level, who 

can advise on local, tribal, city or state policing. 

A National Police Advisor would become the center for policing issues 

and would be able to advise Cabinet members on crime policy and legislation 

which affect police and police operations.  An Advisor could also sponsor the 

restructuring of police agencies, standardize police training and establish 

performance methodologies to increase police service delivery across the United 

States. 

 

Conclusion 

In a survey undertaken by the International Association of Chiefs of 

Police in April 2011, 94 per cent of the respondents answered that there is “a 

new reality in American policing developing” (International Association of 

Chiefs of Police, 2011).  According to the Community Oriented Policing 

Services (2011), the 50 year old police service delivery model currently in use is 

already starting to change.  However, the pressure for policing to change is likely 

to become more intense in the next three to five years to meet the pressure to 

balance budgets and to meet service delivery levels (International Association of 

Chiefs of Police, 2011).   

American policing is facing a new reality where agencies are confronted 

with a changing crime environment and there is a need to “develop new and 

innovative ways to leverage resources and maximize productivity in the face of 
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diminishing financial means” (Community Oriented Policing Services, 2011, p. 

34).  However, any new method developed must also be sustainable and cost-

effective, and be able to take into consideration local accountability. 

One strategy that police agencies may consider in response to the 

changing environment is the consolidation of their organizations or the provision 

of services.  Of the seven approaches to consolidation presented in this article, 

the merging or regionalization of agencies presents the most opportunities for 

decreasing costs and for increasing organizational capability to improve service 

delivery and to adapt to the transformation of crime.  However, before 

consolidation can take place, new processes may need to be found to ensure that 

centralized resources are managed equitably.  Although it may be tempting to 

dismiss ideas such as the introduction of consolidation to increase police 

agencies effectiveness due to the possibility of undermining local accountability, 

such approaches may help to challenge the perceived wisdom about how policing 

is delivered, and inspire further thinking about how American “policing is 

configured for the future” (Innes, 2011, p. 10).  The challenge for police leaders 

and decision makers is to be able to adapt approaches such as those discussed in 

this article to maintain agency delivery levels in a time of austerity and of 

increasing globalization while balancing the needs of the community. 
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