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Abstract  

In recent times sociologists and criminologists alike have looked to extend upon 
Beck’s (1992) ‘risk society’ thesis in an attempt to characterise the state of modern 
Western society. One institutional arena which has seen a growth in the impact ‘risk 
society’ approaches have had on its operations are policing organisations. Police are 
seen as one of many institutions concerned with the detection and management of 
risk, which has shifted the traditional police focus on crime control to one of risk 
management. This paper will focus on the growth of the New South Wales Police 
Media Unit and outline the ways in which police risk communications have developed 
across the history of this professionalised Unit within New South Wales Police. By 
tracing the history of the New South Wales Police Media Unit, we will be able to see 
how the communication of risks has become one, of a number, of important 
exchanges the police make with the media and public. 
 
Introduction 

In recent times sociologists and criminologists alike have looked to extend upon 

Beck’s (1992) ‘risk society’ thesis in an attempt to characterise the state of modern 

Western society, a society within which “the awareness of potential dangers…has 

overshadowed traditional, more mundane matters” (Jewkes 2004: 72). At the same 

time, this ‘risk society’ mentality has flourished, we have also seen “the blurring of 

public and private boundaries” that have “extended to society’s institutions, which 

have sought to regulate social life in ways previously unimagined” (Jewkes 2004: 72). 

 

One institutional arena which has seen a growth in the impact ‘risk society’ 

approaches have had on its operations are policing organisations. In 1997 Richard 

Ericson and Kevin Haggerty co-authored Policing the Risk Society, which claimed to 

offer “a fundamental reassessment of how we think about police” (Ericson and 

Haggerty 1997: 3). By reflecting critically on previous literature on policing, Ericson 

and Haggerty (1997) argued that “policing and the society in which it takes place are 

best understood in terms of a risk model of communication” (p 3). In this sense, 

Ericson and Haggerty were contending that the administrative apparatus of policing is 
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constituted by communication systems developed to identify and manage risks 

(Brodeur 1998: 455; Ericson and Haggerty 1997: 3-4). 

 

Police are seen as one of many institutions concerned with the detection and 

management of risk, which has shifted the traditional police focus on crime control to 

one of risk management (Mastrofski 1999: 1539-1540). As such, the core 

methodology of policing goes beyond coercion and into the realms of surveillance and 

the processing and dissemination of risk knowledge to other institutions. This has 

implications for policing, as police are held up as pivotal brokers of knowledge in the 

risk society (Punch 1999: 199). Ericson and Haggerty maintain that this ‘risk’ 

condition, and the transformations this condition has made on police work and 

organisation, offers a new paradigm for the study of policing (O'Malley 1999: 138).  

 

As police have come to be known as “principle ‘risk-knowledge-brokers’…police 

objectives, structures and practices become profoundly influenced by the external 

demand for risk information” (Campbell 2004: 696). This paper will look at is one 

structure of modern policing organisations which has grown to play a central role in, 

amongst other things, the communication of risk. These structures are known as the 

professionalised Media Units and Media Relations Offices that operate within a large 

proportion of policing organisations across the world. In this paper, the history of the 

New South Wales Police Media Unit will be traced through organisational documents, 

showing how risk communications have played an important role throughout the 

history of police relations with the media, and have grown in importance since the 

establishment of a professional and formalised Media Unit within New South Wales 

Police. 

 

One of the central arenas in which policing organisations can disseminate risk 

communications is via the media, who play a crucial role in circulating information to 

the general public. In recent years the way the police communicate with the media, 

and in turn the public, has become increasingly important. According to Lovell (2002: 

2): 

Police are now beginning to maintain media-relations offices staffed by 
public information officers trained in media communication and 
journalism whose primary responsibility is to engage the news media to 
advance the goals of the police organisation. 
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In Australia particularly, the establishment of police information services has become 

a regular feature of law enforcement (Wilson 1992). Despite the enormous role Police 

Media Units play in the overall function of policing, there is little research looking at 

the role of these Units and how they have changed the ways police communicate with 

the media and public. According to Motschall and Cao (2002), only recently has 

research begun to be conducted into Police Media Units and the “historical, 

organisational and theoretical bases for public information in law enforcement” 

(2002: 153). This raises a number of important questions about Police Media Units in 

Australia, and how they relate to the issue of ‘risk communications’ more broadly. 

 

The remainder of this paper will focus on the development and growth of formalised 

communications between policing organisations, specifically the New South Wales 

Police, and the news media. It must be noted that the history being presented in this 

paper is primarily based upon official documentation produced by New South Wales 

Police, such as Annual Reports and journals. As a consequence, information from 

these sources may be produced with a particular organisational slant. Keeping this in 

mind, by tracing the history of the New South Wales Police Media Unit, we will be 

able to see how the communication of risks has become one, of a number, of 

important exchanges the police make with the media and public. It will be shown that 

increasingly these exchanges have become more formalised, especially with the 

development of a Unit specifically concerned with the dissemination of information to 

the public via the news media.  

 

Police-Media Interactions 

The importance of police-media exchanges was recognised way back in the 1950’s, 

when the then President of the Australian Journalists Association, Mr G. F. Godfrey 

gave an address to NSW Police Detectives. In his address Mr. Godfrey declared that it 

was: 

The joint task of police and journalists to examine how best they can carry 
out the functions allotted to their respective professions to develop those 
aspects on which mutually advantageous cooperation can be achieved and 
to study any factors on which there may be variance with a view to their 
elimination (Godfrey 1957: 301-302).  
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Furthermore, he also believed that “an atmosphere of confidence and trust must exist 

in the relationship between the police and the press” so that both parties can rely 

implicitly upon each other (Godfrey 1957: 305). 

 

Godfrey’s vision, however, may have been slightly ahead of its time, with police-

media relations prior to the 1960’s being less than cosy. The early conflicts within the 

police-media relationship in fact have been discussed by Australian criminologist 

Mark Finnane (1994; 2002), who has highlighted some of the ways in which 

bureaucracy and government in Australia attempted to regulate the police-media 

relationship. Over time, however, it can be seen that the police have dramatically 

altered their perspective with regard to their relationship with the media and, as a 

consequence, have come to see the utility in engaging with the media, particularly for 

communicating information to the public. 

 

A History of Risk Communication 

Documented formal links between the NSW Police and the media can be traced back 

as far as the 1940’s, where many of the media related issues of the NSW Police were 

conducted via the Traffic Branch (New South Wales Police 1950). In these early 

dealings, the Police were mainly concerned with issues of safety, particularly in 

relation to children. Within the Traffic Branch police developed a variety of 

programs, lectures and patrols aimed at protecting children against road accidents, as 

well as educating children on safety measures. As part of these lectures, officers 

attended primary and secondary schools and discussed general road safety precautions 

and other aspects of the law (Hunter 2005). As part of the ‘Safety First’ campaign, run 

by the Traffic Branch,  police began conducting weekly safety broadcasts on two 

radio stations (New South Wales Police 1950). Over time these broadcasts widened to 

include a number of other stations and by the mid 1960’s over two thousand radio 

sessions were being broadcast across metropolitan and country areas (New South 

Wales Police 1964). These broadcasts were complementary to a variety of other 

safety campaigns being run by NSW Police during that period. 
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The Police Traffic Branch “used every available publicity medium in an effort to 

secure public interest and co-operation in reducing the high incidence of fatal 

accidents on all roads and highways throughout the State” (Hunter 2005). Radio 

broadcasts were soon joined by television broadcasts in the late 1950’s, and in 1957 

NSW Police announced the “introduction of television as a means of safety 

propaganda” (Hunter 2005; New South Wales Police 1957: 12). This saw the 

‘Constable Careful’ campaign launched on two television stations. School Lecturing 

exhibits were also presented at the Royal Agricultural Show during the 1950’s in an 

attempt to not only interest the public, but also bring to their notice the need for safety 

(New South Wales Police 1958). 

 

It was during the 1960’s when the NSW Police broadened their range of media related 

activities, introducing the Police Public Relations Branch, the first formal unit within 

the organisation specifically created to deal with media issues (New South Wales 

Police 1965). In 1964, when the Branch was established, it consisted of three staff: a 

Sergeant, a Constable and a female Public Service Officer (New South Wales Police 

1965). The Branch was set up for the promotion of Police Public Relations, assisting 

materially in the investigation of serious crimes, not only by publication through 

press, radio and television of information relating to cases, but also through the 

publication of photographs and descriptions of people who were suspected victims of 

crime (New South Wales Police 1965). In addition to this, a number of general 

warnings were issued by the Branch to the public via the media in respect to the 

subject of crime prevention. During this period there was still very much a safety 

message component to the information being produced by the Branch.  

 

The role of the Branch continued to develop and expand throughout the 1970’s and 

1980’s. By 1970, the Public Relations Branch not only informed the public on matters 

of crime prevention and detection, but also assisted in tracing missing persons, gave 

traffic control advice, addressed community groups, produced crime prevention 

pamphlets and even with cooperated with the news media, authors, feature writers and 

film producers in preparing material depicting police activities (New South Wales 

Police 1971). 
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By the end of the 1970’s, staffing levels in the Public Relations Branch had increased 

tenfold and operating hours were extended. In addition, the Branch also launched 

‘Police File’, a weekly television program, similar to ‘Australia’s Most Wanted’, 

detailing unsolved crimes, incidents and wanted criminals (New South Wales Police 

1979). 

 

The 1980’s saw the name of the Public Relations Branch change to Media Liaison. 

With this change came the further expansion of the unit. Media Liaison was extended 

to a seven day a week operation on twenty-four hour standby. Individuals working 

within the unit also saw their role extend beyond the office and out into the field, with 

Liaison Officers often visiting the scenes of serious crimes and disasters to assist in 

the dissemination of information to the public and media (New South Wales Police 

1981). 

 

The appointment of a journalist to Media Liaison in the early 1980’s was seen as a 

significant step in the professionalisation of police media communication systems. 

Campaigns such as Neighbourhood Watch, Operation NOAH and Crime Stoppers 

were developed and introduced by Media Liaison during this period, not only 

extending the proactivity of their media work, but also further solidifying the focus of 

police communications on elements of safety and risk. 

 

The Neighbourhood Watch program was formally launched in New South Wales in 

1984 as a community crime prevention scheme, bringing together Police and local 

residents (Neighbourhood Watch Vic Inc 2005). The aim of this program was, in the 

words of Ericson and Haggerty (1997) to “mobilise the residents of local territories to 

become reflexive with respect to risks” (p 156). This was not only intended to prevent 

crime and catch criminals, but also “to help residents confront their emotional 

responses to risk and to become responsible for policing their own territories” 

(Ericson and Haggerty 1997: 156). 

 

Crime Stoppers was developed as a concept in the United States during the mid-

1970’s, later adopted by New South Wales Police in the late 1980’s (New South 

Wales Police 2005). The aim of the program was to link the resources of the police 

and media in a crime fighting project. According to New South Wales Police: 
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Crime Stoppers is a community-based initiative which encourages 
members of the community to provide information on wanted people, 
unsolved crimes and people they know have committed criminal offences 
but have not been arrested (2005). 

 

The concept of Crime Stoppers was further developed in the 1980’s with the 

broadcasting of the television program, ‘Australia’s Most Wanted’. The programme 

ran for thirteen seasons during the 1980’s and 1990’s. The programme involved the 

re-enactment of unsolved crimes, together with interviews with victims and police 

investigators. Updates on recent crimes and information on wanted and missing 

people were also featured in the program. In line with the Crime Stoppers campaign, 

‘Australia’s Most Wanted’ viewers were encouraged to contact the program if they 

believed they had information that could assist police inquiries. 

 

It can be seen through the examination of NSW Police history that the relationship the 

police fostered with the media became increasingly important, so much so that a 

dedicated Unit was established to extend and solidify these relationships. This facet of 

the NSW Police, now known as the Media Unit, has become a major vehicle for the 

promotion of the police profile, as well as police-community relations. 

 
 

The New South Wales Police Media Unit 

Today a permanent and professional department operates within New South Wales 

Police, known as the Police Media Unit, to deal with communications to and from 

Police. The New South Wales Police Media Unit is quoted as being a “dedicated 

media liaison team” that handles enquiries from local, interstate and international 

media (New South Wales Police 2003). According to the NSW Police website, the 

Unit: 

Manages media at major crime scenes and disasters, provides a daily 
briefing to the senior executive, manages media enquiries, produces media 
releases, coordinates press conferences, organises launches and provides 
strategic advice, focusing on how media opportunities can be best 
managed for investigative purposes (New South Wales Police 2004b).  

 

The Police Media Unit is a twenty-four hour a day, seven day a week operation, 

staffed by “experienced journalists, public relations specialists and police officers” 

(New South Wales Police 2002: 5). It is an arm of the Public Affairs Branch of NSW 
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Police and, along with the Corporate Communications Unit, reports to Support 

Command within NSW Police (New South Wales Police 2004b). 

 

The Media Unit assists NSW Police in their communications with the media, 

encouraging a “positive and co-operative relationship” between the two (New South 

Wales Police 2002: 5). The Unit, and its employees, are governed by the New South 

Wales Police Media Policy (2002; 2004a), a document that “provides police with 

guidelines on the release of information to the media…what information can be 

released, the circumstances that should be considered and the level of authority 

necessary for releasing information” (New South Wales Police 2002: 3). 

Consequently, the Media Unit is a point of contact for NSW Police faced with a 

variety of situations, and acts as a conduit for information about potential public risk. 

 

The Media Unit claim that they are there not only to provide ‘accurate information’ to 

the public and the media but also give advice to all members of the NSW Police, warn 

of “public danger”, “reduce unnecessary fear”, and to “highlight the positive aspects 

of police and policing” (New South Wales Police 2002: 17). The history of the 

development of this Unit shows how risk communications have always been of 

significant importance to New South Wales Police, culminating in the creation of the 

Police Media Unit, as a more professionalised and organised way of dealing with the 

communication of risks, and other matters, to the community. The ‘risk mentalities’, 

as highlighted by Ericson and Haggerty (1997), have helped shape the ways in which 

police communicate with the media and community, and prevail today in a variety of 

technologies and formats that permeate everyday police work, holding policing 

organisations up as key knowledge brokers in the ‘risk society’ (Campbell 2004; 

Ericson and Haggerty 1997).  
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