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The Police Research Industry 

Consists of many scholars, think tanks, 
research institutes, and professional 
associations all working to increase 
knowledge and improve policing. 



Different Types of “Evidence” 

 Evidence used in 
criminal cases 

 Evidence used to 
determine what 
programs, practices 
and policies are 
effective 



Sources of Evidence 

 Training 
 Experience 
 Intuition 
 Peers 
 Professional 

associations 
 Scientific 

evidence 



Why Rely on Scientific Evidence? 

 To put in place more effective policies, 
programs, and practices 

 To use public funds more efficiently and 
more judiciously 

 To avoid iatrogenic effects or “cures that 
harm” 



Cures that Harm 

Example 1: “Scared Straight” 

“ Programs like 'Scared Straight' are likely 
to have a harmful effect and increase 
delinquency relative to doing nothing at all 
to the same youths.” 

 
 
 

Source: http://campbellcollaboration.org/lib/project/3 
 

 



Cures that Harm 

Example 2: Juvenile Justice Processing 

“ Juvenile system processing… across all 
measures appears to increase 
delinquency. Given the additional financial 
costs… and the lack of evidence for any 
public safety benefit, jurisdictions should 
review their policies regarding the 
handling of juveniles.” 

 
 
 Source: http://campbellcollaboration.org/lib/project/81 

 

 



Cures that Harm 

Example 3: Police Interventions 

 When police behave in a procedurally unjust 
manner, they undermine the perceived 
legitimacy of their institution, as well as the 
legitimacy of law more generally. 

 Similarly, when police treat gangs in a 
manner that is procedurally unjust, they 
may increase the level of gang cohesion, 
which increases crime and violence. 

 
 

 



Quality of Evidence 

Not all 
evidence is 
created 
equal 



Quality of Evidence 

“  Our findings… suggest that design does 
matter and that its effect in criminal 
justice study is systematic. The weaker a 
design, as indicated by internal validity, 
the more likely was a study to report a 
result in favor of treatment and the less 
likely it was to report a harmful effect of 
treatment.” 

 
 

Source: Weisburd, D., A. Petrosino, & C. Lum (2003). “Assessing Systematic 
Evidence in Crime and Justice: Methodological Concerns and Empirical Outcomes.” 
Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Sciences 578: 50-70. 

 



Scientific evidence 
is like a puzzle. 



We need to put the 
pieces together. 



Synthesizing the Evidence 

 Locating the evidence  
– Including the “fugitive” literature to avoid 

publication bias. 

 Accounting for differences in findings 
– It is common for studies of the same topic 

to generate different findings. 

 Accounting for differences in quality 
– What do we do with lower quality studies? 

Exclude them? Give them less weight? 
 
 



Four Milestones in Evidence-Based 
Policing 

1. Sherman’s “Evidence-Based 
Policing” report 
 

2. The University of Maryland’s 
“What Works” report 
 

3. The Campbell Collaboration 
 

4. CrimeSolutions.gov 



1. Sherman’s “Evidence-Based Policing 
Report 

 

“Of all the ideas in 
policing, one stands 
out as the most 
powerful force for 
change: police 
practices should be 
based on scientific 
evidence about what 
works best.” 
 

Source: http://www.policefoundation.org/content/evidence-based-policing 



2. The “What Works” Report 
 

“ A much larger part of 
the national crime 
prevention portfolio 
must be invested in 
rigorous testing of 
innovative programs, in 
order to identify the 
active ingredients of 
locally successful 
programs that can be 
recommended for 
adoption… nation-wide.” 

 
Source: www.ncjrs.gov/works/index.htm 



3. The Campbell Collaboration 

Source: http://www.campbellcollaboration.org 



3. The Campbell Collaboration 

Source: http://www.campbellcollaboration.org 



4. CrimeSolutions.gov 

Source: http://www.crimesolutions.gov 



4. CrimeSolutions.gov 

Overview of the  
review process in  

CrimeSolutions.gov 

Source: http://www.crimesolutions.gov 



4. CrimeSolutions.gov 

Overview of the ratings in CrimeSolutions.gov 
Source: http://www.crimesolutions.gov 



THREE EXAMPLES 

Evidence-Based Practices 
in Policing 



Problem-Oriented Policing 

 Source: A systematic review of 10 
rigorous scientific studies from the U.S. & 
U.K. that examined the effects of POP on 
crime and disorder. 

 Findings: 8 of 10 studies found that POP 
reduced crime or disorder.  POP “is 
associated with a statistically significant 
decline in crime and disorder ”  

 
Source: www.campbellcollaboration.org/lib/download/228 
 



“Pulling Levers” Strategies 

 These focused deterrence strategies use 
POP principles in specific ways to disrupt 
group-based violence. 

 A systematic review found that “focused 
deterrence strategies are associated with 
an overall statistically-significant, 
medium-sized crime reduction effect.” 

Source: www.campbellcollaboration.org/lib/download/1918 



Hot Spots Policing 

The evidence shows that hot spots policing 
is an effective crime prevention strategy.  
 
The research also suggests that “focusing 
police efforts on high-activity crime places 
does not inevitably lead to crime 
displacement, and crime control benefits 
may diffuse into the areas immediately 
surrounding the targeted locations.”  

Source: www.campbellcollaboration.org/lib/download/2097 



Ongoing Challenges with 
Evidence-Based Policing 

 Accumulating and synthesizing the 
evidence 

 Communicating and translating the 
evidence 

 Adopting evidence-based solutions and 
overcoming the implementation gap 

 Updating the evidence 
 



Thank you! 

Ed Maguire 
maguire@american.edu 

www.edmaguire.net 

Cover photo source: Nick Sherman (www.flickr.com/photos/nicksherman/2424046493) 
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