
Criminology & Criminal Justice Spring 
Colloquium

Carrying Out Problem-Oriented Action 
Research with the Police

Clinical Professor Michael Scott



“Problem-oriented”



What Is Problem-Oriented 
Policing?

PROBLEM-ORIENTED POLICING (POP) is an approach to policing in which (1) DISCRETE PIECES OF 

POLICE BUSINESS (each consisting of a cluster of similar incidents, whether crimes or acts of disorder, 

that the police are expected to handle) are subject to (2) MICROSCOPIC EXAMINATION (drawing on the 

especially honed skills of crime analysts and the accumulated experience of operating field personnel) 

in hopes that what is freshly learned about each problem will lead to discovering a (3) NEW AND MORE 

EFFECTIVE STRATEGY for dealing with it.  POP places a high value on new responses that are (4) 

PREVENTIVE in nature, that are (5) NOT DEPENDENT ON THE USE OF THE CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM, 

and that (6) ENGAGE OTHER PUBLIC AGENCIES, THE COMMUNITY AND THE PRIVATE SECTOR when 

their involvement has the potential for significantly contributing to the reduction of the problem.  POP 

carries a commitment to (7) IMPLEMENTING THE NEW STRATEGY, (8) RIGOROUSLY EVALUATING ITS 

EFFECTIVENESS, and, subsequently, (9) REPORTING THE RESULTS in ways that will benefit other police 

agencies and that will ultimately contribute to (10) BUILDING A BODY OF KNOWLEDGE that supports 

the further professionalization of the police.



Defining Problems

“…discrete pieces of police business…”





Assaults by and of college students in and 
around college bars on weekend nights 



“Action research”



Academic research demands….

…researcher independence and objectivity



Action research demands…

…researcher’s full engagement with the team 
seeking to address a problem:

•Defining it
•Studying its causes
•Developing and implementing new responses 
to it

•Evaluating impact of new responses on it



Problem-solving Process

Scanning Analysis

Assessment Response

SARA



Research design and methods



Standards of proof...

• Academic
• Statistical significance
• Temporal sequence variables
• Non-spuriousness

• Problem-oriented policing
• Aspire for rigor, but settle for 

less
• “Good enough” to persuade 

key decision-makers



Political considerations...

• Shifting priorities
• Pressure for immediate results
• Lack of research culture
• Community tolerances and preferences for police actions
• Transient personnel
• Organizational conflicts (over missions, resources)



Contributions of criminology



Root Causes of Crime
• poverty
• unemployment
• inequitable distribution of wealth
• racism
• psychopathology
• genetics
• youth
• broken families
• decline in moral values
• poor education
• substance abuse



Situational Crime Prevention



Routine Activity Theory

Crime will occur when a motivated offender 
converges with a suitable victim in the 
absence of a capable guardian



Rational Choice Theory

Offenders, within the boundaries of limited 
knowledge and their reasoning abilities, choose to 
commit crimes under certain conditions



Crime Pattern Theory
Offenders’ routine 
travels bring them 
into contact with 
physical environments 
that offer cues about 
the likelihood of being 
able to successfully 
commit a crime there

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=crime+pattern+theory&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=GjE4d45hzrpjnM&tbnid=SDxeN4-HtzAvvM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://www.popcenter.org/learning/60steps/index.cfm?stepNum%3D16&ei=h081UZz4C6SuyQHy94HAAQ&bvm=bv.43148975,d.aWc&psig=AFQjCNGKgNvXmAtdYP8LWybkBVb7l_MjnQ&ust=1362534653623385


Crime Triangle





Building a body of policing knowledge

• Based on...
• Research
• Good practice
• Experimentation
• Exchange of knowledge
• Documentation and publication



Law Medicine

PsychiatryEngineering Gardening

Pharmacy

http://www.amazon.com/gp/reader/0471333336/ref=sib_dp_pt/002-5310051-3412839#reader-link
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/images/0897215044/ref=dp_image_0/002-5310051-3412839?_encoding=UTF8&n=283155&s=books




United Kingdom United States Canada

NorwayNew ZealandNetherlands Australia



Translations



Problems

Responses

Tools









Problem-Oriented Policing: Successful Case 
Studies (Routledge) (Scott & Clarke, eds)

• Crime and disorder at a budget motel (Oakland, 
CA)

• Harm and demand associated with vulnerable 
callers to police (Lancashire, UK)

• Violent offenders (Aurora, IL)
• Burglary of self-storage facility units (Charlotte, 

NC)
• Sexual assaults in illegal taxis (London, UK)
• Sexual assaults in illegal cabs (Tønsberg, Norway)
• Construction-site burglary (Port St. Lucie, FL)
• Robbery of school-age victims (Enfield, London, 

UK)
• Opiod abuse in Reno, Nevada
• Gang violence (Boston, MA)
• Disorder associated with day laboring (Glendale, 

CA)
• Auto theft (Winnipeg, Manitoba, Canada)

• Farm-labor-vehicle safety (CA)
• Drowning of illegal cockle pickers (Morecombe

Bay, England) 
• Convenience-store crime and disorder (Glendale, 

AZ)
• Crime-ridden intersection (Portland, OR)
• Crime and disorder in a residential neighborhood 

(Austin, TX)
• Violent-offender territories (Cincinnati, OH) 
• Domestic violence (High Point, NC)
• Domestic violence (Chula Vista, CA)
• Glass attacks in pubs and clubs (Lancashire, UK) 
• Crime and disorder associated with homeless 

encampments (Eureka, CA)
• Convenience-store robberies and murders 

(Houston, TX)
• Crime and disorder at motels and hotels (Chula 

Vista, CA)
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