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It’s situational: the dilemmas of police governance in the 21st Century

Over the past thirty years, police services in the UK, Canada, the USA and Australia have been subjected to a series of demands for change and reform. Reform has, in effect, become cyclical. This article describes these reforms as a shift from command and control bureaucracy through markets to networks. The central argument of the article is that constant reform is a result of the unintended consequences of change. Many of these unintended consequences stem from the limitations and incompatibility of each of these governing structures. We show that the conflicts between the core ideas that distinguish each governing structure create dilemmas that render all reforms contingent, and sometimes nugatory.

The article tells the distinct stories of the Bureaucratic State, the Contract State and the Network State. The article explores the limits and prospects of collaborative policing, focusing on the Network State and drawing on semi-structured interviews with 27 senior and middle-level officers and managers. The article concludes that, for police organisations, the future does not lie with markets, hierarchies or networks. The central story of police reform will be the efforts to match management style to the situation, to balance the unholy trinity of the ever-changing mix of markets, hierarchies and networks.
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