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DO THE POLICE - OR CAN THE POLICE - OBTAIN 
THE PUBLIC'S PARTICIPATION IN 

THE PREVENTION OF CRIME ? 

When the I.C.P.0.-INTERPOL agreed to prepare a report 
on the theme '~o the police ~ or can the police - obtain the 
public's participation in the prevention of crime ?"_, it was 
perfectly aware that it had chosen an especially difficult 
and relatively unexplored subject. 

To analyse one of the many aspects of contemporary po
lice action is already a very complicated task_, and to meas
ure the extent of the public's participation in police ef
forts at crime prevention_, we would no doubt need to organize 
opinion polls in the various countries. 

For this reason_, and because the studies conducted so 
far are not sufficiently scientific and detail ed to enable 
us to draw any definite conclusions_, we have decided to be 
less ambitious and to confine ourselves to establishing a 
few guiding principles for crime prevention. 

* 
* * 

KYOTO 
August 1970 
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THE PUBLIC'S ATTITUDE TO TRADITIONAL POLICE WORK. 

Relations between the police and public have always been 
slightly strained. The police were - and no doubt still are -
a symbol for many citizens of "society" as an imposer and en
forcer of laws; the police represent the law in action and the 
public often sees them simply as the secular arm of the execu
tive and judicial authorities. 

Generally-speaking, the public is prejudiced against the 
police because of the traditional powers with which they are 
invested and which seem, to the average citizen, to be exces
sive. The difficult tasks the police have had to perform in 
times of unrest have helped to tarnish their image in the 
eyes of the public and to cut them off from the rest of the 
population. These communication difficulties are to be de
plored, for the police are then seen as constituting a separ
ate community which is highly agressive and ready to "perse
cute" ordinary citizens at every opportunity. Rejected by the 
community, the police realise that they are isolated and tend 
to wrap themselves up even more in themselves, like a group 
of people under seige which raises its walls and strengthens 
its fortifications. 

When such a situation develops, the slightest incidents 
in which the police have to intervene are the occasion for 
"differences" which are often dramatised by the public. This 
latent tension is often observed, for instance, in motorists 
when policemen stop or fine them for traffic offences. Mil
lions of drivers, whose only contact with the police occurs 
at times like these, judge the police simply fro~ this moment
ary contact between law enforcers and wrong-doers. As a re
sult, the latter bear a permanent and uneradicable grievance 
against the police. 

Political and social conflicts have also helped to bring 
about the public's wariness of the police. Since the police 
are there to serve the state, they have the responsibility 
of maintaining public order. Confronted by unruly demons
trators, the police are obliged to act with a certain amount 
of firmness. Police intervention in the street and the inevi
table altercations which follow are the cause of the hostility 
encountered in a certain section of the population. 

In a climate as bad as this, differences of opinion -
of varying degrees - arise between the police and the public 
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about the duties of the police and the way in which these 

should be carried out. These differences of opinion may be 

exaggerated by the mass media. The public is not a l ways ac

curately informed of the variety of police duties, or of the 

enormous responsibility they have to accept in circumstances 

for which they are in no way responsible. In some cases, the 

police will be judged to have gone too far, in others not 

far enough; and what will appear exeessive to some will be 

thought inadequate by others. Prejudice against the police 

arises from public ignorance or from the fact that coverage 

of police matters is only partial. 

The phenomenon of urbanization has also largely helped 

to isolate the police from the rest of the community for 

whose protection they are responsible. Gone is the time 

when all the inhabitants of a town used to know each other, 

work together and exchange ideas. 

At the same time, due to the density of the population, 

the police have had to increase their strength and the new 

men are not known to the local public. Relations between the 

police and the public have lost a lot of their human warmth. 

The police have become "dehumanised" : many of the routine 

duties performed day and night by the police are carried 

out from motor vehicles; this naturally adds to their ano

nymity and separates them from the public even more. 

As a result, there is nothing to encourage the public to 

maintain good relations with policemen who are merely "num

bers". 

All these factors have created a situation extremely 

inauspicious to police/public relations. However, in spite 

of the generally unfavourable situation, it will be seen 

that on many occasions the police and public have joined 

forces in the interests of crime prevention. It is in this 

direction that the situation has developed, as described 

above. 

Although the problems of law and order always appear to 

be the only ones handled by the police, a more detailed stu

dy will reveal that in fact the time spent by the police on 

duties of an administrative and social nature is more than 

that spent on crime investigation and the maintenance of 

public order, and . that in many countries the police have 
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made strenuous efforts to promote closer and better relations 
wi th the public. 

Furthermore, the attitude of the police to certain cate
gories of offenders has changed a great deal over the years. 
It is obvious, for instance, that the police attitude to young 
drug addicts is now very different from what it was in the 
past. 

Police duties with respect to road traffic and road sa
fety are largely concerned with prevention and with the edu
cation of the public. 

With respect to juvenile delinquency in particular, the 
police have shown their concern for the prevention of crime 
and the education of the public by setting up special agen
c i es for this purpose. 

In short, a superficial examination of police/public re
lations would suggest that these have changed very little. 
In fact, a more detailed study reveals a definite change, an 
evolution. 

WHAT IS MEANT BY "THE PUBLIC" ? 

The term "the public" is often used very vaguely . and 
should be defined with regard to the problem under consider
ation. We ourselves give it a very wide meaning. By "the 
public", we mean any social structure which is concerned 
by police crime prevention activities - in their widest 
sense. 

In certain circumstances, it may mean the population 
in general. 

In other cases, it may mean selected sections of the 
population, delegated by the Community at governmental, 
provincial, municipal or district level to t ake on crime 
prevention work in liaison with the police. 



- 5 -

Or it may mean particular professions which, through 
the appropriate professional organizations and/or in the 

course of their work, contribute to the prevention programme. 

It may even be particular cultural or welfare associa
tions with crime prevention as one of their objectives. 

We should like to give a few examples to show h ow these 
various categories known as "the public" have developed or 
are developing a crime prevention programme. 

The population. 

Surprisingly enough, it is undoubtedly very difficult 
to obtain the ac~ive co-operation of the population at large 

in crime prevention. It is through its respect for the law, 
its citizenship and its collective spirit that the population 

can help crime prevention in a general way. However, the 
population at large seems to adopt a passive attitude. 

For mass involvement, an enormous campaign to inform 
and educate the public is necessary. We shall see further on 

what form such a campaign might take. 

Selected sections of the population. 

These may be groups of persons organized into an asso
ciation. In Japan, for instance, there is a series of agen
cies which work under instructions from or in close co
operation with the police to carry out surveillance and de
tection work in the streets, factories, schools, etc .. : 
"district crime prevention associations" in each local police 

district; "juvenile guidance centres" responsible for co
ordinating relations between the general public, school au
thorities and the police; "liaison commissions" in factori e s. 

They may also be "bureaus", such as the "conciliation 
bureaus" which exist in the United Arab Republic; these are 

staffed by members of the public who·, under the control of 
the police authorities, try to solve disputes between indivi

duals which might degenerate and result in serious crimes, 

assaults or even killings. 
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Particular professions. 

There are many examples from which to choose. 

Financial establishments : banks, savings banks and post 

offices have become staunch supporters of prevention and· self

protection techniques, following pressure from the police. They 

have begun to adopt static defence measures (equipping of 

premises, retractable tills, cameras, etc.) and to install 

alarm systems (bells, warning devices linked directly with 

the police, etc.). 

In several countries, the taxi drivers associations have 

understood the need to equip taxis with a protective glass 

panel to prevent drivers from being attacked while driving. 

Architects have also acted on police advice and contri

buted largely to the inclusion of prevention devices in mo

dern building design. 

Elsewhere, professional associations ·in department stores 

have arranged for staff to receive instruction in preventing 

shoplifting. We can also cite the example of a department 

store which gave over one entire floor to the police to allow 

them to hold an exhibition on crime prevention; the store 

even lent the police their advertising technicians and dis

play artists. By so doing, it made a contribution to crime 

prevention. 

More recently, airline companies have themselves adopted 

various measures to prevent the hijacking of aircraft. 

Those whose job it is to inform and educate the public 

(whether they are specialised or not) have an important part 

to play and much could be said about their specific role. 

Cultural or welfare associations. 

Their activities are well known and are mainly concen

trated on the prevention of vice (prostitution, drug addiction) 

and juvenile delinquency. 
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Security - a private industry. 

In a few countries, a certain sector of the "public" -

businessmen - has developed the material prevention of crime 

(in particular, thefts and robberies) to such an extent that 

it has become a veritable private commercial industry. 

The ever-increasing boldness of criminals and the ever 

more powerful means at their disposal have meant that crime 

prevention has had to become more arrl more -"sophisticated". 

It requires costly equipment and advanced techniques, etc. 

Over the years, the "security" industry has developed and 

become a private industry to which potential victims of 

crime are turning more and more for assistance. Nowadays, 

crime prevention can be bought and sold. 

In certain countries (United Kingdom, Federal Germany), 

this industry co-operates with the police. The general public 

follows the advice it is given about how to avoid being care

less (and thus encourage certain types of crime) and to ac

quire technical anti-theft devices. 

This is a new development which official police forces 

will have to recognise. 

The mass media. 

There is no doubt that the mass media constitute a power

ful instrument for informing and educating the public and 

therefore for preventing crime. In fact, they could be des

cribed as ideal for this purpose. Unfortunately, it has to be 

admitted that all too often the mass media are more concerned 

with the morbid and base side of crime and it is to be deplored 

that greater efforts are not made to educate the public in 

crime prevention. 
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FIELDS OF POLICE CRIME PREVENTION IN WHICH THE PUBLIC'S CO
OPERATION MAY BE OBTAINED. 

The extent of the public's co-operation in crime preven
tion apparently depends on the relative seriousness with 
which it views different criminal offences. 

The public classifies anti-social modes of behaviour 
penalised by law in a more or le.ss conscious way. It does so 
according to a scale of values which is peculiar to it and 
which evolves very rapidly, whereas the scale of values taken 
into consideration by the legislator corresponds to society's 
attitudes at a particular moment in time, often situated far 
back in the past. As a result, there may be - and often is -
a time-lag between the two systems, the one official, legal 
and rigid, the other unofficial, sociological and constantly 
evolving. 

Of course, there are certain serious crimes which are 
generally condemned by the majority of the public : offences 
against persons (in particular, premeditated or unpremeditat
ed murder, causing bodily harm, violent sexual assault and 
armed robbery) and certain offences against property (various 
kinds of theft, notably that involving the use of firearms or 
violence or carried out by gangs) . 

However, there are offences which are severely punished 
by law but which the public considers to be less serious. For 
instance, offences endangering State security, counterfeiting 
(including the counterfeiting of currency which is legal 
tender), resisting the police, economic-type frauds, causing 
damage to State or public property. The public does not al
ways consider these modes of behaviour to be as immoral as 
the legislator. 

There is another group of offences which meets with only 
slight disapproval from the public : for example, deserting 
the family, adultery, certain minor sexual offences, slander, 
shoplifting, abortion. This is borne out by the fact that 
there is a tendency in those international circles concerned 
with the evolution of criminal law to no longer consider 
certain of such forms of behaviour as offences. 

We therefore find that there is a whole series of offen
ces in criminal law, which have fallen from their pedestal 
and which no longer match the definition of "natural of fence" 
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given by GAROFALO, i.e. they no longer "offend the average 
man's morality". 

On the other hand, it may happen that at a given moment 
the public becomes particularly sensitive to a certain form 
of delinquency or deviant behaviour because it has be~ome ex
tremely widespread and/or because the mass media have given 
it much publicity. At the present time, public opinion is 
very much concerned with the new spread of illicit drug 
traffic and of drug addiction among the young. Many families 
in Europe, for example, are afraid that this phenomemon will 
take on the proportions it has taken in North America. 
Parents are therefore beglnning to seek information and then 
support from the police; some of them report the symptoms 
they have observed in their children (whom they suspect are 
taking drugs) to the police. The latter have to know how to 
answer these appeals for help, and be able to assist and 
advise such families and refer them to the appropriate ob
servation and treatment centres. 

In view of the foregoing, it would seem that the public's 
participation in crime prevention may be obtained more easily 
when the offences and modes of behaviour are condemned by 
public opinion. 

The sectors in which the public's co-operation is most 
easily obtained are, for the present, the prevention of 
thefts of all types (especially housebreaking and hold-ups), 
drug addiction and juvenile delinquency. 

POLICE ACTION TO ENCOURAGE THE PUBLIC'S PARTICIPATION IN 
CRIME PREVENTION ACTIVITIES. 

We have examined the difficulties encountered by the po
lice in their general and permanent relations with the public. 

We have also cited examples to show that it is possible 
and indeed preferable to obtain the public's co-operation. 
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What steps can the police take to make the public aware 
of the need for crime prevention and to obtain the public's 
participation ? 

Firstly, the police have to make an effort to break down 
the barriers behind which they all too often conceal their ac
tivities. They must throw their "house" open to the public, 
welcome it in, and show it how they operate. Law-abiding ci
tizens must have confidence in the police and know that they 
are working for them - to defend and protect them - and not 
against them. 

The police must be able to dialogue with the public, 
explain their conduct and the reasons for a particular action 
or non-action. This is one of their essential roles : to in
form and educate the public. The police may advise the public, 
and help those members who are in difficulty. The dialogue may 
be direct - at meetings - or indirect - through the mass media. 
The police and the public may converse on the radio and on 
television. But to be able to do so, the police must be given 
the opportunity to express themselves. 

In order for the police and public to know each other 
and come to have confidence in each other, the police must 
possess an office - at a sufficiently high level - responsible 
for relations with the public and mass media. There are many 
aspects of police activities which interest and concern the 
public, and about which they should be able to obtain inform
ation and explanations. Certain activities, such as those 
related to crime investigations which are in the process of 
being carried out, cannot of course be revealed and the public 
is perfectly willing to accept that this secrecy is in the 
interests of all. What must be avoided at all costs is that 
the public has the impression that it is not thought worthy 
of sharing the worries of the police, worries which in fact 
concern the whole community. A public relations department 
is essential for creating a favourable climate; without the 
latter it is impossible to expect large-scale public parti
cipation in crime prevention. 

Finally and above all, when the police are in the posi
tion of having to win over or win back public support, it 
is essential that they extend their crime prevention activi
ties and that they associate individuals and groups of indi
viduals in these activities as far as possible. The police 
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would then have another image in the eyes of the public : a 

force which knows how to wield the "surgeon's scalpel" to 

eradicate the evil when it has to, but which also knows that 

prevention is better than cure. The public will be grateful 

to the police for any policy, elaborated with the assistance 

of members of the public, which is intended to prevent them 

from becoming criminals or the victims of criminals. 

In order to obtain the public's participation in crime 

.prevention, the police should make the public a party to 

their decisions concerning the conception and general orient

ation of their activities. The police are much more likely to 

obtain the public's voluntary co-operation in the implement

ation of a crime prevention programme if the latter has 

helped to devise it. 

It is therefore extremely desirable that the special 

departments set up by the police to organise rational crime 

prevention programmes include a section comprising both po

lice officers and members of the public which could discuss 

the action to be taken, before this is then decided on and 

put into effect. (1) 

The assistance of voluntary workers and associations 

may be sought for this purpose. In addition to special crime 

prevention police officers (both male and female), this 

section could also include a sociologist, a criminologist, 

a doctor, a probation officer, a juvenile court magistrate 

and representatives of various social groups or bodies con

cerned with crime prevention (private crime prevention clubs, 

insurance companies, parents associations, youth clubs, etc.). 

Enlightened by the recommendations and the information 

concerning the crime situation provided by the section men

tioned above, the competent authority would then be better 

placed to decide on the objectives and the methods of crime 

prevention action by the police. 

We should like to quote two examples which are based on 

these lines : 

(1) In this connection, please refer to our paper submitted 
to the Third United Nations Congress (Stockholm, 1965): 
"The role and future of the pol ice in the field of crime 
prevention", pages 28 and 29. 
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-- In the United Kingdom, a Standing Committee composed of 

highly qualified persons from various professions - including 

the police - is responsible for studying the crime situation, 

for seeking means of detecting crime, and for deciding on the 

objectives and methods of crime prevention. 

This Connnittee receives information which is systemati

cally collected and prepared by the Statistics Branch, and 

studied by the Research and Planning Branch. 

Police crime prevention duties are carried out by Crime 

Prevention Officers in the various divisions of large police 

forces. These Officers receive their training at the National 

Crime Prevention College in Stafford. Their functions are to 

foster interest in crime prevention amongst their colleagues 

in other police branches, to handle certain cases from a pu

rely preventive viewpoint and to co-ordinate prevention acti

vities in their respective divisions. 

-- In Sweden, there is a central joint service whose task 

is to co-ordinate prevention activities with regard to juve

nile delinquency. It is composed of representatives of the 
National Police Board, the National Correctional Adminis

tration, the National Social Welfare Board, the National 
Labour Market and the Chief Public Prosecutor. 

Within the Swedish local police forces (districts) there 

are "protection branches" which are responsible for carrying 

out the welfare and crime prevention duties of the police. 

LIMITS TO THE PUBLIC'S PARTICIPATION IN CRIME PREVENTION 
ACTIVITIES. 

Is the public's participation in crime prevention neces

sarily limited ? The answer to this question would appear to 
·be "yes" and this for several reasons 



- 13 -

-- When crime prevention is pushed too far, it may become 
repressive and this can cause problems. 

In certain countries, for instance, "mixed" security· 
patrols composed of private citizens under the authority of 
the police are used. Their purpose is to protect a particular 
geographical area. At the outset, such a patrol may be sent 
out to prevent crime; however, in particular circumstances 
it may have to take repressive action (use force to enforce 
the law, make arrests). It might justifiably be argued that 
some citizens, some members of the public would be tempted 
to become over-zealous and abuse their power for reasons 
other than that of the common good. The participation of the 
public in patrols is, of course, a solution to the problem 
of shortage of police manpower. However, it is not an ideal 
solution. 

-- As we explained earlier, the public's co-operation may 
be obtained more easily for the prevention of certain crimes 
than for others. 

The fields for which the public's assistance is solli
cited must therefore be chosel}. very carefully - they must be 
those fields where public efforts on certain specific types 
of crime is undoubtedly preferable to an attack on all fronts. 
The results obtained will serve to encourage the public even 
further. 

-- The members of the public who take part in crime pre
vention activities must be carefully chosen for their impar
tiality, their concern for the public good, their integrity 
and their irreprochable reputation in the community. On no 
account should just anyone be accepted for just any task. 
The crimes on which public efforts should concentrate must 
be selected, but then so must the public. 

In fact, we would advise that the members of the public 
who assist in crime prevention activities be as independent 
~s possible of government institutions : greater credibility 
will be accorded to them. 
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-- As crime prevention develops, it must not escape from 

the control of the official authorities. If the public is 

given too much room for manoeuvre, there is a risk that cer

tain cliques or certain groups with common interests might, 

under the pretext of preventing crime, bring pressures to 

bear which are against the public interest. 

-- Crime prevention through the mass media is a technique 

which cuts both ways and should therefore be used with skill 

and caution : to give the public details of a particular mo

dus operandi used by criminals is also to put ideas into the 

heads of potential criminals. 

These are the limits we foresee to public participation 

which, apart from this, can give very positive results. 

* * -* 
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CONCLUSION 

Today~ the police are much more clearly aware of the 
preventive and social role they can -play in society. They 
have specially trained police officers for this purpose~ and 
have introduced more sophisticated machinery for devising 
and implementing crime prevention programmes. The police are 
also more conscious that they are an integral part of the 
community~ that their duty is to serve this community and 
that they must take the ~tter's aspirations and attitudes 
into account. 

If police cr~me prevention programmes are to be effec
tive and approved by the community~ they must be backed up 
by public co-operation~ both when the programmes are devised 
and when they are implemented. 

The public~ too~ is coming to realise more and more 
that the police need its assistance~ and that it is in its 
interest to provide this assistance. As criminals become 
more ingenious~ dangerous and organised and threaten or 
attack the widest variety of social groups~ the public ac
cepts more readily now than in the past that it is concern
ed by the means - both repressive and preventive - of 
reducing and detecting potential criminals and delinquents. 
The public is therefore beginning to collaborate more clo
sely with the police; this is a reaction of self-defence 
but it may be channe lledtowards crime prevention. 

Although certain antagonisms~ often very deep~ still 
remain between them~ the police and the public are tending 
to establish a closer relationship which is vital if true 
co-operation is t o become a reality. 

It is up to the police to seek the open~ng and create 
this climate of confidence - and the structures to enable 
this confidence to express itself. 

The application of a rational crime prevention policy 
~s l ike ly to improve the image of the police in the eyes 
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of the public and consequently to promote a relationship of 
mutual confidence. By interaction~ the establishing of a feel
ing of mutual esteem bet~een the police and public may have 
a very favourable influence on the development of all police 
crime prevention programmes and make it possible to envisage 
the possibility of having the public participate actively in 
crime prevention. 

So far~ public participation in police cr&me prevention 
programmes has been rather limited~ but it cannot be denied 
that it has been found to be successful and that there is a 
growing tendency in the police of many countries to seek 
the support of the community. 

The aim of the present report was sirrrply to attempt to 
identify the obstacles which the police may have to overcome 
and to establish in which circumstances the public's assis
tance in the crime prevention duties of the police may be 
encouraged and obtqined. 
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