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1.  Introduction

To make community policing work, law enforcement officers need to remember where they get their authority.  In a democracy, government derives its powers from the consent of the governed, as the Declaration of Independence says.  In other words, the police and other government leaders have authority because the people give it to them.  The police need the support of the public, and that support is mostly likely to thrive when officers develop positive contacts with the people for whom they work.

Positive interaction is part of the tactical dimension of community policing.  (See the inside front cover of this guidebook for a list of the various parts of community policing.)  As a tactical tool, positive interaction can help you implement many other elements of community policing:

· citizen input

· broad function

· personal service

· reoriented operations

· prevention emphasis

· geographic focus

Those elements all require some form of positive interaction with the public in order to work.
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Positive and negative contacts

Obviously, many of your contacts with the public are not positive at all.  Even when dealing with generally responsible citizens (rather than hard-core criminals), you have to issue citations for traffic offenses, parking violations, and other minor offenses.  If all those contacts are conducted as if the citizens are criminals, then the public’s support for and confidence in law enforcement officers will diminish.

Community policing seeks to offset those situations by building support and trust—by making you more knowledgeable about the people and conditions in your beat.  By dealing with the public in a positive way, you are more likely to develop specific information that will be helpful in criminal investigations and problem solving.

You may not be able to reduce the number of negative situations you encounter, but you can increase the positive.  If you’re always on the lookout for opportunities to have positive contacts with citizens—by getting out of your car and talking to people on the street and in stores and schools—you can develop relationships that will help you do your job.

Barriers to positive interaction

Some officers report that it’s easy to have positive interactions with people—it’s something they have always done.  Others state that tough streets are not receptive to the Officer Friendly approach.  But nothing in community policing suggests that officers go soft on crime or reduce their efforts to enforce the law.  Instead, the idea is to enforce the law and prevent crimes while treating people with respect.  
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To do that, you need to be aware of what makes the public uncomfortable—and then avoid those things when there’s no need to intimidate anyone.  For example, the sight of a police car or an up-close encounter with an armed, uniformed officer causes anxiety in most members of the public.  That anxiety is a barrier to communication and makes positive interaction difficult.  You may have to find a way to come across as less powerful and more helpful.

In big cities, most encounters between police and the public are stranger-to-stranger encounters.  In rural areas and small towns, that may be less true.  Still, many of the people you deal with don’t know you very well or find you intimidating just because of your position as a law enforcement officer.

The human touch

A solution to the problem of distance and anxiety is the human touch—recognizing an officer’s face.  Citizens need police, and police need citizens.  When people have to work together, even if there are some unavoidable stresses, it makes a big difference if the people know each other at least a little bit.  They’ll behave differently and communicate a little better if they see each other as real people.  Law enforcement officers, who have often kept themselves distant from citizens, sometimes need to make a special effort to show that they, too, are a part of the community.

Here’s a concrete example.  For safety reasons, many officers like their home phone numbers to be unlisted.  But the risk that someone will come to their house to make trouble is actually very slim.  Some jurisdictions now require that officers have a listed number in the local phone book.  That is one way of seeming more like a person who is a member of the community.

Communication

When it comes to giving instructions or handling high-risk situations, you already know the importance of effective communication.  But are you aware of how much your words and your tone of voice mean to normal citizens in normal situations?  Taking care to speak in a respectful way can turn even a potentially negative encounter into a positive one.
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The sections ahead describe several ways in which law enforcement agencies can emphasize positive interactions with citizens.  You probably already do a number of things to help the public get to know you or your department and feel comfortable in dealing with you.  Before you read about the techniques in this guidebook, answer these questions:

1.
What does your department as a whole do to make it a positive experience when citizens have some contact with the department?

2.
What do you personally do to give citizens a positive, comfortable impression of you?

3.
What do you see as some of the benefits of positive interactions with citizens?  How would it help you and your agency to be seen as more approachable?


2.
What you will learn

After working through this guidebook, you should be able to answer the following questions:

· What does the term positive interaction mean in community policing?

· Why should my agency stress positive interaction in dealing with the public?

· How can positive interaction help me perform my duties?

· What are some ways to have positive interactions with citizens?

· What are the risks of emphasizing positive interaction?

The guidebook ends with a summary of key points.
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3.
Case study: the problem

This section describes a real problem faced by a real police department.  As you read the details, think about what you would do to solve the problem.

The Covington (Ky.) Police Department wanted officers to get to know the people they served.  The department felt it was especially important to develop a better relationship with citizens in neighborhoods that might not have a good impression of the police.

But in an area with a large number of calls for service, officers were kept busy driving from one call to the next, stopping only long enough to fill out a report.  As one officer put it, “If you sit in your car and race from call to call, you don’t get to know who you’re dealing with.”

If you were in this situation but wanted to get to know the people you served, how would you go about it?  What could you do to increase the number of positive encounters you have with citizens?

Jot down your ideas here:

At the end of this guidebook, we will look at what the Covington Police Department actually did to increase officers’ positive interactions with citizens, and we’ll learn how one officer felt about the results.


4.
How to increase your
positive interactions
with the public

 Positive encounters with members of the community should lead to better communication and cooperation.  If citizens who are generally law-abiding can meet you in situations other than when you are writing them a speeding ticket, they are more likely to turn to you for help or offer you information or other resources.  It is also important for you to reach out to people who might miss police encounters altogether, such as youths, handicapped persons, and the elderly.

Routine call handling
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“Just the facts, ma’am” was the standard line during the professional era of policing.  When you ask for “just the facts,” that’s the most you can hope to get, and you may get less.  By more positively using the opportunity presented in a routine call, you may learn more than just the facts about a particular incident.

Citizens are typically in the best position to know what is happening where they live.  By taking the time and effort to ask them about their concerns, you help to create a higher level of trust, from which more information will flow.

When you respond to a call, take the time to talk a little.  Let the person know you’re sorry about what happened.  Tell the person honestly what he or she can expect in the way of follow-up.  Ask if there’s anything else you can do to help.  Ask if there are any other problems in the neighborhood that worry the person.  You may be surprised at what you can learn.  Of course, you must always exercise good judgment in handling calls, but in general you should not rush to clear a call just to return to random patrol.

Meetings

Take the opportunity to attend neighborhood meetings, block watch meetings, or other activities that occur in the area you serve.  By demonstrating a genuine interest in the issues of a neighborhood, you can develop a better relationship with citizens, and with their help you will be more successful at addressing community problems.

Some community groups occasionally invite officers to attend meetings for a specific purpose or to address a specific problem.  Satisfaction with police service rises when you show your interest in the community.  Citizens may be even more favorably impressed if you take the initiative to approach neighborhood groups instead of waiting to be asked.  In addition to neighborhood meetings, you might also want to get involved with civic and other groups (such as fraternal organizations, business associations, and churches).  Some law enforcement agencies allow officers to attend such meetings on an on-duty, on-call basis.  And some departments require their officers to join at least one community group of their choice.

Youth activities

Lining up positive interactions with youngsters takes a special effort.  Many young kids, especially those too young to drive, aren’t likely to have many encounters with police at all, whether positive or negative.  But getting to know youths is an important step in developing a relationship with the community.  After all, today’s young people are tomorrow’s law-abiding citizens or criminals.  Fortunately, there ae many youth activities in which you can participate. 
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Some law enforcement agencies encourage officers to become involved in youth sports programs, such as the Police Athletic League, Police Activities League, and public leagues such as Little League baseball, Junior Pro basketball, and football or soccer leagues.  Cheerleading teams are often included, too.  Some officers are involved with scouting programs, while others sponsor Explorer posts.  In some parts of the country the activities involve hiking, caving, summer camps, or even rodeo events.  Motor sports activities have become very popular in some areas, with groups of officers sponsoring a drag-racing team or off-road motorcycling activities.

In addition to directly participating in youth activities, you may also be able to help arrange sponsors in the community.  Through your involvement in civic groups or clubs, you may have the kinds of contacts that can bring youth organizations together with funding organizations.  A word from you may be just the thing to encourage a local civic group to support this year’s youth baseball team.

School-based policing
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For another form of positive interaction, some law enforcement departments encourage officers to develop relationships with students and staff in local schools.  In at least one city in Kentucky, officers are able to spend time in “their” school any time they are not on a call.  This positive contact with staff and students is intended to develop a better relationship between the police and the community.

In another county, deputy sheriffs are tutoring students in the GED program for the purpose of fostering a better relationship with citizens.  Though these school-based policing activities are not intended to be an enforcement strategy, they provide opportunities for positive interaction.

Interactive patrol

The standard behavior in police patrol has been to watch what goes on in public places.  But positive interactions can make patrol more productive by creating opportunities to gain information.

The concept of interactive patrol encourages officers to stop and talk to people on their beat.  One of the most common complaints from the public is that officers seem inaccessible in their police cars.  To be most effective, you need to be where the people are, and you need to communicate with them.  A car may bring you close to where people are, but you have to get out of it to interact well with them.

For example, you are more effective in a school than driving around it.  And you are more effective when you walk up and talk to the kids on the corner than when you drive by, staring at them.  Although there are certainly times when surveillance is important, policing should generally rely more on interacting and less on watching.

This section has discussed several ways of increasing positive interactions with the public.  Take a look at the table on the next page and check off which methods you are doing now and which you think your department should start.

	Method of positive interaction
	I already do
	Department should begin or do more

	Take the time to talk when handling routine calls
	
	

	Participate in community meetings
	
	

	Conduct youth activities
	
	

	Engage in school-based policing
	
	

	Use interactive patrol techniques
	
	


[image: image11.wmf]
How else could you increase your positive interaction with citizens?  Write your ideas here:

1.
_____________________________________________________


_____________________________________________________


_____________________________________________________

2.
_____________________________________________________


_____________________________________________________


_____________________________________________________


5.
Challenges and questions
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Increasing positive interaction makes sense, but like any aspect of police work, it raises a few issues to consider.  Here are some questions that officers have asked about positive interactions with citizens.

What are the risks of increasing positive interactions?

· Whenever law enforcement officers develop a closer relationship with the people they serve, it is appropriate to examine whether corruption is a possibility.

· Officers who are overly friendly with local residents may have a difficult time taking enforcement action when those residents are involved.  It’s hard to arrest your friends.

What are the benefits of positive interactions?

· Positive interactions increase and improve communication between officers and the public.  The result is better cooperation and information-sharing.

· Citizens report less fear of crime and more confidence in and satisfaction with police service.

· Some officers have reported greatly increased job satisfaction after they began increasing their positive interactions with the public.  Instead of feeling burned out, they came to feel renewed in their work.


6.
Case study: the solution

The Covington Police Department encouraged officers to make better use of time between calls by getting out of their cars and meeting with the citizens they serve.  Supervisors were aware that there are times when officers must respond to repeated, back-to-back calls.  However, when the workload permitted, management urged more positive interaction between the officers and the community.
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Officer Spike Jones knocked on doors in his beat and introduced himself to local residents.  He says he was apprehensive about doing so at first because he didn’t know how he would be received.  His beat consisted of a neighborhood where, he thought, the residents hated the police, and he was sure many officers in his department had a negative attitude about that neighborhood.

After meeting many neighborhood residents through his door-to-door work and by speaking at community meetings, Officer Jones says he found out that the people who lived there were just like his own neighbors.  He knew he had become accepted by local residents when he started receiving wedding invitations from people he had gotten to know.

Now Officer Jones is seen as a real person, not a faceless authority figure driving around in a car.  Once that kind of relationship develops, community residents know who they can bring their concerns to, and they feel freer to share information that is useful in solving crimes.

For more information, contact the Covington Police Department at 1929 Madison Avenue, Covington, KY 41014.  Phone (606) 292-2222.
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7.
Summary

Here are the key points to take away from this guidebook:

· It is both right and effective for police to have the support of the public, and that support is most likely to be present when there is positive interaction between law enforcement officers and the public.

· Negative situations are unavoidable in policing.  However, you can make an effort to increase the number of positive contacts.

· When you and the people you serve know each other as real people, cooperation and information-sharing are much more likely.

· The following are some ways of increasing you positive interactions with the public:

· During routine calls, take the time to talk to people a little.  You might be surprised at what you can learn.

· Attend neighborhood meetings.

· Participate in youth activities.

· Develop relationships with students and staff in local schools.

· Make your patrol more interactive.  Don’t just watch the world go by; get out and talk to people.

· Positive interaction has a few potential risks: (1) If you get overly friendly with residents, you might have trouble taking enforcement actions against them.  That’s something to watch.  (2) Anytime officers develop close relationships with the people they serve, the risk of corruption needs to be considered.

· Positive interaction has many benefits: (1) It improves your relationship with the public, leading to better collaboration in fighting crime.  (2) Citizens tend to feel less fear of crime when they know their law enforcement officers.  (3) Spending more time with law-abiding community members can renew your enthusiasm for the work of policing.

· Not every method of positive interaction in this guidebook will work for every department.  You should think about which techniques would work best for you.
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