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Neighborhood Police Teams and the Delivery of Community Policing Services: Creating and Sustaining Effective Teams in the Contemporary Law Enforcement Agency

Richard J. De Paris, Ph.D.
For the last quarter century, police agencies anxious to meet needs of an increasingly demanding public have been allured by the promise of Community Policing.  However, effective implementation and institutionalization has proven difficult.  At first, Community Policing was implemented programmatically.  However, two decades of experiments have taught that when superimposed upon the existing bureaucratic structure, Community Policing programs usually fail, literally “dying on the vine” from organizational malnutrition.  As police agencies discovered the need for strategic implementation, they experimented with a variety of organizational configurations in attempts to institutionalize the necessary philosophical, cultural, and operational changes.  Although the appropriate implementational approach is highly situational, many agencies are utilizing Neighborhood Police Teams (NPT) to deliver Community Policing services. 

But why teams?  Many reasons exist.  Since the 1980s, organizations have been confronted with a multitude of new challenges.  Driven by technology and customer demand, operating environments became much more dynamic, requiring greater flexibility than that afforded by the stable but inflexible bureaucratic model.  Tightening budgets required downsizing, flatter organizations, and broader spans of control.  A new generation of employees not only desired a participatory environment, they perceived it as a right.  Quality became a primary driving force with consumers.  And finally, as a corollary to the quality issue, systems research determined that when quality problems arose, 85% were attributable to systems problems while only 15% were associated with people problems.  

As a model for organizational restructuring, teams address most of these issues.  Let’s look at them individually.  When organizations flatten, spans often become too large for managers to effectively coordinate the work of employees using direct supervision.  However, the need for coordination is not reduced.  Therefore, primary responsibility for coordination must reside elsewhere in the organization.  Since it can’t move up due to unworkable spans, it must move down - down to the workers themselves.  Coincidentally, moving responsibility to the workforce level integrates well with both the participation and quality issues.  By moving coordination and decision-making authority to the workforce, employee desire for participation is satiated.  In addition, since quality problems are usually associated with systems, not people, mechanisms for continuous systems improvement are required.  Research indicates that this is best accomplished by relying upon those closest to the work to improve processes.  Finally, by flattening and pushing decision-making downward, organizations become more flexible, allowing them to better respond to the needs of individual customers and effectively adjust to a dynamic environment.  

Police agencies find themselves increasingly confronted with these very problems, driven by many of the same forces affecting the private sector.  Budgets are tight, workforce characteristics are changing, and the public demands greater responsiveness.  For policing, the Henry Ford mentality of “the public can have any color car it wants as long as it’s black,” is no longer viable.  In the 1990s, the “one size fits all” approach to policing is obsolete: services must respond to the individualized needs of increasingly diverse communities.  To do this, flexibility is a must.  

In the private sector, the value of teams has been demonstrated repeatedly.  Many successful organizations are restructuring around them.  So likely is it that this trend will continue that leading authorities such as Peter Drucker view teams as the “basic form of work organization” in the future.  Although widespread reorganization into teams is a recent phenomenon, police agencies are not unfamiliar with the model.  In fact, Neighborhood Police Teams have been utilized for more than fifty years in a variety of settings.  And like their corporate counterparts, they have proven a viable means of providing services.  Nonetheless, improved performance is far from guaranteed.  When functioning effectively, teams produce synergistic effects resulting in outcomes beyond those that would be realized by the same number of people acting individually.  The whole is greater than the sum of the parts.  However, when functioning ineffectively, performance might very well deteriorate.  For agencies using or contemplating NPTs as a means of providing  services, effective teamwork is of paramount concern.  But what organizational, interpersonal, individual and environmental characteristics produce effective teamwork?  Recent research has isolated these “team effectiveness dimensions” and identified those that seem to be particularly troublesome in Neighborhood Team Policing.  This article discusses these dimensions and presents the results of a major California Neighborhood Police Team study which identifies common implementation deficiencies and offers suggestions for improving team performance.

As the concept of teams is often misunderstood, a few points of clarification are warranted.  Within an organizational context, teams are often conceptualized as a group of individuals working toward the attainment of a common goal.  However, this definition is incomplete and misleading.  A team is a group of two or more individuals working interdependently toward the attainment of a common goal.  This needs to be starkly contrasted against a “co-acting work group,” a group in which members may very well have a common goal, but work largely independently.  Teams are task interdependent; co-acting work groups are only  resource interdependent.  They draw their resources from the same organization, but have little task interdependence. 

Sports analogies are frequently used to describe organizational teams and teamwork.  A co-acting work group can be thought of as a relay track team.  Each team member performs individually and coordinates with other team members in only a limited manner, such as during the handoff.  Team output is largely the aggregation of members’ individual efforts.  An organizational work team is more like a basketball team.  Efforts are highly coordinated and interdependent work is required.  Team output is the aggregation of members’ collective efforts, with passing, picking, and shooting all necessary for a victory.

Within the police organizational framework, the communications division typifies a co-acting work group.  Although to the observer the dispatchers might appear to be a team, infrequently do they need to collaborate.  Dispatchers pursue a common goal, but do so independently.  Many traditional patrol forces are organized similarly.  Officers are assigned a particular beat and held responsible for crime control and services therein.  Although usually assigned to a squad, individual officers are accountable for their own beats, not the entire squad service area.  Despite sometimes collaborating on common problems and assisting each other in high risk situations, member efforts are primarily directed toward their own beat problems.  As with the track team, output is the aggregation of individual efforts.  

The alternative to conventional squad deployment is fielding Neighborhood Police Teams.  Police agencies have taken two general approaches to this model which may be categorized as “problem solving teams” and “strategic teams.”  Problem solving teams are a circumscribed approach to the use of teams in the delivery of Community Policing services.  In this configuration, teams of officers are relieved of regular field responsibilities (most significantly radio call responsibility) and assigned exclusively to community problem solving activities.  Strategic teams are a more ambitious undertaking in which most field services are reorganized into teams responsible for both traditional field duties and community problem solving.  Each has advantages and disadvantages, as well as shared and idiosyncratic problems.  In general, problem solving teams avoid many time management problems by being relieved of radio calls, but deplete the personnel resources of the patrol division.  As a result, problem solving NPTs often suffer relationship problems with their patrol counterparts who feel that their workload is increased.  Strategic NPTs avoid relationship problems, but usually compromise their problem solving efforts because of radio call responsibilities and other reactive assignments.  In either instance, the NPT requires an organizational environment capable of supporting its efforts.

Despite these distinctions, the decision to reorganize into teams needs to focus upon the interdependence issue.  Teams have the potential to enhance outcomes due to synergy, which is dependent upon collaboration.  Collaboration does not exist without interdependence.  If the task at hand is such that collective, interdependent action is impractical, teams are likely to be ineffective.  Creating teams where the task calls for independent work is a prescription for trouble.  Conversely, where a workforce is organized for individual effort and the task lends itself to interdependent work, reorganizing into teams may improve performance.  However, improved performance is dependent upon effective teamwork and, in particular,  the creation of organizational systems able to sustain teams in a dynamic environment.

The specific discussion of Neighborhood Police Teams as a vehicle for the implementation of Community Policing begins with the characteristics of effective teams.  Many successful organizations are using teams to reduce expenses, improve quality, and enhance flexibility.  Accordingly, literature focusing on teams and teamwork abounds.  Fortunately, many reach similar conclusions regarding the characteristics of effectively performing teams.  Although many of the research-based teamwork models apply to NPTs, perhaps that with the greatest utility is offered by Carl Larson and Frank LaFasto in their book: Teamwork: What must go right; what can go wrong.
  In their work, Larson and LaFasto identify eight “dimensions” of effective teams: Clear Elevating Goal, Results-Driven Structure, Unified Commitment, Competent Team Members, Collaborative Climate, Standards of Excellence, External Support and Recognition, and Principled Leadership.  They assert that absent any of these dimensions, team effectiveness will deteriorate.  A brief description of each follows.

“Clear Elevating Goal” refers to the specific task assigned to the team.  This is not to be confused with broader organizational vision, mission, or goals.  Although important for creating a meaningful context for the team, general organizational goals are too far removed to create team unity.  Effective teams must have specific, tangible goals that create focus for members.  Further, the goal must not only be clear, it must be elevating.  That is, team members must perceive the goal as worthwhile and important, either because of its urgency or challenge. 

“Results-Driven Structure” involves an effective structure of member roles in relation to the goal to be attained.  As such,  appropriate structure is highly situational and dependent upon variables such as the team goal, member skills, and available resources.  Effective structure also requires an effective communication and fact-based decision-making process. 

“Competent Team Members” is straightforward: team membership must be predicated upon possession of the skills, knowledge, and ability necessary to attain the goal.  Membership can not be based upon extraneous factors.

“Collaborative Climate” refers to the extent team members communicate openly, disclose problems, share information, help each other overcome obstacles, and discover ways of succeeding.  A Collaborative Climate requires conditions that foster trust: honesty (integrity, no lies, no exaggerations); openness (a willingness to share, and a receptivity to information, perceptions, ideas); consistency (predictable behavior and responses); and respect (treating people with dignity and fairness). 


“Unified Commitment” is characterized by genuine dedication to the goal and a willingness to expend extraordinary effort to achieve it.  Team members hold the team goal above personal goals and subordinate personal interests to team interests.

“Standards of Excellence” equates to peer pressure.  Team members individually and collectively hold themselves to high standards and continually strive to improve performance. 

“External Support and Recognition” addresses two separate but related issues.  Support refers to the sufficiency of resources available to the team, as well as the support (tangible and intangible) of stakeholders both inside and outside the department.  Recognition involves the presence of an effective reward system perceived as equitable by team members.  

“Principled Leadership” involves effective leadership behaviors that support and enhance team performance.  Included are several diverse but critical characteristics: 

1. The leader articulates the team goal in a manner that not only inspires commitment but also demonstrates personal commitment.

2. The leader does not dilute team efforts with multiple priorities nor compromise them with political issues.

3. The leader exhibits trust by giving members challenging opportunities involving meaningful levels of responsibility and autonomy.

4. The leader supports the team and is open to new ideas from members.

5. The leader is impartial and fair: superior performance is rewarded while inferior performance is confronted.

6. The leader is successful in obtaining support for the team’s efforts from outside constituencies.

With the characteristics of effective teams as a background, the discussion turns to contemporary Neighborhood Police Teams. 

In a 1995 study of 60 California Neighborhood Police Teams in 27 agencies serving 37 municipalities with populations of 50,000 or more, Neighborhood Police Team effectiveness in implementing Community Policing was measured, and the common organizational impediments to successful performance identified.
  The study visualized NPTs as a means of implementing Community Policing and providing the full range of Community Policing services.  Neighborhood Police Team effectiveness was measured by determining each NPT’s degree of attainment of its Community Policing goals.  Teams that attained their goals to at least “a great degree” were categorized as “high performance”; those that attained their goals to a lesser degree were categorized as “low performance.”  Using Larson and La Fasto’s eight team effectiveness dimensions, high and low performance teams were then compared to identify the areas in which they were significantly differentiated.


The “goal attainment” results suggest that police agencies can be cautiously optimistic about the NPT model while being cognizant of the organizational challenges it presents: 34% of Neighborhood Police Teams were “high performance”; 66% were “low performance.”  Clearly, success is attainable, but failure lurks nearby.  Four team dimensions differentiated high and low performance teams: Clear Elevating Goal, Results-Driven Structure, Standards of Excellence, and External Support and Recognition. 

The Total Quality Management literature provides further insight into the team discussion.  An underlying tenet of TQM states that when quality deteriorates, the problem is usually traceable to systems, not people.  The same seems true with Neighborhood Police Teams.  The four dimensions in which NPTs were differentiated are largely systems issues while those in which teams were not differentiated - Competent Team Members, Principled Leadership, Unified Commitment, Collaborative Climate - were largely people issues.  The system becomes dysfunctional in this manner: 

Management causes NPT goals to become unfocused by unduly intruding upon team autonomy through the assignment of multiple tasks inconsistent with the team’s primary mission.  Team structure begins to deteriorate as members are individually assigned to multiple, unrelated, and often insignificant, tasks.  As independence supplants interdependence, the need for communication, collective action, and shared decision-making diminishes.  Thereafter, peer pressure declines and performance standards deteriorate.  The spiral of declining performance is accelerated by inadequate organizational reward systems that ignore most of the few remaining accomplishments.  Ironically, even when achievement is rewarded, individual rather than group effort is emphasized, further eroding the team atmosphere.  Finally, a wholly self-sufficient cycle of poor performance is established as ineffective recognition feeds back to undermine peer pressure and structure, while inadequate support feeds forward in the form of multiple, incongruous tasks to undermine goal clarity.

Distinct patterns of problematic behavior were evident in the low performance teams and their organizations.  These are discussed by dimension.

Clear Elevating Goal: Goal conflict and ambiguity appeared to be the most fundamental problem confronted by low performance Neighborhood Police Teams.  Interestingly, NPT members seem to implicitly differentiate purpose and goal.  Team members are clear about their purpose, but unclear about team goals.  Differentiating these is important for understanding.  A purpose is an ongoing general direction.  A goal is a specific target with a beginning, a middle, and an end.  A purpose is like an umbrella under which fit the specific team goals.  Low performance NPTs are cognizant of the broader police and/or team purpose, but unclear about their more immediate goals.  This seems to occur because low performance NPTs are subjected to relentless intrusions by their superiors rather than being granted the autonomy necessary for effective performance.  Multiple tasks - often politically driven, inconsistent with the team goal, and trivial - are imposed.  The team leader then fails to take effective action to protect the team by either accepting whatever assignment is presented or resisting unsuccessfully.  Team leaders themselves sometimes contribute to the problem by failing to properly prioritize work and assigning team members to relatively insignificant tasks.  In the worst case scenario, the team leader does this for personal gain or to curry political favor.  In any event, the team loses focus, enthusiasm is suppressed, and efforts are diluted.  Members develop a sense of meaninglessness and futility.  In some instances, goals became so muddled that their importance degenerated to the point where team members questioned not only their propriety, but the NPTs very reason for existence.

Results-Driven Structure: Low performance teams were confronted with multiple goals and shifting priorities.  These created goal conflict and ambiguity.  Dysfunctional team designs based upon extraneous considerations rather than legitimate team goals resulted.  Instead of interdependently pursuing a common goal, low performance NPT members were often assigned to work independently on incongruent objectives.  Such teams were eventually reduced to groups of individuals independently pursuing diverse tasks.  Consequently, role clarity, accountability, communication, and the team decision-making process were impaired.  Low performance NPTs consistently splintered the team, resulting in individualism and insufficient accountability.

Standards of Excellence:  In low performance NPTs, Standards of Excellence (essentially peer pressure) deteriorate.  On such teams members espouse high standards, but do not enforce them.  A dysfunctional team structure appears to instigate the problem.  Effectively functioning teams focus primarily on collective outcomes.  In that members are interdependent, they positively pressure one another to perform to high standards.  However, when team structure deteriorates and independence supplants interdependence, peer pressure diminishes and “social loafing” is encouraged.  Taken from a pragmatic standpoint, this explanation is even more compelling.  Collective accountability for a given task infers that if one member doesn’t do their work, another will have to pick up the slack.  However, when accountability is individual, the workload of other team members is unaffected.  Consequently, they have less reason to confront the transgressor.  Ultimately, responsibility for performance reverts to the supervisor rather than being accepted by the team.
External Support and Recognition:  The two elements of this dimension, support and recognition, need to be separated for discussion.  Support encompasses both tangible (equipment, sufficient staff, etc.) and intangible (emotional support, adequate autonomy, etc.) properties.  In low performance NPTs, both appear inadequate.  Tangible support, particularly staffing, is often insufficient.  However, the problem does not always arise because NPTs are understaffed from their inception.  Rather, staffing shortages often develop either because departments expand team goals unrealistically, mercilessly steal members to ameliorate staffing shortages elsewhere, or assign members to work on non-team projects.  By tasking teams with too many goals, particularly incongruous goals, team focus, structure and integrity are immediately compromised.  

Recognition, or more exactly inadequate or inappropriate recognition, is the coup-de-grace for low performance teams.  When structured as teams, organizations must recognize both individual and team efforts so as to accentuate the need for both individual and collective performance.  In low performance NPTs, the problem is twofold.  First, agencies reward inadequately.  Second, when recognition occurs, it is often focused exclusively on individual performance while ignoring the contributions of other team members.  While a source of motivation to those receiving the reward, to those deserving but ignored, the reward becomes a source of frustration and bitterness.  Performance is thereby further eroded.  Instead of reinforcing and balancing individual and team roles, as well as organizational goals and norms, the reward process promotes only individual effort, undermining the very reason for the existence of the team.

Team members expressed extraordinary frustration about departmental reward systems.  Particularly disturbing was their assertion that they were well supported and recognized by their communities, but not well supported or recognized by their own organizations.  They felt they were succeeding despite their organizations rather than because of their organizations.

Policy Implications
Neighborhood Police Teams can and do succeed.  But their success is dependent upon team members with the necessary skills as well as supportive organizational systems.  As described earlier, the team effectiveness dimensions most closely associated with member skills and characteristics - Competent Team Members, Unified Commitment, Collaborative Climate, and Principled Leadership - seem to function effectively on most NPTs.  However, the dimensions related to organizational systems - Clear Elevating Goal, Results-Driven Structure, Standards of Excellence, and External Support and Recognition - are markedly deficient in low performance teams.  The policy discussion addresses some of the most serious problems associated with these dimensions.

Clear Elevating Goal
The evidence overwhelmingly indicates that team problems begin with team goals.  In every low performance NPT, team goals had in some manner become unfocused.  More exactly, outside influences - often politically driven - were permitted to permeate the team to an unwarranted degree.  Assignments were often inconsistent with the mission of the team, and irrespective of their true significance, became a priority.  Consequently, the NPT was unable to properly prioritize its work.  Inevitably, team goals lost their meaning and team effectiveness deteriorated.  If departments are to reap the benefits of Neighborhood Police Teams, they must first create circumstances that permit them to perform:

1.  There must be a clearly defined need - a goal to be achieved or a purpose to be served - which justifies the existence of the team.  

2.  The team mission must be crystal clear with goals, assignments, and tasks properly aligned.

3.  Neighborhood Police Teams must be protected from excessive outside influences and granted the autonomy necessary to function effectively.  Both problem solving and strategic NPTs must have the authority to properly prioritize their work, rather than having it prioritized by department administrators based upon political considerations.  Further, problem solving teams must not be unduly burdened with assignments beyond the scope of the team mission.  Not every non-routine department problem is an NPT problem.  Tasks incongruent with the team mission should be assigned elsewhere.

4.  Establish outcome based goals, not work process.  Managers should set goals, then allow the NPT the latitude to determine methods.

In all, goals must be clear and the NPT permitted to operate within its bounds.  To keep the team really on target, try this.  Rather than doing what management typically does - ask the team to perform menial tasks beyond their mission - when found doing something beyond their scope, ask why.  For the most part, managers will usually find good intentions that are seemingly harmless.  They are not.  If permitted, they will proliferate and gradually erode team performance.

Results-Driven Structure
Structure is highly situational; there is no one correct structure.  In any given circumstance, a number of different structures may be effective depending upon factors such as the task to be performed, member skills, group decision-making methods, and communication styles.  Most importantly, the structure - including member roles - must be one that members accept and recognize.  Norms must be established so that all team members know “how we get things done around here.”  Nonetheless, a few caveats apply:

1.  The design of the team must be determined by the results to be achieved rather than by extraneous considerations.  Allow flexibility, experimentation, and responsible risks.

2.  Each member’s relationship to the team must be defined in terms of role clarity and accountability.

3.  The decision-making process must encourage judgments based on factual and objective data. Ensure that open communication exists.  Minimize rumor, speculation, and personal agendas.

4.  Appoint flexible team leaders comfortable with delegation.  The leadership role should move among members based upon the skills necessary for a particular task.  Supervisors must be willing to share their formal authority with appropriately skilled team members as dictated by circumstances.

5.  Team boundaries must be clearly delineated.  Do members clearly know who is on the team and who is not?  Too many part-timers or informal members can undermine structure.

Standards of Excellence
Both high and low performance Neighborhood Police Teams articulate high standards.  The difference between them, however, is not in the articulation of standards, but in the enforcement of standards by the members themselves.  Although easy to articulate, standards are hard work.  To keep the team healthy, managers should ensure that:

1.  Teams collaboratively establish formal performance standards for members and develop systems for constructive enforcement and feedback.

2.  Teams continually exert pressure on themselves to improve performance by consistently challenging methods and “raising the bar.”

Development of these norms sometimes develops naturally, sometimes help is needed.  If a team has problems developing these standards or gets “bogged down,” teambuilding workshops or other means of facilitation should be considered.

External Support and Recognition

External Support and Recognition differs from other dimensions in that it is noteworthy more for its absence in poorly performing teams than its presence in good ones.  Low performance Neighborhood Police Teams scored dismally in this dimension.  As such, serious impediments to effective performance were presented.  Fortunately, a significant opportunity for improvement exists as most criticisms focused on departmental systems rather than external factors.  As such, agencies can independently improve the situation.  All they require is the desire and perseverance.  The most common problems can be alleviated by:

1.   Developing a meaningful reward system.

2.  Demonstrating the value of teamwork by rewarding both individually and collectively.

3.  Ensuring that informal recognition occurs regularly.

4.  Granting “accountable autonomy”: give the team the authority to prioritize its own work.

5.  Protecting the team from undue intrusion such as siphoning off staffing, assigning insignificant tasks, or permitting a political agenda to impose priorities that conflict with the team mission. 

In conclusion, Neighborhood Police Teams offer substantial opportunities to improve departmental performance and forward the Community Policing mission.  But performance is impaired when police agencies try to manage them in the same manner as traditional patrol squads.  NPTs exist because the traditional patrol function has reached its performance limits.  Running them in the same fashion is counterproductive.  Yet police administrators persist in doing so, thus undermining their own initiatives.  The NPT model will work if not constrained by obsolete procedures.  Establish goals, lead by values, support the team, and trust its members.  Performance will follow.
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