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Organizational Darwinism:

Effective Adaptation in the Contemporary Police Agency

Richard J. De Paris, Ph.D.
Consider the giraffe. As foragers, they competed with other species for ground level vegetation. But as ground level food became scarce, giraffes with shorter necks died off while those with longer necks survived. Why?  Because they could reach the food supply at higher levels. Eventually only those with the “long neck” gene thrived and resulted in the modern giraffe we know today. They adapted to their environment and flourished. 

The same is found in contemporary private sector organizations. Free market conditions compel change and the development of competitive advantage. An organizational form of natural selection   -- survival of the fittest -- results. Consequently, flexible, adaptive organizations that respond to their environment prevail while those that do not face extinction. Everywhere the result is observable. Best practices survive and are copied; poor practices are discarded. Just as in the animal kingdom, competition forces either adaptation or extinction.

Life is very different in the public sector and particularly so in police agencies. Unlike successful private enterprises, police organizations evolve slowly…if at all. Then again, why should they? Even though budgetary constraints are a way of life, police organizations compete only with other governmental agencies for resources. And as an essential public service, they usually are assured a subsistent revenue stream. So despite myriad calls to adopt business practices, become entrepreneurial, privatize, or create some form of competitive environment in relevant service areas, few feel compelled to change. Police organizations do not face the same external, competitive threats. Their existence is not endangered. If they don’t evolve, they just continue. As a result, practices ill suited to their operating environment persist with impunity.
 In the private sector, the corresponding service decline would result in customer dissatisfaction and a deteriorating revenue

base. Natural selection would prevail and the business would vanish. But in the public sector, the community has no alternative provider and must endure the poor service. Only in extreme cases do communities coalesce to force change. In the end, police agencies must voluntarily “select” themselves to adapt to the environment and adopt management practices that provide quality service.

However, when police agencies attempt to convert to the Community Oriented Policing and Problem Solving model (COPPS), enigmatic organizational and environmental forces -- generally misclassified as simple resistance to change -- impede their efforts. Consequently, they underestimate the difficulty of the strategic initiative by ignoring the underlying systems problems that can devastate the change process. On paper, strategic plans usually look good: appropriate vision, mission, and value statements; coherent strategies; measurable goals; results-oriented programs; and so on. But in trying to implement these plans, obstacles are encountered and efforts bog down.
 Nonetheless, these difficulties can be surmounted. Effective adaptation -- that which produces constructive organizational change -- requires the consideration of three elements: self-organization, rate of change, and systems thinking. 

Self-Organization

Modern organizations are complex systems with minds of their own. They can be divided into two primary types, closed and open. Closed systems do not respond to their environment (typical of the traditional police bureaucracy) and develop organizational inertia that defends the status quo. Conversely, open systems respond to their environment (typical of the COPPS agency) and engage in adaptive self-organizing behaviors that spontaneously adapt to changing environmental circumstances.
 The essential distinction is that closed systems are unadaptive (stable and stagnant), while open systems are adaptive (dynamic and resilient).

All organizations strive for global organizational stability, but the means of attaining stability depends upon the environment. Traditional bureaucratic methods worked for police agencies in stable environments where they operated in closed systems and controlled environmental influences. But as the policing environment became more dynamic and intrusive, bureaucracy became obsolete. Nevertheless, most police organizations retain restrictive bureaucratic methods that now interfere with performance. A more flexible approach is required.

In bureaucracies, controlling the work process attains planned outputs. In theory, when work proceeds in the manner specified, and environmental disturbances are eliminated, organizational goals are realized. Accordingly, bureaucracies favor order, abhor disorder, and use centralized control to minimize subsystem deviations from the norm. Global organizational stability is produced by a cycle of control ( order ( stability.

Unfortunately, police agencies seemingly confuse the relationship between control, order, and stability when in an open system with a disorderly, dynamic environment. Here, the bureaucratic control cycle is dysfunctional and impairs subsystem adaptability to disorder, thereby creating organizational instability. Yet many agencies persist in trying to control disorder. Instead, a new approach -- disorder ( adaptation ( stability -- is required. Permitting necessary disorder at the operational level is critical, for like a gyroscope, global stability is achieved by allowing subsystems to automatically adapt to local instabilities.
 Only one rule governs this freedom to grow and evolve, self-reference. That is, systems adapt in a manner compatible with organizational history, culture, and tradition when responding to environmental disturbances. Hence, change is not random and disorderly, but consistent with the existing organizational identity. In effect, the agency builds upon its evolutionary path while simultaneously allowing for creativity and boundaries, evolution and coherence, and determinism and free will. 

To accommodate adaptation, the new police agency relies upon focus and facilitation rather than command and control. Accordingly, values and concepts supersede rules and procedures as the primary means of organizational coordination. Top management’s fundamental role is to communicate the agency’s guiding principles, keep them at the forefront and clear, increase organizational and workforce capacities, and promote self-organization. Accomplishing this requires that strategic change is introduced at an appropriate rate, structure is decentralized, macro-level organizational obstacles are removed, individual and group growth is encouraged, and operational freedom is encouraged. Administrators need to accept the uncomfortable reality that...when you feel like you’re in control, you’re out of control; when you feel like you’re out of control, you’re in control.
 In the COPPS environment, only freedom results in orderly change. Externally imposed control is suicide.

Organizational Rate of Change

Traditional policing existed in a closed environment that was largely autonomous and established its own agenda. Stability obviated the need for substantial self-organization, but at the price of widespread entropy that abraded organizational vitality. However, community policing heralds an era of greater responsiveness in a more dynamic operating environment. Significant organizational change is required. But unlike in nature, police agencies themselves frequently influence the overall rate of change by regulating access of the external environment to the organization. Hence, the adaptive behaviors that emerge in response to change are also affected. 

Although an oversimplification -- many variables might be involved -- self-organizing behaviors are consistently correlated with the rate of change. Maintaining a suitable rate is essential, for these behaviors can produce either organizational health or illness. Research into complexity theory provides guidance. A principle of effective change is that every system has an optimal rate of change. Different systems in the same agency might very well have divergent optimal rates. Change should be introduced at a speed compatible with existing systems so as to avoid a substantial negative reaction, then gradually accelerated to the optimal rate for self-organization. Most problems arise when




an abrupt intervention is made in the kind of sluggish systems common in police bureaucracies. Success requires synchronization.

Although the optimal rate can only be estimated qualitatively, most organizations find that a high moderate rate of change is most advantageous. For several reasons this appears to hold true for police organizations. First, many police agencies already experience the plight of the short-necked giraffe. They are unadaptive. Their rate of change is so slow that they have not kept pace with the environment and by rights should be extinct. These agencies will become anachronisms and fade away as the new community policing paradigm gains strength. Conversely, change at too rapid a pace creates chaos. Organizations become not unadaptive, but maladaptive. Rather than harmoniously adapting to the environment, they grow at an unrestricted, disorganized rate analogous to cancer. For good reason, the boundary between adaption and maladaption is known as the edge of chaos. Traverse it and risk anarchy; remain too far removed and become ineffective. The high moderate rate of change is suggested because the most effective adaptation occurs at a rate that approaches the edge of chaos, but does not cross it. Only here, where systemic forces are engaged in energetic -- but not explosive -- self-organizing behavior by continually challenging each other and forcing effective adaptation, will organizations thrive in a dynamic environment. 
 Although a simplistic metaphor, complex systems share many of the operating characteristics of nuclear reactors. Push the control rods in too far and constructive reactions are extinguished. Pull the control rods out too far, Armageddon.

Systems Thinking

Organizations are complex systems influenced by multiple forces. For our discussion, three terms must be defined:

1. A system is a set of components that work together toward a common purpose whether it is implicit or explicit, beneficial or detrimental. 

2. Systems structure is the pattern of interrelationships among key components of the system. Hierarchy, processes, attitudes, relationships, culture, and like variables are involved.

3. Systems thinking is a conceptual framework which recognizes that each and every part of a system affects every other part of that same system. Key principles are:

· Systems, and organizations as systems, can only be understood holistically.

· Every system has properties that none of its parts can do.

· Parts, elements, and subsystems are interdependent.

· A system can not be subdivided into independent parts.

· Change in any element of a system affects the whole as well as other elements or subsystems.

· Exclusive focus on one subsystem without simultaneous attention to other subsystems leads to suboptimal results and new disturbances.

· Organizations are open systems and, as such, are viable only in mutual interaction with and adaptation to the changing environment.

Systems thinking is necessary at every level in the organization for successful change. In developmental efforts, most organizations work only with individual components of the larger system. Accordingly, planning is limited to the consideration of only localized, observable, short-term cause and effect relationships. Yet, many interventions do not confine themselves to planned outcomes. The systems structure into which they are introduced reacts, producing unintended consequences or indistinct effects over time. 

Overcoming this organizational myopia requires reconsideration of our thinking patterns. People are trained to perceive the world as a series of independent parts. Even our language encourages a linear thought process with sentences involving a noun, verb, and object. Further, linear thinking extends to organizational problem-solving where reductionism is utilized to isolate direct, noncontextual, cause and effect relationships. Such localized interventions send ripples throughout the system that can either amplify or negate the larger change effort. In like fashion, policing’s typical, band-aid approach to problem-solving -- treating symptoms rather than disease -- produces short-term relief but long-term illness.

Organizational systems possess dynamic qualities that enable actions to come full circle. Everything truly affects everything else.
 Consequently, administrators must think of systems as circles rather than lines. Once this principle is acknowledged, the disheartening truth is realized: We often fail not despite our best efforts, but because of our best efforts. Police administrators forever bemoan having to “fight fires.” However, systems thinking suggests that they are not firefighters, but arsonists. Fire prevention requires elimination of fuel, but the manner in which police agencies extinguish fires typically adds to the organizational fuel source, increasing future fire risk. Administrators can do their utmost for organizational success, yet fail because the systems structure -- much of which was created by their short-term interventions -- impedes even the most valiant efforts. Fire prevention requires that one consider the system as a whole, not just its individual parts.

Examples such as these permeate today’s policing agencies. They are overcome by accompanying centralized strategic planning with decentralized, flexible, organization-level implementation strategies. Most agencies are aware of the strategic planning process of establishing vision, values, mission, goals, programs and so on. But few seriously consider a viable implementation strategy that introduces change in a manner compatible with existing systems. An implementation strategy for organizational change, either large or small, requires systems thinking and the application of certain systems “laws.”
 Considering them will improve effectiveness.

Today’s problems come from yesterday’s solutions: Solutions that merely shift problems from one part of a system to another often go undetected because those that “solve” the first problem are different than those who inherit the new problem.

The harder you push the system, the harder the system pushes back: Well-intentioned interventions produce a response from the system that offsets the benefit of the intervention. Short-term gains are continually lost, followed by more aggressive action. The more effort expended trying to improve matters, the more effort that seems to be required.

Behavior grows better before it grows worse: Low level interventions -- often based upon politics, not issues -- make things look better in the short run, only to worsen matters long term.

The easy way out usually leads back in: Relying upon and amplifying familiar solutions with which we are comfortable rather than addressing fundamental issues. The “what we need here is a bigger hammer approach.”

The cure can be worse than the disease: Any long-term solution must strengthen the ability of the system to shoulder its own burdens. Herein is the very basis of the conversion from the traditional policing model to the Community Policing model.

Faster is slower: All systems have intrinsically optimal rates of growth. Optimal rates are usually far slower than the fastest possible rate.

Cause and effect are not closely related in time and space: We think they are, but in complex human systems they are not. The result is that we see temporary short-term responses and believe them to be the actual result of our actions. We simply don’t see long-term consequences. A dangerous short-term focus is thereby created and repeated.

Small changes can produce big results – but the areas of highest leverage are often the least obvious: The means of changing human systems is not obvious until the forces at work in those systems are understood. Thinking in terms of processes rather than events provides a beginning. For effective change, agencies need to find the point of greatest leverage in the system as a whole, not just in its individual components. A small rudder can turn a huge ship.

Principle of the system boundary: Interactions must be considered that are most important to the issue at hand, regardless of functional organizational boundaries

There is no blame: People tend to blame outside circumstances for their problems. There is no outside. You and the cause of your problems are part of a single system. The cure lies in the relationship with your “enemy.” 

Virtually all organizations violate some or all of these laws. Traditional policing agencies are particularly susceptible because of the more reactive, incident-driven nature of their process. They are usually highly structured, functionally organized bureaucracies, designed for a classic division of labor, and coordinated through a directive command and control system. Moreover, distinctly punitive disciplinary systems encourage employees to limit their concerns to their own position because their accountability is confined to problems directly traceable to them. Thereafter, territorialism, dirty politics, and a blame mentality take root and fester. When uncontrolled, such Machiavellianism becomes an organizational norm that seriously impedes performance. The unfortunate reality is that traditional policing agencies usually have more than a small problem with these impediments. Many provide a virtual blueprint for them.

Although many systems characteristics seem ethereal, their power is enormous and quite capable of controlling outcomes and constraining performance. They can overwhelm strategic initiatives, limit individual effectiveness, and create organizational dysfunction. The overarching nature of this systems phenomena is demonstrated by the fact that when people with different skills, knowledge, and abilities are placed in comparable positions, the results of their efforts are often very similar. 

Consider the following scenario in which the parties are confronted with an operational obstacle that they cannot surmount with less than a systems approach. When transitioning to COPPS, patrol and communications divisions often have competing goals. Under COPPS, field officers are expected to engage in proactive problem-solving activities as well as develop community partnerships in combating crime, disorder, and fear. Communications divisions are expected to rapidly and efficiently dispatch calls to field units. Dispatchers are often evaluated based upon their ability to “clear their screen” of calls. The two divisions find themselves in the same systems structure, yet have competing goals and function as separate entities. Within the context of systems thinking, the following cycle often develops.

Dispatchers become their position, “clear their screens” as directed by their superiors, and perceive patrol duties -- beyond radio call response -- as secondary. Patrol officers respond to radio calls, but also pursue their problem-solving responsibilities. As time for both is usually insufficient, officers -- trying to fulfill their problem-solving mandate -- find creative ways to avoid radio calls, thus causing a backlog. As response is delayed, waiting community members again call communications to inquire, demand, and/or complain about service. Dispatchers then push harder, becoming more insistent in trying to dispatch calls. Field officers continue to resist by avoiding calls so as to accomplish their problem-solving duties, and so on. Both exacerbate the situation by blaming the enemy when the real culprit is the systems structure. Who loses? They all do…but more so the community which receives less than optimal service. How are problems such as these rectified? By removing barriers rather than pressuring a flawed system.
Let’s look at what might happen if systems barriers were removed by adopting a cooperative rather than competitive approach. This scenario has the field division and communications agreeing to comprehensive, common goals that blend the needs of each. Radio calls and problem-solving activities are integrated into a priority system to which both patrol and communications agree. Instead of the above, the scenario might look more like the following.

Officers inform dispatchers of their proactive activities and dispatchers integrate them into their holding calls. Dispatchers transmit calls that are of a higher priority than the officer’s proactive work, but hold those that are of a lower priority. When community members call for service, communications personnel advise them of the new policy and its goals, and provide them with an estimate of response time (studies indicate that the public will support this approach as long as the estimates are accurate and reasonably reflective of the significance of the call). By prioritizing these activities, field officers are able to take a more holistic approach to community problems, and are given the opportunity to engage in problem-solving, crime prevention, and the development of working partnerships with the public. Over time, a reduction in the number of calls for service is realized because the community is addressing many of its own problems and/or has the opportunity to contact field officers directly. Consequently, the system improves the situation of all concerned.

Systems Strategies

Perhaps the greatest challenge confronting police agencies is converting from traditional policing to COPPS. Organizational resistance to these change efforts is legendary. Police executives often begin the process in an appropriate fashion by reshaping the organization’s vision, value, and mission statement (VVM), but then encounter opposition as actual implementation is pursued. Looking at the typical process clarifies the matter. An agency perceives the need to adopt the community policing model. A transition team is established and works with various organizational levels to establish the VVM. Everyone celebrates the accomplishment when it’s done. Certainly developing this document is significant. But how was this accomplished in the organizational milieu? The team was granted autonomy and allowed to function without the usual organizational constraints. Implementation is more complicated. It is pursued within existing systems and competes with them. The resulting conflict between the old and the new creates resistance. Circumstances like these require a systems approach that comprehensively considers the actions that must be taken to permit the new vision to thrive. 

Many organizations encounter opposition and then push harder to attain compliance and/or commitment. This will not work. Most employees have ingrained beliefs about what existing organizational systems will and will not permit. Changing the system externally and then awaiting systemic response is counterproductive. Instead, employees must be involved in redesigning their own systems, then experience the successes that were not possible before. At this juncture, the appropriate role of top management is not to dictate system changes, but to remove identifiable systems obstacles, thereby providing a pull, not just a push.
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The Force Field Analysis model depicts the competition between driving and restraining forces in organizational change.
 In bureaucracies, management usually introduces driving forces. Restraining forces are the systems barriers in the organization. During the change process, driving forces increase, temporarily overcoming restraining forces and producing a transitory improvement. Observing this short-term effect, the agency believes it is moving in the proper direction. Often it is not, for a great many systems laws are violated. Within the context of Force Field Analysis, what usually happens is that the driving forces increase, but so do the restraining forces. Gradually, resistance -- both in organizational systems and personnel -- builds but is masked by the deceptive short-term improvement. As this occurs, the agency becomes distracted by day to day crises, and unintentionally reduces its attention to the change process. Consequently, external driving forces diminish. Because restraining forces have been building, when the driving forces lessen, they are overwhelmed and the system collapses. Behavior grows better before it grows worse.

Keeping with the philosophy of developing a framework for change, removing obstacles, and then permitting autonomy and self-organization, discussing typical yet critical organizational blockages is appropriate. Removing these, and other obstacles identified by those in the system, clears the path for effective adaptation.

First, compare the new VVM to the old mission statement. Organizational structure supported the old, but requires modification to sustain the new. Structural changes should be initiated prior to or contemporaneously with operational changes. If not, the agency is on a dangerous path. For example, traditional policing agencies use a machine bureaucratic structure. Machine bureaucracies are inflexible; very hierarchical; highly specialized; coordinated by rules, regulations, policies, and procedures; rely upon command and control; and are designed to control employees. Such structure does not work well with COPPS where people are asked to be flexible and innovative. Instead, the professional bureaucratic model should be adopted. This model is more flexible, flatter, coordinated as much by training and personal communication as by rules and procedures, and pushes decision-making down to the workforce. Like doctors in a hospital, officers are viewed as professionals, not just workers. 

Similarly, many traditional policing bureaucracies are organized by function rather than customer. In essence, structure focuses upon internal work process rather than the communities served. Decentralization along community lines is essential. Although the need for centralized units when dealing with unique work requiring highly specialized training is obvious, many centralized units have responsibilities that can be distributed throughout the agency. By doing so, people in a command have but one focus: their immediate community.

Concurrent with restructuring, organizational level systems must be revised to ensure compatibility. Primary are goals and personnel systems. Are they applicable to the new VVM, or do they require substantial rework? Typically, rework is needed but ignored. First, measurable, outcome-based, organizational performance goals must be developed. Thereafter, every division and unit must do the same. Alignment from the top to the bottom of the organization is required. Next, job descriptions, promotional exams, performance appraisal, and reward systems must be modified to support the new goals. Not only does this properly systematize the organization, the underlying message is that although commitment is desired, no less than compliance is acceptable. 

Interdivisional relationships are also significant. The goals of interdependent divisions must be congruent. How many circumstances analogous to the patrol/communications example exist? These must be rectified. Further, the earlier discussion about decentralization needs to be applied to support and analyst units. Specifically, how much control -- explicit or implicit -- do they have over operations work processes and resources? Over time, they frequently develop far too much. 

To truly decentralize, operating units require more control of resources including some form of fiscal, operations planning, work process, and prioritization authority. However, typical police bureaucracies often delegate such authority to centralized analyst and support units that ultimately impinge upon operations autonomy and performance.
 Eventually, rather than providing support, they garner substantial power, and control by edict. An internal process rather than service outcome orientation is created. For COPPS agencies, this is an anathema. Key areas on which to focus are communications, fiscal management, legal, training, records, property, data services, and the like. Concern should arise if their centralized procedures unduly restrict decentralized field commands’ flexibility and authority in serving their local communities, or create burdensome procedures seemingly to serve themselves rather than operations. Clearly, adequate oversight of critical resources is necessary, but accountability and control should be in the hands of decentralized operating divisions, not centralized staff units.
 Accomplishing this requires functional decentralization to the fullest degree possible, accompanied by reasonable centralized oversight. Do not permit the tail to wag the dog.

In conclusion, agencies need to focus upon the organizational changes required to support community policing. Work systematically from the top down. Starting with planning, include representation from throughout the agency to develop commitment and communication. Don’t forget, the agency is moving toward a more democratic model. Excluding the workforce from the process is hypocritical. Develop a decentralized structure that supports the new VVM. Once in place at the organizational level, cascade the VVM downward by aligning each division’s and unit’s mission and goals with it.
 Ensure that goals are measurable, then develop a system of accountable autonomy in which freedom and performance co-exist. Create work interdependence so that teams can develop and yield synergistic benefits. Focus on the line level -- the only place in the organization where services are delivered to the public -- and minimize the organizational obstacles and territorially based imperatives with which they contend. Finally, encourage self-organization by limiting the external control imposed upon operational systems. Complex work requires that the practitioners control the process. True, centralized staff units provide great comfort if the agency tacitly defines success as the absence of failure rather than the attainment of meaningful goals, but when it has a genuine commitment to performance, excessive constraints are counterproductive. Finally, utilize the Rate of Change model. First understand how the system works and its tolerances, then move fast enough to avoid extinction, but not so fast as to produce anarchy. Remember the short-necked giraffe.
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