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POLICE ORGANIZATIONAL LEADERSHIP AND CHANGE MANAGEMENT:

REMOVING SYSTEMS BARRIERS TO 

COMMUNITY ORIENTED POLICING AND PROBLEM SOLVING

Richard J. De Paris, Ph.D.
Over the years much has been written about the role of the workforce in organizational change.  Issues of participation and commitment are frequently revisited and endorsed.  Indeed, experience has taught that a collaborative approach is necessary for cultural change and commitment.  However, underlying the internal collaborative process is the need for executive commitment, organizational restructuring, and risk tolerance.  Contemporary leadership literature speaks eloquently to the need for these qualities in the pursuit of the organizational vision.  But application within the context of the law enforcement community and the transition to Community Oriented Policing and Problem Solving (COPPS) is scant.  While police organizations focus on the change process in the middle and bottom of the organization, often they underestimate the strategic, executive level actions required to initiate and sustain the process.  “Common knowledge is not common practice” is an expression oft associated with the diagnosis of organizational problems.  This truism is widely applicable to the difficulties encountered in the conversion to COPPS.  Time after time, ineffective implementation is traceable not to police personnel, but rather to broad organizational systems.  With this in mind, let’s restate some common knowledge that is not common practice: Organizational change requires a top down approach.  Despite all the literature and anecdotes relating to the “people side” of the change equation, a fundamental element is the boss.  Without executive level commitment to the COPPS vision, and the willingness to initiate the wide-ranging structural modifications needed to initiate and sustain organizational change, the effort will fail or wallow in mediocrity.  So while collaboration is critical to successful change, police leaders must be mindful that such efforts only thrive in a highly supportive environment.  This 

environment is created by the strategic actions of the executive, not the tactical actions of the workforce.  

In his Total Quality Management work, Deming asserts that 85% of organizational problems are traceable to systems, not people.
  Such is the case with police agencies transitioning to COPPS.  They tend to focus on the workforce and bemoan a resistant culture, but much of the problem is actually traceable to organizational systems.  What strategic steps must a police executive take to initiate and sustain the change cycle?  The most immediate involve adopting transformational leadership rather than transactional management, moving the organizational structure from the bureaucratic toward the organic, and changing the culture from risk averse to risk tolerant.  By incorporating these criteria, the Police Organizational Leadership Model provides a utilitarian approach for considering the broad strategic actions needed to initiate and sustain the change process.

Organization and Environment

Police bureaucracies flourished in the relative social stability of the 1940s and 1950s.  Times were very different than now.  Sophisticated technology had not yet emerged and society was not nearly as demanding.  Further, anti-corruption reform movements caused policing to define its mission as law enforcement and become virtually the most autonomous element of local government.
  Thus, while police agencies grew with urban society and reflected its increasing complexity, they did so in an operating environment not prone to rapid change.  The cumulative effect of these circumstances was the adoption of rigid organizational structures known as machine bureaucracies.  Tall hierarchies, closed systems, comparatively narrow jobs with distinct specialization, one-way communication, and centralized command and control utilizing an elaborate system of rules, regulations, policies, and procedures resulted.  In the stable environment in which they developed, machine bureaucracies produced arguably acceptable police performance.  Significant flexibility was not required.  But in today’s dynamic policing environment, situations are too complex and varied for a machine bureaucracy to respond effectively.  COPPS emerged in response to these new environmental imperatives.  The police mission expanded, the public sought inclusion in the policing process, service demands increased, and law enforcement agencies themselves realized that their systems were obsolete.  However, as police agencies tried to revitalize their traditional services with new programs, they found that their organizations were incapable of sustaining them.  Why?  Because their machine bureaucracies were designed for stability and to maintain the status quo.  They did not adapt to new environments without fundamental restructuring and cultural change.  Structure must follow strategy, and COPPS is a strategic initiative that many agencies mistakenly implemented only as a program.  By implementing at a level too low in the organization, three essential components -- strategy, structure, and organizational culture -- were inadvertently ignored.

Restructuring for COPPS
Organizational structure is usually described on a continuum.  At one extreme is the classic machine bureaucracy described above.  At the other is the organic design, which eliminates the structure and regimentation of the bureaucracy.  Instead of emphasizing control, flexibility and innovation are encouraged.  Decentralization, open systems, flat structure, less specialization and role definition, two-way communication, fewer specific procedural rules, decision-making lower in the organization, and a collaborative environment are featured.  But police work does not permit an extreme non-bureaucratic organic application.  The very nature of the business requires control.  Yet COPPS requires flexibility and innovation.  In In Search of Excellence, Peters and Waterman argue that high performance organizations possess simultaneous “loose-tight” properties.
  This makes good sense for contemporary policing.  The solution is found in moving traditional police organizations toward a more organic design while retaining sufficient bureaucratic structure for stability and support.  The organic provides the “loose”; the bureaucratic provides the “tight.”  Accordingly, the COPPS organization has a different appearance than its predecessor.  It is a Professional Police Bureaucracy, similar to the decentralized design found in hospitals and other professional institutions but for one modification.  Teams -- permanent, temporary, or ad hoc -- are utilized at the operational level to accommodate greater innovation than that typically found in traditional professional bureaucracies.

Although the entire agency will undergo a metamorphosis, some units will be affected more than others.  Adjustments are made according to need.  The most significant modifications occur in areas where personnel requiring flexibility in the performance of their COPPS duties are hindered by unduly restrictive bureaucratic rules.  Often these involve line level personnel directly responsible for the delivery of policing services.  In the machine bureaucracy, workers typically perform routine tasks readily controlled by rules, regulations, policies, and procedures.  In contrast, professionals in the Professional Police Bureaucracy are highly skilled and perform complex work not amenable to control by bureaucratic procedures.  Instead, they rely upon their skills and knowledge.  So where the machine bureaucracy uses authority of a hierarchical nature -- the power of office -- the Professional Police Bureaucracy emphasizes authority of a professional nature -- the power of expertise.  The design recognizes that complex work cannot be performed effectively unless controlled by the individual who does it.
  But let there be no mistake, restructuring does not mean giving away the store.  While the Professional Police Bureaucracy is more organic than the machine bureaucracy, a bureaucratic structure is still in place and functioning.  However, rather than preprogramming the means of completing work and minimizing deviations by controlling relatively unskilled workers, the organization focuses more on facilitating and supporting the autonomous work of highly skilled professionals.  Taken from a decision-making perspective, the organizational pyramid is turned upside down.  Authority is placed in the hands of the professionals rather than administrators.  
Effective Community Policing agencies strike a balance between controlling the workforce and granting enough autonomy for flexibility and innovation.  A productive means of accomplishing this is by modifying organizational systems.  A brief look at five fundamental control methods provides the framework for discussion:

Mutual Adjustment: Work is controlled and coordinated by informal communication.

Direct Supervision: One individual, the supervisor, takes responsibility for the work of others.

Standardization of Work Process: The contents of the work are standardized or programmed.

Standardization of Work Output: The results of the work, not the contents, are specified.
Standardization of Skills: The training and knowledge required to perform the work is specified.

The key element is whether the organization is primarily controlling the process used in accomplishing work or primarily controlling output, i.e. the results.  In the police machine bureaucracy, the process is controlled.  Personnel are told not only what needs to be done, but specifically how to do it.  Typically these are communicated as rules and procedures.  If anything ever went wrong, rest assured a procedure has been developed so it will not go wrong again.  Direct supervision provides further control.  In effect, many police organizations sacrifice goal attainment for error avoidance.  The creative life is choked out of the agency.

The Community Policing agency grants greater autonomy.  This is necessary because officers need flexibility to be innovative in developing solutions to community problems.  Restrictive bureaucratic rules do not foster innovation; they suppress it.  Nonetheless, control is still necessary.  So how does one create both flexibility and control?  By adjusting the nature of the control itself.  Reliance upon Direct Supervision and Standardization of Work Process is reduced.  Replacing them are the less restrictive forms of control Standardization of Work Output, Standardization of Skills, and Mutual Adjustment.  A performance model found in the professions is adopted.  Officers are guided by organizational vision, value, and mission statements and pursue goals through skill and collaboration.  The organization determines the goals; the officer determines the process.  A system of accountable autonomy is created.

Risk Tolerance
Understandably, law enforcement agencies are risk averse.  The public is a stern master.  Mistakes are not well tolerated and significant errors often underlie the creation of some regulation or procedure designed to prevent a recurrence.  Taken out of context, such reactions appear logical.  Serious errors can not be tolerated.  However, continually repeating this sequence of events insidiously subverts organizational performance by creating unduly burdensome regulations that not only control performance, but interfere with it.  Unfortunately, police machine bureaucracies were built in such a fashion and must be reconfigured before COPPS can be implemented effectively.

COPPS requires officers to diagnose community problems and develop innovative solutions.  Innovation requires autonomy and is inseparable from the issue of risk.  The police machine bureaucracy is not designed for, nor comfortable with, either.  Both structural and cultural adjustments are needed to develop a more risk tolerant atmosphere.  But beneath the issue is the matter of trust.  To make COPPS work, management must demonstrate trust by pushing decision-making downward and treating the workforce as professionals.  

Strategic Initiatives
What then are some of the primary strategic actions required to reposition for COPPS?  Within the limited context of organizational structure and systems, several fundamental initiatives must occur:

1.
Adopt the decentralized structure of a Professional Police Bureaucracy.

2.
Eliminate unnecessary or unduly restrictive rules, regulations, policies, and procedures.

3.
To the fullest degree possible reconstruct remaining policies and procedures into a facilitative rather than controlling format, i.e. do rules, policies, and procedures primarily circumscribe employee behavior or do they facilitate work by providing guidance in what employees are empowered to do and how to do it?

4.  Increase workforce skill through training and experiential opportunities to fill the control void created by reducing regulations.  Replace organizational control with personal control.

5.  Many police agencies have too few goals and too many rules.  As a result, organizational success is implicitly redefined as the absence of failure rather than the attainment of goals.  Develop specific measurable performance goals and focus upon their attainment rather than the avoidance of mistakes.

6.  Create the learning organization.  Develop a culture that recognizes innovation requires risk.  Encourage responsible risk taking by treating mistakes as a learning experience.

Leaders and Managers
In the Community Policing organization, the effective executive must lead, not simply manage.  This holds doubly true when engaged in substantial organizational change.  Leadership involves influencing others towards the attainment of organizational goals.  Management pertains to the efficient use of organizational resources through processes such as planning, organizing, controlling, and budgeting.  Converting the traditional police agency to a Community Policing agency requires leadership.  The executive must rally the troops and move them toward the new vision.  Far too many police executives have been mired in the bureaucracy for so long, however, that they are managers and are likely to remain such.  Rather than moving the organization ahead through influence, they attend to daily routines while performance deteriorates.  With good reason, such activity has been likened to straightening deck chairs on the Titanic.  Everything is shipshape and looks good as the organization slowly sinks.

The problem is compounded by the self-perception of police executives.  In a major national study, police chiefs were found to perceive themselves as behaving like leaders when they were behaving far more like managers.
  These erroneous self-perceptions have serious implications for the organizational change process.  The mistaken belief that one is engaging in leadership behavior while actually practicing management only perpetuates the status quo and frustrates the workforce.  Executives must overcome predominant managerial inclinations, leave their comfort zone, and exhibit leadership if Community Policing is to be implemented successfully.

Bennis and Nanus in Leaders: Strategies for Taking Charge assert that leadership is a definable process that empowers followers.
  The process includes four components:

Vision: The desired future state of the organization.

Communication: Conveying the future state clearly and forcefully to others.

Positioning: The set of actions needed to attain the vision.  Creation of a climate, organizational systems, and culture conducive to fulfillment of the new goals.

Self-Management: The ability to interact with others in healthy, productive ways.

Transcending these four process steps is the absolute requirement that the executive establish credibility and trust with the organization.  When engaged in the change process, trust is developed by being consistent, reliable, and ensuring all organizational alterations are aligned with the vision.  The executive must move forward without hesitation and clearly communicate in words and actions that there is no turning back.  Contradictions can not be tolerated.

Initiating and Sustaining the Transition
Thus far we have examined several fundamental variables in the COPPS change process: organizational structure, organizational leadership, and organizational culture as it pertains to risk tolerance.  Collectively these variables properly describe organizational readiness for the transition, but they must be integrated into a dynamic model to prescribe action.  Combining two established organizational models serves this purpose well.  First we will consider the process of organizational change.  In his work, Lewin identified three phases of the change process:

Unfreeze:  Breaking down folkways, customs, and traditions -- the old way of doing things -- so that individuals are ready to accept new alternatives.

Change:  Adoption of new behaviors through identification and internalization.  Identification involves providing models in the work environment for others to emulate.  Internalization occurs when individuals are placed in situations demanding new behaviors of them.

Refreeze:  Reinforcing the newly learned behaviors so that they do not become extinguished over time.  The environment must continually reinforce the desired change until it is fully institutionalized.  Thereafter, intermittent reinforcement is sufficient.

Due to organizational, environmental, and cultural concerns, successful strategic change in law enforcement agencies is usually a prolonged process requiring focus and tenacity.  Accordingly, an incremental approach in which personnel are able to identify with the new vision and internalize the attitudes and behaviors necessary for its attainment is necessary.  Coupled with Lewin’s change process, an adaptation of the Hersey-Blanchard Situational Leadership model furnishes the framework for the implementation of COPPS in the police agency.
  The Police Organizational Leadership Model suggests a strategic approach executives can utilize for the simultaneous, incremental introduction of key change variables to the organization.

The Police Organizational Leadership Model
A description of the model is in order.  “Organizational Readiness for Community Oriented Policing and Problem Solving” involves two key variables, organizational structure and risk tolerance.  They form an Organizational Readiness continuum (OR1, OR2, OR3, OR4) ranging from an entrenched machine bureaucracy unwilling to take risks, to a Professional Police Bureaucracy designed for COPPS and willing to accept the risks inherent therein.  Executive Behavior refers to the [image: image1.wmf]Traditional 
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leadership/management style (S1, S2, S3, S4) exhibited by the chief executive, and by extension, other executives at the forefront of the change process.  Again, a continuum is formed ranging from executives who manage police machine bureaucracies to those who lead COPPS organizations.  The central descriptors for each style (Traditional Policing, Programmatic COPPS, Strategic COPPS, Institutionalized COPPS) refer to the developmental stage of the organization associated with that Executive Behavioral style and Organizational Readiness level.  

To implement COPPS, executives need to establish the vision, communicate it to the workforce, position the organization, and manage themselves.  Accomplishing this requires that the executive gradually introduce COPPS by making the necessary organizational modifications and leading the change by adopting a leadership rather than management role.  Does this mean police organizations engaged in Community Policing are not managed?  Absolutely not.  It simply means that management needs to be practiced in the appropriate place in the organization by those responsible for daily operations.  This is not the primary role of the executive, particularly in the change effort.  The executive’s role is to lead the organization toward the realization of the vision. 

Developing the Organization
The strength of the Police Organizational Leadership Model is found in its developmental characteristics.  To initiate the process, executives must first diagnose the Organizational Readiness of their agencies (structure & risk tolerance), then adjust their Executive Behavior (leadership & management styles) accordingly.  Organizational Readiness and Executive Behavior correspond directly.  OR1 suggests S1 behavior; OR2 suggests S2 and so forth.  For instance, Traditional Policing (S1) will likely witness managerial Executive Behavior, machine bureaucratic structure, and risk aversion (OR1).  Ultimately, the model provides a vehicle for moving law enforcement agencies from OR1 to OR4 and institutionalizing COPPS in the organization.  

Before we examine the organizational development process, a subtlety in the model should be explained.  The terms “High” and “Low” Leadership and “High” and “Low” Management do not refer to absolute values.  “High” is used only descriptively to refer to the use of more than an average amount of leadership or management behavior; “Low” refers to less than average use.  In addition, the actual positions of the Executive Behavior designations S1, S2, S3, S4 relative to the Management and Leadership Behavior scales are meaningful.  In moving from S1 to S4, management behavior does not make dramatic shifts from high to low, but rather gradually decreases at each step.  Also, do not fall victim to the tendency to replace the term “low” with “no.”  The model does not advocate the complete absence of either management or leadership behavior, only the use of greater or lesser degrees of each.  Therefore, executives using the model to initiate and sustain the organizational change cycle at S1 will:

· Gradually and continually decrease management behavior, while

· Increasing leadership behavior from S1 to S2, then decreasing leadership behavior from 


S3 to S4.

Unfreeze: Moving from Traditional Policing to Programmatic COPPS
Implementation begins by unfreezing the organization, eliminating the old way of doing things so as to create an atmosphere in which individuals are ready to try the new.  Accomplishing this requires that the organization move toward a more organic structure and become more risk tolerant.  In this first COPPS initiative, service-based programs such as Neighborhood Police Teams, Community Policing Officers, foot patrol, and problem-solving are instituted.

The executive initiates the process.  Within the Police Organizational Leadership Model, the executive progresses from the S1/Enforcing Style (High Management, Low Leadership) to the S2/Enabling Style (High Management, High Leadership), thereby moving the organization forward on the path to the vision.  High Leadership is manifested by use of the process described by Bennis: Develop and communicate the vision while taking the initial steps necessary to position the organization.  Simultaneous with this leadership initiative, organizational structure is modified by the programmatic implementation of COPPS.  In keeping with the model, Organizational Readiness for COPPS advances from OR1 to OR2.  The machine bureaucracy still predominates, but the first evidence of the Professional Police Bureaucracy emerges.  Hence, the organization evolves from the Machine Bureaucracy to the Machine/Professional Bureaucracy.  Further, by development of a new vision and implementation of new programs, risk tolerance is demonstrated.

The term “programmatic implementation” requires clarification.  The COPPS literature is clear: Long term programmatic implementation is very likely to fail.  COPPS is a strategic initiative requiring the commitment of the entire workforce.  Vision, values, mission, goals, and structure all must change.  Implemented programmatically, COPPS fails because the machine bureaucracy can not sustain its competing ideology.  Routine bureaucratic work drives out the non-routine Community Policing work.  However, programmatic implementation as a way station on the journey to full implementation is viable.  Therefore, in unfreezing the organization, the executive must get in front, and stay in front, of the change.  But remember that wholesale change is not likely to be productive at this juncture.  Gradual adjustments are in order.  By proceeding in this manner the workforce continues to find relative security in the existing structure, yet sees that significant change is approaching.  Programmatic implementation also addresses Lewin’s identification and internalization observations about change.  The organization as a whole will begin to identify with the change while those engaged in the programs will also internalize -- and hopefully promote -- the new approach.  Clearly, selecting the right personnel is essential.  Look for those who are enthusiastic about the new vision, exhibit flexibility and creativity, perform well in a collaborative setting, and who have credibility with both department administration and the workforce.  They will “take the operational point,” serving both as role models and champions of change.  Done properly, organizational apprehension will be mitigated and the workforce will begin to adjust to the new era of COPPS.

Change: Moving from Programmatic COPPS to Strategic COPPS
In appearance, the Police Organizational Leadership Model oversimplifies the transition from Programmatic to Strategic COPPS in that it depicts only the general strategic actions required for successful implementation.  It does not address all the supporting tactical, reorganization, and systems issues associated with the change.  Therefore, the advance from OR2 to OR3 should not be viewed as a single step.  In fact, moving from Programmatic to Strategic COPPS is a lengthy process in which no significant point of departure from one to the other is obvious.  The change is evolutionary and requires diligent effort.  For the organization, it is much like watching a clock.  Barely discernible small changes result in a large change.  That said, Strategic COPPS (S3) is the manifestation of a new policing philosophy that involves the entire agency.  Advancing from OR2 to OR3 requires fundamental organizational and cultural change.  Once again, the executive persists in High Leadership behavior.  Continually communicating the vision, positioning the organization, and managing oneself is critical.  Leadership behavior is emphasized while management behavior diminishes.  Consequently, the executive progresses from the S2/Enabling Style (High Management, High Leadership) to the S3/Enlisting Style (High Leadership, Low Management).  As this occurs, Organizational Readiness gradually passes from OR2 (Machine/Professional Bureaucracy) to OR3 (Professional/Machine Bureaucracy), thereby further positioning the agency and reinforcing workforce identification and internalization.  As a result, the organization becomes more flexible and responsive to the community by reorganizing, decentralizing, and flattening the structure; pushing decision-making downward; replacing procedures with training and professional standards; supplanting specialist units with generalist units; and the like.  In some organizations, the entire patrol force may be reorganized into teams, deployed according to neighborhood (rather than geographic) boundaries, and assigned long-term to establish relationships.  Accordingly, the use of community volunteers and formation of community partnerships is likely to increase significantly.

Despite these seemingly constructive actions, a close look at the model reveals an interesting paradox.  The organization has once again become risk averse.  Why?  Because it finds itself at the confluence of a number of competing forces.  To name a few:

· The organization has taken a long term view, but it operates in a political environment with a short term view;

· City councils and managers advocate a COPPS approach, then primarily hold the executive to old organizational performance standards such as response time, number of arrests, etc;

· The organization and executive are accused of being soft on crime;

· Senior personnel are change resistant, long for the “old days,” and undermine progress.  In active union environments, displeasure might be manifested as a deterioration in labor relations.  Votes of “no confidence” have been known to occur;

· Through COPPS, police agencies themselves raise community expectations of police performance.  These higher expectations can create disappointment even when service levels remain constant.  Publicly articulated dissatisfaction that did not previously exist can result.

Such problems are often the unavoidable consequence of change in the public arena.  Nevertheless, when confronted with these commonly occurring circumstances, the executive and organization become risk averse.  They are buffeted from all sides, start to question their own judgment, and long for the relative tranquillity of the traditional model.  Despite their appeal, neither capitulation nor moderation is an option, for momentum will never be regained.  Rather, when confronted with this crisis, the executive must respond with greater leadership than ever before and unequivocally demonstrate that the organization will stay on course.  Remember, a huge ship can be turned by a small rudder…it just takes time and creates a great deal of turbulence.
  True leaders weather the storm by staying focused and moving forward confidently.

Refreeze: Moving from Strategic COPPS to Institutionalized COPPS

Once strategic implementation has occurred, the executive is confronted with the issue of permanency.  The new organizational behaviors must be fully assimilated.  Having persevered through the tribulations of the OR3 stage, the organization is ready to progress to full COPPS institutionalization.  Refreezing actually occurs in two stages.  In the beginning of refreezing, the executive engages in the S3/Enlisting Style (High Leadership, Low Management), continually reinforcing the new organizational norms.  As these norms attain permanence, the workforce begins to engage in them naturally.  Rather than being viewed as something unfamiliar and threatening, new methods will simply become the usual means of conducting business.  For the executive, there is little need to reinforce the usual.  Therefore, the latter part of refreezing requires that leadership behaviors be reduced, thus granting greater autonomy and moving more toward an organic design.  In so doing, the executive adopts the S4/Endorsing Style (Low Leadership, Low Management).  Correspondingly, Organizational Readiness increases from OR3 (Professional/Machine Bureaucracy) to OR4 (Professional Bureaucracy).  The remaining artifacts of the machine bureaucracy are shed, and a flexible organizational structure conducive to facilitating the work of professionals is realized.  Further, by having overcome OR3 crises, the organization is once again risk tolerant for it has defeated adversity and regained its confidence.

Summary

Successfully implementing COPPS requires a comprehensive strategic approach.  Organizational structure, systems, and culture must all be examined and modified.  Effective executive leadership is essential, for only the executive can initiate such broad organizational change.  As experience has taught, vision and communication alone are insufficient for implementation.  Organizational positioning and executive self-management are required.  But as important is a viable framework for leading the strategic change process.  The Police Organizational Leadership Model furnishes this framework by incorporating the critical variables correlated with organizational change and integrating them with the behaviors required of the executive.  Together they provide an avenue for the development of the contemporary Community Policing and Problem Solving agency.
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