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Collaboration, Change + 
a “Can-Do” Culture

AN EXECUTIVE BRIEF



The entrance to this mid-sized U.S. city’s police 
headquarters looks akin to a concrete bunker. 
To gain access, an officer perched in front of a 
closed-circuit camera screen must review your 
grainy image and decide whether or not to buzz 
you in. 

The closed-off structure that houses this city’s police 
department is symbolic of the agency’s relationship 
with the community it protects and serves. Several 
years ago, an officer involved shooting resulted in 
the death of an African-American man. Limited 
video evidence and information regarding the 
incident fanned the long simmering mistrust of 
the police within the community. Many months 
after the incident, the county prosecutor deemed 
the shooting to be lawful — further fraying the fragile 
threads of this police-community relationship.

In response, the City government established a  
plan to ramp up the department's commitment 
to community-oriented policing — but the attempt 
at reform made few meaningful inroads with actual 
community members. 

“Distrust of the police ran so deep among community 
members,” said a frustrated activist, “that they could 
barely get themselves to sit at the discussion table. 
And the cops had zero interest in making any effort 
toward the community.”

Today, the entrance to the city’s police headquarters 
remains unchanged. While this city and its police 
department were unable to establish clear leadership, 
a positive vision and a concrete strategy for change, 
their principal failure was even simpler: neither the 
police nor the community were willing to commit  
fully to a positive transformational process.

LESSONS LEARNED:  
COMMUNITY POLICING TAKES A VILLAGE 

This city isn’t alone. Others across the country 
are encountering similar obstacles. Building true 
partnerships based upon trust and transparency 
is never an easy process.

City representatives, public safety personnel and 
community members understand that collaboration 
is critical for achieving real change. All stakeholders 
need to be engaged at the same table — everyone 
from local activists and small business owners to 
nonprofit leaders and young adults. Identifying issues 
and sharing responsibilities for success are important 
steps in realizing transformative solutions. 

WHAT SHOULD COMMUNITY POLICING  
LOOK LIKE TODAY?  

The U.S. Department of Justice defines community-
oriented policing as “a philosophy that promotes 
organizational strategies that support the systematic 
use of partnerships and problem-solving techniques 
to proactively address the immediate conditions 
that give rise to public safety issues such as crime, 
social disorder and fear of crime.”

However, fully realizing a community-focused 
approach to public safety is not that simple.  
Though no single definition of a progressive  
approach exists, we have found that transferring 
more structure, voice and authority to the community 
based on identified community needs can  
improve the delivery of public safety services. 

For guidance, community stakeholders can 
look to the three core community policing 
tenants supported by the DOJ:

1. Community Partnerships  
Collaborative relationships with government 
agencies, community members and groups 
that focus on identifying problems, executing 
solutions and building trust.

2. Organizational Transformation 
Alignment of management structure and other 
systems to support community partnerships 
and allow community police ideals to reach 
the entire organization. 

3. Problem-Solving 
Proactive approaches to positive change, 
working with community partners and 
creating a “can-do” culture that recognizes 
challenges and implements solutions.
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Collaboration, Change + a "Can-Do" Culture

Building and maintaining 
trust among police officers 
and the communities they 
serve is a collective goal 
for city and police leaders. 
But this positive outcome 
remains a formidable 
challenge for many.
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Progressive city governments and police agencies 
are taking steps toward positive change — and 
outcomes — using community-centered tactics 
that bring transformative results.

Micro Community Policing

Increasing awareness of smaller locations — such as 
city blocks, street segments or groups of addresses 
— is helping some jurisdictions customize strategies 
and increase their effectiveness. The ultimate goal 
is to prevent crimes by addressing root causes and 
finding opportunities to guide individuals prone to 
committing crimes toward more positive avenues 
and outcomes through social services. This can 
only happen through close relationships between 
community members and police.

Social Media and Community Policing

Another effective tactic is expanding the use of social 
media platforms not only to aid criminal investigations 
but also to promote general information, receive crime 
tips, humanize the department, recruit new officers 
and educate residents on department successes.  
Open communication leads to increased trust, 
transparency and collaboration.

Training on Community Policing

Encouraging creative thinking with proactive 
communication and analytical techniques helps 
improve quality of life. An educational approach  
helps teach officers to correct conditions that lead  
to crime, to raise public awareness and to engage  
the community effectively in developing solutions. 
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Practical Tips for Execution

1. LEARN: Survey community members  
Gather insights on resident perceptions of your department — both officers and services — to identify 
common beliefs and the most pressing community concerns. Partnering with non-policing local 
groups or university researchers to conduct the survey is the best way to encourage honest feedback.

2. ANALYZE: Re-examine your strategies 
How deeply are community policing strategies embedded in daily operations of your department?  
An independent examination will bring clearer, unbiased findings on strengths and opportunities  
related to recruitment, hiring and promotions as well as operational procedures, training and 
community policing policies. 

3. CONNECT: Leverage social media platforms 
Engage Facebook, Instagram, Twitter and Nextdoor for ongoing positive outreach with community 
members and local leaders. Ideally, you’ll want to develop a strategic social media plan that includes 
detailed usage guidelines — including a privacy platform.

4. STRUCTURE: Use a micro-level approach 
When applying community policing strategies, tailor activities to each neighborhood. Engage local 
community representatives to help collect feedback, identify successful programs worthy of expansion 
in other areas and continue to drive strategic success.

5. PLAN: Create a long-term plan 
Make community policing a continuous priority within your organization. Set priorities, goals and 
milestones that build and support strong police-community relationships. This strategic roadmap 
will document your department’s commitment and bolster community-oriented policing practices  
with financial and operational resources, as well as management recognition and support.
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