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How Police Forces now monitor their success in
engaging with different communities in their areas

Key messages
•
•
•
•

Social media provides a great opportunity for the police to engage more costeffectively with local communities.
It is increasingly used for outbound communications and for inbound intelligence.
The channel improves the ability of the police to communicate with communities that
are otherwise hard to engage with.
The database that contains the names of those signed up for Neighbourhood Alert
now enable police force to identify the communities which they are and which they
are not engaging with.
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Context
In an era of financial austerity, each of the UK’s 43 police constabularies has had to re-think its
priorities and adapt its practices.
Perhaps the most striking of these changes has been the way in which police forces engage with
local residents.
The advent of communications channels, such as email, twitter and Facebook, provide an excellent
opportunity to improve the effectiveness of communications. Information can be got out at much
lower cost, to more geographically targeted areas, more rapidly after an incident and to a much
larger and diverse audience. Digital communications have proved much better value for money than
periodic meetings with community leaders.
These new channels also lend themselves to two-way communications, not just the police informing
and where appropriate reassuring local communities, but local people in return passing on useful
intelligence to the police either in the aftermath of a local incident or local intelligence that can lead
to effective crime prevention. The new channels also lend themselves to engagement with a much
more diverse set of stakeholders.
Biases in engagement
Throughout the country there have always been certain groups who are more likely than others to
position themselves as representatives of the local community. Invariably those public-spirited
individuals who are prepared to give their time to represent the views of their local communities to
the police are on average more likely to be well-educated, to be retired, to be owner-occupiers with
a strong financial stake in their community, and white. They are likely to have lived in their
communities for a long time and are well-connected.
The network of people with whom these people themselves are in regular contact tends, by and
large, to share a similar demographic profile.
This engagement bias is viewed by the police with some concern. Indeed the police are measured by
HMIC inspections on their ‘legitimacy’ with regard to the engagement they have with the Public.
Equally, the issues that are of primary concern to this group, burglary for example, are often ones
with which this group are most affected. They are not necessarily the ones that affect less engaged
groups, issues such as financial fraud, drugs or marital violence.
Likewise the intelligence that this group is likely to supply to the police, though valuable in its own
right, is necessarily restricted by the demographics of the network within which this group is
embedded. It is likely to be problematic where the engaged are drawn exclusively or predominantly
from the white British community.
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Evidence of bias
Table one demonstrates how the Thames Valley Police have been able to identify the effects of
engagement bias, specifically in relation to engagement with minority communities.
Thames Valley Police, covering Berkshire, Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire, serves arguably the
most digitally sophisticated residential population in Britain, and has been at the forefront in
persuading residents to sign up to its “Neighbourhood Alert” system which provides a constant flow
of information on public order incidents within the immediate vicinity of the residents’ homes. By
September 2016 some 110,000 adults or just under 11% of the population of Thames Valley had
signed up for the service.
By associating the name of each user with one of some 45 different ethnic, religious and linguistic
grouping, referred to as ”Origins” types, Thames Valley were able to identify the communities in
their area which they have been the most successful in signing up and the ones which they have had
most difficulty attracting to “Neighbourhood Alert”.

Table one: Relative likelihood of different groups signing up to Thames Valley’s Neighbourhood Alert
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Taking 15 of the Origins groupings particularly common in the Thames Valley Police area, it can be
seen for example that the likelihood of a person with a Pakistani name signing up for Neighbourhood
Alert is just under a half of the average for all residents.
That may not have been a surprise to Thames Valley Police. But what is remarkable, at least on the
surface, is the variation of engagement within the South Asian community. People bearing Sikh
names are nearly twice as likely to see benefits from signing up to Neighbourhood Alert as people
with Bangladeshi or names.
It may well be that the force
has good relations with
leaders of South Asian
communities than it does of
West African ones.
Not only is it a simplification
to suppose that it is with
whole South Asian
community that the force
has a problem with in
relation to engagement. It
is also mistaken to suppose
that it is just with Muslim
communities that the Police
has difficulty in engaging.
These results show that engagement rates are equally low among the Polish and Czech and Slovak
communities.
Figure one: Slough, in the Thames Valley Police area, has a large, old-established
and well-organised Sikh community.

Reasons for low levels of engagement
Table two ranks the various Origins grouping by how easy it has been for Bedfordshire Police to
recruit members to Neighbourhood Alert. The list includes virtually as the more recent accession
countries to the EU, Albanians, Bulgarians, Romanians and migrants from the Baltic States.
Most hard to engage

Other Black African
Ghanaian
Bangladeshi
Albanian
Bulgarian
Romanian
Latvian or Lithuanian

Index
(TVR area
= 100)
31
32
33
35
36
37
37

Table two: Origins categories least likely to subscribe to Bedfordshire’s Neighbourhood Alert

The difficulty engaging residents with Origins in Eastern Europe is more likely to be the result that,
unlike the Sikhs and Hindu Indians, they tend to have weak community network, to have arrived
recently and to have a poor command of English. Effective strategies for improving representation
among this group may be different from those suited to the Pakistanis and Bangladeshis.
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Monitoring the effectiveness of policies to increase engagement with minority groups
These particular tabulations form part of a service provided to the Thames Valley Police by VISAV, a
Nottingham based supplier of digital communications applications. This service involves the design
of systems accessed by policemen on the beat from the hand held devices with which they are
issued.
VISAV provide this services to a number of British police forces. As a result of the embedding of the
Origins classification system in these devices it is possible for Thames Valley to compare its
effectiveness in reaching particular communities with that of other Police Forces using VISAV
technology. By using a consistent classification system police forces cannot just identify hard-torecruit groups but compare with their peers their relative success in engaging with different groups.
In addition, because VISAV maintains and updates the names on Thames Valley Police’s
communications databases, Thames Valley Police are provided with regular management
information showing their success in recruiting new subscribers from different communities.
Implications
At Webber Phillips, we believe these are a number of implications that can be drawn from this
example:
•

•
•
•

•

Using names, in circumstances such as this, is a more practical, affordable and
statistically reliable means of monitoring engagement with minority groups than face-toface questioning.
Critical to understanding performance is comparing the distribution of names in a target
group with a corresponding distribution in a base geographic area
Consistency and comprehensiveness of coverage are critical for making comparison with
performance in other police forces
Real benefits come from monitoring the impact of force-wide strategies. This it is
possible to do on a regular basis where names are recorded as part of an operational
system.
Embedding ethnicity information within an operational system delivers more benefit
than stand-alone research exercises.

For further details contact:
Emily Sparks
Webber Phillips
emily.sparks@webberphillips.com
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