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"What do citizens know, anyway?" 

Whether citizens can perceive police service delivery with any degree 

of accuracy is the first key question in any discussion of the use of sur­

veys for performance assessments. Are experiences with'crime and with 

police personnel sufficiently salient for citizens to remember them? Do 

citizens perceive other aspects of police activities where they are not 

in immediate contact with the police? Critics of the use of surveys would 

be likely to answer in the negative to these questions. 

Experiences and r.ecall 

There has been some research with respect to a part of the first 

question. Validation studies of citizens' ability to recall victimizations 

accurately have been conducted using two dif.ferent models. . The Law Enforce­

ment Assistance Administration (LEM) has conducted -"reverse record checks," 

where persons known from police records to have reported a crime to police 

are given a standard victimization interview to see if they provide the 

same information to the interviewer (U.S. Department of Justice, 1972; 

Sparks, Genn, and Dodd, 1977: 44-52). Similar research has been conducted 

in England (Sparks, Genn, and Dodd, 1977). The second model is a "forwal'd 

records check," where victimizations that are reported to a survey inter-

viewer as having been reported to police are followed up in police records 

to see if the information there is the same (Schneider, et al., 1978). 

The reverse records checks indicate that a high proportion of 

victimization survey respondents can recall crimes that they reported to 

police. In the LEM San Jose Study, 74 percent of the crimes sampled from 

P?lice records were recalled in the victimization interviews (U.S. 
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Department of Justice, 1972). In the English Study, 92 percent were re­

called (Sparks, Genn, and Dodd, 1977). The authors of the latter study 

offer some methodological and cultural explanations for their higher rates 

of success. The forward records check achieved a much lower match rate, 

finding only 53 percent of reported victimizations in police records, even 

where precise location data were supplied by the victim (Schneider, et al., 

1978). This lower rate could result from exaggeration by survey respon­

dents, underrecording of crimes by police, less than diligent pursuit of 

crime records by the police who performed the file searches, or overly 

severe criteria for finding a match. 

One cannot conclude from the reverse records check findings that a 

relatively high percentage of all crimes are revealed in victimization 

surveys. What these checks indicate is that a relatively high percent of 

those crimes about which individuals were sufficiently concerned to 

contact the police remained sufficiently salient to those individuals that 

they were able to recall them for an interviewer. It seems likely that 

there are other crimes which occur to people that they do not report to 

police or to survey interviewers. If so, survey estimates provide a lower 

bound for the extent of criminal activity to which people are exposed, 

albeit a bound that is closer to the true figure than police statistics. 

The reverse records check studies were aimed at validating survey 

data and attempting to estimate nonsampling biases. The result of the 

early San Jose Study were sufficiently encouraging for the LEAA and the 

Census Bureau to proceed with their very large victimization studies 

(National Research Council, 1976). That is, the estimates of victimiza-

tion supplied by these surveys were judged sufficiently accurate to 

warrant the expenditure of considerable sums in their collection. 
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citizens can accurately recall and Beyond the question of whether 

, " d these validation studies, like' report whether they have been v1ct1m1ze , 

, ( Parry and Crossley, 1950; Anderson, similar studies in other f1elds e.g., , 

. f of much of the reverse 1979), give mixed results. A part1cular ocus 

. "the extent and direction 'ne "telescop1ng, records check work was to exam1 . 

, . 1 inc1dent Between . t' of the date of occurrence of a cr1m1na . of m1srepor 1ng 

seemed able to report occurrence 50 and 70 percent of the respondents 

1 Another focus was on dates accurate y. classification of the type of 

crime which had occurred. Jose research indicated a match The LEAA San 

72 10) Similar de ending upon crime type (19: , f 80 to nearly 100 percent, p 

o , d' Schneider's Portland Study (1978: 30). match percentages were obta1ne 1n 

Schneider reported other comparisons between police records and 

She found greatest accuracy for crime details, age, sex, survey reports. 

f If-protective activities, f V4ct;m reports 0 se and number of suspects, or ~ ~ 

and for reports of witness presence. She found less accuracy for offense 

h ther suspects were known to . d dollar loss, suspect race, w e ser10usness an 

time and activities at the scene (1978: victims, and for police response 

h of survey reports of validity or accuracy was the mate 4). 'Her measure f h on 

. One 0 er ma1 taken at the time of victimizat1on, to police reports 

conclusion of virtually all validation conclusions is consistent with a 

studies, 

the type 

validity ~f survey data depend upon ° "the reliability or 
1.e., " 1) " 

4 hasis in or1g1na . be;ng c, onsidered (1978: ' , emp of information ~ 

f d'rect comparisons ;ncludes one of the very ew 1 Schneider's report ~ 

activities to police reports of those same of citizen reports of police 

response time, she found that With respect to police 
activities. within 
48 percent of the survey respondents gave response time estimates 
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15 minutes of the police recorded time. Fu ly 51 percent reported longer 

times, some much longer (1978: 63). It may be, though it cannot be 

determined from these data, that many of the Portland police reports 

'measured time from dispatch to arrival, rather than from small receipt 

to arrival, or did not include time required to locate citizens after 

arrival. If so, a number of the citizen overestimates (in comparison 

report. The data on police activities at the scene of a victimization 

with police records) may be more accurate than granted in Schneider's 

show fewer activities reported by citizens than by police (1978: 64). 

This probably results from the open-ended nature of the question used 

by Schneider (and in much of the research reported in this paper). As 

she notes, probing for specific actions would likely have identified 
more (1978: 65). 

In the Police Services Study, data were collected which may help 

illuminate some of these questions. Observations of a large number of 

police-citizen encounters were made while accompanying police officers on 

some 900 duty shifts. For a subset of those encounters, "debriefing" 

interviews were conducted with citizens Who participated in the encounters 

(Allen, 1978). These data, as yet unanalyzed, should allow some determina-

tion of the match of observer's and participant's perceptions of many ac-

tions in the encounters. This determination will provide much needed 

evidence with respect to citizens' capacity to perceive accurately and 

report at least those direct experiences with service delivery which they 

have recently had. A report of the reSUlts of the observer and participant 

comparisons should be available within the next year (Parks, forthcoming). 

The evidence presently available on citizens' capacity to recall 

experiences, including the perceived activities of pOlice personnel during 
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those experiences, is mixed. It seems that citizens can recall most of 

the experiences that are recorded in police files. They are somewhat less 

able to recall all of the details of those experiences, yet they do fairly 

well here also. Whether their reports of experiences that are not recorded 

in police files are accurate is not known. As with the police recorded 

experiences, accuracy and validity ,most likely var.y with the type, 

of information being requested. There is obviously great room for further 

research in the area of citizens' capacity to recall and report experiences 

accurately. 

. CitiZe.ns~,~,·perceptions o~_)??l~ce services' ::--:-::nE~p~:~ive':yiews 

Scfineiderts research raised questions about citizens' ability to 

report police activi,ties accurately in those instances where they had had 

direct experience (1978)., Those questions are generally unanswered at 

present. Others have raised serious questions about citizens' ability to 

perceive police activities-more generally, including those activities that 

do not occur within the context of a specific encounter with crime or the 

police, 

Stipak. ().9791 a.,:t:'gues that police services have low salience 

for citizens unless they are very good or very poor. He cites his 
. ' 

own finding that citizens' satisfaction with police services in Los 

Angeles County is not well predicted by several "obj ective 'service indi-, 

cators.H These ob)ective indicators include rates of crime, clearances, 

and property recovery as well as police expenditures and personnel stan~ 

dardized for population served. Stipak also cites the Kansas City 

Preventive Patrol Experim~nt finding t~at experimental variations in 

the level of police patrol in particular areas had little effect on 
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satisfaction with police or fear of crime or on perceptions of the time spent 

patrolling in the areas 0.979: 471, Kell ing, Wycoff, and Pate also cite 

th.e Kilns'as City Experiment as suggesting "that citizens surveyed on a 

random household basis cannot even distinguish changes in the quantity of 

police services, let alc;>ne their quality (1980: -52) ." 

Sti'pak"s (1979) argument with respect to the relatively low salience 

of police services has' some surface plausability, particularly for areas 

where police..,citizen contacts are infrequent. His data, however, supply 

little support to argue whether this is true or not. The objective 

indicators are all measured jurisdictionwide for the areas where citizens 

were interviewed. Further, two of them are measures of service inputs, 

not outputs; and the remaining three are difficult to interpret as 

performance indicators. Measuring these variables at the juris-

diction level ignores any variation from place to place within jurisdic­

tions, a variation that may be quite large in the bigger geographic areas. 

This, in turn, reduces possible relationships between the indicators 

and satisfaction. More important is the fact that inputs and measures of 

crime-related phenomena do not have strong, logical connections to police 

performance and, therefore, cannot be expected to be stro'i1gly related to 

citizen satisfaction with police performance. Given these difficulties, 

it would be remarkable had Stipak found any strong relationships between 

his objective indicators and citizen satisfaction. 

The Kansas City Preventive Patrol Experiment data with respect 

to citizen attitudes, and perceptions may not be as clear evidence that 

citizens cannot perceive police services as critics argue, either. Larson 

(1975) offers a powerful competing explanation for the "no change" findings. 
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That is, the activities of police officers responding to calls in the re-

active areas (where regular patrols were removed) were such as to make them 

more visible. This, combined with the. presence of additional police units, 

not from the patrol force, in those areas made it quite likely that citizens 

would see little or no change. 

Even the _question of whether citizens did perceive a change in Kansas 

City is not clearly answered in the negative in the report of the Experiment. 

Interestingly, the authors of that report used data from citizens' ratings 

of police visibility to provide support for their argument that experimental 

conditions were maintained (Kelling, et al., 1974: 37-41). In response 

to the questions, "How often do you see police officers in your neighbor­

hood?," citizens in the reactive beats, where police patrol was intended 

to be reduced reported seeing police less frequently during the experiment 

than before the experiment. Citizens in the proactive beats, where patrol 

presence was intended to be increased reported seeing police more frequently 

during the experiment than before. These findings held for both a house-

hold survey and a business survey in the experimental areas. Rather than 

using these findings as supporting the proposition that citizens can per­

ceive a change in police practice, however, Stipak (1979) and Kelling, 

Wycoff, and Pate (1980) choose to use responses from a different, more 

general question to argue thl~t citizens cannot perceive a change. In re-

sponse to the question, "How much time do you think police in your neigh­

borhood now spend patrolling in cars?," citizens in the proactive as well 

as the reactive and control beats indicated less time during the experi-

ment than before (Kelling, et al., 1974: 331-337). The report's authors 

state that "this is a broader question, and can be influenced by input 
. -
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from family members, neighbors, etc. (1974: 331)." It is unclear that it 

is a better measure of citizens' abilities to perceive ser-vice changes, 

however. A person's perceptions or ability to perceive might be better 

tested by reports of what he or she has seen rather than by reports of 

what he or she thinks is occurring but may not have seen. In any event, 

the conflicting evidence from Kansas City cannot be taken as conclusive 

on the question of whether citizens can perceive police service_ delivery 

in :their neighborhoods, 

Citizens' perceptions of pol~~e services -- pos~tive views 

In a recent analysis of data from the 1972 St. Louis Study, I reported 

some findings that may illuminate the question of citizens' ability to per­

ceive police services (Parks, 1979). The particular question analyzed was 

citizens' perceptions of the speed of police response when called in their 

neighborhoods. These perceptions were hypothesized to be influenced by 

citizens' own experiences and the experiences of their neighbors, by police 

deployment strategies in the study neighborhoods and the levels of demand 

from the neighborhoods, and potentially by individual characteristics of 

the citizens interviewed. 

I found that the perceptions of those citizens who had had a 

recent experience with the local police (within the previous year) were 

most strongly influenced by response time in that experience. However, 

the aggregated experiences of their neighbors were nearly as important 

influences on those perceptions, indicating that citizens may be able to 

place their own experiences in a broader context. For those citizens 

without recent experience, aggregate neighborhood experiences were the 

strongest influences (Parks, 1979: 191). An explanation of citizens' 
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perceptions built on 'their own and neighbors' experiences, together with 

lesser influences from police deployment, service demands, and individual 

characteristics accounted for better than 40 percent of the variance in 

perceptions among those who had had a recent experience and about 16 per-

cent of the variance in perceptions for those without recent experience 

(ibid, 189). This explanation made explicit the links between agency in-

puts and activities and citizens' perceptions of a particular service. 

Where these links can be made explicit, showing a logical and necessary 

connection, it is more reasonable to expect findings that citizens do 

perceive the services they receive. 

Citizens' perceptions of other public services -- additional positive 
evidence 

Several of us who have used citizen survey data for performance 

assessments have been concerned with validating this mode of data collec-

tion and analysis for some time. In 1974 we collected extensive data on 

street lighting and road repair services using several different modes 

of data collection. These modes included citizen surveys, direct obser-

vation, physical measurement, and retrieval from agency records. This 

methodological research was designed to investigate the relationships 

among indicators developed from these very different modes of measurement. 

Analyses based on data from direct observations, physical measurements, 

and citizen surveys showed a relatively high level of correlation among 

them. Citizens' perceptions of specific features of road conditions (e.g., 

surface types, potholes, cracks, curbs) were very accurate. Their percep­

tions of street roughness were weil matched to roughness scores derived 

from physical measu:rements of street surfaces (Carroll, 1975). Their 
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perceptions of lighting brightness were most accurate for areas immediately 

adjacent to their homes and less accurate, though still positively corre-

lated for summary perceptions of 11 bl k b overa oc rightness (Greene, 1975). 

Citizens' overall satisfaction ratings for road conditions and street 

lighting correlated well with their more specific perceptions and, thus, 

with objective measures of road and lighting conditions. The fact that 

measures of public services derived from such very different data collec­

tion modes were highly interrelated and, particularly, that citizens were 

able to perceive specific aspects of service delivery quite accurately, 

gave us increased confidence in the use of perception measures in other 

service areas where such d' t h ' 1rec p YS1cal measurements were less available 

(Ostrom, 1976). 

Citizens' experiences and perceptions -- a knowledge gap 

The available evidence with respect to citizens' capacities to recall 

their experiences with crime and the pol~ce 
... accurately and to perceive the 

police services they receive does not allow many firm conclusions. 
This 

is troubling because my colleagues and I, as 
well as many other schOlars , 

have collected data from citizens via surveys that attempted to measure 

their experiences and perceptions. These data have been used to make sub­

stantive comparisons of police performance and to make recommendations 

based on these comparisons. Th ' 
ere 1S reason to believe that the reCOmmen-

dations may have affected public policy decisions (e.g., Skaler, 1978). 

While our own efforts and those of others do provide positive evidence for 

the validity of measurements based on . , 
c1t1zens' reported experiences and 

perceptions, additional research into that val~d~ty ...... is clearly warranted. 
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At the same time,. we rej ect the views of some critics who argue citizens 

cannot tell us much about service delivery. Our experiences in interview 

situations have continually led us to believe that respondents were con-

cerned with respect to their local police services and aware of many 

aspects of t.hose services. Citizens' awareness did seem higher in areas 

where information on local policing was less costly (e.g., smaller commu-
• I 

nities where more police were known) or where information on policing was: 

more important (e.g., communities with higher crime- and service-related 

demands for police services). These are admittedly subjective impressions, 

but are consistent with what has been called an "investment theory" of 

citizen information (Popkin, et al., 1976). People obtain information 

either where it is relatively cost less to obtain or where it is relatively 

valuable to have. 

Clearly, a strong research program is warranted in this area of 

experiences, perceptions, and recall capacity. The National Institute of 

Justice's Methodology Development Program has taken steps in developing 

this research (e.g., Bielby and Berk, 1978). Further efforts should be 

supported by those of us who are advocates of survey us", and by our 

strong critics. The mounting evidence with respect to the inadequacy of 

any single source of performance measurements in policing (see Whitaker, 

et al., 1981) suggests that citizen-based data, if validated, could be 

an important component of more complex, multisourced performance 

measurement and comparison systems. 
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Citizen surveys in multimode::perfal'mancetassessments 

Police services are quite complex and frequently ill-defined. Like 

many other public services, they are highly multidimensional, with many 

types' of inputs, many transformation activities, many outputs, and many 

outcomes. Given this complexity, it is quite important to use multiple 

indicators when assessing police performance. No single measure can be 

relied upon to aggregate across different dimensions. 

Just as multiple indicators are required for police performance 

assessnients, so too are multiple modes of measurement. Some aspects of 

policing may be more accessible to one form of data collection than 

another, but usually it should be possible to obtain measures from two 

or more sources for any aspect. This offers important benefits on two 

scores. First, combining and comparing measures from internal records 

with measures based on data collected from extradepartmental sources 

should contribute to the reliability and validity of agency data. There 

is a common bias in self-reporting systems toward recording information 

which is favorable to the reporter or his/her agency and failing to record 

that which is less favorable (for a police example, see Seidman and 

Couzens, 1974). Data from an independent source can be used to verify 

the accuracy of internal records and, thus, help to counteract this 

natural tendency (e.g., Governmental Research Institute, 1973). 

• A second benefit of multiple mode performance assessment is the 

added confidence in relationships that results when they are supported by 

measures from different modes. Any form of measurement has errors and 
,,",. ... ,' . 

potential biases associated with it. When multiple measurement forms are 
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employed, it is likely that they. will be crosscutting, having different 

patterns of error and bias. 

. the operational implication of the inevitable 

theoretical complexity of every measure . . . calls for 

multiple operationism, that is, for multiple measures 

which are hypothesized to share in the theoretically 

relevant components but have differen )atterns of 

irrelevant components .... If a proposition can survive 

the onslaught of a series of imperfect measures, with all 

their irrelevant error, confidence should be placed in it 

(Webb, et al., 1966: 3). 

In the studies where my colleagues and I have used citizen surveys 

as a component in assessing police performance, we have also used other 

modes of data collection (Parks, 1976; 1981). These other modes have in-
I 

cluded the use of police agency records and records of other criminal 

justice agencies such as the prosecutor's office. We have also inter-

viewed police officers to determine their qualifications and attitudes, 

and we have observed their behaviors on patrol and in encounters with 

citizens. Further, we have listened to and coded data from exchanges 

between citizens and police telephone operators. Data from these several 

sources and modes of data collection have then been combined for purposes 

of analyzing and assessing police performance. 

When cit:izen survey data are used in a multiple measures, multiple 

modes assessment of police performance, their utility may be greatly 

strengthened by the interpretations available from data collected in 

different modes. Likewise, the citizen survey measures can increase the 

usefulness of measures from those other modes. I agree with Webb and 
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Hatry that surveys ought not be the only component of any performance 

assessment . 

Merely tabulating and publishing the responses (to surveys) 

is not sufficient to make fully productive use of survey 

information. . . . Pertinent information obtaI' ned f : rom other 

regular sources of government information such as government 

records should be considered along with survey information. 

Only through such analyses can survey information be placed 

in proper perspective with other types of information to 

provide accurate and comprehensive guidance to government 

officials for their decision and policy making (Webb and 

Hatry, 1973: 4). 

On the other hand, surveys ought not to be neglected as a data sou'rce in 

Performance assessment~. Th d 'd d ~ ey 0 provl e ata which are otherwise un-

obtainable and, with careful analyses, can be employed to identify real 

performance differences. 
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Footnotes 

IStephen Mastrofski, John McIver, Elinor Ostrom, Vincent Ostrom, 
Marlene Simon, and Wesley Skogan provided very useful comments on the 
monograph from which this paper is taken. Their advice is much 
appreciated. 

2In this paper the pronouns "we" and "our" are used occasionally. 
The ,research reported was conducted as a group enterprise with many 
colleagues at the Workshop in Political Theory and Policy Analysis, 
Indiana University, and the Center for Urban and Regional Studies, 
University of North Carolina. Chapel Hill. The use of plural pro­
nouns refers to these joint endeavors. 

3 These are contained in a monograph bearing the same title as this 
paper which has been prepared for the National Institute of Justice. 
That monograph should be publicly available within the year. I would 
be happy to supply an advance copy to interested readers for the cost 
of reproduction and mailing. 

4The 1972 St. Lbuis research was made possible by a grant from the 
National Institute of Mental Health, Center for the Study of Metropolitan 
Problems (SROl-MH-199ll). The support of the Center is most gratefully 
acknowledged. 

SIn the St. Louis Study a "neighborhood" was defined as either: 
(1) an independently incorporated community in St. Louis County with a 
1970 population less than or equal to 28,900 people; (2) a. census tract 
within an independently incorporated community in St. Louis County 
where the community population exceeded 28,900 in 1970; (3) an urban 
place within the unincorporated portion of St. Louis County; or (4) a 
Planning Neighborhood within the city of St. Louis itself. The St. 
Louis Planning Commission divides the city geographically into 70 
Planning Areas or Neighborho0ds. The division is designed to take 
account of natural boundaries, such as highways or industrial concen­
trations; natural foci, such as parks and community centers; and existing 
neighborhood organizations (see St. Louis Planning Commission, 1971) . 

A minimum population of 500 persons was required in each of these 
cases. This set of definitions of "neighborhood" is admittedly ad hoc . 
Very little agrgement on formal definitions of the term can be found. 
The set chosen seemed reasonable and was useful for design purposes. 

6The Police Services Study was made possible by a grant from the 
National Science Foundation (NSF GI-43949). The support of the Founda­
tion is most gratefully acknowledged. 
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