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Abstract

Purpose — The purpose of this paper is to examine how both offenders and their families perceived their
interactions with police and whether there were negative consequences of the offender-focused strategy that
was implemented in a hot spots policing experiment.

Design/methodology/approach — Data from interviews of 32 offenders and 29 family members are
examined qualitatively for themes to evaluate how the strategy was carried out and how it impacted
offenders’ behavior and both groups’ perceptions of the police detectives and the strategy overall.
Findings — The results show that there was overwhelming agreement by both offenders and their family
members that the police detectives who contacted them treated both groups with dignity and respect.
After the contact was over, the offenders appeared to commit less crime, followed probation more
closely, and had positive feelings about what the police detectives were trying to do. Improvement of the
offenders’ relationships with their families was an unanticipated finding indicating a diffusion of benefits of
the strategy.

Practical implications — The results suggest that when procedural justice principles are used in an
offender-focused police intervention, positive impact can be achieved without negative consequences.
Originality/value — This is a rare example of an in-depth evaluation of the perceptions of offenders and
family members contacted through a hot spots policing offender-focused strategy.
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Introduction
The National Academy of Sciences report on proactive policing, released in November 2017,
concludes that hot spots policing is effective in reducing crime (Weisburd and



data collected in qualitative interviews of offenders and their family members who had been
contacted during the intervention. The goal is to examine both groups’ perceptions and
potential consequences of the offender-focused intervention.

Background: offender-focused hot spots policing experiment

This section provides background to the current study with an overview of the experiment
(Santos and Santos, 2016) — specifically, a description of the offender-focused strategy as
well as the selection of the offenders and the strategy implementation. The remainder of the
paper covers the evaluation and interview methodology, analysis results, and implications
of the current study.

Offender-focused strategy

The intervention tested in the experiment was based on criminology of place research that
consistently shows that offending is “tightly coupled” to place (Weisburd et al,, 2012), and
offenders are more likely to commit crimes relatively close to where they live (Bernasco 2010;
Bernasco et al.



roadways, canals, lakes, rivers, etc., were used to determine hot spot borders in a way that
created informal neighborhoods. A total of 48 residential burglary and residential theft from
vehicle hot spots were identified across a 120 square mile area and assigned to a treatment
or control group through a partially blocked randomization design[2]. Three blocks were
identified based on the number of crimes per offender (living in the hot spot). This process



talk to the offender and/or the family to reinforce the importance of following probation
and doing the right thing. The detectives typically did not arrest offenders for
curfew unless they deemed it was necessary to



possible criminal activity, had negative consequences. That is, did the unusual amount of
attention from the police detectives result in offenders and family members having negative
feelings toward the detectives regardless of their previous perceptions of the police in general?
Interviews were conducted one time after the nine-month intervention period. A pre/post
design was not used since the offenders did not know or interact with these detectives before
the intervention, and a pre-test would not have provided meaningful information in this
particular context.

In terms of the research questions, it was thought that offenders contacted most
frequently would be more likely, of any of the offenders, to have negative feelings about the
police detectives since the amount of contact was unusual and unsolicited. Therefore, a
purposive sampling method (Creswell, 2013) was used to identify offenders for the
interviews. Since it was important to identify any negative consequences of the intervention,
offenders who had the most contact with detectives were selected. Even though the
detectives had the goal of contacting all offenders the same amount, variations occurred
because offenders were not always home. The interviews were conducted by this author
who was accompanied by a police detective to assist taking notes but who was not one of
the detectives who had implemented the strategy. Neither | nor the detective had any
previous contact with the offenders. We were dressed in business casual clothing and
conducted interviews inside the offenders’ homes without making appointments, much like
the program detectives conducted their face-to-face contacts.

I conducted each interview and approached the offenders as well as the family
members as a member of the police department and supervisor of the detectives and the
program. | started by telling them that | was there to obtain their thoughts about
the interactions with the detectives to determine both how well the detectives were
doing their jobs and to assess the overall worth and impact of the program. | also told
them that their answers would be confidential and the program had ended, so the
detectives would no longer be visiting them as part of this program. It was important to
the police department that | was transparent about the program and the purpose of my
visit, but we also thought that the offenders and their family members would be more
willing to express any negative perceptions if they knew that they were not going to
interact with those specific detectives in the future.

Each visit took between 20 minutes and, in some cases, several hours depending on how
many people were interviewed and the nature of the conversation. Offenders were asked
and responded verbally to questions as we took notes. The questions included a variety of
statements using a Likert agreement scale and a series of open-ended questions[3]. All of the
interviews were relaxed and friendly conversations about the offender’s life and the impact
of the program.

The responses of each offender and family member interviewed were written down by
the interviewers while on site. The notes were immediately compared for accuracy and
entered later into a database for analysis. It was decided that the interviews would not be
recorded and transcribed in order to make the interviewees more comfortable with the
process. However, while both interviewers took notes, the detective who assisted did not ask
any questions, as his sole responsibility was taking accurate and thorough notes.

Interview results

A total of 34 offenders and 29 family members were contacted for an interview.
Two offenders refused to participate which resulted in an offender response rate of 94
percent and a total of 61 people who were interviewed. In some cases, the offenders and
family members were interviewed separately, but on the same night, and in other cases they
were interviewed together. Table | illustrates the demographics of the interviewees
compared to those of all the offenders contacted by the detectives.

Offender-
focused hot




Over half of the interviewees were white, 69 percent were between 18 and 35, and
94 percent were male. Although the percentages are roughly similar, a higher percentage
of black offenders, offenders between 18 and 25 years old, and male offenders
were interviewed than were contacted overall. The race and age of family members was
not collected but of the 29 family member
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subject of extra police attention because they had been arrested and/or convicted of a crime.
They also understood that the purpose of the visits was to deter them from committing
additional crimes. The following are specific statements made by the interviewees
supporting this theme.

Offenders:

“To check up on me to make sure I'm doing what I'm supposed to.”

“To make sure I'm not violating curfew or doing anything wrong.”

“Keep me on the right path; help if they can; and keep me out of trouble.”
Family members:

“To check on him and how he’s doing to keep him out of trouble.”



offenders not continuing criminal behavior. The following are specific statements
supporting this theme.
Offenders:

“Very genuine; seems like he cared.”

“Make me feel like I'm in check.”

“Didn't really bother me.”

“I liked the detective. It seemed like they cared and wanted me to stay out of trouble.”
“At ease and comfortable with the conversation.”

Family members:
“Make sure he knows it's “not a joke”; follow the rules.”
“Respectful; they came by a little too late but they were good people.”

“Really good; A good thing they are doing; very respectful; came across like they
cared.”

“Happy, very happy. It felt they were helping.”
“Doing their job; I'm ok with that.”

Two questions were asked how interaction with the detectives influenced the offender’s
thoughts and behavior related to committing crime. Figure 1 illustrates, again, that the vast
majority of both offenders (81 percent) and family members (93 percent) agree that contact
with the detectives made the offenders “think twice” about committing new crimes and
influenced them to commit less crime than they would have otherwise (offenders, 85 percent;
family members, 76 percent).

After each item, the respondents were asked to explain their answers. The overall theme
for both sets of responses was that the visits did influence their thinking and dissuade them
from criminal activity. While it is unlikely that the offenders would fully admit to committing



“It felt like they knew me everywhere | went.”
“If 1 were to commit crime, they would have influenced me not to.”
“They were a strong deterrent.”

The next statement in Figure 1 addresses offenders’ relationships with other potential
offenders. Both offenders (85 percent) and family members (91 percent) agree that the
interactions with the detectives influenced them to stop associating with people who might
get them in trouble. When asked to explain, most offenders said that they did not completely
cut off their potentially problematic friends, but did not associate with particular individuals








