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BUREAUCRATIZATION

Definition

Bureaucracies are in general terms conceived
as organizations charged with the implemen-
tation of policies decided upon by govern-
ment or business authorities, and adhering to
a specific organizational design that is hierar-
chical in structure. Bureaucratic activities are
formally based on general rules and are stan-
dardized and impersonal. The concept of
‘bureaucratization’ refers to the organization
of political and economic administrative insti-
tutions on the basis of the principles of a
bureaucracy. The work of the German sociol-
ogist Max Weber (1922) has been most influ-
ential in introducing this concept and the
theories that are derived from it in the area of
state and market institutions, including police
organizations.

Processes of bureaucratization are relevant
to the study of policing because the moderniza-
tion of the police institution has fundamentally
involved an increasing development of police
organizations along bureaucratic lines.
Historically, bureaucratization processes have
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been observed across a wide range of organiza-
tions in many societies. Despite national varia-
tions in bureaucratic organization and activities,
most modern societies that are highly industri-
alized have historically undergone bureaucrati-
zation tendencies. Bureaucratic modes of
organization have been imported in other coun-
tries as well, so that bureaucratization is a
global phenomenon. The consequences of
bureaucratization have extended far beyond the
organizations themselves and have also affected
the nature of governance and of social life in
general.

In the context of policing, bureaucratization
refers to the organization of police institutions
as bureaucracies that are hierarchically
ordered, have formalized and standardized
procedures of operation, and are impersonal
by reliance on general rules of conduct. The
bureaucratization of policing has important
consequences for the functions and organiza-
tion of police.

Distinctive Features

Derived from the French term 'bureau’, mean-
ing desk or office, and the Greek word 'kratos’,

meaning power or rule, bureaucracy in general

refers to the power of administrative offices.
The term was originally introduced in eigh-
teenth century France with a distinctly negative
connotation to refer to the rigid manner in
which administrative units could make deci-
sions irrespective of their original objectives. A
certain negative quality often remains associ-
ated with bureaucratization, but the concept is
currently also used in a strict analytical mean-
ing to refer to a particular mode of organization.

Weber identified seven central characteris-
tics of bureaucracies:

(1) bureaucratic offices are subject to a prin-
ciple of fixed jurisdictional areas;

(2). they are firmly and hierarchically ordered;

(3) their activities are based upon written
documents or files;

(4) the executive offices of the officials are
separated from their private households;

(5) specialized training is required to obtain

an office;
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(6) the official activity is a full-time occupa-
tion; and
(7) the management of the bureaucratic

office is guided by general rules.

Among the principles that guide bureau-
cratic activity, Weber specified most centrally
that the modern bureaucracy operates on the
basis of a formal rationality to use the most
efficient means given certain specified objec-
tives. Weber conceived of formal or purpo-
sive rationalization as the most fundamental
process characterizing modern societies.
Analyzing the consequences of bureaucratiza-
tion, Weber devoted most attention to the
trend among bureaucratic organizations to
achieve a position of autonomy so that the
bureaucracy can operate independently from
political oversight and popular control.

In the study of policing, the bureaucracy
concept has been applied in the context of the
agencies of internal coercion that are monop-
olized by the modern nation state. Sanctioned
by nation states with the tasks of order main-
tenance and crime control, police organiza-
tions are arguably the most visible and
concrete expression of the state’s monopoly
over the means of coercion. Organized as
bureaucracies, police institutions are hierar-
chically ordered with a vertical structure of a
rigid chain of command. Police agencies han-
dle cases on the basis of general rules of evi-
dence collecting and processing without
regard to the person and in sole view of the
stated objectives of crime control and order
maintenance. Thus modern police work tends
to become highly systematic, whereby police
officers handle cases on the basis of files (for
information) and scientific methods of investi-
gation and evidence collecting and analysis.

Bureaucratized police work also applies
considerations of efficiency in getting the
work done, at the exclusion of other concerns
such as questions of morality. Police work is
routinized on the basis of standardized meth-
ods of investigation, often strongly influenced
by scientific principles of police technique,
such as technically advanced methods of
criminal identification and computerized
databases.
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Historically, the greater need for a special-
ized organization of crime control and order
maintenance with the growth of modern soci-
eties has been among the most central condi-
tions favourable to police bureaucratization.
As societies grew in population size and den-
sity and experienced processes of rapid urban-
ization, industrialization and technological
progress, modern nation states began to con-
centrate even more policy tasks in a central-
ized administration. Thus, specialized police
institutions were established and, in the
course of their development began to operate
as specialized bureaucratic apparatus in both
functional and organizational respects.
Functionally, police institutions became
responsible for order maintenance and crime
control on the basis of a formal system of
laws. Organizationally, police bureaucratiza-
tion is reflected in the hierarchical structure
of police organizations, the formal training of
police personnel, the professionalization of
the police occupation, and the emphasis on
technically efficient means in police work.

Evaluation

Essentially two lines of inquiry on police
bureaucratization have been pursued within
police studies. First, normatively oriented stud-
ies have investigated the origins and conse-
quences of an increasing reliance on
bureaucratic principles in police organizations
relative to principles of due process and the
protection of citizen rights. In this view, the
perceived negative impact of police discretion
and accountability limitations can be attributed
to an excessive bureaucratization of the police.
Thus, bureaucratization is seen to take on the
negative connotation it originally carried to
become virtually synonymous with injustice
and oppression resulting from an overly rigid
organization of administrative activity. Police
bureaucratization can then be criticized in light
of principles of democratic control and
accountability, and new post-bureaucratic
models of policing are proposed that rely on
insights from restorative justice and commu-
nity policing initiatives to bring about closer
cooperation among the police and the public.
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Second, from a strictly analytical perspec-
tive, police bureaucratization has been studied
in terms of the factual course and observable
consequences of the increasing organization of
police organizations along bureaucratic lines.
A central concern in this respect has been the
autonomy of police institutions as a result of
bureaucratization in formal and operational
respects. Formally, police bureaucratization
implies a growing independence of police
institutions from the governments of their
respective national states. Whereas police
institutions were originally set up to further
the political goals of governments, especially
in the context of autocratic states, they gradu-
ally developed a professional ethos to focus on
distinctly criminal enforcement tasks. In oper-
ational respects, police bureaucratization
involves police institutions gaining indepen-
dence to determine the means, as well as spec-
ifying objectives, of their tasks.

Among the consequences of bureaucratiza-
tion, police professionals can insulate them-
selves from popular demands in favour of
adherence to an occupational culture that
stands apart from the community and oper-
ates on the basis of principles of command,
obedience and honour (although the emphasis
on community policing makes this a little less
likely nowadays). Furthermore, increasing
trends towards bureaucratization across the
world have promoted collaboration between
police organizations of different nations. Such
international cooperation allows for limited
collaboration between national police forces
surrounding specific cases, such as the inter-
national rendition of fugitives from justice,
and has been organized on a permanent basis
in formally structured international police
organizations such as Interpol. Though justi-
fied in terms of the rise in international crime,
international police practices that result from
bureaucratization may lack formal legal regu-
lations and operate beyond democratic con-
trol (Deflem, 2002).

The autonomy of highly bureaucratized
police institutions is not stable, but dependent
on socio-historical circumstances, notably the
degree of a society's pacification. During peri-
ods of momentous societal change, such as
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international warfare, police organizations are
typically pressured to reconcile their activities
with the political goals of their respective gov-
ernments. However, as police institutions have
presently attained an unprecedented level of
bureaucratization, they can also better resist
any political pressures to remain organized on
the basis of bureaucratic principles of profes-
sional expertise. Current conditions surround-
ing the spread of international terrorism have
revealed the relevance of police bureaucratiza-
tion as an important force determining the
shape and future of counter-terrorism efforts
and other dimensions of police power.

Mathieu Deflem

Associated Concepts: accountability, discre-
tion, independence of the constable, leader-
ship, transnational policing
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CALLS FOR SERVICE

Definition

‘Calling the cops’ or calls for service are calls
to the police by the public using an emer-
gency call system, usually a (toll-free) three-
digit number. In the UK this emergency call
system operates nationwide, and is designed
to handle emergency medical and ambu-
lance, fire and police calls, with the majority
of callers asking for police services. The
emergency call system defines police activi-
ties and workloads as it comprises highly
developed technologies to locate callers and
analyze calls, to channel the respective
request, and to dispatch police officers, fire-
fighters and ambulances to the site of the
crime or other problems. Calls for service are
the main type and source of communication
with the public; they constitute one of the
major management problems of the police,
and they are a decisive factor in the satisfac-
tion of the public with the police. More
recently the emergency call system has been
complemented by non-emergency cail sys-
tems and numbers in order to relieve the
police from the burden of emergency call
saturation.

Distinctive Features

Emergency call systems are the single most
important technological innovation that have
shaped police practices over the last three
decades. The combination of the ubiquitous-
ness of phones in homes and later the spread
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