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COMMUNITY RELATIONS TRAINING-AN ALTERNATE VIEW

JOHN F. HEAPHY

The author is presently employed as a Special Assistant to the Police Commissioner Patrick
Murphy in the New York City Police Department. He was employed by the New Haven, Connec-
ticut Police Department as a civilian Director of Training and Personnel. He holds a M.A. degree
from Fordham University in the field of Psychology.

Much has been said recently about the problem
of the relationship between the police and the
community they serve. Members of both the com-
munity and the police profession are well aware of
the problems of understanding and appreciation
that exist. Many attempts are being made to solve
this problem in every part of the country. These
attempts range from the conduct of "Madison
Avenue" type public relations campaigns to special
police-community co-operation projects and finally
to various police-community relations training
programs. In spite of this serious and intensive
effort, much remains to be done. The objective of
this paper is to offer some stimulation to those
involved daily with the operational difficulties of
the problem, by stating an alternate view of the
problem rather than prescribing another program
solution.

AN ALTERNATE Vraw

A simplified look at the concept of "relation-
ship" indicates that in any relationship (between
two or more persons or groups), three distinct
elements can be identified. In all situations involv-
ing human interation, there is always Individual
(or Group) A, Individual (or Group) B, and the
context in which the two interact. To begin to
analyze them, any specific relationship, it should
make sense to be certain that we have covered
each of the relevant elements to an adequate de-
gree. Further, if one is not uncomfortable using a
relatively unsophisticated "model" of the concept
of relationship, we might suggest that the three
elements be used as the organizing concepts in the
development of the entire study unit pertaining
to that relationship.

To put the above in the context of the problem
of police-community relations, we could say that
the problem involves an understanding of the
police, an understanding of the community, and
an understanding of the context in which the two

interact. Training in this area then must involve
study of each of the above to an appropriate ex-
tent. Obviously, a good deal of our present train-
ing falls into some of the above areas. However,
we must recognize this training in the context of
the relationship model in order to assess its real
impact on the problem of police-community rela-
tions. Further, we must give some serious thought
how best to train in the areas that at present we
are not covering at all.

To state this basic thesis another way, we must
begin to realize that we are now, and have been
for quite some time, doing a great deal of "police-
community relations" training under various differ-
ent headings. The manner in which we teach any
of the traditional units of police training has a
significant effect on the problem of police-com-
munity relations. We must carefully rethink our
present approach to the teaching of all aspects of
the curriculum, as well as begin the introduction
of new units of training to cover the gaps which
might exist.

TnE CommuNTy

The community, the police, and the context in
which the two interact are the three elements
that must be considered as the major content
areas of the "police-community relations" training
program. Thinking first of the community, it is
apparent that police academies have been dealing
with various facets of this area for quite some time.
Many of the traditional police academy subjects
relate specifically to the recruits understanding of
the community in which he must function.

Police academies deal with the relevant criminal
statutes, which are certainly reflections of the
thoughts and feelings of the community in which
the policeman has to function. Furthermore, most
police academies deal to some degree with the
values that underlie the Bill of Rights, and the
specific application of these values in the study of
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criminal procedure. The American system of crim-
inal justice is another topic usually included in
police training curricula which relates to this broad
area of community understanding. Some police
academies have recently introduced units on social
problems where such things as poverty, juvenile
delinquency, black militancy, civil liberties, and
other contemporary community problems are
studied in some detail.

In this writer's opinion it is a valid criticism to
say that the treatment of legal and other areas
mentioned earlier as related to the recruits study
of the community in which he must function, has,
to some extent, been sterile and unrealistic. It
paints a picture of what the community theoreti-
cally thinks and feels-theoretically which values
it holds as a body in its organization of a system of
criminal justice. Usually the recruit gets only this
sterile, theoretical orientation to how his com-
munity sees things. Never is he let in on the reali-
ties of the situation. Realities such as the short-
comings in our system of criminal justice, and the
differences in perception of how the substantive
criminal law should be enforced by police held by
the different segments of the community. The law
is generally presented as a concrete formula unan-
imously supported by the "Community" because
of the fact that it was enacted by community
representatives. Not enough attention is paid to a
recruits understanding of the spirit behind a legis-
lator's enactment of a criminal statute, and too
much emphasis is placed on knowing the letter of
the law and enforcing it rigidly. On this foundation,
he is expected to exercise wise, mature discretion
in his enforcement of those laws.

Legal statutes certainly must be enforced by the
police officer, and he of course must work with the
system. However, he could do this job more effec-
tively if he were given a realistic, accurate picture
in the legal portion of his curriculum-a picture
that recognizes and brings to the surface questions
of legitimate dissent and disagreement with stat-
utes and accepted contemporary practices in the
system of criminal justice. For these are facts of
life, and it is with the facts of life that the patrol-
man must deal. To keep these facts of life from
him ties his hands in his fully understanding the
community which he is trying to serve.

What has been said centers on legal training and
how it gives to the new policeman in very subtle
ways some picture of the community he is serving.
All too often, this is the only picture that he gets,
and, while it is certainly a valid part of the total

impression of the community that he should get
in his training program, it is certainly not the
whole story.

The introduction of social problems units into
the police training curriculum is a relatively recent
phenomenon and one to be encouraged. Consider-
able time must be spent trying to build a greater
appreciation in the policeman for those social
problems which are of greatest concern in his
community. These will, in many areas, include
such things as delinquency, poverty, black mili-
tancy, crime and violence, the breakdown of
marriage and family systems, and many others.
These units can be taught on two levels, one being
a general theoretical approach, and the other a
more close to home approach using people from
the community who can best illustrate these social
problems and talk about the approach that other
professions take to them. Maybe in this manner
the police profession will be able to evolve for
itself a role which is supportive or complimentary
in some way of the roles that other community
agencies play. For it is again a fact of life that the
policeman is thrown squarely into the middle of
almost every social problem in the community,
and too often is unable to see his work in this
context. Methods and instructors must be care-
fully chosen, and methods should be experiential
as well as cognitive.

Another aspect of the community that is seldom
considered in police training curricula is how the
community perceives the policeman. What does
the community expect of the policeman? What role
do they want him to play? The role of the police
is typically handled by the police academy very
superficially, with some treatment of the law en-
forcement code of ethics, or by the quick and easy
definition of ".... community helper, law enforcer,
and crime preventer." This is totally inadequate
and must be replaced with units of study which
will give, to the new policeman especially, an
accurate picture of just what his role is in the
community. He is certainly perceived differently
by different segments of the community, and he
should be thoroughly familiar with those percep-
tions. Businessmen perceive him and his role in a
much different way than does the teenager, the
housewife, or the innercity dweller. Police acad-
emies can, in very subtle ways, communicate
significant messages about the role of the police
in various situations that will have an important
effect on the attitude of the patrolman towards
various aspects of his job. Units of this sort should
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involve many things, among which might be what-
ever relevant data is available on community
attitudes, community perceptions of and reactions
to the police department, and whatever statistical
information is available on the actual operations
of the department.

THE PoLICEMAN

Probably the most neglected of all three areas
is the policeman's study of himself. Typically, he
is given two to four hours on the ethics of police
conduct, some variable number of hours of his
departmental policies, and usually very little else.
This is totally useless as it presents a sterile, theo-
retical picture of what police behavior really is.
Basically, the problem is that policemen must
learn more about themselves as persons and as
members of police groups. This is no easy task.
It is probably the most difficult study any human
being could undertake. But because of the espe-
cialy sensitive role the community places on the
policeman, it is essential that he attend to this.
The policeman plays a vital role in innumerable
situations of human interaction in the community.
It is a must that he be better than the average man
in relating to other people. He must be better in
touch with himself, his own feelings and his own
reactions, and, hopefully, then better able to con-
trol his reactions. Simply describing a code of
ethics or rules of conduct that he must obey in
handling various types of calls will not do the job
because it denies the policeman's essential hu-
maness.

The study of this area must be approached real-
istically from the point of view of a sincere but
fallible human being trying to get as effective
control of himself as possible for the purpose of
making himself better able to help others. The
specific design for training in this area can vary
considerably. It should encompass two major
types of training activities. One is a certain amount
of content work in the behavioral sciences, specif-
ically content work in the area of the psychology

"of human behavior. Second, and absolutely essen-
tial, is some form of more basic learning about
oneself such as that attempted in various labora-
tory designs or group conference models. This is
essential because of the basic principle that learn-
ing does not "set" until the learner has had some
opportunity to practice the learning which he is
incorporating cognitively. When the approach is
only cognitive, it remains just a theoretical abstract
mass of knowledge that gets tucked away some

place in the back of the brain and never reaches
the level of the gut, which is the level from which
he will react when put in a work situation. There-
fore, the training must take this into account and
not only put the content into his head, but give
him some opportunity to practice the application
of it so that it will truly set and be of some use to
him when he gets into various work situations.

Tim Co=rxT

The final element that should be considered is
the context in which the policeman and the com-
munity interact. Traditionally, police training has
dealt only with situational variables in this context.
Especially important has been such things as
physical factors, safety factors, department poli-
cies, etc. While these are certainly important and
should not at all be minimized, it must be recog-
nized that they are only a very small part of the
real context in which the policeman does his job.
The context, for instance, of a policeman respond-
ing to a domestic complaint in a fourth floor
walk-up includes much more than the physical
factors of the situation. The number of people, the
position of people in the apartment, types of phys-
ical objects that are available as potential weapons,
location of doors and other avenues of escape, etc.,
are all, certainly, important parts of the context,
but they are not the whole context. Equally as
important as these factors is the emotional, psycho-
logical context into which the policeman is walking.
Specifically, in a domestic situation he is walking
into a conflict situation--one loaded with stress,
where he is supposed to be of some help.

These three elements-conflict, stress, and the
helping role-are all essential aspects of the con-
text of the policeman's job with which he must be
familiarized. Most situations of human interaction
into which the policeman is thrown include some-
thing of these elements. It is usually some kind of
a crisis some type of conflict, and almost always
involves people under stress. He is always ex-
pected to be of some help in these situations.
Equipping him only with an appreciation of the
physical factors of the situation equips him only
half-way to really understand the context into
which he is walking. This is not only unfair to the
policeman, but it is wasteful, because it is possible
to train in these areas.

It is possible to better prepare people to function
as mediators of crisis. Crisis in itself can be a topic
for study. Resolution of conflict can be a worth-
while topic of study. The handling of stress and the

[Vol. 62
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art of helping are in themselves legitimate topics
for study and essential in the preparation for the
police service because so much of the policeman's
role involves these variables. Specific training
design in these areas is extremely complicated. It
is a very new area, little is known about how best
to proceed, but there are many ideas on how one
might proceed. The procedure at this point must
involve carefully controlled experimentation with
various training designs to try and reach these
objectives. Professional psychological opinion will
vary on the sophistication of the behavioral sci-
ences to deal effectively with training in this area.
This is healthy state of affairs. Many psychologists
will say that we cannot deal with it at all effec-
tively with our present methods, and some will
say that they have all the answers to training of
this type. While the truth is probably somewhere in
the middle, it is really irrelevant whether we have
all the answers or none of the answers. The fact is
that we cannot live any longer without at least
trying to find some of these answers, and thus we
must proceed carefully, experimentally, with what
we have.

CONCLUSIOlN

To summarize, then, police-community relations
training should proceed on the basis of a clear
understanding of the three elements involved in
the relationship between the police and -the com-
munity. These elements, again, are the community,
the police, and the context in which the two inter-
act. We must begin preparing our approach to
police-community relations training with the

realization that much of the training we are doing
now in all content areas of the police academy
curriculum in fact contributes to the message on
police-community relations that the trainee re-
ceives. The way we approach legal training, patrol
techniques, investigative techniques, defensive
tactics, or almost any other content area is going
to have a great effect, at least indirectly by omis-
sion, on the message the patrolman receives about
police-community relations.

We must begin improving our police-community
relations training programs with the realization
that we must first look into what we are doing now
and make sure that it fits into a proper scheme in
the model of relationship presented here. In addi-
tion to this a number of areas of outstanding need
have been noted-areas fitting into the context
of the above model which are presently not dealt
with satisfactorily or at all in current training
activities. Very careful attention must be paid to
the development of training design in these areas
and to the evaluation of that newly developed
design.

This is not a simple process. In fact it is a quite
difficult process, because it will inevitably involve
a great deal of very careful self-criticism on the
part of directors of police academies and other
policy personnel in police organizations. In the
end, however, we will be able to provide a more
truly professional police service to our communi-
ties, and, in the process, lessen the risk of wasting
our resources on "special" community relations
training programs that might in fact give us little
permanent benefit.
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