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Systematic social observation of the police

Schulenberg (2014) describes her experiences in 
using systematic social observation (SSO) to study 
decision-making processes and the use of discre-
tion among members of a Canadian regional police 
service. With this method, structured observation 
is employed to gather behavioural information on 
the people studied, while participant observation 
techniques are used to collect field notes and de-
velop narratives that provide detailed descriptions 
of how situational factors and the personal char-
acteristics of the people observed affect the phe-
nomenon of interest. Since SSO is a method that 
yields both quantitative and qualitative data it has 
the potential to provide highly meaningful infor-
mation on a topic, but it is rarely used because of 
the heavy burdens it places on the researcher.

In Schulenberg’s case, she was interested in how 
police officers dealt with the anti-social and crim-
inal behaviour they encountered while on parole. 
To  research her topic she went on 74 “ride alongs” 
with officers, which allowed her to collect infor-
mation on the 406 police–citizen interactions that 
took place in the 637 hours she spent in the field. 
A comprehensive observation schedule was used to 
record the behaviours she witnessed. For example, 
a number of codes were used to describe the role 
played by the citizens in the encounter: 1 indicated 

that a person was a complainant or victim; 2, that  
they were a   suspect or person of interest; 3,  
that they were a disputant whose status as a victim 
or a suspect was unclear, and so on. Informal de-
briefing sessions with officers were used to create 
detailed descriptions of how the officers interpreted 
each citizen encounter and how they felt about it 
afterward. In addition, narratives were created 
that provided a thick description of the citizens’ 
interactions with police. The narratives included 
information on things like whether the citizens had 
weapons or showed signs of mental illness, and how 
the police took action to deal with the situation.

The “SSO of police work,” Schulenberg writes, “is 
not for the faint of heart. Beyond witnessing human 
nature, dead bodies, and citizens in crisis,  SSO 
 requires a high level of commitment, involvement, 
and personal sacrifice” (308). She found herself 
 immersed in police culture, and had to contend 
with a feeling that she may have become overly 
sympathetic to the police and their beliefs and 
values. At the same time, she found some  aspects 
of what she experienced to be highly objection-
able. Her status as a single woman made her the 
target of sexual propositioning and rude gestures, 
which she either ignored or deflected with choice 
comebacks of her own.

 Checklist 

Checklist for structured observation research 

☐ Are the research questions stated clearly?

☐ Does the observation schedule indicate pre-
cisely the kinds of behaviour to be observed?

☐ Have observation categories been designed
to minimize the need for observers to inter-
pret what is going on?

☐ Has any overlap in the categories of behav-
iour been eliminated?

☐ Are the categories of behaviour exhaustive?

☐ Do the different categories of behaviour allow
you to answer the research questions?

☐ Has a pilot study using the observation sched-
ule been conducted?

☐ Are the coding instructions clear?

☐ Is it easy to log the behaviour while it is
happening?


