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Exploring Criminal Investigation Practices

The Benefits of Analysing Police-Generated Investigation Data

Heidi Fischer Bjelland and Johanne Yttri Dahl
The Norwegian Police University College

Current police practices, such as criminal investigations, generate a variety of data that are
potentially available to social science researchers. Despite the vital importance of criminal
investigations in police operations, there has been limited research on criminal investigation
practices. Here, we explore how research analysing police-generated investigation data
would contribute to criminal justice and police research, and police organizations. We
provide examples from Norwegian police registry data such as national criminal registers,
police case files and data from forensic DNA databases. Police registry data may contribute
to opening the ‘black box’ surrounding criminal investigation practices, thereby providing
important insights into practices that are crucial for the development of organizational
learning and knowledge creation. The original contribution of this paper is that it explores
the untapped potential of analysing police-generated investigation data for research
purposes, an issue that has not been sufficiently addressed in the literature on police
performance and organizations.

Keywords: Police registers, police studies, criminal investigation, investigation practices,
police case files

1. Introduction

Since the advent of police studies in the 1960s, there has been a dramatic growth in the
volume of research focusing on the police and their practices. The major part of this research
effort has been restricted to ethnographic and observational studies (Reiner, 2000). Studies
have focused on topics such as police work and organization (Manning, 1997), police
occupational culture (Loftus, 2009), the exercise of police discretion (Finstad, 2013; Lipsky,
1980), and police patrol practices (Stol, Gundhus, Runhovde, & Rgnning, 2011; Wilson,
1968).

Criminal investigations play a key role in effective police work (Stelfox, 2011).
Nevertheless, little recent systematic research has explored police investigation practices
(Newburn, 2011). One possible reason is that it is more challenging to observe police
investigators and their practices during investigations than it is to observe police officials in
the public sphere (Holmberg, 2014a). Much investigation work is cognitive (for example,
evaluation and interpreting of information) and is based on individual police officers’ tacit
knowledge and skills (Stelfox, 2011). This kind of police work can be very difficult to
observe.

Still, some previous studies have examined the investigation of particularly serious crimes
(e.g. Fahsing & Ask, 2013; Innes, 2002; Innes, 2003; Williams & Weetman, 2013). For
instance, examining police responses to homicides, Innes (2002, 2003) has provided some
insights into how and why police investigators do what they do, and has argued that criminal



investigation is a process concerned with the ‘social construction of meaning’. However,
evidence drawn from studies of such infrequent crimes cannot necessarily be transferred to
the investigation of more common crimes such as burglaries, sexual offences or violent
crimes. Much current research evidence is also based upon empirical analyses of survey data
or qualitative interviews with police or prosecutors (Dean, Fahsing, & Gottschalk, 2007;
Myhrer, 2015), or on very limited numbers of criminal investigations (Jokinen, Ollus, &
Aromaa, 2011). Obviously, such studies provide important knowledge about police
investigation practices. However, qualitative interviews or self-report surveys are generally
not suited to demonstrate broader, systematic patterns in investigation practices, or for larger
sets of crimes.

Therefore, we argue that researchers seeking to explore systematic patterns in police
investigation practices should make better use of police-generated investigation data such as
police case files. These are files that get constructed during investigations, and that contain a
vast range of information about actual criminal investigation practices and about the stages of
criminal investigations—information that is not commonly known to the public. This includes
information about how criminal cases are discovered, what kinds of investigative steps that
are taken after detection, information about all interviews that are undertaken (including
transcripts), what kind of evidence is collected (and potentially, whether particular types of
evidence contribute to solving cases), as well as demographic data on all individuals involved.

Nowadays, a range of police-generated data can be made available to social science
researchers. Data gathered from internal police databases may provide new and
comprehensive knowledge concerning authentic police work that is not otherwise accessible
through traditional observational or ethnographic studies, surveys or aggregated national
registers of crimes and penalties. Nonetheless, very few academic studies have exploited the
potential for statistical analysis of the empirical data available in the police registers.

This article demonstrates how researchers may make better use of the data generated by
criminal investigations. It considers how analyses of police investigation data may contribute
to criminal justice and police research, and yields practical implications for police
organizations. As a case example, we use criminal investigation data recorded by Norwegian
police officers. Drawing on experiences with analyses of such data from our own research, we
discuss the potential for criminal investigation data to reveal specific patterns in police
criminal investigative practices.

2. Background and context

In recent years, there has been increasing interest in the topic of criminal investigations
(Newburn, 2011), with a growing literature on subjects such as police interviews and
interrogation techniques (Vrij, Granhag, & Porter, 2010; Williamson, Milne, & Savage,
2009), personal investigative skills (Westera, Kebbell, Milne, & Green, 2016), the use of
police discretion in criminal investigations (Runhovde, 2016), eyewitness identification
(Wells et al., 1998), forensics (Williams & Johnson, 2013), and offender profiling (Canter,
2000).

Some studies have also explored aspects of police criminal investigations by analysing
data from national criminal registers (Hirschfield, Newton, & Rogerson, 2010). Such registers
typically hold information about all offences reported to the police in an administrative area,
and provide data about typical inputs (such as the volume of specific types of crimes within
specific time periods or geographical areas), and outputs (such as final case outcomes) of
criminal investigations (cf. Latour, 1999). However, such national registers most often contain
aggregated, descriptive data about reported crimes, and more limited information about the
actual performance of police practices. Nevertheless, analyses of such data provide important



information about the volume and characteristics of reported crimes within specific
geographical areas or certain time periods.

Information on inputs and outputs gathered from criminal registers has long been used to
measure the success or efficiency of police work (Bottomley & Coleman, 1981). For instance,
measures such as clearance or prosecution rates, or the duration of police criminal
investigations, are common metrics (Tilley, Robinson, & Burrows, 2011). However, caution
is required in using simple input and output variables as measures of success without
including additional data in the analyses. In his classic study of detective work, Ericson
(1981) demonstrated how police investigators ‘make’ crime through discretionary decision-
making of what constitutes a crime. Similar points are made by Cicourel (1968), McConville
et al. (1991) and Greenwood et al.(2005), where the last-mentioned argue that “arrests and
clearance rates [...] reflect activities of patrol officers and members of the public more than
they reflect activities of investigators” (Greenwood et al., 2005, p. 250). Many researchers
have argued that typical input or output variables alone should not be used as measures of
good or bad policing (Ahlberg & Knutsson, 1994; Bottomley & Coleman, 1981; Ericson,
1981; Greenwood et al., 2005; Olaussen, 2010). Also, several studies have demonstrated that
typical output measures such as clearance rates can be manipulated by police investigators
through administrative practices. In a study of the use of DNA traces by the Norwegian
police, Dahl and Lomell (2013) discovered considerable inconsistencies in recording the
duration of the investigation work; while some police districts tended to drop criminal cases
immediately after requesting DNA analysis, others usually let the cases remain ongoing and
open while they awaited the DNA results. As the waiting time for DNA analysis can be
several months, such differences have an enormous influence on the registered duration of an
investigation and lead to very different measures of efficiency.

Accordingly, in analyses of aggregate data from national crime registers, which lack
details about actual police investigation practices, vital pieces of information concerning
police work remain invisible or ‘black boxed’ (cf. Latour, 1999). Typically, what remains
black boxed is reliable and valid information on decision-making processes, on how the
criminal offences came to the attention of the police, and on the use of specific investigation
techniques. This information may be used to answer questions regarding the duration of
investigations, the use and effect of specific types of evidence or criminal investigation
methods, and may call attention to specific organizational strategies. Therefore, to understand
patterns in the investigation practices and for the progress of professional criminal
investigation as well as general police and criminal justice research, researchers should
expand their research data material and include factual information generated by police
officers throughout their investigations. Statistical analyses of internal organizational data,
such as criminal investigation data, would open the black box and improve the link between
the causes and effects of police work, in addition to allowing studies of larger samples. The
use of such internal organizational data to examine organizational practices has been
successful in other research fields. For instance, organizational sociologists have analysed
internal organizational data, such as personnel records on applicants and hires, in studies of
wage discrimination and discrimination in employment practices (Petersen & Saporta, 2004;
Petersen, Saporta, & Seidel, 2000), and in explorations of specific aspects of organizations’
hiring processes (Fernandez, Castilla, & Moore, 2000).

Previous studies of criminal investigation practices have not sufficiently exploited the
potential of police-generated investigation data to reveal systematic patterns in investigation
practices. Recently, however, the breadth of methodological approaches used in the police
research field has increased somewhat to also encompass use of police registry data. For
instance, some studies have included analyses of detailed police-generated investigation data
on police practices (Brodeur, 2010; Cockbain, 2013; Cockbain, Brayley, & Laycock, 2011;



Farrell, Owens, & McDevitt, 2014; Innes, 2003; Jokinen et al., 2011). However, despite the
opportunities to include larger samples of criminal investigations in research, there is still a
tendency to incorporate only a limited number of cases.

Using criminal investigation data for research purposes enables an additional benefit in
the police research or criminal justice field, namely it is possible to link police-generated
investigation data to other sources of data. Although most information on police investigation
practices is accessible through ordinary police case files, some specific practices or details of
investigative practices may not be registered in such files. For instance, additional information
about criminal investigations may be found in databases of forensic DNA, fingerprints or
national intelligence. It is possible to extract quite specific information on actual criminal
investigations from these registers, even for large sets of cases, and link these data to police
case files. The benefit of linking information from different sources of data and obtaining
rich, factual information is that these compounded data facilitate analyses of the deeper
processes of police investigations and criminal prosecutions. By exploiting the potential of
these data, and combining them with other types of data, researchers may address new
questions that traditional police studies have not yet been able to answer.

In the Norwegian context, few academic studies have explored such police investigation
data in depth. The most comprehensive Norwegian study of criminal investigations contains
no analyses of any police case files (Knutsson, 2013; Myhrer, 2015 and Myklebust and
Bjarkli, forthcoming). Although some analyses of police-generated investigation data have
been carried out by the Norwegian police (Setre & Grytdal, 2011, 2012), only Bjelland
(2016) and Dahl and Lomell (2013, 2016) have analysed large sets of criminal investigation
data with the aim of demonstrating patterns of practice. Analysing police case file data from
the total set of human trafficking cases reported to the Norwegian police between 2003 and
2013, Bjelland (2016) was able to answer new questions about the role of the police in the
identification of such cases, as well as to examine how variations in identification processes
were associated with different criminal case outcomes. By analysing previously unexplored
data, the study demonstrated that despite growing numbers of human trafficking complaints
during the relevant time period, the police played a constantly decreasing part in the
identification of these crimes.

In the study of the Norwegian police’s use of DNA traces, Dahl and Lomell (2013, 2016)
linked a large set of criminal investigation data gathered from different police registries. Their
study analysed the total number of reported sexual assaults (N = 456), burglaries from villas
and apartments, and vehicle thefts (N = 1246) in nine Norwegian police districts between
2009 and 2011. Dahl and Lomell followed each case from the initial report until its
conclusion, using three Norwegian police registers: the national criminal register, the database
of police case files and the DNA database. Because none of these data sources alone
contained sufficient information to examine the role of DNA evidence in police
investigations, relevant data from all three databases were linked to form a common dataset.
The linked data contained general information about each case, information about the use of
DNA and other specific aspects of the criminal investigation (see Dahl & Lomell, 2013 for a
thorough discussion of the data). This richness permitted a thorough examination of how
DNA evidence shaped the subsequent investigation of the cases, such as whether DNA
evidence had contributed to identifying perpetrators, or whether DNA traces strengthened or
weakened the case against suspects.



3. Police registry data

There are a number of police registry data that may be available to researchers. The universe
of such data includes, but is not limited to, national criminal registers, databases of police case
files, national forensic DNA databases and intelligence databases.

Data on crime and police practices are recorded and organized in different ways in
different countries. In Norway, the national criminal register is organized by case numbers (of
reported criminal cases) and is generally suitable for analysis using standard quantitative
analysis techniques. Databases of police investigation data such as case files or DNA records,
on the other hand, contain large sets of unsystematic, textual data that may be difficult to
extract quickly and analyse statistically. Below, we describe three sources of Norwegian
police registry data that contain information about reported criminal cases and investigations.
We elaborate the use of data from these sources for research purposes and in answering new
questions about police criminal investigation practices.

3.1. National criminal registers

National criminal registers are frequently used for research purposes: they are relatively easy
to access, they require limited preparation for analysis and are usually provided by official
national statistics organizations, such as Statistics Norway, Statistics Netherlands or the UK
Office for National Statistics.

In Norway, as in most other European countries, criminal registers consist of police
administrative records of reported criminal offences, in which each offence is a separate
statistical unit. Criminal registers provide aggregated data at the case and individual levels,
such as data about the type and location of crimes, records of the duration of the
investigations, as well as information about the case outcome, such as clearance rates or
number of cases dropped. In addition, the registers contain statistics about suspects and
victims, as well as various punishments, including incarceration (Lyngstad & Skardhamar,
2011).

However, as noted, because national criminal registers mainly provide descriptive
statistics, they offer limited insight into operations between the inputs and outputs of criminal
cases. Therefore, there are several questions regarding police criminal investigation practices
that cannot be answered by analysing data from such registers. For instance, national criminal
registers lack information about what the police actually do to solve a criminal case, as well as
details regarding how and why a criminal case come to their attention. Furthermore, it is
impossible to deduce the time taken for the police to initiate an investigation after receiving a
criminal complaint or whether any interviews took place. Moreover, information about
decision-making—such as the grounds for dropping a case, the type of evidence that was
decisive for a particular case to be solved or the content of interviews—is missing from
national criminal registers.

3.2.  Criminal investigation data

Owing to the limitations of the data available from national criminal registers, researchers
should preferably seek other, additional data sources for research into police investigation
processes. We next describe two sources that provide detailed data about actual criminal
investigation practices.



3.2.1. Police case files

Police case files contain a range of documents that describe the progress of criminal
investigations in a given criminal case. As noted, police case files contain unsystematic but
rich, detailed textual data. In general, access to police case files is obtained in two ways:
researchers may be provided with specific case files from the police, or they may be allowed
to access police case files through a police internal database (although this latter option
requires extensive research proposals to be submitted to several legal authorities). The ways
in which researchers are given access to the case files depend on their affiliation and closeness
to the police, as well as on the country’s research regulations and privacy protections.

Police case files typically contain textual data describing how criminal cases are
‘discovered’, information indicating whether there was an identified suspect when the case
was reported to the police, transcripts of police investigative interviews with victims and
offenders, correspondence between police investigators and other parties, reports on crime
scene investigations, as well as information about potential seizures made during the
investigations.

Accordingly, police case files provide very detailed information about specific police
investigation practices, which makes it possible to perform complex analyses, even for larger
datasets. Using these data, we can consider questions that are otherwise impossible to answer
from national criminal registers alone. One example concerns questions regarding the
duration of police criminal investigations. As noted, although estimates of the actual time
spent on investigations are potentially unreliable, this variable is commonly used to evaluate
the effectiveness of police work. Whereas criminal registers lack information about actual
progress on cases and accordingly do not record why certain investigations require a particular
length of time, police case files provide data about the steps initiated at each stage of the
investigation. Thus, data from police case files may demonstrate the extent of criminal
investigations into particular types of crimes or conducted by particular police units.

Furthermore, data gathered from police case files facilitate the examination of specific
criminal investigation methods. For instance, with data from police case files, researchers may
examine the importance and effect of specific types of evidence, or the contribution of DNA
to solving specific types of crimes. Data from police case files also allow researchers to
examine police responses to reports of certain kinds of crimes, and how long it takes to
initiate the first steps of an investigation. This information is only accessible through police
case files.

Case file data not only raise new research questions, but also potentially provide better
and more accurate answers to old questions. For instance, whereas data from national criminal
registers may indicate that a certain number of human trafficking cases are dropped because
of lack of evidence, police case file data may explain whether this lack of evidence was the
result of factors such as limited investigation, victims that fled the country or failed to provide
necessary evidence, or because the trafficking took place in a foreign country a long time ago.

A specific drawback of the Norwegian database of police case files is that it does not
possess a search function. Consequently, researchers who wish to derive large datasets on
criminal investigation practices or on specific types of crime must begin by selecting cases
from national criminal registers, before accessing the selected cases in the police case file
database. In addition, because the information in police case files is mostly unsystematic,
textual data, researchers who wish to explore the mechanisms and processes of police
investigation practices must be prepared to go through relevant cases and read the case
documents. This may be a time-consuming process. For analyses of larger datasets, data from
the case files should be converted into a more systematic form that facilitates systematic
statistical analyses.



3.2.2. DNA databases

National forensic DNA databases contain a range of information that is relevant to researchers
interested in criminal investigation practices. In Norway, the National Forensic DNA
Database consists of three registers: the Register of Convicts, the Register of Suspects and the
Register of Traces. The Register of Convicts consists of profiles of people convicted of
serious crimes, as well as profiles of individuals convicted of a criminal offence leading to
imprisonment. The Register of Suspects contains profiles of suspects and defendants.
However, if a suspect or defendant is acquitted, or if the criminal case is dropped, the profile
is removed. The Register of Traces contains all unidentified DNA traces from crime scenes
that are assumed to have a connection with unsolved criminal cases.

Furthermore, the Norwegian DNA database contains information about the type of crime
and type of object from which a DNA trace is taken, whether a specific DNA analysis yielded
a profile, whether a profile resulted in a hit on a crime scene profile, and criminal case
outcome data. The DNA database does not contain information about the details of the police
investigation process. Thus, to allow analysis of the use of DNA in larger sets of police
investigations, or examinations of the impact of DNA traces on police investigations and
criminal case outcomes, researchers must link information from the DNA database to other
police-generated data such as police case files. Linking data across registers may make it
possible to answer additional questions such as what the police do with specific types of DNA
traces, how DNA traces are used in interviews, whether DNA traces strengthen or weaken
cases against suspects, and—if a case has been dropped—to what extent new DNA hits lead
to cases being reopened.

4. Data access

While we demonstrate the importance of closely examining the mechanisms that occur
between the inputs and outputs of criminal investigation practices, we are aware that
researchers’ opportunities to access restricted police data will depend on affiliation,
connection to a police organization, privacy protections and the political climate among the
police elite (Reiner, 2000). In addition, the willingness of law enforcement institutions to co-
operate in empirical research may vary across countries. For instance, while the police and
public prosecutors in the Netherlands are claimed to be particularly co-operative (Kleemans,
2015), researchers in the U.K. and the U.S. must be prepared for a long wait to receive formal
permissions to study the police (Demarée, Verwee, & Enhus, 2013). Receiving such
permissions may also take a long time in Norway.

In her classic presentation of insider (that is, police officers) and outsider (that is, civilian)
researchers, Brown (1996) differentiates between four groups of researchers. Depending on
their proximity to the police organization, these groups typically experience different levels of
access to and support from the police. Inside insiders, such as police officers conducting “in-
house’ research, for instance, have an advantage in overcoming at least the initial barriers to
access because of their closeness to the police organization (Reiner, 2000, p. 220). However,
even when researchers have access to restricted data in their daily work, they may still be
declined access to the material for research purposes (Laycock, 2015). Furthermore, outside
insiders such as former police officers may benefit from familiarity and personal trust gained
prior to their research. Although as former officers they may no longer have the privileges of
a true insider, they retain personal ties and particular knowledge about the police organization
and culture, which may facilitate access to restricted data.

Outsider researchers, on the other hand, may experience greater obstacles in accessing
restricted data. However, the position of an outsider takes many forms, and different types of



outsiders are likely to experience different sets of barriers when gathering restricted research
material. Inside outsiders, who are typically academic researchers working at research units
within the police organization, will usually experience fewer difficulties compared with
outside outsiders, who as external researchers have no link to the police organization at all.
For instance, Punch (1979) describes how he as a so-called outside outsider faced a number of
closed doors in his research, despite having a formal permission to follow the police.

Although researchers with no formal link to the police organization may have some
difficulties in gaining access, access is not impossible. Davies (2016, p. 160) argues that
improved dialogue between outside researchers and the police will remove potential barriers
to data access. As such, outside outsiders may obtain access easier through entering into
cooperation with police affiliated institutions. Further, because the aim of the research and its
relevance to the police may influence researchers’ access to such data, Cockbain (2015) also
emphasizes the particular need for outsiders to present and demonstrate the practical value of
their studies clearly to the police. For instance, addressing research questions that are also of
interest and use to the police organization may potentially contribute to easier access for
outsider researchers. Promising to present research findings to the police may also potentially
ease access to restricted data. However, Cockbain (2015) points out that researchers without
any formal connection to the police must be prepared to enter into extensive negotiations with
different levels of the organization when seeking restricted research material. Because of
outsiders’ lack of professional ties to the police, they need certain interpersonal or *soft” skills
in networking and establishing face-to-face contacts.

Last, experiences from own research illustrates the importance of having solid declaration
of confidentialities. Despite being inside outsiders, both authors have had to sign project
specific declarations of confidentiality before gaining access to restricted data. Establishing
such project specific declarations provides opportunities for the police organization to release
data and to safeguard privacy concerns, both for police officers and for other involved parties
in a criminal case.

4.1.  Analytical distance to research data

Researchers’ connections to the police organization are also claimed to influence the
research evidence drawn from the research data (see e.g. Brown, 1996; Reiner, 2000). With
the growing quantity of research conducted by police officers, insider researchers have been
criticized for their inability to reflect on the research topic and research data sufficiently
because they are too close to their subjects (Holmberg, 2014b). Outsider researchers, on the
other hand, do not usually have any specific interests to protect, nor do they have close
relationships with their subjects. Sheptycki (1994, p. 127) contends that outsiders may be
better equipped to shed light on the complexities of the organizational structures of the
institution than ‘close’ inside researchers. According to Bayley (2015), the most important
innovations in research on policing have come from observers and researchers outside the
police establishment. However, as highlighted, outsider researchers may experience
difficulties in gaining access to restricted police data. Therefore, our belief is that inside
outsider researchers such as academics working at research institutes within the police
organization are in the most favourable position to conduct research on criminal investigation
data. Such researchers potentially have the best aspects of both the insider and the outsider
positions: the trust of and closeness to the police, (relatively) easy access to restricted police
data, and with that the ability to provide new insights into organizational challenges and
strategic planning to the organization, thereby improving future practice.



4.2. Data availability

Police researchers seeking to make use of criminal investigation data to open the black box in
their studies learn that this process is both complex and time-consuming. In our own research,
we have encountered a number of challenges in reviewing police investigation data and
linking these to data from other sources. Typical challenges centred on the lack of important
documents in the case files, such as lack of transcripts from police interviews or attachments
containing correspondence with counsellors or other people involved. One of the reasons for
the absence of documents seems to be that correspondence primarily takes place via letters.
The paper documents must be manually scanned before they can be added to the digital case
files, something which is not always done (Dahl & Lomell, 2013). We have also found some
inconsistencies with regard to names and data describing the individuals involved in criminal
cases. Overall, considerable time has been invested in gaining control over the reported
criminal case data and potential sources of errors.

5. Discussion

We now discuss how research analysing police investigation data may contribute to
developing and improving research as well as law enforcement organizations.

5.1.  Contribution of investigation data: police research

Because criminal investigation data such as police case files offer researchers detailed
information about all reported crimes, analyses enable researchers to explore small but
important differences in criminal investigation practices, as well as broader, systematic
patterns. However, although arguably the most valid source of information regarding
investigative processes, it is important to recognize that police case files are not neutral,
objective records of police activity, rather they are intended to perform particular functions
that are framed and shaped by the pressures and exigencies of the nature of the criminal
justice process (Giacomantonio, 2015; Innes, 2002). Also, there may be both individual as
well as departmental differences in how systematically officers record information about a
given case. Case files are not constructed with research logic in mind, and data from police
case files are therefore only as good as the individual recording it.

Still, detailed criminal investigation data may be used to confirm or undermine previous
evaluations of specific police initiatives. Moreover, analyses of factual investigation data will
increase our understanding of police investigation practices and the implications of specific
methods or strategies. By analysing investigation data from the total set of reported cases
between 2003 and 2013, Bjelland (2016) was able to demonstrate variations in police
identification practices over time and show how such variations were associated with different
criminal case outcomes.

In the police literature, qualitative interviews and observations have largely been used as
data material. However, it is well known that informants may change their behaviour or
embellish their statements to provide more ‘desirable’ responses, resulting in data bias.
Because police case files are not registered for research purposes, case file data are less likely
to be affected by incorrect information recorded by police officers. Consequently, the use of
these case file data may reduce the probability of bias and improve the validity of the research
study. Dahl and Lomell’s (2013) study of DNA evidence in criminal investigations
demonstrates the benefit of including data not initially registered for research purposes.
Comparing data from in-depth interviews with police officers with those from police case



files, they found that police officers greatly overestimated how often their police district
actually required DNA analysis in its criminal investigations.

While the growing body of research on the police and police practices in recent decades
has elucidated a number of previously unexplored areas of the police, the expansion of police
studies may well create fatigue within the police service. This may result in potential
difficulties in recruiting informants for surveys and interviews, which in turn may lead to data
bias and reduced data quality. Therefore, in studies where respondents are reluctant to respond
or participate, researchers should seek additional or alternative data sources that are not
affected by such fatigue, such as register data (Lyngstad & Skardhamar, 2011). Analysing
existing data also reduces dependence on the police, as researchers usually only need
technical assistance to access the information. Because researchers may gain access to police
case files through the police internal database, they can avoid potentially skewed data as they
can extract the cases themselves, instead of relying on a set of cases carefully chosen and thus
potentially biased by the police. Thus, better exploitation of existing data sources will increase
data validity and limit fatigue within the police service.

We have suggested that researchers who wish to open the black box surrounding criminal
investigation practices need to organize the unsystematic, textual data from the police case
files for systematic analysis and link the investigation data to other relevant sources where
possible. However, such systematization will inevitably be influenced by researchers’
individual judgements. An example from our own research may illustrate this point. In the
study of human trafficking law enforcement (Bjelland, 2016), one variable indicated the
willingness of victims to co-operate with the police. Although this was usually not made
explicit in the police case file data, it was still considered a significant variable for the study.
However, assessing victim co-operativeness was not always easy, and other researchers may
have interpreted the same case file data differently. Depending on the type and importance of
the information in the case files, systematization of data may greatly affect data validity.

Some ethical questions arise concerning the use of sensitive police data for research. First,
researchers are unable to obtain informed consent from the individuals involved in criminal
cases. Although this applies to analyses of most registry data, police case files contain
particularly sensitive information such as full transcripts from police investigative interviews,
which means that analysis of such data entails particularly serious privacy and research ethical
considerations. Furthermore, because research evidence from analyses of sensitive data may
have negative impacts on specific individuals or groups of people, researchers should
thoroughly clarify the utility of the research and demonstrate its significance to the general
public. Researchers analysing sensitive police data should be explicit about the contribution of
their research to improvements in police methods and strategies, and ensure that the
advantages of using restricted data exceed the ethical disadvantages.

5.2.  Contribution of investigation data: police organizations

The police service is one of the most controversial bodies in the public sector (Palm &
Skogersson, 2008; Reiner, 2010). Criticism is directed at different levels of the police, from
their handling of specific crimes or events or use of specific investigation techniques to
broader organizational aspects such as its priorities or management (Fahsing & Rachlew,
2009; Korsell & Larsson, 2011; NOU 2012:14). The police are also commonly criticized by
the media for their criminal investigation work, such as for low clearance rates or for
dropping cases. Although we may question the validity of such measures of ‘success’ (see e.g.
Nelken, 2010), the police organization is generally expected to respond to such criticisms.
However, despite their practical investigative experience and knowledge, police officers may
lack exact knowledge about how to do so. As Stelfox (2011) noted, because of the often
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invisible character of criminal investigations, there is a particular need for police managers to
have a good understanding of investigation processes to shape the service’s capacity for
effective criminal investigations.

In recent years, there have been discussions about the future of crime statistics, some of
which have concerned the need for reliable data that are relevant to both policymakers and
practitioners (Maguire, 2012). According to Bayley (2015), police research faces great
challenges in convincing police organizations to value not only operational experience but
also scientific research. We believe that a more extensive use of research data from criminal
investigations, such as those presented in this paper, provides information about police
practices that are usually hidden from the public that would inform both practitioners and
policymakers.

Innes (2010) argues that an explicit aim of police research is to change police practices. In
this way, research may function as an engine of change and improvement within the police
organization. For instance, knowledge about the importance and specific effects of certain
investigation practices, such as e.g. conducting investigative interviews with all involved
parties during the early days of a criminal investigation, would enable police investigators to
improve their own work and strategies, and thereby enable organizational learning. Research
evidence on specific practices may also reveal needs for changes or improvements in
organizational strategies or priorities. Dahl and Lomell’s (2013) study of DNA highlighted
that the police did not know which crime scenes they had visited, nor how many crime scene
investigations they had actually conducted. Consequently, the police may be unable to
evaluate the effectiveness of new crime scene techniques such as DNA analysis. Reiner
(2010, p. 158) notes that without reliable and valid measures of police performance, it is
difficult to evaluate innovations. In order to evaluate and improve practices, Dahl and Lomell
(2016) recommended that the police organization should implement systematic recording of
whether a crime scene has been visited or a crime scene investigation conducted.

However, research on police practices is not always performed with the aim of developing
new methods and strategies. According to Innes (2010), research may also ‘mirror’ police
practices by illuminating aspects of how and why the police act, such as how they approach
victims of specific crimes for questioning. Knowledge about such practices may facilitate
capture of the complexities of police practices (Innes, 2010). Stelfox (2011) points out that the
police can never be in total control of all the complex factors that may arise during a criminal
investigation. However, insights into potentially complex factors will make the police more
conscious of the implications of their practices and strategies and how they should work to
obtain the best possible results. Because investigation data provide factual information about
police work, research evidence from such data will also elucidate and elaborate the so-called
‘tacit knowledge’ that is typically possessed by police investigators (Dean et al., 2007).
Because the police are increasingly required to enter into collaborative projects with external
partners from other governmental agencies (Meyer & Mazerolle, 2014), clarification of such
tacit knowledge is important for overall organizational learning and knowledge creation
(Nonaka, 1994), and more specifically for developing the criminal investigation profession
and improving and facilitating potential collaborations (Fahsing, 2013).

As national law enforcement agents with a great deal of discretionary judgement, even
among rank and file officers, the police have a great social responsibility and are given
substantial power over members of society. Better utilization of data generated by criminal
investigations will provide researchers with insights into mechanisms that are normally
hidden from society. Research evidence drawn from studies of such data may thus function as
a control on police practices (Innes, 2010). For instance, researchers will be able to examine
police responses to criminal complaints of certain kinds of crimes, crimes directed at specific
groups or those perpetrated within specific geographical areas. Researchers may also
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generally explore police progress on cases, considering questions such as whether they
actually conduct a criminal investigation, and more carefully examine the bases of decisions
to drop cases.

6. Conclusion

In this paper, we have explored how analyses of internal police investigation data will develop
and improve law enforcement research and organizations. Making use of such data for
research purposes has several potential benefits. These data facilitate more complex analyses
of police strategies and methods, enable detailed examination of complete sets of criminal
cases and make it possible to establish statistical patterns in criminal investigation practices.

Research findings from analyses of internal organizational data may have implications for
how organizational practices are carried out. Data gathered from criminal investigation files
provide information about police practices or research areas that are otherwise difficult to
access. Factual up-to-date data about police work may influence different parts of police
organizations; while evidence from such data may contribute to organizational learning by
increasing knowledge and reflectivity among police officers, findings may also identify
productive strategies to achieve organizational goals, and consequently promote structural and
organizational change.

New and practical knowledge about the performance of criminal investigations will
contribute to opening the black box commonly surrounding such practices, both within police
organizations and in much of the police literature. Research evidence describing mechanisms
and processes that have traditionally been hidden may also offer new perspectives on broader
official debates, contribute to more constructive discussions about the quality of police
practices, as well as improve justice and the rule of law. Without knowledge about such
generally inaccessible parts of police work, it is difficult for policymakers and the public to
maintain an informed and critical view of police methods and practices.
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