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Executive Summary

This is the eighth report on Chicago’s community policing program. The Chicago
Alternative Policing Strategy (CAPS) was inaugurated in April 1993. The program was
expanded to encompass the entire city after testing in five police districts. Part of the plan was to
renew the Police Department’s turf orientation, so teams of officers now have relatively long-
term assignments in each of the city’s 279 police beats. They are expected to spend most of their
time responding to calls and working on prevention projects in their assigned area; to enable
them to do so, rapid response units are assigned excess or low-priority calls. The entire
Department has been trained in a five-step problem-solving process, and problem-solving efforts
of beat officers are supported by a coordinated system for delivering city services. A
commitment to community involvement is reflected in beat meetings and district advisory
committees. Monthly beat meetings became a regular feature of the program early in 1995.
Beginning in 1996, the city mounted a substantial civic education effort for CAPS: media ads,
billboards, brochures, festival booths, and rallies were used to promote awareness of CAPS and
involvement in its activities.

City partnerships are a component of CAPS. In 1993, the city created the CAPS
Implementation Office. Its staff is composed of civilian community outreach workers, some
formerly employed by nonprofit community organizations, who are charged with assisting beat
and district projects and sustaining participation in beat community meetings. The
Implementation Office also supports court advocacy activities in every police district. It has also
taken over the coordination of city services in support of CAPS-related projects. In addition, city
attorneys work in the districts on gang and drug house issues, and police officers have joined
multi-agency teams that conduct strategically targeted code violation inspections.

A new planning and management process was instituted in 2000. The districts are
responsible for identifying local priorities, planning strategies to address them and then
executing their plans effectively. District efforts are reviewed as part of the Department’s
accountability process. This management initiative is designed to focus the Department’s
resources on resolving chronic crime and disorder problems; it is Chicago’s version of New
York City’s famous “Compstat.” New information systems and computerized crime mapping
capabilities developed by the Department deliver expanded and more timely information to assist
district management teams in making their plans, while headquarters uses the same data to
evaluate how well they are doing. Data terminals are installed in patrol cars, and the city’s Office
of Emergency Management and Communications manages police and fire calls using a
sophisticated and highly computerized dispatching system.

This report examines CAPS progress through the end of 2003, more than ten years after
its inception. The first section summarizes what we have learned about citizen involvement in
the program, through an analysis of beat meetings and district advisory committees. The next
section describes changes over time in Chicagoans’ assessments of the quality of police service.
Next is a description of trends in crime and fear in Chicago’s neighborhoods, followed by a
description of CAPS problem-solving efforts and trends in neighborhood problems. Then we
present an in-depth look at conditions in the Latino community. The report concludes with an
analysis of new management initiatives within the Police Department aimed at enhancing the
implementation of Department priorities.
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Public Involvement

Our yearly surveys find that awareness of CAPS grew swiftly between 1996 and 1998.
Awareness of the program among whites has since hovered at about 80, while it has continued to
grow a bit among African-Americans. By 2003, 89 percent of African-Americans knew about
CAPS. Awareness grew more slowly among Latinos, and it has been dropping since hitting its
peak of 73 percent in 1999. In 2003, only 56 percent of Latinos preferring to speak Spanish knew
about the program.

Television is the most common source of information about CAPS. In 1999, 70 percent
of Spanish-speaking Latinos who knew about CAPS indicated that they had learned about it at
least in part via television. The second most frequent way people recall hearing about CAPS is
word of mouth, including from a neighbor or friend; the “buzz” surrounding CAPS has risen
every year. Spanish-speaking Latinos were the least likely to report hearing about CAPS from
other people. Over time there has been a noticeable increase in the extent to which people report
receiving printed matter (brochures, flyers and newsletters) and seeing posters or signs about
CAPS.

Participation in beat meetings has been rising slightly. In 1995, Chicagoans attended beat
meetings on about 58,600 occasions. In 2002 (the last year for which complete information is
available), 67,300 people attended a total of 2,916 beat meetings. Adding together all of the
meetings between 1995 and June of 2003, Chicagoans have turned up 551,700 times for beat
meetings. In the surveys, awareness of the meetings has been surprisingly stable, holding steady
at 60 percent of adults. Homeowners, long term residents, older adults, and those with more
education are more likely to know beat meetings are being held in their neighborhood.
Awareness among African-Americans has consistently outpaced every other group, while it is
lowest for Spanish-speaking Latinos. Two factors are particularly important in sustaining beat
meeting attendance. One is the role played by community associations and local institutions in
getting the word out and encouraging residents to attend. CAPS is importantly affected by the
infrastructure of organizations in each neighborhood. The other is the special role played by a
relatively small cadre of dedicated beat meeting activists. They come to meetings frequently, and
their involvement drives both attendance rates and CAPS-related neighborhood activism.

At the beat level, attendance is generally highest where it is needed the most. Attendance
rates are especially high in poor areas with bad housing, high levels of crime, and poor schools.
Meeting attendance is highest there because it is driven by concern about crime and other
neighborhood problems, and beat meetings give people a place to go to do something about
them.

The report examines trends in the quality of beat meetings. Based on observational
studies in 1995, 1998 and 2002, the meetings have improved on a number of important
dimensions. The adoption of clear procedures, model agendas, informative materials to be
distributed, training for officers and beat facilitators, special training for beat sergeants, and
internal inspections, has increased the quality of beat meetings and standardized their operations.
In 2002 we observed noticeably fewer very poorly run meetings. But at the same time, beat
meetings have gotten dramatically shorter, fewer police officers are attending, and their
effectiveness at mobilizing residents for action appears to be declining. Satisfaction with the
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meetings among those who attend peaked in 1998, and has been declining since. Over time,
fewer participants report that they have seen action taken in their neighborhood because of the
meetings or that beat meetings are very useful for finding solutions to neighborhood problems.
Beat meeting attendance is also not particularly representative of the community. Attendance is
strongly biased in favor of more educated residents, homeowners, and older, long-term residents.
Latinos are dramatically under-represented in most neighborhoods.

The report includes a number of recommendations for improving beat meetings. Beat
meetings should meet frequently, regularly and in the same place, to provide Chicagoans with an
opportunity for participation. Beat meetings work because someone is always responsible for
organizing and conducting them, and they should continue to be held even during periods of low
attendance. Residents attend meetings hoping to be able to speak freely and get home safely, but
in about 20 percent of beats there is concern about getting involved because residents fear
retaliation by bad elements in the community.

One reason residents attend is that they are concerned about their community but are not
well informed about crime or the efforts being made by police and local activists to respond to it.
Beat meetings do a good job at sharing information about the community, and there has been
substantial improvement in reports by police to residents about what they have been doing about
previously expressed concerns. The meetings could also provide a venue for residents to report
on their own efforts, but they rarely do, and only about one-quarter of the meetings seemed to
have any action component to them. One of the benefits of attending has been seeing problems
written up as CAPS service requests, but it appears that the police have now virtually abandoned
using this procedure to trigger the delivery city services. This may be undermining one of the
central reasons why Chicagoans come to the meetings – to get something done. 

Another vehicle for resident involvement in CAPS are the district advisory committees.
Known widely as “DACs”, these are groups of residents, community organization leaders,
business owners, representatives of local institutions, and others from the community who meet
regularly with the commander and other police district leaders to discuss district affairs. They are
supposed to assist the commander in establishing district priorities and developing strategies to
address them, and to bring to the table community resources that could contribute to resolving
local problems. However, members express frustration over their ill-defined mandate, their
leadership problems, and their inaction on many important issues. Some focus on too-specific
issues and become essentially another layer of beat meetings. While they are supposed to
encourage the exchange of information, too many DAC meetings are dominated by the one-way
flow of announcements by the police to those in attendance. In theory, DAC chairs should be
involved in planning district strategies and assessing their effectiveness. They are supposed to
represent the community’s interests and priorities, and their view of the effectiveness of police
operations. However, it is virtually unheard of for DAC chairs to play any role whatsoever at the
planning stage, and we have never observed a DAC chair making a significant contribution to
discussions at accountability meetings at any level. 

The DACs are often not very representative of the community. Officially, they are
supposed to “. . . reflect the district’s social, ethnic and racial make-up, and include residents,
youth, business people, representatives of community educational and religious organizations,
and other stakeholders in the district.” However, our research indicates that the membership of
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many DACs falls short of these goals. Many are also not providing an independent voice for the
community; most simply respond to the agenda put on the table by district personnel, and they
get more advice than they give. DAC membership is also very slow to turn over. Many members
hang on for years, some regardless of their productivity as members. The lack of turnover on
some DACs may exacerbate the representation issues facing the DACs, especially the inability
of the police to find slots for the city’s large and growing Latino population.

Public Confidence in the Police

One goal of CAPS is to increase confidence in the fairness and effectiveness of the
police. Our surveys find that opinions of the police improved steadily between 1993 and 1999,
before leveling off at a new high in the 2000s. At the same time, it is also apparent that the gulf
between the races in Chicago has not diminished at all. Partly this is good news, for it signals
that improvement in the image of the police has been a general one, and not confined to one
group. On every measure, changes in opinion have been apparent among whites, African-
Americans and Latinos alike, but the 15-20 percentage point gap between the views of whites
and those of other racial groups scarcely closed over 11 years. Chicagoans are happier about
their police than they were a decade ago, but they are just as polarized in their views.

Chicago police have always done best in terms of their perceived politeness, helpfulness,
and fairness, and in the concern they show for residents’ problems. Even in 1993, a majority of
Chicagoans believed that people in their neighborhood were treated well by the police, so there
was little room for improvement. Over the years there has been a big increase in the percentage
who see police in their area as dealing with the problems that concern residents and working
with residents to solve them, both goals of CAPS. Police have rated most poorly on questions
about their performance, including how effective they are at controlling crime, maintaining
order, and (especially) helping crime victims.

Trends in Crime and Fear

In Chicago, many categories of crime peaked in 1991 and then declined sharply. Over the
1991-2002 period, violent crime declined by 49 percent, and property crime by 36 percent. The
largest decline in crime was in robbery, which dropped by 58 percent between 1991 and 2002.
Murder was down the least over this period, by 30 percent. As in many cities, the ability of
Chicago’s police to solve homicides has waned. While other kinds of homicide have declined,
the remaining core of gang and drug-related shootings has proven more difficult to counter. Over
the period, rapes declined 45 percent, and aggravated assault and battery by 41 percent. In the
property crime category, motor vehicle theft was down by 47 percent between 1991 and 2002.
Burglary, which typically involves break-ins of businesses, homes or garages, went down 51
percent. Burglary just of residences and garages dropped by 46 percent. Simple property thefts
declined 27 percent over the same period.

The report describes the findings of a study of why crime has declined so substantially.
Factors such as improving neighborhood conditions, decreasing gun availability, changes in drug
markets, changes in police effectiveness, and the growing capacity of the city’s neighborhoods to
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defend themselves, are linked to the declining level of violence in the city. Crime is down in
almost all beats, but it has declined most dramatically in African-American communities. Crime
rates have declined the least in predominately white areas, where they were not very high at the
outset.

The surveys also included questions about the extent of neighborhood crime problems,
and the findings point to the unique experiences of the city’s large and growing Latino
population. In the early 1990s, African-Americans and Latinos were equally concerned about
crime in their neighborhood, but during the course of the 1990s their experiences diverged. Over
time, more and more African-Americans reported that things were improving, and by 2003 their
views about many problems had converged toward those of whites. But there was little good
news for the city’s Latinos. Reports of concern by Latinos did not decline during the 1990s, and
they jumped to new highs during the early 2000s. By 2003, Latinos were three times more likely
than whites or African-Americans to report that street crime, burglary and auto theft were big
problems in their community. The report presents evidence that Latinos do not contact the police
or report crimes as frequently as they should, so these trends do not show up in official statistics. 

The report also examines trends in fear of crime. Fear of crime is an important social
factor with real consequences for individuals, neighborhoods and the metropolitan area. In this
light, the finding of a substantial decline in fear bodes well for the future of the city. Fear was
down about 20 percentage points among the highest fear groups – African-Americans, women
and older residents of the city. The city’s Latinos made the fewest gains, especially if they were
Spanish- rather than English-speakers. Because Spanish-speakers are the fastest growing
component of the city’s Latino population, there was little progress for the group as a whole.

Finally, this section puts crime trends in Chicago in comparative perspective. Compared
to other large American cities, Chicago did fairly well. In general, the drop in crime paralleled
trends in other big cities, and they were deeper than some. For robbery, Chicago compares
favorably with the bulk of its peer communities. The city lagged in homicide. Since 1991, big-
city murder has gone down quickly, ending at exactly half of its original level by 2002. This
contrasts with Chicago’s one-third decline, to 67 percent of its 1991 number. Chicago essentially
matched the very substantial declines that took place in big-city burglary and auto theft during
the course of the 1990s.

Tackling Neighborhood Problems

The evaluation also tracks trends in the extent of neighborhood problems. The surveys
ask about neighborhood conditions using categories that are readily understood by the public,
and they include many concerns that are not easily gauged using agency statistics. All of the
problems considered were targets of problem-solving projects and city service agencies. 

In general, whites began with few serious concerns about physical decay issues, and not
much changed. African-Americans began with many serious problems, but they reported sharp
improvements in neighborhood conditions over time. Concern about abandoned buildings
dropped by half, and concern about refuse-filled lots and graffiti declined by about 10 percentage
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points. The city’s Latinos, on the other hand, began with serious problems and saw little
improvement. By 2003, whites and African-Americans were in closer agreement about
improvements in their neighborhoods – although blacks certainly still had a way to go before
they could claim parity. Nothing improved for Latinos, and in their eyes some problems even
grew worse.

The social disorder category includes public drinking, loitering, and disturbances in and
around schools. Few white Chicagoans reported serious disorder problems in the early 1990s,
but over the ensuing decade they managed to witness a significant improvement in school-
related problems. Big improvements in neighborhood order were registered by African-
Americans. The percentage of African-Americans expressing concern about disruption in and
around schools dropped, and concern about public drinking was down. On the other hand,
Latinos saw few gains over the period. In the early years African-Americans and Latinos
reported about the same level of concern about social disorder, but the experiences of the two
groups again diverged dramatically. Latinos reported deteriorating conditions in and around the
schools serving their neighborhoods, and concern about public drinking jumped considerably.

Trends in the Latino Community

During the summer of 2003, the CAPS evaluation team conducted a study of Latino
involvement in community policing, focusing on 15 predominately Latino beats. The issues that
led to this study included the high level of perceived crime among Latinos, and the concern they
express about the extent of social disorder and physical decay in their communities. At the same
time, Latinos are generally under-represented in CAPS; they are least aware of the program and
of beat meetings, and their awareness has been falling since the late 1990s. Involvement in beat
meetings is generally driven by concern about crime and disorder, but Latinos do not turn out in
expected numbers. They are particularly under-represented at beat meetings in racially diverse
areas, and the Hispanic community lacks representation by frequent attenders. Latinos are also
under-represented on the DACs, even though committee members are appointed by the Police
Department. Demography works against them in this regard. Compared to whites and African-
Americans, Latinos are younger and more likely to be working and have children at home, and
least likely to be linked to their community through the organizational affiliations that promote
involvement in CAPS. Their relations with the police are mixed. While they stand between
whites and African-Americans on most measures of attitudes concerning the police, they are
noticeably more critical than are the city’s white residents. They are avoiding contact with the
police, and may not even report crimes when they occur. And in virtually every instance these
problems interact with language. Members of the city’s large and growing Spanish-language
community report more neighborhood problems, fewer contacts with the police, lower levels of
CAPS awareness and involvement, and higher levels of fear, than do their English-speaking
counterparts.

Regarding their relationship with the police, our informants identified three trouble
topics: immigration-related issues, police attitudes and behavior towards neighborhood residents,
and police relations with area youths. Three issues closely associated with immigration affected
their views. First, newcomers reportedly arrive with two expectations about police that are
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rooted in their home-country experience – that they are corrupt and abusive. Our survey data tell
the same story. Spanish-speaking Latinos are vastly more likely than anyone else to believe that
police in their neighborhood use excessive force and are corrupt. In our 2003 survey, 33 percent
of them reported police corruption was a big problem in their neighborhood, and another 19
percent thought it was at least some problem. A second immigration issue is that, once here,
newcomers face language and communication problems when they deal with the police. Third,
fears about their legal status – some of which may be unfounded – lead immigrants to avoid
contact with police, to not report crime, and to remain uninvolved in CAPS. Another issue that
arose in the interviews was police demeanor. Many informants indicated that officers serving
their area are sometimes rude or unresponsive to residents’ concerns. A group with whom police
apparently have difficult relations is Latino youths, especially young males. Our surveys
document that they are frequently stopped by the police, and too often they feel mistreated.

People we questioned about CAPS awareness recommended specifically targeting
Spanish-speaking Latinos through Spanish-language television and radio. Police should target
Latinos where they live, work and play; flyers should be distributed in grocery stores,
community organizations, schools and churches. There was agreement that personal contact is
important to Latinos; printed materials do not have the same impact, and will not counteract the
negative experiences Latinos have had with police. Much work is needed to break down
stereotypes on both sides. Police and Latinos often meet in adverse situations, so opportunities
need to be created for interactions of a more positive nature, where both can meet in a friendly
and supportive environment and trust can be reestablished. Police need to develop partnerships
with community organizations. In particular, efforts involving schools and churches need to be
broadened, and officers need to work with key organizations and community leaders to bring
more residents into the CAPS process. Beat meetings need more consistent Spanish-language
translation, and bilingual officers. Otherwise, their other recommendations are relevant to all
beat meetings; this includes facilitating problem-solving at meetings; seeing and reporting
positive results of CAPS; keeping residents informed; and making meetings convenient for
attendees. On their part, the Latino community must also take action. CAPS is a partnership and
both sides must be active in order for the program to work. CAPS needs to be publicized by
Latinos; they must continue to spread the word of its utility among family and friends, and
explain why it should be a priority. They need to use their personal relationships to strengthen
participation. Residents also need to be aware that CAPS is a process which takes time and they
need to be patient, for complex problems do not have quick results. They need to come to
meetings prepared to engage in problem-solving rather than voicing their problem and expecting
something to be done about it.

Management Accountability

The Department’s focus on management accountability began in February 2000, with the
creation of the Office of Management Accountability (OMA). OMA is charged with numerous
responsibilities, but its main goal is to ensure that all of the Department’s elements support and
carry out strategies which address chronic crime and disorder problems that have been identified
as priority problems. The process has been very successful. Signs point to the institutionalization
of this new approach to managing the Department, and its specialized units have changed in
response to new expectations. The process has successfully held specialized units accountable
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for their efforts in the districts, and many have become district partners. The process has caused
managers to be better managers, and it has helped foster communication and new partnerships in
the Department. Accountability meetings at the area and headquarters level continue to be
settings for discussion, explanation, analysis and strategizing, though some are more like status
reports than problem-solving sessions. Accountability has evolved into a component of the
regular business of the Department, and managers have grown with the process.

This new system is seen principally as an internal project, and there has been limited
community involvement. There could be more, and community partners could even have
responsibilities to be accountable for – for example, increasing beat meeting attendance – and
the accompanying right to compete for resources. With the Department’s current reemphasis on
traditional enforcement strategies, there is a risk of losing ground on the community side of
community policing. OMA originally envisioned having a community analysis unit. Such a unit
could take responsibility for monitoring community concerns and independently assessing the
quality of beat meetings and the responsiveness of beat officers to resident input.

Accountability was originally touted as a “two way process.” That is, it was to provide a
forum for analyzing the effectiveness of headquarters in supporting field operations. There is
certainly much scope for examining (for example) how judiciously officers are redeployed from
the districts or the availability of equipment and vehicles. There is a point on the agenda of each
headquarters session for the district under review to make suggestions or comments, but there is
little meaningful discussion of this item. The barriers that districts face in trying to address their
priorities are seldom brought up, and on few occasions have managers brought forward issues
that need attention by the top brass. There is also room for more constructive dialogue in the
process. There are many missed opportunities for real analyses of what works and why, and how
the Department can actually tell what programs are working.

The report advances a number of specific recommendations. Participation by senior
Department executives needs to be strengthened. Headquarters review meetings are supposed to
be dynamic and collaborative discussions involving of all the stakeholders, but there is not much
of this. OMA needs more staff and better equipment. DAC chairs, CAPS Implementation Office
staff, and drug and gang house attorneys frequently come to these meetings, but they are less
familiar with the process and only learn what to expect after attending repeatedly. Some training
for them might make it easier for non-police partners to contribute meaningfully at the meetings.

CAPS at Ten: Final Grades

We have been monitoring Chicago’s community policing initiative since January 1993,
before the program was even announced to the public. The evaluation was designed to
encompass the entire city and all of its communities, and as a result we have gathered a great
deal of data. Since the beginning we have surveyed about 48,500 residents, about two-thirds of
them at home and one-third at beat meetings. Several thousand of these respondents were CAPS
activists and DAC members, and another 5,000 were problem-solving training participants. We
also surveyed about 13,600 police officers, either at roll call or when they gathered for training
sessions or beat meetings. Over the years we held more than 1,000 in-depth personal interviews
with police officers and residents, and our observers conducted detailed observations of 1,079
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beat meetings. Our computers store more than 8 million crime reports and almost 37 million
records of 911 calls (and that is only since 1999). More than 65 people have worked on the
evaluation project.

We have been impressed by several things during the course of the evaluation. Perhaps
most important is the dynamism of the city. Its people and their problems do not stand still, and
our data collection has documented seismic shifts in both just since the early 1990s. Wherever
big city policing is heading, Chicago is at the forefront. Another notable factor is the sheer
difficulty of mounting any significant project in a city the size of Chicago. The task of making
all of the many programs that make up CAPS come together in coordinated fashion is a huge
one, particularly because it requires the commitment of neighborhood residents, the police and
their many agency partners. An important point affecting everything that has happened is that
CAPS is not simply the Police Department’s program, rather it is the city’s program. This is not
true in most places, and community policing is vulnerable in many cities because of it. Here,
every city agency pitches in, and the personal involvement of hundreds of thousands of citizens
ensures that community policing is deeply embedded in the civic and political life of the city.
This is important because there are distracting pressures on the city’s leaders. Concern about
terrorism is real, although what this city can do about it is not clear. Recent attention to violent
crime has taken its share of energy that could be directed at responding to some of the program’s
weak spots. Finally, the Chicago Police Department is to be commended for its unwavering
cooperation and interest in the evaluation over the past decade. Our evaluators were afforded
broad access to the Department’s documents, meetings and personnel. In addition, the CPD has
been receptive to feedback, using evaluation findings to make enhancements to CAPS and to
change Department policies and procedures to better support CAPS.

The following is our assessment of Chicago’s first decade of community policing.
Because CAPS is a sprawling collection of agencies and projects, we are giving its various parts
individual ratings. Like graders everywhere, we tend to give a little extra for effort, and we
recognize that some tests are harder than others. We also kept an eye on how other cities have
done while making these judgments.

Public Involvement: This is one of the defining elements of community policing.
Chicago’s beat meetings are unique and the subject of intense scrutiny from around the world.
Residents continue to turn out in large numbers, confirming that they see something in it for their
community, and in many ways the meetings have improved over time. This notwithstanding, we
were not able to assign a top mark to public involvement, because several issues plaguing CAPS
for years have not been effectively addressed. The first such issue is the limited (and apparently
declining) action component of beat meetings. As one community policing sergeant put it, “A lot
of residents think that CAPS is like a laundry. Drop off the shirts, come back in a week and they
are done.” The turnover in officers attending the meetings continues to defeat one of the
purposes of holding them, which is to build relationships between police and the public. We also
found that the issues raised at beat meetings are not very well represented in the paperwork that
officers later file, so no one above the beat level can monitor what citizens are really concerned
about and what is being done about it. Another issue is the rudderless drifting of too many
district advisory committees; they need new blood and a clear role. Grade: B
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Agency Partnerships: Agency partnerships are another key feature of an effective
program. In cities where community policing is the police department’s program there is not
much partnering going on. In those cities, police and residents typically address only a narrow
range of issues, rather than broad range of problems that CAPS has taken on. In Chicago, CAPS
is the city’s program, and every relevant agency is making an effort to support problem-solving
at the beat and district level. The CAPS Implementation Office provides the inter-agency
coordination that is required to address the most significant problems. Past reports have
documented the effectiveness of the city’s anti-graffiti program. The Department of Law and a
multi-agency inspection task force support district efforts to deal with bad buildings. Grade: A

Reorganization: Chicago also effectively reorganized to support community policing.
The daily work of thousands of patrol officers was reshuffled so that newly formed beat teams
could concentrate on their assigned neighborhoods, and a sergeant is assigned to generally
supervise their problem-solving activities. A very smart management move concentrated
responsibility for all aspects of CAPS management in the hands of a district lieutenant, the
“CAPS management team leader.” District community policing offices have taken on a lot more
work. The management accountability system set in place in 2000, coupled with the newer
Deployment Operations Center, has shifted the focus of headquarters to day-to-day crime
fighting. This seems to happen everywhere when agencies adopt New York-style “Compstat”
systems, but the focus of Chicago’s management accountability process has remained broader
than most. The headquarters review sessions continue to put some pressure on the districts to
respond to the public’s concerns, coordinate with the mobilization efforts of the CAPS
Implementation Office, and sustain attendance at beat meetings. Internal inspectors routinely
review community policing aspects of the Department’s operations. Grade: A

Problem-solving: CAPS gets its lowest grade for problem-solving. To be fair, every
police department has trouble making problem-solving work: it requires a great deal of training,
close supervision, strong analytic capacity, and organization wide commitment. An analysis of
hundreds of beat-level plans (the study was detailed in our January 2003 report) found that
efforts to solve local priority problems have not been very effective. District-level priorities get
more sustained attention, but the same problems, in about the same locations, persist year after
year. Over time the effectiveness of beat meetings in setting problem-solving agendas for the
public has declined. Officers have had no refresher training in problem-solving, and most of a
decade has passed since resident activists were offered any training opportunities. Refocusing on
problem-solving could provide an opportunity to re-engage the community in the active
partnership promised by CAPS. Grade: C
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Introduction

This is the eighth report on Chicago’s community policing program. The Chicago
Alternative Policing Strategy (CAPS) was inaugurated in April 1993. The program was
expanded to encompass the entire city after testing in five police districts. Part of the plan was to
renew the Police Department’s turf orientation, so teams of officers now have relatively long-
term assignments in each of the city’s 279 police beats. They are expected to spend most of their
time responding to calls and working on prevention projects in their assigned area; to enable
them to do so, rapid response units are assigned excess or low-priority calls. The entire
Department has been trained in a five-step problem-solving process, and problem-solving efforts
of beat officers are supported by a coordinated system for delivering city services. A
commitment to community involvement is reflected in beat meetings and district advisory
committees. Monthly beat meetings became a regular feature of the program early in 1995.
Beginning in 1996, the city mounted a substantial civic education effort for CAPS: media ads,
billboards, brochures, festival booths, and rallies were used to promote awareness of CAPS and
involvement in its activities.

City partnerships are a component of CAPS. In 1993, the city created the CAPS
Implementation Office. Its staff is composed of civilian community outreach workers, some
formerly employed by nonprofit community organizations, who are charged with assisting beat
and district projects and sustaining participation in beat community meetings. The
Implementation Office also supports court advocacy activities in every police district and has
taken over the coordination of city services in support of CAPS-related projects. In addition, city
attorneys work in the districts on gang and drug house issues, and police officers have joined
multi-agency teams that conduct strategically targeted code violation inspections.

A new Department planning and management process was instituted in 2000. The
districts are responsible for identifying local priorities, planning strategies to address them and
then executing their plans effectively. District efforts are reviewed as part of the Department’s
accountability process. This management initiative is designed to focus the Department’s
resources on resolving chronic crime and disorder problems; it is Chicago’s version of New
York City’s famous “Compstat.” New information systems and computerized crime mapping
capabilities developed by the Department deliver expanded and more timely information to assist
district management teams in making their plans, while headquarters uses the same data to
evaluate how well they are doing. Data terminals are installed in patrol cars, and the city’s Office
of Emergency Management and Communications manages police and fire calls using a
sophisticated and highly computerized dispatching system.

This report examines CAPS progress through the end of 2003, more than ten years after
its inception. The first section summarizes what we have learned about citizen involvement in
the program, through an analysis of beat meetings and district advisory committees. The next
section describes changes over time in Chicagoans’ assessments of the quality of police service.
Next is a description of trends in crime and fear in Chicago’s neighborhoods, followed by a
description of CAPS problem-solving efforts and trends in neighborhood problems. Then we



1 In households with more than one adult, one was chosen at random to represent the family. Interview
results have been weighted to correct for multi-telephone homes and multi-adult families. During 1994-96 the
surveys included 1,300 to 1,800 respondents. During 1997-99 they involved 2,800 to 3,000 respondents. In 2001 just
over 2,500 individuals were interviewed, and 3,140 participated in 2003. The most conservative response rates for
the surveys ranged between 35 and 60 percent, declining somewhat over time. 
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present an in-depth look at conditions in the Latino community. The report concludes with an
analysis of new management initiatives within the Police Department aimed at enhancing the
implementation of Department priorities.

Public Involvement

While the definition of community policing varies from place to place, three elements lie
at the core of the concept: public involvement, problem-solving and agency partnerships. This
section of CAPS at Ten focuses on the first of these key elements, public involvement. Later
sections address the other components of Chicago’s program. This part examines trends in
awareness of CAPS and trends in beat meeting participation. Some details are presented on who
attends the meetings and how CAPS has been marketed to the public. An evaluation of the
quality of beat meetings, public satisfaction with the meetings and their representativeness is
included. We also make our own recommendations about how to improve them, and address the
related issue of the effectiveness of district advisory committees. 

This report makes extensive use of surveys that have been conducted regularly by the
CAPS evaluation team. Parts also rely heavily on the findings of a study of meetings in a sample
of 130 beats. Surveys were conducted by telephone in both English and Spanish, using
randomized procedures to ensure that households not listed in the printed directory were
included. Only residents 18 years of age and older were interviewed. No surveys were conducted
in 2000 and 2002; the latest was completed in spring 2003.1 On three occasions our observers
attended samples of hundreds of beat meetings to observe what took place and to survey the
residents and police officers who were there. The most recent study was conducted in summer
2002, when observers attended 291 meetings that took place in a sample of 130 police beats. At
that time they surveyed 3,700 residents and 640 police officers, and completed observation forms
detailing how meetings were conducted and what was discussed. In addition, we regularly
collected and analyzed internal reports submitted by police officers who attend the meetings.
Over the course of the CAPS evaluation, hundreds of personal interviews focusing on public-
involvement issues have been conducted with police officers, city officials, and community
activists throughout the city.

Trends in Awareness of CAPS

Because it is a participatory program, CAPS depends on the effectiveness of campaigns
to bring it to the public’s attention and on the success of efforts to get the public involved in beat
meetings and other district projects. The surveys enable us to track the public’s awareness and
involvement in community policing in Chicago. Table 1 presents results of surveys conducted
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since 1996, the first year in which a complete set of awareness questions was included. It
combines responses to two questions, the first asking if respondents were familiar with a
“community policing program” in Chicago, and the second – only asked if they did not
recognize that concept – if they were aware of CAPS.

As Table 1 documents, awareness of CAPS grew swiftly between 1996 and 1998, and
then leveled off at 80 percent. Awareness among whites has since hovered at about that level,
while awareness continued to grow a bit among the city’s African-Americans. By 2003, fully 89
percent of African-Americans knew about CAPS when questioned by survey interviewers.
Awareness was lower and grew more slowly among Latinos, among whom it peaked at 73
percent in 1999. The 2001 survey documented an apparent 5 percent drop in awareness among
Latinos, the first real setback for the program.

More details about these trends are found in Table 1. As it indicates, CAPS awareness
dropped most among Latinos who preferred to be interviewed in Spanish rather than in English.
In this report they are dubbed “Spanish-speakers,” a distinction that turns out to be important in
many issues covered by the surveys. CAPS awareness in this group dropped by a full 12
percentage points, from 68 percent in 1999 to 56 percent in 2003. By contrast, awareness among
Latinos who in 2003 were interviewed in English stood at 86 percent. Smaller but statistically
significant drops in CAPS awareness are also apparent among younger adults, men, and lower
income respondents.
 

Table 1
Personal Background and Awareness of CAPS, 1996-2003

1996 1997 1998 1999 2001 2003 1996 1997 1998 1999 2001 2003

Total percent 53 69 79 79 79 80 Number of cases 1,868 3,066 2,937 2,871 2,485 3,141

White
Black
Latino

Latinos Only
Spanish
English

Age 18-29
Age 30-49
Age 50-64
Age 65+

52
58
50

48
54

46
61
54
46

73
73
60

52
72

56
73
74
57

79
84
72

65
81

76
83
79
65

80
84
73

68
81

76
83
80
74

80
87
68

58
83

71
83
83
76

81
89
70

56
86

69
84
86
77

Non-graduate
High school grad

Renter
Homeowner

Lower income
Moderate income

Female
Male

42
56

50
58

47
58

51
58

54
73

66
73

59
76

66
74

62
83

75
83

69
84

76
83

68
82

75
83

72
84

76
84

64
82

72
87

68
85

78
79

65
83

74
85

68
86

80
79

Note: subgroup percentages for all but racial groups are based on data weighted to standardize the racial composition
of the samples across years.
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Sources of Information About CAPS

How do people learn about CAPS? To probe this, the surveys included a follow-up
question for everyone who is aware of the program. They are asked, “How did you hear about
it?” “Did you receive some printed information on community policing?”“Did you hear about it
on TV or the radio, did you see a sign or poster, or did you hear about it from someone else?”
Respondents are encouraged to recall all of the ways they have heard about the program, and
interviewers record up to the first five mentioned. The most common ways in which people have
heard about CAPS are illustrated in Figure 1, which is based on all respondents and presents the
percentage of Chicagoans who have heard of CAPS via the most frequently mentioned sources.

Figure 1
Sources of CAPS Awareness, 1996-2003

Every year, the largest source of information about the program is television. At its peak
in 1999, 46 percent of Chicagoans (and almost 60 percent of those who knew about CAPS)
recalled hearing about CAPS on television, up from only 17 percent in 1996. CAPS is covered
not only on news and public-affairs programs, but also on the city’s two public-access cable
stations. The cable stations feature frequent replays of a half-hour “Crime Watch” series
produced by the city, and there is occasional coverage of CAPS on other city cable programs.
Since the 1990s the city also has been purchasing commercial time on English and Spanish-
language radio and television stations. In 2003, for example, $950,000 was spent on television
advertising. Although almost every category of Chicagoan indicated that television was linked to
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than others to do so. Fully 70 percent of Spanish-speaking Latinos who knew about CAPS
indicated they had learned about it at least in part via television. Interestingly, the more involved
people are in community organizations and institutions such as local school councils, the less
likely they are to identify television as a source of information about CAPS.

The second most frequent way people recall hearing about CAPS is word of mouth,
including from a neighbor or friend. The “buzz” surrounding CAPS has risen every year, as
illustrated in Figure 1. In 2003 it reached 28 percent of all Chicagoans and was cited as a source
of information by 35 percent of those who knew about the program. Personal conversations were
cited more often by older residents and homeowners, and especially by people who are involved
in community activities. Almost 55 percent of those involved in three or four community groups
reported hearing about CAPS from other people, compared to only 29 percent of those not
involved at all. Spanish-speaking Latinos were also particularly unlikely to report hearing about
CAPS from other people.

 There has also been a noticeable increase in the extent to which people report receiving
printed matter (brochures, flyers and newsletters) about CAPS and seeing posters or signs.
Printed matter was mentioned by 19 percent of those interviewed in 2003, and 15 percent of
respondents indicated seeing posters or signs. The city’s civilian-staffed CAPS Implementation
Office plays an important role in distributing program materials to community organizations,
libraries, businesses, churches and schools. In 1998 the office mailed 130,000 newsletters in
English and Spanish to city households, and it has received sponsorship for mailings in selected
areas. City employees receive information about CAPS and beat meetings at work. Police
districts distribute neighborhood watch signs and anti-panhandling posters that mention CAPS.
During the 1990s the Implementation Office placed advertising on Chicago Transit Authority
vehicles and platforms, and purchased billboard ads. A small but steady percentage of families
reports receiving CAPS information carried home by their children from school.

Newspapers are less-cited as a source of information about community policing. In 2003,
13 percent of all adults indicated they had read about CAPS in a citywide or local community
newspaper. Attentive newspaper readers tend to be older, better-educated, higher-income
homeowners. In 2003, people over age 65 who had heard of CAPS were almost four times as
likely to cite newspapers than were those under age 30. The difference between college
graduates and those without a high school diploma was almost as large, and very few Spanish-
speaking Latinos reported relying on newspapers for information on CAPS.

The city continues to sponsor events that promote the program. The CAPS
Implementation Office conducts daylong workshops for community activists that feature
seminars on topics ranging from running effective beat community meetings to court advocacy.
An “appreciation night” event is held yearly for several thousand CAPS volunteers. On a smaller
scale, CAPS outreach workers attend the festivals that flourish during the summer months in
Chicago. Booths are set up where workers explain CAPS and encourage participation in beat
community meetings and involvement in programs, such as court advocacy, that are organized
through local district advisory committees. Organizers working for the Implementation Office
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appear at community meetings and other public venues to encourage involvement in the
program. Staff members are also involved in ongoing rounds of marches, rallies, prayer vigils
and smoke-outs (group barbecues held at gang- or drug-infested sites). Each year, National Night
Out is an occasion for events in all 25 police districts. Finally, a catalog of CAPS promotional
materials is available for distribution, including magnets, pens, pencils, rulers, t-shirts and sticky
notes.

So, the high level of CAPS recognition documented by the surveys is not an accident. It
is instead the product of a sophisticated marketing campaign. It may seem unusual for a city to
advertise its freely available public services so widely; however, governments at all levels
recognize the importance of educating the public in tandem with legislating on their behalf. For
example, in the health and safety arena, media campaigns pounding home the message that
“smoking stinks” and that everyone should “buckle up for safety” play an important role in
increasing the effectiveness of regulation and taxation as public-policy tools. Chicago’s slogans
include “Get with the beat.” Community policing depends on active citizen involvement in beat
meetings, district advisory committees, court advocacy groups and other action projects, so it is
important to broaden the public’s awareness of new opportunities for participation. Because
CAPS represents a departure from past practice, program marketing plays an important
educational function. Traditionally, police have asked the public to be their “eyes and ears,” and
to call them quickly when something bad happens. CAPS calls for residents’ active involvement
in problem-solving and in helping set police priorities, and is more prevention-oriented. The
public not only needs to turn out, but also to understand its role in problem-solving policing.
Finally, residents must understand how the program changes “business as usual” in this
important and very expensive public agency, because they pay the bills. The Police
Department’s budget exceeds $1 billion, and it depends on the community for financial as well
as moral support. As taxpayers, the public needs to understand the Department strategy for
which they are being asked to pay.

Participation in Beat Meetings

Meetings between community residents and the police who work in their neighborhood
have been a regular feature of CAPS since 1993. Beat community meetings were first held in the
experimental areas where CAPS was developed, and in 1995 they spread to the remainder of the
city. Beat meetings are one of the most unique aspects of Chicago’s community policing
program. The meetings have several purposes: they provide a forum at which police and
residents can exchange information and prioritize local concerns. As they have evolved, beat
community meetings have become venues for regular reports by police to the public on what
they have done since the last meeting in response to problems that were discussed. They can also
be a vehicle for residents to organize their own problem-solving efforts. Finally, the meetings
provide an opportunity for police and residents to get acquainted, and to build mutual respect and
trust.
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Trends in Participation

Beat meetings are generally held monthly at a regular time and place. Attendance varies
over time, as illustrated in Figure 2, which charts monthly attendance and the cumulative
attendance total since January 1995, when beat meetings began to be held citywide. Data for
Figure 2 are drawn from reports that are filed by police officers who attend each gathering.
Comparisons between these reports and our own observations of beat meetings indicate that the
reports are a reliable guide to the number of residents and police officers who attend. Figure 2 is
based on 24,568 meeting reports submitted during the period. In 1995, Chicagoans attended beat
meetings about 58,600 times. In 1996 the figure was over 61,000, and by 1998 it was about
69,000. About 66,000 residents attended beat meetings in 1999 and 2000. In 2002 (the last year
for which complete information is available) 67,300 people attended a total of 2,916 beat
meetings. By June of 2003, Chicagoans had attended beat meetings on more than 551,700
occasions.

Figure 2
Trends in Beat Meeting Attendance, 1995-2003

As Figure 2 indicates, beat meeting attendance is highly seasonal. It is chronically low in
December and January, and reaches its maximum in July or September. May and June are also
good attendance months. Statistically, attendance is affected by temperature levels and snowfall,
but not by rain. The figure illustrates peak monthly attendance each year. The worst attendance
on record was in December 2001. During that month of near-record cold and near-record
snowfall only about 1,800 Chicagoans made it to a meeting.
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Of course, there are many other kinds of meetings and participatory events associated
with CAPS that are not accounted for here. In some downtown areas special meetings are held
for business operators, building managers and security directors. Heavily commercial police
districts have a specialized business liaison officer who works with this particular “community.”
In some beats, advance sessions are held with neighborhood activists or beat facilitators to craft
action plans and prepare for regular beat meetings. CAPS-sponsored marches, rallies, block
parties and neighborhood assemblies, and other mass events are held virtually every weekend.
The figures above also do not include participation in new Spanish-language meetings that are
being held by selected districts. A substitute for beat meetings, they bring together police and
residents who can work together effectively in Spanish.

Awareness of Beat Meetings

A prerequisite for attending beat meetings is awareness that they are being held. The
evaluation surveys included questions monitoring the public’s awareness of beat meetings.
Awareness was surprisingly stable during the course of the 1990s and in the early 2000s, with a
steady 60 percent of adults reporting that beat meetings are taking place in their neighborhood.
There were differences in awareness, however; and some of these are illustrated in Figure 3.

Figure 3
Awareness of Beat Meetings, 2003
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One of the biggest gaps in awareness that meetings are taking place is between
homeowners and renters. The figures for 2003 were typical for the entire period: 69 percent of
homeowners knew about the meetings, while only 52 percent of renters knew of them.
Awareness was high among Chicagoans age 50 to 64 (73 percent), and quite low among those
under age 30 (46 percent). Length of residence in the neighborhood, which is linked to both age
and homeownership, is also tied to awareness of both CAPS and beat meetings. In 2003, only
about half of those who did not graduate from high school knew about beat meetings, and the
education gap depicted in Figure 3 has remained constant at about 10 percentage points since
1994. Since 1994, awareness among African-Americans has consistently outpaced that for
whites; the gap was about six percentage points in 2003. Among Latinos who were interviewed
in English, beat meeting awareness stood at 57 percent, but it was only 50 percent for those
interviewed in Spanish. The Spanish-English gap, which was 12 percentage points in 1999,
narrowed by 2003, but only because beat meeting awareness dropped off among English-
speakers. We will see later in this section that changes in awareness among all groups are
mirrored in differences in who attends meetings, to the decided disadvantage of some.

Beat Meeting Attendance Rates

Where is attendance high, and where is it low? To examine levels of beat meeting
attendance we combined meeting reports for all of 2002 for each of the city’s beats and then
calculated their average meeting attendance rate. The boundaries of the city’s police beats were
drawn more than a decade ago in order to equalize the police workload in each, measured by a
formula using calls for service. As a result, beats vary widely in population. For example, in
2000, the bottom 20 percent of the city’s beats in terms of population averaged 4,400 residents,
while the top 20 percent had an average of more than 19,000 residents. Therefore, to compare
attendance across beats it is necessary to take into account their varying sizes. In this analysis the
denominator for each beat’s attendance rate is the number of residents age 18 and older, because
young people rarely attend beat meetings in any neighborhood. This section examines patterns of
attendance by comparing rates of participation to demographic, crime and other beat-related
data. Most measures were logged to account for skewed distributions. Nine beats are excluded
because their residential population is very small; they are all located either in industrial areas or
in the downtown business district.

The data reveal that beat meeting attendance rates are often highest in places that might
benefit from the meetings most. Attendance rates are highest in the city’s predominately African-
American beats, and lowest in predominately white areas. In general, attendance rates are higher
in low-income, high-crime areas where people do not have much education. Attendance is also
high in areas where other institutions, including schools and the health care system, have failed
to serve residents well. Figure 4 illustrates these relationships, charting both the data for beats
and the regression line that best describes them. The charts document the link between beat
meeting attendance rates and crime, poverty, language, health, city politics and the beats’
organizational capacity. 
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The top panel of Figure 4 illustrates the link between meeting attendance and two
measures of economic well-being. The first is an index of poverty that combines beat figures for
household poverty, female-headed families, public-aid recipients and concentrations of children.
The other is the percentage of adults in each beat with a four-year college degree. In both
instances, meeting attendance rates were lower in better-off areas. The correlation between
attendance and beat poverty was +.42. Beat meeting attendance was also lower in beats where
more residents had a college education; the correlation between these two measures was -.33.
Other measures of disadvantage that are not shown in Figure 4 point to the same general
conclusion. Interestingly, there is no simple link between involvement and homeownership, a
factor often strongly associated with participation in volunteer and civic activities. On the other
hand, 2002 attendance rates were higher in predominately African-American beats (+.58) and in
beats with high levels of unemployment (+.50).

Figure 4
Factors Associated with Beat Community Meeting Attendance, 2002
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Another measure of beat disadvantage presented in Figure 4 is linguistic isolation. The
U.S. Census Bureau calculates measures of the ability of adults to speak English. In Chicago,
linguistic isolation – the percentage of households in which no adult speaks good English – is
closely related to immigration from Mexico and Central America. Unlike other disadvantage
measures, linguistic isolation is correlated with lower levels of beat meeting attendance. This
flags an important challenge facing the city – one that will be discussed throughout this report:
the limited involvement of Latinos in CAPS.

Beat meeting participation is higher in high-crime, drug-ridden areas. The relationship
between 2002 attendance rates and the overall personal-crime rate is presented in a middle panel
of Figure 4. The correlation between the two was +.61. The link between high-volume property
crimes and participation (not shown) was lower (+.27), but still positive. The correlations for
murder and rape were +.40 and +.48, respectively. Figure 4 also presents an analysis of the
distribution of an alternative crime measure, the rate at which residents of each beat contacted
the city’s 911 center during 2002 with drug-related complaints. The correlation between this
measure of crime and beat meeting participation rates was +.58.

City residents are worried about a number of problems in addition to crime, represented
in Figure 4 by concern about loitering. This is measured by responses given by beat residents to
a survey question about “groups of people hanging out on corners or in the streets.” Residents
were asked whether this was a big problem, some problem or no problem in their neighborhood.
Figure 4 combines the results of surveys conducted in 1999, 2001 and 2003, in order to assemble
enough respondents to characterize most police beats. As it illustrates, the correlation between
the extent of resident concern about loitering and beat meeting turnout was +.41. (The surveys
will be discussed in more detail in a section below on neighborhood problems.) The link between
the extent of neighborhood problems of all sorts and beat meeting attendance can be seen at
other levels as well. For example, when we compare the concerns of beat residents in general
with those of residents who attend meetings in the same beat, participants are much more
concerned about crime, social disorder and physical decay. The bad news is that beat meeting
attendance is driven by concern about crime and neighborhood decline.

The success of beat meetings in areas where other institutions have not worked well is
illustrated by the relationship between beat meeting attendance and school and health factors.
Attendance is higher in areas where residents have severe health problems. Figure 4 illustrates
this using an estimate of the infant mortality rate for each beat; in 2002, the correlation between
infant mortality and beat meeting attendance was +.50. Not shown in Figure 4 is that attendance
is also higher in beats with high rates of gonorrhea (+.51) and tuberculosis (+.42). Meeting
attendance is high as well in areas where the schools have failed. The correlation between beat
meeting attendance rates and a composite achievement test score for the school serving each beat
was -.38. Higher meeting attendance is also associated with low attendance and graduation rates,
and high levels of truancy.

Many other measures of living conditions and the quality of life follow the same pattern.
In 2002, turnout was also somewhat higher (+.36) in beats where a large proportion of buildings
were rated by the city as in bad condition, and in beats where buildings are abandoned (+.30) and
many parcels of land sit vacant (+.40).
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These findings are important because they run counter to a common form of bias in social
programs. Voluntary, community-based programs typically over-represent the interests of better-
off, homeowning and well-established areas. For example, the City of Minneapolis attempted to
organize new block clubs in previously unorganized areas, with a focus on crime and public
safety issues. Professional organizers spent two years on the project, but they only succeeded in
the lowest-crime, best-off blocks in the project. This pattern is so common that it is the norm to
expect a “middle-class bias” in volunteer-based social programs. Around the country, it has
proven difficult to sustain the involvement of residents of communities that need community
policing most. However, turnout rates for Chicago’s community policing program are directly
linked to measures of need. Attendance is especially high in poorer areas with bad housing, in
predominately African-American beats, and in areas where schools and health programs are not
effectively meeting residents’ needs. Meeting attendance is highest in high-crime areas, because
attendance is driven by concern about crime.

Meeting attendance is especially high in places that are less influential in politics. As the
bottom right panel of Figure 4 illustrates, attendance is highest in beats offering the least support
for the incumbent mayor. For the 1999 election the correlation was -.56. There are many ways of
getting things done in Chicago, and politics is one. But beat meetings provide a somewhat
alternative political system, a new and non-traditional way of securing the benefits of
government. Previous reports have documented that both beat meeting attendance rates and the
concerns expressed by participants independently affect the distribution of selected city services,
including graffiti cleanup and the rate at which abandoned cars are towed away. Such services
are also affected by beat politics, but beat meetings provide residents with an additional effective
way of influencing government.

Who Gets Involved?

Two factors are particularly important in sustaining beat meeting attendance. One is the
role community associations and local institutions play in getting the word out and mobilizing
people to attend. CAPS is importantly affected by the infrastructure of organizations in each
neighborhood. The other is the special role played by a relatively small cadre of dedicated beat
meeting activists. Their involvement drives both meeting attendance and CAPS-related activism
in problem-solving projects.

Community Organizations

One of the most important factors associated with awareness and involvement in CAPS is
involvement in local organizations. Such groups include classic “voluntary associations” such as
block clubs, and institutions such as local churches and school-based parent groups. To measure
their influence, survey respondents were asked whether they or anyone in their household was
involved in a list of neighborhood-level organizations. The survey asked about their involvement
in “a neighborhood watch group or a citizen patrol,” “the PTA or a local school council,” “a
church or synagogue,” and “a block club or community organization.” Those with a church
affiliation were asked whether it was located in the area or somewhere else; only local church
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affiliations are examined here. By far, the most frequent form of involvement was church
attendance. In 2003, 52 percent of all respondents were affiliated with a church, and they split
almost 50-50 on whether it was in their neighborhood or elsewhere. The next most common form
of involvement was participation in a block club or community organization (19 percent),
followed by PTA or local school council involvement (13 percent). Involvement in a
neighborhood watch group or patrol was surprisingly common (10 percent of all adults) given
the reluctance of the Chicago police to support proactive citizen patrols. 

Figure 5
Organization Involvement and CAPS Participation, 2003

Figure 5 combines responses to these four questions into one measure of participation in
neighborhood organizations. The bottom axis charts the percentage of households involved in
zero, one, two, three or all four of these activities. As it indicates, fully 44 percent of those
interviewed were not involved in any local organizations, while just 2 percent were involved in
all four kinds of organizations listed. 

The vertical axis of Figure 5 charts three survey measures of interest: the percentage of
respondents who were aware of CAPS, aware of beat meetings, and who attended a beat
meeting. The conclusion is the same in each instance: the more involved Chicagoans are in their
neighborhood, the more aware and involved they are in CAPS. In terms of awareness, more than
95 percent of those involved in three or four organizations (the numbers are quite similar) knew
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about CAPS, and 94 percent knew about beat meetings. At the opposite end, only 69 percent
with no local affiliations knew about CAPS and 45 percent about beat meetings. The
involvement gradient was just as steep. Only 7.5 percent of those without an affiliation reported
attending a beat meeting in the past year, while the figure for those reporting the most extensive
neighborhood involvement was 60 percent.

The significant role played by the organizational infrastructure in sustaining CAPS
awareness and involvement was also illustrated in Figure 4 above. The lower-right panel
depicted the neighborhood-level relationship between beat meeting attendance and a survey
measure of the average level of organizational involvement by beat residents. Like other survey-
based measures in Figure 4, it was based on combined 1999, 2001 and 2003 surveys. As Figure 4
indicated, the correlation between neighborhood levels of organizational involvement and beat
meeting turnout was +.46.

Why are these forms of involvement so closely linked? One obvious reason is that people
who are active in community affairs are much more likely to hear about CAPS and the
opportunities it presents for participation. In the 2003 survey, the more involved people were in
organizations and local institutions, the more they reported hearing about CAPS from other
people. Church affiliation was linked to hearing about it through church, and being a PTA or
local school council member was associated with hearing about it through school. Involved
people are busy people, so it should come as no surprise that more active residents were less
likely than others to report learning about CAPS from television! Some of these associations are
also linked to demography. For example, African-Americans are particularly likely to report
affiliation with a church, and they are more likely than any other group to know about and to
participate in CAPS activities. Homeownership, longtime residence in the neighborhood, and age
are associated with both community and CAPS involvement. At the other end, Latinos report
low levels of neighborhood involvement across the board, and low levels of CAPS awareness
and participation.

The difficulty for CAPS, of course, is that the bulk of the population lies near the low-
involvement end of the scale. More than 80 percent of adult Chicagoans reported no or just one
form of local involvement – usually church affiliation. But involvement in a neighborhood
church made a difference in CAPS awareness and participation. As we will see below, just under
30 percent of all beat meetings are held in churches, and during 2002 a new awareness-building
initiative by the Chicago police centered on the city’s churches, so this should be no surprise.

Frequent Participants

A second key factor sustaining beat meeting involvement is the key role played by
relatively small cadres of frequent participants. Such participants attend a large fraction of their
beat’s meetings every year, and in doing so they drive up attendance totals. They are also very
likely to be involved in the kinds of activist projects that the CAPS architects envisioned for
neighborhood residents.
 

The mathematics of the contribution of frequent participants to overall beat meeting
attendance is simple. Our 2003 city survey asked beat meeting participants how many meetings
they had attended in the past year. Most attended just one or two meetings, and 66 percent of
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those interviewed reported attending three meetings or fewer. However, the remaining one-third
of participants attended a lot more. The average beat meets about 10 times a year, so we
classified those who attended five or more meetings annually – about half the total – as frequent
participants. They make up 20 percent of all beat meeting participants, but multiplying this by
the frequency with which they attend reveals that frequent participants constitute 56 percent of
all those who show up in the course of a year. More participants – 25 percent – show up just
once for a meeting, but over the course of a year they account for only about 20 percent of their
beat’s total attendance.

As a result, a beat’s attendance rate is very sensitive to the size of its cadre of frequent
participants. The number of frequent participants is one of the biggest determinants of a beat’s
yearly attendance rate. Beats – and beat team sergeants – blessed with a loyal contingent of
participants can bask in the glow of high attendance rates, while those burdened with a less
frequently active population face the never-ending task of recruiting new faces each month.
Finding and fostering a local cadre of frequent participants is the surest road to sustaining high
turnout rates.

Who are these frequent participants? Figure 6, compiled from 2003 data, describes them
by charting the percentage that fall into the frequent-participant (five or more meetings)
category. Differences among the groups are quite distinctive. Perhaps the most notable are linked
to race and language. The disadvantage Latinos face is evident in Figure 6. Only 13 percent of
English-speaking Latinos, and just 9 percent of Spanish-speakers, fell in the frequent participant
category. More than a third of African-American participants and one-quarter of whites were
frequent participants, on the other hand. Age differences were very strong as well. Older
Chicagoans were the most likely to participate frequently: 37 percent of those over age 65 were
classed as frequent participants, contrasted with only 18 percent of those under age 30. Age is
also associated with two other factors examined in Figure 6, having children at home and labor
force participation. Those with no children were twice as likely to report attending many
meetings in the course of a year, and so were those with no job to go to the next day.
Participation in neighborhood organizations, a factor that was examined earlier in this section,
was linked to frequent participation as well.

Those who show up often are more concerned about the neighborhood. The survey
included a battery of questions asking about the extent of various neighborhood problems, and
Figure 6 divides respondents into high- and low-concern groups, based on their responses.
(These questions are examined in much more detail later in this report.) The more concerned
people were, the more frequently they attended beat meetings. In short, frequent participants are
rooted in their community; they have time on their hands; and they are worried.

It is important to note that elements of this demographic profile work in concert against
Latino involvement. On most dimensions Latinos are concentrated in the “infrequent-
involvement” category. In terms of age, in the 2003 city survey only 6 percent of Latinos – as
compared to 25 percent of African-Americans and 21 percent of whites – were in the age 65 and
older category, a high-participation age group. Latinos were by far the most likely to have 
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Frequent (5+) Beat Meeting Participants, 2003

children living at home. Among Latinos as a whole, 66 percent reported having children at
home, compared to 43 percent for African-Americans and 22 percent of whites. For Spanish-
speaking Latinos the figure was 72 percent. More than 70 percent of Latinos, 73 percent of 
whites and 60 percent of African-Americans were working at the time they were interviewed.
Finally, Latinos are particularly unlikely to be connected to their community through
organizational ties, including church attendance. In the 2003 survey, 64 percent reported being
active in no neighborhood groups or institutions. Among whites, 55 percent reported being
similarly cut off, and only 50 percent of African-Americans. The demography of the city’s
growing Latino community thus worked against their frequent involvement in beat meetings and
involvement in CAPS problem-solving efforts.

Another reason to foster a local cadre of beat meeting participants is that they also
become heavily involved in action projects. The role of activists in community problem-solving
will be addressed in detail in a later section of the report. However, loyal meeting participants
play a central part in that story. During the 2002 beat meeting study, observers surveyed
participants. The questionnaire included a checklist of activities in which they might be
involved. These formed two clusters, and frequent participants were heavily involved in both of
them. One cluster of activities involved “aggressive activism.” This category includes “in your
face” activities such as marches, prayer vigils, positive loitering, parent patrols and
neighborhood patrols. The other cluster reflected involvement in CAPS neighborhood projects
ranging from attending neighborhood assemblies to being a court advocate, working on liquor-
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control projects and organizing neighborhood groups. Three-quarters of the frequent participants
were involved in neighborhood projects and 43 percent in aggressive activism.

Marketing CAPS

Over time, the variety of meetings involving police and the public has grown. A few
large and diverse beats have been subdivided and regularly hold separate meetings. Beginning in
2002, meetings in a number of beats plagued by low turnout were merged with those in adjacent
beats to boost attendance. The Department also began to experiment with holding meetings at
new times and days, including – for the first time – on Saturdays. Beats in some commercial
areas convene only quarterly, and many who attend these meetings represent businesses. Police
districts and individual beats sponsor other kinds of assemblies as well, including marches;
rallies and block parties that involve considerable numbers of residents; smaller meetings
between police and neighborhood activists or ministers; and neighborhood watch and cell-phone
patrol groups.

Police are also directly involved in turnout projects. In July 2002, police distributed
promotional flyers to 202 Catholic churches for inclusion in their weekly bulletins. Flyers were
in English, Spanish and Polish, and included beat maps and a beat meeting schedule. The
Department estimates that 136,200 copies were ultimately distributed. In September 2002 similar
flyers were distributed to 25 synagogues. The CAPS Implementation Office took responsibility
for distributing flyers to Protestant churches. In the districts, police officers distribute flyers and
hang posters in businesses and apartment building entryways. Their community policing offices
maintain mailing lists based on sign-up sheets completed at beat meetings. School children bring
home announcements of beat meetings, and computer-savvy residents can check meeting
schedules via the Internet. 

Finally, in a somewhat recent development, Spanish-language meetings are being held at
the district level. These are intended to match officers and residents who can most effectively
collaborate in Spanish. However, when we attended a session that was billed as a “Spanish-
speaking district wide meeting,” none of the police officers spoke Spanish at all. Community
leaders and aldermanic representatives occasionally shared with them the gist of what was going
on at this standing-room-only meeting.

Efforts to Improve Beat Meetings

CAPS planners had a clear vision of how beat community meetings were to be conducted
and what was to happen at them. Meetings were to facilitate interaction and help build trust
between neighborhood residents and police officers who worked in the beat. They were to provide
a forum for sharing information, identifying problems and making action plans. Both police and
citizens were expected to take responsibility for problem-solving projects, and beat meetings were
to provide a venue for everyone to regularly review efforts and assess how well they were doing.
In particular, they were to involve working police officers, not the neighborhood relations
specialists whom the Department previously sent out to attend public meetings.
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However, evaluation reports issued during the 1990s documented that many beat
meetings did not go according to plan. Beat officers did not assume their intended leadership
role, and in many districts neighborhood relations specialists rather than beat officers stepped
into the breech. Nor did residents play a leadership role at meetings. Too many meetings
floundered without a clear agenda. Not much crime information was shared. Many complaints
were voiced about neighborhood conditions, but few solutions were proposed, especially by
residents. Most police officers sat mute in the back of the room with their arms folded.

But as the 1999 evaluation report was being prepared, the Department established a new
CAPS Project Office, charged with rethinking some of the core elements of the program and re-
energizing CAPS’ implementation. The Project Office conducted a detailed assessment of the
effectiveness of the Department’s problem-solving strategies and investigated how well key
elements of CAPS were being implemented. This involved Project Office staffers attending
meetings and observing the program in action, as well as interviewing many district officers.
Among the many changes announced was a new set of guidelines for beat meetings. To increase
the amount of problem-solving discussion at beat meetings, the guidelines require that
participants prioritize crime and disorder problems at the meetings and make preliminary plans
for addressing them. Meeting participants are to analyze priority problems and identify specific
tasks to be carried out by community members, beat officers and city service agencies. Beat
sergeants are to develop timetables for carrying out these tasks and assign responsibility for
them. The guidelines also require officers to review their own progress on previously identified
problems at beat meetings. Examples of model written agendas and informational materials that
are to be distributed at the meetings are included in the guidelines as well. The guidelines and
subsequent orders created a coherent new picture of how beat meetings are to proceed.

The CAPS Project Office also began conducting training sessions for civilian beat
leaders, beat officers and sergeants. Sessions included segments on how to conduct more
productive beat meetings. However, as of the end of 2003, the most recent training was
conducted in June 2002. More time is now being spent on beat meetings during promotion
training for new sergeants, who are matched with current beat team leaders when they arrive in
their new district. This reflects the reality that being a beat sergeant is not perceived as a
particularly desirable job, because it involves additional work and responsibilities without
additional pay. The task is typically handed down to new sergeants when they appear in a
district.

Early in 2000, the CAPS Project Office was merged into a new Office of Management
Accountability. This headquarters unit has the larger mission of ensuring that the Department’s
priorities and plans are actually carried out. Another key unit, Auditing and Internal Control
(“the inspectors”), was also merged into the Office of Management Accountability. Beat
meetings are now routinely monitored as part of the Department’s internal inspections process.
Inspectors from Auditing and Internal Control appear unexpectedly to examine district records
and procedures, and they have been given the additional task of attending beat meetings and
completing checklist reviews of how well beat meetings measure up to the Department’s
standards. Inspectors check availability of printed agendas and crime reports; note whether
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Working Paper # 26, The 2002 Beat Meeting Observation Study, by Jason Bennis, Wesley G. Skogan and Lynn
Steiner. It can be found at the evaluation’s website: www.northwestern.edu/IPR/publications/policing.html.

19

progress on previously discussed problems is reviewed and new problems identified; watch to
see if steps in the Department’s official problem-solving model are applied during the
discussion; and observe whether tasks were identified for residents, police officers and city
service agencies. Inspectors also verify the number of residents and police officers present, as a
check on meeting reports filed by beat sergeants. In addition, sergeants from the CAPS Project
Office typically attend four beat meetings a week to observe how they are being conducted.
When they observe good meetings, the sergeants write letters of commendation to the beat team
leaders, officers and facilitators involved.

Trends in Beat Meeting Quality

Despite efforts toward improvement, it is still often the case that there is some slippage
between plans and practice in large organizations like the Chicago Police Department. On three
occasions the CAPS evaluation has conducted large-scale observation studies to determine how
closely activities in the field actually reflect the plans made downtown. Trained observers
complete extensive observation forms that include, among many other factors, elements of a
“model beat meeting.” The information gathered in the field can be used to rate the extent to
which each meeting resembles an ideal gathering. Some dimensions on which meetings were
evaluated are summarized in Table 2. The 1998 study reached meetings in 254 beats in an
attempt to observe all of them, while the 2002 study was confined to a random sample of 130
beats. A 1995 study involved 161 beats clustered in selected districts. Thus, the sample did not,
strictly speaking, represent the entire city. Between the 1998 and 2002 studies there were paired
observations in 120 beats, and 72 of the beats observed in 1995 also fell into the 2002 study.
This discussion focuses on what took place in the 120 matched beats – because they were
involved in the two major studies – and emphasizes the 1998 and 2002 studies because they were
more recent. However, as Table 2 indicates, other comparisons would come to the same general
conclusions, for the matched beats are quite representative of the city as a whole.2

The first two components in Table 2 summarize some simple meeting mechanics. The
observers reported that a clear agenda was presented, either in print form or clearly announced,
at 89 percent of the 2002 meetings. This was up from 66 percent in 1998, a 23 percent
improvement. There was also a great deal of formal information-sharing by police. The CPD’s
crime-analysis system produces a variety of reader-friendly maps, crime lists and reports, and
Department guidelines call for this kind of information to be distributed at beat meetings. This
happened at 90 percent of the 2002 meetings, representing a 22 percent increase over the figure
for 1998.
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Table 2
Components of a Model Meeting, 1998 and 2002

      Components of Model Beat Meeting Rating All Beats in Each Study Matched Beats
1995 1998 2002 1998 2002

Agenda

Information

Facilitator

Identification

Solutions

Resident
Feedback

Officer
Feedback

Volunteers

Action
Component

Meeting
Effectiveness

Was there a printed or verbal agenda
 for the meeting?

Were crime maps or crime reports 
handed out?

Was there a civilian facilitator for the
 meeting?

Were problems or issues identified at
the meeting?

Were solutions proposed for problems
that were identified?

Did residents report back on previous
problem-solving efforts?

Did police officers report back on
previous problem-solving efforts?

Were volunteers called for or sign-up
 sheets passed around?

Did residents leave the meeting with a
commitment to future action?

rating of the effectiveness with which
the meeting was run:      very effective
                                      fairly effective
                                              badly run

41

60

nd

97

96

35

51

51

nd

nd

64

69

67

100

77

35

60

41

35

14
59
28

87

91

75

100

74

44

72

25

24

30
55
15

66

68

66

100

80

32

65

42

38

12
62
26

89

90

75

100

76

47

73

25

26

31
56
13

Number of beats 161 254 130 120 120
          Note: “nd” indicates measures not included in 1995 study.

Under the Department’s guidelines, a civilian facilitator is to be identified for each beat.
Facilitators are to help organize and conduct the meetings. In a 1997 Department guideline it was
noted that beat facilitators serve “ . . . as a ‘translator’ or ‘communicator’ between beat residents
and stakeholders and between these groups and the police.” Their list of possible duties included
assisting in planning agendas and chairing meetings, helping publicize sessions and following up
on problem-solving activities by community members. Facilitators are locally selected (usually
by the beat team sergeant), and beat facilitator training sessions are held on several occasions
each year. In some areas facilitators serve on district advisory committees, to represent their
beat. Observers noted whether civilian facilitators were present at the meetings, but doing so was
dependent on facilitators being introduced or otherwise identified. Observers confirmed that
facilitators were present at 75 percent of the 2002 meetings – a 9 percent increase over 1998.
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The core function of beat meetings is to exchange information about problems and to
identify possible solutions to neighborhood problems. Beat meetings provide the primary vehicle
for citizen involvement in community policing in Chicago, a venue at which residents can
influence police priorities. Officers who work the beat from all three shifts are usually
represented at the meetings so they can all participate in the discussion. All officers in the
Department’s Patrol Division have been trained to employ a five-step process that features
identifying and analyzing problems, developing and implementing solutions to them, and
assessing the effectiveness of what they have accomplished. These problem-solving steps were
also woven into the curriculum of a massive training program for neighborhood residents
conducted in 1995 and 1996, eventually involving more than 12,000 people.

Observations in the field indicate a great deal of variation in the extent to which different
elements of Chicago’s problem-solving model are actually enacted at beat meetings. As Table 2
documents, there is no difficulty in identifying problems; this is a nearly universal feature of beat
meetings. Most such discussion was initiated by residents; in 2002, police dominated the
discussion of problems at only 10 percent of meetings, down from 16 percent in 1998. Solutions
to problems that are broached are discussed less often, however. Solutions were proposed at
about three-quarters of all meetings in 2002, down a bit from 1998 and very much less common
than it was in 1995, when CAPS was new. The observers also noted who was most likely to
suggest solutions, when they were discussed. Police took the leading role in proposing solutions
at more than half of the meetings; police and residents made a fairly equal contribution at 28
percent; and residents took the lead at only 17 percent of the meetings.

Follow-up reports at beat meetings are another important aspect of the process. Reports
on problem-solving efforts presented at beat meetings serve several functions. They help make it
clear to participants that attending “pays off” – that they should attend because something
actually happens as a result of the meetings. Reports on residents’ problem-solving efforts help
sustain the enthusiasm of participants for the process, for they illustrate residents’ contributions
and may encourage others to join in. Beat meetings also provide a forum at which residents hold
beat officers accountable. Calling for reports on their efforts since the last meeting helps
residents ensure that police and city service agencies actually follow up on problems discussed at
these sessions. In this regard, well-functioning Chicago beat meetings are a remarkable
institution. At best, they provide a tight link between residents’ preferences and the operation of
their government; it is difficult to identify any other institution of governance that does so as
quickly and intimately. As Table 2 indicates, observers found that police contributed reports of
their problem-solving efforts fairly often – at 73 percent of the meetings, up from 65 percent in
1998. There were fewer positive contributions by residents; only 47 percent of the meetings
featured residents discussing their own efforts. However, this also represented an increase, up
from only 32 percent in 1998.

Because sustaining effective citizen participation in problem-solving has proven difficult
in many areas of the city, our observers also kept note of the role of beat meetings in mobilizing
participants. Results indicate beat meetings are not very effective at stirring up residents, and in
fact their effectiveness appears to be declining. One factor observers watched for was whether
volunteers were called for or sign-up sheets were distributed at the meeting to engage
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participants in particular activities. They found that this occurred at 25 percent of the 2002
meetings. This represented a significant decline in citizen mobilization at beat meetings since
1998, when that figure stood at 42 percent, and an even larger decline – down by half – since the
1995 beat meeting study. In addition, observers made a critical summary judgment at the end of
each session as to whether residents left the meeting with a commitment to future action. When
participants leave knowing both what needs to be done as well as their role in those efforts, beat
meetings may have a greater impact than when there is no commitment to any clear action.
Observers were to assess each meeting on the basis of calls for volunteers, announcements of
other meetings or activities and action plans discussed. Based on these criteria, they judged that
only 26 percent of the meetings met the standard of having an “action component,” down from
38 percent in 1998.

Finally, at the end of each session observers also judged the overall effectiveness with
which the meeting was run. This was clearly a judgment call, one that took into account many
factors not explicitly included in our model meeting evaluation standard. (An example would be
if the meeting actually followed the agenda.) In their judgment, about 30 percent of the 2002
meetings were “very effectively run,” half were rated “fairly effectively run” and 13 percent
were judged to be “badly run.” This was a decided improvement over 1998. Between 1998 and
2002 the percentage of meetings that were badly run dropped by half, and those that were very
well run more than doubled. Who ran the meeting made a difference. In general, officers who
played leadership roles got somewhat higher marks than did civilians; however, meetings led
jointly by police officers and a resident were judged on the whole to be even better run.

There was another important change in the nature of beat meetings between 1998 and
2002. As part of a general crackdown on overtime expenses, in spring 2002 the Department
announced that fewer off-duty officers would be attending beat meetings, and that the meetings
should last no longer than one hour. There was considerable furor over the first decision, for
residents feared they would lose contact with beat officers who were not working in the early
evening, when meetings typically are held. This part of the cost-reduction plan was said to be
suspended after several months, but shorter meetings were still the rule. Effects of these edicts
can be seen in the observation data. In 1998, an average of 6.9 officers attended the matched
meetings we observed, and the median attendance was seven officers. In 2002, the average
number of officers attending had dropped to 5.7, and the median to five officers. In 1998, the
average meeting lasted 96 minutes, with a median length of 99 minutes; in 2002 the average
meeting lasted 60 minutes, and the median was also 60 minutes. In short, the effects of this
efficiency push were substantial. Beat meetings got a lot shorter (at the median, shorter by 40
percent), and noticeably fewer officers attended each time.

To summarize all of these factors, a model-meeting index was created by summing each
of the 10 components listed in Table 2. The index set a high standard by counting only meetings
judged to be very effective; otherwise, the index components were either present or absent in
each case. A value of “one” was added to the index whenever a facilitator was present, when
solutions were identified for problems, if officers offered feedback on their efforts, and when
other components of a model meeting were apparent. The resulting index could range in value
from zero to ten. When elements of the meetings were combined for the 120 matched beats, the
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average meeting score in 1998 was 5.6. In other words, the usual meeting met a bit more than
half of our criteria. In 1998, 13 percent of the matched sample of beats received a very poor
score (meeting three or fewer of the10 criteria), while 18 percent were very highly rated, meeting
eight or more criteria.

By this measure there was progress. In particular, there were fewer very poor meetings in
2002. In that year, only 3 percent of meetings received a very poor score (in the 1 to 3 point
range), down from 13 percent in 1998. On the opposite end of the spectrum, 23 percent received
high marks (8 to 10 points) in 2002, up a bit from 18 percent. The overall average score
increased from 5.6 points to 6.2 points. However, the substantial improvements we observed in
the mechanics of meetings and the feedback delivered were counterbalanced by the declining
role that beat meetings play in mobilizing residents to take action on their own.

What seemed to contribute to better meetings? One factor is collaborative leadership by
police and residents. The highest-rated meetings were led jointly by residents and a police
officer. Just below these came meetings led by civilian facilitators or by beat team sergeants.
Among the components of the model-meeting index, civilian- or jointly led meetings were more
likely to have clear agendas, but so were the meetings run by sergeants. Civilian-led meetings
were more likely to include calls for volunteers and to be judged as concluding with a
commitment to action. Civilian-run meetings were also more likely to feature follow-up reports
from residents about their problem-solving activities. Meetings conducted solely by beat
officers, or by staff members of the district’s Community Policing Office, came off worst on our
model meeting index. Observers also rated each meeting on whether it had been dominated by
police or by residents, or whether the two groups played roughly equal roles. Meetings involving
both police and residents about equally came off best on the model-meeting index, and this kind
of equality of participation increased from 45 percent of meetings in 1998 to 57 percent in 2002.
When it came to identifying problems and solutions, meetings involving residents in the
discussion came off better as well. Only 3 percent of meetings we observed were conducted –
even in part – in any language other than English, and those that involved Spanish or Polish (the
only others we saw in action) received significantly lower model-meeting scores. Finally,
observers noted that 21 percent of beat meetings in 2002 opened or closed with a prayer. These
meetings scored higher than did meetings that did not, so perhaps those prayers were answered!

Very important to note about the CPD’s “re-engineering” of beat meetings in 1999 is that
it appears to have largely broken the link between neighborhood disadvantage and the quality of
beat meetings. The 1998 study found beat meetings were better in better-off places. In 1998,
beats with high levels of poverty, many broken families, poor housing conditions, larger
numbers of abandoned buildings and vacant lots, poor school attendance figures and rapid
population turnover received lower scores on the model-meeting index. Beats with high levels of
personal or property crime received lower scores in 1998. Ironically, in 1998 beat meetings were
most likely to “go by the book” in lower-crime, better-off areas. However, by 2002 these
relationships had all weakened or disappeared completely. The strength of the link between
poverty, crime rates and bad meetings dropped by about half, and the correlations were no longer
statistically significant. In 1998, the best meetings were those that were best attended; by 2002,
big and small meetings were receiving about the same – and on average higher – ratings.
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While there may be other explanations for this change in the distribution of meetings, the
change is consistent with the Department’s re-engineering plan. The adoption of clear
procedures, model agendas, lists of materials to be distributed, training for officers and beat
facilitators, special training for beat sergeants and internal inspections, were all intended to
increase the quality of beat meetings and to standardize their operations. Between 1998 and
2002, there was clear movement in the direction of both goals.

Public Satisfaction

Another dimension on which beat meetings can be rated is public satisfaction with what
goes on at them. Evaluation surveys have monitored the views of beat meeting participants since
1995, when they became a citywide feature of CAPS. In recent years about 15 percent of survey
respondents report attending a meeting. This stability in self-reported attendance is consistent
with the general stability in beat meeting attendance reported earlier, as measured by reports
filed by officers who attend. Those who indicated that they attended one or more meetings
during the past year are asked follow-up questions that focus on the core function of beat
meetings, which is the exchange of information about neighborhood problems and the
formulation of action plans. Survey respondents are asked:

Did you learn anything as a result of attending the meeting(s)? (yes or no)

Was any action taken or did anything happen in your neighborhood as a result of the
meeting(s)? (yes or no)

How useful do you think these meetings were for finding solutions to neighborhood
problems? Were they very useful, somewhat useful, or not very useful?

The left panel of Figure 7 charts trends in positive views of meetings from 1995 to 2003.
It reports the percentage of beat meeting participants who reported they had learned something at
the meeting, that (in their judgment) action had taken place as a result of the meetings, and that
they found the meetings “very useful” for finding solutions to neighborhood problems.

Figure 7 indicates that, in the eyes of the participating public, the effectiveness of beat
meetings picked up during the 1990s and then declined almost to their original level. In 1998,
almost three-quarters of those attending indicated they had seen actions taken because of the
meetings, a figure that dropped below 60 percent by 2003. In 1999, 54 percent thought the
meetings were very useful for solving problems, a number that later dropped a bit, to 48 percent.
It is important to note that, virtually throughout, more than 80 percent of Chicagoans continued
to think they had learned something at the meetings. However, on none of the measures was
there much overall progress between 1995 and 2003. The right panels in Figure 7 track changes
in the latter two measures by race. The results are mixed. There was a general decline in the
likelihood that beat meeting participants would report they had seen action taken in their
neighborhood because of the meetings, but judgments that the meetings are very useful for
findings solutions to problems did not decline among African-Americans or Latinos. 
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Figure 7
Trends in Satisfaction with Beat Meetings, 1995-2003

Ironically, this decline in satisfaction with meetings came during a period when they
began to hew more closely to the Department’s model. This was, however, a period of
apparently declining public involvement in the process. At meetings there were fewer calls for
volunteers or announcements of participatory events, and the “action component” of the
meetings was judged to have declined. Compared to when opinion was at its peak, by 2003 not
much was happening at meetings to harness the energies of participants in solving neighborhood
problems.

Representativeness

Another standard by which to assess beat meeting quality is their representativeness. Beat
meetings are the principal vehicle by which police monitor the opinions of Chicagoans, and they
are the most significant venue at which residents can speak up and hope to have their voices
heard. But only a small percentage of beat residents attend the meetings. Although in 2000 the
average beat was home to about 7,800 adults, a good meeting by Chicago standards draws about
30 residents – only about 0.4 percent of the adult population. (By contrast, in the average beat
about 28 percent of age-eligible residents turned out for the 1995 general mayoral election.)
Because of the small turnout, a particularly important question is whether beat meetings
represent residents’ interests. Even a small meeting can do this effectively if those who attend
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adequately articulate the concerns of the general public, but they may not. As discussed earlier,
many voluntary action programs have a strong middle-class bias. This does not appear to be a
factor that strongly affects turnout for Chicago’s beat meetings, but it may affect their
representativeness. Here we ask two representational questions about beat meetings: do they
reflect the social and economic composition of the beat, and do they represent the problems
concerning beat residents?

Demographic Representation

The first question is, To what extent do those who attended beat meetings resemble their
neighbors? The answer involves comparisons like those in Figure 8, which describes the
relationship between the demographic composition of beats and the background of those who
attend meetings held there. Information about beat residents is based on U.S. Census data for
2000. The contrasting data on beat meeting participants is drawn from questionnaires distributed
by observers who attended beat meetings during 2002. Because a minimum of 10 survey
respondents is required to fairly characterize a beat, there are complete data for 128 of the 130
study beats. A total of 3,656 residents responded to the survey in those beats.

The right panel of Figure 8 examines the match between the percentages of beat residents
and meeting participants who owned their home – an important feature of any neighborhood. As
indicated, homeowners were significantly over-represented at beat meetings. At the average
meeting, 77 percent of the participants were homeowners, compared to a beat average of 44
percent. Homeowners made up a majority in more than 90 percent of the beats. The over-
representation of homeowners is especially apparent at low levels of beat homeownership; this is
signaled by the decelerating regression line that is the best statistical description of the
relationship between the two measures. Homeownership rates are close to 100 percent at the top,
so the line has to level off. As an arrow in the right panel of Figure 8 illustrate, beats that
averaged about 30 percent homeowners were represented by meetings where about 70 percent of
the participants were homeowners.

Figure 8 also charts the representation of the city’s Latinos at beat meetings. It indicates
that Latino participation tends to be low except in beats where a “critical mass” of Latinos live.
There it skyrockets, as illustrated by the rapidly accelerating regression line. But there are
relatively few concentrated Latino beats in the city above the “takeoff” point (only 35 beats in
the city were more than 60 percent Latino by 2000), so gross under-representation of Latinos is
the norm. As Figure 8 illustrates, even when beats are about 70 percent Latino, the proportion of
Latinos at beat meetings is only about 40 percent.

Beat meetings over-represent other groups as well. One cleavage was around education.
In the average beat 70 percent of residents were high school graduates, but an average of 88
percent of meeting participants had at least a high school degree. Older neighborhood residents
were also over-represented. The areas examined here averaged 11 percent over age 65, but the
beat meeting average was 24 percent – more than double the population figure. This report noted
earlier that older participants also tend to attend beat meetings frequently and thus play a
disproportionate role in determining beat attendance rates. Women were over represented as 



27

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

beat percent Latino

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

m
ee

tin
g 

pe
rc

en
t L

at
in

o

Representation of Latinos

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

beat percent home owners

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

m
ee

tin
g 

pe
rc

en
t h

om
e 

ow
ne

rs
beats with 10 or more meeting participants

Representation of Owners and Renters

Figure 8
Demographic Representation at Beat Meetings, 2002

well. Meetings attended by observers ranged from 21 percent to 93 percent women, and
averaged 64 percent female. Women constituted the majority at 86 percent of meetings and were
most over-represented in African-American areas, in poor beats and in public-housing areas.

In short, on many dimensions the representation provided by Chicago’s beat meetings
demonstrates a strong bias. In many social programs that rely on volunteers, better-off and more
established members of the community are quickest to get involved and contribute to the effort.
Research on involvement in neighborhood anti-crime organizations finds that higher-income,
more educated, homeowning and long-term area residents more frequently know of opportunities
to participate and are more likely to get involved when they have the opportunity. In the case of
beat meetings, the largest discrepancies in involvement favored high school graduates,
homeowners as well as older, long-term residents. Latinos were the most under-represented
racial or ethnic group. In Chicago this bias was manifested not in turnout totals, but in who turns
out.

Chicago has certainly made efforts to involve Latinos more deeply in its community
policing effort. The publicity campaign supporting the program features a component aimed at
Spanish-speaking residents. It includes paid promotional announcements and a police-staffed
talk show on Spanish-language radio; booths at festivals held in Latino neighborhoods; and wide
distribution of posters, flyers and newsletters in Spanish. Spanish-speaking community
organizers work for the city to generate involvement in beat meetings and problem-solving. The
city’s emergency communication system is staffed to handle foreign-language calls, and the
Police Department itself has about 800 Spanish-speaking officers. The Department’s cadet
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diversity training includes some role-playing exercises revolving around linguistic issues. But
despite these efforts, integration of the city’s Latino residents into CAPS has proven difficult. 

At the same time, the 2002 study found that relatively few beat meetings are conducted in
foreign languages. Two percent were conducted primarily in English but featured some Spanish
translation, and another 2 percent were truly bilingual in character. (Another featured some
translation into Polish, the second most frequently requested foreign language by those calling
the city’s 911 and 311 service hotlines.) Translators at the meetings were all police officers or
resident amateurs and the meetings ran at a slow pace. If foreign-language meetings become
more widespread and frequent, the special Spanish-language beat meetings now held on occasion
might help make up for this shortfall.

Interest Representation

The second representational question is, To what extent do those who attend beat
meetings represent the views of residents concerning the problems they face? We have seen that
meetings over-represent more established members of the community, based on a comparison of
beat populations with meeting participants. The same comparisons can be made between reports
of neighborhood problems gathered in surveys of beat residents and meeting participants. The
data indicate meeting participants are more concerned about problems than were the residents of
their beat: those who attended gave higher ratings than did their neighbors to a broad range of
problems. However, the data indicate that those who come to meetings broadly represent the
views of beat residents, although more accurately for some issues than for others.

To make these comparisons, the results of citywide surveys conducted during 2001 and
2003 were aggregated to the beats in which respondents lived. The two surveys were quite large,
involving about 5,300 respondents living in identified beats, but because they were scattered
throughout Chicago, many beats were still sparsely represented. This analysis requires 10 survey
respondents as the minimum number for characterizing a beat, which reduces somewhat the
number of beats available for analysis. City survey results were matched with the findings of
surveys of participants in the 130 beats involved in the 2002 study of beat meetings, and enough
neighborhood and beat meeting respondents were interviewed in 93 of them. Both groups had
been asked to rate whether each of seven issues was a “big problem,” “some problem” or “no
problem” in their neighborhood. The largest gap between meeting participants and residents
concerned street drug sales. In the average beat, 50 percent of those who attended beat meetings
reported street drug sales as being a big problem in their neighborhood, compared to 24 percent
of residents.

Figure 9 addresses the extent to which residents’ interests were being represented at
meetings in their neighborhood. Beat by beat, the panels compare ratings of problems gathered
in the city surveys with ratings of problems supplied by meeting participants in the same beat.
Responses to questions about three forms of physical decay – abandoned cars, abandoned
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Interest Representation at Beat Meetings, 2002

buildings and graffiti – were combined to form a physical-decay index. Questions about the extent
of problems with burglary, street crime and auto theft formed a personal- and property- crime
index, while responses to questions about gangs and drugs constituted a measure of their own. The
only social disorder question that there was space for on the beat meeting questionnaire concerned
public drinking, and the results of this are also included in Figure 9, which presents average
resident and beat meeting participant scores on these measures for each beat.

The strong relationship between resident and participant ratings of gang and drug
problems is apparent in Figure 9. The correlation between the two measures was +.84. Likewise,
there was a strong link between beat and participant assessments of the extent of physical decay
in their area; that correlation was +.70. The resident vs participant correlation for public drinking
was +.63. In these domains, where residents are concerned, so are those who show up at
meetings; where they are not, many participants share that view as well. Chicagoans can feel
fairly confident that those who attend meetings in their beat reflect their views about the
seriousness of gang, drug, decay and public drinking problems.
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The link between activist’s views of crime and what the general public thought about
burglary, auto theft and street crime was much weaker, however. As Figure 9 indicates, the two
were correlated only +.35. The three individual components of the crime index displayed about
the same pattern.

One plausible explanation for the limited correspondence between resident and participant
concern about crime is the issue’s visibility. Most of the other problems probed by the surveys
have visual manifestations. There is nothing subtle, for example, about a Chicago street drug
market, or the activities of large and powerful gangs. When asked about his neighborhood’s
biggest problem, a respondent in one of our special neighborhood surveys replied: “Drugs. How
the guys stand on the corners, you can’t even walk down the street because they’re selling the
drugs. They stand in the middle of the block.” Another observed, “Gangs get together on the
weekend. They hang out in the streets, they have problems with other gang members, and gangs
start shooting each other.” Others pointed to problems like “People on the corners in the liquor
stores cause fear to other people;” “Guys hanging on the corners all night long;” and, “Younger
kids hanging out on the corners and on the next block. It’s become a party street because the
teenagers hang out on the weekends, and I’ve called the police because they were so loud around
two in the morning.” Seeing (and hearing) all of this provides evidence of the magnitude of
problems that can be shared by broad segments of the community. Graffiti has as its “victim”
everyone who views and is offended by it, and unless it is cleaned up the victimization continues.
By contrast, theft and street crime victimize individuals and households, and they are crimes of
stealth. People may hear and gossip about victims of these offenses, but they rarely see such
crimes in progress. After the fact, theft and street crime they leave few visible scars. They do not
present the kind of shared, visible, repetitive experience that other problems in our inventory can
manifest, even if they are widespread in a community.

Another possible explanation for the relatively weak link between residents’ views of
crime and those of beat meeting participants is representational. The question is: To what extent
do biases in the representation of social and economic groups account for any lack of
correspondence between the views of the general public and those that are carried into beat
meetings? The views of beat meeting participants vary somewhat, so demographic imbalances in
representation like those already described may have an impact on the correspondence between
the priorities of the general public and the issues that concern just those who attend meetings.

Examining this involves contrasting the impact of imbalances in the representation of
various groups at the meetings on the fit or lack of fit between the views of meeting participants
and their neighbors. Groups that made the largest differences were Latinos, women and older
residents. The over-representation of women and older people affected the views represented at
the meetings because they tended to be less worried about crime problems than their younger and
male counterparts. The varying mixes of younger-versus-older participants and men and women
at the meetings thus had a substantial effect on the gap between beats and meetings. Having too
many women was correlated +.36 with the under-representation of concern about crime, and
having too many participants over age 65 was correlated +.30 with the under-representation of
concern about crime. But the strongest effect was due to under-representation of Latinos at the
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meetings. The correlation between a shortfall of Latinos at the meetings and the under-
representation of crime problems (measured by the three-item index) was +.45. In contrast, there
were only small differences between older and younger people, and between men and women,
when they were asked about visible problems like physical decay, social disorder and drug and
gang problems, so demographic misrepresentation had a much smaller effect on the match
between the views of residents and beat meeting participants concerning these issues.

Finally, the data on beat meeting participants and the residents they represent documents
the relatively high level of concern the former have about issues in their community. Respondents
to the 2001 and 2003 city surveys living in the study beats examined here were asked to rate the
magnitude of burglary, auto theft and street crime in their neighborhood, as were beat meeting
participants. Among the general public, 48 percent reported that burglary was “no problem” in
their area; the comparable figures for street crime and auto theft were 49 percent and 56 percent.
On the other hand, among meeting participants living in the same beats, only 26 percent thought
burglary was not a problem in their area, and the figures for street crime and auto theft were 28
percent and 34 percent. Public drinking and gang violence were also of more concern to
participants than to residents, by about 15 percentage points. Those attending meetings were more
concerned about loose trash and junk, graffiti, abandoned cars and buildings, and every type of
crime included on the list. At every level of analysis, concern about neighborhood problems turns
out to be an important driver of involvement in beat meetings.

What Makes Beat Meetings Work?

Many of the evaluation reports have included sections on beat meetings, as meetings are
one of the most distinctive features of Chicago’s community policing model. This section
includes a summary of observations made in this report and elsewhere regarding the effectiveness
of beat meetings and the implications of those findings for improving them in the future.

Structural and Organizational Features 

A key feature of beat meetings in Chicago is that they provide widespread opportunities to
participate. By-and-large, most beats meet nearly every month. In 2002, for example, the 270
beats that are significantly residential in character met an average of 10 times during the course of
the year. Beat meetings occur regularly in all parts of the city. Meeting frequency is not correlated
with a community’s class or race, nor with its crime rate or strength of community organizations
in the area. The number of people who turn out is linked to these factors, of course. However, the
frequency with which beats meet is not tied to the size of the turnout, so even if few people
attend, subsequent meetings will still be held. Meetings take place on a regular schedule, for
example on the third Thursday of every month, and at the same time and place. Meeting locations
are typically well known to members of the community, and other civic events take place there on
a regular basis as well. In 2002, 28 percent of meetings were held in churches, and 12 percent in
park district field houses. Another 15 percent were held in schools, and 7 percent in library
community rooms.
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These are also safe environments. The police keep them that way, and residents can attend
with some confidence that they will get home safely. In some beats there is concern about
potential retaliation by bad elements in the community, if people speak up against them at
meetings. A few well-known instances of fire bombings, and even one murder in retaliation
against CAPS activists, have made it clear that these fears can be well-founded. In 1998 our
observers attended 253 beat meetings, and there was discussion of potential retaliation or actual
reports of incidents at 55 of them – 22 percent of the total. Expressions of concern about
retaliation were voiced most frequently at meetings in heavily Latino beats and in places where
concern about gangs and drugs was particularly high. Police have devised a number of simple
tactics that enable people to voice their concerns under those circumstances. In some beats they
pass out cards on which trouble spots can be identified and returned at the end of the meeting.
Other districts feature prominent citizen “suggestion boxes.” Of course, anyone can call the
district’s Community Policing Office directly to voice concerns.

Beat meetings also facilitate resident involvement because someone is always responsible
for organizing and conducting them. On occasion our observers have arrived for meetings to find
that no one in the crowd outside had a key to the building, but almost always the problem gets
rectified quickly. As we saw above, maps or other current materials are usually available at the
sign-up table, and meetings at least start with – though they may not follow – an agenda. Civilian
facilitators play a visible role at meetings, as do the police. In 2001-02, each of the five police
areas (groups of five districts) held Saturday training sessions for beat team sergeants and their
civilian facilitators. There they learned how to run a good meeting; at one point the Department
used a video of a staged “beat meeting from hell” to illustrate how not to do things. However,
there seems to have been no effort like this in 18 months.

Why is this important? There has been a great deal of research on citizen involvement in
anti-crime activities, and it usually documents strong biases in participation. Some of this
research involves identifying geographic locations of meetings or active groups and examining
the social and demographic correlates of those locations. Other studies employ surveys that ask
people about their individual involvement in various crime-prevention efforts. These studies
usually find that programs relying on voluntary participation are most common where they are
least needed and involve people with only modest crime problems. There is a strong “middle-
class bias” in activism. Homeowning neighborhoods already endowed with strong organizations
field the most impressive anti-crime projects, while in poorer and higher-crime areas a few
isolated volunteers struggle to build any capacity at all in their community. In high-crime areas
people tend to be more suspicious of their neighbors or their neighbors’ children. There, older
residents, who we have seen provide the backbone for beat meetings in many areas, are more
likely to stay home in order to stay safe. But in Chicago, beat meetings are held everywhere, not
just in places blessed with strong organizations and preexisting leadership. Women and senior
citizens turn out in large numbers, even after dark, because the meeting places are safe. The
police do not get discouraged by low turnout, returning to the next month’s regardless. They have
a key to the church social hall.
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In short, police have used their organizational capacity to create quite egalitarian as well
as frequent opportunities for participation. As documented above, people come to beat meetings
because they are concerned about neighborhood problems, and crime is the number one correlate
of beat meeting attendance rates. In Chicago, residents of poor and high-crime areas also have a
place to go. Meetings provide them with an opportunity to participate that might not be there
without the organized structure provided by the city’s community policing program. 
 

Process Factors 

There are also features of the meetings themselves that appear to attract participants and
cement their loyalty. In particular, feedback and payback are important such features.

One reason people attend is that they are concerned about their community, but they are
not well-informed about crime or the efforts being made by police and local activists to respond
to it. Traditionally, police departments have not been particularly “transparent.” They expect the
public to be their “eyes and ears” but give back as little information as possible about their
activities or effectiveness. From the beginning, Chicago’s beat meetings were to be venues for the
actual sharing of information that could help both police and residents more effectively address
community problems. In 2002 beat meeting observers watched for information-sharing and found
quite a bit of it. Department guidelines call for the distribution of crime information at the
meetings, and their crime analysis system produces a variety of reader-friendly maps and reports.
Our observers found that police shared this kind of information with residents at 90 percent of the
meetings. Feedback also comes in the form of reports by police and residents on what they have
been doing to address local problems, and what has been done about concerns brought up at the
previous beat meeting. From the residents’ point of view, meetings provide an important venue
for holding beat officers accountable. In short, they enable the community to monitor whether
police are holding up their end of the partnership. The 2002 observational study found that police
were reporting back on their efforts at almost three-quarters of the meetings.

Meetings can also provide a venue where residents celebrate their own efforts, and
perhaps successes. But while observations in 2002 revealed that police were reporting to the
community with some frequency, residents had something to say at less than 50 percent of the
meetings. More distressingly, only about one-quarter of meetings seemed to include any action
component. Mostly, people left with no commitment to action before the next meeting. As one
community policing sergeant put it, “A lot of residents think that CAPS is like a laundry. Drop off
the shirts, come back in a week and they’re done.”

Payback comes from the ability of residents needing help from a city agency to attend a
meeting and see their problem written up in a CAPS service request. If they show up, they can get
something done. There was no shortage of problem-identification at the meetings the observers
attended: problems were raised by residents at every session. The mix of issues discussed at beat
meetings is surprisingly diverse, and a large percentage of the conversation concerns issues that
are not resolvable using traditional policing tools. In 2002, the third most frequently discussed
category of problems was physical dilapidation, which came up at 47 percent of the meetings.
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Problems in this category included concern about abandoned or run-down buildings, abandoned
cars, graffiti, litter and trash, and illegal dumping. The number one category of problems
discussed was social disorder, which came up at 89 percent of meetings. Social disorder includes
a long list of relatively minor offenses and conditions that are not criminal at all, but that
frequently disturb neighborhood residents. The most commonly discussed issues were
prostitution, public drinking, panhandling, truancy, disturbances by teenagers, noise, trespassing,
public exposure and landlords who lose control of their buildings. Neighborhood drug problems
(62 percent) and property crime (38 percent) topped the list of traditional policing concerns, but
calls for more emphasis on parking and traffic problems came up at 44 percent of the meetings.

This illustrates the importance of CAPS service requests. These simple forms were devised
to link beat officers to the expedited delivery of a broad range of city services. They could be
generated by anyone in the Department, but in the mid-1990s service requests were the special
domain of beat teams. Officers’ service requests triggered a prioritizing and case-tracking process
that greatly increased responsiveness of other city agencies. Agencies most involved in the program
include the Department of Streets and Sanitation, mostly to handle graffiti removal, tow abandoned
cars, trim trees and fill potholes; the Department of Buildings, to take action on abandoned and
troublesome properties; and the Department of Transportation, to replace missing or damaged
signage. The Mayor’s Office of Inquiry and Information originally served as the conduit for requests
for assistance. The successful integration of problem-solving with a broad range of city services was
one of the most important early successes of CAPS. In contrast, one of the many liabilities facing
residents of the city’s remaining large and deteriorating public housing developments is that police
have less capacity to “deliver the goods” in terms of services, because many of those services lie in
the hands of the Chicago Housing Authority rather than city service agencies.

However, it appears officers have virtually abandoned using service request forms. Over
time, civilian employees of the CAPS Implementation Office assumed responsibility for identifying
service needs and completing the paperwork. The management-accountability process that now
steers the Department includes a check on whether service requests are being filed, but there is no
determination of whether police officers are completing them. In addition, the city’s new and
effective 311 city service hotline has lifted part of the burden from the police. These trends may be
undermining one of the central reasons Chicagoans come to the meetings – to get something done. 

Social factors are important for sustaining successful beat meetings as well. A potentially
important feature of beat meetings is networking. Meetings can provide a venue for neighborhood
residents to get acquainted and begin building linkages that will sustain their relationship outside
meetings. In 2002 we surveyed beat meeting participants to gauge the extent to which they
encountered each other outside of the meetings, including “seeing them around,” attending other
meetings at which beat regulars were also present and speaking with them on the phone. The survey
also included questions about how involved they were in a broad variety of local problem-solving
efforts, and being networked had the strongest link to being a beat meeting activist. Networkers were
more likely to be frequent participants at beat meetings as well. This recommends efforts to increase
the networking potential of meetings. We think it can be encouraged by developing “phone trees”
that put lists of participants in each other’s hands, with a license to make contact about local
concerns. It also highlights the importance of the social aspects of beat meetings. Some beats
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routinely offer social periods preceding or following their meetings. Some offer coffee and snacks
that bring people together at the back of the room. At better meetings officers and residents huddle
after the formal session is over to hash out issues too specific to involve the entire group. The role of
social interaction highlights the importance of how the seats and head tables are arranged. The fixed
pews and pulpits that greet participants when meetings are held in a church sanctuary are far less
congenial than the scattered card tables and folding chairs that might be found in the social hall in
the basement.

District Advisory Committees

District Advisory Committees (known widely as “DACs”) are groups of residents,
community organization leaders, business owners, representatives of local institutions, and others
from the community who meet regularly with the police to discuss district affairs. The first DACs
were formed in 1993 in the prototype districts where CAPS was developed. DACs were to assist the
commander in establishing district priorities and developing strategies to address them, and to bring
to the table community resources that could contribute to resolving local problems. They have
always operated in a somewhat autonomous fashion. Members are selected in a variety of ways, they
have taken on different roles in the various districts and the manner in which they conduct their
business varies a great deal from place to place. This diversity has not always led to success,
however. Many express frustration over their ill-defined mandate, their leadership problems and
their inaction on many important issues.

Much of the real work of the DACs is to be done through their subcommittees. Each is
required to sponsor two subcommittees, court advocacy and senior citizens. Beyond that, they are
supposed to organize subcommittees to address local priorities, and most DACs have five or six.
Subcommittees are typically focused on domestic violence, youth affairs, housing and economic
development. Many districts have clergy subcommittees and beautification or environmental
subcommittees. Some sponsor neighborhood or cellular patrol groups.

DACs have considerable resources at their disposal. Each year they are allotted up to
$12,500 from the city’s CAPS Implementation Office, and an additional $7,500 from the Allstate
Foundation for targeted crime-prevention and safety programs. Together these monies support the
production of newsletters, alley numbering signs, t-shirts sporting the CAPS logo, smoke detectors,
refreshments at events and items presented at awards ceremonies. DACs have purchased fax
machines and patrol bicycles and helmets for their district officers. Another potentially important
resource is the staff of the CAPS Implementation Office. They regularly attend advisory committee
meetings and work in support of DAC projects, and officers from the district’s Community Policing
Office are assigned to coordinate the work of the committee.

Past reports have examined DACs in great detail, and in early 2000 we conducted a study of
CAPS activists that included survey interviews with 635 current or former DAC members. During
2003, the evaluation staff conducted more interviews and observed a selection of DAC meetings to
update our findings. Because the DACs vary greatly in how they are organized and conduct their
business, it is difficult to generalize about all of them. There are exceptions to every rule, and some
DACs make exceptional contributions to CAPS. However, our evaluation reports have painted a
fairly unfavorable picture of the DACs in operation.
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No Compelling Mission. Many DACs have found it difficult to translate the general mission
defined in Department plans into a useful mission for themselves. After nine years, confusion about
the mission of DACs persists. Are they “meta-beat meetings,”and should they be largely composed
of beat representatives? For some, this approach turns their attention to local and specific issues that
should be handled at a lower level. These DACs sit and listen to woeful stories concerning
individual 911 calls that were not appropriately handled, a subject about which they can accomplish
little. Is their role “to exchange information?” Too many meetings we observed were dominated by
the one-way flow of information, from the police to committee members in attendance. At these the
commander reads monthly crime statistics aloud and announces upcoming official CAPS events.
This is often followed by subcommittee reports recited by officers because no civilian members of
the group were present to do so. Even this modest role for the DAC assumes that the members in
turn broadly communicate to their constituencies what they have heard, but this may not be the case.
Our most recent study of all 25 DACs found that district commanders had stopped attending
meetings in some districts, because so very little of importance was going on and the members of the
DAC were unable to command their continued attention.

We have observed DACs creating a mission for themselves by focusing on particular
problems. One district concentrated on liquor problems. They wrote to license holders encouraging
them to be more responsible, and their court advocacy subcommittee worked through the city’s
liquor commission to shut down several establishments. Another district selected youth issues as
their focus. They developed a truancy program and transported youngsters to an after-school
program sponsored by the district. The best DACs set priorities and routinely gauge progress made
on them, and have members who take responsibility for components of the action plan. Others
cannot even decide how to spend their money, and at the end of the year throw together hasty and
ill-considered proposals that subsequently are rejected downtown.

No Role in Planning or Assessment. The Department’s internal process for planning district
strategies and assessing their effectiveness in theory involves DAC chairs. These committee leaders
are supposed to represent the community’s interests and priorities as well as their view of police
operations’ effectiveness. DAC chairs are formally members of district management teams and are
supposed to be invited to accountability review sessions at all levels. However, it is virtually
unheard of for DAC chairs to play any role whatsoever at the planning stage, and we have never
observed a DAC chair make a significant contribution to accountability meeting discussions at any
level. Many commanders do share their priorities with the DAC once they have set them, by
discussing the two or three problems around which they have developed strategic operational plans
for submission downtown, but this belongs in the “information sharing” category of CAPS
functions.

Weak Subcommittees. Our most recent analysis of the work of the subcommittees examined
whether they were actually conducting projects aimed at local problems (if they were able to attract
members), and whether there was regular DAC oversight of subcommittee activities. We concluded
that about half the DACs were barely functioning at the subcommittee level: members never met,
they sponsored no projects and they were not being held accountable by their DAC. Some DACs
with effective subcommittees have trimmed the list to just a few, so they could focus their attention
and effort on a smaller set of priorities. They also demand accountability from their subcommittee
chairs, and in turn have contributed their advice, money and support to subcommittee projects.
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Lack of Representativeness. The function of DACs is to represent the community, and the
Department’s order setting them up specifies that they should “. . . reflect the district’s social, ethnic
and racial make-up, and include residents, youth, business people, representatives of community
educational and religious organizations, and other stakeholders in the district.” However, our
research indicates that the membership of many DACs falls somewhat short of these goals. Surveys
of their members reveal that, compared to the districts they represent, the DACs are dominated by
better-off, homeowning, long-term residents. More than 80 percent own their home, in contrast to
the citywide figure of about 45 percent. They are heavily weighted toward middle age: more than 60
percent of DAC members are at least 50 years old. While about 55 percent of adult Chicagoans have
some education beyond high school, the comparable figure for DAC members is about 80 percent.
About 45 percent of DAC respondents are white, 40 percent are African-Americans, and only 5
percent are Latinos.

This bias in representation is illustrated in Figure 10, which is reprinted from the 2000
evaluation report. It compares DAC members to the districts that they represent. As in similar charts
describing beat meetings, the establishment bias of DACs is clear. In almost every case their
membership is noticeably better off. As the upper-right panel documents, districts that are composed
of about 50 percent homeowners are represented by DACS that are about 86 percent homeowners.
Where about 30 percent of residents have a college degree, almost 60 percent of DAC members do.
Overall, whites are over-represented by about 20 percentage points. The mismatch is most extreme
for Latinos. As Figure 10 indicates, in districts where residents are about 50 percent Latino, less than
20 percent of DAC members are Latinos.

Figure 10
Representativeness of District Advisory Committees
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Not an Independent Voice. DACs are to provide a voice for the community to help
shape police priorities and strategy. However, in practice many simply respond to the agenda put
on the table by commanders or their Community Policing Office. They get more advice than they
give. Some DACs seem heavily dependent on the police officers assigned to “support” them and
often just automatically ratify their “recommendations.” Commanders often do not attend these
meetings, and attendance is scant. 

Need New Blood. Ironically, one problem facing many DACs is the lack of turnover of
membership. Many members hang on for years, some regardless of their productivity as
members. They seem to enjoy their status and the seeming “insider” nature of the commander’s
reports to the group. The same faces are present every month, with the same complaints. When
asked why no one wants to leave their DAC, one former member observed, “they love meetings.
Actually they love all of it. And the bad thing is that some of them never brought anything to the
table.” In our 2000 survey, more than half the DAC members had been involved in CAPS by the
end of 1993, the year the program was initiated. The 2000 evaluation report concluded that
“insular,” “narrow-minded,” and “dependent” were terms that applied to too many DAC
members. The lack of turnover in some DACs may exacerbate the representation issues facing
the DACs, especially their inability to find slots for the city’s large and growing Latino
population. Of course, finding new members that will actually work on projects, as opposed to
attend meetings, can be difficult. Their addition to the DAC may also be destabilizing, because
they might represent new ideas or new constituencies, and many commanders are comfortable
with the DACs they already have.

Confidence in the Police

One goal of CAPS is to increase confidence in the fairness and effectiveness of the
police. Nationwide surveys find that police generally have the support of the public, and they are
held in higher esteem than many other public officials. But support for the police is not as high
among residents of the nation’s largest cities, and Chicago is no exception. Opinion about the
police is also deeply divided by race, and in the past, Chicago has come off badly in comparisons
of the views of its residents. During the 1970s, the Census Bureau conducted surveys of
residents of 26 of the nation’s largest cities. In these surveys, the opinion gap between white and
African-American residents of Chicago was the largest of any city, and as a whole Chicago stood
near the bottom in terms of public confidence in policing. More recently, a 1998 federal
government survey of residents of 12 cities found that Chicago placed second to last in terms of
satisfaction with the police who serve their neighborhoods.

Distrust of the police threatens the viability of CAPS in the very neighborhoods where it
is needed most. Chicagoans are divided along class lines, with homeowners and better-off
residents sharing more positive views of the police. They are also split along age lines, for those
under age 30 are substantially more critical of the quality of police service. But the largest
cleavage over policing is along racial lines. In the original CAPS prototype districts, African-
Americans and Latinos were two-and-a-half to three times more likely than whites to report that
the police were unfair, impolite, unconcerned and unhelpful. From the outset of the program,



3 Some respondents inevitably reply “don’t know” to specific questions about police activity; for the
questions discussed in this section this fraction ranged from 2 to17 percent. Those respondents are excluded from
consideration on a question-by-question basis.
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many anticipated that dissatisfaction among the city’s African-Americans and Latinos would
make community policing a tough sell in many neighborhoods. Concern about police misconduct
and residents’ negative perceptions of police effectiveness led some to question whether beat
meetings would attract participants or if residents could be convinced to form partnerships with
police around problem-solving projects.

Trends in Public Confidence

The evaluation has monitored public opinion about the police since 1993. During that
period there have been observable changes for the better on several key dimensions. Public
opinion improved steadily between 1993 (when the first small evaluation survey was conducted)
and 1999, before leveling off at a new high in the 2000s. At the same time, it is also apparent that
the gulf between the races in Chicago has not diminished at all. Partly this is good news, for it
signals that improvements in the image of the police are not confined to only one group. On
every measure, changes in opinion have been apparent among whites, African-Americans and
Latinos alike. But on every dimension, the 15 to 20 percentage point gap between the views of
whites and those of other racial groups closed scarcely at all over the 11-year period during
which the evaluation monitored the views of the general public. Chicagoans are happier about
their police but just as polarized in their views. 

The first dimension on which Chicagoans have been asked to rate their officers is police
demeanor. The surveys included four questions asking how well people living in their area are
treated by police.3 Like all of the questions in this section, those interviewed were given four
response categories to choose from; the best and worst of each category are reported below.

In general, how polite are the police when dealing with people in your
neighborhood? Are they [very polite to very impolite]?

When dealing with people's problems in your neighborhood, are the police
generally [very concerned to not concerned at all] about their problems?

In general, how helpful are the police when dealing with people in your
neighborhood? Are they [very helpful to not helpful at all]?

In general, how fair are the police when dealing with people in your
neighborhood? Are they [very fair to very unfair]?

Chicago police have always done best on the demeanor dimension. Even at the outset, a
majority of Chicagoans believed that their neighbors were treated well by police, so there was
not as much room for improvement on this measure. In the small citywide survey conducted in



4 The reliability of an index is its internal consistency, or the extent to which positive and negative
responses to questions in the index go together. An index should include only items that consistently contribute to
high or low overall scores. The reliability measures reported here are quite good for measures based on three or four
questions.
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1993, 86 percent of the 540 residents queried thought police working in their neighborhood were
either very or somewhat helpful, as opposed to not very helpful or not helpful at all. By 2003 this
figure had risen to just more than 90 percent, followed by 86 percent who found the police
concerned about their problems, and 85 percent who thought they treated people fairly.
Responses to these questions went together consistently in every yearly survey. In 1996, for
example, they were correlated an average of +.57. In analyses that combine them into an index,
the resulting police demeanor measure has a reliability of .83.4 The discussion below is based on
combined indices for each of the dimensions used to evaluate the police.

A second measure examines perceptions of police responsiveness. It is based on
responses to three questions:

How responsive are the police in your neighborhood to community concerns? Do
you think they are [very responsive to very unresponsive]?

How good a job are the police doing in dealing with the problems that really
concern people in your neighborhood? Would you say they are doing a [very
good job to poor job]?

How good a job are the police doing in working together with residents in your
neighborhood to solve local problems? Would you say they are doing a [very
good job to poor job]?

There were large differences in how Chicagoans rated police on these three measures. In
1993, the police fared best on responsiveness, with more than 80 percent of respondents
reporting that the police were responsive to neighborhood concerns. By 2003 this figure had
risen to 86 percent. However, in 2003 only 63 percent of those we interviewed thought police
were actually dealing with problems that concerned them, and 57 percent reported that they were
doing a good job working with neighborhood residents to solve problems. Despite these
differences in the magnitude of the ratings, responses to these three questions also went together
consistently every year: in 1996, for example, they were correlated an average of +.65. The
combined police responsiveness index had a reliability of .85.

The last measure that can be tracked over this eleven-year period is perceived police
performance. It is also based on responses to three questions:

How good a job do you think the police in your neighborhood are doing in helping
people out after they have been victims of crime? [very good job to poor job]

How good a job do you think they are doing to prevent crime in your neighborhood?
[very good job to poor job]










































































































































































































































