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Tidying up a few misconceptions around evidence-based 
policing: Reply to Staller and Koerner (2021)
Jacek Koziarski and Laura Huey

Department of Sociology, University of Western Ontario, London, Ontario, Canada

ABSTRACT
In this piece we reply to a commentary from Staller and Koerner on our 
work entitled, #Defund or #Re-Fund? Re-Examining Bayley’s Blueprint for 
Police Reform. In short, we agree on the necessity of reflexivity within 
policing research and the area of evidence-based policing more specifi-
cally, but also see this reply as an opportunity to clarify some misconcep-
tions around evidence-based policing and what it means to be “evidence- 
based.” More specifically, we touch upon the flexibility of evidence-based 
policing to be implemented in tandem with other reform approaches, the 
value of experiential knowledge and qualitative methods within evidence- 
based policing, and the confounding of evidence and evidence-based. We 
conclude on the point of reflexivity and put out a call for follow-up studies 
that examine the implications of evaluated police practices.
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We would like to thank Staller and Koerner (2021) for not only reading our work entitled, #Defund 
or #Re-Fund? Re-Examining Bayley’s Blueprint for Police Reform (Koziarski & Huey, 2021), but for 
engaging with it as well. While we do indeed agree with them on the importance of reflexivity within 
policing, we believe that Staller and Koerner's (2021) comment also provides us with the opportu-
nity to address some misconceptions around evidence-based policing and what it means to be 
“evidence-based.” As such, the present reply will be structured as follows. First, we will briefly touch 
upon what we believe to be a slight misinterpretation of our work by Staller and Koerner (2021). 
Next, we will discuss and address misconceptions around evidence-based policing and then 
conclude on a point of agreement: the need for reflexivity within policing research and the arena 
of evidence-based policing more specifically.

To begin, in their abstract Staller and Koerner (2021) write, “While we generally agree with the 
argument that police reform is an ongoing need of professional policing, we disagree that solely 
‘evidence-based policing’ is the solution within this approach.” While we do indeed make the case 
for evidence-based policing as having the best chance of generating meaningful, long-term change 
within policing – especially when you consider how complex the police mandate can be given the 
continual shifting of responsibility for a myriad of social issues onto the police – we did not state 
anywhere that evidence-based policing is the sole approach to much-needed police reform. In fact, 
we believe that evidence-based policing can be broadly applicable to any policing context, no matter 
the reform approach taken. If one were to, for example, defund a police service and shift funding 
towards upstream solutions as some have suggested, it would be pertinent to not only evaluate the 
impacts of upstream programmes relative their objectives, but also to consider effects on local crime 
and disorder. Has the footprint of the police been reduced in marginalised communities as some 
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have suggested? Have mental health calls to the police decreased? Have there been any conse-
quences as a result of defunding the police? In any case, no matter the approach, science – and thus 
evidence-based policing – is an important piece to any police reform endeavour as it can help 
provide answers to vital questions over the short- and long-term.

With respect to other misconceptions around evidence-based policing, there are a few things that 
we would like to address on this front. The first relates to the matter of “craft,” or experiential, 
knowledge. More specifically, Staller and Koerner (2021) quote us directly on the fact that evidence- 
based policing is meant to “replace experience, institution, and craft-based thinking that is often 
used as the central – if not only – tool in contemporary police decision-making” (as cited in 
Koziarski & Huey, 2021, p. 7) in order to make a point on epistemological and ontological 
hegemony. They, however, ignore our point later in that same paragraph that states the objective 
of evidence-based policing is not to completely omit these sources of knowledge. Indeed, many 
agree that experiential knowledge is a key piece of the evidence-based policing puzzle (Ratcliffe, 
2014), and thus more closely aligns with the progressive approach to evidence-based practice 
outlined in the very source cited by Staller and Koerner (2021) to make the point about hegemonic 
epistemology and ontology (Petr & Walter, 2009). A further hole in the epistemological and 
ontological hegemony argument is that many evidence-based policing scholars recognise the 
importance of both qualitative and quantitative methods (Mitchell, 2018), which is another point 
made by Petr and Walter (2009). Under the evidence-based policing paradigm – and indeed within 
scientific inquiry more generally – they have different purposes: quantitative methods allow us to 
determine what works (or does not), whereas qualitative methods provide insight on why some-
thing worked (or did not).

Yet another misconception we would like to address here is the confounding of evidence and 
evidence-based. In their argument for reflexivity, Staller and Koerner (2021) cite a study that 
examines the “Tueller drill,” also known as the “21-foot rule” to adjust for the reactionary gap 
between officer and subject in situations where the subject may have a deadly weapon (Sandel et al., 
2020). While Staller and Koerner (2021) correctly point to this study as evidence that the 21-foot 
rule is an ineffective distance for officers to draw and fire their weapon at a charging subject but 
officer survival may increase if they are moving while shooting – evidence which we note is welcome 
given the largely anecdotal nature on which this “rule” has been based on for many decades (Sandel 
et al., 2020) – we must stress here that even though there may be evidence in support of a particular 
practice, engaging in said practice does not mean that one is engaging in an evidence-based practice. 
The reason for this is two-fold. First, there are both qualitative (Huey et al., 2021) and quantitative 
(Farrington et al., 2002) hierarchies for empirical evidence. Indeed, some may criticise these 
hierarchies as contributing to epistemological and ontological hegemony, but the scientific reality 
is that there are some methods which bring us closer to understanding a phenomenon than others. 
This is vitally important because we can all envision a scenario in which a practitioner comes across 
the findings of a poorly designed cross-sectional study that provides evidence that X has an impact 
on Y, puts X into practice, and claims they are being “evidence-based.” This is, of course, simply not 
the case as the study design may not be sound enough to indeed determine that X has an impact on 
Y. A second, but related factor which differentiates evidence from evidence-based are the scientific 
concepts of replication and reproduction. That is, in order for a practice to become evidence-based, 
the findings must be replicated and/or reproduced outside of the original scientific investigation 
(Greenhalgh, 1996; Huey & Bennell, 2017). With each replication/reproduction preformed that 
confirms the findings of the original study, not only does our certainty around the effectiveness of 
the intervention (policy, practice, etc.) in question become more certain, but we build a base of 
evidence as well. In this sense, evidence-based policing is not merely about “producing the evidence 
justifying certain policing approaches” as Staller and Koerner (2021) suggest. Instead, it is about 
putting policing under the microscope of scientific scrutiny in order to examine whether practices 
or policies are achieving their intended objectives and if there are any adverse effects. In fact, the 
reason we discuss the practices of hot spots policing, problem-oriented policing, and pulling-levers 
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policing (otherwise known as focused deterrence) in our original piece is because they are the only 
policing practices that can be currently considered as being “evidence-based.” That is, these 
particular practices have not only been rigorously evaluated, but findings that these approaches 
are effective at reducing crime have been replicated countless times. The most recent systematic 
review of hot spots policing by Braga et al. (2019), for example, included 65 studies.

As an aside, we do wish to express some concern over how Staller and Koerner (2021) discuss 
these particular practices within their comment. While we do indeed acknowledge their point is 
to account for the “bigger picture” under the guise of reflexivity, it is inappropriate to seemingly 
hot swap measured study outcomes – or as Staller and Koerner (2021) put it, reference points – 
for outcomes that were not explicitly measured. In other words, the outcome of interest for most 
existing studies on hot spots policing and the other practices discussed is crime reduction, not 
“working towards a fair and social society.” Practices such as hot spots policing may in fact be 
welcome in communities that are ravaged by high rates of violence and can have few detrimental 
impacts if implemented properly. We note that the two studies cited by Staller and Koerner 
(2021) that supposedly provide insight into the harm caused by these particular practices are in 
fact unrelated – one of which discusses predictive policing (Browning & Arrigo, 2021) and the 
other implicit bias (Spencer et al., 2016). We also observe that studies which have explicitly 
examined the potential consequences of hot spots policing find little-to-no evidence of backfire or 
detrimental effects (Weisburd et al., 2011; Ratcliffe et al., 2015; Weisburd, 2016; Kochel & 
Weisburd, 2017).

Finally, to conclude on a point of agreement: reflexivity. As a scientific endeavour, we view 
evidence-based policing as already encompassing reflexivity and not as two separate entities as 
Staller and Koerner (2021) posit. Nonetheless, we do agree that more can be done with respect to 
reflexivity when it comes to training, workshops, and knowledge dissemination around policing 
research and evidence-based policing more specifically. Indeed, given that crime reduction and 
prevention is on the top of the priority list for many police leaders, we see how evidence-based 
policing can be employed in practice with a very narrow objective and little regard for any 
implications. It is, therefore, important to teach police practitioners not only about science and 
evidence-based policing, but the “bigger picture” so-to-speak. Furthermore, we also stress the 
importance for more research that examines other areas of police practice. That is, as others have 
noted, evidence-based policing, to-date, has largely been focused on frontline crime reduction 
approaches to the detriment of other areas of policing that are in dire need of research (Telep, 2016; 
Koziarski & Lee, 2020). However, beyond this, we also need to have follow-up research that 
examines the broader implications of evaluated practices. Doing so can provide insight into the 
“bigger picture” and encourage police practitioners to think about the broader impacts of their 
work.
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