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The Kansas City Preventive Patrol Experiment is widely regarded as a landmark
study in the field of criminal justice and law enforcement. Conducted in the
early 1970s, this experiment was designed to assess the effectiveness of
routine police patrols in deterring crime and enhancing public safety. The
findings from this pioneering research have profoundly influenced policing
strategies worldwide, emphasizing evidence-based approaches over traditional
assumptions. This article explores the details of the Kansas City Preventive
Patrol Experiment, what it established about police patrols, and the
implications for modern law enforcement.

Introduction to the Kansas City Preventive
Patrol Experiment

Background and Objectives
The experiment was initiated in 1972 by the Kansas City Police Department, in
collaboration with researchers from the University of California, Berkeley.
Its primary goal was to evaluate whether varying levels of police patrol
presence affected crime rates, citizens' feelings of safety, and police
response times.

Key objectives included:

Determining if increased patrols reduce crime and disorder.

Assessing whether decreased patrols lead to higher crime rates.

Understanding the impact of patrol levels on citizens' perceptions of
safety and police visibility.

The Experimental Design
The experiment involved dividing a specific area of Kansas City into three
zones:

Proactive Zone: Increased patrols above normal levels.1.



Reactive Zone: Patrol levels remained at the usual, standard rate.2.

Control Zone: Patrols were significantly reduced or eliminated.3.

This setup allowed researchers to compare the effects of different patrol
intensities on crime and community perceptions over a multi-year period.

Key Findings of the Experiment

Impact on Crime Rates
One of the most significant outcomes of the Kansas City Preventive Patrol
Experiment was that changes in police patrol levels did not produce
consistent or significant effects on crime rates. Specifically:

Increasing patrols in the proactive zone did not lead to a measurable
decrease in crime.

Decreasing patrols in the control zone did not result in an increase in
crime.

Crime rates remained relatively stable across all zones, regardless of
patrol levels.

These findings challenged the traditional belief that visible police presence
directly prevents crime.

Impact on Citizens’ Perceptions and Feelings of
Safety
While crime rates remained unaffected, the experiment revealed notable
effects on community perceptions:

Residents in the proactive zone, with increased patrols, reported
feeling safer and more satisfied with police visibility.

The control zone, with fewer patrols, saw a decline in perceived safety
among residents.

The level of police presence influenced community attitudes more than
actual crime statistics.



This underscored the importance of police visibility in shaping public
perceptions, even if it does not directly affect crime levels.

Effect on Police Response Times and Behavior
Another important observation was that patrol levels influenced police
officers’ response times:

Increased patrols sometimes led to quicker responses to incidents.

Reduced patrols resulted in longer response times, but without a
corresponding increase in crime.

Additionally, officers maintained their usual level of activity and
engagement, indicating that patrol frequency alone was not a sole determinant
of police effectiveness.

Implications for Policing Strategies

Questioning the Assumption of Visible Patrols as
Crime Deterrents
The experiment’s core revelation was that visible police presence—commonly
referred to as “preventive patrol”—does not necessarily prevent crime. This
challenged long-standing policing philosophies rooted in the assumption that
deterrence is primarily achieved through high visibility.

Key takeaways:

Routine patrols may not be the most effective method for crime
reduction.

Resource allocation should consider alternative strategies with proven
effectiveness.

Emphasizing Community Policing and Problem-Solving
Following the findings, law enforcement agencies shifted focus toward
community policing and problem-solving approaches:

Fostering relationships between police and community members.

Addressing root causes of crime through social programs and community



engagement.

Using intelligence-led policing to target specific criminal activities.

Implementing Evidence-Based Policing
The experiment underscored the importance of basing policing policies on
empirical evidence rather than assumptions. Modern policing strategies now
prioritize:

Data analysis and research to inform patrol deployment.

Evaluation of program effectiveness through rigorous studies.

Adaptive strategies that respond to community needs and crime patterns.

Limitations and Further Research

Limitations of the Kansas City Experiment
While groundbreaking, the experiment had certain limitations:

Limited geographic scope—focused on a specific part of Kansas City.1.

Potential Hawthorne effect—residents and officers aware of the study2.
might have altered their behavior.

Time frame may not capture long-term effects of patrol strategies.3.

Further Areas of Study
Subsequent research has built upon these findings, exploring:

Role of community engagement programs.

Impact of targeted policing versus random patrols.

Use of technology and data analytics in deploying patrols more
effectively.



Conclusion: The Legacy of the Kansas City
Preventive Patrol Experiment
The Kansas City Preventive Patrol Experiment established that increasing or
decreasing police patrols alone does not significantly influence crime rates.
Instead, it shifted the paradigm towards understanding the importance of
community relationships, targeted interventions, and evidence-based policies.
While visible patrols are vital for community reassurance and perception
management, their direct effect on crime prevention is limited.

Law enforcement agencies today continue to evolve, integrating the lessons
from this experiment to develop smarter, more effective policing strategies.
The core insight remains clear: effective policing depends less on the
quantity of patrols and more on targeted, community-oriented approaches that
address the complex social factors underlying criminal activity.

By continually examining and applying empirical research, policing can be
more responsive, efficient, and aligned with the needs of the communities
they serve. The Kansas City Preventive Patrol Experiment remains a
foundational study that challenged assumptions and paved the way for modern,
evidence-based law enforcement practices.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the main goal of the Kansas City Preventive
Patrol Experiment?
The experiment aimed to determine whether police patrols in neighborhoods
affected crime rates and citizens' feelings of safety.

What did the Kansas City Preventive Patrol
Experiment reveal about the relationship between
patrol frequency and crime?
It showed that reducing routine patrol did not lead to an increase in crime,
suggesting patrol frequency alone has limited impact on crime prevention.

How did the experiment influence policing strategies
nationwide?
It contributed to the shift toward community policing and problem-oriented
policing, emphasizing proactive engagement over routine patrols.



What was a key finding about citizens' perceptions
during the Kansas City Preventive Patrol Experiment?
Citizens' feelings of safety and fear of crime remained unchanged regardless
of patrol levels, indicating patrol frequency does not strongly influence
perceptions.

Which methodology was used in the Kansas City
Preventive Patrol Experiment?
The study employed a controlled experimental design, dividing neighborhoods
into groups with normal, reduced, or increased patrol levels to compare
outcomes.

What established that routine preventive patrol
might be less effective than previously believed?
The Kansas City Preventive Patrol Experiment established that routine patrols
had minimal impact on crime rates and public perceptions.

How did the findings of the Kansas City Preventive
Patrol Experiment impact police resource allocation?
Police departments began to reallocate resources toward community engagement
and targeted problem-solving instead of increasing patrols.

What broader lessons about law enforcement did the
Kansas City Preventive Patrol Experiment establish?
It established that proactive, community-focused policing strategies are more
effective than simply increasing routine patrols for crime prevention and
community trust.

Additional Resources
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The Kansas City Preventive Patrol Experiment, conducted in the early 1970s,
stands as one of the most influential and comprehensive studies in the
history of criminal justice and police research. Its core aim was to evaluate
the effectiveness of routine police patrols in deterring crime and increasing
the sense of security among residents. This experiment fundamentally
challenged long-held assumptions about policing strategies and laid the
groundwork for modern community policing and evidence-based law enforcement
practices.



In this article, we will explore the background, methodology, key findings,
implications, and ongoing debates surrounding this landmark study, providing
a detailed and analytical perspective on how it reshaped understanding of
preventive patrols in policing.

---

Background and Context of the Kansas City
Preventive Patrol Experiment

Historical Assumptions in Policing
Before the 1970s, the dominant policing paradigm emphasized the importance of
visible, routine patrols as a means to prevent crime and reassure the public.
The prevailing belief was that increased police presence in neighborhoods
would deter criminal activity and foster community trust. This approach,
often characterized by regular beat patrols and rapid response to calls, was
rooted in traditional law enforcement models.

The Need for Empirical Evaluation
Despite the widespread acceptance of patrols as a crime deterrent, empirical
evidence supporting their effectiveness was limited. Policymakers and law
enforcement agencies recognized the necessity of rigorous, scientific
evaluation to determine whether routine patrols truly impacted crime rates or
public perceptions. The Kansas City experiment emerged precisely to fill this
gap, aiming to test the assumption that more patrol presence equals less
crime.

Study Objectives
The primary objectives of the Kansas City Preventive Patrol Experiment were:
- To examine whether variations in police patrol levels influenced crime
rates.
- To assess the impact of patrol strategies on citizens' feelings of safety
and satisfaction.
- To evaluate the effects of patrol presence on police response times and
workload.

---

Methodology of the Kansas City Preventive



Patrol Experiment

Design and Setting
The experiment was conducted in Kansas City, Missouri, involving three
distinct patrol zones:
1. Control Zone: Maintained normal levels of routine patrols.
2. Reactive Zone: Reduced patrols to a minimum, with police only responding
to calls or emergencies.
3. Proactive Zone: Increased patrols significantly beyond normal levels.

The study was carried out over a 12-month period, allowing for seasonal
variations and long-term analysis.

Operational Procedures
- Control Zone: Police maintained their typical patrol volume, serving as a
baseline.
- Reactive Zone: Routine patrols were minimized, with officers primarily
responding to calls and emergencies.
- Proactive Zone: Officers increased their presence on the streets,
conducting more patrols, especially in high-crime areas, and engaging in
proactive policing strategies.

This stratification enabled researchers to compare the effects of different
patrol levels on crime, fear, and police efficiency.

Data Collection and Metrics
Data was gathered through multiple channels:
- Crime statistics (e.g., burglaries, assaults, auto thefts)
- Citizen surveys measuring perceptions of safety and satisfaction
- Police workload and response time records
- Observational studies of police behavior and community interactions

The comprehensive data collection allowed for a nuanced analysis of the
impact of patrol levels.

---

Key Findings of the Kansas City Preventive
Patrol Experiment



Impact on Crime Rates
Contrary to conventional wisdom, the experiment found that altering the level
of routine patrols did not produce significant changes in crime rates across
the different zones. Specifically:
- Crime levels remained relatively stable, regardless of patrol intensity.
- Increased patrols in the proactive zone did not lead to a measurable
decrease in criminal activity.
- Reduced patrols in the reactive zone did not result in an increase in
crime.

This challenged the entrenched belief that visible police presence directly
deters criminal behavior.

Impact on Citizens’ Perceptions of Safety
One of the most notable findings was that citizens’ feelings of safety did
not significantly fluctuate based on patrol levels:
- Residents in the proactive zone, despite higher patrol presence, did not
report feeling significantly safer.
- Conversely, residents in the reactive zone, with fewer patrols, did not
report feeling less secure.
- Overall, the level of police visibility had minimal influence on community
perceptions.

This observation suggested that citizens' sense of security might be
influenced more by other factors, such as community engagement or social
cohesion.

Police Response and Workload
The experiment revealed that:
- Reduced patrols led to fewer police-citizen contacts, but did not hamper
the police’s ability to respond to emergencies.
- Increased patrols in the proactive zone did not significantly reduce
response times or workload.
- Police officers' perception of their effectiveness was unaffected by the
level of patrol activity.

Community Relations and Policing Strategies
Interestingly, the experiment highlighted that:
- Community engagement, rather than patrol frequency, was more impactful in
building trust.
- The traditional patrol-focused approach might be less effective than
strategies emphasizing problem-solving and community policing.

---



Implications and Significance of the Kansas
City Preventive Patrol Experiment

Challenging Traditional Policing Paradigms
The findings of the experiment shook the foundations of traditional policing,
which prioritized high visibility and routine patrols as primary crime
deterrents. It demonstrated that:
- Routine patrols are not necessarily effective in reducing crime.
- Police presence alone does not influence citizens’ perceptions of safety
significantly.

This prompted a re-evaluation of resource allocation and policing strategies.

Influence on Modern Policing Approaches
The experiment's results contributed to the development of:
- Community Policing: Emphasizing partnerships with residents and addressing
underlying social issues.
- Problem-Oriented Policing: Focusing on identifying and solving specific
issues within neighborhoods.
- Evidence-Based Policing: Using empirical research to guide policy
decisions.

These shifts highlighted the importance of strategic deployment of police
resources rather than simply increasing patrols.

Policy Reforms and Resource Allocation
Policymakers began to reconsider:
- The effectiveness of high-visibility patrols as a crime prevention tool.
- The importance of community engagement and problem-solving strategies.
- The need for data-driven approaches to law enforcement.

The experiment encouraged a move towards more efficient and targeted
policing.

---

Ongoing Debates and Limitations of the Study



Limitations of the Kansas City Experiment
While groundbreaking, the study faced criticism and limitations:
- Scope: Conducted in a single city, limiting generalizability.
- Duration: A one-year period may not capture long-term effects.
- Crime Types: Focused primarily on property crimes, with less emphasis on
violent offenses.
- Community Variables: Did not fully account for social and economic factors
influencing crime and perceptions.

Debates Over the Findings
Some critics argue that:
- Routine patrols may still have deterrent effects in different contexts or
when combined with other strategies.
- The experiment did not measure the qualitative aspects of police-community
interactions, which could influence perceptions and trust.
- The focus on crime rates as the primary outcome overlooks other community
benefits of visible policing.

Modern Perspectives and Continuing Research
Subsequent studies have expanded upon these findings, exploring:
- The role of proactive and problem-solving policing.
- The importance of community relationships.
- The potential for technology and data analytics to augment traditional
patrols.

The Kansas City experiment remains a critical reference point in ongoing
debates about the most effective and efficient policing practices.

---

Conclusion: The Legacy of the Kansas City
Preventive Patrol Experiment

The Kansas City Preventive Patrol Experiment, by rigorously testing long-
standing assumptions, established that routine patrols are not inherently
effective as crime deterrents or as means to increase public safety
perceptions. Its findings prompted a paradigm shift from traditional, patrol-
centric policing towards strategies emphasizing community engagement,
problem-solving, and evidence-based practices.

Despite its limitations, the study's influence endures, shaping law
enforcement policies across the globe and inspiring further research into the
complex dynamics of policing and community safety. It underscores the
importance of empirical evaluation in public policy and exemplifies how



scientific inquiry can challenge assumptions, leading to more effective,
equitable, and responsive policing strategies.

As law enforcement agencies continue to adapt to social changes and
technological advancements, the lessons of the Kansas City experiment serve
as a vital reminder: effective policing is not solely about visibility but
about strategic, community-centered approaches grounded in evidence.
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