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Cltlzen engagement
in crime prevention:

DO MANY HANDS MAKE LIGHT WORK?
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Citizen engagement in crime
prevention holds significant
potential but must be approached
with care to mitigate risks and
ensure inclusivity.
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itizens who voluntarily and actively collaborate

with local governments and institutions to
enhance community safety are an invaluable
resource. However, sustaining such cooperation
in meaningful ways requires managing the
volunteers’ expectations and ensuring that both
volunteers and public officials, such as the police,
agree on their respective roles, competencies,
and responsibilities. This paper examines the
requirements and limitations of cooperation
with citizens and provides practical guidelines
for effective volunteer engagement in crime
prevention activities.

The EUCPN defines crime prevention as
“Ethically acceptable and evidence-based activities aimed at reducing the
risk of crime occurring and its harmful consequences with the ultimate

goal of working towards the improvement of the quality of life and safety

of individuals, groups and communities”.

This broad definition encompasses actions to address social disorder and
enhance individuals’ sense of security.




The objective is always to foster problem-solving partnerships between public authorities and
the public to address issues of crime, social disorder, and fear of crime. Increasingly, authorities
are actively engaging citizens to address crime problems that the police and other security
personnel cannot handle alone. Examples include disadvantaged high-crime neighbourhoods
and football matches at risk of hooliganism, where the assistance of locals and stewards is
frequently enlisted. Meanwhile, citizens appear more willing to contribute to public safety
voluntarily. Increased media coverage of security issues, such as terrorism, juvenile delinquency,
and public disorder—despite an overall decline in crime rates—has created a sense of urgency
that motivates citizens to participate.”
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Passive surveillance

Local authorities can gather informal
intelligence by engaging citizens, gaining
insights into community perceptions
and concerns. This information can
inform targeted interventions to address
specific needs.

Active surveillance

Citizens can directly participate in
surveillance activities and share their
findings with law enforcement and
other officials. Initiatives of this type,
such as neighbourhood watches,
generally function best when regulated
and founded on open communication
between citizens and the police.

Relational supervision

Informal social control within a
community, particularly by individuals
with a degree of authority, can command
respect, foster safety, and help deter
undesirable behaviour.

Conflict mediation

Citizens can mediate local conflicts
through their established community
connections. This role might involve
taking the lead or supporting the police or
professional mediators with information
or active involvement.

Advising policy-makers

Local residents can provide valuable
expertise when crime prevention
activities are being developed,
implemented, or revised. Their insights
help ensure initiatives are relevant and
supported by the broader community
while highlighting potential challenges.

Shaping policymaking

At a municipal or other levels,
citizens can actively engage in
policymaking, offering valuable
perspectives on the local
implications of crime control policies.

Safety self-management
Individuals can adopt measures to
enhance their private security and
encourage others to follow suit.
Actions include installing security
locks, ensuring homes appear
occupied when away, and promoting
best practices among peers.

Each type of engagement must be tailored to
the local context, considering the specific public
security challenges and the personal skills of the
volunteers. For example, police should be careful
not to disclose information to residents involved
in gang activity. Transferring successful initiatives
to different contexts without adjustments

is rarely effective.” For instance, confiict
mediation may work better in a rural village where
residents know each other well than in an urban
apartment block with transient tenants. Similarly,
encouraging private safety measures might be
easier in affluent areas than in disadvantaged
neighbourhoods.
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Developing community-
oriented policing
interventions

E very crime prevention activity should be based on an
adequate problem analysis and needs assessment.
Neighbourhood security surveys are a valuable tool for
understanding local perceptions of crime and safety.
They provide insights into how residents, shop owners,
and key stakeholders view their neighbourhood and
create a platform for structured discussions supported by
knowledgeable organisers.



If you want to learn more about organising community surveys, make
sure you read the guide made by the Swedish National Crime Prevention
Council ‘Neighbourhood security survey - a guide’. It discusses the work

to be done before, during and after a neighbourhood security survey in a
structured and accessible way.

Key components of successful surveys include:

Follow-up: Results must lead to tangible actions. Citizens will disengage if
they perceive their efforts are ignored. Relevant public bodies must know
about, understand and act upon the survey outcomes.

Inclusive Participation: Diversity in survey participants is critical. Citizens
with varying perspectives—differentiated by gender, age, ethnicity, and
socioeconomic status—should be included. Special efforts may be needed
to engage underrepresented groups, such as providing childcare during
meetings or offering incentives (e.g., vouchers for local shops) to teenagers.
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Ingredients for success

Effective involvement of civilians cannot take root in every context. There

are three provisional factors required for successful community-led safety
initiatives. In their absence, they will cause reoccurring complications and
diminishing results.®

» 01. Collective efficacy
The effectiveness of collective actions by
citizens depends on the citizens’ willingness
to cooperate and their shared belief in the
effectiveness of their actions. This, in turn,
is correlated to a neighbourhood’s social
cohesion—how connected and engaged

The key to the liberty to act for citizens is in the hands

of law enforcement and (local) governments, who can
decide what citizens can and cannot do. Collective
efficacy and leadership, in the contrary, are functions of
the sociological properties and processes at play in the
community. Awareness of these conditions is essential to
establish successful citizen engagement initiatives.

locals are with one another. Engagement is
more challenging in diverse neighbourhoods
with limited cohesion.

» 02. Leadership

Effective leadership is vital. Citizens’

leadership skills could derive from relevant

professional skills, but may also come in

the form .Of informal skills, sych as broad The Matthew effect

community networks allowing enabling

citizens to broker deals and mediate conflicts.

Leaders must also have motivation, creativity Active citizen participation in public

and time to set up, and volunteer in, local safety initiatives tends to be more robust

initiatives. in wealthier, safer neighbourhoods,

which are often better equipped for

»03. Libertytoact engagement. Such neighbourhoods often

Citizens engaging in crime prevention
activities need the legal and organisational
freedom to act, balanced, of course, with clear
accountability structures and oversight from
regulating authorities. The perfect balance
between citizen agency and government
oversight is dependent on the context

in which the activity is being organised.
Motivated volunteers may be given more
freedom, but too much freedom may lead to
disproportionate or disorganised action. It is
important to discuss with participants what
is expected from them and instruct them to
operate within the relevant legal framework
regarding citizen engagement.

harbour resilient communities, and have
skilled volunteers and capable leaders,
all of which are required for successful
citizen engagement in crime prevention.
Conversely, disadvantaged areas which
tend to attract more crime may require
preliminary interventions, such as
targeted policing strategies to reduce
crime and feelings of unsafety before
community initiatives can succeed.
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Pitfalls

Citizen engagement in crime prevention and community safety can be
productive and effective, but also comes with certain risks. To an extent,
these risks can be mitigated by taking them into account when developing

participatory community safety initiatives.

» 01. Lack of representation

Volunteers may not reflect the diversity of the
community, risking social exclusion. Engaged citizens
have the motivation to contribute, sufficient free time,
and interest in the topic of public safety, and believe
that they can make a difference. People who do not
feel that their actions can lead to change for the better,
or people who simply do not have the time, are less
likely to be involved in community safety initiatives,

and are likely to be underrepresented. Young people,
single moms, people with low levels of education

and ethnic minorities are often underrepresented.
Conversely, middle-class and middle-aged people

are often overrepresented.” Therefore, authorities
should stimulate the participation of underrepresented
groups.

What drives citizens to
engage in community safety
initiatives?

Researchers have suggested several
motivations for citizens to participate in
crime prevention activities. Some argue
that trust in the police is a major driver:
individuals who trust that the police is
effective at reducing crime, are more likely
to help out.

A failure to assemble a representative volunteer group,
may exacerbate problems of social exclusion, especially
of minority groups, or contribute to tensions between
groups in the neighbourhood.

12

» 02. Resource shortages

Failure may also result from a lack of resources for
citizens in community safety activities, both financially
and in terms of professional support.® Ideally, volunteers
receive training and support from public authorities

and are guided by a local community police officer with
experience in participatory community safety initiatives.
They should be on equal footing, and volunteers should
not be stifled by law enforcement.

» 03. Scope creep

At the same time, it should be prevented that volunteers
exceed their remit or exert powers they do not have. In
extreme cases, scope creep may lead to violations of the
rights and freedoms of other citizens and discriminatory
practices.’

» 04. Accountability gaps

Afinal pitfall is a lack of accountability. Clear roles

and responsibilities must be defined and monitored

to maintain legality and effectiveness. However, law
enforcement and other public authorities overseeing
citizen engagement initiatives are responsible for their
effectiveness and should make sure that everything
stays within the framework of the law.® It should be
communicated clearly and explicitly what volunteers can
and cannot do so that the rules of the cooperation are
clear to everyone—both the volunteers and other citizens.
This is preferably done in writing. Monitoring systems
should enable law enforcement or other public authorities
in charge of citizen engagement initiatives to verify that
everyone is honouring the agreement, without curtailing
citizen initiative."



Conclusion

Citizen engagement in crime prevention holds significant potential but must
be approached with care to mitigate risks and ensure inclusivity. Initiatives
involving citizens have the potential to garner popular support, stimulate
representation, and catalyse collective efficacy. However, citizen engagement
initiatives should be set up with care, as there are risks of vigilantism and social
exclusion. Tailoring initiatives to the local context and maintaining transparent
communication with all stakeholders are critical to success. Local authorities
should monitor volunteer crime prevention action and communicate
transparently to volunteers and other citizens alike about the objectives and
scope of the initiative. By embedding these principles in an evidence-based
strategy, communities and authorities can work together to enhance safety
and cohesion.

TOOLBOX

Crime prevention
through community
engagement

This toolbox offers an overview of the various types of citizen
engagement initiatives that can be created as well as the related
challenges that can emerge when impeding them. The aim is to
inform and support policy-makers as well as other practitioners that
work with citizen volunteers on the common pitfalls. For this reason,
the final chapter of the toolbox includes practical guidelines that can
help policy-makers in creating citizen engagement initiatives to work
towards an enhanced community engagement framework.

More info: www.eucpn.org/toolbox-communityengagement

EUCPN | Paper Citizen engagement in crime prevention | 13



Endnotes

10
11

Community Oriented Policing Services, Community Policing Defined, Washington: United States Department of Justice, 2014.
V. Lub and T. de leeuw, Politie En Actief Burgerschap: Een Veilig Verbond, Den Hague: Politie & Wetenschap, 2019, 7-8.

R. van Steden, B. van Caem, and H. Boutellier, The ‘Hidden Strength’ of Active Citizenship: The Involvement of Local Residents in Public
Safety Projects, Criminology & Criminal Justice 11:5 (2011), 440, https://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1748895811414467.

Ibid., 440-1.

Swedish National Council for Crime Prevention (Bra) and The National Board of Housing, Building and Planning, Neighbourhood
Security Survey - a Guide: The National Board of Housing, Building and Planning, 2010, 8.

J.C.J. Boutellier, M. van der Land, and B.A.M. van Stokkom, Burgers in Veiligheid: Een Inventarisatie Van Burgerparticipatie Op Het
Domein Van De Sociale Veiligheid.: Ministerie van Veiligheid en Justitie, 2014, 6.

van Steden et al., The ‘Hidden Strength’ of Active Citizenship, 446-7.

V. Caprasse, La Participation Citoyenne A L'évaluation Des Projects De Sécurité Et De Prévention: Centre de recherces pénalité, sécurité
& déviances de 'Université Libre de Brussels, 2023, 41.

Boutellier et al., Burgers in Veiligheid, 6; van Steden et al., The ‘Hidden Strength’ of Active Citizenship, 447; P. Putteman, Aanpak Van
Veiligheids- En Overlastproblemen Met Diverse Partners: Al Dan Niet Een Must, Cahiers Politiestudies 2:19 (2011), 173-5.

Lub and de leeuw, Politie En Actief Burgerschap, 74-9.
Putteman, Aanpak Van Veiligheids- En Overlastproblemen, 165-9.






Contact details

EUCPN Secretariat
Email: eucpn@ibz.eu
Website: www.eucpn.org

¥ twitter.com/eucpn
f facebook.com/eucpn
in  linkedin.com/company/eucpn


http://www.twitter.com/eucpn
http://www.facebook.com/eucpn
http://www.linkedin.com/company/eucpn

	What is citizen engagement?
	Types of citizen engagement
	Developing community-oriented policing interventions
	Effective citizen engagement
	Ingredients for success
	Pitfalls

	Conclusion
	Endnotes

