
 

 

CBA Project Ideas for Phase II 
 
In Phase II of the Cost-Benefit Analysis project, teams of methodologists will work with 
police departments to conduct preliminary cost-benefit analyses of specific policing programs 
or practices. In preparation for this phase of the project, the Policing Project—in partnership 
with the Police Foundation—has conducted a series of calls with the Police Foundation’s 
Executive, Policing, and Research fellows (all of whom are current or former law 
enforcement officials) to identify projects that may be of interest to their departments or to the 
profession generally.  

We received over 30 suggestions, ranging from new technologies to routine personnel 
decisions, from which we have identified 12 that seemed especially promising. Some of the 
suggestions we eliminated—like “the 1033 program”—were either too ill defined or too 
ambitious for our purposes. Others seemed unlikely to interest. Ultimately, we will need to 
pick 6 projects with which to move forward, and begin to identify partner agencies and form 
our teams.  

We will briefly introduce these projects during the opening lunch, and will discuss them in 
greater detail during the final conference session. In addition, our hope is that these real-world 
projects can—along with the hypotheticals we provided in our initial set of materials—can 
help frame the discussion throughout the convening.  

(1) Technology 

Many of the suggestions we received concerned various police technologies, from which we 
have picked four. We opted not to include license-plate readers (despite our obvious interest 
in the technology), in part because Cynthia Lum and Christopher Koper already are 
conducting a comprehensive cost-benefit analysis of LPRs, so we think it best to avoid 
duplicating efforts.  

• Body-worn cameras: Largely in response to public outcry, body-worn cameras (BWCs) 
are rapidly being deployed by departments nationwide. Early evidence is promising about 
the ability of BWCs to improve police-community relations and may prove a valuable 
source of evidence. These benefits, however, come with substantial costs to purchase and 
maintain the BWCs, train officers on their use, and store footage. There also are potential 
costs to both civilian and officer privacy, as well as concerns over how footage is used and 
whether it is made public (all of which could undermine community trust and support).  

The concern with picking body-worn cameras is that there are a number of in-progress 
studies of the effects of BWCs—some of which include some element of cost-benefit 
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analysis. Still, there is considerable interest in this topic and we could potentially 
contribute to the debate.  

• Gunshot Detection Technology (“ShotSpotter”):  Gunshot detection technology allows 
departments to detect and locate the source of gunfire. Departments currently using 
gunshot detection technology often claim that it allows for officers to arrive more rapidly 
on the scene, and may reduce gun-violence. Given the high cost of the technology, 
departments need a better understanding of the marginal efficacy. 

• Predictive Policing Software: In addition to in-house crime analysis units, departments 
are purchasing “predictive policing software” (e.g. Hunchlab) to proactively reorganize 
staffing levels in advance of changes in criminal activity. Because these predictive 
algorithms incorporate socioeconomic and spatial data, there are concerns about 
individuals’ privacy and the policing of minority populations. The challenge with running 
a CBA on predictive policing software is that many of the costs and benefits depend on 
how the software is then used. We likely would need to define this project more narrowly 
to include a specific intervention along with the software itself.  

• Personnel-Monitored Public Surveillance Cameras: While video cameras are used 
extensively by police departments nationwide, most departments do not actively monitor 
the footage, and instead use the footage retrospectively during investigations. However, 
some cities (e.g., Long Beach, CA and Camden, NJ) have built the infrastructure 
necessary to connect department-owned cameras with privately owned cameras and to 
actively monitor the video feeds.  The infrastructure and active monitoring comes with 
significant costs, but may prove valuable for crime prevention. 

(2) Staffing and Deployment 

Another popular set of questions concerned decisions about staffing and deployment. We 
have focused here on the three that involved discrete questions on which we thought it might 
be possible to make some concrete progress.  

• Hiring a Detective vs. Additional Patrol Officers: One question departments often face 
is how best to allocate their resources between detectives (or other specialized units) and 
patrol officers. As part of this determination, departments need to develop accurate 
workload formulas measuring investigative time available and investigative time 
consumed. This question is complicated by the increasing responsibilities of detectives, 
such as computer crime forensics, DNA analysis, and social network analysis.  

• Hiring Additional Officers vs. Relying on Overtime: When demand for police services 
increases, agencies face a decision between hiring additional full-time employees and 
paying existing officers overtime to work additional shifts. Purely as a budgetary matter, 
overtime is considerably cheaper because fulltime officers must be trained, and receive a 
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variety of non-salary benefits. However, there is some concern that working double shifts 
can lead to burnout, reduce officer safety, and increase complaints from the public. 

• Single vs. Two-Person Patrols: Although some departments, like the NYPD, routinely 
deploy officers in two-person cars, most departments deploy officers by themselves. After 
a series of ambush police killings, some departments have responded by having officers 
work in teams of two. In deciding whether to keep two-person patrols, departments must 
ask whether two-person patrols have any meaningful impact on officer safety and 
efficiency, and at what cost. 

(3) Policing Practices 

We received a number of requests for cost-benefit analysis of various policing programs and 
practices. Some, like civil asset forfeiture or random patrol, seemed too ill-defined for our 
purposes. Others, like DWI checkpoints, had been studied previously.  

• Stop and Frisk: While the Stop Question and Frisk (SQF) program in NYC (and other 
cities) has been ruled unconstitutional as executed, these sorts of stops are not inherently 
unconstitutional. In fact, the president-elect has argued for the expansion of such stops as 
an effective tool in countering low-level crime and getting guns off the streets. Although 
there has been some work done to assess the effect of intensive stop-and-frisk programs 
on crime reduction, there has been no effort to incorporate the cost of stops either to the 
individuals stopped or to police-community relations. 

(4) Training 

There was a lot of interest in conducting a cost-benefit analysis of specific training programs, 
including de-escalation and crisis intervention. Although we include both here, our sense is 
that de-escalation training may more amenable to cost-benefit analysis because crisis 
intervention programs typically also involve changes to department staffing and deployment 
practices (e.g. partnering with civilian crisis response specialists), which may make it difficult 
to disaggregate the effects of training from other changes made.  

• Crisis Intervention Training: A number of agencies provide specific training to officers 
on dealing with the mentally ill. Training typically teaches officers how to identify 
symptoms of mental illness, when to call in help from mental health professionals, and 
how best to slow down or deescalate the situation to avoid the need to use force. A 
standard CIT training program lasts 40 hours. Because the efficacy of the training is 
unknown, departments cannot be certain whether it’s worth the cost of training a portion 
of their force (or potentially all patrol officers). 

• De-escalation Training: In response to public outcry against police use of force, many 
departments are investing in de-escalation trainings, which seek to teach officers to defuse 
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potentially violent situations before force becomes necessary. Again, despite valuable 
potential for improving encounters and police-community relations, uncertainty about 
efficacy makes it difficult to weigh against costs of training. 

(5) Specialized Units 

We received a lot of questions about the merits of setting up specialized units of various sorts, 
ranging from small-scale expenditures like hiring a civilian communications person to 
manage social media, to big-ticket items like aviation units. We have selected two that seem 
to be the most amenable to cost-benefit analysis.  

• Crime Analytics Units (CAUs): A number of larger departments have set up dedicated 
Crime Analytics Units (CAUs). These units monitor crime data to identify emerging 
trends, and recommend prospective policing strategies. With a well-developed CAU, 
departments have the opportunity for significant efficiency gains, but these CAUs are 
expensive to set-up and maintain. 

• Police Aviation Units: As of 2007, 1 in 5 police agencies had a specialized aviation unit 
operating either helicopters or fixed-wing planes. These costly units perform a variety of 
activities, including vehicle pursuits, counternarcotics and counterterrorism operations, 
and firefighting assistance. However, a number of law enforcement officials have 
questioned whether these big-ticket items are really worth the cost.  

 

 

 


