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A national evaluation of Community Support Off i c e r s

Christine Cooper

The main findings from an evaluation of Community Support Officers are reported here. The
role of Community Support Officers (CSOs) was described by the Association of Chief
Police Officers as contributing ‘to the policing of neighbourhoods, primarily through highly
visible patrol with the purpose of reassuring the public, increasing orderliness in public
places and being accessible to communities and partner agencies working at local level.
The emphasis of this role, and the powers required to fulfil it, will vary from neighbourhood
to neighbourhood and force to force.’ (ACPO, 2005).

The study was carried out by the Home Office between July 2004 and June 2005. Its key
aims were to provide a national profile of CSOs and their deployment and to provide
indications of their impact on levels of crime and antisocial behaviour and to explore public
perceptions of the role. It was expected that CSOs would have a key role to play in the
implementation of neighbourhood policing.

The views expressed in these findings are those of the authors, not
necessarily those of the Home Office (nor do they reflect Government policy)

Key points

● CSOs spent most of their time in the community through visible patrol and engaging with the
c o m m u n i t y. Much of this time was spent dealing with youth disorder and alcohol related issues. 

● CSOs were seen as more accessible than police officers by some members of the public who
w e re, there f o re, more likely to re p o rt issues to them that they would not ‘trouble’ a police
o fficer with. The public was also more likely to pass on information to CSOs. 

● CSOs’ activities varied in diff e rent locations which reflected force level and more local priorities.

● The evaluation found no evidence that CSOs were having a measurable impact on the level of
re c o rded crime or re p o rted incidents of antisocial behaviour in the areas where they were
deployed. This may be accounted for by a number of factors including limitations of the data,
changes in levels of re p o rting and the sorts of activities targeted by CSOs.

● The public valued the role of CSOs. There was strong evidence from two case study are a s ,
w h e re the CSOs were well known by name to the community, that the residents and businesses
felt that CSOs had made a real impact in their areas especially in dealing with youth disord e r.

● The diversity of CSOs, particularly in terms of ethnicity and age, has been one of the
successes of the implementation of this new ro l e .

● Over 40% of CSOs said they joined as a stepping stone to becoming a fully sworn police off i c e r.
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The introduction of CSOs in the Police Reform
Act 2002 re p resented a fundamental change
in policing. The Act extended the role of
police staff (police staff are personnel
employed by a police organisation who do
not have the sworn status of a constable) to

assist sworn police officers and fill many fro n t
line roles. At the time of the fieldwork early in
2005, forces were able to designate any
number of powers from those listed in various
Acts of Parliament.
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M e t h o d

The re s e a rch aimed to build up a picture of how CSOs were
used in forces, their impact on levels of crime and antisocial
b e h a v i o u r, the perceptions of the public and how the
initiative was implemented locally. The evaluation drew on a
number of data sources at both national and local levels
applying both qualitative and quantitative techniques.

National level
• A survey of forces and a survey of CSOs.

Local level
• T h ree forces (Merseyside, Northumbria and Sussex)

w e re selected as case studies. Within each forc e ,
four locations were chosen for detailed study – two
experimental areas where CSOs had been deployed
for some time and two control areas where CSOs
w e re not currently deployed.

• Within the case study areas, interviews and focus
g roups were conducted with CSOs, force members,
local residents and businesses.

• Local crime, incident and activity data were analysed.

Role, powers and deployment of CSOs

The role of CSOs
The government has made a commitment to deliver
n e i g h b o u rhood policing to all communities. The aim is to
‘make communities feel safe and secure by reducing crime
and antisocial behaviour in their area’ (Home Office, 2005),
t h rough the work of visible and accessible neighbourh o o d
policing teams that are responsive to local priorities. This
evaluation has shown that CSOs were carrying out activities
that were crucial to both the concept behind neighbourh o o d
policing and its effective implementation. They have
p rovided visible and accessible policing and engaged with
the public in the areas to which they have been deployed. 

CSOs were able to spend more time on patrol than
n e i g h b o u rhood police constables who had other demands on
their time – part i c u l a r l y, responding to incidents. Table 1
shows that in each of the case study forces, over half of CSOs’
time (between 50% and 57%) was spent in the neighbourh o o d
on visible patrol and community involvement compared with
n e i g h b o u rhood constables of between 16% and 30%.

The evidence from this evaluation showed that CSOs spent
much of their time dealing with antisocial behaviour and with
youths. Many CSOs were skilled in engaging with the

c o m m u n i t y, they attended meetings, such as re s i d e n t s ’
associations and visited schools. The local community
a p p reciated their contacts with young people and were often
m o re pre p a red to approach CSOs than police officers. They
w e re seen as more accessible and their presence on the
s t reets made people feel they had time to listen and were not
too busy to handle more trivial problems. Police officers in
p a rticular valued their role in gathering information from the
community (see Box 1).

Table 1  P e rcentage of total time spent on patrol and community involvement, CSOs and
n e i g h b o u rhood police constables (PCs) in three case study forc e s

M e r s e y s i d e N o rt h u m b r i a S u s s e x
C S O s PCs Av e r a g e C S O s P C s C S O s PCs 

% all time F o rc e case study are a s F o rc e F o rc e F o rc e F o rc e

Incident linked activities 3 . 4 2 7 . 7 1 0 . 4 3 5 . 1 1 3 . 9 5 4 . 4

P a t rol and community
i n v o l v e m e n t 5 0 . 4 1 6 . 4 5 6 . 6 2 9 . 8 5 0 . 4 1 6 . 4

Total hours 3 , 4 8 8 . 7 5 8 6 . 4 2 , 9 9 9 . 7 1 7 , 6 3 5 . 0 9 , 5 3 1 . 2 2 , 1 5 1 . 7
Note:  Source: Activity analysis October 2004 (local forc e s ) .

Box 1  Comments about CSOs from interv i e w s
with police officers in the case study forc e s

Their offender intelligence is brilliant – they often know
more than the cops – have intimate knowledge of
whereabouts of offenders – what they are wearing/
name/where they live – can take months to build up
that level of knowledge. (Police officer)

They do encourage people to report where they
wouldn’t do normally. We get intelligence that we
wouldn’t otherwise get. CSOs are phenomenally good
at providing local intelligence. (Police officer)

The police officers get sent to a rape or an attempted
rape, then the CSOs can hear the description ... these
two people come out and think oh they look very much
like ..., picked them up. So we know, they’re eyes and
ears for us. ( Implementation team)

The beauty of CSOs is that they can talk to the
community… the people will tell CSOs things they
won’t tell cops… On a daily basis they are talking to
the community and can provide the cops with a lot of
intelligence. (Police commander)

T h e re was local variation (between and within forces) in
CSOs’ activities that reflected force level and more local
priorities. For example, CSOs collected evidence for
Antisocial Behaviour Orders, responded to low level
incidents and were deployed according to the National
Intelligence Model. However, there needs to be a balance
between CSOs providing reassurance in the area by
p a t rolling the same beat and CSOs responding to other
demands of the service. Some forces had responded to the
challenge of CSOs being used for a wide range of tasks by
developing specialist roles. For example, deployment CSOs
who respond to incidents allow locally based CSOs to
p rovide a dedicated service to the local neighbourh o o d .
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led to confusion among the public, particularly in are a s
without CSOs, of their status and remit. Many members of
the public, whilst appreciating the role of CSOs would have
p re f e rred to have had fully sworn police officers. 

P rofile and job satisfaction of CSOs

P rofile of CSOs
F rom the outset, the CSO role was seen as an opportunity to
i n c rease the diversity of policing staff within forces and CSO
re c ruitment was successful in attracting a wide range of
people from a variety of backgrounds. They tended to be
older and more diverse in terms of ethnicity than police
re c ruits and their past work experience was more wide
ranging. Figures from the annual police data re t u rn (ADR
2004/05) showed that higher pro p o rtions of CSOs (15%)
w e re from a minority ethnic background than were other
police staff (6%), police officers (4%) or new re c ruits (6%). A
higher pro p o rtion of CSOs was female (41%) than police
o fficers (21%) or police re c ruits (35%), but this was lower than
for other police staff (62%). The comparatively high numbers
of CSOs from minority ethnic groups may help to increase the
re p resentation of some groups within the police service. 

CSOs’ job satisfaction
G e n e r a l l y, CSOs were satisfied with their job, although there
was some dissatisfaction with the repetitive nature of the
work. Those most satisfied were generally older and female
and they were most likely to say that they intended to stay in
post. Many CSOs expressed concerns about care e r
p ro g ression within the role. Over 40% of CSOs, many
younger and male, said they had joined as a stepping stone
to becoming a sworn police off i c e r. This relatively high
number raises issues for the stability, diversity and morale of
the workforce. Whilst this is positive for the service as a
whole, particularly if the demographics of CSOs feed
t h rough to sworn officers, the downside could be the loss of
a familiar and consistent presence on the stre e t s .

Training, induction and supervision of CSOs

The comparatively large number of CSOs re c ruited in a
relatively short time led to some problems and concerns in the
f o rces, particularly with re g a rd to training, induction and
s u p e rvision. Many of the initial pre s s u res on the forces due to
the tight timescales for the implementation of CSOs have been
addressed by the forces themselves. There were some
variations in pay and conditions of service between forces
that resulted from CSOs being employed by police
authorities on local terms and conditions. The use of shift
allowances also varied. In some locations they had been
used to enhance pay which increased the attractiveness of
the job but reduced the flexibility of deployment.

Powers of CSOs
At the time of the fieldwork, forces had designated diff e re n t
powers to their CSOs. This area was developing during the
evaluation and is still under review with Home Off i c e
consultation on the introduction of a standard set of powers.
The number of powers ranged from none to over 40. Ninety
per cent of forces had designated powers relating to:

• lower level antisocial behaviour, including the
confiscation of alcohol and tobacco from those
underage

• the powers to demand the name and address of a
person acting in an antisocial way.

This accorded with the views of many respondents in the
f o rces who felt that CSOs needed sufficient powers to tackle
the routine tasks they encountered most fre q u e n t l y. For
example, CSOs should be able to deal with low level
antisocial behaviour without having to call on police off i c e r s .

Deployment of CSOs
There were variations in the ways CSOs patrolled and the
shift systems in operation in the forces. There was evidence
in some forces that the hours worked by CSOs did not
allow for maximum visibility or alignment with
neighbourhood policing colleagues. The evaluation found
evidence that, re g a rdless of how well targeted their
deployment was, many CSOs felt they occasionally
encountered situations where they were vulnerable. A
large minority had experienced some level of physical
abuse and most had experienced verbal abuse.

The impact of CSOs

The evaluation examined the impact of the work of CSOs on
the numbers of re c o rded crimes and re p o rted incidents in the
n e i g h b o u rhoods to which they were deployed, compared with
c o n t rol areas. No discernable diff e rences were found in the
t rends in the numbers of crime and incidents between are a s
with and without CSOs, before and after their intro d u c t i o n .
This may be because the level of re p o rting was influenced by:

• how easy it was to re p o rt low level incidents

• the limitations of data – particularly because many
of the incidents dealt with by CSOs were not
categorised as crimes.

The evaluation also considered the impact of CSOs on the
p u b l i c ’s perceptions of the value of CSOs in tackling antisocial
behaviour and providing reassurance. The evidence from the
case study areas showed that CSOs spent much of their time
dealing with ‘youth nuisance’ – the main issue for the public in
all the areas. The time that CSOs spent in getting to know
the community and talking to young people was
a p p reciated by local residents, businesses and police
o fficers. There was strong evidence from two case study
a reas, where the CSOs were well known by name to the
c o m m u n i t y, that the residents and businesses felt that CSOs
had made a real impact in their areas especially in dealing
with youth disorder (see Box 2). The ability of CSOs to make
residents feel safer was confirmed in areas where they had
been deployed for longer periods of time. However, in some
a reas little publicity about their role had reached re s i d e n t s
although businesses appeared to be better informed. This

Box 2  Comments about CSOs from local
residents and businesses

They (CSOs) have worked. When we see ... walking
a round the village, we talk to her. People are ready to
talk to her and she’s got it all up here, collating all the
info she’s been given. (A re s i d e n t )

Generally I think the police, you know the (CSOs), have
made a massive diff e rence ... they really have. ( B u s i n e s s )
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contact and understanding of the value of the work of CSOs.
As a police inspector commented:

I think the police officers in general were sceptical but
the police officers that have worked in the
n e i g h b o u rhoods with CSOs have seen their value and
the working relationship has built up.

C o n c l u s i o n s

Evidence from this evaluation suggests that CSOs have the
potential to be, and have been, successful in many
n e i g h b o u rhoods. However, some aspects of deployment and
s t a ffing need consideration if their role is to be fully eff e c t i v e
in the local area. These include: 

• s t a ff turn o v e r, particularly the number of CSOs
wanting to become fully sworn officers, and the
impact on service provision within the neighbourh o o d

• the implications of CSOs carrying out tasks that
fall outside their main role of patrol and
community engagement

• how to balance the advantages of close team-
working with police colleagues and the import a n c e
that times of deployment allow for maximum visibility

• how to ensure adequate supervision for CSOs
without overburdening serg e a n t s

• how to deliver training and induction that meets the
needs of CSOs.

The evaluation found two key factors to the successful and
e ffective use of CSOs:

• the embedding of CSOs within the forc e s ’
o rganisational stru c t u re s

• ensuring that police officers and members of the
public fully understood the unique role of CSOs.

T h e re was evidence from the evaluation that police off i c e r s
and members of the public who had had contact with CSOs
had a much greater understanding of their role than those
who had had little contact.

The evaluation identified elements of good practice for CSOs
working in a neighbourhood. These included having a
clearly defined role with appropriate powers and
deployment, working in a fixed location, being deployed
within the local area through the National Intelligence Model
and being accessible to the public.

Tr a i n i n g
The evaluation found that there had not been enough time
to build a national training model before the introduction of
CSOs. At the time of the study, each force had developed its
own programme of training, which meant that the length
and content of training varied, although there was
considerable overlap in content across forces. Central
s u p p o rt has now been developed for CSO training in the
f o rm of a Centre x - p roduced (National Centre for Policing
Excellence) training manual available to all forc e s .
Many CSOs expressed concerns about training. In
p a rt i c u l a r, they wanted more practically based teaching
methods and additional or re f resher training on some of the
practical skills especially self-defence. There were diff e re n t
a p p roaches between areas in how they introduced new
re c ruits to the neighbourhood and the team. Some are a s
had wide ranging induction training and mentoring
p rogrammes that were appreciated by the CSOs.

S u p e rvision and management of CSOs
In most cases the supervision of CSOs was by sergeants who
retained their existing management workloads – many
CSOs felt that their supervisors did not have enough time to
s u p p o rt them. Training for those who manage CSOs did not
appear to be provided routinely and some supervisors did
not fully understand the CSO ro l e .

CSOs were working in a range of organisational stru c t u res and
many were relatively isolated from the community policing
teams. They were often on diff e rent shift systems to their
policing colleagues and, in part i c u l a r, their supervisors. These
aspects raised issues of co-ordination and effective use. The
evidence suggests that CSOs should be managed within
n e i g h b o u rhood policing teams. This would pro v i d e :

• day-to-day support and superv i s i o n

• the opportunity for CSOs to be more fully involved
with neighbourhood policing.

W h e re this was in place, CSOs felt greater job satisfaction
f rom the increased variability of the work, integration with
colleagues and their effectiveness at problem solving.

CSOs generally felt accepted by their police colleagues and
w h e re there was resistance to CSOs it tended to come fro m
police officers who did not work closely with them. Part l y, this
may have been due to inadequate communication within
f o rces, before the arrival of CSOs, which did not pre v e n t
o fficers from feeling threatened about their jobs. However,
acceptance of CSOs tended to improve with incre a s e d
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