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Crowd-Pleasers and Crime Fighters

In 1960, Chicago was rocked by the Summerdale scandal. Eight Chicago cops 
enabled local thief Richard Morrison to burgle locations in the Summerdale police 
district on Chicago’s north side. The officers not only acted as a lookout for the thief 
but also used their squad cars to transport stolen goods from the scene (Benzkofer 
2013). The case resulted in the arrest and conviction of the officers, as well as the 
retirement of Police Commissioner Timothy O’Connor. Mired in controversy, 
Chicago turned to renowned police academic and practitioner O.W. Wilson as the 
city’s next police chief. One of the first things he did to try and restore community 
trust was assign foot beat officers to each district. As Skogan and colleagues pointed 
out, this was largely a public relations exercise: “Not much was expected of these 
officers; they were to be crowd-pleasers” (Skogan et al. 1999: 76, emphasis added).

Are foot patrol officers just crowd-pleasers? Officers on foot have been the back-
bone of policing for the majority of the nearly 200-year history of the modern police 
service though, as we will discuss later, less so in recent decades. There is general 
agreement that officers on foot are central to police-community relations and posi-
tive neighborhood contacts: “Foot patrol is a pillar of community policing that 
stands alone in its simplicity and its impact on communal feelings of fear of violent 
crimes... The presence of a single officer can bring relief to a troubled sector and 
give its populace a new peace of mind” (Giannetti 2007: 22). And while not exactly 
the dominant policing model, foot patrols are widespread. In 2007 (the year most 
recently reported for foot patrol), the majority of police departments in the United 
States used regularly scheduled foot patrols (55%). This number rose to 81% for 
cities with over half a million residents, and 92% for cities with a million or more 
people (Reaves 2010).

Foot patrol is interesting because it changes the nature of social interactions 
between individuals. It slows the pace of approach, allowing an officer to take the 
time to assess the person or group she is drawing near to, and it draws individuals 
much closer together. On a busy city sidewalk, we pass within a breath of each 
other, sometimes brushing against fellow travelers. On quieter streets with few 
pedestrians, we might say good morning to the other person. As one sergeant 


