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Abstract 

This study investigates the presence of quality assurance, risk management, and audit practices at the 
municipal, provincial and federal levels of law enforcement in Canada. Based on open-ended 
interviews and surveys with management of law enforcement agencies, the study attempts to 
determine the extent to which these practices are in place, the structure of managing these functions, 
including the tools that are used to do so and the role of these functions within the organization. 
There was a high level of consensus around the reasons for undertaking these processes and the 
rankings were also remarkably consistent. The way in which risks are defined varies from 
organization to organization but some common patterns emerge. The study confirmed the challenges 
associated with establishing rigorous professional standards, while balancing the interests of different 
stakeholders in the development and application of the process. 

Public sector organizations are usually held more accountable than their private counterparts because 
they are entrusted with a budget largely composed of public funds (Vincent, as cited in Archbold, 
2005). As such, quality assurance, risk management and audit functions are gaining increasing 
importance in public sector management. These practices are gaining recognition and being 
implemented more frequently and rigorously in an effort to improve the quality of service delivery, 
accountability and transparency. Many policing organizations view them as critical to achieving their 
strategic goals regarding public safety, service and officer safety.  

Background 

Policing organizations represent unique challenges to management theory and practice. There 
is ample evidence of management principles from the private sector being adapted to policing (for 
example, strategic planning processes, corporate communications and marketing) along with 
standard public administration practices (related to budgeting and policy development). Because law 
enforcement agencies routinely deal with risk in a number of ways, risk management is an integral 
process that can be used to identify potential risks and liabilities that could result in some kind of loss 
for both public and private sector organizations. Although risk management is an integral part of 
police accountability, it has only recently emerged in the academic literature on police accountability. 
Given the use of both lethal and non-lethal force, there is a high level of risk/liability involved in 
police work but a survey of 354 American police agencies, revealed that only 14 of the law 
enforcement agencies surveyed (0.039%) identified risk management as one of several tools used to 
control police-related liability within their organizations (Archbold, 2005).  

mailto:wcukier@ryerson.ca�


2 
 

 Although a large body of literature on quality assurance, risk management and audit, there 
has been limited research focusing on these concepts in policing. Our study reveals that different 
levels of police services have evolved their processes in significantly different ways and even use 
different vocabularies to describe the same phenomenon. It is likely that this is due to the fact that the 
processes have followed different paths of development shaped in part by regulation and also 
because they are relatively new disciplines adapted from other contexts. In particular, risk 
management in the public sector is an evolving art rather than a precise science.  

Definitions 

The concept of Quality Assurance has evolved and been applied in unique ways in policing 
organizations. Although organizations use them in different ways, management literature provides a 
starting point for understanding these concepts. Quality Assurance is defined as a type of quality 
management practice and primarily involves establishing organizational procedures and standards for 
quality. It can be defined as the activity of providing, to all concerned, the evidence needed to 
establish confidence that the quality function is being performed adequately (Juran, 1951). As such, 
quality assurance differs from quality control (or audit) in that quality control ensures that the 
procedures and standards established are followed by members of the organization. In the RCMP, for 
example, quality assurance practices are concerned with compliance and adequacy of controls to 
provide management with the confidence that the controls in place are effective and any deficiencies 
are identified and corrected (2007b). Currently there is a wide range of Quality Assurance 
Approaches used worldwide. Truscott (2003) differentiates these approaches as either “big Q” or 
“little q” (Barkel, 2009). 

Table 1: Approaches to Quality Assurance: Little q and Big Q 

 

Design/Methodology/Approach 

In addition to collecting basic information about the police services, the study asks several questions:  

1) How are quality assurance, risk management and audit functions defined, organized and 
resourced in policing? 

Quality Focus Little q Big Q  
Applicability Manufacturing only All products, processes and services 
Scope Technical concern related to ultimate 

customer 
Business concern related to all 
customers; internal and external 

Attitude Reactive after the event control 
Preservation of the status quo 

Proactive preventative approach 
Continual improvement 

Evaluation Conformance to requirement Satisfaction of customer needs and 
expectations 

Responsibility Rely on quality department Company-wide contribution 
Competency Quality people experts in quality Company-wide expertise in quality 
Definition of 
Waste 

Costs associated with deficient 
manufacture. 

All costs that would disappear if the 
right things happen the first time. 

Orientation Compliance Continuous improvement 



3 
 

2) Are there differences in the approaches used for quality assurance, risk management and 
audit among police services?  

3) Is it possible to develop common language and frameworks to allow comparisons and 
development of best practices. 

The survey was sent to 104 police services, which are represented in the Canadian 
Association of Chiefs of Police. A total of 30 people responded on behalf of 23 police agencies. 
Respondents included large police services (with budgets over $500 million and more than 4000 
uniformed officers) included the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP), the Ontario Provincial 
Police, the Sûreté du Québec, the Toronto Police Service and the Service de police de la Ville de 
Montréal. Medium-sized police services with budgets in the $200-500 million range and 1000 or 
more uniformed officers included: Vancouver Police Department, Calgary Police Service, Edmonton 
Police Service, Ottawa Police Service, Peel Regional Police, York Regional Police. Smaller police 
services with fewer than 1000 uniformed officers within Ontario included the Durham Regional 
Police Service, Halton Regional Police Service, Waterloo Regional Police Service, Guelph Police 
Service, London Police Service, Strathroy-Caradoc Police Service and Thunder Bay Police Services

Key Findings 

. 
The survey was supplemented with in-depth interviews with selected police services. 

Although the respondents defined the key terms differently and had distinct approaches, all reported 
some form of quality assurance was in place in their organization. Some of the key findings of this 
study related to the different contexts for quality assurance, the tools used, computerized tools, 
functions, communications and risks 

History and Context 
There are a variety of historical and contextual reasons why approaches to quality assurance vary. 
Some, for example, evolved from traditional financial and audit functions, some from strategic and 
continuous improvement planning processes, some were introduced in response to provincial 
standards for policing and others emerged as part of the municipalities’ broader quality movement. In 
many provinces, there are regulatory requirements which have accelerated the development of these 
three processes. Nova Scotia’s new Police Act, passed in early 2007, defines requirements for self-
audits. Alberta is another province which has policing standards and performs audits, and Quebec has 
a quality assurance movement related to the National Quality Institute (NQI). 
 
 In Ontario, policing at both the municipal and provincial levels is governed by the Police Services 
Act (PSA), which regulates police services provided in Ontario. The PSA empowers the Minister of 
Community Safety and Correctional Services to oversee and be responsible for municipal police 
services in Ontario (Ministry of Community Safety and Correctional Services, 2003). Ontario 
Regulation 3/99 came into effect on January 1, 2001. Section 35 of this regulation requires all police 
services establish quality assurance processes relating to the delivery of adequate and effective police 
services. 
 
Additionally, at the municipal level in Ontario and other provinces, specific processes and 
performance measures concerning policing have often evolved along with quality assurance for other 
municipal activities. Consequently the processes look very different from those seen in the RCMP or 
provincial services. In Ontario, the Municipal Performance Measurement Program (MPMP) was 
established in 2000 to assess how well municipal services are delivered. The MPMP uses financial 
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and non-financial (qualitative) measures to assess cost efficiency, effectiveness and quality of service 
in order to improve accountability and provide a business planning tool to improve operations. In 
municipal police services in Ontario, the performance indicators and key factors include: size of 
police force and contractual salary obligations; size and type of city; size of business sector; capital 
city; crime rate; type and incidents of crimes; transient population; proactive programs and legislative 
changes (Gekas, 2004). Currently, all municipalities in the province of Ontario are required to report 
on the efficiency of public services ranging from fire and policing to libraries in annual MPMP 
reports; however, the thoroughness of the reports have not been consistent: some cities report on all 
aspects of the MPMP while others report only on some. In addition to the MPMP, a number of 
municipalities are participating in the Ontario Municipal Benchmarking Initiative (OMBI). This is a 
program in which a municipality: a) measures its performance or process against other 
municipalities; b) determines how the best-performing organizations achieved their performance 
levels; and c) uses this information to improve its own performance (City of Ottawa, n.d.). The 
assessment of the efficiency and quality of police services is an integral part of the annual 
benchmarking report. Currently, there are eight participating cities: County of Brant, Greater 
Sudbury, Hamilton, London, Ottawa, Thunder Bay, Toronto and Windsor (City of Ottawa, n.d.).  
 
 Fredericton, in contrast, has adopted the municipal approach to policing and is ISO certified. 
 
 Finally, there are also international standards for these functions established by the 
Commission for Accreditation of Law Enforcement Agencies (CALEA) which currently has 
accredited about 10 Canadian police services. It defines a range of quality assurance processes, 
requires self-audits and conducts reviews every three years. This study found that half of respondents 
had membership in the Institute of International Auditors but membership in other organizations was 
fragmented. 
 
 In summary, approaches to quality assurance, risk management and audit have evolved in a 
variety of ways across the country. Government regulations and accreditation agencies have played a 
role in driving the introduction of these services but so have external events and individual police 
leaders. Approaches vary significantly even within provinces with standards embedded in regulation. 
A brief comparison of the quality assurance in Canadian policing is included below in Table 2 
ranging from highly prescriptive through continuous improvement approaches.. 

Table 2: Process Improvement Comparison (E. Barkel, 2009) 
System ULQA 

(RCMP) 
Deming Six 

Sigma 
ISO 9001 
(Fredericton) 

CALEA 
(Edmonton
) 

TQM NQI 
(Quebec) 

Step 1 Identify Plan Define Deming 
(Lupan, 
Bacivarof, 
Kobi, & 
Robledo, 
2009) or any 
acceptable 
improvement 
cycle. 

N/A 

Analyze Results 
Desired 

Step 2 Risk Do Measure Develop Approach 

Step 3 Review Check Analyze Structure Deployme
nt 

Step 4 Correct Act Improve Empowe
r 

Assessme
nt 

Step 5 Follow-
up  Control Focus Review 
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While these cycles appear nearly identical, there are key differences in their implementation, 
including project selection and team formation. 

Systems and Processes Used 
 We found also a wide range of approaches being employed to support quality assurance 
efforts and opportunities to share these across jurisdictions.  While a more detailed study is needed to 
better understand the similarities and differences among Canadian police services, most respondents 
indicated that they were following generally accepted principles. At the same time, they 
acknowledged that there may be unique aspects as a result of their governance or jurisdiction. 
Specific aspects of processes that respondents highlighted as unique included: 
• “A Professional Standards Information System (PSIS) is used by the service as an early 
warning system to track and flag officer conduct issues. Notification is sent to unit commanders for 
early and timely intervention. Audit and quality assurance unit assists senior management in carrying 
out risk assessment in order to identify, evaluate and manage operational risk-related issues that 
represent potential and existing liabilities to the service. The audit work plan is developed based on 
the results of the risk assessment.”  
• “Multiple levels of Assessment Ranking, then final comparison of all Quadrant 9 Risks (high 
probability, high impact).” 
• “Externally accredited. Conduct comprehensive operational audits and the members of the 
audit Unit are trained by the IIA.”  
• “Extensive line-by-line review of its procedures and field tests each line of the procedure in 
preparation for Ministry Inspections. Results are charted, supporting documentation compiled, 
recommendations made and implemented. At a less formal level, ALL members are encouraged to 
make submissions to our electronic suggestion box for suggestions on improving any aspect of the 
service. A Committee of the Executive [sic] reviews the suggestions and responds. If a matter cannot 
be acted upon, reasons are provided.”  
• “A cross-organizational, inter-disciplinary decision-making committee made up of senior 
officers and directors, whose combined experiences and insights offer support in a proactive manner 
by identifying & prioritizing issues, directing and coordinating change, monitoring and evaluating 
responses to recommendations and other issues.”  
• “Since the mid-1990s we have been using a self-audit workbook to measure compliance at 
detachments and bureaus—completed annually and submitted to headquarters for analysis and roll-
up. This was a Word-based document that became cumbersome to use and timely to complete. In 
2006, we began developing a web-based tool.”  
• “Risk-based process. We emphasize not to check everything or to do cyclical reviews but to 
conduct a risk analysis based on our Risk Framework.”  
• “Automated Unit Performance Plan (database) which includes the quality assurance 
component.”  
• “I think that we are pretty unique in our delivering structure of these services; [however], we 
are following the same assurance/compliance-related principles. Our Internal audit adheres to the 
practices developed by the IIAand any other recognized professional body.”  
• “Our audit function model is a combination of the province's Policing Services, the 
international standard of the IIA and U.S. Justice Department's Drug Enforcement Administration.” 
• “Our Risk Management Committee structure and function appears somewhat unique.” 
 The responses to this question also reinforce the value of sharing best practices as many 
services seem to have developed innovative structures, processes and tools to support the function. 
 
Computerized Tools 
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 Most (70%) indicated that their services used computerized tools to support these functions, 
but the extent of computerization varied and several indicated that additional computer support 
would facilitate the process. Furthermore, some were in the process of developing customized 
databases and online tools. Some highlighted tools they had developed and believed to be unique. 
This may be an area for potential collaboration. Some of the systems mentioned included:  
• “A web-based self-audit tool that all detachments will be required to complete quarterly, 
allowing for central analysis of compliance to standards/policies, etc.  
• “Online templates to facilitate reviews and reporting.” 
• “SAP, the records management system (PRIME and Versadex) and regular office software 
are typically used by the audit Unit.” 
• “All internal orders and procedures are posted on an Intranet site. Specialized software (e.g., 
Cognos cube) allows for data mining capabilities for identifying inefficiencies and risk management 
issues.” 
• “Specific software issued by the Commission on Accreditation for Law Enforcement 
Agencies (CALEA) to accredited agencies is used to track our compliance and to prepare for on-site 
assessments every three years. Audit reports are compiled using Microsoft Office applications.”  
• “An electronic suggestion box within our Intranet page. Other recording is by way of 
spreadsheets.” 
• “IAPro software is utilized to operate the Professional Standards Information System (PSIS). 
A Microsoft Access database is used to track the implementation status of audit recommendations.” 
• “Integrated Risk Management Excel applications, resolver ballot for decision support.” 
• “Survey Monkey and Zoomerang for polling risk.” 
• “Videotaping of common areas.” 
 
 The RCMP is one of the agencies which has moved towards integrated online reporting. 
“Recently, the RCMP has developed an automated process to capture core information for five of its 
national programs. The computer-based tool is named the ‘Annual Performance Plan’. The five 
program partners are: Internal Audit, Evaluation and Review (Unit Level Quality Assurance), 
Integrated Risk Management, Strategic Policy and Planning (Balanced Scorecard methodology), and 
Contract, Community and Aboriginal Policing Services (Community/Aboriginal Consultation), 
Learning and Development (Bridging the Gap). On September 29, 2006, the Annual Performance 
Plan (APP) was launched across the RCMP. The APP is a strategic planning tool designed to 
improve the ability of individual detachments and units to plan, evaluate and manage their activities. 
The goal of the APP is to ensure consistent and effective management and strategic planning across 
the RCMP while aligning the entire force, including individual detachments, with the organization's 
overall priorities. It is designed to encourage a focused approach to local priorities and to enable the 
sharing of best practices among detachment/unit commanders. Using the APP, Detachment 
Commanders will be able to provide tangible feedback not only to the communities being served, but 
also to their Commanding Officers and nationally. It is the detachment/unit opportunity to show what 
they can do but also what they cannot do, according to capacity and resources. They can share their 
successes with other detachments and units and communicate gaps or impediments to success in 
order to find solutions. Plans can be tailored to the needs of each community, which makes it easier 
to communicate efforts expended and successes achieved both to the RCMP and to external partners 
and stakeholders. Because the plans can be specifically focused, the precise types of crime being 
addressed will be visibly affected. This will improve the ability to respond and foster a more 
harmonious relationship with the communities served.  
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The Benefits of the Processes 
Respondents were given the opportunity to both rank and describe the benefits of the processes. 
 There was a high level of consensus around the reasons for undertaking these processes and 
the rankings were also remarkably consistent. Respondents were asked to rank the principal 
motivation/rationale for these quality assurance/risk management processes on a 1-5 scale with 1 
being most important and 5 being least important. The top priorities according to a weighted average 
were:  
• Improve the quality of service provided to the public: 48.15% rated this highest with a 
weighted average of 1.93 
• Enhance public safety (44.4% rated this highest with a weighted average of 1.96) 
• Improved officer safety: while 3.85% rated this highest, 34.62% rated this as their second 
priority and the weighted average was 2.85 
• Reduce likelihood of litigation against police (with 44% rating this as least important and a 
weighted average of 4.12)  
• Improve the cost-effective allocation of resources: 44.4% rated this as least important and a 
weighted average of 4.0. 
• Increased accountability was also mentioned as a priority. One respondent indicated that all 
five priorities were equally important. 
•  
Table 3. Benefits of Quality Assurance/Risk Management (Percent of Respondents) 
 

 1 
(most 
important
) 

2 3 4 5 
(least 
Important) 

Rating 
Average 

Enhance public safety 44.4% 29.6% 11.1% 14.8% 0.0% 1.96 
Improve the quality of 
police service provided 
to the public 

48.2% 18.5% 25.9% 7.4% 0.0% 1.93 

Improved officer safety 3.9% 34.6% 42.3% 11.5% 7.7% 2.85 
Reduce likelihood of 
litigation against police 4% 4% 12% 36% 44% 4.12 

Improve the cost 
effective allocation of 
services 

3.7% 11.1% 11.1% 29.6% 44.4% 4.0 

Other:  
1) Increase accountability 
2) They are all equally important 

 
 When describing the benefits, respondents argued that these processes are tightly linked to 
both efficiency and effectiveness in policing. For example, one respondent suggested that “the 
quality assurance and risk management processes/procedures are both proactive with the potential to 
mitigate harm to the public and staff as well as increase efficiency in delivering top quality policing 
services.” 
 
View of Function 
 While respondents see their function as key to supporting the strategic imperatives of 
community safety, service delivery and officer safety, they expressed concerns that the function is 
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not well understood in this way throughout the organization. One of the most common 
recommendations was the need to build a common understanding of the different processes and their 
role. They also identified a need to integrate risk management into planning and day-to-day 
operations.  
 
Understanding and Communications Concerning Quality Assurance and Risk Management 
 Most of the organizations responding had risk management processes in place or had 
processes under development. However, less than half of the services (45.8%) were certain that there 
was a common understanding of risk management in the organization. Many respondents reported 
that training was underway or that their organizations are in the process of building awareness. Some 
indicated that the interpretation was affected by the nature of the operation. For example: “The 
general term 'risk' is well understood; however, it may be interpreted differently by each person 
depending on their rank or position, e.g., a senior officer may interpret risk, associated to an incident, 
from an organizational perspective while a constable may interpret the risk associated to same 
incident from the personal liability or punitive perspective.”  
 One of the most common recommendations was the need to improve understanding of these 
processes. Particular emphasis was placed on the need to “ensure that each member appreciates the 
need for quality assurance from ALL perspectives and is not viewed from their own particular lens.” 
The importance of integrating the concepts throughout the management function was also 
emphasized. For example, some identified the importance of better integrating risk management into 
the business planning process, particularly the Environmental Scan, Strengths, Weaknesses, 
Opportunities, Threats (SWOT), etc. Others stressed the need to “Ensure an organizational 
understanding that good management requires all these components. They should not be an 
afterthought or viewed as supplementary (or redundant) processes.” Underlying some of these 
comments appeared to be a sense that the function was not well understood, nor was it an appropriate 
priority. Most did have formal communications in place. For example, a typical organization 
reported: “A service policy/procedure was developed and distributed to all members of the Service 
which lays out the Service’s risk management philosophy and identifies the roles and responsibilities 
for all members respecting risk management. Members are required to read and sign a policy 
signature log indicating that they have read and understood the policy. In addition, all members have 
either received a risk management introductory training session or are scheduled to receive that 
training in the near future. However, increasing awareness was a priority recommendation for many 
respondents. 
 
Risks Tracked 
 There was a high level of commonality among organizations in terms of the risks they 
tracked. More than half of the respondents tracked risks associated with the external environment, 
operations, human resources, potential legal and regulatory risks, and risks associated with 
information as well as technology and infrastructure.  The way in which risks are defined varies from 
organization to organization but some common patterns emerge as illustrated in the table below. The 
top risks are those associated with the external environment (80.77%) and operational risks 
(76.92%). However, a review of documents for different agencies indicated a huge variance in the 
categories and number of items, as well as the process for calculating and tracking them.  
 
Table 4: Which Risks Are Measured?  

Risk Percentage  
1. Risks Associated with External Environment (media, public, 
government) Examples: Funding; reputation; public confidence 

 
80.77% 
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 Among those highlighted in “other” were “culture—risk of the status quo”, “reputational 
RISK is our principal concern, with all others coming into play depending upon the event 
circumstances”, and “public and justice system scrutiny of investigations.”  
 
Support for the functions 
 The major impediments cited by the respondents were associated with the degree of support 
from senior management, with human resources and training, as well as awareness of the importance 
of quality assurance.  Respondents interpreted this in different ways: on one level to refer to moral 
support by management, and on the other, to refer to having resources needed to undertake the 
function effectively. While some respondents indicated that quality assurance/risk management and 
audit were recognized, valued and supported by senior management and the majority of staff, they 
also indicated that more support would be helpful and highlighted the need for additional, trained 
staff. 
 
Feedback 
 While it is generally understood that quality assurance processes need to be linked to 
outcomes, the extent to which there were formal processes in place to provide effective follow-up 
and to track results varied. In some organizations, the quality assurance and risk management process 
is extremely comprehensive but it is not clear that all the data collected is put to good use. In general, 
there is little usefulness in collecting data if it will not be analyzed and fed back in some way. It is 
easier to effectively integrate these processes into management and operations if participants see the 
value of the associated paperwork (electronic or otherwise).  
 
Follow-up mechanisms 
 In many agencies, there were weaknesses identified in the follow-up mechanisms and the 
ways in which managers are required to respond to findings and recommendations. 
 Some agencies indicated that there were formal processes for ensuring that “quality assurance 
and audit recommendations are tracked by management until compliance is achieved and verified, as 
necessary.” But, others acknowledged that improvements were needed in this area. 

2. Risks Associated with Human Resources 
Examples: Potential crisis—recruiting and retention. Employee/employer 
relations—workplace harassment, etc.  

 
69.23% 

3. Operational Risks 76.92% 
4. Potential Legal and Regulatory Risks 
Examples: Somewhat as civil litigation becomes more prevalent. Also, 
demands on staffing via mandatory training and expected standards. 

 
65.38% 

5. Risks Associated with Technology and Infrastructure 
Examples: Emergency/Contingency and business continuity 

 
65.38% 

6. Risks Associated with Strategy 53.85% 
7. Risks Associated with Governance 46.15% 
8. Risks Associated with Information 
Examples: Information sharing with other agencies and responsibility for 
accuracy and timelines 

 
61.54% 

9. Financial and Administrative Risks 50% 
10. Other 26.92% 
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Conclusions and Recommendations 

 The study confirmed the challenges associated with establishing rigorous professional 
standards, while balancing the interests of different stakeholders in the development and application 
of the process. For example, effective processes must link to strategic priorities, such as community 
safety and accountability, and processes while respecting the operational realities of the front line. In 
addition, we found that the processes need to fit with the reality and resources of the organization, 
ensuring that the reporting requirements are cost-effective and aligned with corporate priorities and 
objectives. We were not able to obtain much information about the scale of these functions or their 
costs although it is clear that larger organizations have committed extensive staff and resources. It is 
also clear that these efforts need to be scalable—small services cannot undertake the same level of 
activity as larger services with more infrastructures.“Striking a balance” is one of the major 
challenges facing those in quality assurance, risk management and audit functions. As one 
respondent noted, “audits should only be conducted when the expected benefits exceed the cost (cost-
benefit analysis should also apply to audits themselves).” It is important to consider the 
administrative burden and the impact on morale of processes that are perceived to be too 
burdensome. At the same time, one respondent noted it is important to recognize “the costs of doing 
nothing.” It is often difficult to measure the value of effective risk management but we most certainly 
can see the impact of high profile failures. An area for further examination would be how to 
effectively strike the balance. One of the principal limitations of the study stems from the relatively 
small number of respondents, all of whom work within the functional areas, being examined. More 
research to explore the view of other stakeholders engaged in the process would be beneficial.  
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