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ABSTRACT
Police legitimacy is crucial to the maintenance of law and order in any society. 
In communities marred by high instances of societal manifestations of 
dysfunction, tenuous legislative frameworks, poradic implementation, and 
dismantling of crime fighting strategies, there is greater emphasis placed on 
quick-fix crime fighting solutions and policing initiatives. The focus is placed 
primarily on what police officers are mandated to do as opposed to practical 
applications underscored by systematic hindrances to professional practice. 
Examining interview data from a pilot study on police fear of crime in 
Trinidad and Tobago, this study is intended to explore connections between 
police perceptions about personal powerlessness and the exercise of state 
power. Here we examine the discourses of N = 12 senior police officers with 
an average of 22.83 years of service to attain a preliminary understanding 
of instances presenting a conflict between professional practice and 
perceptions of self-preservation. The findings suggest a need for officers’ 
constant consideration of the repercussions of professional competence 
and the need for continued navigation of blurred constructions of police 
legitimacy and subjective determinants of criminality against a backdrop 
of acknowledged personal powerlessness.

Introduction

Academic discussions about policing in Trinidad and Tobago (T&T) tend to focus primarily on police 
as agents of the state (Mastrofski & Lum, 2008), the need for revised policing practices (Kochel, 
2012; Norton, 2013; Pino, 2009), policing initiatives and crime prevention strategies (Wilson, Parks, 
& Mastrofski, 2011), and problematic policing practices (Kochel, Parks, & Mastrofski, 2013; Pino & 
Johnson, 2011). These scholarly positions are alike in their acknowledgement of policing as critical to 
addressing societal manifestations of dysfunction. What is not present in these extensive criminological 
considerations of the multiplicity of police officers’ roles and the numerous policies informing practice 
is acknowledgement of the contexts, conditions or practicality of performance in situations marred 
by political interference, high crime rates, and problematic police/civilian relations. The arguments 

© 2018 informa UK limited, trading as taylor & Francis Group

KEYWORDS
Policing; police perceptions; 
power; powerlessness

ARTICLE HISTORY
received 30 april 2017 
accepted 17 February 2018

CONTACT danielle Watson   danielle.watson@uap.ac.fj

mailto: danielle.watson@uap.ac.fj
http://www.tandfonline.com
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/15614263.2018.1443270&domain=pdf


2   D. WATSON ET AL.

put forward also do little to acknowledge police officers as social actors impacted by social issues, 
which authenticate general anxieties about crime and criminality. In addition, they appear deficient 
in their acknowledgement of police officers as affected by crime in Caribbean countries like T&T 
with tumultuous colonial legacies, large portions of the citizenry prone to criminal victimisation, and 
abnormal instances of power haggling between civilians and state agents (Watson & Kerrigan, 2018).

Despite talks about a significant decline in violent crimes in T&T, the twin island republic continues 
to be ranked among countries with the world’s highest crime rates (Seepersad, 2016). Attempts by 
the government to address the crime crisis have resulted in several crime fighting initiatives with the 
most recent being the purchase of intelligence-gathering equipment for the TTPS valued at US$17.5 
million, and continued attempts to recruit more officers and increase organizational strength from 
the current 6500 officers. The majority of efforts to date place primary emphasis on police, improved 
policing initiative, and police reform. What is not emphasised in these discussions is the position of 
police officers and their perceptions about the practicality of their mandate in the contexts of crippling 
crime, criminality and societal dysfunction. Discussions appear mute on the topic of exaggerated 
occupational hazards in T&T and the illusion of a power imbalance favouring the police (Watson, 
2014, 2016). Even less has been said about officers’ ability to function competently or the existence of 
societal and organizational structures to support policing practices. Their social position as members 
of the same society within which they are expected to demonstrate professionalism brings to bear 
questions about their navigation of professional and personal power domains.

This pilot study sought to provide awareness about how the interface between the exercise of state 
power and personal powerlessness manifest in police professional practice by investigating the per-
ception of officers about their assumed abilities to effectively address issues of crime and criminality 
in the twin island republic. Here we offer initial insights into actual experiences of N = 12 senior 
police officers with leadership and command positions in one of T&T’s policing divisions notorious 
for the highest recorded instances of crime and criminality (Bruzual, 2017). We discuss the challenges 
faced by these officers as they navigate a blurred and shifting power terrain, while also dealing with 
realities of personal powerlessness. The study accepts that police leadership and command impacts 
organizational culture (Casey & Mitchell, 2007). The perception of senior officers therefore provides an 
appropriate context for initiating discussions about state power vs. personal powerlessness of officers, 
while highlighting officers’ discussion of alleged barriers to policing T&T.

Contextualizing policing in Trinidad and Tobago: a historical overview

The historical past of T&T has largely shaped the nation’s contemporary policing practices as well as 
the outlook of the sole law enforcement agency operating within the defined parameters of the island. 
Trinidad and Tobago’s Police Service is mandated by the Police Service Act of 1965 to protect life and 
property, maintain law and order, preserve peace, prevent and detect crime, apprehend offenders, and 
enforce all laws of the land. To accomplish these legally defined mandates, the Trinidad and Tobago 
Police Service (TTPS) adopted a strict enforcement-oriented strategy that today remains the most 
prominent policing model in the country.

The traditional policing approach favoured by the TTPS was first introduced into the country by 
the British imperialists (Bowling, 2010; Mawby, 2003). During imperial rule, the British created the 
traditional enforcement-focused model as an appropriate mechanism of social control within the col-
ony (Mawby, 2003). This model was used not only to fight crime and protect their colonial interests, 
but also to subjugate the indigenous Trinidadians and Tobagonians. Police historians have argued that 
although this system of crime control is unpopular and counterproductive, it has been largely imitated 
by societies that were formerly colonized by the British (Anderson & Killingray, 1991; Harriot, 2000).

British rule in the twin-island state ended in 1962 when the country successfully became an inde-
pendent and sovereign nation. However, the traditional policing mentality of the British did not leave 
with them, but instead progressed into the postcolonial era of Trinidad and Tobago (Wilson et al., 
2011). Stated differently, the Police Service (formerly called the Police Force) continued its traditional 
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colonial policing model, characterized by a paramilitary style of policing. This model is reactive in 
nature, as the police primarily respond to criminal incidents after they have occurred (Bowling, 2010; 
Cordner & Sheehan, 1999). As noted by Wallace (2012), the traditional approach makes police officers 
respond ‘to specific requests from individuals or groups in the community with fast response to calls 
and follow-up investigations, with little else in place to proactively deal with the root causes of crime’ 
(p. 63). This conclusion is not an exaggeration; it speaks to the typical strategy utilized by the police 
in controlling crime. The general belief is that the police make very little effort to understand and 
identify the actual causes of their society’s problems, and place strong emphasis on investigation of 
criminal events, increasing presence in the community, and arresting anyone who commits a crime, 
no matter how minor (Bennett, 2004; Wallace, 2012).

As in most societies, the traditional style of policing has isolated police officers in T&T from the 
public (Wilson et al., 2011) and has made them more or less ‘station bobbies’ who stay at their posts – 
at the police station or in their patrol cars – and go out only when a crime has occurred and a report 
has been made (p. 376). In the traditional approach, the police not only isolate themselves from the 
community and make no effort to know the people they serve, but also isolate the community from 
crime control efforts. Although it has been widely argued that effective crime control requires amalgam-
ating community and policing efforts, consensus from the general public suggest that officers in T&T 
place little value in involving the community in such endeavours. The implications of such percieved 
acts of exclusion are significant, and have been elucidated in the later paragraphs. Mawby (2003) and 
Miles and Sengupta (2006) all contend that with a strict enforcement-oriented approach, power and 
influence originate from the top with no concern for issues vital to the local people in the community.

This traditional approach explains the aggressive strategies and programs implemented by the TTPS 
in fighting crime. Two of these well known crime control programs were ‘Operation Anaconda’ and 
‘Total Policing Day.’ Operation Anaconda, named after the venomous boa, was launched in February 
2002 and was characterized by heavy and prolonged police raids in several parts of the country. This 
operation was a joint effort by the police and soldiers, who conducted raids, stopped motor vehicles, 
searched and frisked people, and made their presence felt in areas they designated as hot spots. This 
operation resulted in mass arrests, and criminals and non-criminals alike were arrested, detained, 
and questioned (Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, & Labor, 2003). The second program, Total 
Policing Day, led to a national outcry as the country was halted due to massive police activities on 
that day. The program, which was launched on Monday, March 23, 2015, was a coordinated effort by 
the police to roadblock all major roads and routes – including main roads, highways, and priority 
bus routes – across the country with the intention of cracking down on criminal events (Trinidad 
Express, 2015). The Total Policing Day led to massive, miles-long traffic jams, which in turn disrupted 
the routine activities of students, workers, and motorists. Both programs and similar initiatives were 
described by the public as counterproductive and claims by political activists and local scholars suggest 
that these initiatives were more likely to aggravate the crime problems they were targeted to address 
(Trinidad Express, 2015).

Countries adhering to the traditional model of policing, with its paramilitary attributes, are faced 
with several significant problems, and T&T is no exception. One of the significant issues facing the 
country is the negative relationship existing between the police and the public (Bennett & Morabito, 
2006). There is deep distrust for the TTPS, and the public constantly challenge the authority of the 
police. This distrust, according to Parks and Mastrofski (2008), discourages people with knowledge of 
criminal events from assisting the police. The low confidence and trust in the police do not come as a 
surprise, given the character and nature of police practice in the country. The paramilitary approach 
that keeps the police in their patrol cars and stations creates a boundary between the police and the 
public, and this is enough to generate anger and discontent among the people. Aggressive police 
tactics like Operation Anaconda and Total Policing Day are believed to have negative connotations, 
and when implemented, automatically cause the public to dislike the police. Police corruption, use of 
excessive force, and incompetence have been offered as explanations for the public’s low ratings of the 
TTPS (Deosaran, 2002; Freedom House, 2010; Pino & Johnson, 2011; Sookram, Basdeo, Sumesar-Rai, 
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& Saridakis, 2010). Police corruption and crime are both endemic (Amnesty International, 2006; 
Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, & Labor, 2003; Deosaran, 2002), and these are exemplified 
by the countless number of complaints levelled against the TTPS (Police Complaints Authority of 
Trinidad & Tobago, 2003).

Another issue associated with the TTPS approach is the alleged ineffectiveness of the police to pro-
tect citizens against victimization (Maguire, Johnson, Kuhns, & Apostolos, 2017). This ineffectiveness 
contributes to high crime rates in the country. Serious criminal activities continue to be major threats 
to the twin-island state, which is inhabited by about 1.3 million people (Emmanuel, 2014; Prentice, 
2012; Sookram et al., 2010). Evidence of this crime threat facing the islands has been demonstrated by 
several sources, including a 2012 report by the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, the 2016 
Caribbean Human Development Report by the United Nations Development Programme, and the 
2016 official crime statistics compiled by the TTPS. Information gleaned from these sources suggests 
that crime rates for both violent and property crimes continue to increase from year to year. Per official 
TTPS statistics, murders have progressively increased from 2014 to 2016, with rates ranging from 30 
per 100,000 of Trinidad and Tobago’s population in 2014 to 35 per 100,000 population in 2016. This 
is a significant 16.6% increase in the number of murders over the 3-year period.

The numbers of reported robberies and burglaries have fluctuated over this 3-year period. For 
instance, in 2014, robberies were 201 per 100,000 population. This rate reduced to 186 per 100,000 in 
2015 and increased by approximately 5% in 2016. Similarly, 195 persons out of every 100,000 of the 
population became victims of burglary and break-ins in 2014. However, there was a rise in break-ins 
to 165 per 100,000 in 2016, a 4% increment more than the previous year. However, reported rape and 
other sexual assault offenses have shown a continuous decline from year to year, with an all-time high 
in 2014 (62 per 100,000) and an all-time low in 2016 (37 per 100,000). The challenges faced by TTPS’s 
in their attempts to protect the citizenry is again demonstrated by the number of reported cases where 
they were able to detect and apprehend the suspects. Overall, in 2014, the police were able to detect 
about 23% of suspects in the cases reported to them; there was a similar percentage in 2015, and in 
2016, the police detected suspects in 24% of the 11,393 total reported cases. This pattern can also be 
seen in the police’s inability to solve specific violent and property crimes. For example, according to the 
police own statistics, suspects in 17, 14 and 15% of murder cases were respectively detected in 2014, 
2015, and 2016. Similar low rates of detection were observed in sexual assault and burglary incidents 
(Trinidad & Tobago Police Service, 2016).

Several significant observations have been made regarding the high crime rates in T&T. First, 
sources such as the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) and the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP) have explained the increasing crime rates on the islands by appeal-
ing to gang affiliation, organized crime, and other drug-related activities (United Nations Office on 
Drugs & Crime [UNODC] & World Bank, 2012; United Nations Development Programme [UNDP], 
2016). According to UNODC and World Bank (2012), ‘the drug trade fuels crime in numerous ways, 
through violence linked to trafficking, by normalizing illegal behaviour, by diverting criminal resources 
from other activities, and importantly with respect to homicide, by contributing to the widespread 
availability of firearms’ (p. 16). The 2016 Crime and Safety Report on Trinidad and Tobago suggests 
that about 81% of murders in the country were committed with firearms. Moreover, gang homicide 
has also become common in the country, comprising about 26% and 35% of homicide cases recorded 
in 2006 and 2009 respectively (UNDP, 2016).

Second, the impact of the increasing incidence of criminal activities in Trinidad and Tobago tran-
scends the boundaries of policing – high rates of citizen distrust and lack of confidence, culminating 
in an overall negative police image – to affect other aspects of development in the country. One of 
these affected areas is tourism. Tourists consider several factors, such as the safety, security, and 
peacefulness of the country, before making the decision to tour a particular country (Cavlek, 2002; 
Sonmez & Graefe, 1998). Studies conducted in T&T have found a direct inverse relationship between 
the country’s crime rates and the number of tourists that visit the islands (Mohammed & Sookram, 
2015; Saridakis, Sookram, & Mohammed, 2013). These studies collectively observed that criminal 
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activities – both property and violent – have damaging effects on tourism on the islands. Tourists or 
foreigners may not be directly victimized, but the fear of being attacked is enough to change their 
minds about visiting the islands.

Third, the crime problem facing the country is not an isolated case in the Caribbean sub-region, 
since other Caribbean countries are facing similar, perhaps more serious crime problems. Countries 
in the sub-region, such as Jamaica, are experiencing high and increasing crime rates (UNODC & 
World Bank, 2012). Comparatively, in 2014, rates of all crimes except homicide in Jamaica were less 
than rates recorded in the same year in T&T. For instance, per the 2016 Crime and Safety Report on 
Jamaica, the rates for rape, robbery and burglary and break-in were 29 per 100,000, 98 per 100,000, 
and 91 per 100,000 respectively in 2014. These figures differ substantially from the ones recorded in 
Trinidad and Tobago in the same year. However, in terms of homicide/murder, Jamaica ranks higher 
than the twin-island state (Mohammed & Sookram, 2015). The Crime and Safety Report on Jamaica 
(2016) recorded a murder rate of 37 per 100,000 in 2014, which is more than the rate in Trinidad and 
Tobago. It is important, however, that this crime comparison be interpreted with caution, especially 
when the countries significantly differ in terms of their population sizes. Jamaica’s population based 
on the country’s most recent census report is approximately 2.7 million, which is twice the population 
of Trinidad and Tobago, with a recorded population of 1.3 million (T&T’s 2011 population census). 
There is a likelihood that this difference explains some of the variations in the crime figures.

Towards improved policing in T&T

Reforming the police to be more professional and community-oriented in any country is a difficult 
undertaking, as it is ultimately a political process and police culture is difficult to change (Cockcroft, 
2014; Collins, Marenin, & Chu, 2016; Zhao, Thurman, & Lovrich, 1995). While there are benefits to 
examining lessons learned from reform efforts in the West that can be applied elsewhere (Murray, 
2007), resistence to community policing and other reforms meant to improve police services and pro-
fessionalism, among other goals, have been met by resistence from the police themselves in the West 
and therefore reform outcomes have been uneven in Western countries such as the U.S. (see Pino & 
Wiatrowski, 2006; Zhao et al., 1995). Implementing reforms that are sustainable cannot be based on 
a one-size-fits-all framework, as countries differ from each other in a number of important domains, 
including historical and current levels of authoritarianism, the organization of policing systems, how 
individual officers and managers make policing decisions, levels of secrecy and accountability, levels 
of police militarization and the relationships between the police and the military, and the impact of 
informalization and privatization of policing and security in the country (Collins et al., 2016; Murray, 
2007). One must also be committed to reform for the long-term, as the effects of reform will not likely 
be realized immediately (Ellison & Pino, 2012; Maguire et al., 2017).

Trinidad and Tobago’s police reform efforts should be viewed within this larger context. It is worth 
noting that despite strong reliance on traditional policing tactics, members of TTPS have made multiple 
significant efforts to transform policing practices and orientation in the country (Maguire et al., 2017; 
Pino, 2009; Wallace, 2012). Specifically, the police have undergone administrative, professional, and 
operational transformation over the years (Wilson et al., 2011). Some of these reforms, however, have 
increased the para-militarization of the police, such as the creation of the Inter-Agency Task Force and 
the Special Anti-Crime Unit of Trinidad and Tobago (SAUTT), both of which were created in part to 
contend with gang-related violence (Pino, 2016). Other reform efforts, however, aimed to improve the 
low legitimacy the police suffer from. These reforms involved efforts to increase citizen participation 
in policing as well as enhance positive interactions between the police and citizens in the community. 
For example, in 1993, the government attempted to implement Western-style community policing, 
but implementation was uneven and support among the police and community dwindled after about 
ten years (Deosaran, 2002; Pino, 2009).

Later, in 2006, the Model Station Initiative (MSI) was introduced to transform the culture of the 
police and, as Parks and Mastrofski (2008) noted, to help officers develop the will and skills appropriate 
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for people-centred policing. The MSI was first piloted in select districts – West End, Morvant, Arouca, 
Chaguanas, and San Fernando – before implementing it in other locations. Wilson et al. (2011) 
observed that the initial locations were selected for the pilot test because of their high crime rates 
and geographic diversity. Other reforms included consolidating more administrative authority into 
the hands of the police commissioner, providing the government more opportunities to help direct 
policy, improving police salaries and equipment, updating officer review policies, and by improving 
civilian oversight, all of which echoed reforms seen as largely successful in Northern Ireland and the 
U.S. (Crichlow, 2016; Mastrofski & Lum, 2008). Unfortunately, uneven implementation, officer resist-
ance, underfunded initiatives, the misallocation of resources, and a lack of genuine civilian or NGO 
involvement led to no significant changes in police organization or behaviour (Pino, 2009; Wilson et 
al., 2011). The traditional colonial model of policing in T&T is likely to stay in the foreseeable future, 
because most recently in 2015 Rudy Guiliani and William Bratton arrived in the country to help the 
TTPS improve police crime detection and investigative skills, but Guiliani and Bratton are known for 
their support of zero-tolerance policies that are notorious for delivering racially biased and repressive 
policing tactics (Pino, 2016).

In sum, policing in T&T mirrors the country’s current reality of compromised leadership (Lazarus-
Black, 2001), organized crime and normalized societal manifestations of dysfunction (Loader, 1997). 
T&T’s colonial legacy of conquest, violence and protection of a delicate governance structure position 
police officers as critical to governance and the state agenda (Kerrigan, 2015). Despite organizational 
mandate to protect and serve all citizens of the twin island republic, police officers continue to occupy 
the media spotlight for reasons not directly related to their policing decree, inclusive of incessant 
involvement in crime and criminality and other forms of police deviance (Pino & Johnson, 2011). 
One is therefore left to question the performance of the TTPS as the most visible arm of the state. Here 
we investigate the perception of officers about their assumed abilities to effectively address issues of 
crime and criminality in the twin island Republic.

The pilot study – approach to data collection and analysis

The pilot group

Twelve officers with an average of 22.83 years of policing experience were selected for the study. All 
of these officers occupied leadership or command roles at the 12 different police posts within the 
Northern Division at the time of interview. Between January and June 2016, the Northern Division 
was reported to have had the highest number of documented crimes. It went on to record the highest 
number of murders and serious crimes for the year 2016, with a total of 124 of the 463 murders, 67 
robberies and the seizure of 129 illegal firearms (Bruzual, 2017). The primary researcher selected the 
particular Division for the pilot based on the high likelihood of officers’ interface with crime and 
criminality as well as her familiarity with the area as part of a previous study. Of the twelve officers, 
seven were previously known (3 from a previous study and 4 from casual encounters) and five were 
referred by other junior officers interviewed for a larger study on police/civilian relations in high-crime 
communities in northern Trinidad. The interviewed officers were either the most senior ranked or 
persons with the most years of service at the respective station within the Division.

Interview procedure

Interviews spanned a two-month period between July and August 2016. All of these were conducted 
individually by the primary researcher using one of two options – face-to-face or What’s App Messenger 
interviews. The seven previously known officers agreed to be interviewed via the What’s App Messenger 
voice note application while the remaining five agreed to face-to-face interviews. Officers interviewed 
using the mobile application were sent the research questions using the What’s App text message feature 
and given the option to respond via text or using recorded voice notes. All officers interviewed gave 
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consent for their responses to be used within an academic context. They were also offered the option 
to validate transcribed interview data. Two of the twelve officers opted to verify that the transcriptions 
accurately reflected their positions, while the remaining ten declined. A copy of the interview protocol 
is provided in Appendix 1.

Analysis

The analysis employs strategies of discourse analysis which interprets language use as reflective of 
social identities and positionalities; as creating and mirroring interactions and affiliations – inclusions 
and exclusions; and as expressive of values, attitudes, aspirations, feelings and beliefs. Discourse, as 
socially constitutive of modes of being and ways of recognizing and languaging the self, is integral to 
meaning creation and evocation of purpose. Discourses are socially situated, shifting, flexible, and 
constantly being invented in relation to social eras and individual life seasons, as well as in relation to a 
host of other discourses – hegemonic and subaltern, mass mediated, national and communal (Wodak 
& Chilton, 2005). At any given point in time, individual discourses also shift in relation to the range 
of identities and roles which human beings are required to inhabit.

This study is particularly sensitive to what the samples of discourse convey about the personal and 
institutional roles of law enforcement officers and their functions as agents of state power in precari-
ous and dangerous contexts in which they perceive themselves as inadequately supported by the state 
apparatuses and communities which they are required to serve. The interview protocol contained 
open-ended questions specifically intended to acquire officers’ views on crime and criminality in 
T&T, their perceived role in addressing these issues and how capable they felt they were to function 
competently in their roles as police officers (see Appendix 1).

Findings

Our focus within this section is a discussion of recurrent themes derived from officers’ responses 
to the interview questions reflecting police power displacement or a flux between state power and 
personal powerlessness. Ultimately what we find is evidence of what Niederhoffer (1967) identified 
as police cynicism, characterized by the police losing confidence in citizens and society in general, 
even themselves. We group and discuss the assumed power flux under three thematic categories as 
empirically discovered from an initial analysis of the data: (1) resource availability, (2) problematic 
legal system and organizational structure, and (3) corruption and compromised professionalism. The 
authors separately identified these categories, reflecting inter-coder reliability.

(1)  The first examined references made to unavailable or inadequate resources available to 
facilitate police performance. We began with an examination of the three (3) references to 
‘resources’ provided in responses to Q7. (b) and work backwards to identify other references 
made to police resources required for performance, inclusive but not limited to firearm, 
vehicle, prisoner housing facilities, monetary or legal support. A total of twenty-one (21) 
such references were made within the data subset. Here we presented selected data extracts 
to allow for commentary and interpretation depictive of general representation and coverage.

Issues pertaining to resource (un)availability

All officers interviewed made reference to lack of firearm, vehicles and holding spaces, manpower 
shortages, unavailable finances, and inadequate technology. One officer referred to the possession of 
illegal firearm by residents as a serious problem, He explained, ‘I ain’t have no fire and every youth 
man on the block packing. Other officers pointed to not having firearm for officers on duty as a 
problem while another admitted to having to ‘hide’ from armed community members because he had 
‘no firearm’. The issue of inadequate resources also affected officers ability to protect themselves and 
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relatives beyond the job. An officer elaborated on this plight as he exclaimed ‘… is me alone, no gun, 
no nothing, my daughter on the field and him and six men …’. Their accounts revealed an inability 
to respond as members of the public are well armed, thus rendering them incapable of executing 
matched force if necessary.

Officers further alluded to insufficient firearm and highlighted the advanced positions of members 
of the public, who not only possess firearm, but possess superior firearm. An officer stated ‘the ghetto 
run more guns than they have in this station on a good day’. Others pointed to criminals having ‘more 
advanced guns’, ‘vehicles’, ‘the latest technology’, ‘financial backing’ and ‘expensive lawyers to get them 
out’ of prison.

The unavailability of resources was presented as another hindrance to officer efficiency. Officers 
admitted to having to use their personal vehicles on the job because there were no vehicles available 
at their respective police stations. An officer explained, ‘we really don’t have what we need to function 
properly’, while another pointed to the inability to train new officers properly in his statement ‘we 
don’t have the resources to properly train new recruits before we send them out’. This, in addition 
to manpower shortages, presented challenges for them. An officer explained ‘Is over three years we 
haven’t had a full turnout for duty, major manpower shortages’. Officers also commented on ‘budget 
cuts’ being cited as a reason for the lack of resources available to them and one officer stated that it 
was pointless at times to make arrests as there were no prison cells to house persons. For these police 
leaders, criminals are believed to be better equipped, thus rendering them ineffective in the line of 
duty. Police leaders feel that they lack adequate support from the government, and contend that they 
could do something about serious crime if they had sufficient equipment.

(2)  The second thematic area examined discourses alluding to issues at the judiciary and organ-
izational level impacting policing. We worked in reverse from the initial identification of 
this problem in Q9. (b) by one respondent to identify similar topical references by other 
interviewees. We combined these responses to inform our discussion of how the identified 
area presents a challenge for officers in the line of duty.

T&T’s problematic legal system & organizational structure

Here, we presented officers’ references to lack of confidence in the legal system, their perceptions 
about complexities in the TTPS organizational structure, issues surrounding training and manpower 
shortages and occupational hazards occurring post-policing functions.

The responses represented in this section alluded to officers’ confidence in the state backing of the 
police mandate. For many of these leaders, the legal system is flawed as criminals are perceived to have 
more human rights than police officers. An officer stated that police are the ones requiring protection 
from criminals. They are therefore rendered powerless as they believe the system within which they 
are expected to function favours those engaged in perceived acts of criminality.

Some officers within the division shared perceptions about complexities in the TTPS organizational 
structure, likely to compromise their power to function competently. One officer shared the following 
view, ‘the system is set up in such a way that crime is profitable to the powerful … police get moved 
around like pawn’. Another stated that ‘police [are] expected to be professional in an unprofessional 
system’, while another pointed to management reshuffling of officers as another issue. They made ref-
erence to a problematic operational system and the arbitrary shifting or ‘reshuffling’ of manpower 
resources in a context already strained for resources.

Police leaders made reference to inadequate training of officers to function in the field coupled with 
insufficient officers in a context where organizational strength is reflected in numbers. One officer 
stated that it was ‘over three years [they have not had] a full turnout for duty’. They made reference to 
officers, primarily new officers, being afraid to perform in the line of duty and credit this to the inadequate 
training received. An officer stated ‘new recruits … fraid they shadow … much less to have your back’. 
They also alluded to the normalcy of understaffing and inadequate manpower support in the field.
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For these police leaders, their powerlessness is evidenced in the organization’s failure to implement 
measures to safeguard them after having executed their policing duties. An officer said ‘Sometimes 
you walking in the mall with your family and you seeing man you lock up for murder or drug related 
charges’. For another, there was expressed concern about what happens after arrests. He stated, ‘when 
people get charged, it has nothing in place to let us know when they get off ’. They are faced with 
issues such as technicalities resulting in the release of alleged criminals, lack of notification about the 
release of apprehended individuals, and the high likelihood of encounters with charged individuals in 
personal settings. An officer said, ‘we catching them and every time they get out, they coming back’. 
Other officers made reference to persons being released ‘on technicalities’. It is quite apparent from 
the data that these police leaders wish they could have more power to jail individuals they suspect are 
criminals even if it would be unconstitutional to do so. These sentiments were expressed in an officer’s 
statement, ‘if twenty people get hold a day you sure nineteen getting off ’. A lack of evidence to hold 
someone in jail is simply seen by these research participants as a technicality. The traditional colonial 
approach systemic to policing in T&T likely informs the desire to engage in extra-legal behaviour.

(3)  The third subset examined references made to corrupt practices and compromised profes-
sionalism within and external to the TTPS directly impacting police performance. We worked 
through the data to identify all mention of corruption and analysed the identified effect 
on policing in a general sense. Twenty (20) such references were identified within the data 
subset. Data discussed within this subset more explicitly addressed the issue of state power 
vs. personal powerlessness, therefore excerpts from all such references were included in the 
discussion of this category.

Corruption and compromised police professionalism – Under this subheading, we discuss officers’ 
responses suggestive of corrupt practices at the governmental, societal and institutional level. Here, 
officers allude to government corruption as a hindrance to policing. One officer stated, ‘rapist and 
thief in the church, gunmen and pushers in the community … and the government corrupt’. Another 
said ‘when criminals in charge is nothing we as police can do’. Powerlessness is presented as a binary 
to not just the spread of criminals within all sectors of the society, but as the downside of the power 
of government officials believed to be engaged in unethical practices. Such powerful individuals exer-
cise their power by making phone calls instructing the overturn of police decisions, thus reminding 
officers of their powerlessness. One officer expressed his view on their perceived powerlessness as he 
states, ‘plenty times you hold somebody for something and you get a call from the higher-ups to let 
them go because that is ah big boy son’.

Police responses also emphasise the span of societal corruption compromising effective policing. 
One officer stated that ‘[criminals] have contacts and the resources to make your life hell’, while another 
shared that ‘before you take on a case you have to find out who the person know and who they have 
on their payroll’. For yet another officer, ‘white collar crime in Trinidad means … you have to ask for 
permission to do your job ….’. Officers suggest that alleged criminals are confident about the flaws of 
the criminal justice system to the point that they feel confident enough to point out the powerlessness 
of the law enforcers. An officer stated, ‘they letting you know they not seeing the inside of a jail and 
they could get all your information if they want’ as ‘crime is a business’. There is also the suggestion 
that persons with resources and alignment to persons with resources or positions of power are able to 
obstruct policing and offer bribes to police officers or other powerful persons to influence the outcome 
of policing decisions. Two officers go so far as to point out the dangers associated with obstruction 
of the functioning of criminal enterprise and open acknowledgement of the entrepreneurial nature 
of crime.

Officers refer directly to corrupt practices and compromised professionalism at the institutional 
level. Two officers make mention of arbitrary transfer of officers as an act of power as one said ‘half 
way through your case you could get pull off or transfer’. In one instance, it is believed to suggest that 
this movement of ‘bad apples’ across the division is as much a demonstration of power as it is an 
attempt to address acknowledged corrupt policing practices. Corrupt police practices such as falsifying 
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documents, and accepting bribes render ‘good’ officers powerless to uphold ethical standards. An 
officer gave examples of corrupt police practices in his statement, ‘officers blocking for their children 
and cancelling tickets or changing-up reports for their friends and family’. Policing for one such officer 
is reduced to acts of self-preservation as he exclaimed ‘is every man for himself at the end of the day’. 
It is important to note that while the police leaders here are describing systemic forms of corruption, 
such as shuffling staff instead of contending with a larger issues, corruption is also often attributed to 
‘bad apples,’ implying that the problems are caused by a handful of corrupt individuals rather than 
a group of people working within a system that promotes corrupt practices in a multifaceted way.

The powerlessness of police officers when faced with corruption and compromised professional-
ism is further expressed in –their comments about the limits of their power or some might argue the 
expanse of their powerlessness. One officer appears accepting of his parameters of functionality and 
his limitations in terms of only being able to uphold the law against powerless ‘small fish’. He states, ‘is 
only the small fish we could take down’. For others, the team presents another challenge as one offer 
points to the inability to rely on team members. An officer explains, ‘these youngsters on my team 
aint no comfort when you out in the field’. Officers’ position of powerlessness appears to be one that 
they accept as one respondent explicitly explains the hopelessness of the situation in his comment

if I try to implement something that blocking you from making a dollar you naturally going to go around me or 
get rid of me and this is the mentality from the top so basically we fighting a losing battle.

Conclusion

In this study we sought to examine how senior police officers in T&T navigate the relationships 
between professional practice, perceptions of police legitimacy within and outside of the police service, 
feelings of personal powerlessness, and police perceptions of self-preservation. We found that there 
were three ways in which police power displacement affected perceptions of personal powerlessness. 
First, police felt that they did not have the resources for firearms, vehicles, manpower, and training 
to successfully engage in crime detection, prevention, and apprehension. Relatedly, a lack of vehicles, 
sufficient firepower, and trust in under trained recruits made police leaders question their ability to 
protect themselves or their family members.

Second, police leaders felt that crime-fighting effectiveness was hindered by T&T’s problematic legal 
system and organizational structure. Police leaders felt that criminals had more rights than the police, 
allowing criminals to avoid conviction due to ‘technicalities,’ and they felt that the government did 
not allow for sufficient training of new recruits, making the new recruits afraid to perform adequately 
in the line of duty. Third, systemic corruption negatively impacted effectiveness. Police leaders spoke 
of officers being shuffled around when problems occurred instead of dealing with these problems by 
removing ‘bad apples.’

The traditional colonial model of policing is still present even after decades of reform efforts, and 
it is painfully obvious in our sample that while there is a lack of trust and networking between the 
community and the police within the Division, there is also a lack of trust among the police leaders 
interviewed for this study in both the T&T government and others in the TTPS such as other police 
leaders and junior officers. Social capital building within and between the community and the police 
are necessary for improvements in perceptions of police legitimacy and for community policing – 
oriented reforms to succeed in the long-term (Correia & Jenks, 2011; Pino, 2001) but according to 
the data presented here this has not been realized, and the traditional model of policing present in the 
country also helps engender the desire for police to engage in extrajudicial behaviour.

The three themes described above also reflect a deeply rooted sense of police cynicism. As 
Niederhoffer (1967) found among police officers in New York, police leaders in Trinidad and Tobago 
interviewed for this study feel alienated from society, and feel that citizens, the courts, and the govern-
ment in general are against them, evidenced in part by the belief that criminals have more rights than 
the police, that citizens do not assist them, and that they are under-resourced. They also lack faith in 
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the junior officers serving under them, feeling that they are trained inadequately. ‘In their Hobbsian 
view the world becomes a jungle in which crime, corruption, and brutality are moral features of the 
terrain’ (Niederhoffer, 1967, p. 9).

Researchers should explore factors associated with feelings of powerlessness among police officers 
in post-colonial contexts further. The above-mentioned lack of trust and other forms of social capital, 
coupled with budgetary constraints, corruption, high crime rates, and perceived low conviction rates 
of serious criminals engender the feeling among police leaders in our study that they are powerless 
to do anything about serious crime while remaining relatively safe in T&T. If officers feel unsafe or 
powerless in other ways due to a lack of adequate firearms, citizen support, governmental support, 
and suitable training among junior officers, in addition to systemic corruption, cynicism will endure, 
and effectiveness and normative behaviour among officers are less likely to be sustainably achieved.

If trust building and government commitment to adequate funding and equipment for the police can 
be realized, community policing reforms might help increase police effectiveness and reduce feelings 
of powerlessness, but the historic reliance on quick-fix programs based on one-size-fits-all reform 
plans inappropriate to the local context will not lead to systemic changes given the persistent presence 
of a colonial policing model in the post-colonial period. In addition, we cannot rely on the police to 
reform themselves. Distrust of the public, cynicism, and a colonial approach to policing are system-
ically rooted in the police service, so it will require long-term planning and commitment, including 
involvement of citizens in the process, in order for reforms to succeed, along with multiple waves of 
evaluation (see Maguire et al., 2017). As Ellison and Pino (2012) point out based on lessons learned 
from reform efforts in eight countries, including T&T, successful reform requires certain conditions, 
including that time and funding commitments should be upheld, that local actors be centrally involved, 
that long-term goals are emphasized, that the process is transparent and accountable, and that there 
is an equal emphasis on security and human rights. However, before those conditions are in place, 
there needs to be a stable and non-repressive government that genuinely attempts to provide the basic 
necessities for living and development, police must be receptive to change, and democratic reform 
of other governmental institutions, including criminal justice agencies, must occur simultaneously 
(Ellison & Pino, 2012). These elements of successful reforms are not in place at the moment in T&T.

Just like other qualitative field studies, the current study is not without limitations and challenges. 
The authors acknowledge the use of twelve interviewees as a limitation. The sample size for the study 
makes it impractical to draw conclusions reflective of the perspectives held by all members of the TTPS 
and the perspectives reflected here do not allow for generalizations about feelings of powerlessness 
by all police officers in the respective policing division. We recommend further investigation into the 
subject matter with much larger sample size drawn from several police divisions and stations across 
the island. Although the What’s App Message interviews occurred without event or interruption, the 
face-to-face interviews presented minor challenges. Interview notes were taken for these meets as these 
officers preferred not to be recorded. Four of the five face-to-face interviews had to be rescheduled on 
multiple occasions because of manpower shortages or other issues requiring immediate attention by 
the most senior officer present, which included but were not limited to authorization to use firearm, 
dealing with a difficult civilian or missing vehicle keys. All responses were transcribed and stored by 
responses to each question in a table for later use.

In spite of these issues, findings analysed in this study have practical implication for police practice 
and research in T&T and in other countries of the global South. We acknowledge that the expressed 
feelings of cynicism and personal powerlessness for the twelve study participants are real and do impact 
their performance as police leaders and senior officials charged with the responsibility of maintain-
ing law and order. Moreover, we believe that there is merit in the examination of the perspectives of 
these leaders as these perspectives allow for the establishment of a context for further dialogue and 
investigation into the value of a larger study on the issue of officers’ perceptions about the ability to 
function competently in the strained policing context presently existing in T&T.
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Appendix 1. Pilot study – interview protocol

Q1. how long have you been a police officer (number of years)?
Q2. What is your rank?
Q3. a. have you ever been the victim of a crime?

b. if yes, what type of crime?
Q4. a. have any of your family members ever been the victim of a crime?

b. if yes, what type of crime?
Q5. a. have any of your family members ever been accused of committing a crime?

b. if yes, what type of crime?
Q6. a. do you believe you are able to protect your family from criminal activities? 

b. explain
Q7. a. do you think police officers are well equipped to deal with crime and criminality?

b. explain
Q8. a. do your views on crime affect how you respond in the line of duty? 

b. explain
Q9. a. have you ever been afraid or uncomfortable to perform in the line of duty?

b. explain
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