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Advocacy and Academia: 
Considering Strategies of 
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Abby Deshman & Kelly Hannah-Moffat*

In March 2009, Ian BrodIe, forMer chIef of staff for canadIan PrIMe 
Minister Stephen Harper, spoke at a McGill University conference on the role 
of evidence in government policymaking. His appraisal was frank and candid. 

He stated that the government, specifically the Conservative government that was 
in power until defeated by Justin Trudeau’s Liberal Party in the October 2015 
election, “never really had to engage properly in the question of what evidence 
actually shows about various approaches to crime” (Brodie 2009). Indeed, the fact 
that various academics were speaking out against the Conservative government’s 
“tough on crime” policy reforms was politically advantageous for the government:

During my time as a practitioner of public policy in Mr. Harper’s govern-
ment I was piqued, from time to time, to see our government attacked 
by students of public policy for embarking on policies that some of them 
thought lacked a firm basis in evidence. Every time, for example, we 
proposed amendments to the Criminal Code, sociologists, criminologists, 
defense lawyers and liberals … attacked us for proposing measures that 
the evidence, apparently, showed did not work. It was a good thing for us 
politically that sociologists, criminologists, and defense lawyers were and 
are all held in lower repute than conservative politicians for the voting 
public. Politically it helped us tremendously to be attacked by this coali-
tion of university types. So we never really had to engage properly in the 
question of what evidence actually shows about various approaches to 
crime. And Canadians who noticed rising rates of youth and violent crime 
came to the common sense conclusion that whatever was being done to 
tackle it was not working. (ibid.)
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and the institutional operationalization of policy reforms.
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This antipathy toward criminological knowledge has concrete effects. Since 
taking power in 2006, Canada’s Conservative-led federal government has introduced 
more than 80 criminal justice, sentencing, and corrections reform bills.1 In 2011, 
during the first parliamentary session after successfully forming a majority govern-
ment, the Conservative majority passed 70 percent of the criminal justice-oriented 
bills, including Bill C-10, an omnibus crime bill that combined amendments from 
nine separate bills that had failed to pass in previous sessions of Parliament. Leg-
islative reform has continued in recent years. In January 2015 (an election year), 
the government introduced new sweeping anti-terrorist legislation and signaled 
the arrival of Criminal Code amendments to allow for life sentences without the 
chance of parole (Anti-Terrorism Act 2015; see Fine 2015). As described in a 
letter from the office of Justice Minister Peter Mackay to the Ottawa Citizen, the 
federal government’s legislative agenda aims to “transform the justice system so 
that it is no longer centered on the welfare of criminals” and instead to refocus it 
on “the protection of society and the redress of victims”—even if these measures 
run contrary to research and evidence about the expected outcomes of this policy 
(Seymour 2015).

The irony of the federal political antipathy toward criminological evidence 
is that it occurred within a policy context saturated by calls for “evidence-based 
practices.” Although evidence-informed policy reform is now tightly linked to 
research funding,2 criminologists are more preoccupied than ever about the gap 
between criminological research findings and political policy prescriptions. Re-
searchers have long grappled with related issues (Brodeur 1999; Rock 2014). For 
example, criminologists have tried to address the troublesome nature of crimino-
logical knowledge, the role criminology ought to play in public discourse, and the 
impact of public perceptions and political partisanship on various forms and levels 
of policy. More recently, various authors have advocated “public criminology” as 
one particular response to the apparent disconnect between evidence and policy. 
Advocates of a public criminology typically acknowledge that the politics of crime 
policy are intrinsically controversial and deeply contested, that criminological 
“evidence” is always partial and conditional, and that policy prescriptions are often 
disputed and contingent on epistemological positions (Currie 2007; Garland and 
Sparks 2000; Tonry and Green 2003; Turner 2013; Uggen and Inderbitzin 2010). 
Nonetheless, most agree that criminological knowledge can contribute to a better 
politics of crime and its regulation (Loader and Sparks 2011). Skeptics of public 
criminology argue that this antagonistic political and social terrain is a significant, 
and perhaps insurmountable, barrier that almost guarantees that serious engagements 
with “evidence” are unlikely. As Ruggiero (2012, 154) has summarized, there is 
a sense that the political elite is largely “contemptuous of democracy, of ‘better 
policies’ and, for that matter, of knowledge itself.” Sim (2011, 725), for example, 
questioned how criminology can engage with a political process that is so steeped 
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“in the turgid mire of such hypocritical cynicism.” Ruggiero responded by suggest-
ing that “advocates of public criminology may rightly contend that, while being 
a site of power struggle, politics is also an arena where conflicts are resolved and 
resources allocated, therefore making reform attempts worthwhile” (2012, 155). 
Similarly, Loader and Sparks (2011, 122) noted that in democratic societies, the 
political and policy arenas are spaces “where we reconcile competing values and 
interests and determine the public good, a means of arriving at—and recursively 
revising—collective self-understanding of the question how do we want to live 
together?” From this perspective, criminology can facilitate an enhanced politics 
of crime by enabling dialogue about crime and its management.

Some analysts of public criminology have identified negative consequences 
of the purposeful commodification of criminological knowledge by “right-wing 
think tanks” (Wacquant 2011) and the government’s instrumental use of adminis-
trative criminology or “compliant experts” (Hope 2008). This normative critique 
of criminology is salient but also potentially applicable to any effort to marshal 
criminological evidence in favor of policy changes, whether from the Right or 
Left of the political spectrum. As a result, the kinds of knowledge used in public 
discourses can depend on the sociopolitical context. Knowledge involves complex 
politics and the capacity of critical voices to infiltrate institutional criminal justice 
dialogues is debatable. Yet some scholars feel that the end justifies the means, if 
the knowledge generated produces a politically desirable outcome (Turner 2013).

Previous critiques tend to be nihilistic and to draw on limited and static charac-
terizations of “policy criminology” that are often ambiguously linked to government 
research branches, commissioned research, and contractual relationships that limit 
academic freedom and/or specify research questions. Public criminology and coop-
eration with civil society is positioned as an alternative to this “captured” form of 
criminological work: one that is directly relevant to “real world” interests and can 
affect concrete outcomes, but is not beholden to institutional, political, or narrow 
actors. Public criminology is also often presented as “a principled response to the 
apparently deliberate drowning-out or sidelining of inconvenient criminological 
evidence by government, and the bias introduced by its skewed research agenda” 
(ibid., 151; see also Hope 2008; Morgan and Hough 2007; Walters 2003, 2008). 
Although this is an understandable juxtaposition, it fails to capture the nuanced 
ways in which academic criminologists engage public discourse and participate in 
various policy dialogues with governments and civil society.

Building on Turner’s research about how “criminologists as ‘bearers and inter-
preters of knowledge’ can realistically and democratically hope to contribute to a 
‘better politics’ of crime and criminal justice under contemporary socio-political 
conditions” (Turner 2013, 157), we conducted a case study on police disclosures 
of criminal records to explore various kinds of policy engagement. Our research 
goal was to support a more culturally nuanced, pluralistic understanding of civil 
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society that encourages nuanced and productive collaboration between academ-
ics and various policy-engaged actors (staff researchers, nonprofit organizations, 
lawyers, and advocates within various organizations).

Our case study revealed the dynamic processes that led to significant policy 
changes in police disclosures of criminal records in one Canadian province. We 
will show how engaged researchers can inform and participate in reciprocally 
beneficial, robust, evidence-based dialogues about policy and its limits and con-
sequences. Part I of this case study recounts in broad strokes the events that led 
to policy reform in this area, as well as the specific roles of academics in this 
process. The exploration of academics’ participation adds to conceptual debates 
about the role of public criminology by showing how academics and NGOs can 
engage collaboratively with the policy process in ways that are fluid and influential, 
yet sporadic and ambiguous. Our results demonstrate how academic, NGOs, and 
government coalitions can be meaningfully assembled and then disassembled to 
address a particular policy question. This process requires willing participants, but 
our study demonstrates that such connections can be formed and decoupled, and 
can foster empirically informed debates that encourage academic autonomy and 
allow for wider ideological and political differences among NGOs, institutions, 
and researchers.

Part II identifies and analyzes two elements of the case study: the benefits 
and pitfalls of academic interaction with civil society, and the key importance of 
maintaining an objective and professional academic perspective. Cooperation be-
tween civil society and academia in this study demonstrates several of the benefits 
theorized by those writing on public criminology. We also advocate, however, for a 
more nuanced understanding of civil society. Like academics, policy organizations 
(for-profit and NGOs) span the political spectrum and have specific and diverse 
intrinsic interests that dictate how, why, and when they engage with criminological 
knowledge and research. Debates about public criminologies have yet to capture 
this diversity, which affects how policy-conscious academics engage in public 
areas. We also draw attention to elements of the case study that highlight the im-
portance of maintaining the perception of academic impartiality and objectivity. 
Several authors have previously argued that maintaining academic independence 
and professionalism would be key to effective public criminology; our findings 
support these theoretical predictions. We also argue, however, that it is important 
not to overstate this feature. The processes of public criminology can magnify the 
impact of inherent biases and particularized academic perspectives. Recognizing 
the operation of these selection biases becomes important as academics engage 
with civil society actors. Finally, we reflect on the implications of our findings 
for public criminology in general, and in particular for the ambiguous boundaries 
between public and policy criminology.
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Part I: Police Record Checks in Canada

Background and the Road to Policy Change

Risk-adverse decisionmakers are increasingly requesting background checks and 
taking precautions to screen potential employees, educators, immigrants, volunteers, 
tenants, and even dating prospects. Requesting a police background check has 
become a routine part of screening and evaluating applicants in many sectors, 
and this is justified and legitimized using terms such as preventative security, risk 
minimization, accountability, and safety (Backman 2012; BCIPC 2012, 2014; CCLA 
2014a; JHSO 2014; Pijoan 2014). This trend has significant societal implications, 
because a criminal record now poses significant barriers to employment and civic 
participation. A substantial body of scholarship has documented the personal, 
social, and economic barriers faced by those with a criminal record (Blumstein and 
Nakamura 2009; Lam and Harcourt 2003; Love 2005; Naylor, Paterson, and Pittard 
2008; Pijoan 2014; Pinard 2010; Ruddell and Winfree 2006; Stoll and Bushway 
2008; Uggen 2000). Governments also recognize the social and individual injustices 
experienced by individuals who have successfully completed their judicial sentence, 
but are nonetheless excluded from standard legal entitlements, the labor market, 
and reintegration into the wider community. A range of legislative provisions 
now give individuals the right or opportunity to have findings of criminal guilt 
removed from their official record after certain periods of time (e.g., pardon, record 
suspension), or prohibit private- and public-sector discrimination on the basis of 
various types of criminal records (for an overview of Canadian laws, see CCLA 
2014a). International efforts seek to limit the scope of record checking, identifying 
privacy concerns and challenging the constitutionality of these practices, which 
are tightly connected to forms of systemic discrimination (Henry and Jacobs 2007; 
Jacobs 2015; Pijoan 2014). At a more individual level, defense lawyers advocate for 
their clients by listing records-related consequences, while social service providers 
try to promote opportunities for employment and social engagement for individuals 
released from prisons.

Most Canadians assume that an individual with a criminal record has been 
formally convicted of a crime by a court of law. In Canada’s sentencing regime, 
however, a criminal record also applies to individuals who have been discharged: 
people found guilty of committing criminal offenses, but not formally convicted. 
A significantly wider range of contacts with the police/justice system is being re-
corded, retained, and disclosed in various “record-check” contexts. Rules guiding 
the type of information retained and disclosed by police in record checks are not 
transparent, accessible, or consistent across police services. In many Canadian 
jurisdictions, criminal record disclosures include information about noncriminal 
exchanges: police transport to a hospital for an attempted suicide; preliminary 
police apprehensions under the Mental Health Act; and some complainant or vic-
tim information retained and used by police to manage calls, investigations, and 
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daily work. Sometimes allegations are even disclosed, including police warnings, 
designation as a suspect or person of interest, or instances in which an individual 
was formally charged but received non-conviction dispositions such as an acquit-
tal, withdrawal, or stay of proceedings due to innocence or lack of evidence. As a 
result, individuals—many of them unaware that they had a police record, much less 
that it would be disclosed on a record check—are being fired, denied meaningful 
volunteer experience, detained at borders, and prevented from accessing services 
or work placements needed to complete degrees and certifications (Quirouette, 
Hannah-Moffat, and Maurutto 2015).

In 1987, the British Columbia Ombudsman criticized the disclosure of non-
conviction records, documenting the adverse effect of this practice, including 
discriminatory forms of exclusion. In the early 2000s, public awareness about 
these issues increased due to the substantial expansion of police record checks for 
employment and volunteering purposes (CCLA 2014a). Social service providers 
(e.g., the John Howard Society, which works with individuals in conflict with 
the law) and lawyers began receiving complaints about the kinds of information 
contained in record disclosures (Cavoukian 2007). Lawyers, service providers, 
and court actors had often told clients facing criminal charges that upon success-
ful attendance and completion of voluntary programming, their charges would be 
stayed or withdrawn and they would not have a criminal record. Despite not hav-
ing been convicted or found guilty of a crime, these individuals felt stigmatized, 
betrayed, and tricked upon discovering that record checks had revealed a record 
and prejudiced their job prospects, education, travel, and community involve-
ment. Individuals who the police had transported to the hospital contacted mental 
health advocacy and service organizations after that information was disclosed in 
the process of job applications, or they had experienced difficulties crossing the 
border into the United States.

Much of the initial advocacy and social-political mobilization around police 
record checks in Canada took place in Ontario, where a broad coalition of civil 
society actors converged to increase awareness about the disclosure of police 
records related to mental health and to advocate for change. Court cases, human 
rights complaints, and arbitration actions were initiated in the mid-2000s, based 
on claims of discrimination, privacy invasion, and constitutional violations due 
to the retention, disclosure, and use of a variety of non-conviction records.3 Such 
advocacy eventually included all forms of police contact involving non-convictions. 
Quasi-independent government bodies such as privacy commissioners and human 
rights commissions conducted discussions with individual lawyers, police bureau-
crats, and academics working in related areas. Similar challenges have emerged 
in the United States, the United Kingdom, and Australia (Backman 2012; Henry 
and Jacobs 2007; Jacobs 2015; Naylor 2011; Thomas 2007; Thomas and Hebenton 
2013). Unlike some international counterparts,4 Canadian case law did not gener-
ally have a significant impact on existing practices: most changes emerged from 
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grassroots advocacy and mutually beneficial partnerships.5 Police organizations 
responded to community concerns and human rights litigation by attempting to 
systematize and bring best practice standards to the ad hoc, highly variable, and 
localized police practices.6 Civil society organizations such as the Canadian Civil 
Liberties Association and the John Howard Society of Ontario released a series 
of in-depth legal and sociological research reports (CCLA 2012, 2014a,b; JHSO 
2014), which attracted significant media attention (Cribb 2014b,c).

In 2014, years of research and discussion between policing leaders and civil 
society culminated in fundamental changes to Ontario’s best practice guidelines 
for police record checks. This was a provincial election year, and media cover-
age of the reports resulted in commitments from campaigning party leaders to 
address the issue, should they be elected (Benzie and Cribb 2014). In July 2014, 
two months after the reports were published, the Ontario Association of Chiefs 
of Police (2014) released revised record check guidelines. The new guidelines 
prohibit disclosure of police contact if no criminal charges were brought, such 
as police records of mental health apprehensions, witnesses, victims, community 
contacts, and individuals who were accused or suspected but never charged with a 
crime. The guidelines significantly restricted the release of information concerning 
individuals charged with crimes but never found guilty, reserving such disclosures 
to exceptional circumstances at the most in-depth level of search. These Ontario 
guidelines, although voluntary, provided hope for individuals who were experienc-
ing prejudice due to the disclosure of non-conviction records. Within six months, 
40 of the 52 Ontario police services surveyed confirmed that they were complying 
or intended to comply with the non-conviction disclosure limits set out in the new 
guidelines (CCLA Survey of Compliance with LEARN 2014 Guidelines, unpublished 
manuscript). However, civil society and policing leaders agreed that legislation 
to ensure province-wide consistency was still necessary. By December 2014, the 
Ontario government made a formal commitment to introduce legislation that would 
ensure consistency in police practices (Cribb 2014c) and in June 2015 introduced 
the Police Record Check Reform Act, which if passed will standardize police checks 
across the province and restrict the release of non-conviction records (Government 
of Ontario 2015). Awareness and advocacy around this issue transcend Ontario. In 
2014, the British Columbia Information and Privacy Commissioner released what 
she described as “one of the most important investigation reports, if not the most 
important” report she had ever issued, recommending that non-conviction records 
be removed from all levels of police check (Office of the Information & Privacy 
Commissioner for British Columbia 2014, 3).7

Assembling a Network to Promote Evidence-Based Reform

Academics were also involved in this public discussion and policy change. Many 
were aware of the vast, largely US-based literature on the impact of criminal 
records on citizenship rights, employment, and immigration (Backman 2012; 
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Jacobs 2015; Mustafa, Kingston, and Beeston 2013; Thomas and Hebenton 2013), 
but few were familiar with Canadian processes of record checking, the expanded 
role of private security companies outsourced to provide record checks, the range 
of contexts that demand record checks, or even the type of information disclosed. 
Thus, most academics in general and criminologists in particular were not aware of 
the burdensome and hidden effects of non-conviction record disclosures. Although 
many had examined the marginalizing and stigmatizing impacts of criminal records 
of conviction (Backman 2012; Jacobs 2015; Pager 2003), they did not extend their 
analyses to non-conviction records. The first academic article on this issue was 
published in 2014 (Uggen et al. 2014).

However, academics had been commenting on the effects of current record 
disclosure practices and organizational concerns about risk and fear of crime, 
as well as on the development of meaningful policy alternatives. The following 
case study illustrates how a temporary “public criminology” partnership evolved 
organically between two community organizations and independent academics, 
informing the ongoing policy discussion and eventually reform. It serves as an 
example of public criminology and shows how researchers can inform and partici-
pate in reciprocally beneficial evidence-based dialogues about the consequences 
and limits of public policy.

In 2013, a policy analyst at the John Howard Society of Ontario approached 
two academics at the University of Toronto who were working on a specialized 
court project. The analyst explained that court clients and others had told her orga-
nization about a disjuncture between the information actually being disclosed on 
record checks and what specialized court and diversion had promised clients (i.e., 
no criminal record with an absolute or conditional discharge or complete diver-
sion resulting in a withdraw of charges, provided they entered a court-mandated 
programming). The John Howard Society is familiar with front-line experiences 
and concerns of individuals in conflict with the law. Its provincial branch has an 
in-house criminal justice research center that could examine how non-conviction 
records affect their clientele.

The initial conversation about the emerging issue of non-conviction records 
and police record checks revealed a hitherto unintended (and understudied) effect 
of specialized court practices that routinely encourage clients to plead guilty and 
attend mandatory programming in exchange for a lighter sentence (typically a form 
of absolute or conditional discharge). This sparked a new line of inquiry, eventu-
ally leading to a research project that systematically explored the barriers posed by 
non-conviction records (Hannah-Moffat and Maurutto 2012). The research project 
found that the effect of releasing non-conviction information is similar to that of 
disclosing a criminal record. In multiple instances, police background checks 
disclosed a non-conviction disposition (e.g., peace bond, withdrawn charges, and 
allegations), causing people to lose their jobs or compromising other opportunities 
and pro-social support. These checks had particularly negative effects on accredi-
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tation or licensing (i.e., professions in the fields of law, medicine, and education) 
placements, where participation requires submitting to the most in-depth level of 
police background check. Our research documented a diverse range of unintended 
consequences and injustices of disclosures. Students finishing teacher’s college or 
social work school were shocked to discover that they would not qualify for field 
placements and were therefore unable to graduate. In some cases, the record was 
cleared and the student only suffered stress, delays, and financial loss. When the 
process of clearing the record took too long or was prohibited, the young person 
was unable to finish school but was burdened with a heavy student debt nonethe-
less. One young man who had once threatened suicide and was taken to the hospital 
had applied to join the military. His background check revealed a police record, 
causing him tremendous difficulty. These examples point to concerns about barri-
ers to seeking emergency medical assistance, as well as the precariousness of the 
presumption of innocence when acquittals and/or charges are stayed, withdrawn, or 
never applied, but contact with the police and courts is still equated with de facto 
guilt. Several participants stated that the release of non-conviction reports increased 
their risk of deportation. Circulation of non-conviction information to third parties 
and privatization of the background checking industry were also important issues, 
due to information-sharing arrangements with US border officials and the involve-
ment of private companies in the distribution and storage of sensitive information. 
Together, the findings supported the claims of policy reform advocates and provided 
more systematic empirical evidence than that provided by advocates and lawyers, 
who focus on individual cases and are not equipped or funded to conduct larger 
research projects.

After the research project began, the John Howard Society of Ontario and the 
Canadian Civil Liberties Association cohosted an invite-only symposium about 
non-conviction records and police record checks. The audience was decidedly 
nonacademic: police representatives, civil society organizations, and government 
officials. In the first session, an academic presentation of the preliminary findings, the 
long-term effects of criminal and non-conviction records were discussed. Although 
the findings had not been published, the methodological rigor of the research dem-
onstrated that the individual cases identified by civil society organizations reflected 
aggregate trends and identified a series of unintended and potentially contradictory 
effects of police disclosures. For example, Hannah-Moffat and Maurutto argued that 
although the intent of police disclosures of non-conviction information related to 
diversion, arrest, or discharges was not to stigmatize the offender (they are explic-
itly designed as an alternative to the criminal justice process), they do negatively 
affect the accused. The same was true when a withdrawn charge was a signal of 
insufficient evidence, as well as with a discharge—a purposeful judicial decision 
to register a finding of guilt without the permanence and effects of a conviction. In 
such cases, recipients of the information typically use the disclosure of these events 
just as they would conviction information. Consequently, such disclosures produce 
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a marginalized status that unintentionally excludes this group from employment, 
housing, and educational and financial opportunities, leaving them with few op-
tions and thus with the potential to continue to be or become criminally involved.

The researchers also raised questions about public safety and the limited capac-
ity of record checking to promote safety. They argued that record disclosures are 
misleading indicators of risk due to the unreported nature of some interpersonal 
crime and to changes over time. To organizations concerned about the risks to 
vulnerable sectors or to individuals working or volunteering for them or using 
the services of a particular industry, they recommended alternate forms of risk 
management, training, ongoing supervision, and other best practices that would 
enhance safety and accountability without relying on time-sensitive record checks. 
Their analysis of the impact of disclosure of non-conviction records independently 
validated trends that civil society groups had been observing on an ad hoc basis. 
Those within policing and government perceived this source to be more objective 
on wider trends than client-serving civil society organizations or mandate-driven 
advocacy and research groups were. Also identified were organizational risks faced 
by police services that invested considerable resources in record-checking services.

Accompanying research by academics and civil society organizations were 
discussions on policy revisions that addressed the negative effects of the disclosure 
of non-conviction records. Prompted by the Canadian Civil Liberties Association’s 
2012 report and subsequent roundtable discussions, the Ontario Minister of Com-
munity Safety and Correctional Services requested that the Ontario Association 
for Chiefs of Police (OACP) revisit the voluntary guidelines for disclosure of 
non-conviction records. Fortuitously, the OACP subsection responsible for these 
guidelines had independently identified this as an area for further study and reform. 
Over the course of two years, the OACP and the Canadian Civil Liberties Asso-
ciation (CCLA) cosponsored discussions, research, and consultations on possible 
revisions to the OACP’s provincial police record check guidelines. Several areas 
of significant common ground were that: (1) the fundamental goal of police record 
checks should be to help keep particularly vulnerable populations safe; and (2) the 
release of non-conviction information should not have negative individual and soci-
etal repercussions. The objective was to find the right balance between community 
safety and individual rights. A key question concerned the relationships between 
employee and volunteer screening, the safety of vulnerable individuals, and non-
conviction records. Further progress on this initiative hinged on the willingness 
of police leaders, the CCLA, and other groups to engage in open dialogues about 
their organizational concerns and to privilege a problem-solving approach, which at 
times remained elusive. The role of academics was not to impose a particular policy 
outcome. However, the researchers’ intellectual predilections influenced the choice 
of which research to rely on, how to collect evidence, and research partnerships.

In the summer of 2013, these researchers were asked to identify social science 
evidence relevant to these concerns. They could not definitively determine how 
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many more children, elderly, or other vulnerable individuals volunteers or staff 
members would potentially abuse if non-conviction records were excluded from 
police record checks. Even that knowledge significantly benefitted those struggling 
to make concrete policy changes. The researchers provided an overview of the ex-
isting evidence (or the lack thereof) regarding the utility of non-conviction records 
as risk assessment tools, as well as of the nature and limitations of evidence-based 
risk assessment tools used in the correctional context. The findings showed no 
evidence that non-conviction records reliably predicted future behavior or risks to 
vulnerable individuals. The broader socio-legal perspective elevated a potentially 
technical legal or policy discussion beyond the details of individualized agency 
practices or specific cases.

During the fall and winter of 2013, along with a wide range of community 
groups and law enforcement bodies the OACP and CCLA cohosted and facilitated 
consultations on various policy reform options. Information from criminologists 
was a key component of each consultation. Academics also participated in the com-
munity roundtable discussions, directly addressing concerns raised by community 
organizations and government representatives. In February 2014, a motion sup-
porting the restricted release of non-conviction records was brought to the OACP 
Executive, with one of the researchers present to answer questions about evidence 
from the social sciences. Beginning in May 2014, significant media coverage was 
devoted to individual cases and the broader systemic issue. Researchers were avail-
able to speak to journalists about their research findings and the relevant literature.

This summary shows how particular assemblages of actors built networks and 
developed policy alternatives. It illustrates how public criminology can contribute 
to a policy agenda and inform research questions without overly constraining either 
process. The following section situates this methodology in a broader discussion 
of the benefits and perils of public criminology.

Part II: Academia, Civil Society Organizations, and Social Change— 
Points of Contribution and Caution, Synergy, and Tension

Reciprocal dialogue, independent research engagement, community involvement, 
and independent and professional evidence-based assessments facilitate advancement 
toward more evidence-based criminal justice practices and policy change. This case 
study illustrates how civil society actors access, depend on, and mobilize academic 
research, and highlights the importance of maintaining a fluid, inter-generative, and 
flexible approach to public criminology, as well as the overarching importance of 
academic independence, impartiality, and professionalism. In this case, researchers 
were located in an academic institution, engaged in independently funded research, 
and willing to participate in a policy forum. The researchers’ financial autonomy 
was privileged in that not all researchers are able to undertake unfunded research or 
can make time to engage in such processes. However, their independence enabled 
them to determine the focus and direction of the research and to autonomously 
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assess and interpret the findings. This produced credibility in consultative forums. 
The researchers did not “work for” police or community agencies, nor did they aim 
to provide a solution or discredit individual or institutional concerns. Rather, they 
offered a different perspective and served as a conduit to a large repository of our 
research that was not easily accessible to community agencies, while presenting 
the findings of a local study. Similarly, the community agencies and police did 
not direct the research. They did ask pragmatic questions and offered insight to 
researchers into various views on operational concerns and barriers.

Some ambiguities and problematic assumptions in the construction of public 
criminology did arise. First, although reciprocal engagement with civil society 
is a key feature of effective public criminology, the existing literature frequently 
underestimates the heterogeneous nature of “civil society” and “the public.” The 
variety of civil society actors involved in discussions about record checks illustrates 
how a simple call to engage with civil society or the public is overly simplistic. 
Second, although professionalism, independence, and impartiality are critical to 
good public criminology, the existing literature underestimates the extent to which 
civil society organizations selectively engage with academics to reinforce certain 
perspectives and downplay others. Alternatively, depending on their specific in-
terests and networks, selection bias affects academics, who may be more likely 
to engage with and respond to certain sectors of civil society and certain publics. 
Although the implications of these mechanisms may be subtler than the contracts 
and funding arrangements found in traditional constructions of “policy criminol-
ogy,” the implications for academic independence and impartiality, as well as public 
criminology, should not be discounted.

Reciprocal Engagement with Civil Society: Benefits and Pitfalls

Scholars writing about public criminology have identified academic engagement 
and responsiveness as key to an increasingly robust and relevant public discussion. 
Elliott Currie identified academic-community interaction and dialogue as crucial 
steps toward a public criminology:

We need … to create more institutional settings where researchers, policy 
makers, journalists, the general public, community leaders and nonprofit 
organizations can come together—not merely to share the results of research, 
though this is important, but to fashion a more deeply public approach 
to how we decide what research gets done in the first place. We should, 
in other words, develop more and deeper partnerships, but our notion of 
partnership should also expand—to include not only public agencies, or 
legislatures, but also communities and the nonprofit organizations that 
serve them, as well as shapers of public opinion. And we should regard 
them not just as passive consumers of research but as partners in a real 
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sense—actively involved in framing the questions we ask, rather than just 
listening to what we have to say about our findings. (Currie 2007, 187)

Similarly, Uggen and Inderbitzin (2010, 733) suggest that public criminology 
involves “listening as well as speaking,” for example through “a partnership with 
a nonprofit or neighborhood group to address the urgent needs of its clients or 
members while building research capacity in the effected [sic] communities.” They 
also state that these partnerships can contribute to professional knowledge, “as 
previously unexamined research questions and perspectives are brought to light” 
(ibid., 734). Burawoy (2005, 7–8), in his powerful call for public sociology, terms 
this form of interaction “organic public sociology”—a mode of public engagement 
in which a sociologist “works in close connection with a visible, thick, active, local 
and often counter-public” in a dialogue of “mutual education.” Others have also 
argued that connection with civil society groups and “the public” is a key element 
of a more robust public criminology (e.g., Loader and Sparks 2011; Piché in this 
issue). Ruggiero (2012, 154) identifies the need for academics to set research ques-
tions developed in conversation with “communities affected by crime and crime 
control, rather than determined by institutional funding bodies.”

Our case study affirmed the practical importance of this bilateral exchange. 
The initial step of engagement with civil society was a critical step toward deeper 
policy impact. Ongoing and early participation, dialogue, and consultation with 
civil society and government helped to establish networks and the basis for knowl-
edge exchange, resulting in deeper engagement among a more diverse range of 
civil society actors and academics. Civil society advocates working in this area 
improved their research methodology, became aware of previous and forthcoming 
academic research, and had better access to financial resources by advancing grant 
applications with academic support. Such bilateral engagement can help prevent 
the academic insularity—criminologists talking to criminologists—that many see 
as one obstacle to professional relevance.

Academics benefitted and learned by developing partnerships that facilitated 
independent research and access. Organizations offered access to key stakeholders, 
policymakers, and internal policy documents; policing representatives clarified 
organizational practices and data collection; and service providers and civil liber-
ties organizations provided anecdotal experiences of clients. Such knowledge was 
important for shaping the relevant research questions and objectives. Access to a 
variety of stakeholders also helped to frame the problem from the perspective of 
various organizations.

The case study also demonstrated how cooperation between academics and 
civil society actors can identify and create spaces for influential policy change. 
The literature on public criminology frequently points to hostility or ambivalence 
toward academic and criminological knowledge, and suggests that this may be 
mitigated through public engagement. The assumption is that engagement with 
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various public actors will stimulate more responsiveness and attention to evidence. 
In our case study, staff members at the CCLA, JHSO, and OACP were well posi-
tioned to call on academics to provide input at key moments and to key audiences, 
thereby magnifying the impact of their research. Indeed, “plugged-in” civil society 
organizations may frequently be better positioned than academics to identify vi-
able policy changes and central stakeholders. Effective advocacy organizations 
can also encourage nonacademic publicity, pressure, and coalitions, which can 
lead to increased dialogue and policy change. When academics are listening and 
responding to civil society groups, their findings are more likely to reach an engaged 
and receptive audience. However, this approach does not preclude the pursuit of 
conceptual questions and less policy-relevant intellectual inquires.

Our case study demonstrates the significant practical benefits of reciprocal 
engagement between civil society and academia, but these relationships should 
not be oversimplified. Public criminology theorists have called on academics to 
be responsive to the public or civil society, but few have grappled with the hetero-
geneous nature and diverse ideological, financial, and organizational interests of 
these entities. Burawoy (2005, 24) defined civil society as “associations, movement 
and publics that were outside both state and economy—political parties, trade 
unions, schooling, communities of faith, print media and a variety of voluntary 
organizations.” Civil society is “not some harmonious communalism but it is riven 
by segregations, dominations and exploitations” (ibid., 24) and “is very much a 
contested terrain.” Burawoy nonetheless concludes that “in the present conjuncture 
[it is] the best possible terrain for the defense of humanity” (ibid., 25).

Our case study underscores how broad the term civil society can be. Civil 
society groups engaged in the policy discussion included civil liberties groups, 
policing leadership organizations, police associations (akin to unions), umbrella 
organizations serving the nonprofit sector, front-line service providers, police 
accountability groups, criminal defense associations, and associations represent-
ing companies involved in private background checks. Also engaged was a wide 
variety of governmental actors, including political staff and elected politicians, 
civil servants, arms-length governmental human rights and privacy commissions, 
and statutory civilian-run police oversight bodies. Individuals directly affected by 
the record-check issue generally lacked their own, direct grassroots representa-
tion; rather, advocacy groups claimed to represent their interests. Other voices 
and interests were those who implement record-checks and are ostensibly serving 
and protecting the public (i.e., vulnerable clients, private business owners, etc.). 
This diversity of interests, viewpoints, mandates, and claimed representation is the 
norm. As such, the call of public criminology to become engaged with civil society 
provides little, if any, objective or normative direction.

Interaction with civil society organizations does not necessarily provide more 
access to authentic individual experiences or impartial reporting on broader societal 
trends. There is a tendency to view civil society as somehow removed from mar-
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ket, political, personal, or other subjective forces that may affect more traditional 
“clients” of policy criminology. The goals, objectives, mandates, and pressure 
points of civil society groups frequently differ from those of governments or for-
profit market entities. Nevertheless, they are strongly motivated by political and 
market forces. Financially, civil society organizations draw upon a limited pool 
of funding. In Canada, most NGOs obtain government funding;8 most organiza-
tions with “deep roots” in the community are sustained by government grants 
that enable them to deliver services, and they must maintain these grants (and the 
relationships that enable them) to survive. Organizations that are less dependent on 
government grants rely financially on contributions from private donors, unions, 
or corporate sponsors. They are often beholden to the interests of their individual 
or corporate members, or at a minimum to their mandates and historical truths. As 
Rock (2014, 427) observes, “how relevance or issues of concern are defined is a 
matter of political contingency, contested in the past, and is not self-evident; after 
all, many publics and many criminologies are raising the possibility of too great an 
attentiveness to one particular set of ‘public’ concerns.” This statement applies to 
traditional justice organizations embedded within the state, as well as to multiple 
civil society organizations.

The (Perceived) Academic Perspective: Objective, Professional

As Loader and Sparks observe,

Academic criminologists enjoy a degree of freedom that many participants 
in political and professional struggles over crime and justice lack. They 
have a certain liberty to refuse to take the social world for granted or to 
accept received political “imperatives,” to provoke and unsettle, and to 
pose questions about our responses to crime that security-obsessed and 
ideology-lite political cultures increasingly seem to have forgotten how 
to ask. Being critical in this sense properly forms part of the social sci-
entist’s DNA (cf. Ericson 2005). It means that they can and should bring 
to public discussion a scepticism that refuses to treat at face value the 
categories, assumptions, and self-understandings that make up prevail-
ing “common sense” about crime and its control. It also enables them to 
theorize and set forth alternative institutional arrangements for thinking 
about and responding to crime and to forge connections with groups in 
civil society (and not simply government) who are seeking to advance a 
better, or alternative, justice policy. (2010, 778)

Our case study illustrates how academic professionalism, independence, and 
detachment played a strategic role in advancing public discussions and policy 
reform. Key stakeholders who examined the practices of police record checks in 
Ontario had central, unresolved questions about the link between non-conviction 
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records and public safety. They turned to academics to summarize the available 
evidence. These discussions established a shared understanding. After reaching 
policy consensus, the attempt to achieve an evidence-based process made the 
ultimate product more credible. For example, those concerned about the effect of 
these policies on public safety were reassured that evidence had been sought and 
considered during the development process. This was important in the reformulation 
of the voluntary provincial Guidelines, which was to be independently accepted, 
adopted, and implemented by dozens of police services within the province.

The policy consensus achieved would have been impossible if all stakeholders 
had not perceived the academics as professional, objective, and independent. The 
unspoken demarcation of roles was also important: the organizations and police 
services did not tell researchers how to do their jobs, or dictate questions or meth-
ods; however, their queries were reframed as research questions. These findings 
reveal the importance of objective evidence, expertise, and academic neutrality.

However, the abstract ideal of “independent” and “unbiased” professional 
expertise is the subject of academic critique. The public criminology literature 
acknowledges that the unbiased academic is often a fiction: all individuals have a 
set of assumptions, values, preferences, and experiences that inform their personal 
and professional perspectives. These can affect academic independence. As noted, 
the call to public criminology is formulated in part as a reaction to the government’s 
instrumental uses of “compliant experts” (Hope 2008), who narrowly configure 
problems and marshal knowledge to support an organization’s mandate.

An issue that receives insufficient attention is the role of civil society, journalists, 
and other policy actors in selecting who will be invited to provide expertise. These 
forces influence the direction and outcome of academic engagement. One of the 
most pervasive tools is controlling access. For example, academics with potentially 
relevant expertise may lack access to decision-makers and may not be invited to 
speak publicly on topics of current interest. When public criminologists lament 
the use of compliant experts, they are likely referring to those bound by contract 
and to those who are selectively invited to present evidence before government 
bodies such as parliamentary committees. Experts are not always compensated for 
public appearances and their work is often not identified as public criminology. 
Nonetheless, it is influential. Many civil society organizations recognize the value 
and necessity of unbiased professional opinions, regardless of whether they align 
with preexisting organizational beliefs or mandates. Most, however, will not solicit 
unbiased opinions in a public forum without a sense of what the answers are likely 
to be, or the probable implications for key policy questions. This is particularly 
true when the forum may fundamentally change policy.9

Even when an organization or stakeholder does not consciously extend in-
vitations and speaking platforms to academics who are likely to support a given 
policy outcome, subtle forces can still reproduce particular assumptions and ap-
proaches. First, there is the basic question of how academic expertise is identified. 
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Academics who are interested in particular research questions often have ties with 
policymakers, stakeholders, or civil society groups. They share basic assumptions 
that enable the formulation of “relevant” research questions, and academics may 
access institutional or client-based data in the pursuit of evidence. These ties are 
strengthened when academics publish work that resonates with the needs, observa-
tions, or agendas of a particular group. Criminologists may be especially beholden 
to specific institutions, or specific institutional viewpoints, because of limited access 
to data. Unlike other fields of sociology, government and government institutions 
unilaterally control much of the data relevant to criminologists. Gaining and main-
taining access to these sources of data may require ensuring relevance to, and good 
relationships with, those government actors and institutions. Therefore, even when 
not bound by written contracts, criminologists may feel uniquely constrained in 
their research choices, methods, and outputs. Finally, academics who focus on a 
particular institution, organization, or group of individuals may come to understand 
their concerns, motivations, and interests—which may lead to reinforcing such 
concerns and interests in subsequent discussions of policy or public criminology.

Many scholars are aware of the influences of these networking paths, shared 
assumptions, and interests. They are urged to select research questions based on 
the experiences and questions of certain publics: academics with existing connec-
tions to certain community groups will be more likely to draw on those networks 
and public criminology; and students who engage in similar fieldwork may have 
a self-selecting bias, and consequently be more likely to stay in touch after gradu-
ation. These networks make certain academics, and therefore a certain subset of 
academic knowledge, more readily available to civil society organizations and 
groups. In Rock’s (2014, 427) view, “criminologists teach and train practitioners 
and officials inside and outside the academy. That work is surely an appreciable 
public criminology in embryo, but little enough has been written about what has 
been done and what effects it has achieved.” Our case study offers a small glimpse 
into how these understudied networks represent an important dimension of the 
eclectic and diffuse nature of civil society.

Conclusions: The Ambiguous Boundaries

Rock (ibid., 413) argues that “few criminologists have ever managed completely 
to free themselves from the perfectly honourable impulse to change the world 
rather than simply to interpret it, whether it is to protect, radicalize, repress, 
restrain, reform or rehabilitate the law-breaker.” This impulse to engage in policy 
raises complex questions for advocates of public criminology, especially those 
supporting deeper engagement with civil society. Proponents of public criminology 
see it as a counterbalance to “policy criminology,” which they define as acting in 
the service of the specific, concrete needs of clients—particularly institutional or 
governmental clients. Reciprocal engagement directly with the public and civil 
society is a way to combat political ambivalence about evidence, stimulate more 



108 aBBy deshMan & Kelly hannah-Moffat

informed dialogue, and develop research questions and topics that respond to a 
broader set of experiences and needs.

This case study illustrates how direct academic engagement with civil society 
and the public can achieve these goals. It shows how many of the key elements 
of “effective” public criminology identified in the current literature can operate to 
facilitate policy change: reciprocal engagement between the public and academia, 
public dissemination of research findings to nonacademic audiences, and profes-
sionalism, neutrality, and academic independence.

NOTES

1. Admittedly, previous federal governments passed what could be termed “tough on crime” 
legislation, including the introduction of numerous new mandatory minimum-sentencing provisions 
and the creation of a national sex offender registry.

2. Other arms of the government and influential actors are demanding that academics in particular 
prove their research to be policy relevant. For example, Canadian research grants have increasingly 
targeted results-driven funding models. In the mid-2000s, the Social Sciences and Humanities Research 
Council, which provides hundreds of millions of dollars in funding for social science research each 
year, launched its “capturing impacts” initiative (SSHRC 2012). All fields of research, including the 
humanities, arts, and social sciences, are “strongly encouraged” to show the tangible benefits or “value” 
of publicly funded research (ibid.). Over the course of several years, the funding agency’s strategic 
priorities shifted, significantly increasing the emphasis on knowledge mobilization beyond academia, 
policy-relevant research that can be concretely applied across society, and research projects that partnered 
with nonacademic organizations, agencies, or businesses (ibid.). This emphasis on evidence within 
a wider political context, which ignores or selectively mobilizes research, can create a quandary for 
reform-minded academics.

3. See, for example, Tadros v. Peel, 2009 ONCA 442; Ottawa (City) v. Ottawa Professional Fire-
fighters Association, 2007 169 LAC (4th) 84; Vancouver (City) v. Vancouver Firefighters Union, Local 
18, 2010 CanLII 81705 (BC LA); Ontario Power Generation Inc. v. Society of Energy Professionals 
(Security Clearances Grievance), [2004] OLAA no. 247; Toronto Community Housing Corporation v. 
OPSEU, 2012 CanLII 97798 (ON LA); JN v. Durham Regional Police Service, 2011 ONSC 2892; JN 
v. Durham Regional Police Service, 2012 ONCA 428.

4. See, for example, United Kingdom decisions on this issue: R. (on the application of L) v. Com-
missioner of Police of the Metropolis, 2009 UKSC 3; T.R. (on the application of) v. Greater Manchester 
Chief Constable & Ors, 2013 EWCA Civ. 25.

5. The Court of Appeal for Ontario heard two cases that challenged the disclosure of non-conviction 
records on police checks. The first, Tadros v. Peel (Police Service), 2009 ONCA 442, found that the 
disclosure of withdrawn charges was not a violation of constitutional rights. The second case, which 
challenged the constitutionality of the process for removing non-conviction police records, was first 
upheld, but was overturned at the Court of Appeal on procedural grounds: JN v. Durham Regional 
Police Service, 2012 ONCA 428.

6. See, for example, British Columbia Association of Chiefs of Police, Draft British Columbia 
Guideline for Police Information Checks (obtained via Access to Information Request, February 29, 
2012); Ontario Association of Chiefs of Police (2014); Royal Canadian Mounted Police (2014).

7. At the time, police services in British Columbia regularly released a wide range of mental 
health and non-conviction police contact on all levels of record checks. The British Columbia govern-
ment subsequently announced new model policy guidelines, endorsed by all police services in BC, that 
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removed all mental health-related information from record check products and restricted other forms of 
police contact disclosure to police checks intended for those working with vulnerable sectors (British 
Columbia Ministry of Justice 2014; British Columbia Provincial Policing Model Policy Guidelines 
2015).

8. CCLA does not take government funding for core activities.
9. Some organizations openly invite robust public debate. Even these forums, however, are often 

carefully structured to include a strong speaker that reflects the perspective of the host. The selection of 
topics and the framing of issues will generally reinforce the importance of the organization’s mandate 
to prioritize certain issues and concerns.
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