
 

What Senior Police Managers Should 
Expect from their Versadex System 
Delegates were so impressed with the insight that Deputy Chief Duncan delivered 
in his presentation at the 2006 Versadex Users Conference, that we felt it would 
be great to share it in our newsletter.  The following is Deputy Chief Duncan’s 
discussion on how to maximize the potential of a policing system by integrating 
both the Administrative and IT roles of an organization:  

I want to thank the organizers of the conference, Versaterm and the Halifax 
Police Service, for providing me with the opportunity to speak with you today.  
What I hope to do this morning, within the time that I have, is to give you my 
perspective as to where information and technology staff can best make 
contributions to a police organization, what our information systems should be 
able to do for us, and finally how some of the current and future developments will 
impact the manner in which we do business.  

Let me state at the outset, that based on my personal experience as an 
administrator and from my conversations with like minded police professionals, it 
is my firm belief that police administrations must reevaluate the extent to which IT 
staff are operationalized within their respective organizations.  We must move 
from viewing IT participation in police management as a reactive and consultative 
process to one that is proactive and participative.  We need to do this to ensure 
that we employ technology for the right reasons and at the right cost.  The 
business of policing is ultimately tied to the receipt, evaluation, and dissemination 
of information for a variety of reasons all of which is for the express purpose of 
ensuring public safety.  Because of the critical need to have strong information 
exchange processes we need to be very much aware of the interactions between 
technological applications and organizational design.  We must also consider, 
once appropriate organizational relationships are established, what our systems 
can then provide in order to sustain and improve our productivity and service.   

Many of you are responsible for ensuring that technological applications can 
provide solutions for improving work processes.  This is most often done at the 
direction of your respective administrations.  What you endeavour to accomplish, 
within your police services, can have far reaching impacts both from a human 
resource perspective as well as financially.  It is therefore incumbent upon both 
the administrative, operational and the technology sides of our respective 

houses to understand each other’s perspectives and challenges.  

It is clear that we are in an environment that is fast paced and that technology 
continues to offer solutions for a variety of complicated situations.  One of the 
dangers faced by all of us is the tendency to make assumptions about what can 
or can’t be done.  We can all recount stories of technology solutions that have 
gone awry because of a lack of clearly defined project scope coupled with 
participants who are not fully aware of organizational needs or direction.  I have 
always tried to be non-assumptive when it comes to technology solutions.  At 
times I am sure that I appear to be, for a lack of a better description, slow to grasp 
the proposed technologies and I proceed in this fashion for good reason.  If 
administrators and senior police staff do not fully understand the functionality or 
utility of a process and their Information and Technology staff assumes that they 
do, the results can be rather disastrous and embarrassing. I emphasize this point 
because I have heard some command officers make comments that although 
they do not fully understand how something works they know that it is of benefit to
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the organization because it is a technological advancement.  This is a very dangerous assumption.  I need to be assured 
that I understand the need for an application and what it can do for the organization so that I can then evaluate the overall 
worth both economically and from the perspective of the net gain for the organization.  The delicate part for IT personnel is 
to ask the questions of command officers that would elicit the response that would indicate that the administration does in 
fact understand the utility of an application and the total impact to the organization.  I am not speaking of the nuts and bolts 
of an application from a “how it works” perspective but rather the impact of the application to the overall effectiveness for 
the police service.  This requires some measure of tact and diplomacy and I understand the unwillingness to ask questions 
that may cause some level of discomfort among senior management staff.  It still remains that these discussions must 
occur and the problem of how to do this can be made less difficult if the IT personnel are provided the opportunity to 
dialogue in an open forum.  I will speak of this further. 

I am very aware of the concept of diminishing returns to the extent that I want value added progression each time a 
decision to invest in technology solutions is made.  To do otherwise is abdicating my responsibility as a senior 
administrator. The returns, like personal investments, have to provide organizational growth without substantial risk to the 
extent that monies applied to the technology bring only positive returns to the service.  Members of police services boards 
and commissions do not want to learn that budgeted technology money has been spent without any net gain.  We are not 
in the business to apply experimental applications in the hopes that our problems will be solved.  We need real time 
solutions resulting in observable, measurable and positive change.  

By way of example, I am continually inundated with information from prospective vendors offering a variety of technology 
solutions for issues facing policing organizations.  All of them promise to provide innovative solutions which, in some cases, 
promise changes that will miraculously alter the course of policing thereby resulting in tremendous financial and work 
process savings.  All of you are familiar with these offerings.  Snake oil sales continue to thrive even in the 21st century. 
Through all of this I am reminded of what has always been the mandate of the London Police Service – integrated 
processes designed to allow for seamless movement between applications with the end user, our police and civilian 
members, receiving the maximum gain.  This is not to say that we turn a blind eye towards innovation and new product 
offerings but rather we consider our needs both from a fiscally sound perspective and one that asks what are the 
integration issues and long term value in making changes.  The old adage “if it sounds too good to be true, it likely is” holds 
true for all of us today.  Promises of better processes and improved work performance must be continually evaluated.  

It would follow then, that I have obligations to those individuals within my organization to have a clear sense of where we 
expect technology to take us both in the present and future. I must comment on my personal experience within the London 
Police Service as this will tie in with some of my later observations and comments.  I first became involved with our move 
towards a new records management system in the early 90’s.  In the beginning development stages we employed a 
strategy that ensured that all elements of the organization contributed to an overall needs platform prior to any discussions 
as to what system would best serve those needs. To that end, every area of the organization was represented to provide 
input as to the type of system we would require.  From the outset our philosophy has always been that technology solutions 
must be driven by the needs of the organization, especially for the officers on the street, and that all applications, although 
they may appear to be slick and spectacular, must serve a need.  We also were guided by the principle that we must strive 
for complete integration such that all areas benefit from the technology.  The London Police Service has been fortunate in 
securing the talents of individuals who have grasped this philosophy and understand the needs of our policing organization. 
This is an important and critical component of successful technological implementations.  Your technical people must 
understand the police business and current police issues to be of value to the organization. 

We hear time and time again that communication is the key to success in any endeavour.  The key has always been the 
communication of organizational intent to those who can create the solutions for identified service gaps and needs.  What I 
think is absolutely critical is the framework in which our communications take place. So we come to two key discussion 
points for consideration.  The first related to how your organization is structured to ensure individuals, working within the IT 
environment, hold positions that are provided with the opportunity to receive and offer input to the overall management of 
the service.  The second related to what extent these positions are truly allowed to participate at the senior command level.  
It has been my experience that many technology personnel are given a consulting role within the organization such that 
they are provided with window views rather than the entire picture.  Organizations must move from consultative 
management practices to participative.  As one technology author notes, 

“Transitional change requires explicit and ongoing examination and adjustment, where and when necessary, of the 
technology and the organization. As such, mechanisms and resources allocated to ongoing support of the change process 
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are critical. Tracking and noticing events and issues as they unfold is a responsibility that needs to be owned by 
appropriate members of the organization. Along with the responsibility, these organizational members require the authority, 
credibility, influence, and resources to implement the ongoing changes.” (Holt, 1992). 

As an example, we include our Senior Director and Director at all morning meetings and senior management meetings 
including operational strategy sessions.  This includes discussions pertaining to strategic directions, staffing needs, calls for 
service, call times, crime stats, beat patrol plan development, and the list goes on.  We do this because the use of 
technology should be focused on the improvement of processes within the organization and in order to do this the business 
of policing must be clearly understood.  If we are going to become misguided or unfocused it will be as a result of our 
inability to properly communicate or understand where we want to go as an organization.  The only way to effectively 
manage the relationship is through an organizational structure that empowers managers to the extent that dialogue is 
permitted in an open and respectful environment.  This should not be seen as a threat to the autonomy of senior police 
executives but rather an opportunity to make decisions that are based on valid input resulting in very positive outcomes. 

The acquisition of technology is expensive and in my position I am obligated to ensure dollars spent are done so in a 
fiscally responsible manner.  It is therefore critical that decisions are made in an atmosphere of clarity of purpose coupled 
with a complete understanding of the expected end results.  There are too many examples of technology solutions that 
were not in fact solutions but rather colossal wastes of time, human resources and cash. In this year’s Spring Versaterm 
Newsletter, Warren Loomis wrote that there is a difference between “this is why we do it” versus “how we do it.” The 
understanding of the why is the critical component of a solution that will best suit the organization. Once the why is clearly 
understood by all participants the how can be developed in conjunction with a business case and funded accordingly.  The 
“why question”, once answered thoroughly, puts all the participants on the same page.  It sets the direction for all 
decisions.  This brings up a side point regarding how we view IT. Typically information technology people or systems cost 
significant dollars, so it is easy to consider IT only as an expense line-item.  However, based on demonstrated and tangible 
benefits to the organization, IT should also be viewed as an investment.  There should be a return for every investment in 
IT staff or software. This is the critical place from which all other discussions can then take place. 

Policing is about service delivery in an environment that is increasingly expensive, more transparent from a governance 
perspective, and requiring senior executives to be accountable to a number of external oversight bodies.  As an 
administrator, I am continually looking for data that will allow me to make cogent arguments for staffing, equipment and 
other resources to assist with our ability to provide quality service to our public.  I have always appreciated that our 
Versaterm system can be a powerful ally in terms of providing hard data to support identified needs to the extent that I 
make demands upon our IT staff to provide me with efficiency data that assists in our service delivery. I also use our 
system to determine trends that can have a direct impact on resources and ultimately budgets.  We all know that response 
times, the length of time spent on a call and efficient beat patrol plans are essential elements of an effective deployment 
strategy.  We have found that our RMS provides us with the tools to do just that. We have also found that questions have 
to be asked and to challenge our technology staff to provide data that at the outset may seem to be impossible to provide.  
I have come to very much appreciate and rely on our staff to provide the technical expertise and data that will assist me in 
my role.  I would like to provide you with a few examples of how your system can be a valuable asset to your organization. 

While it is clear that public expectations as to how a service patrols its community can vary from municipality to municipality 
there are certain standards of response that are considered to be important for all police services.  First and foremost, the 
public demands an immediate police response and presence for calls involving danger to life – the code 1 response.  
Second, the public demands a certain amount of visibility from the members of the service as this evokes a sense of 
comfort and security.  Finally, the public expects that a request for a police response should be met in a somewhat timely 
manner for those annoying, quality of life calls, such as noise, trouble with youths, property damage and others of a similar 
nature.  When any of the above expectations become eroded, the reputation of the service is affected which can lead to 
reduced morale, over worked officers and lack of public confidence.  In 2001 the London Police Service faced this situation 
and recognized that one of the key issues was a marked lack of police officers to handle the workload.  We knew that we 
needed to undertake a workload analysis that would provide data that would support substantial personnel increases which 
could result in significant budget increases.  I was tasked with pulling the study together and I knew that our technology 
staff would have to be involved from the beginning in order to provide us with the supporting data. 

 


