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Abstract 

The characteristics that detectives believe are required to be an ‘effective detective’ were 

explored in this study. A Repertory Grid Technique and Critical Incident Technique were used to 

explore in detail the views of experienced detectives  (N=30) from five different police services 

in Australia and New Zealand about what makes an effective detective. The findings suggest 

detectives hold a complex and challenging role that requires eleven key skills. By far the most 

important factor was communication skills; particularly how to communicate effectively with a 

variety of people varying from victims and suspects to colleagues and scientific experts. High 

levels of motivation and thoroughness closely followed communication as essential skills.  The 

implications of these findings for the recruitment, training and management of detectives are 

discussed. 
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Detectives are entrusted with a serious and onerous role. The investigations they conduct 

are relied on to identify and convict those guilty of inflicting the most serious of crimes. The 

stakes are high. Poor investigation may result in dangerous offenders remaining free to commit 

more harm and even the false conviction of the innocent (Gross et al., 2005). Also important is 

the way detectives go about their work. Their responsiveness to victims, who are often the most 

vulnerable members of our society, has been found to effect victim satisfaction with the justice 

system as a whole (Jordan, 2004; Patterson, 2011). Further, investigations into high profile cases 

often attract intense public interest and scrutiny, which means that how detectives conduct 

themselves is likely to impact on public perceptions of police as a whole (Innes, 2003). For these 

reasons it is essential that the skills, abilities and personal characteristics that combine to make a 

detective effective are identified. Identifying what these factors are has profound implications for 

how the detective role is conceptualised and the recruitment, training and management of 

detectives. Despite the recognised importance of detective work, to date, few empirical studies 

examine the less tangible skills, abilities and other characteristics that differentiate between those 

detectives who perform the role effectively and those who do not. The present research attempts 

to address this gap by exploring the views of experienced detectives in Australia and New 

Zealand. 

Criminal investigation is one of the least researched areas in policing (Brodeur, 2010), 

but is attracting growing attention as evidenced by the recent special issue of Policing and 

Society, “Homicide Investigation: International Research and Insights” (2013; Volume 23, Issue 

3). The work of Innes (2003) and Brodeur (2010) has helped provide theoretical frameworks for 

criminal investigation. Acknowledging the complexity of criminal investigation, Innes (2003) 

focused specifically on homicide by observing five investigations, interviewing investigators and 
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reviewing case files (20 complete files and 50 summaries) in England. Innes conceptualised the 

homicide investigation process as ‘the interpretation and communication of information, and the 

social construction of meaning and understanding that is performed by police’ (p.25). Brodeur 

(2010), who examined 153 homicide investigations and interviewed investigators in Canada, was 

restricted to examining homicides due to a paucity of information in police files for other crimes. 

Finding that detectives perceived themselves more as ‘courtroom evidence managers’ than ‘case 

solvers’, Brodeur suggests a theory of criminal investigation must also incorporate a result-

orientated focus. Although homicide investigations are usually only a small part of a detective’s 

role, these theoretical frameworks are also likely to extend to other criminal investigations 

(Innes, 2003). 

Rather than examining the criminal investigation process itself, some studies have 

examined the skills required by detectives to perform this process. These studies tend to focus on 

whether detective work is best described as an art, craft or science (e.g., Carson, 2009; Innes, 

2003; Reppetto, 1978; Tong & Bowling, 2006). The depiction of detective work as an art aligns 

closely with the popular conception of a detective having innate, non-concrete, characteristics 

such as intuition and instinct, that training and education can do little to improve (Reppetto, 

1978). In contrast, detective work as a craft represents a more traditional and practical view that 

experience ‘on the job’ develops craftsmanship such as knowing how to talk to a variety of 

people or what to include in a case file (Reppetto, 1978). Describing detective work as a science 

is seen as increasingly relevant with the growing influence of forensic science and investigative 

psychology (e.g., interviewing, criminal profiling; Reppetto, 1978; Tong & Bowling, 2006). This 

approach removes the mystery around detective work and offers an opportunity to take on a 

more evidence-based approach, grounded in science, to the development of detectives (Tong & 
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Bowling, 2006). Commentators on the art, craft or science debate generally conclude that 

detectives have a varied and complex role that is best described by the culmination of these three 

elements (Carson, 2009; Innes, 2003; Reppetto, 1978; Tong & Bowling, 2006). Two issues arise 

from this debate. First, more empirical research is required to examine the skills, abilities and 

characteristics required for a detective to effectively perform this complex and challenging role. 

Second, as Tong and Bowling (2006) point out, detectives cannot become more professional 

until this gap is addressed and lays a robust foundation for an evidence-based learning 

framework (see also Tong, 2009). One way to address this gap is to describe detective work in 

terms of both the tasks that define the role and the characteristics required to perform the role 

successfully (Brough & Smith, 2003). 

The tasks of detective work 

Some early studies describe the various tasks involved in the detective role. For example, 

in the classic Rand study in the United States, Greenwood, Chaiken and Petersilia (1977) 

examined the effect of the investigative process on case outcomes by surveying 153 police 

departments, interviewing employees in 29 of those departments and reviewing case files. Their 

findings suggest that, in contrast to popular perceptions of detectives as ‘criminal catchers’, the 

majority of a detective’s time is spent documenting cases, and locating and interviewing victims. 

Other studies expand on the wide variety of tasks conducted by detectives. For example, 

Maguire, Noaks, Hobbs and Brearley (1991) examined how investigative performance could be 

measured. Questionnaire responses with 26 detectives and detective sergeants in England 

suggested that the ‘tools of the trade’ include legal and local knowledge, communication skills, 

interviewing skills, preparing case files, cultivating informants, presenting evidence in court, and 

processing investigative information. Supporting these findings, an earlier study in the United 
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States by Cohen and Chaiken (1987) observed investigator behaviour in the workplace and 

interviewed detectives to develop recommendations for selection and promotion processes. In 

addition to the skills already mentioned, they found crime scene management, patrol and 

stakeout were also part of the detective role. Of course, as highlighted by Innes (2002) tasks will 

vary from case to case, for example, the tasks for a ‘self-solver’ homicide are likely to be 

different to ‘whodunit’ homicide. However, some tasks are likely to be universal across cases. 

The required characteristics of a detective 

Arguably more relevant to the recruitment and development of detectives, are not the 

tasks themselves, but the more generic and less tangible characteristics that define those who 

perform the role effectively compared to those who do not. In other words, what distinguishes an 

‘effective’ from a ‘less effective’ detective? Less research has directly examined the 

characteristics required by individuals to effectively perform the role (for a review of the 

research in relation to the characteristics required for the core detective skill of investigative 

interviewing, see Bull, 2013). These characteristics are often referred to in organisational 

psychology as knowledge, skills, abilities and other personal characteristics (Brough & Smith, 

2003). Of relevance here, two of the earlier studies mentioned found that communication skills 

were thought to be one of the most important indicators of effective performance (Cohen & 

Chaiken, 1987; Maguire et al., 1991). Motivation to work hard, intelligence, persistence, 

judgment, and initiative were also mentioned in both these studies.  

Since this earlier research, more sophisticated job analysis methods have been applied to 

define effective characteristics for detectives (McGurk, Platton & Gibson, 1994), senior 

investigating officers (Smith & Flanagan, 2000) and volume crime investigators (O’Neill, 2012). 

McGurk et al. (1994) conducted a job and training needs analysis with four different English 
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police forces to inform the development of a national detective training course. In addition to 

position and task analyses, 15 managers of detectives were interviewed and another 100 

detectives completed a written questionnaire. Together the findings suggested four clusters of 

main skill categories, namely: (1) managing tasks: implementing and controlling; (2) managing 

information: assisting people and assisting colleagues; (3) dealing with people: collecting, 

combining, appraising, creative thinking and deciding; (4) effective communication: 

communication style, writing skills, and personal style. Similar to earlier studies (Cohen & 

Chaiken, 1987; Maguire et al., 1991), the authors found that the ability to communicate, which 

included being personable and approachable, were believed to be most critical to detective work. 

The authors also noted that ‘knowledge’ received relatively low ratings, despite the emphasis on 

this attribute in training regimes at the time. There are several limitations to this study. Many of 

the skills identified reflect different tasks that detectives perform rather than the generic skills or 

characteristics an individual requires to perform effectively in the role. For example, ‘assisting 

colleagues’ and ‘assisting public’ in the ‘assisting with people’ cluster, describe tasks rather than 

the skills required for effective performance. Also, the interviews were conducted with detectives 

who were in a supervisory role and thus may have a different perspective to those in a detective 

role, reducing the generalisability of these findings. In addition, the data were gathered over 

twenty years ago, so the findings may have become out-dated if what makes an effective 

detective has changed over this time, for instance, with new legislation and advances in 

technology. 

More recently, in a research paper entitled “The effective detective: Identifying the skills 

of an effective SIO”, Smith and Flanagan (2000) examined the characteristics associated with 

being an effective senior investigating officer (SIO; a manager of detectives who also conducts 



 Effective detective 8 

investigations into major crime). Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 40 SIO’s and 

other senior ranking detectives. A total of 22 key skills were identified and clustered into the 

three skill categories of ‘investigative ability’, ‘knowledge levels’ and ‘management skills’. This 

study is helpful in informing us about the role of an SIO, but how much it informs us about the 

detective role itself is questionable. An SIO’s investigative role is to lead major crime (such as 

homicides) or sensitive investigations, for which they usually have teams of detectives reporting 

to them. This may require a different skill-set to a detective who may need to conduct 

investigations more autonomously or perform a variety of roles within a major investigation. 

Some of the skills described are likely to be similar to those required by detectives, for example 

those in the investigative ability category, such as appraisal of information, adaptation, and 

innovative investigative style. Other skills may however differ, because the role of SIO also 

includes the management of employees. For example, strategic awareness, resource management 

and staff development, may not be as relevant to basic detective work. Also detectives may 

require additional skills. For example, communication features more strongly in previous studies 

that solely examine the detective role (Cohen & Chaiken, 1987; Maguire et al., 1991; McGurk et 

al., 1994). This skill may be more important to detectives than SIO’s because detectives may 

more regularly interview witnesses, suspects and talk to members of the public. 

Again in England, O’Neill’s (2012) doctoral dissertation examined the desirable 

characteristics of volume crime investigators (see also O’Neill & Milne, 2014). These 

investigators are a mixture of constables and detectives who investigate crimes such as burglary 

and vehicle crime. In one study, 61 investigators (most of whom were not trained detectives) 

rated the characteristics of a successful volume crime investigator using a list of 30 

characteristics that were derived from previous research. Communication, motivation, 
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commitment, dedication, persistence, initiative and decision-making featured highly. In another 

study O’Neill asked investigators to identify the five most successful investigators and rate each 

of them using the same 30 characteristics. He found differences in the ranking of characteristics, 

for example communication was not ranked as highly, but these findings should be interpreted 

with caution because all the characteristics scored highly on the 5-point scale used. The role of 

investigating volume crime is considered a training ground before entering into or completing 

detective training and going on to investigate more serious crimes and therefore the skills and 

abilities required may differ from detective work (O’Neill, 2012). These less serious crimes also 

have specific features, the suspect is often named and not known to the victim, which taken 

alone, may not provide a broad representation of the characteristics for detective work.  

The present study 

The purpose of the present study was to identify the skills, abilities and other 

characteristics required to be an effective detective with a view to informing the recruitment, 

training and management of detectives. To empirically examine these issues we conducted semi-

structured interviews with subject matter experts (Brough & Smith, 2003), detectives themselves. 

We used a similar method to Smith and Flanagan (2000) and McGurk et al. (1994). Our first 

sampling criterion was that all participants must be qualified and experienced detectives. The 

qualitative nature of the research allowed us to gain a broad representation of views and address 

the shortcomings of McGurk et al. (1994) thereby enhancing the scope and generalizability of 

the findings. We therefore chose to interview a variety of detectives from across different 

policing services; generalist and specialist roles; urban and rural regions; and genders. We also 

interviewed detective trainers and supervisors, who had all previously performed the detective 

role, as we believed they could also provide valuable insights.  



 Effective detective 10 

Method 

Participants  

Five police services in Australia and New Zealand agreed to participate in this study. A 

contact person in each service was asked to nominate qualified detectives, from a variety of roles 

and mixture of genders, who met the sampling criteria for this study.  All detectives nominated 

agreed to participate in an interview with the first researcher during their work time (N=30). 

Interviews were conducted in person except for one interview with a detective working in a 

remote region that was conducted on the telephone for accessibility.  

The detectives were from the Australian Federal Police, Queensland Police Service, New 

Zealand Police, Western Australia Police, and New South Wales Police Force.  The mean age 

was 39.60 years (SD=4.72); 19 were male (63.3%) and 11 were female (36.7%). The detectives 

were generally very experienced with time served in police ranging from 6 to 31 years (M=15.43 

years, SD=5.01) and time served in the detective branch ranging from 4 to 25 years (M=10.47 

years, SD=4.90). They were from a mixture of metropolitan (N=24) and rural areas (N=6); and a 

variety of roles including specialist (child protection, sex crime, fraud, homicide and organised 

crime; N=15), general (N=9) and detectives who were now in a detective training role (N=6). 

Half the sample were solely detectives (N=15), and the remaining, who had all previously 

worked as detectives, held the equivalent rank of detective sergeant (first tier managers; N=11) 

and detective senior sergeant (second tier managers; N=4). 

Data collection and analysis 

Each participant was interviewed for approximately an hour using three different 

methods. The amount of time spent on each method varied for each participant. Using multiple 

methods to examine the same phenomena allows for triangulation of the data, where a 
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convergence of findings can add to confidence in the validity of the findings (Jick, 1979).  

Another benefit of this approach is the deficiencies of one method can be counter-balanced by 

the strengths of another, allowing the collection of more holistic and contextually-rich qualitative 

data. 

Repertory grid technique 

The Repertory Grid Technique (RGT) is a flexible method that can help to identify less 

observable constructs and concisely articulate what makes an individual, in a certain role, 

effective (Brough & Smith, 2003). Derived from Kelly’s (1955) personal construct theory, the 

RGT examines how respondents try to construe the world or their implicit theoretical beliefs 

about different constructs (Fransella, Bell, & Bannister, 2004). Kelly (1955) suggests it is helpful 

to conceptualise the belief systems as sets of linked bipolar constructs where the positive is 

grounded against a negative opposite. Hence, the RGT involves first defining the elements, for 

example, in the present study the elements are what respondents perceive as effective in contrast 

to less effective detectives. Then respondents are asked to identify the positive and negative 

constructs that distinguish one element from another. For example, constructs that differentiate 

effective from less effective detectives may include – hardworking-lazy. In the present study 

participants were asked to identify, but not name, two detectives that they thought were effective 

in the role (referred to as ‘A’ and ‘B’) and two detectives that thought were less effective in the 

role (referred to as ‘C’ and ‘D’). The researcher selected three of the four nominated detectives 

and asked the participant to compare how the skills, abilities and other characteristics of two 

detectives were similar and hence different from the third. The process was repeated until the 

participant had exhausted all constructs for all combinations of the four different detectives 

nominated. The RGT was used first in the interview because it requires high levels of effort from 
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both the participant and the interviewer (Fransella et al., 2004). Another limitation of the RGT is 

that the interviewer may have a different understanding of the labels given by the participant to 

each construct (Fransella et al., 2004). To address this problem, the participant was also asked to 

describe what each construct meant to him or her. 

Critical incident technique 

Whereas the RGT identifies an individual’s characteristics, the Critical Incident 

Technique (CIT) explores how performed acts relate to outcomes in an incident (Flanagan, 

1954). Thus, CIT can help to identify specific observable behaviours that are perceived as central 

to forming a functional description of detective work. Participants were asked to describe an 

incident that demonstrated a detective displaying either good or bad practice, identify what was 

good or bad about the practice, and explain their perceived consequences of the practice. The 

process was repeated with a second incident so that an example of both good and bad practice 

was obtained. The CIT was used to provide details about observed behaviours that contribute to 

good or poor performance and how that affected the outcome. The CIT is limited by a 

participant’s ability to remember a specific event and relies on the attributions of that participant 

about how an outcome was achieved. Although these attributions are subjective, the CIT still 

helps us to understand what detectives perceive are important factors in achieving effective 

outcomes. 

Semi-structured interview 

In the semi-structured interview participants were asked ‘what are the three most critical 

skills required by an effective detective?’ and to describe each of these skills. This method was 

used to gain a direct understanding of what participants perceived as effective skills. 
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Results 

From the detailed hand-written notes taken during the interviews, we systematically 

analysed the themes of detectives’ responses regarding the skills, abilities and other 

characteristics required for an effective detective. A bottom-up approach was used to derive 

categories from the themes of detectives’ responses rather than pre-existing constructs (Gifford, 

1998). For each of the three interview methods used (RGT, CIT and semi-structured interview), 

the detectives’ responses were separately collated and analysed. Despite the variety of age, 

gender, role and location of the detectives interviewed, the analysis found that the themes 

generated by each of the three interview methods used were remarkably consistent. Thus, for 

ease of comparison and interpretation, the same ‘skill categories’1 are used to report on the 

findings of each interview method.  

The first researcher manually analysed all the detectives’ responses. Another researcher 

coded a random selection of 20% of all RGT responses. Inter-rater reliability was calculated to 

determine consistency between the coders. The analysis found that the coders agreed 89% of the 

time. Disagreements in coding were discussed and resolved. 

Repertory Grid Technique 

Each of the thirty detectives compared the characteristics, skills and abilities of two 

effective and two less effective detectives that they knew. A total of 276 effective-less effective 

constructs were identified. As listed in Table 1, a content analysis of the constructs identified 

eleven ‘skill categories’ perceived to differentiate effective from less effective detectives. 

‘Communication’ was overwhelming the most frequently cited skill category followed by 

‘motivation’. ‘thoroughness’, ‘management’ and ‘decision-making’ which were also in the top 

five skill categories. ‘Knowledge’, ‘leadership’, ‘tenacity’, ‘experience’, ‘resilience’, and 
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‘teamwork’ made up the remainder of the eleven categories. Four constructs did not fit into any 

of the eleven categories and were coded ‘miscellaneous’.  

[Insert Table 1 near here] 

Within the most common category, communication, constructs for effectiveness also 

included personable, approachable, good with people, rapport, empathy, articulate, humility, 

non-judgemental and written communication skills. Opposites denoting less effective 

communication included not personable, inarticulate, no empathy, not caring, judgemental and 

standoffish. In the second most frequently cited category, motivation, constructs for effectiveness 

also included work ethic, driven, committed, dedicated, passionate, enthusiastic, conscientious, 

hardworking, pride in work and can do attitude. Less effective constructs included lazy, 

complacent, no passion, doesn’t care, no work ethic, disinterested, blasé, directionless and 

disengaged.  

For the third most frequently cited skill category, thoroughness, effective constructs also 

included attention to detail and methodical. Opposites included sloppy, lack of attention to detail 

and less structured. The next most frequently cited skill categories were management and 

decision-making. Management also included organised, plans and prioritises. Opposites included 

disorganised and inefficient. Decision-making also included decisive and considers all options. 

Opposites included inability to make decisions and poor judgment. 

The sixth most frequently cited skill was knowledge. Also included in this category was 

knowledge of the law and investigative knowledge. Opposites were not knowledgeable and 

ignorance of the law. Leadership was the seventh most cited. Leadership constructs also included 

leads by example and role model. Opposites included no leadership and follower. Experience 
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was also frequently cited and included experience as a detective and experience before joining 

the detective branch. Opposites included inexperience and thinks is experienced but isn’t.  

Tenacity and resilience were both frequently cited. Tenacity also included persistent and 

determined. Opposites included gives up easily and doesn’t push it. The resilience category 

included resilience to perform effectively day to day in a stressful working environment and also 

long-term resilience to ensure emotional wellbeing. Also included were well-rounded life and 

sense of humour. Opposites included influenced by work environment, and muddle work and 

life. A frequently cited skill, teamwork, included team player and open to feedback. Opposites 

included lack of teamwork and no respect of peers. Notably, when describing ‘communication’ 

detectives often incorporated an ability to communicate with colleagues, suggesting the 

frequencies reported here may not fully represent the importance of teamwork. 

Critical Incident Technique  

Each participant described one incident demonstrating good and another bad investigative 

practice and how that practice affected the outcome, resulting in thirty examples of each. A total 

of 103 skills and abilities that contributed to good practice were identified, and 72 skills and 

abilities that contributed to bad practice. As mentioned, these examples were content analysed 

and classified into the eleven skill categories previously identified. The number of participants 

that cited one or more items in each skill category was calculated and is listed on Table 1.  

The findings support and extend the RGT findings. Effective communication was again 

the standout skill category and most frequently cited as contributing to both good and bad 

practice. One participant described an example of good practice explaining how a detective had 

communicated with a family member of a homicide victim in a caring and open-minded way, 

which resulted in the same person later admitting that they had committed the murder. In an 
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example of bad practice an incident was described where a detective was judgmental and closed 

minded when interviewing a victim of sexual assault, which resulted in her refusing to make a 

complaint. In contrast to the RGT findings where motivation featured strongly, decision-making 

was the second most cited skill category, far outweighing all other skill categories. 

Thoroughness, motivation, and management were also frequently cited as contributing to good 

and bad practice. Experience, resilience and tenacity were next most common. Knowledge, 

leadership, and teamwork featured least commonly. Interestingly, resilience was proportionately 

cited more frequently in examples of good practice than bad practice and tenacity never featured 

in examples of bad practice, suggesting that these skill categories are associated with positive 

performance rather than poor performance. 

Top three skills 

Participants were asked to identify and describe the three most critical skills for being an 

effective detective. A total of 44 critical skills were identified, content analysed and again 

classified using the eleven skill categories previously identified. Two responses were coded as 

miscellaneous. The number of participants that cited one or more items in each skill category 

was calculated and is listed on Table 1. This table also includes the overall percentage of 

participants that cited each skill category at some stage during the interview. How detectives 

describe each skill, ability or other characteristic helps to more clearly define each skill category 

and is displayed in Table 2. 

[Insert Table 2 near here]  

Discussion 

Our findings suggest that the detective role is complex and challenging, and requires a 

combination of diverse skills. As such, we identified eleven main categories of skills, abilities 
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and other characteristics that are perceived by the respondents as integral to effective 

performance. The skills identified are sometimes orthogonal and may even be opposites. For 

example, it is desirable for a detective to be personable and approachable as well as methodical 

and attentive to detail. It is likely to be challenging to find or develop this array of skills in one 

individual. We will now discuss these ‘skill categories’ starting with the two skills identified as 

most important – communication and motivation.  

Communication was the most critical skill by far.  All participants mentioned 

communication at some stage during the interview and it was the most frequently cited skill 

category with each of the three interview methods used. This finding is consistent with other 

studies which have also found communication is essential to effectiveness (Cohen & Chaiken, 

1987; Maguire et al., 1991; McGurk et al., 1994; O’Neill, 2012). Further, previous studies also 

suggest that most crimes are solved due to information from the public (Brodeur, 2010; Ericson, 

1993; Greenwood et al, 1977), and investigators are aware that this is the case (Kebbell & Milne, 

1998; Kebbell & Wagstaff, 1997). If, as suggested by Innes (2003), information production is 

central to criminal investigation, communication is the means by which detectives provide this 

lifeblood.  

Detectives’ description of communication, as the flexibility to talk to anyone, anywhere, 

at any time and for any purpose, fits with Hobb’s (1988) notion of the entrepreneurial nature of 

detective work. The types of communication interactions described by detectives were diverse, 

and often emotional and high-stake. Perhaps like few other jobs, detective work demands that the 

individual communicates with such a variety of people and in complex and varied circumstances. 

For example, a detective may be required to take an initial complaint from a member of the 

public, and interview victims, witnesses, and suspects related to the same case. They must also 
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communicate with others in the justice system such as fellow detectives, uniformed officers, 

their supervisors, medical professionals, defence and prosecution lawyers, judges and jurors. The 

circumstances of each interaction also vary, for instance, interviewing a victim may range from 

communicating with someone who is traumatised but forthcoming with information to someone 

who is hostile towards police and reticent to talk. Interviewing a suspect may range from 

communicating with an aggressive individual with a mental health problem to a co-operative, but 

upset suspect who wants to reveal all. Interactions are also likely to involve people from groups 

that are over-represented in the crime statistics and different to detectives themselves. For 

example, the Australian Crime Survey in 2011 found that the largest proportion of police 

detainees were male and had not completed school, and 15-19 year olds were the age group that 

had the highest rate of offending (Australian Institute of Criminology, 2012). In addition to face-

to-face interactions, detectives described the importance of generating a high standard of 

prosecution case files, which supports Brodeur’s (2010) findings about the importance of post-

charge activities. A diverse skill-set is likely required of detectives to cater for this range of 

people and scenarios.  

How is effective communication defined in these challenging contexts? Research into 

investigative interviewing may help to define effective communication, but even this extensive 

body of research pays little attention to how to adapt to meet the diverse needs of different 

individuals detectives encounter (e.g., Bull, 2013). Some generic features may apply to all 

communications, identifying what these are could help more clearly define effectiveness. How 

detectives describe effective communication, adopting an empathetic, respectful and non-

judgemental approach, may be the key. More research is required, but studies in interviewing 

complainants and suspects support a non-judgemental approach (e.g., Kebbell, Alison, & Hurren, 
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2008; Kebbell, Allison, Hurren, & Mazerolle, 2010; Patterson, 2011). This is also consistent with 

the principles of procedural justice that highlight the need for fairness and engaging the 

individual in the process (see Mazerolle et al., 2013).  

Interestingly, detectives may be in the ideal position to learn what effective 

communication in a policing context involves. Unlike many other policing roles, they are 

typically exposed to both the short and long-term consequences of their communication 

interactions. For example, a detective may have contact with a witness early in an investigation 

and, months or years later, they may need to persuade and motivate the witness to give evidence 

in court. First impressions are highly influential and the longevity of this contact is distinct from 

one-off interaction more typical in other policing contexts. Detectives’ comments in the present 

study, that someone who was a suspect one day may be a witness the next, support the 

importance of establishing an on-going relationship with the people they deal with. As a result 

detectives receive feedback about the success of the approaches they use, which may create an 

ideal condition for effective learning (Ericsson, Krampe, & Tesch-Römer, 1993). Yet, even if 

detectives do understand the importance of skills like rapport, this does not mean they use these 

skills effectively in practice. For example, an analysis of 142 interviews with suspects found that 

many fraud investigators were often poor at building, and especially at maintaining, rapport 

during the interview (Walsh & Bull, 2012). In a review of what is believed and what is actually 

known about effective investigative interviewing, Bull (2013) also highlights the importance of 

balancing a humane approach with remaining sceptical. Whatever the case, engendering the 

ability to communicate with a variety of people appears to be vital to the selection and training of 

detectives.  
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Detectives perceived that being highly motivated was also essential to effective 

performance. This finding is supported by previous research (Cohen & Chaiken, 1987; Maguire 

et al., 1991; McGurk et al., 1994) and the ‘hard-working’ culture that is symbolic to detective 

work (Innes, 2003). Detectives in the present study reported that they are motivated by a desire 

for justice, to seek the truth and to do what is right for victims. This supports Brodeur’s (2010) 

‘pragmatic’ theory that detectives are results-orientated, but also the findings of Brookman and 

Innes (2013) that suggests broader outcomes, such as community impact, are also measures of 

investigative success. More research is required to validate what motivates a detective, but the 

very nature of the detective role may fuel the motivation to see justice done. Unlike other 

professions in the justice system, detectives deal with those who are effected by and commit 

crime near crisis point. Alleged offenders are often intoxicated, stressed and aggressive, and 

victims are often suffering from extreme psychological and physical trauma. Facing the 

emotional extremes of this raw face of crime may drive detectives to see justice done, especially 

if the desired empathetic approach is adopted. A risk of course, is that detectives are too 

influenced by these experiences and resort to emotionally driven decision-making that is more 

prone to bias (Chaiken, Liberman, & Eagly, 1989; Nickerson, 1998). On the other hand, if 

motivation is important, it is these very experiences that may drive detectives to perform 

effectively in what may be an otherwise thankless but demanding role. Following 

communication and motivation, the next three most desirable skill categories for a detective – 

thoroughness, decision-making and management – are likely to form the basis for an effective 

investigative method. Detectives described the importance of applying these skills across all 

investigative tasks from planning an investigation, to examining a scene, interviewing, preparing 

a prosecution file and dealing with a high investigative workload. Previous studies into the 
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detective role have also identified the importance of decision-making and management in the 

complex and dynamic criminal investigation process (Cohen & Chaiken, 1987; Innes, 2003; 

Maguire et al., 1991; McGurk et al., 1994), but thoroughness has received less explicit attention. 

The importance of thoroughness is consistent with the purpose of a detective to gather 

information from a variety of sources in a manner that meets the requirements of the criminal 

justice system (Innes, 2003) and produces effective case outcomes in terms of both conviction 

and adherence to proper procedure (Brodeur, 2010; Brookman & Innes, 2013). Thoroughness 

may be more easily defined and measured than other key skills because detectives are required to 

document their work. For example, a simple way to examine thoroughness is to review case files 

against a prescribed measure that incorporates legal and investigative requirements. Indeed 

studies that examine investigative performance by reviewing prosecution case files, such as 

Greenwood et al. (1977), generally examine how thorough detectives are in meeting 

requirements set by legal practitioners. Although it is important to note that not all cases result in 

prosecution so these types of measures do not provide a complete picture of thoroughness. 

Four of the remaining skill categories knowledge, experience, tenacity and teamwork are 

also validated by previous studies (Cohen & Chaiken, 1987; Maguire et al., 1991; McGurk et al., 

1994; O’Neill, 2012). Although there are some slight variations, likely due to the different 

categorisation systems used (Smith & Flanagan, 2000). The other two categories, leadership and 

resilience, have received little attention. Each one of these six skill categories warrants further 

discussion, but for interests of brevity we will only provide a summary here. Experience as a 

police officer and as an investigator, as well as knowledge were perceived to lay the foundation 

for effective performance. This finding is unsurprising given that role specific knowledge is a 

requirement for any profession. Experience, in particular learning from prior experiences, is a 
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core component of developing expertise more generally and aligns with the common perception 

of detective work as a craft (Ericsson et al., 1993; Hattie & Timperley, 2007; Innes, 2003; 

Reppetto, 1978). Although to be effective, learning from experience requires expert feedback, 

which may or may not be present in detective learning programmes (Ericsson, et al., 1993). 

Teamwork and leadership were also prominently cited skill categories. The need for these 

skills is likely to be closely linked to communication and suggest that the ability to work in a 

team is a core component of detective work. The importance of leadership found in the present 

study also suggests that detectives not only need the ability to adapt to perform specific roles 

within the team, but also to take charge and lead when required. For example, leadership may be 

required when a detectives is in charge of their own investigation whereas teamwork may be 

required when working on a major investigation such as a homicide. Further emphasising the 

complexity and demanding nature of the role, tenacity and resilience were also identified as 

important characteristics. Unlike the ability to communicate and work in a team, these skill 

categories are likely to be more internally driven. 

Limitations and future directions 

Before discussing the implications of the findings further, it is important to note the limitations 

of the present study. The interview methods used produce subjective responses from detectives 

about what they perceive as effective characteristics, which may differ from what actually is 

effective. For example, in one study O’Neill (2012) used objective measures of success (e.g. 

detection rates) to identify and compare 30 ‘high performing’ and 30 ‘low performing’ 

investigators. O’Neill found no differences between these two groups for psychological measures 

of personality type, critical thinking or empathy, despite investigators previously identifying 

these characteristics as important to success.  
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The detectives interviewed in the present study were generally very experienced, 

averaging 15 years in police, so they may unduly emphasise the importance of experience or 

hold different views from younger generations. Half the group were detectives in a supervisory 

role, which may influence their perceptions of what is important, however the consistency of the 

findings suggests there is agreement about the characteristics required for the role. On the other 

hand, the use of experienced detectives and their immediate supervisors is also a strength of this 

study because, as part of their everyday work, they are in the best position to know the 

requirements of the role. Further, the mixture of detectives sampled from different police 

services allowed us to obtain a wide variety of viewpoints about the generic characteristics 

required for detective work. If biases were operating, we would expect less uniformity in 

responses. Whatever the case, the findings do indicate what detectives themselves perceive as 

valuable to performing the role and add to our understanding of detective culture (see Innes, 

2003). Future research should explore the validity of detectives’ views and how the 

characteristics vary for more specialist roles. For example, investigators of internet child abuse 

may need specific types of communication skills to perform effectively when dealing with child 

sex offenders in an online environment.  

The debate about the usefulness of conceptualising detective work as an art, craft or 

science will be left to others. However, the findings of the present study support the views of 

many commentators that the role is complex and does not fit clearly into any one of these 

categories, but rather is a combination of them all (e.g., Innes, 2003; Reppetto, 1978). If 

professionalism is the goal, as proposed by Tong and Bowling (2006), we suggest that it is useful 

to extend the approach of the present study and further examine the tasks and characteristics 

required to perform the role effectively. This approach provides a platform for job design and 
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evaluation; job descriptions and recruitment criteria; training and on-going development; and 

performance appraisal (Brough & Smith, 2003). As mentioned, previous studies have already 

identified the tasks, such as planning investigations, interviewing suspects and witnesses, 

examining crime scenes and gathering evidence, cultivating informants, preparing case files and 

giving evidence (Cohen & Chaiken, 1987; Greenwood et. al, 1977; Maguire et al., 1991). 

Matching these tasks with the eleven skill categories identified in the present study provides a 

starting point for the development of a robust evidence-based learning framework. Future 

research could use these skill categories to determine how competency may be measured, 

explore to what extent these skill categories are learnable, and to understand how they may be 

developed. 

Implications for recruitment, training and management  

The findings of this research can assist with the development of evidence-based policy 

and practice for the selection and development of detectives. Recruiting those who already have 

the correct skills and characteristics, is the simplest way to ensure detectives have those requisite 

characteristics required to do the job effectively. Communication skills are fundamental but 

difficult to learn (e.g., Milne & Bull, 1999; Powell, Fisher, & Wright, 2005). Interpersonal 

communication skills, motivation and thoroughness may provide useful selection criteria. It is 

beyond the scope of this article, but a closer examination of how, if it is possible, to validly 

measure these core characteristics required for detective work. Psychological testing for 

characteristics that are more stable and personality related may also assist. For example, 

conscientiousness on the five-factor model for personality is likely to indicate a tendency for 

thoroughness (see Digman, 1990; Ozer & Reise, 1994; see Bull 2013 for a review see Bull 2013 

for a review of current literature on personality factors and investigative interviewing).  
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Training programmes for detectives should include both knowledge acquisition and skill 

development. McGurk et al. (1994) has previously criticised the over-emphasis of legal 

knowledge in police training programmes at the expense of other training needs. However the 

present study suggests that knowledge of the law is a core requirement that needs to be addressed 

alongside knowledge of investigative method. Developing investigative knowledge is likely to 

incorporate learning about the tasks detectives conduct (e.g. interviewing, crime scene 

examination) and how those tasks are conducted effectively through the application of the 

characteristics identified in the present study (e.g. effective communication, thoroughness, 

management). This knowledge is the foundation for skill development and is likely to include 

underlying principles and processes involved. For example, the findings of the present study 

combined with that of other studies (e.g., Bull, 2013; Powell et al., 2005), suggest that for the 

knowledge underpinning effective communication, detectives may need to know about: the 

scientific basis for the methods used, the value of adopting a non-judgmental approach, and the 

process of how to elicit information from a variety of people and scenarios. Knowledge could 

include strategies and tools that are useful for developing core skills. For example, training in 

information analysis methods may assist with learning to apply thoroughness to investigative 

work.  

Once foundation knowledge is learnt, a wealth of research indicates how to acquire and 

develop skills (see Smets & Rispens, 2014). Practical scenario based training that incorporates 

spaced learning over time, gradual progression in complexity, and practice accompanied by 

immediate expert feedback are all important (Ericsson et al., 1993; Hattie & Timperley, 2007; 

Powell, Fisher, & Wright, 2005). Indeed, some police services have already adopted training 

programmes that fit this approach for investigations in general (e.g. Professionalising 
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Investigative Programme in England; National Centre for Policing Excellence, 2006) or 

interviewing (e.g., PEACE interviewing in England and Wales, and New Zealand; Clarke & 

Milne, 2001; Schollum, 2006).   

However detectives are trained, the work is not prescriptive, thus central to any training is 

encouraging autonomy and a flexible approach that enables detectives to respond to the wide 

variety of challenging scenarios they are likely to come across in the field. In this regard, the 

management of detectives should include consideration of how to expose them to a variety of 

experiences. Not only does this involve time in the role, or different aspects of detective work, 

but also exposing detectives to increasing complex, but achievable, challenges that are ideal for 

learning and expert feedback (e.g., Ericsson et al., 1993). Finally, in addition to the internal 

motivators of detectives, exploring what organisational factors motivate and de-motivate 

detectives may assist with maintaining effectiveness. Studies such as Innes (2002) who examined 

how legal, organisational and investigative factors may influence actions performed by 

detectives may be helpful. Exploration of factors identified as effecting job satisfaction and 

retention in more general policing research, such as supervisor support and organisational 

recognition may also be appropriate (Brough, 2005; Brough & Frame, 2004; Chan & Doran, 

2009). Clearly, motivating detectives and not demotivating them should be a major goal of 

policing organisations. 

Conclusion 

We now know that detectives identify communication skills, motivation and thoroughness as the 

most important attributes of an effective detective.  The challenge is now for academics and 

police to work together to ensure that detectives with these attributes are recruited, trained and 

retained.  
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Footnotes 

*Corresponding author.  

1 We use the term ‘skill category’ for ease of reading, although we note that some of these ‘skill 

categories’ may be better described as abilities or other characteristics. 
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Table 1 

Overall rankings and frequencies of eleven skill categories for an effective detective from 

Repertory Grid Technique, Critical Incident Technique and semi-structured interview 

Rank Skill/ability 

RGT 

CIT Good 

practice 

CIT Bad 

practice 

Top 3 

skills 

Overall*  

  (N=30) (N=30) (N=30) (N=30) (%) 

1 Communication 29 20 19 24 100.0 

2  Motivation 27 8 7 7 93.3 

3 Thoroughness 19 10 6 8 76.7 

4 Decision-making 17 16 13 9 70.0 

4 Management 17 12 5 6 70.0 

6 Experience 12 5 5 5 66.7 

7 Leadership 15 1 3 4 63.3 

8 Knowledge 16 2 3 9 60.0 

9 Resilience 14 5 2 3 56.7 

10 Tenacity 13 5 0 7 50.0 

11 Teamwork 11 1 1 1 43.3 

*Percentage of participants who identified skill category at any phase of the interview. 
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Table 2 

Description of the eleven skill categories required for an effective detective 

Skill category Description 

Communication Clearly articulates with influence what is required to all varieties of 

people, regardless of their background or context, to achieve desired 

outcome. Establishes rapport, shows empathy, is flexible and 

personable, treats people non-judgmentally and with respect, 

establishes relationships of trust, actively listens, questions and seeks 

clarification, is patient and controlled, and gives confidence to 

respondents.  Communicates well orally for tasks such as interviewing, 

speaking to informants, conducting briefings, giving evidence; and 

produces a high standard of written communication for prosecution 

files.  

Motivation Is genuinely passionate about the role, committed, goal driven with a 

strong work ethic, has a ‘can do’ attitude, and is driven by a desire to 

do what is right for victims, seek the truth and see justice done.  

Thoroughness Pays attention to detail and methodically attends to all aspects of 

detective work including how investigations are conducted, 

interviewing, scene examinations, and file preparation. 

Decision-

making 

Analyses information to make clear and logical decisions under 

pressure while remaining open-minded and flexible to respond to 

unfolding scenarios. Thinks about the big picture, critically, and 

outside of the square, and takes calculated risks. 

Management Uses organisational skills to plan, prioritise and conduct investigations; 

manages a high investigative workload; and acquires and uses 

resources effectively including managing people and delegating where 

appropriate. 

Experience Has learnt from life experience and working in a variety of policing 

roles including uniform, rural and investigative. Applies this 
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experience to achieve effective outcomes through lessons learned. 

Leadership Engenders confidence in other officers through decisive action and 

clear communication, leads by example, and has the self-assurance to 

seek advice and change the investigative approach when appropriate. 

Knowledge Has legal and investigative knowledge, a willingness to learn and seek 

new knowledge, and applies knowledge effectively.  

Resilience Copes emotionally under the extensive professional and personal 

pressure that results from the nature of the investigations, dealing with 

difficult people, demanding work conditions and continuous openness 

to criticism from the courts and others. Is adaptable, uses humour, and 

compartmentalises work separately from personal life. 

Tenacity Never gives up, patiently follows investigations through to the end 

despite any obstacles, is inquisitive and leaves no stone unturned to 

seek the truth. 

Teamwork Works well with others and fulfils their own role, regardless of how 

big or small, to ensure team objectives are met. 

 


