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Abstract 

This dissertation examines the role of special constables on Ontario post-secondary campuses and 

where they are positioned in relation to the broad range of state and non-state law enforcement 

entities in Canada. Through in-depth qualitative interviews with department heads, alongside a 

detailed survey and focus groups with Ontario campus special constables, my research examines the 

everyday work and perspectives of a highly understudied group. Under neoliberal governance, there 

has been a growing reliance on non-state law enforcement entities to adopt roles that have 

traditionally been filled by police. Alongside this, we have witnessed an increasing demand for risk 

management due to growing private property ownership. As a result, studies that investigate the work 

of these groups offer important insight into their experiences and what is needed to ensure they can 

effectively manage risk in place of the police. Despite this, research examining the perspectives of 

non-state law enforcement is limited. Furthermore, there are even fewer studies on campus law 

enforcement and essentially no scholarly attention has been paid to those who work in this role on 

Canadian post-secondary campuses. This study addresses this gap by offering insight into the 

background, daily work, and experiences of Ontario campus special constables through a mixed 

methods design which allows for the production of information on a number of relevant topics from a 

broad range of participants. Based on my findings, I argue that much like other private policing 

entities, neoliberal processes have contributed to the role of special constables increasingly 

overlapping with that of the public police and, as a result, they play an important part in keeping 

campuses safe. At the same time, my study shows that this development has occurred to an even 

greater extent with special constables as a result of the general shift toward the professionalization of 

campus law enforcement, as well as the growing need to manage various risks on campus, 

particularly in light of increased media portrayal of serious crimes at universities and colleges. 

Moreover, despite the police-like work special constables are expected to perform on campus, my 

research indicates that, in line with the experiences of other non-state law enforcement, legitimacy 

challenges remain an issue. Although these issues appear to occur less often with special constables, 

students, staff, faculty, and other members of law enforcement are often unaware of the authority 

granted to special constables and in some cases, this situation has resulted in negative and escalated 

interactions between parties. Thus, this study contributes to this field of research by offering an 

explanation and potential solutions to address legitimacy challenges among private law enforcement. 

Consequently, I argue that institutions should increase awareness surrounding the role and authorities 
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of special constables and that policymakers should take steps to enhance their standardization and 

training to improve the perception of this group as legitimate members of law enforcement. 

Additionally, given their ability to fully engage in the community policing model and offer 

institution-specific support at a lower cost (compared with municipal police), the work of special 

constables could be used by all post-secondary institutions across Canada to protect the campus 

community and ensure that all students, regardless of location, background, or school, are afforded 

the same level of security. This dissertation highlights the way special constables have the ability to 

manage both actual and perceived risk through the use of community-based policing on campus and 

therefore are valuable assets to the institutions that employ them. These findings have implications 

beyond post-secondary campuses in Ontario. They reinforce the importance of effective private law 

enforcement entities in a time of reduced state involvement under neoliberal governance and high 

demand for risk management among members of the public as well as the need for further research to 

ensure optimal performance and public acceptance of them. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

On September 13th, 2006 a 25-year-old man traveled to the campus of Dawson College in Montreal, 

Quebec and opened-fire in the cafeteria building, killing one person and injuring 16 others. Following 

this, the perpetrator fatally shot himself after being wounded by a police officer (Marin, 2016; 

Solyom, 2016). This is just one of several school shootings that have occurred in Canada, including 

the 1989 École Polytechnique massacre in Montreal and the La Loche Community School shooting in 

Saskatchewan in 2016, which killed four people and injured seven (Solyom, 2016; Huffington Post, 

2018). While these incidents represent extreme cases of violence, recent data demonstrate that 

Canadian post-secondary campuses are not immune from other types of violence and crime. For 

example, in a survey of over 23,000 undergraduate students, Maclean’s Magazine reported that over 

20 percent of female students, 46 percent of LGBTQ+ students, and 6 percent of male students had 

experienced sexual assault and approximately half of these incidents occurred while they were 

attending university (Schwartz, 2018). Additionally, less serious crimes, such as theft and break and 

enter, are even more common on campus (Carroll, 2004). 

While post-secondary campuses have substantially lower crime rates than other areas of the 

country (i.e., cities and towns), a number of scholars suggest the dramatic increase in post-secondary 

enrollment over the past few decades has contributed to a general increase in campus crime (more 

people means more crime) (Bordner & Peterson, 1983; Carroll, 2004; Griffith et al., 2004; Hopkins & 

Neff, 2014; Johnson & Bromley, 1999; National Center for Education Statistics, 2019; Statistics 

Canada, 2020). Additionally, as with society in general, media coverage of serious crime on campus 

has contributed to growing public concern (Gomme & Micucci, 1997; Shi, 2021) and eliminated the 

traditional perspective of post-secondary institutions as “sanctuaries of absolute safety” (Bromley, 

2000: 492). Instead, the campuses now resemble other small cities or towns experiencing crime and 
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deviance and therefore requiring law enforcement like any other location (Bromley, 1995; Gehrand, 

2000; Hopkins & Neff, 2014; Nichols, 1987; Sloan & Fisher, 2011). 

The increasing crime rates in Western nations during the 1980s and 1990s led to substantial 

changes in the way society views and responds to criminal behaviour and risk which continue today. 

The shift from the welfare state to a neoliberal governance model has resulted in the state stepping 

back to govern-at-a-distance and the responsibility for crime prevention has shifted largely to non-

state agencies (Garland, 1996). This, alongside the growth of mass private property and subsequent 

increasing demand for protection of these spaces that the public police cannot meet, has resulted in a 

growing need for private law enforcement alternatives (Kitchen & Rygiel, 2014; Ruddell, Thomas, & 

Patten, 2011; Singh & Light, 2019). Thus, the use of private security has increased dramatically in 

various locations, including shopping malls, corporations, and post-secondary institutions (White, 

2011). 

1.1 Campus Characteristics and Crime 

As discussed above, post-secondary campuses tend to be safer than other areas of society when it 

comes to crime (Hopkins & Neff, 2014; Jacobsen, 2017). At the same time, there are certain aspects 

that can increase their risk for particular offences (Hancock, 2016). For example, the campus 

community is comprised largely of people in their early-20s, many who often show little concern for 

their personal safety and tend to be overrepresented as both victims and perpetrators of criminal 

behaviour, particularly with minor crimes like theft, simple assault, mischief, and drug/alcohol-related 

infractions (Allen, 2015; Gomme & Micucci, 1997; National Crime Prevention Center, 2012). This, 

in combination with the availability of on-campus entertainment facilities, such as bars and 

dormitories, where students hold social gatherings and consume alcohol and drugs, can facilitate 

opportunities for law-violation and victimization (Gomme & Micucci, 1997). 
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 Additionally, as will be discussed below, because campuses are publicly accessible and 

highly diverse, it is often difficult to distinguish between those whose presence is legitimate and those 

who may pose a threat. Moreover, most campuses consist of multiple buildings that are accessible 24 

hours a day and contain a wealth of valuable items, such as computers and laboratory equipment, 

making them convenient targets for property crime. Thus, the nature of campuses as privately-owned, 

but publicly accessible spaces heightens the risk for particular crimes, such as theft (Gomme & 

Micucci, 1997; White, 2011). 

At the same time, there are other aspects of post-secondary institutions that act as protective 

factors against crime. For example, the students and staff on campus tend to be well-educated and 

represent higher socioeconomic statuses, factors inversely associated with criminal behaviour 

(Levine, 2011). Additionally, the campuses themselves are generally clean, well-lit, and well-

maintained, a stark contrast from the “images of neglect commonly associated with criminal activity – 

run-down buildings, unkempt lawns, graffiti, broken lights, and disheveled people” (Gomme & 

Micucci, 1997: 46). 

Because of their distinguishing characteristics, the nature of crime that occurs on post-

secondary campuses differs from other areas. There are lower levels of crime overall, but higher rates 

of minor crimes such as theft and alcohol-related issues, particularly common among young people. 

This strongly impacts special constables and their role in maintaining the safety and security of the 

institution and its members, which will be discussed below. 

1.2 Gaps in Previous Research 

While most college/university campuses employ some form of law enforcement (Anderson, 2015; 

Carlson, 2015; Hinkle & Jones, 1991; Reaves, 2015; Rigakos & Ponting, 2013; Wilson & Wilson, 

2011) and campus crime is largely recognized as a social problem, there is very little research 
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focusing on the people hired to deal with it – campus police (Allen, 2014; Smith, Wilkes, & Bouffard, 

2016; Wilson & Wilson, 2011). This is particularly the case in Canada. In fact, Gomme and Micucci 

(1997) indicate that theirs is “the first Canadian study focusing exclusively on the organization and 

activities of a campus law enforcement agency” (44). They offer several reasons for this lack of 

scholarly attention:  

1. Data on campus crime in Canada are neither systemically collected nor disseminated. 

2. Canadian campuses rarely constitute separate police jurisdictions with commensurately 

distinct official crime statistics. 

3. Canadian campus security agencies themselves employ no standardized crime recording 

system. 

4. There have been few studies of campus crime and fear and their results remain largely 

unpublished (Gomme & Miccuci, 1997:43). 

While at least some of these have changed, i.e., the institutions now collect and disseminate their own 

annual campus crime statistics, many publicly available on their websites, the information sheds light 

on why there is such limited research in this field and draws attention to aspects of campus policing 

that may still need addressing. 

Unlike in the United States, where most institutions have fully-sworn police officers (Allen, 

2016; Carlson, 2015; Reaves, 2015), in Canada, the protection of post-secondary campuses generally 

falls under one of three categories: in-house security personnel, externally-contracted security guards, 

or special constables employed by the university/college (Carroll, 2004). As a result, while the 

policing literature includes studies on American campus officers, it largely ignores the experience of 

campus law enforcement from Canada. 

Similarly, in the private policing literature, which has received very little scholarly attention 

compared with public policing (Manzo, 2009), much of the research focuses on the work of security 
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personnel, including security guards working in shopping malls (Manzo, 2006) and those hired for 

large events like the G20 Summit in Toronto in 2010 (Kitchen & Rygiel, 2014), with very limited 

focus on those working at colleges and universities. While some post-secondary campuses employ 

security guards, this study focuses on the experience of special constables who provide security and 

policing functions. As discussed below, special constables, who fall somewhere between the police 

and private security, have been largely overlooked in both the public and private policing literature. 

In this study, I examine how special constables manage risk on campus. Since the emergence 

of neoliberal processes in place of the welfare state, the governance of criminal activity, as well as 

other aspects of society, has shifted (Butler, 2018; Garland, 1996; Nalla & Gurinskaya, 2020). As 

discussed in Chapter 2, neoliberal governing regimes have reduced state involvement in social life; 

shifted crime prevention responsibility to individuals, agencies, and organizations; and adopted the 

market as a guiding force in society (Butler, 2018; Garland, 1996; Giroux, 2005). As this change has 

occurred, many scholars have critically assessed the resulting changes which include the out-sourcing 

of state responsibilities (including crime prevention) to non-state agencies which blurs the distinction 

between the two groups, and the erosion of state-provided social supports, hence, the privatization 

and commodification of services like healthcare and security (Giroux, 2005; Ilcan & Basok, 2004; 

Rose & Valverde, 1998). Much of the research on the outsourcing of police services and the 

privatization of policing focuses on the United States and United Kingdom, with limited attention to 

the Canadian context. 

My research examines the work and experience of special constables on post-secondary 

campuses and the impact on them of the fragmentation of policing and neoliberal governance 

strategies. As discussed above, scholars attribute the growing demand for private policing to several 

factors, including neoliberal governance which seeks to reduce state involvement, as well as the 

growth of mass private property and property owners’ increasing demands for security (Singh & 
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Light, 2019). Thus, while much of my analysis examines the impacts of neoliberal governance 

strategies on campus special constables, it is not the only cause of the increased outsourcing of police 

work. In fact, some scholars have criticized the use of neoliberal processes as an overarching 

“analytic category” to explain changes in society (Collier, 2012; Brady, 2016:1). 

From a neoliberal governance perspective, individuals and organizations managing risk 

through private insurance, closed-circuit television (CCTV), and other security measures (Garland, 

1996) has increased the use of private or non-state security agents and fragmentation in policing 

where each law enforcement entity manages its own risk (Ericson & Haggerty, 1997; Rice, 2018). 

This shifting responsibility reduces costs for the state, as private property owners fund these services. 

This, in conjunction with the growth of private property and desire to protect it, results in greater 

reliance, among individuals and organizations, on private policing/security agencies for the protection 

of themselves and their infrastructure. In fact, these non-state policing entities now play larger role in 

risk governance than the public police in North America and elsewhere (White, 2011). On post-

secondary campuses, a similar process has occurred. In a report for the Ontario Association of 

College and University Administrators (OACUSA), Rigakos and Ponting (2013) indicate that several 

Ontario campuses have hired special constables in place of police officers to reduce provincial justice 

costs. 

While the OACUSA report outlines why special constables work on campus and describes 

their general duties, little scholarly attention has been paid to the special constables themselves. My 

data, collected through interviews, surveys, and focus groups, offers an understanding of the impact 

of neoliberal governance on their work in risk management on campus, as well as the larger world of 

governance, and can inform policy related to the expectations placed on them as members of law 

enforcement. 
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As Bromley (1995) highlights, a strong understanding of campus policing organizations and 

models, as well as officers’ day-to-day experience is useful for those involved campus policing policy 

development. Similarly, Gomme and Micucci (1997) emphasize the value of data on campus crime 

and policing for guiding strategies to prevent and manage crime as well as reduce fear among the 

campus community. While Canadian post-secondary campuses have much lower rates of crime than 

the general population (Hopkins & Neff, 2014) and therefore tend to be safer, more recently, concern 

around safety on campus, particularly in the context of sexual violence, has grown. A substantial 

literature examines the occurrence and impacts of sexual assault on American post-secondary 

institutions and more recent work out of Canada indicates this is a very real concern on this side of 

the border as well (Lee & Wong, 2019). In recent years, several Canadian universities have faced 

criticism for their actions (or lack thereof) surrounding sexual assaults on or near their campuses. For 

example, the media criticized York University’s response to several sexual assaults on its campus and 

nearby, as well as its handling of such events since 2007. Similarly, the University of British 

Columbia also garnered media attention when six women reported sexual assaults on the campus in 

2007 (CBC News, 2013; Sheehy & Gilbert, 2015). 

These incidents have serious implications for post-secondary institutions. In addition to the 

physical, emotional, psychological, and social effects on the victim, the institution’s reputation can 

also be damaged (Gomme & Micucci, 1997). Prospective students, faculty members, and 

organizations may re-consider associating with the university or college (Lee & Wong, 2019). 

Research that may offer insight on how to improve campus law enforcement may help colleges and 

universities reduce crime, avoid expensive court cases, protect their reputations, and limit fear of 

victimization on campus (Rigakos & Ponting, 2013). This information, when provided to campus 

police departments, allows them to function optimally and more effectively assist those in need 

(Griffith et al., 2004). Ultimately, this improves the institution’s reputation, allowing it to maintain its 
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livelihood, as students, staff, and faculty members will be more inclined to study or work there if they 

feel safe on campus. 

My study seeks to fill a gap in both the public and private policing literature by shedding light 

on the work of campus special constables in Canada, highlighting their role in the governance of risk, 

and demonstrating how broader neoliberal political rationalities have shaped this role. It will add to 

the policing literature by providing an in-depth analysis of the experiences and needs of a growing 

law enforcement entity that plays a central role in securing campuses, allowing the police to focus 

their attention on more serious crimes elsewhere. Findings that support policy to improve campus 

special constables’ capacity to govern risk benefit the public police and offer insight on how to 

improve the working relationship between the two groups. An understanding of how their roles 

overlap and differ will contribute to effective collaboration and ultimately, reinforce the values of the 

state via neoliberal governance (see chapter 2). My dissertation is also one of the first studies to 

examine the work of Ontario campus special constables incorporating their own perspectives as well 

as those of their department heads. 

For the literature on private policing, my research will offer insights from a largely 

overlooked law enforcement entity. It offers the special constables a chance to share their unique 

experience working on post-secondary campuses and therefore sheds light on their daily tasks as well 

as the challenges they face in keeping campuses safe and promoting themselves as legitimate agents 

of law enforcement, an issue largely overlooked in the private policing literature (Saarikkomäki, 

2018). Additionally, it discuss how their work overlaps and differs with that of other private policing 

entities. Thus, this information is likely to benefit other private policing entities, in addition to special 

constables themselves, with respect to policy and ways to address challenges, such as legitimacy, to 

improve their effectiveness. 
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This study also adds to the campus policing literature as one of the first to examine special 

constables’ role in Ontario, and Canada in general. As much of the previous work has focused on the 

United States, it explores the impact of neoliberal governance models on special constables working 

on Canadian campuses. As I mentioned above, most American campuses have fully-sworn police 

officers but this is not the case in Canada. Consequently, the experiences of Ontario campus law 

enforcement will likely be different. As a result, understanding the role of campus special constables 

in Canada can inform decisions about campus safety. 

While some studies on campus policing have brief discussions of special constables, my 

research collects data directly from them and their department heads, offering a more in-depth look 

into the day-to-day workings of campus police/security departments. As a result, this study will 

contribute to several sets of literature. It will provide much-needed insight into campus policing in 

Canada, explore experiences and challenges relevant to multiple private policing entities, recommend 

ways to improve the working relationship between the police and campus special constables, and 

highlight the impacts that neoliberal governance models have had on the work of non-state security 

agencies while offering suggestions to make them more effective. 

1.3 The History of Campus Police 

The first North American campus police entity was established in 1894 at Yale University, in New 

Haven, Connecticut, after conflict arose when local townsfolk accused students of taking bodies from 

local cemeteries for research (Bromley & Reaves, 1998; Gehrand, 2000; Hopkins & Neff, 2014; 

Powell, 1994). In response, Yale hired two local police officers to patrol its campus in an attempt to 

prevent future riots and smooth over relations with the community (Powell, 1994). While some 

campuses followed suit, scholars note that for the first half of the 20th century, most institutions relied 

on a “watchman” style of oversight, typically hiring individuals considered “glorified custodians” 
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with minimal or no law enforcement training or authority, who fulfilled basic tasks such as locking 

doors and protecting campus infrastructure (Hopkins & Neff, 2014: 126; Sloan, 1992). 

Over the years, however, this ‘custodial’ role has evolved towards professionalization of 

campus police (Bordner & Peterson, 1983; Bromley, 2000; Carlson, 2015; Esposito & Stormer, 1989; 

Fisher & Sloan, 2013; Gehrand, 2000; Greenlee, 2016; Hinkle & Jones, 1991; Peak, Barthe, & 

Garcia, 2008; Sloan, 1992; Sloan, Lanier, & Beer, 2000). This transition has been attributed largely to 

higher enrollments and resulting increases in campus crime (Bordner & Peterson, 1983; Bromley, 

2000; Esposito & Stormer, 1989; Gehrand, 2000; Hinkle & Jones, 1991; Paoline & Sloan, 2003; 

Peak, Barthe, & Garcia, 2008; Powell, 1994; Sloan, Lanier, & Beer, 2000; Wilson & Wilson, 2000). 

 In Campus Crime: Legal, Social, and Policy Perspectives, Fisher and Sloan (2013) outline 

the different shifts in American campus policing. They highlight that, campus police started out 

essentially as security guards during “The Watchmen Era” (eighteenth and nineteenth centuries). 

“The Campus Security Era” (1900s - mid-1960s) saw growth in post-secondary enrollment and higher 

rates of campus crime and other social problems. As a result, campuses began to hire people with 

prior military or policing experience to enforce rules and maintain order among students as opposed 

to almost exclusively security functions. 

During the “Era of Professionalization” (1960s-1980s) further change occurred as a result of 

the United States’ first mass school shooting at the University of Texas Tower, as well as substantial 

social unrest due to the civil rights movement and protests against the Vietnam War (Allen, 2020; 

Fisher & Sloan, 2013). These issues became too much for campus security departments to handle 

resulting in university administrators enlisting police officers to formally train campus law 

enforcement and run their departments to improve their effectiveness and legitimacy. 

The shift to the “Community Era” (1990s-present) occurred as a result of increases in 

enrollment and growing reports of serious crimes on campus. Specifically, the 1986 murder of Jeanne 
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Ann Cleary by a man who entered her dormitory through an unlocked, propped open door, was a key 

factor in this change. It contributed to media criticism of insufficient security mechanisms on 

campuses and led to The Clery Act, which requires post-secondary institutions to inform the public 

about crimes on campus (Allen, 2020). These factors led not only to greater demand for campus 

police, but expectations of services and pro-social interactions like the public police. In response, to 

improve their ability to prevent and respond to crime, campus departments adopted community-

oriented policing (Allen, 2020; Fisher & Sloan, 2013), which also became the dominant model of 

public police departments (Brogden & Nijhar, 2005; Friedmann, 1992; Murphy, 2007; Vinzant & 

Crothers, 1994). 

There is limited information about the history of campus law enforcement in Canada. In their 

OACUSA report, Rigakos and Ponting (2013) state that University of Toronto implemented Ontario’s 

first campus police department in 1904, because its location fell outside the jurisdiction of the 

Toronto Police Service. However, few other post-secondary campuses followed suit until the 1970s1 

when, as in the United States, growing enrollment along with “heightened student unrest and 

activism” forced the issue (Rigakos & Ponting, 2013: 13). 

1.4 Special Constables in Canada 

While many American and Canadian post-secondary institutions have law enforcement to patrol their 

campuses, the former are often public police officers whereas in Canada, they tend to be special 

constables. Across the country, provincial/territorial policing legislation allows the appointment of 

special constables in various capacities (Rigakos & Ponting, 2013). According to Carroll’s (2004) A 

Report on Campus Policing and Security in Canada, the preference for this is as follows: 

 
1 E.g., Brock University in 1971, University of Guelph and Wilfred Laurier University in 1976 (Rigakos & 

Ponting, 2013). 
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1. University retains control of the campus police, enforcement policies, and resolution options; 

2. Public police may be less sensitive to campus issues and culture; 

3. Public police are only needed for the few serious incidents while campus special constables 

can handle the routine daily occurrences; 

4. Having a campus police special constable presence provides greater crime deterrence and 

enhances community safety and security. (7) 

This study focuses exclusively on Ontario’s special constables. The province’s 

Comprehensive Ontario Police Services (COPS) Act allows a police service board or commissioner to 

appoint special constables and outline their authority (Bill 68, 2019). Special constables are 

considered peace officers to whom the local police services board may grant any or all of the 

authority of public police officers. As a result, their powers and jurisdiction differ with their terms of 

engagement (Moskowitz, 2017). 

 While special constables work in a variety of locations across the province, including public 

transit, public parks, and the courts, this research focuses on their role on post-secondary campuses. 

Ontario currently has around 200 special constables working at ten post-secondary institutions: Brock 

University (St. Catharine’s), Carleton University (Ottawa), Fanshawe College (London), McMaster 

University (Hamilton), University of Guelph, University of Toronto, University of Waterloo, Western 

University (London), and Wilfrid Laurier University (Waterloo) (Rigakos & Ponting, 2013). As will 

be discussed below, these campus special constables are responsible for general policing duties, 

including patrol, responding to calls for service, interacting with the campus community, maintaining 

order, and promoting safety (Moskowitz, 2017). 
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1.5 Research Questions 

As mentioned above, despite the large number of special constables employed in Ontario, and around 

the country, as well as the value they bring as members of law enforcement, they have received very 

little scholarly attention. This study addresses this gap in the literature by shedding light on who these 

individuals are, what they do, and the role they play in the larger landscape of governing risk. In order 

to do this, my key research question is: ‘How do Ontario special constables engage in the governance 

of risk on campus?’ This question is guided by a conceptual framework of risk and governance. The 

study examines how campus special constables serve as one of the myriad of policing ‘parts’ that 

make society secure as the state governs-at-a-distance under neoliberal processes and what impact 

this mode of governance has had on them. This question is important as security is increasingly a 

concern in a risk society and as risk management has become more fragmented (Ericson & Haggerty, 

1997) it is necessary to examine the way each individual law enforcement entity performs its role so 

we can figure out what is working, what could be improved, and how. 

In my review of relevant bodies of literature – policing, private policing/security, and campus 

policing – some key concepts emerged which shaped my research questions and the analysis of my 

data. First, governance is a key aspect of my analysis. Our current political landscape, neoliberal 

governance, is informed by notions of risk and security, while reducing state involvement and costs 

(Ericson & Haggerty, 1997). As will be seen below, special constables are one of many cost-saving 

law enforcement entities that allow the state to govern-at-a-distance and the police to focus on other 

matters. As a result, examining the way neoliberal governance impacts their work on post-secondary 

campuses is a notable aspect of this study. 

A second concept, related to risk and governance, is community-oriented policing. Under 

neoliberal governance, law enforcement has shifted to community policing which involves not only 

reactive, but proactive policing, meaning they work with communities to prevent risk and increase 
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security (Murphy, 2007; Vinzant & Crothers, 1994). Thus, the onus is no longer exclusively on the 

police to keep society safe, reflecting the responsibilization of individuals and non-state entities 

which is a key part of neoliberal governance. The use of special constables on campus is also an 

example of law enforcement’s fragmentation, to which neoliberal processes have contributed (Ericson 

& Haggerty, 1997). As a result, my research examines the way campus special constables engage in 

this policing model and how community governance and the responsibilization of risk has occurred 

on campus. 

Finally, a consistent finding in the literature is that both private and campus policing 

personnel often face challenges to their legitimacy, since they differ from the public police (in 

authority, uniform, jurisdiction, and so on). As a result, I explore this issue with special constables 

and seek ways to increase their legitimacy. This concept also ties into the others, as reduced state 

involvement in security means more non-state entities are now maintaining security in many parts of 

society. Legitimacy thus becomes a crucial issue, as these groups struggle to perform their roles 

(Lyons, 2015). Similarly, for special constables to maintain security on campus, they need to be 

viewed as legitimate agents of law enforcement by the campus community. 

The above concepts of governance, community-oriented policing, and legitimacy reflect the 

framework I use to address the research questions of this study. As mentioned above, the general 

focus of my research is the role that special constables play in making Ontario post-secondary 

campuses secure. To address this topic, I have established several sub-questions based on my review 

of the literature and the key concepts and topics that emerged from it:  

1. What experience and training is required for individuals applying to work as campus special 

constables in Ontario? 

a. What qualities and background are department heads looking for when they hire such 

individuals? 
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2. What policing model do Ontario special constable departments use? 

a. How does this guide their everyday activities? 

3. What challenges (if any) do campus special constables face with respect to legitimacy? 

a. Does this differ between students, staff, faculty, and other members of law 

enforcement? 

b. What factors help and/or hinder their perceived legitimacy? 

These questions are designed to examine the concepts above (governance, community-oriented 

policing, and legitimacy) in greater detail as well as help fill the gaps I have identified in the 

literature. 

The first question focuses on understanding the type of individuals hired to work as campus 

special constables. I ask this question for two reasons. First, since there is so little research on campus 

policing in Canada, I wanted to determine the skills and qualifications possessed by these individuals 

and address this gap in the campus policing literature. Additionally, this information is relevant with 

respect to their legitimacy as clarity around their training, experience, and knowledge of law 

enforcement can challenge some people’s views that they are unskilled or untrained. Finally, as 

O’Conner and colleagues (2008) state, the training of private security entities reveals how the state 

views them and what they are capable of (based on the role they are expected to fill). Their training 

and authority create expectations of them, which may or may not coincide with the views of the 

special constables themselves. 

 The second question (and sub-question) relates to the department’s policing model, which 

highlights post-secondary campuses’ use of community policing. As mentioned above, this is a key 

aspect of policing under neoliberal governance and profoundly affects what special constables do. It 

reiterates the privatization of responsibility (Ilcan, 2009) as well as other state values. I discussed this 

matter in further detail with department heads and the special constables themselves. 



 

 16 

 Finally, concerning legitimacy, my research seeks to understand who is challenging the work 

of special constables, if it is a frequent occurrence, and why they believe it occurs. Additionally, I 

outline the recommendations of department heads and the special constables themselves about how to 

address this issue. My findings can guide future policy to increase the perceived legitimacy of campus 

special constables and perhaps other members of private law enforcement, so as to improve their 

capacity and effectiveness. Given their increasing management of risk, this information is highly 

relevant. The next section explains my research design and the methods used to collect and analyze 

my data. 

1.6 Study Design and Methodology 

To address my research questions, this study adopts a sequential mixed methods design (qualitative-

quantitative-qualitative) (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998). While quantitative and qualitative methods 

are guided by different paradigms and sometimes viewed as incompatible, incorporating both into my 

research allows the study to benefit from the strengths of each one – breadth of information and depth 

of information, respectively. Since the goal of this research is to fill a large gap in the literature, this 

design allowed for the collection of general data from a broad range of participants as well as more 

in-depth information from a subset of the sample. 

Quantitative methods reflect a positivist or empiricist approach to research and those who 

adopt it seek to identify broad, aggregate relationships in large data samples, allowing them to make 

generalizable statements about the phenomena they are studying (Sale, Lohfeld, & Brazil, 2002). 

Conversely, qualitative research considers the construction of reality as highly subjective and directly 

related to our view of the world. As a result, its proponents collect data from smaller samples to 

generate an in-depth understanding of how individuals or groups construct reality. These results are 

not intended to be applicable to a larger group or generalized (Sale, Lohfeld, & Brazil, 2002). 
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While quantitative and qualitative methods differ in many ways, both are valuable forms of 

research. Quantitative work is useful for identifying trends in large samples, while qualitative work 

finds its value in offering a deeper understanding of phenomena on a smaller scale. While some 

scholars consider the two mutually exclusive, pragmatists recognize the value of both and argue that 

despite their differences, combining quantitative and qualitative methods can be highly beneficial 

(Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998) for several reasons. First, they share a common goal of understanding 

our world; second, both seek to establish knowledge through a detailed research process with the 

ultimate goal of enhancing human life; third, often the issues being examined are too complex to be 

fully understood through a single method of data collection; and fourth, the debate between them is 

inevitable and therefore will not cease anytime soon (Sale, Lohfeld, & Brazil, 2002). 

The decision to use a mixed methods design in this study was based on the research questions 

and lack of literature on campus special constables in Canada. The questions ask about a range of 

topics, including the training, background, and experience of special constables, which are more 

suited to quantitative data collection, and issues such as legitimacy and their perceived roles which 

are better addressed through qualitative discussions. As a result, the study involves three forms of 

data collection: semi-structured interviews with campus police department heads, a survey with 

campus special constables, and focus groups with a subset of the survey participants. Each will be 

described in greater detail below. 

1.6.1 Semi-Structured Interviews 

Semi-structured interviews allow the interviewer to plan the general discussion and use probing 

questions to explore additional topics that emerge during the interview (Corbin & Morse, 2003). I 

selected this method because there were specific questions I had for the department heads, but I 

wanted the flexibility to explore other relevant information mentioned during the interviews, 

particularly given the lack of existing research. For example, I wanted to ask about their personal 
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backgrounds, the qualities and experience they value in potential candidates, and how their 

departments engage in community-oriented policing. Conducting one-on-one interviews allowed me 

to discuss these topics in detail and was a very feasible option as there are only 10 special constable 

department heads in Ontario. The purpose of the interviews was to understand the function and values 

of the department and the people who work within them. The department heads offered information 

from an organizational perspective which complements the data from the special constables. Please 

refer to Appendix 1 for a full list of interview questions. 

 To recruit interview participants, I identified the Ontario universities and colleges with 

special constables through an online search. I then emailed the ten department heads (contact 

information was available on their department websites) asking if they would like to be interviewed, 

to which six agreed. Please refer to Appendix 2 for the recruitment letter and consent form. The 

interviews occurred between September and November 2018. Five were conducted one-on-one, and 

one included an in-house staff sergeant at the recommendation of the department head. One interview 

was conducted in person and the others were completed over the phone. The interviews lasted 

between 45 and 90 minutes and were audio recorded with permission from participants. Upon 

completion of the interviews, participants were sent a $10 Tim Horton’s gift card as a token of 

appreciation. 

 I transcribed each interview and stored the data on a flash drive in a secure location at my 

home office as per the University of Waterloo Office of Research Ethics guidelines. Each participant 

was given the opportunity to review and adjust the completed transcription. Only a few made minor 

adjustments (i.e., adding a word or clarifying a brief statement), which had minimal impact on the 

data. I then analyzed the data, identifying key topics, consistencies, and inconsistencies in the 

interviewees’ responses. This provided an understanding of each department’s guiding principles and 
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the people they employ, as well as how they view the role of special constables on campus, associated 

challenges (i.e., with legitimacy), and how to improve to their work conditions. 

1.6.2 Surveys 

The second data collection phase involved a survey distributed to Ontario special constables. Because 

surveys allow a researcher to collect a large amount of data quickly, this method was ideal as I 

wanted to reach as many special constables as I could, since the lack of data available prevented me 

from determining what a representative sample would look like. The survey also allowed me to ask 

questions across a broad range of topics, including demographics, qualifications, education, and 

legitimacy. The online survey was created using UW Qualtrics and the link was distributed to 

participants via email. Responses were anonymous to protect participants, since they were asked to 

share their opinions on matters related to their employment. 

 Since the special constables’ contact information was not publicly accessible, the department 

heads were gatekeepers in this process. Following the interviews, I explained that I was interested in 

hearing from the special constables and asked if they would share the survey link with their 

employees. I provided the department heads with the survey, so they could preview it before making 

the decision. I informed them that responses would be anonymous but offered to share the general 

survey findings with them. Five department heads agreed to share the link among the 99 special 

constables they employ. Of that group, 49 people completed the surveys, yielding a response rate of 

almost 50%. The data was collected between March and May of 2019. 

 As the survey questions were largely descriptive, the analysis involved examining measures 

of central tendency and frequency distributions of Likert scale responses2. The goal was to understand 

 
2 Likert Scale questions did not include a neutral option as they are often not used in the intended way (i.e., 

participants may select them despite their true opinion not being neutral) making them difficult to interpret 

(Chyung et al., 2017). If participants are unable to respond to these question options, it is preferable to have 

them elect not to answer the question at all, rather than select a neutral option (Nemoto & Beglar, 2014). 
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special constables’ perspectives of how others perceive them, the daily tasks they engage in, and their 

opinions on the training they receive. The survey also included an open-ended question about training 

they would like to see made available. Please refer to Appendix 3 for the full list of survey questions. 

1.6.3 Focus Groups 

Finally, focus groups were conducted to provide a more in-depth understanding of the special 

constables’ experiences and perceptions highlighted in the survey data. As Morgan (1996) states, 

since surveys are limited by the questions they ask and the brief responses they yield, focus groups 

provide an opportunity for in-depth discussions on survey topics. Because 49 people responded to the 

survey and the topics were not sensitive in nature, focus groups were an efficient way to gather 

additional information from a subset of the participants. Discussions spanned several topics, including 

special constables’ backgrounds and experiences working on campus, how they engage in 

community-oriented policing, legitimacy challenges they face and how to combat these issues, as well 

as their value to the campus community and society. These conversations allowed me to understand 

nuances associated with the survey responses that could not be elucidated with quantitative data on its 

own. 

 Recruitment for the focus groups was streamlined into the survey. On the final page of the 

survey, participants were given the opportunity to express interest in participating in a focus group to 

speak further about their work on campus. If interested, they were instructed to click a link to a new 

window where they could provide contact information. This ensured survey responses remained 

anonymous as there was no way to connect the contact information to their survey responses. Of the 

49 survey participants, 11 left their emails and seven individuals from three institutions agreed to 

participate in focus groups. Each focus group was conducted in person, at the special constables’ 

respective institutions, and ranged from 45 to 90 minutes. Participants were provided with light 

refreshments (coffee, tea, water) and each session was audio recorded with permission. In total there 
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were three focus groups (two at the same institution) and one interview (only one participant). The 

same questions were used in each session (see Appendix 4). 

 I transcribed all the focus group recordings and kept the information in the same secure 

location as the interview transcripts. Upon completion, I sent the transcript to participants for review. 

Within each one, I highlighted specific quotes I wanted to include in my discussion of the material. 

One participant requested I add a few words to the transcript to clarify a statement, which had 

minimal impact on the data. Upon participant approval, the data were organized thematically and 

examined for similarities and differences across individuals and institutions, as well as outliers. The 

focus groups provided a more in-depth understanding of the survey findings. 

 I organized my findings from interviews, surveys, and focus groups to uncover themes related 

to my research questions. My analysis was guided by an overall framework of risk and key relevant 

concepts which will be discussed further in chapter 2. 

1.7 Dissertation Plan 

Chapter 2 will provide an in-depth discussion of the conceptual framework that guides the analysis of 

my data, including the key concepts of risk, governance, community policing, and legitimacy, which 

are highly relevant within the public and private policing literature. I apply these concepts to 

Canadian campus policing, which has received very little scholarly attention, despite its overlap with 

public and private policing entities. I enlist these concepts to explain how special constables secure 

Ontario post-secondary campuses and the way this work has been affected by neoliberal governing 

processes. This is discussed in more detail in chapters 3, 4, and 5. 

 Chapter 3 discusses how neoliberal governance has contributed to the fragmentation of 

policing and the increased use of private law enforcement, leading to growing overlap in the work of 

public and private police entities (Sanders & Langan, 2019). I examine this trend with special 
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constables, whose role incorporates security and policing elements. The chapter highlights that, like 

other non-state law enforcement, the distinction between campus special constables and the public 

police is eroding. Special constables regularly engage in governance work that reinforces the values 

of the state and has traditionally been done by the public police.  

 Chapter 4 highlights a frequent issue faced by non-state law enforcement – legitimacy. 

Despite increasing overlap with public police, special constables continue to face legitimacy 

challenges, a common experience identified in the private and campus policing literature. This poses 

challenges as they increasingly fulfill ‘police’ roles and reinforce state values, yet do not receive the 

same level of respect. Thus, I argue that while neoliberal processes have shifted the role of 

governance to private law enforcement, this transition has not been seamless. Further, research that 

offers insight on how to mitigate legitimacy challenges is valuable as it ensures special constables can 

effectively manage risk on campus, contributing to the overall security of society, as the state 

continues to govern-at-a-distance. 

 Chapter 5 highlights the value of campus special constables in the governance of risk on post-

secondary campuses and suggests ways to increase the public’s awareness of what they do. It outlines 

their ability to manage risk on campus at a lower cost than the public police. It emphasizes their 

ability to mitigate actual and perceived risk and offer campus-specific services. As a result, I 

recommend the employment of special constables across all Canadian universities and colleges. 

Finally, it offers additional suggestions for improving their effectiveness on campus. 

 Chapter 6 reiterates the purpose of my study and its contribution to the field of policing. It 

highlights my findings, argument, and recommendations to support the work of special constables 

within a neoliberal governance context. Finally, it discusses limitations of the study and offers 

concluding remarks as well as directions for future research. 
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework 

My data analysis is guided by a framework of risk. Stemming from the work of Ulrich Beck (1992), 

many scholars highlight that we currently live in a ‘risk society’ in which the primary concern over 

risk has impacted all facets of our world, including policing (Aradau & Van Munster, 2007; Harmon, 

Laurie, & Haddow, 2013; O’Malley, 2010). This has shifted the role of law enforcement, which 

traditionally emphasized reforming and responding to offenders, to one focused on addressing 

potential risk and preventing crime. As O’Malley states, in risk society, “prevention is better than 

cure” (2010: 3). Further, this increasing risk consciousness and emphasis on risk minimization and 

prevention is not limited to policing, but has occurred across society – from international 

governments down to individuals (O’Malley, 2010). My analysis is guided by this risk framework, 

and incorporates three relevant concepts, identified within the literature on private, public, and 

campus policing. This chapter outlines each concept as well as its relevance to my research questions 

and the study of campus special constables. Further, I discuss current bodies of literature related to 

each concept and the gaps within them, which my research seeks to fill. 

2.1 Governance 

O’Malley (2010) states that governmentality helps us understand the shift toward risk minimization. 

As a result, the first concept in my analysis is governance. As mentioned above, the increased focus 

on risk has affected all aspects of society. Crime is now viewed as a normal part of life and no longer 

the sole responsibility of the state to control (Garland, 1996; Sanders & Langan, 2019). In 1829, the 

first professional police force was established by Sir Robert Peel in London, England (Shearing, 

1992). This resulted in most people associating the role of law enforcement with the state and its 

officers. Resultantly, the public police have received significant attention from scholars (Shearing, 

1992). Over time, however, this emphasis on state-controlled policing shifted. 
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Over the past few decades, the private policing industry in Canada has grown dramatically 

(O’Connor et al., 2008; Manzo, 2009; Sanders, 2005). This reflects the emergence of risk society and 

the outnumbering of public police by private police in Western nations. Scholars attribute this process 

to increased demand for security because of the September 11th, 2001 terrorist attacks in New York 

City (Kitchen & Rygiel, 2014; Manzo, 2006; Nalla & Gurinskaya, 2020; Ruddell, Thomas, & Patten, 

2011); greater complexities in criminal behaviour3; the increasing need to feel secure in risk society; 

and a rise in private property that is accessible to and frequently visited by members of the public, 

including shopping centres, university campuses, hospitals, and apartment buildings (Joh, 2004; 

Kempa et al., 1999; Kitchen & Rygiel, 2014; Murphy, 1998; Sanders, 2005; White, 2011).  

Many attribute the growth in private policing to a larger shift in governance away from the 

Western welfare state under which social services, including policing and protecting citizens, were 

the government’s responsibility (Ilcan & Basok, 2004; Murphy, 2007; Sanders, 2005). In the current 

neoliberal state, the role of security is becoming increasingly privatized and fragmented (Kitchen & 

Rygiel, 2014; Murphy, 1998; Sanders & Langan, 2019; White, 2011). Nowadays, policing consists of 

multiple, interrelated parts that combat risk and maintain security. Thus, we see a broad range of 

policing and security agencies designed to meet the needs of consumers and a blurring of the line 

between private and public policing (Kempa et al., 1999; Murphy, 1998; Nalla & Gurinskaya, 2020; 

Ruddell, Thomas, & Patten, 2011). As a result, the police are no longer considered our main source of 

protection as other groups engage in policing tasks such as order maintenance and the apprehension 

of suspects. Consequently, distinguishing between the role of police and security is becoming 

increasingly difficult.  

 
3 We have seen an increasing need for specialized groups with specific training and resources to respond to 

various types of criminal behaviour, including public order, corporate crime, international crime, violent crime, 

among others, resulting in a shift toward the pluralization of policing. A single police organization is unlikely to 

be able to sufficiently respond to all of these issues and therefore reliance has shifted on other forms of law 

enforcement (Reiner, 1992). 
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As scholars highlight, neoliberal political rationalities prioritize economics and consider it 

unnecessary to pay a public police officer to fulfill tasks that could be completed by a less expensive 

alternative (i.e., a security guard) (Murphy, 1998). This reduces state expenses and shifts the onus and 

cost of security to the property owner (Kempa et al., 1999). As a result, there is greater emphasis on 

“private responsibility, user pay, cost efficiency, and self-policing” (Murphy, 1998:15) and state tasks 

are re-assigned to other entities in society (Ilcan & Basok, 2004). While these security tasks are 

‘outsourced’, state involvement in governance has not decreased (Fitzgibbon & Lea, 2018). Rather, it 

occurs ‘at a distance’ (Miller & Rose, 2008) and indirectly through the responsibilization of citizens 

(Pyysiäinen, Halpin, & Guilfoyle, 2017). 

Some scholars argue that this shift has contributed positively to policing. For example, 

Sanders (2005) asserts that having others take over daily police tasks allows them to focus on other 

issues, like serious crime (Joh, 2004; Sanders & Langan, 2019). As a result, while the private 

policing/security industry was once viewed as conflicting with the authority of the state, it is now 

seen as an asset that works alongside the public police in the governance of risk (Shearing, 1992; 

White, 2011). Private policing can also benefit specific populations on private property. For example, 

Kempa and colleagues (1999) highlight that on post-secondary campuses, security/policing workers 

often familiarize themselves with the experiences and perspectives of marginalized groups to ensure 

that justice is fair and equitable. 

At the same time, other scholars are critical of the fragmentation of policing. As Garland 

(1996) points out, the privatization of law enforcement may result in substantial inconsistencies in the 

distribution of security as it becomes commodified. Those with the financial means can hire private 

entities to secure themselves and their property, while others remain at risk if they can no longer rely 

on the protection of the public police. Moreover, security threats may be diverted from properties 
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with private police to locations without the same level of protection (Sarre & Prenzler, 2000), which 

can reinforce existing social inequalities. 

Additionally, state police’s priority is responding to crime, while private agencies may be 

driven by alternate goals, including profit or institutional reputation (Ruddell, Thomas, & Patten, 

2011). As a result, these agencies may respond to crime in non-legal ways, based on their priorities 

(Cukier et al., 2003; Garland, 1996; van Stokkom & Terpstra, 2018). At the university level, for 

example, a law-breaking student may be subject to institutional discipline, such as expulsion, as 

opposed to being formally charged by police (Allen, 2020). This can result in inconsistent responses 

to criminal behaviour across society, depending on the law enforcement agency, who they work for, 

and what their primary objectives are. 

My research examines these topics in relation to Ontario campus special constables, a group 

that is largely ignored in the literature. The issues discussed above are worth exploring as knowledge 

of the benefits and drawbacks of a fragmented law enforcement system can inform policy to ensure 

special constables can effectively protect the campus. With increasing enrollment and growing 

concern about risk, the safety of students is a salient issue. 

Special constables have a smaller jurisdiction than the public police allowing them to develop 

a familiarity with the campus community and provide campus-specific support. This may result in 

more effective risk management and if so, could lead other post-secondary institutions to follow suit 

and establish their own in-house departments. This information is valuable as safety is one of many 

factors considered in a prospective student’s decision of which university or college to attend, 

particularly considering recent concerns around safety at Canadian post-secondary institutions (Lee & 

Wong, 2019). 

I also examine the unequal distribution of security across Ontario colleges and universities. If 

some cannot afford special constable departments and rely on less effective alternatives, this may 
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result in some students experiencing higher levels of safety than others. As Garland (1996) argues, 

post-secondary schools with greater financial resources may be more likely to have safer campuses 

because of the privatization of policing. This could have significant impacts on institutional 

reputations, affecting enrollment. As such, the inconsistent distribution of security services on Ontario 

campuses is an important topic with implications for decision makers involved in post-secondary 

safety. 

I also assess sanctioning inconsistency in response to law violations and other issues on 

campus. As mentioned above, the priorities of private security are guided by their employers, which 

may result in varied responses to the same issue across different locations. While special constable 

authority, role, uniforms, and titles differ from one campus to another (Carroll, 2004; Moskowitz, 

2017) there appears to be no research on how this issue impacts special constables in their daily work. 

My study fills this gap by providing an in-depth explanation of where inconsistencies exist, the 

effects they have, and how overcome these issues from the perspectives of special constables and 

their department heads. The institution’s ability to respond to challenges on campus also has 

implications for its reputation, reflecting the importance of identifying ways to maximize special 

constable resources and effectiveness. 

The literature highlights the way neoliberal governance has contributed to the outsourcing of 

state tasks (Singh & Light, 2019). As Ilcan and Basok (2004) discuss, the community has become 

responsible for social services, development, and crime control, and this process has resulted in a new 

relationship between the state, private businesses, and not-for-profit organizations. These partnerships 

benefit the state by reducing costs via service provision by the volunteer sector. Their arguments draw 

attention to the “responsibility shift” occurring under neoliberal governance, where individuals fulfill 

their own needs rather than relying on the state (Pyysiäinen, Halpin, & Guilfoyle, 2017: 222).  
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There is minimal research examining the impact of neoliberal governance models on campus 

policing; however, scholars have discussed how governing-at-a-distance has impacted policing in 

general. For example, Gressgard (2016) argues that because of neoliberal governance and citizen 

responsibilization, “community is no longer merely the territory of the government but has become a 

means of government” (10) and policing increasingly relies on partnerships. Thus, there is overlap 

between programs designed for community well-being and crime prevention. Gressgard (2016) 

argues this is problematic and results in risk minimization practices targeting disadvantaged groups 

while being framed as welfare provision. This leads to some communities being subjected to greater 

security provisions because their “marginalized status in society is coded as a security threat” (14). 

This article outlines how neoliberal governance models extend state control through increased 

fragmentation, greater security partnerships, and expanded ‘policing’ work. 

Similarly, Sanders and Langan (2019), examined the growing emphasis on collaborations to 

promote community safety and wellness using Situation Tables. 4 They argue that while these efforts 

appear to promote community partnerships, they reflect increased state control and shifting 

accountability from police to non-state agencies for crime and victimization in the community. The 

authors maintain that Situation Tables extend the reach of police whose practices guide the exercise 

of social control from participating agencies. Thus, the members of Situation Tables engage in 

governance that reflect the values of the state (police) yet are held accountable if crime and 

victimization occur, demonstrating how the state continues to maintain control, despite appearing to 

step back. 

 
4 Situation Tables are comprised of groups of service-providers from multiple sectors who frequently meet to 

collaboratively promote community safety and well-being via a targeted approach to risk. This process involves 

identifying individuals or groups who are particularly at-risk, determining their needs, and developing a rapid 

intervention plan to “mitigate those risks before harm occurs” (Sanders & Langan, 2018: 566). 
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This discussion draws attention to the shift in the role of police. Once considered the ultimate 

provider of law and order, under neoliberal governance this is no longer the case. While the number 

of private law enforcement entities has surpassed the public police, scholars reiterate this does not 

mean the state is less involved in governance. Rather, its influence is maintained at a distance, 

through the work of police, who guide community partners in the implementation of crime prevention 

practices. My study examines this influence on campus law enforcement in Ontario. It assesses how, 

despite being hired by the institution, special constables are subject to oversight from the local police 

services board and the way this impacts their role and authority. An awareness of the different (and 

sometimes competing) priorities special constables are accountable to, is vital for understanding their 

role and maximizing their effectiveness. 

Some scholars have explored the impacts of neoliberal governance on private policing 

groups. For example, Garmany and Galdeano (2018) examine the increased use of private security 

companies in Brazil and their increasingly important role in urban security due to growing 

privatization. Like others, they argue that it is becoming difficult to distinguish between state and 

non-state entities. They outline differences in authority between the two groups and emphasize the 

need to examine the resulting impacts as private security continues to grow. The authors highlight the 

importance of additional research on the increased use of private security companies and the effects 

of this process. 

In one of few governance articles that mentions Canadian special constables, van Stokkom 

and Terpstra (2018) compare plural policing in Canada and Austria. The authors state that since the 

1980s, neoliberal processes have been highly influential in Canada, particularly in Alberta and 

Ontario. They describe several non-state law enforcement entities in Canada, including special 

constables, by-law enforcement officers, and private security guards, and compare their roles and 

authority with the public police. The authors draw attention to a common issue – the lower 
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accountability levels of private law enforcement compared with the public police, despite engaging in 

similar functions. At the same time, they note that differences in priorities, qualifications, and training 

(among other things) reflect disparities between the two groups and as a result, they should not be 

held to the same standards. 

This article highlights an important issue that I examine in my own work. The literature 

consistently demonstrates the eroding distinction between the police alternate forms of law 

enforcement, as the latter are increasingly relied on to govern risk in society (Ruddell, Thomas, & 

Patten, 2011; van Stokkom & Terpstra, 2018). As a result, accountability has become a key topic of 

discussion, since regulation of private security is deemed insufficient by many, compared to the 

public police whose actions are closely monitored by strict oversight (van Stokkom & Terpstra, 

2018). With non-state law enforcement agents, including special constables, increasingly engaging in 

traditional ‘police’ functions, the issue of accountability is salient. As this study was being conducted, 

Ontario was passing new legislation related to the oversight of special constables. Given its 

importance, I discussed this topic with study participants to understand their perceptions of the issue 

and the impacts that oversight (and lack thereof) has on their work. This information offers important 

insight into their role, function, and authority in the world of policing. 

The above discussion highlights several key topics in the neoliberal governance literature. 

While many scholars recognize the increasing role of private law enforcement, research on these 

groups is limited. My study begins to fill this gap by examining several relevant issues from the 

governance literature in relation to campus special constables. As discussed in greater detail below, I 

examine the impact of having special constables on campus. Additionally, I assess their experience 

with several issues identified in the literature, including inconsistencies in security access and 

sanctioning decisions, the growing overlap between public and private police, and the challenges 



 

 31 

associated with oversight and accountability. As well, I examine how the state continues to play a role 

in governance on campus, even without the presence of public police. 

Each of these issues are key topics in the governance literature but have yet to be explored in 

relation to campus special constables. As a result, my study offers insight into the experiences of 

those working on Ontario post-secondary campuses, the way their roles are influenced by these 

issues, and what can be done to overcome the challenges they face. Like other private security 

entities, campus special constables are responsible for the safety of thousands of individuals, 

reflecting the need for greater scholarly attention to inform policy and ensure they can effectively 

fulfill their role. 

2.2 Community Policing 

Community-based policing has become the dominant model in public departments over the past few 

decades (Murphy, 2007; Vinzant & Crothers, 1994). Its emergence coincides with the neoliberal 

process of responsible citizenship, where the state governs “through the entrepreneurship of 

autonomous actors – individuals, families, firms, and corporations” (Ilcan & Basok, 2004: 131). In 

other words, it governs-at-a-distance by encouraging members of society to self-govern through a 

“responsibilisation strategy” (Miller & Rose, 2008; Sanders & Langan, 2019: 569). Scholars argue 

that this strategy reflects “that the state alone, is not, and cannot effectively be, responsible for 

preventing and controlling crime” (Garland, 1996: 453). Thus, under neoliberal governance, the 

reliance on non-state law enforcement and the increased onus placed on the public, reflects the state’s 

inability to manage risk on its own. 

Under the welfare state, citizens were passive recipients of security services from the police, 

who were viewed as the protectors of society. In neoliberal society, members of the public are active 

participants in their own governance (Kempa et al., 1999; Murphy, 1998) which has contributed to 
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the rise of community policing, a model where the police work with the public to protect the 

community proactively. As Murphy (1998) highlights, having individuals play a greater role in 

security allows the police to take a step back, reduces the direct role of the state in crime prevention, 

and shifts the responsibility to society. It also serves to rationalize the shifting responsibility of the 

police under neoliberal governance (Ericson & Haggerty, 1997). At the same time, because the police 

guide the public in maintaining their own security, the state maintains its influence at a distance (via 

the police) – something Sanders and Langan (2018) refer to as the shift from government to 

governance and Ericson and Haggerty describe as “risk communication policing” (1997: 5). 

Consequently, community policing is an ideal model of crime control under neoliberal discourse as it 

reinforces the responsibilization of private citizens and organizations while allowing the state to 

govern-at-a-distance. Additionally, since the state is unable to maintain order on its own, community 

policing models integrate other groups from society to supplement the work of the public police. 

Community policing also expands the role of police. It emphasizes face-to-face interactions 

with the public to build rapport and understand local needs, while focusing on crime prevention via 

proactive measures (Ominsky & Schlosser, 2017; Sloan, Lanier, & Beer, 2000). This approach differs 

from traditional, reactive policing approaches that primarily involved responding to crimes and 

reflects the emphasis on prevention under risk society (O’Malley, 2010). As a result, the adoption of 

community policing has affected the expectations of the officers and therefore, their daily tasks, 

which now include greater community engagement. 

Research indicates that campus policing departments are following suit with community 

policing (Bromley, 2000). Like the public police, campus law enforcement has experienced a shift in 

role expectations. While in the past they primarily performed security functions, like locking doors, 

they are now expected to engage with the community proactively via foot and bike patrol, participate 

in campus events, educate others on crime prevention, personal safety, among other topics, and 
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provide greater support to victims (Griffith et al., 2004; Ominsky & Schlosser, 2017; Peak, Barthe, & 

Garcia, 2008; Sloan, Lanier, & Beer, 2000; Wilson & Wilson, 2011). 

While much of the literature focuses on the United States, the limited research from Canada 

indicates that community policing has been adopted by special constables on campus (Rigakos & 

Ponting, 2013). My research adds to the literature and examines the use of community policing on 

Ontario post-secondary campuses. As Hancock (2016) highlights, “[Campus Law Enforcement 

Agencies] touch the lives of millions of people and face quite unique issues” (463). They patrol a 

different demographic than the public police – mostly young adults – and this brings particular 

challenges and experiences. For example, campus law enforcement is more likely to encounter high-

risk behaviour and the use of illicit substances or alcohol. Additionally, there is often substantial 

diversity among campus populations with varying needs (Hancock, 2016). Research examining how 

campus law enforcement engages in community policing is valuable and draws attention to 

differences in their experiences and those highlighted in the vast literature on public police (Hancock, 

2016; Wada, Patten, & Candela, 2010). This study focuses on the unique experiences of special 

constables as they police and protect the campus community. My findings have implications for post-

secondary safety and can inform policy to ensure campus-specific challenges are addressed and all 

individuals who associate with these institutions are kept safe. 

2.3 Legitimacy 

The third concept that guides my data analysis is legitimacy. While the public police are generally 

viewed as legitimate, a non-state law enforcement often face legitimacy challenges (Jacobsen, 2015; 

Manzo, 2011; Wada, Patten, & Candela, 2010). As these groups continue to take on ‘police’ roles, 

this is an important issue with implications for their ability to manage risk. Legitimacy refers to “a 

feeling of obligation to obey the law and to defer to the decisions made by legal authorities” (Tyler & 
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Fagan, 2008: 235). If people view the law as legitimate, they will abide by it and respect the authority 

of police. Conversely, if the public does not consider an authority legitimate, they are less likely to 

respect or obey it (Lyons, 2015; Tyler, 2004; Tyler & Fagan, 2008). Being seen as legitimate is 

important for police and security personnel whose job entails managing risk, as without compliance 

from others this would be highly difficult. 

Research demonstrates that public determination of police legitimacy is primarily based on 

their decisions being seen as fair and just, and their ability to fulfill local goals, like crime reduction 

(Koster et al., 2016; Tyler & Fagan, 2008; Vinzant & Crothers, 1994). It is also connected to the view 

of police as professionals, which is associated with consistent training, knowledge, skills, values, and 

understanding of the police role (Magenau & Hunt, 1989). When officers possess these tools, they 

can make fair, consistent, informed decisions and are thus, seen as more legitimate. 

While the training and hiring expectations of Canadian special constables has not been 

standardized (Carroll, 2004), a 2013 report from OACUSA5 states that in Ontario, post-secondary 

institutions generally require prospective special constables to have higher education (preferably 

related to law enforcement), prior work experience, and First Aid/CPR training. They also experience 

a detailed background check and an interview process (Rigakos & Ponting, 2013). Knowledge of 

these expectations is important as it can support their image as legitimate members of law 

enforcement, resulting in better cooperation from the public, and allowing them to protect post-

secondary campuses more effectively (Tyler & Fagan, 2008). As a result, my study examines 

background and knowledge of special constables as well as the expectations of those who hire them.  

There are very few studies that focus on legitimacy and campus police. Most of the literature 

examines this issue with the public police, while others look at different non-state groups, like 

security personnel. One study that does examine Canadian, in-house, campus security personnel (not 

 
5 The Ontario Association of College and University Security Administrators 
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special constables) found that many security officers felt the public, students, and other members of 

law enforcement viewed them as “mere ‘guards’ primarily because they lacked police training and 

certification” (Gomme & Micucci, 1997: 53). Participants were often relegated to mundane tasks like 

locking doors, dealing with campus fire alarms, and helping people access campus infrastructure. 

These challenges contributed a desire, among many, to achieve special constable status, as they felt it 

would help overcome these issues (Gomme & Micucci, 1997). This finding also suggests that 

legitimacy challenges may not be as extreme with special constables, compared with other non-state 

law enforcement – something I explore further in chapter 4. 

Rice (2018) discusses the increased adoption of security work by private entities under 

neoliberal governance and how the media shapes public perceptions of private security workers. The 

author examines the portrayal of security worker Paul Blart in the movie Mall Cop and finds that 

while he appears unprofessional and makes comedic attempts to exercise authority, his successes 

nonetheless improve the image of private security personnel. As a result, Rice (2018) argues that “the 

distinction between public and private is not as important as the distinction between 

efficient/inefficient, which resonates with broader themes of neoliberal security” (33). Thus, if private 

law enforcement entities are viewed as legitimate and their authority is respected by the public, they 

can engage in effective security work under neoliberal governance. 

Rowland and Coupe (2014) examine public reassurance levels with police constables, and 

other United Kingdom security workers, including police community support officers (PCSOs), 

accredited safety officers (ACSOs), and private security guards. They find that in general, police 

officers provide the most reassurance because they have the confidence of the public and are easily 

recognized. Additionally, uniforms can provide reassurance, but only if they are seen to represent 

effective members of law enforcement. The authors also found that younger people were more able to 

differentiate between police other security personnel and felt lower levels of reassurance from all 
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types of law enforcement (Rowland & Coupe, 2014). This finding may have implications for campus 

special constables, who primarily govern populations of young adults. 

Aiello and Lawton (2018) argue that campus police represent a “crucial but understudied 

institution of American policing” (1371). The authors apply the procedural justice model to student 

perceptions of campus law enforcement and conclude that the most important aspects of campus 

police legitimacy are their decision-making skills and the quality of treatment provided. As well, they 

emphasize the importance of impression management to promote the legitimacy of campus police 

among the university/college community (Aiello & Lawton, 2018). 

While some research examines legitimacy challenges faced by security workers at malls, and 

other private law enforcement entities, there is limited focus on campus police. Further, studies that 

do assess campus police legitimacy tend to focus on student perspectives, rather than those of the 

officers. As Manzo (2011) highlights, there is limited research giving private security workers the 

opportunity to share their perspectives and experiences, and this is no different with special 

constables. As well, there is even less data from Canada. My research fills these gaps by focusing on 

a highly understudied group and examining the legitimacy challenges they face from their own 

perspectives. This information can support efforts to promote their image as legitimate law 

enforcement, improve compliance, and increase their effectiveness on campus. 

With the continued growth of non-state law enforcement, legitimacy challenges are becoming 

more common. In response, scholars highlight that many have taken steps to address this, such as 

wearing uniforms and driving vehicles that resemble those of the local police. This efforts are 

designed to give them “an air of ‘stateness’” generally associated with the public police (White, 2011: 

90). Tyler (2004) highlights that compliance rates with public police are typically around 80%. Thus, 

if private police and security personnel bear a resemblance to public police, ideally, they will yield 

greater compliance and respect from the public (White, 2011). If these practices are successful, they 
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have important implications for non-state law enforcement as they continue to fulfill ‘policing’ roles. 

This information can inform efforts to improve perceptions of legitimacy, elicit better compliance, 

and improve their governing capacity. 

2.4 Conclusion 

With increased emphasis on managing and mitigating risk in society, we have witnessed the erosion 

of the welfare state and the emergence of a neoliberal governance model in which non-state entities 

are increasingly responsible for tasks traditionally done by the public police. Consequently, as the 

role of private policing increases, the need for research that offers insight into the most effective 

approaches to risk management is even greater. Governance is no longer the primary responsibility of 

the state (Sanders & Langan, 2019; Shearing, 1992) and policy to support other agents who are taking 

over this role, like special constables, has important implications for the safety of society.  

As post-secondary enrollment rises and the state continues to step back, the need for campus 

special constables will undoubtedly increase. To ensure they can effectively secure post-secondary 

campuses, others must be made aware of what they do and the extent of their authority. Additionally, 

the impact of neoliberal governing processes on special constables must be assessed to identify ways 

to overcome challenges they currently face. The use of concepts including governance, community 

policing, and legitimacy will help to address the research questions for this study, clarify how special 

constables manage risk on Ontario post-secondary campuses, and guide future policy to increase their 

effectiveness as the primary law enforcers on campus. 

Guided by these key concepts, my research addresses several gaps in the neoliberal 

governance, private policing, and campus policing literature. It examines key issues, including 

fragmentation, diversification, inconsistencies, legitimacy, and oversight in relation to a vastly 

understudied population – Ontario campus special constables. It outlines how neoliberal governance 

processes have affected post-secondary campuses and provides an opportunity for special constables 
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to share their own perspectives to guide the development of policy designed to increase their 

effectiveness. 
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Chapter 3: The Increasing Resemblance between Public and 

Private Police 

This chapter examines how campus policing resembles and differs from public policing. As discussed 

in Chapter 2, under neoliberal governance, direct state involvement in crime prevention has been 

replaced by individual responsibilization and greater reliance on non-state law enforcement to protect 

private property (Nalla & Gurinskaya, 2020). This process has contributed to greater overlap in the 

work of public and private law enforcement (Kempa et al., 1999; Kitchen & Rygiel, 2014; White, 

2011; Murphy, 1998). In this chapter, I examine how the eroding differences between public and 

private policing has occurred with campus special constables. This discussion adds to the governance 

literature by explaining how neoliberal processes have impacted Canadian campus law enforcement – 

something that has received very little scholarly attention.  

Incorporating data from special constables and their department heads, this chapter highlights 

how expectations, authority, role, and the daily work of campus special constables increasingly 

overlaps with the public police, much like other private policing entities. Moreover, given the ‘police’ 

role that special constables play, I emphasize the need for additional steps to reinforce their 

professionalization and ensure consistency in the governance of risk from one campus to another. My 

findings indicate that the use of special constables on campus supports the economic values of 

neoliberal governance – they provide effective law enforcement at a lower cost than the public police. 

Finally, I argue that special constables may be more effective than the public police, given their 

flexibility, ability to address the needs of the campus community, and multi-dimensional role at 

universities and colleges and therefore recommend hiring them at all Canadian post-secondary 

institutions. 
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3.1 Overlap between Special Constables and Public Police 

As mentioned above, neoliberal governance has shifted the onus of individual and property protection 

to members of society (Sanders & Langan, 2019). Consequently, there has been an increase in the use 

of private law enforcement entities (O’Connor et al., 2008), particularly as a “growing share of 

private life [is taking] place on such privately owned and governed properties” (Lippert & O’Connor, 

203:334; Kitchen & Rygiel, 2014). Previous research, as well as my data, indicate the same process is 

occurring on post-secondary campuses. 

Having a dedicated police entity on campus has become a priority for many schools, 

particularly with increasing post-secondary enrollment and growing concern about risk management 

in the post-9/11 era. Universities and colleges now resemble small cities and experience their own 

challenges with crime. Media coverage of these issues on campus has led to concern around campus 

safety, highlighting the need for campus law enforcement that functions like a public police 

department (Bromley, 2000; Carroll, 2004; Kitchen & Rygiel, 2014; Peak, Barthe, & Garcia, 2008; 

Shi, 2021). This means that in addition to security functions, campus police are expected to perform 

law enforcement, crime prevention, and community engagement work. The increasing number of 

students and growing security issues on campus is something that also is recognized by special 

constables. As one individual stated: 

This particular institution, on any given day, we can have up to 40,000 people here 

and with a population that size, there are intrinsic issues of public safety, public 

order, and just the well-being of that community that, in law enforcement, we can 

positively affect [SC1]. 

 

 The statement above supports what others have found in the literature: with thousands of visitors 

each day, particularly as enrollment continues to increase (Statistics Canada, 2020) along with 

growing rates and fear of campus crime (Youstin & Kopp, 2020), there is an increasing need for law 

enforcement to be present. This demand is exacerbated by public concern over insecurity in the 
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current risk society (Harmon, Laurie, & Haddow, 2013). Thus, fear of campus crime is growing 

because of changing perceptions about safety on campus, often perpetuated by media reports, 

requiring institutions to respond accordingly (Shi, 2021). 

As a result, many institutions have hired special constables, who are generally more 

experienced and well-trained compared with security guards. Unlike campus security of the past, 

whose role was primarily securing infrastructure (Hopkins & Neff, 2014; Sloan, 1992), the work of 

special constables closely resembles that of a municipal police officer. Their daily tasks include 

patrolling the campus, interacting with the community, responding to calls, making arrests, among 

others. The special constables reiterated the importance of their role in dealing with issues among the 

campus community and others from the surrounding area who may pose a threat. 

We need to ensure that everybody we come into contact with is safe, but we also 

need to ensure that the person we are interacting with has a legitimate need to be on 

campus. While it’s a private institution, it’s publicly accessible. So we need to 

ascertain why they’re here. What are they doing here? Are they causing anybody 

harm? People that have zero affiliation with the university walk their dogs here every 

day and there’s absolutely nothing wrong with that…But when you get these 

transients, these marginalized people that come out here and a lot of them are 

mentally unwell, which, in and of itself isn’t a crime, but when you look at what they 

do here – could they could harm one of our students while they’re out here? So we 

need to determine what sort of help they need and we need to also, at the same time, 

protect the interest of the university. Protect our students, protect our staff, our 

buildings, and see why they’re here [SC6]. 

 

The above discussion, as well as this quote, highlight the value of special constables on post-

secondary campuses. Because they are publicly accessible, essentially anyone can enter the property 

and put the campus community at risk. These institutions are one example of “expansive tracts of 

private property which are used predominantly as public spaces” and have contributed to the 

increased demand for private security (White, 2011: 89). Additionally, White (2011) points out that 

the growing desire for security services is “self-perpetuating” as the increased presence of law 

enforcement in these spaces results in people feeling less secure, further increasing demand for 

security (88). At the same time, other private policing research indicates visible law enforcement 
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makes people feel more secure (Rowland & Coupe, 2014). This is worth exploring further within the 

campus environment. 

Given their hybrid nature as privately owned, publicly accessible institutions, colleges and 

universities benefit from the presence of special constables who can intercept potential threats before 

they cause damage to the campus or its community. While there is much discussion surrounding the 

crimes and deviant behaviour committed by students, the quote above draws attention to outsiders 

who put the campus community at risk and “who are perceived as the biggest threat to student and 

campus safety” (Allen, 2015: 726). Since their role is to protect the campus while avoiding harsh 

tactics that may damage the reputation of the institution, research finds that campus police tend to 

focus their efforts on managing outsiders while adopting a more parental role6 with students (Allen, 

2020). As one special constable stated, while visitors may not engage in criminal acts, part of their 

job is to identify why they are on campus and mitigate any risks before they occur. 

The demand for effective risk management on campus has resulted in special constable 

services functioning like public police departments. This includes hiring former police officers to run 

them, employing people with law enforcement experience and education, and implementing 

community policing. As discussed in the American literature, overlap between campus police and 

public police is the result of the professionalization process which began in the 1950s in response to 

growing security demands on campus (Peak, Barthe, & Garcia, 2008; Sloan, 1992). The limited 

Canadian data indicates a similar shift on this side of the border. In their study, Gomme & Micucci 

(1997) found that individuals working in campus security department for over a decade tended to be 

older, less-educated, nearing retirement, and more focused on the security/loss prevention aspect of 

the work. Conversely, the newer members of the department were young, better educated, highly 

motivated for advancement, and more enthusiastic about the crime control/policing elements of their 

 
6 This is parental role, or in loco parentis, is discussed further in chapter 5. 
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role. Thus, the longer-tenured employees resembled earlier notions of campus security personnel, 

whereas new recruits reflect the shift toward professionalization with greater expectations and a more 

policing-focused role (Gomme & Micucci, 1997). 

My data also demonstrate that campus law enforcement in Ontario resembles the municipal 

police in several ways. For example, when asked about their backgrounds and what led to their 

current position, all but one department head reported having a lengthy history (more than a decade) 

in policing. The remaining interviewee had previous experience as a campus safety officer. Most 

respondents indicated they obtained their current position after retiring from public policing and 

seeking other law enforcement opportunities. This suggests that the institutions they work for value 

their experience in policing and hire them to apply this knowledge when running campus 

security/policing departments. This finding also mirrors the American literature on campus policing 

which highlights the emphasis on hiring department heads who are older, more experienced, and 

know how to supervise others (Peak, Barthe, & Garcia, 2008). 

My findings from the campus perspective differ from other forms of private policing. In the 

literature, there was little evidence of other groups (i.e., mall security workers) having as substantial 

overlap with public police as special constables. While the private policing sector has seen dramatic 

growth in recent decades and some police work, such as prisoner transport, alarm monitoring, and 

traffic control, has been outsourced (Fitzgibbon & Lea, 2018; Sanders, 2005), it appears that the role 

of special constables on campus has a greater resemblance to the public police, compared with other 

private policing entities. This difference is reinforced below, through discussions on their use of 

community-oriented policing, role expectations, and hiring requirements. 

In addition to their own law enforcement experience, department heads emphasized the 

importance of hiring skilled, experienced candidates to work as special constables on campus. While 

in the past, post-secondary campuses were primarily monitored by older, retired men with little or no 



 

 44 

law enforcement training, whose primary responsibilities were security functions (i.e., locking doors 

and protecting campus buildings from damage), nowadays, this is no longer the case (Allen, 2020; 

Hopkins & Neff, 2014). When asked about the qualities they value in prospective employees, it was 

clear that department heads are looking for candidates with knowledge and experience resembling 

that of police recruits, including previous work in law enforcement, volunteer experience, and post-

secondary education. 

Among new recruits, most department heads indicated they wanted someone with security 

experience or police foundations and post-secondary education. Thus, they are seeking individuals 

that are familiar with law enforcement work and who demonstrate the intelligence and dedication to 

attain a post-secondary certificate/degree/diploma. This aligns with the growing overlap between 

public and private security personnel and the professionalization of campus police highlighted in the 

literature (Peak, Barthe, & Garcia, 2008). The expectations of individuals applying to work in campus 

police/safety departments strongly resemble those of police applicants. As one participant stated: 

I don’t have an appetite for this to become a retirement home for police officers from 

other areas. At the same time, I have no interest in someone who thinks they’re 

coming into a police department like they see on television where we kick doors in 

and fight people to the ground. I want something in between that…They’ve got to 

have a minimum of law and security, or police foundations. Ideally, they’ve had a job 

other than just school, college or university, and they’re coming to us. Ideally they’ve 

had a job between there. That way they’ve had to look after themselves, they’ve had 

to learn responsibilities [DH3]. 

The above quote highlights that, much like their American counterparts, Canadian campus 

police departments are not seeking the older, retired ‘night watchmen’ that patrolled campuses in the 

past. At the same time, they are not looking for recent high-school graduates with little life 

experience. Considering they are the first responders on campus, this should not be a surprise. With 

increases in campus crime and greater demands from the institution, those hired as special constables 

need the attitudes, skills, and experience necessary to effectively fulfill their roles (Wilson & Wilson, 
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2011). This also aligns with Manzo’s (2009) study which found that in addition to formal training, 

private security officers frequently draw on their personal law enforcement history and general 

knowledge achieved through life experience when responding to calls on the job. As a result, they 

need certain level of skill and knowledge to meet these demands. As the expectations of special 

constables are even greater than other forms of private policing (i.e., they can arrest and lay charges), 

I argue that this finding demonstrates how the professionalization process has occurred on campus 

resulting in a stark contrast between current members of campus law enforcement and those of the 

past. 

In addition to law enforcement experience, interview respondents emphasized the importance 

of personal traits like maturity, life experience, strong communication skills, cultural competence, and 

volunteerism among their special constables. These align with many of the qualities public police 

departments look for when hiring officers (Seagrave, 1997) and demonstrate the increasing 

complexity private policing work. Campus security departments seek individuals who can interact 

and engage with the campus community – likely not a concern for campus security in the past. The 

department heads highlighted the importance of these skills, even beyond other requirements of the 

job: If they can talk to people, if they can relate to people, if they have relationship skills, then I can 

teach them anything. But I can’t teach them that. That’s what it comes down to [DH1]. 

These shifting expectations were echoed by the survey data, which indicated campus special 

constables in Ontario tend to be younger, better educated, and more experienced than their 

predecessors. For example, the average age the survey respondents was 37.7 years (N=48) and 67 

percent of special constables were between 20 and 39 years old. The remaining 33 percent were 

between 40 and 66 years. This suggests is that while there are older individuals working in these 

departments, special constables tend to be younger and no longer fit the traditional image of the ‘old 

security guard’ on campus. 
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The survey data also demonstrated that, consistent with the statements from department 

heads, special constables have higher levels of education and experience with law enforcement 

compared with traditional campus security workers. 88 percent indicated they have a post-secondary 

degree or diploma and the most common disciplines for these certifications were police foundations 

(17 percent), law and security (9 percent), policing/police studies (6 percent), and arts (15 percent) 

which included criminology, psychology, history, and classical studies. This reflects the importance 

placed on recruits having education, particularly in a policing-related discipline. It also highlights the 

trend toward hiring younger, more educated individuals with life experience (Gomme & Micucci, 

1997; Wilson & Wilson, 2011; Rigakos & Ponting, 2013). 

In addition to being educated, most campus special constables had prior law enforcement 

experience. This finding aligns with the studies mentioned above and reiterates differences between 

current and past campus law enforcement. Prior to the era of professionalization, campuses were 

protected by older, retired men with limited law enforcement experience (Hopkins & Neff, 2014). 

Today, recruits today are essentially the opposite – they are younger, educated, experienced, and 

gender-diverse. 

While special constables tend to be younger than those who previously patrolled post-

secondary campuses, they have more experience in the field of law enforcement. Only 19 percent of 

survey respondents had less than one year of experience prior to obtaining their current position. 

Additionally, the most common responses to the question about their previous experience were three 

to five years and 15+ years of experience (both indicated by 21 percent of the sample). Over half 

(N=25) had between one and ten years of experience when hired. Among those with previous 

experience, the most common jobs held were security guard (51 percent), loss prevention officer (17 

percent), private security (15 percent), and municipal police officer (13 percent). Thus, most 
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participants worked in law enforcement prior their current position, supporting the statements of 

department heads and findings in the literature. 

In discussing their backgrounds, focus group participants also emphasized the importance of 

education and skills acquired from schooling and previous experience. 

I’m doing my Master’s, we have other Master’s candidates in the department. We 

go to OPC [Ontario Police College]. We go above and beyond whatever standards 

they want. We’re way above whatever they’re asking for. There’s a lady in HR 

that jokingly says we’re probably the most educated department at the University 

and I believe we are. [SC2] 

Well yeah, we have to be. When we go to court, we have to be articulate. We have 

to know our job. [SC3] 

Evidently, campus security departments have increased their expectations of employees based on 

higher standards associated with the job of campus special constable. They now fulfill a similar role 

to the public police which includes making arrests, filing reports, and attending court hearings. Thus, 

it is important that they possess the skills and qualifications (eloquence, communication, familiarity 

with the law, etc.) to effectively fulfill this role. This supports earlier findings regarding the 

professionalization of campus police. At the same time, while this process has resulted in sworn 

police officers on American campuses, this is not the case in Canada (Allen, 2016; Carlson, 2015; 

Reaves, 2015). Consequently, I argue that the increased hiring standards for campus law enforcement 

is more important in Canada since we do not have public police on campus. As discussed in Chapter 

4, these standards play an important role in their legitimacy and therefore, their ability to keep the 

campus safe. 

 One contributing factor to the higher standards for campus special constables is the adoption 

of community-based policing by their departments. As discussed in Chapter 2, neoliberal governance 

has placed the onus of security on individuals (Pyysiäinen, Halpin, & Guilfoyle, 2017), resulting in 

community-based policing becoming the dominant model across Canada and other Western nations 
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(Friedmann, 1992; Murphy, 2007; Vinzant & Crothers, 1994). This has affected the expectations 

placed on public and private police, discussed further below. 

From an analysis of my data, the adoption of community policing is occurring on campus, as 

indicated by all of the department heads. This form of policing is proactive and involves officers 

developing relationships with the community through personal interaction via activities like foot and 

bike patrol. This allows them to develop a rapport with the public, identify potential challenges ahead 

of time, and work the community to address minor issues before they become serious ones 

(Goldstein, 1987; Trojanowicz & Bucqueroux, 1991; Seagrave, 1997). As discussed in chapter 2, 

community policing reflects the values of neoliberal governance as it encourages the community to 

take responsibility, manage their own risk, and become actively involved in the governance of their 

own property (Kempa et al., 1999; Murphy, 1998; Pyysiäinen, Halpin, & Guilfoyle, 2017). As one 

focus group participant stated, using community policing: We can empower our community not to fall 

victim to crime [SC1]. 

The statement above demonstrates how special constables reinforce the collective 

engagement in risk management under neoliberal governance. They teach the campus community to 

be proactive (i.e., by reporting concerns to them) and self-governing to prevent crime and other 

security threats. This allows the state to take a step back, while governing at a distance via special 

constables who are funded by the institution and reinforce the values of the law (Ericson & Haggerty, 

1997). This finding echoes the statements of other private policing scholars who emphasize that much 

of society is now “governed beyond the state, that is, at a distance and by means of a range of non-

political entities” (O’Connor et al., 2008: 204). Historically, campus law enforcement performed 

basic security functions; however, since the late 1990s, this role has shifted to preventing and 

controlling crime (Gomme & Micucci, 1997) which this continues today. 
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While the community policing model aligns with neoliberal governance processes, other 

factors may have contributed to its widespread adoption. For example, on an international level, there 

has been a push for more social development approaches to crime prevention from organizations like 

the United Nations (UNODC, 2010) and the Government of Ontario has emphasized the need for 

more proactive approaches to community safety (Ministry of the Solicitor General, 2018). This means 

there is a greater focus on proactive approaches that address risk factors to prevent crime from 

happening in the first place. The community-based policing model aligns with this broader shift in 

crime prevention as it emphasizes the importance of building relationships with members of the 

community, promoting cohesiveness, and reporting potential issues to authorities ahead of time 

(Ominsky & Schlosser, 2017; Sloan, Lanier, & Beer, 2000). 

Additionally, given recent concern about growing campus crime rates and perceptions of risk 

due to media coverage of high-profile events, earlier forms of campus security would not have the 

capacity to address many of these issues (Aiello, 2020; Fisher & Sloan, 2013; Rigakos & Ponting, 

2013). As discussed in chapter 1, these trends have increased the demands on campus police, who are 

far better equipped to meet them, following the professionalization process, which includes the 

adoption of the adoption of community policing. 

My findings highlight how community policing is engrained in the daily routines of special 

constables. Focus group conversations made this abundantly clear: Generally, most days I have some 

time to do proactive things and the proactive things we’re able to do – even at a minimum – park the 

car and go out for a walk… [SC1]. A key aspect of community policing is being approachable and 

engaged in the community –a daily occurrence for many special constables. As another participant 

described: We do meet-and-greets in the morning and there is a huge difference between foot patrol, 

bike patrol, and the number of people you face-to-face interact with and just say hello to and just the 

impersonal part of a cruiser [SC5]. This statement emphasizes the importance of interpersonal 
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interactions with the campus community and developing relationships which cannot be fostered by 

driving around in a cruiser.  

One participant summed up their work as follows: We try really hard to talk to our 

community and get them engaged [SC2]. Evidently, special constables are consistently out interacting 

with the campus community, which is a key aspect of community policing. Since most information 

related to crime and other local challenges is provided to law enforcement by the community, 

establishing a strong rapport with locals (or in this case, students, staff, and faculty) is essential for 

effective governance (Rosenbaum & Lurigio, 1994). The department heads also highlighted the 

importance of this: We do a lot of foot patrols, we do bike patrols, and their job is not to be in this 

office. If they are, [we want] to know why they’re here because that’s not what they’re getting paid 

for [DH3]. 

The above quotes indicate that special constables are expected to engage with the campus 

community, demonstrating the evolution and professionalization of their role compared with campus 

security of the past. The current group possesses greater skills and experience, and performs a multi-

dimensional role guided by the values of community policing, with the ultimate goal of working as a 

community to manage risk on campus. 

While community-based policing dominates police departments across North America, study 

participants suggested they have an even greater capacity to engage in this model due to the lower 

volume and severity of calls they receive and the smaller area they patrol. As one individual stated: I 

think we’re the purest form of the community policing model because we have a defined area, a 

defined community, and we have the time [DH1]. Others echoed this sentiment: We’re a pretty good 

definition of community policing because we’re a pretty small group and we’re integrated into the 

community every day [SC2]. 
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These statements present an interesting finding – despite the public police being considered 

the ultimate form of law enforcement, special constables may be more effective at managing risk in 

the campus setting, since they can fully adopt the community policing model. This is likely a result of 

the defined space they patrol and the homogenous population within it. At the same time, due to these 

differences, one could argue that community policing is more effective in smaller communities, with 

groups that tend to be less diverse and more cohesive. As such, it may be better suited for private or 

semi-private areas, like university campuses, compared with large public locations. 

Study participants attributed their ability to fully engage in community policing to receiving 

fewer calls than the public police and therefore having more time to engage with members of the 

community. This allows them to provide more support to victims and offenders compared with 

municipal officers who must be more efficient due to higher call volumes. As one focus group 

participant described: We have the time available to spend with them. Especially mental health calls. 

Yeah, we go in and assess the safety concerns, but we also talk to them and get to know them more, 

establish rapport [SC3]. This is also an important aspect of their role, as they are responsible for 

protecting students, many of whom have just reached adulthood and still require additional support. 

Having fewer calls allows the special constables to develop relationships with the campus community 

as well as others they encounter, and in some cases, provide more quality support. For example, at 

one institution focus group participants discussed how they are often called to issues at a popular 

transit stop nearby. Even in these cases, the quality of service provide by the special constables tends 

to be higher: I’ve had mental health patients comment ‘Well, we like you better than the municipal 

forces.’ Or I’ve had people I’ve taken downtown for assault or thefts saying ‘I really like you guys. I 

like you guys better than dealing with the city’ [SC2]. 

In general, special constables can take extra time and care when responding to calls, 

compared with their municipal counterparts. This results in high levels of satisfaction among those 
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they interact with and an increased rapport with the campus community. As one department head 

described, this flexibility allowed one employee to go above and beyond to help the family of an 

international student who passed away: 

[The] family comes in from out of the country - English is not their first language. 

An officer from this department met with the family at the funeral home and 

assisted them in everything that they needed to do – everything from making 

arrangements for the deceased to be shipped back home, assisted the family to the 

selection of a coffin. Walked them through every step from taking the young man 

from the morgue, all through the process of the airport, up to and including when 

he gets a flight – the same flight as his mom and dad, so they can take him home. 

There is no regional police service that I know will go that far. We will…I mean no 

disrespect to other police services, but they just don’t have the time or resources to 

do that. They are too busy. [A municipal officer] comes out of a call, gets back in 

his cruiser, and there are five calls waiting. We’re not like that. We’re - you get in 

the car, there’s no calls, okay well I haven’t been down to [campus location] for a 

while, I’m going to take a trip down there and speak with everyone, I’m going to 

sit in the main area and have a cup of tea. The officers have still got a radio – they 

can still respond to calls – but they’re doing what we want them to do which is to 

get out there and talk to them – and it works. [DH3] 

While the death of a student is highly uncommon, this quote demonstrates that special 

constables engage in far more than security functions. While they have adopted and embraced the 

community policing model, they can (and do) go above and beyond the typical expectations of law 

enforcement. Their lower call volume provides flexibility to further engage with the community 

compared with the public police. Thus, they have a greater capacity to promote the community-based 

policing model and offer support in ways the public police would never be able to. Given the 

important role the public plays in the prevention of crime through community policing, supporting 

and engaging with the campus community allows special constables to establish positive relationships 

making the campus community more likely to trust them, cooperate, and abide by the law (Hawdon, 

2008; Rukus, Warner, & Zhang, 2017). Furthermore, greater cooperation from the public allows the 

special constables to manage risk and govern the campus more effectively.  
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The above discussion reiterates the diversification in roles played by campus law 

enforcement from basic security functions to aspects of security, policing, community service, and so 

on. The complexity of the special constable role was discussed with study participants who noted that, 

in some cases, they may have even greater expectations than their municipal counterparts: 

I’m expected to perform all the duties of a patrol police officer and have that 

knowledge. I’m expected to have all the knowledge of a security guard as it relates 

to a private industry. I’m expected to have all the knowledge for [unique campus 

facility] and I’m expected to have all the knowledge for a dispatcher – we provide 

a dispatch function. They’re little things but when you add it all together that’s a lot 

to ask. [SC7] 

Our job is much more multi-faceted than a city police officer because a city police 

officer – if you’re a patrol officer, that’s all you do. You’ve got your legislation, 

you’ve got your beat, and that’s it. [SC6] 

The overlapping roles that special constables perform on campus increases the range of tasks they 

engage in and the level of knowledge they are expected to have for the job. Additionally, since they 

patrol a very specific population – students – they must also be familiar community-specific issues, 

such as mental health challenges (discussed in greater detail below). This also helps explain the 

increased hiring requirements within these departments as they seek individuals who have the 

knowledge, skills, and experience to fulfill all aspects of the job. 

The increasingly complex expectations of campus special constables, particularly with an 

emphasis on community engagement, was also demonstrated in the survey results. For example, 

respondents indicated they engage in the following activities on a daily basis: paperwork (96 percent), 

foot or bike patrol (90 percent), social interaction with the campus community (90 percent), 

responding to non-criminal issues on campus (84 percent), monitoring traffic (83 percent), securing 

campus infrastructure (62 percent), crime prevention (57 percent), monitoring security cameras (53 

percent), responding to campus crime (51 percent), service activities such as student escorts (42 

percent), and providing medical assistance (31 percent).  
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Comparing these results with other campus policing studies, my findings demonstrate a 

similar trend to those from the US: daily, current campus law enforcement engage in proactive, 

service, and prevention oriented tasks, which align with the values of community policing and 

differentiates them from earlier campus security whose roles were limited to basic security functions 

(Wilson & Wilson, 2015). Survey responses indicate they still engage in traditional, reactive elements 

of policing, but less frequently. For example, when asked how often they make arrests, 35 percent 

said this occurs every few weeks, 16 percent answered monthly, and 28 percent indicated they only 

arrest people every few months. Similarly, almost half of respondents (45 percent) said they only 

make arrests every few months. Thus, reactive aspects of their job occur relatively infrequently 

compared with proactive, service tasks, which reflect a community policing orientation (Rukus, 

Warner, & Zhang, 2017).  

These differences can also be attributed to the unique characteristics of the campus 

population: students aged 18 to 24 (Allen, 2015). While this is generally the age range when criminal 

behaviour peaks, campus police tend to avoid the use of harsh sanctions in response student 

misconduct, such as underage drinking, to avoid deterring others from enrolling at the institution 

(Allen, 2020). Additionally, because they work primarily with young adults, many campus law 

enforcement departments have internalized the concept of in loco parentis or acting ‘in place of the 

parents’ (Allen, 2015: 726). While legally they are considered adults, in many ways students are still 

viewed as ‘kids’ and treated accordingly. As one special constable stated: In my experience at this 

institution, we far more often respond to incidents where we are assisting and supporting our 

community as opposed to a crime suppression model [SC1]. 

Thus, responding to crime is only a small part of the job of a campus special constable. The 

complexity of this role was echoed by department heads. As one individual described: It’s everything 

from security, to policing, to advice, direction, integration… [DH3]. Additionally, in line with 
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community policing, interview respondents emphasized the importance of non-traditional ‘policing’ 

aspects of the work: The officers play a multitude of different roles, but I’ve got to tell you the one I’m 

most proud of here is the mentoring role [DH2]. Interviewees described several ways special 

constables engage with the campus community, including foot patrol, bike patrol, community service, 

participation on committees, presence within residence, and even simple interactions like saying hello 

or holding a door for a professor. They also explained how these acts contribute to the overall safety 

of the campus community: 

…they engage community members in non-law enforcement activities first of all to 

try and build that rapport and have that engagement so community members feel 

comfortable coming forward to identify issues that they may see or to ask for 

supports if that’s also the case. [DH4] 

This statement reiterates the findings from the focus groups as well as the literature discussed above, 

emphasizing the way campus special constables engage in community policing, which encourages the 

involvement of the public in risk management. From a neoliberal governance perspective, having the 

campus community involved in its own security helps shift the responsibility for the institution’s 

protection away from the state and into the community’s hands. 

 While it is abundantly clear that community policing has resulted in a diverse role for special 

constables compared with traditional campus law enforcement, most participants indicated that their 

main purpose is law enforcement and keeping the campus safe. Thus, while responding to crime may 

not be the most common part of their job, over 70% of respondents indicated that law enforcement 

and ensuring the safety of others is their primary role on campus. This finding was supported in focus 

group discussions where essentially every participant mentioned safety, risk management, and/or 

protecting the campus community as the most important part of their job. Similarly, each department 

head stated that keeping the campus safe was a key priority: Our biggest thing is safety and patrol on 

campus [DH5]. 



 

 56 

 Worth noting is the tasks that special constables engage in most frequently (i.e., patrol, 

community engagement, supporting students with non-criminal issues, etc.) and the view that their 

primary role on campus is keeping everyone safe are not actually as different as they may appear. 

While often our initial conception of crime prevention is associated with responding to criminal 

behaviour after it occurs, in fact, this only reflects one aspect of prevention, referred to as “incident 

response” or tertiary prevention (Ontario Ministry of the Solicitor General, 2018: Section 2). As 

previously mentioned, recently there has been a push among governments and international 

organizations, like the UN, to take proactive approaches and prevent crime by addressing risk factors 

(UNODC, 2010). Thus, the role of special constables reflects other aspects of prevention such as 

connecting individuals to services like mental health supports and having a visible presence on 

campus to deter potential risk. These aspects of their role still contribute to campus safety, but in a 

more upstream7 approach. 

Study participants’ consistent responses about their primary role make it clear that, like the 

public police, they view themselves as first and foremost responsible for keeping the campus and its 

community safe. Thus, the law enforcement piece is a defining part of their identity, which supports 

the shift from security to policing and crime control identified within the campus policing literature 

(Gomme & Micucci, 1997). The campus police department heads made it clear that while there are 

distinctions between the two groups (discussed below) they are essentially police officers on campus. 

As one individual put it: They are the police for the property. While it’s a limited law enforcement 

role, the functions they perform are the same if it was a municipal police officer… [DH4]. 

This sentiment was also shared by focus group participants. One special constable, who had 

previously worked as a municipal officer, stated: This job is no different from the municipal [police] 

 
7 Upstream crime prevention refers to approaches that seek to prevent crime before it occurs through efforts that 

include community engagement, improving health outcomes, and social supports (WRCPC, 2020).  
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or OPP. It’s just that you’re on a smaller property [SC4]. Therefore, despite not having the full 

extent of police authority, many special constables asserted that their role is essentially the same as if 

a public police officer were to patrol the campus. The exception is that special constables’ authorities 

are limited to the property of the institution that employs them. Despite this, many of the functions 

they perform are very similar to public police. These findings parallel those of Manzo (2010) who 

interviewed private security officers employed in malls and office buildings across three Canadian 

provinces. Much like the special constables in my study, the security officers indicated that much of 

their work is essentially the same as public officers, yet they do not equate themselves with the police. 

Rather, they qualify these statements with discussions of the way they differ in authority, and the 

tools they carry, suggesting that they are expected to perform very similar tasks, but limitations 

prevent them from being able to do so (Manzo, 2010). 

These similarities reflect the fragmentation of policing under neoliberal governance and the 

way special constables and other security personnel are filling traditional ‘police’ roles to assist in the 

governance of society (Joh, 2004; Rice, 2018). This allows the public police to focus on higher 

priority issues and provides the state with greater reach as its control extended through additional 

forms of law enforcement (Sanders & Langan, 2019). Special constables recognize the value of their 

role and the way they support their local police departments: 

If you took us straight out of the equation, our 4300 calls [a year], yes, [local police 

department] aren’t going to do elevator entrapments or physical security, but those 

1000 criminal investigations – that would have a profound impact on their staffing 

model. [SC5] 

For a place like this, 34-36 000 people and 3-4000 people at night stay here, you 

need that. There’s been times when the city’s been totally busy. What are you gonna 

do? Right here. It could potentially be quite exhausting on their service, but they 

don’t show up for a lot of things. The only things we would call them in for are very 

serious calls – serious assaults, homicides… [SC2] 
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These quotes demonstrate the way special constables not only serve the campus community but 

support the local police department by responding to minor issues, allowing them to prioritize calls 

from other locations or higher in severity. Manzo’s (2010) study also shares a similar finding, as one 

private security officer “says that the new role of private security is to help strapped police to ‘cope 

with lots of things’” (199). Thus, much like other law enforcement entities under neoliberal 

governance, campus special constables work alongside the police to combat risk. Unlike the past 

where private security was seen as something that challenged the public police, this is no longer the 

case (Shearing, 1992; White, 2011). Because of growing demand for security, “police services across 

the globe are developing new approaches and strategies that seek to enroll others – such as private 

security services, social services, and community organizations – to assist in achieving security 

governance” (Sanders & Langan, 2019: 567). The data from this study reflect that special constables 

are part of this process. 

3.2 Distinctions between Public Police and Special Constables 

The above discussion highlights the increasing similarities between special constables and the public 

police which is part of a larger trend where public and private police are becoming increasingly 

similar. This process is attributed to the fragmentation of policing under neoliberal governance and 

the professionalization of campus law enforcement (Joh, 2004; Kempa et al., 1999). Despite these 

shifts, differences between public and private police remain. This is also the case with special 

constables, whose distinctions from the public police will be discussed below. 

 While the role of campus special constables is similar to a municipal officer, one key 

difference is their cost. Under neoliberal governance, reducing state costs is important and this is 

achieved by outsourcing a large portion of police work to other law enforcement entities (Murphy, 

1998; van Stokkom & Terpstra, 2018). Having special constables on campus reduces state costs and 

shifts these expenses, along with the onus of security, to the property owner (Rigakos & Ponting, 



 

 59 

2013). Study participants were well-aware of their status as a cost-effective alternative to the public 

police: A city officer is making over $100 000 a year and we’re making closer to $70 000. So there’s 

a cost difference [SC2]. 

Although many participants emphasized the overlap between the role of campus special 

constables and the police, others pointed out several differences. For example, despite a lengthy 

tenure in policing, one department head indicated that his security experience is what landed him the 

position: What made the difference between me and anyone else during the recruitment phase was my 

security experience in addition to my policing experience. It was more applicable to this educational 

environment [DH6]. Thus, while special constables perform many police functions, their role also 

includes other aspects, including security work (Moskowitz, 2017). For example, 80 percent of survey 

respondents indicated that several times a week they engage tasks such as securing campus 

infrastructure, monitoring security cameras, and responding to alarms or other issues. 

The findings illuminate differences in the roles of special constables and the public police. 

However, this does not mean special constables are a less effective form of law enforcement. Rather, 

I argue it reflects that they perform a more diverse role than the police, which may make them more 

effective. They respond to crime, but also engage in proactive, prevention efforts to a greater extent 

than their municipal counterparts (see discussion above), protect campus infrastructure and respond to 

alarms like security guards, and act as liaisons between the campus community and various services. 

Each of these tasks contribute to campus safety and security in different, yet important ways. 

While American campus police are often fully sworn officers, this is not the case in Canada. 

Special constables have some police powers (e.g., powers to arrest under the Liquor License Act, the 

Trespass to Property Act, and the Mental Health Act), but there are limits to their authority, i.e., their 

campus jurisdiction, which differentiates them from the public police. Additionally, the extent of their 

powers differs from one institution to another, as this decision is made by the local police services 
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board (Carroll, 2004). For example, some special constables can lay charges under the Highway 

Traffic Act, whereas others cannot. One interviewee summed up the campus special constable role as 

follows: You provide a limited law enforcement role to that community and your jurisdiction is 

basically the campus community itself [DH4]. 

Another distinction lies in the tools they carry. While the public police and many American 

campus police carry sidearms (Reaves, 2015) campus special constables are limited to a combination 

of handcuffs, a baton, or pepper spray, depending on the campus (Carroll, 2004). Several focus group 

participants indicated they would like to be armed the protection of themselves and others: If you’re 

asking me to pull cars over, we should be better equipped. We go to domestics. We go to things that 

other officers in the city, if they do overtime, they will send an armed officer here [SC2]. This 

frustration regarding the inability to carry a weapon is shared among other private law enforcement as 

well. For example, Manzo (2011) found a similar rhetoric among Canadian security officers in malls 

and office buildings. One study participant was stated “We do everything a police officer does, daily. 

It’s just that we don’t carry guns or weapons. We have nothing to protect ourselves except for a radio, 

our fists” (Manzo, 2011: 119). Thus, my findings with special constables reflect similar experiences 

to members of private law enforcement and may suggest additional consideration for arming these 

groups. 

There are clear differences in the power and equipment provided to campus police compared 

with the public police. Given the increasing role that private law enforcement entities play in 

governance and the growing resemblance they share with the public police, this finding is concerning. 

If special constables serve a police role and respond to the same calls, they should be equipped with 

the same tools. Perhaps this suggests that while neoliberal governance has pushed for the outsourcing 

of police roles on private property, limiting the power and tools of non-state entities ensures the state 

remains in control and the public police maintain their status as the ultimate form of legitimate law 
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enforcement (this will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 4) (Lofstrand, Loftus, & Loader, 2015; 

Sanders & Langan, 2019; White, 2011). 

Other distinctions between special constables and the public police were discussed in the 

interviews with department heads who talked about their experience transitioning from the public 

policing to campus security departments. Many highlighted differences between campus policing and 

public policing, including the communities they patrol, political landscape, and oversight: It’s mostly 

17–22-year-olds, trained staff, and highly educated faculty. That’s just not a normal cross-section of 

the community that anybody polices out there…It’s substantially different than policing a regular 

town [DH1]. 

The differences in demographics that campus police interact with compared with municipal 

police was also discussed in the literature. Campus populations differ substantially from an average 

city population. As a result, the public police are more likely to deal with serious crimes, like murder, 

whereas campus police tend to respond to minor cases, like alcohol infractions (Allen, 2016; Bromley 

& Reaves, 1998; Heinsler, Kleinman, & Stenross, 1990; Jacobsen, 2015). This was echoed in the 

interviews. As one individual stated: We’re a very safe campus and fortunately there’s not a lot of 

criminal activity on the campus. So, one of our major things every year, like most universities, is 

probably bike thefts [DH5].  

Given that most issues on post-secondary campuses are minor, the use of special constables 

effectively aligns with yet another goal of neoliberal governance – to outsource daily ‘police’ work to 

private law enforcement, allowing the public police to focus on more serious issues (Garland, 1996; 

Joh, 2004; Sanders & Langan, 2019). This finding was also reflected in my conversations with study 

participants. The department heads stated that with serious crimes, such as the death of a student, 

local police are brought in to investigate. 
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In my time, since I’ve been here, we have had one homicide on campus…We are 

not qualified to do a homicide investigation because we don’t have them. One in 28 

years – [local police department] are getting them 4 or 5 a year – they’ve got a 

dedicated team [DH3]. 

 
Their limited experience responding to serious crimes distinguishes campus police from public police. 

It also draws attention to the concept of risk on campus – given that post-secondary institutions are 

safer than other areas, the ‘risk’ special constables manage differs from the public police. Whereas 

municipal forces deal with all levels of risk, including extremely serious threats, special constables 

tend to mitigate potential risk, prevent possible outside threats from entering the campus community, 

and oversee the actions of students in a ‘parental’ manner (as discussed above). This concept of 

potential risk was discussed in a Canadian study by Gomme and Micucci (1997), who state that “the 

picture that emerges from the limited research [on Canadian campus policing] suggests that campus 

crime is rare and non-serious, [and] that fear of crime is greater than warranted…” (60). As a result, 

special constables protect the campus from actual threats, while also making the campus community 

feel safe, by reducing perceived risk. 

The distinction in threat levels faced is likely a contributing factor in the decision not to arm 

special constables. Overall, crime rates are much lower on campus compared with the general 

population; however, post-secondary institutions are not immune to violent crime, including sexual 

assaults as discussed earlier (Lee & Wong 2019; Wada, Patten, & Candela, 2010). Since the local 

police respond to serious crimes more frequently, they are given the resources to deal with them (i.e., 

a gun). As a result, in rare cases where serious crimes occur on campus, the public police are called 

and special constables play a support role, e.g., securing the scene while the police conduct their 

investigation. This partnership reflects the way private law enforcement work alongside the police to 

manage risk under neoliberal governance (Kitchen & Rygiel, 2014). 
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 Another difference between campus and public police is the oversight they experience. 

During the time of the interviews (Fall 2018), special constables were not subject to external 

oversight from the Special Investigations Unit (SIU) like the public police. The Safer Ontario Act, 

which would change this, was under review by the provincial Conservative government (Gillis, 

2018). The SIU consists of civilians who investigate serious criminal cases to ensure there are no 

criminal wrongdoings on the part of the police. This is designed to maintain the public’s confidence 

in them (SIU, 2016). While the Act was on hold, special constables were accountable to the 

institutions that employed them as well as the local police service board. Some interviewees found 

this difference startling: Coming from a kind of paramilitary environment I found it really interesting 

that we didn’t have the same type of stringent [oversight] [DH5]. 

Additionally, others indicated their support for external oversight: Under the Safe Ontario 

Act, I am now subject to SIU investigation… Some [schools] are a little bit concerned by this. We’re 

not. We’re saying bring it on [DH3]. Some scholars argue that increasing similarities between the two 

groups should be accompanied by greater accountability. As van Stokkom and Terpstra (2018) state, 

“The regulation of private security is often seen as inadequate…Many law scholars believe it is 

unacceptable that the public police have to render account to democratic bodies, while security guards 

are not subject to such oversight” (420). Thus, if special constables are expected to perform a police 

role, holding them to the same standard as the police ensures accountability and reinforces their 

legitimacy as law enforcement. 

The Comprehensive Ontario Police Services (COPS) Act received royal assent on March 26th, 

2019 officially subjecting special constables to SIU oversight (Bill 68, 2019). While it is too early to 

assess the effects of this change, that both public police and special constables are now accountable to 

the same oversight may suggest greater recognition for overlap in what they do. As discussed in the 

next chapter, this will likely reinforce their identity as legitimate members of law enforcement. 
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 Regardless, the distinction between public and private policing entities remains. Despite 

similarities in their work, accountability to the SIU, and ongoing police fragmentation, special 

constables differ from the public police, as described by one department head: 

If you want to be a rock and roll street cop, this isn’t the place to be. You need to 

go to public policing. Now that I’ve been there and come here, this is a great place 

to work, but if you’re a young person starting out, it’s a good steppingstone to go 

to public policing, but we don’t do the same role as public policing and that’s one 

of the difficulties I have. [DH5] 

My data suggests that the difference between the groups lies not in their daily tasks, but the way they 

experience them. The lower rates of crime (especially serious crime), arrests, and charges laid, due to 

the different communities they patrol, result in unique experiences for special constables compared 

with municipal police. There is great overlap in their day-to-day work, but as one focus group 

participant stated: Our call volume and call severity will not match our municipal colleagues, so you 

have time to go right to the end of an investigation [SC1]. 

Fewer calls that tend to be less severe do contribute to a different experience for campus 

special constables compared with their municipal counterparts. One department head summed it up as 

follows: At the end of the day, campus policing is different from public policing. It’s not as stringent, 

it’s not as cumbersome with legalities and everything else [DH6]. Based on these data, it is 

abundantly clear that there is substantial overlap in the work of special constables and the public 

police, yet several key differences distinguish the two groups. Regardless, both contribute to the 

governance of risk and play a key role in making the community feel safe and secure. 

3.3 Conclusion 

This chapter assesses how the role of Ontario campus special constables overlaps with the public 

police. It contributes to the literature in several ways. First, it offers insight into the daily work of 

campus special constables, filling gaps in the campus and private policing literatures. Second, it 
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contributes to the limited research on Canadian private policing, particularly on post-secondary 

campuses, by shedding light on the individuals who fill this role and their experiences. Additionally, 

it adds to the governance literature by outlining the impact of neoliberal governance on campus law 

enforcement in Canada, a topic which is largely absent. 

From data collected through interviews, surveys, and focus groups with Ontario campus 

special constables and their employers, I find that much like other private policing entities, the 

distinction between special constables and the public police is diminishing. Due to increasing 

demands placed on campus law enforcement, they have experienced a professionalization process, 

resulting in recruits that are younger, better educated, and more skilled than campus security 

personnel of the past. Greater concern about risk and higher expectations have resulted in a special 

constable role that incorporates elements of policing, security, order maintenance, and social services, 

among others (Hancock, 2016). I argue that this diverse role and their ability to engage in 

community-oriented policing (and go above and beyond it) makes special constables ideal law 

enforcers for post-secondary campuses. They are a cost-effective alternative to the public police, who 

engage in a similar role, and possess many of the same authorities (i.e., powers of arrest). 

Additionally, with growing concern over campus crime due to increased enrollment and 

media coverage, the ability of special constables to manage actual and perceived risk makes them an 

asset to the institution and campus community. This is supported by other research which indicates 

that “campuses on which police have the power to arrest are associated with decreased rates of overall 

crime and property crime, while those with emergency blue light systems and general crime 

prevention programs are associated with lower levels of violent crime.” (Jacobsen, 2017: 563). 

My research also highlights distinctions between special constables and the public police, 

reiterating that while much police work has been outsourced under neoliberal governance, and the 

line between public and private policing is eroding, it still exists. In a post-secondary context, a major 
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difference is the communities they are responsible for. Special constables patrol clearly defined 

campuses, and populations comprised mostly of people aged 18-24 who are well-educated, and 

generally from higher socioeconomic backgrounds. Thus, campus crime rates are lower and less 

severe than the rest of society. This finding contradicts the growing demand for campus law 

enforcement out of concern over risk at colleges and universities. Evidently, the perception of risk is 

higher than the actual risk, which is supported in the literature (i.e., Gomme & Micucci, 1997; 

Hasinoff & Krueger, 2020; Shi, 2021). 

These differences in the amount and severity of crime faced by special constables compared 

with the police are key factors in the remaining distinctions between the two groups, particularly the 

use of weapons, responding to serious crimes, and accountability. I argue that this reflects the state’s 

desire to maintain control over the world of governance, echoing what many scholars have pointed 

out – that governing from a distance does not mean the state is any less influential or in control 

(Johnson, 2014; Sanders & Langan, 2019). 

While the role of special constables is influenced by neoliberal processes, the impacts of 

other factors (i.e., perceptions of risk) must not be ignored. Given the value they bring to campuses 

through proactive crime prevention, supporting the community, as well as managing actual and 

perceived risk, other institutions should follow suit and implement in-house special constable services 

to ensure students, staff, and faculty across Canada have equal access to adequate security. 
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Chapter 4: Special Constables and Legitimacy Challenges 

A frequent issue faced by private law enforcement is having their legitimacy questioned, yet limited 

research examines their efforts to overcome this challenge (Saarikkomäki, 2018). As discussed in 

chapter 3, the outsourcing of police work under neoliberal governance means non-state law 

enforcement is increasingly adopting traditional ‘police tasks’ (van Stokkom & Terpstra, 2018). Since 

private police are now the primary form of governance in Western nations (Kitchen & Rygiel, 2014), 

their struggle to be viewed and treated as legitimate members of law enforcement (i.e., Hancock, 

2016; Manzo, 2011; Rice, 2018) is problematic, as it prevents them from effectively doing their jobs.  

The popular conception of non-state law enforcement as lacking in legitimacy is problematic 

for the neoliberal state. If these groups are unable to gain the respect of the public, they cannot 

sufficiently manage risk in place of the police, meaning the state cannot govern through them from a 

distance. Additionally, the safety of society becomes precarious if these groups are unable to manage 

risk. As a result, taking steps to reinforce their legitimacy is beneficial to everyone.  

My study examines legitimacy challenges faced by campus special constables in Ontario. 

Using data from department heads and special constables, I assess how their authority is perceived by 

others and themselves, as well as the impact this has on their daily work. Additionally, I uncover why 

these issues occur and offer recommendations to ameliorate them. 

This chapter adds to the literature in several ways. First, while other research examines the 

legitimacy struggles of security guards/personnel and American campus police, Canadian campus 

special constables have been largely overlooked. My study fills this gap, offering insight into special 

constables’ experiences with this issue. Additionally, while several campus policing studies examine 

student perceptions of campus law enforcement, my research examines the treatment of campus 

special constables from students, faculty and staff, as well as other members of law enforcement, 
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allowing comparisons to be made. My study gives special constables the opportunity to share their 

own perspectives, offer explanations for legitimacy struggles, and suggestions on how to reduce 

them. As Manzo (2011) points out, data from the perspective of private police is lacking in the 

literature, thus, my study contributes to this gap. 

 According to Sunshine and Tyler (2003), legitimacy refers to the obligation people feel to 

obey an individual or organization. When they view an authority as legitimate, they are more willing 

to comply with it (Tyler, 1990). Since compliance is a key factor in the effectiveness of law 

enforcement, non-compliance can result in major challenges, like crime and disorder (Hawdon, 2008; 

Skogan, 1998). While most people consider the public police legitimate, the same cannot be said for 

private police (Lofstrand, Loftus, & Loader, 2015). One reason for this, according to Manzo (2011), 

is the public’s familiarity with officers’ extensive training compared to that of private security, which 

tends to be less comprehensive.  

Additionally, Lofstrand, Loftus, and Loader (2015) point out that security personnel are 

frequently considered lacking in skill and working in low-paying positions where they do the ‘dirty’ 

work for the real police. There is also greater familiarity with the authority of public police compared 

with private entities, whose powers vary. Patten et al. (2016) argue this lack of understanding 

contributes to their struggles for legitimacy. Research highlights the consistency of this issue across 

non-state law enforcement, including security personnel in malls and office buildings (Lofstrand, 

Loftus, & Loader, 2015; Manzo, 2011), as well as campus police (Patten et al., 2016). Studies also 

find these perceptions of private police are shared by adults and young people (Saarikkomäki, 2018). 

Over time, the public police have established themselves as legitimate law enforcement, 

unlike private and non-state entities. As Saarikkomäki (2018) states, “[in] western democratic 

societies, the police are public actors and the institution possesses a historical legacy and historical 

legitimacy whereas the private security industry’s participation in order maintenance is a relatively 
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new phenomena and the industry does not possess the same historical legacy” (168). Non-state 

governing agents do not have this history to reinforce their legitimacy, contributing to the widespread 

notion that they are inferior to the public police. 

According to the literature, campus police experience the same legitimacy challenges as other 

non-state law enforcement. Research finds they are frequently considered a lesser form of law 

enforcement by those within the university/college community, the public, and their municipal 

counterparts, despite increased professionalization over the years (Bordner & Peterson, 1983; 

Carlson, 2015; Ferrandino, 2012; Jacobsen, 2015; Gelber, 1972; Patten et al., 2016; Wada, Patten, & 

Candela, 2010). The same struggle has been found among campus special constables in Canada 

(Carroll, 2004). 

4.1 Confusion with Special Constable Role and Authority 

My study finds that, like other private policing groups, special constables experience legitimacy 

challenges, yet to a lesser extent. For example, when presented with the statement ‘Overall, the 

campus community (students, faculty, and staff) respects special constables’ of the 40 responses, 5 

respondents indicated they ‘Strongly Agree’, 13 selected ‘Agree’, and 14 responded with ‘Somewhat 

Agree’, indicating that most feel respected by the campus community. At the same time, that only 18 

(45%) agreed or strongly agreed suggests the need for additional efforts to increase respect from the 

campus community.  

To the statement ‘I receive the respect I deserve from others in the campus community’ 

(n=40), 6 selected ‘Strongly Agree’ and 14 agreed. Additionally, 11 special constables chose 

‘Somewhat Agree’. Based on this, about three-quarters of respondents indicated they generally 

receive the respect they deserve, while the remaining indicate they should be treated better by the 

campus community. These findings support the struggle for legitimacy identified in the literature. At 

the same time, most special constables feel respected by the campus community, which contrasts with 
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findings from other groups, suggesting the former have higher respect and compliance levels. This 

finding does support the “yearning for special constable status” among Canadian campus security 

officers, to improve public perceptions, and make their role more comparable to that of a public 

police officer (Gomme & Micucci, 1997: 53). Again, this demonstrates that special constables face 

less extensive legitimacy challenges compared with others. 

Campus special constables may elicit higher rates of respect compared with other private 

policing entities for several reasons: their ability to lay charges, uniforms resembling the police, 

vehicles that look like police cars, and (for some) the use of police nomenclature (discussed further 

below). Their strong resemblance to the public police may explain why their authority is generally 

respected. This finding has implications for other private policing entities facing legitimacy issues as 

it suggests taking steps to appear more like state law enforcement may improve public perceptions, 

resulting in better compliance and enhancing their ability to manage risk. 

Many studies on police legitimacy focus exclusively on student perspectives. My study 

expands this insight and asks special constables about treatment from students, staff/faculty on 

campus, and the public police, allowing for comparative analysis. Most research finds that students 

tend to equate the role of campus police with security personnel because they are part of the 

university system and perform tasks like locking doors (Carroll, 2004; Ferrandino, 2012; Heinsler, 

Kleinman, & Stenross, 1990; Wada, Patten, & Candela, 2010). As well, in line with findings from 

other private policing literature, many students are unaware that campus police receive training 

similar to municipal officers and have arrest powers (Jacobsen, 2015). This unfamiliarity with their 

training and authority leads some to assume they are unskilled, ineffective, and may result in 

disrespect and a belief that they are not legitimate members of law enforcement. 

While many students do not equate campus police legitimacy with that of public officers, my 

survey data suggests that generally, they treat campus special constables with respect. In response to 
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the statement ‘Students on campus respect my authority’ (n=40), only one special constable selected 

‘Strongly Agree’, but 12 indicated they ‘Agree’ with the statement and 16 chose ‘Somewhat Agree’. 

Given that almost three quarters of participants selected a response in the ‘Agree’ side of the Likert 

Scale, the data suggests that, for the most part, they feel respected by students on campus. 

The qualitative findings from this study reflected a similar story. Many participants indicated 

that, overall, they feel respected but there are incidents where their authority is challenged, like other 

groups in the literature. As one department head described: 

That perception by people – that you’re a security guard – it is a challenge because 

our people do arrest people, they do conduct criminal investigations, lay charges, 

partake in criminal prosecutions with the crown – we do all of these things. The 

easiest way to describe our role is we are police officers on campus. At the curb line, 

when you step off the property, they’re not. So that is a real challenge in just the 

optics of the legitimacy. It comes up now and then – it’s not a major barrier. [DH2] 

 

This statement demonstrates that, like others in private policing, campus special constables do face 

challenges with students unaware of their authority, who assume they only perform basic security 

functions. Fortunately, these legitimacy challenges occur infrequently. This may be attributed to the 

characteristics of the campus community (mostly young, well-educated, higher socioeconomic status 

individuals) which result in low rates of criminal behaviour compared with the rest of society (Allen, 

2014). Thus, special constables may experience fewer challenges to their authority, as only a small 

part of their work involves responding to crimes. As discussed in chapter 3, since they primarily 

engage in proactive, service-oriented activities, I argue these interactions are less likely to result in 

conflict related to their authority, as they generally do not require them to assert it. 

The topic of legitimacy and treatment by others was also discussed in the focus groups. When 

asked if they are treated fairly and their authority is respected on campus, responses echoed my 

findings from the survey and department head interviews: In my experience, over my career here, I’d 

say overwhelmingly yes. I’d characterize it as rare for me to have an interaction with somebody 

where I don’t feel they respect my position, my authorities, and the duties I’m executing at that 
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moment [SC1]. Among study participants, there was a consensus that most individuals on campus 

respect special constables and their role. 

Regardless, all participants reported experiencing challenging encounters on occasion. 

Adding to my argument that responding to a low number of crimes contributes to fewer legitimacy 

challenges, one focus group participant explained why, when they are called criminal issues, these 

issues often occur: I think the people we interact with are the people most likely to challenge our 

authority. I think the bulk of people on campus respect the position [SC7]. In other words, that these 

individuals are willing to break the law demonstrates their lack of respect for it and likely, those who 

enforce it. As a result, when encountering special constables, it is not surprising that they may 

disrespect their authority or refuse to comply with their requests. 

The difference between being a municipal officer and a special constable was discussed by 

one participant who had worked as both: I can cross the road on [street] and stop a car and if I was 

with the [city] police, it’d be “Yes, sir. No, sir.” Here on campus, there is zero, zilch, lack of respect. 

That being said, after 31 years as a cop, I won’t tolerate it [SC4]. This quote highlights the stark 

contrast in the way some individuals respond to special constables compared with the public police 

and how perceptions of legitimacy can dramatically impact their interactions. At the same, when 

asked about being treated fairly on campus, this individual was quick to point out that negative 

interactions are rare: Myself, I do, because I treat people respectfully and for the most part, 99% give 

it back [SC4]. This statement, that treating students well contributes to more positive interactions 

with them, also reflects the findings of Aiello and Lawton (2018), that quality of treatment and 

decision-making impact student perceptions of campus law enforcement. The authors suggest that 

managing these impressions through positive interactions may be more effective at promoting 

legitimacy than campus police responses to crime (Aiello & Lawton, 2018). 
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If positive interactions with students improve perceptions of special constable legitimacy, 

their adoption of community-oriented policing should contribute to this process since its purpose is to 

increase engagement and promote partnerships between the police and the community to prevent 

crime. As discussed in chapter 3, community policing has special constables out interacting with 

campus students, staff, faculty, and visitors on a regular basis, developing positive relationships 

(Hancock, 2016). Since this results in higher-quality interactions with the campus community, it 

should increase perceptions of special constables as legitimate law enforcement and elicit greater 

respect and compliance. Consequently, they govern the campus more effectively, allowing the state to 

govern-at-a-distance. This is also supported by research, which finds that perception of campus police 

legitimacy has a strong, positive relationship with the willingness of the campus community to report 

crimes to their departments (Aiello, 2020). 

My findings parallel campus policing research from other countries. Like others, special 

constables generally feel respected by students, but are not immune from being disobeyed or having 

their authority questioned. According to the literature, a key reason for these challenges is a lack of 

awareness around what special constables are, the authority they are granted, and their role as law 

enforcement on campus (Hancock, 2016). I explored this topic in my study. In the survey, participants 

were asked to respond to the following statement: ‘Students on campus are aware of my authority’ 

(n=40). The most common response, selected by 12 special constables, was ‘Somewhat Agree’, 

followed by ‘Disagree’ (n=9), ‘Somewhat Disagree’ (n=7), ‘Strongly Disagree’ (n=6), ‘Agree’ (n=5), 

and only one participant selected ‘Strongly Agree’. These results indicate a strong lack of awareness, 

among students, of what special constables do. In focus group discussions, participants stated there is 

frequent confusion surrounding the title of ‘special constable’: My guess is the ambiguity of that title 

‘special constable’. People don’t understand it and how can you? How can you understand that as a 

public? It’s not advertised, it’s not taught in school, it’s one of those terms within the industry [SC2]. 
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This lack of familiarity with who a special constable is and the authority they have can lead to 

unnecessary problems, such as students challenging them verbally and/or physically, which may force 

the special constable to arrest them. This issue is highlighted in other literature on non-state law 

enforcement groups (Ruddell, Thomas, & Patten, 2011). For example, in a case study of auxiliary 

police officers, Cherney and Chui (2011) found that differences between auxiliaries and the public 

police “may create conflicts and ambiguities in roles, as police auxiliaries have to negotiate 

competing expectations, both internally among their uniform colleagues and externally with 

community members” (181). Additionally, Manzo (2011) emphasizes the need for more research that 

examines what these private policing groups do, while other scholars highlight the frequent confusion 

surrounding the role of campus law enforcement (i.e., Carlson, 2015; Greenlee, 2016; Jacobsen, 

2015). 

The findings from my research and other literature demonstrate that ambiguity surrounding 

the role of campus special constables other non-state law enforcement is a common issue. This 

emphasizes the need for a better understanding of the special constable role among the campus 

community to reduce confusion and improve perceptions. This lack of awareness is something the 

special constables recognize and work to ameliorate daily. 

I think one of the important aspects of how we deliver our service is an education 

process. So taking the time at the very beginning of an interaction to explain to them 

that I am a sworn special constable, we work for the [city] Police Services Board in 

partnership with the [city] police even though we are employed by the University and 

our role is to do X, Y, and Z. [SC5] 

 

They frequently encounter members of the campus community who are unaware of their 

role/authority and thus, must take the time to explain it to them. 

The same trends emerged with staff and faculty on campus. In response to the statement 

‘Faculty and staff on campus respect my authority’ (n=40), 14 respondents selected ‘Agree’ or 

‘Somewhat Agree’ and 3 chose ‘Strongly Agree’. Thus, most are treated respectfully by faculty and 
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staff. At the same time, about one quarter (n=9) of respondents disagreed with this statement 

indicating that negative experiences also occur. As with students, this disrespect is likely due to a lack 

of understanding the special constable role. To some extent, ambiguity surrounding the roles of non-

state law enforcement is the result of their growing presence under neoliberal governance, which has 

blurred the distinction between public and private police (Ruddell, Thomas, & Patten, 2011).  

As Rice (2018) highlights, because of neoliberal processes, “the authority of private security 

actors is precarious and ambiguous” (32). This is an interesting finding as it suggests that neoliberal 

impacts may reduce the state’s ability to govern at-a-distance via increasing confusion and variation 

in the roles of non-state law enforcement (Ruddell, Thomas, & Patten, 2011). This ambiguity may 

result in perceptions of reduced legitimacy, making the public less likely to comply with them. 

Further, this means they are failing to adhere to the rule of the state and therefore not being governed 

effectively. As such, it is beneficial for private policing groups and the state to ensure steps are taken 

to increase their perceived legitimacy among the public. 

My study yielded similar results with those working on post-secondary campuses. In response 

to the statement ‘Faculty and staff on campus are aware of my authority’ (n=40), the most common 

response was ‘Somewhat Agree’ selected by 17 participants. This is higher than the response for 

students; however, there are significant responses in the Disagree side of the Likert Scale. ‘Somewhat 

Disagree’ yielded 7 responses, with ‘Agree’, ‘Disagree’, and ‘Strongly Disagree’ all selected by 5 

participants. This range of responses suggests that, like students, faculty and staff tend to be 

unfamiliar with the authority of campus special constables. While 31 of 40 participants (78%) 

responded ‘Strongly Agree’ (n=3), ‘Agree’ (n=14), or ‘Somewhat Agree’ (n=14) to being respected 

by faculty and staff on campus, only 23 of 40 (58%) of responses fell under the ‘Agree’ side when 

asked if the same group is aware of their authority. Thus, while faculty and staff may act respectful 

towards special constables, many do not have a strong grasp of their role on campus. As one focus 
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group participant stated: I think when you talk to staff you find out that, while they treat you well, they 

don’t necessarily understand what our role is [SC7]. 

The findings from the survey and focus groups indicate the need to educate the campus 

community on special constables and their role. While it is difficult to inform thousands of new 

students each year, the current lack of familiarity with campus law enforcement is problematic. 

Further, employees of the institution are often present longer than an undergraduate student (usually 4 

years) and data indicating the lack of awareness about special constables among employees highlights 

the need for institutions to make greater efforts to share this information. The entire campus 

community should understand the role of special constables to ensure they are aware of their authority 

and comply with their requests. As Tyler and Fagan (2008) highlight, “while society creates legal 

authorities and institutions to manage problems of social order, the success of those authorities is 

ultimately linked to the attitudes and behaviors of the people living within the communities involved. 

The work of the authorities is more difficult and is sometimes impossible, without the active 

cooperation of the people in the community” (262). Thus, without awareness and respect, special 

constables’ ability to effectively govern the campus and protect it from risk will be reduced. 

 When examining the perception of special constables by other members of law enforcement 

(i.e., municipal police officers), a similar trend emerged. In response to the statement ‘Other members 

of law enforcement (e.g., municipal police) are aware of my authority’ (n=40) the most common 

response was ‘Agree’ (n=13) followed by ‘Somewhat Agree’ (n=23), ‘Somewhat Disagree’ (n=8). In 

sum, 28 of 40 survey participants feel that other law enforcement, including the police, are aware of 

what they do. Given that special constables are granted authority by the local police services board 

and most departments have working relationships with the municipal police, it is surprising that 

several respondents indicated the need for a greater understanding of their role by other law 

enforcement. Additionally, since the neoliberal processes emphasizes the way non-state agents 
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support the police in governance (Ruddell, Thomas, & Patten, 2011; Sanders & Langan, 2019) one 

would expect a greater sense of mutual understanding in the role that different ‘policing’ groups play 

in governance. 

 To the statement ‘Other members of law enforcement respect my authority’ (n=40), most 

special constables selected ‘Agree’ (n=14) or ‘Somewhat Agree’ (n=12). This was followed by 8 

respondents indicating they ‘Somewhat Disagree’, 4 selecting ‘Strongly Agree’, and the remaining 2 

selecting ‘Disagree’. Thus, most special constables feel that other law enforcement generally respect 

their authority. Given that they frequently share information and work alongside the local police, this 

finding is not a surprise. Relating back to familiarity with their authority, these results suggest that 

while they may not be fully aware of special constable powers, the majority respect them as law 

enforcement. 

As discussed in the previous chapter, the use of non-state policing to govern private property 

allows the public police to divert their attention to more serious threats (White, 2011). As a result, 

unlike in the past where public and private law enforcement were viewed as rivals, nowadays they 

work together, collectively addressing risk (Nalla & Gurinskaya, 2020; Shearing, 1992). This 

collaboration highlights the need for a strong relationship to maximize effectiveness. Thus, the 

finding that most special constables feel respected and understood by the public police reflects a 

positive relationship between the two groups that is beneficial for society. This was reinforced in the 

interviews and focus groups. Participants talked about working alongside the local police in a 

mutually beneficial relationship: We’ve had a good relationship for years. Even if it’s something that 

isn’t anything to be noted that maybe they should be aware of, we’ll let them know and vice versa 

[SC2]. 

One department had a representative from its local police department in-house, who was 

present during the interview and shared a similar perspective from the policing side: I think it’s a 
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great partnership and it certainly shows, just from my interactions with my colleagues over there [at 

the local police department], how much they appreciate the work that’s done here [SS1]. The quotes 

above support statements from other scholars regarding the relationships between public and private 

police under neoliberal governance. Both special constables and the public police indicate their 

relationship is positive and mutually beneficial. This reflects “the development of security networks” 

under neoliberal governance, which have resulted in partnerships between policing groups, allowing 

them to combine their resources and better manage risk (Sanders & Langan, 2019: 567). 

Not only do they work together and share information, the individuals from the institution 

with the in-house police officer emphasized how beneficial their relationship has been in other ways. 

In addition to collaborating on risk management, the department head and sergeant highlighted other 

advantages to having a public police officer present in-office: 

There are benefits to me being here because having an officer here, and from a 

training perspective as well, the fact that I know how the [local police service] want 

incident reports written, notes written, crown packages put together - I’ve dealt with 

our Crown’s office for 30 years, I know exactly what they want when we’re 

presenting something to them in court… The quality of reports and paperwork that 

comes out of this office - I’m constantly hearing, when I go to my meetings over 

there, how pleased they are at the content that comes out of here. [SS1] 

 

It goes to downtown, they see that he signed off on it, it gets waived off – okay – 

straight down to the court system. It goes through court. We’re not wasting court 

time. The stuff we’re taking down, we’re getting convictions on. We don’t waste call 

time. We only take the serious stuff down – the stuff that poses a threat to our 

campus, but when we’re in court, we win our cases. That’s the big thing. We look 

professional. [DH3] 

 

While only one institution has an officer in-house, the special constables from other locations also 

described having a strong working relationship with their local police departments. However, some 

participants described experiences where they were not treated with respect by other members of law 

enforcement, albeit an uncommon experience. As one participant stated: Whoever you’re dealing 

with, there are good ones and there are bad ones. I’ve dealt with disrespect [SC2]. 
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In one case, the individual felt recent legislative changes resulting in removal of the word 

‘Police’ was impacting the treatment of special constables by their municipal counterparts: The older 

ones are [respectful]. The newer ones not as much. With this whole COPS Act I’m definitely feeling a 

chill. Like they’re not being as cooperative as they once were [SC2]. As will be discussed below, the 

COPS Act prohibits special constables from having the word ‘Police’ in their title and increases the 

distinction between them and the public police. This negatively impacts their relationship with local 

police, potentially creating an “us” versus “them” mentality. As a result, this topic is highly relevant 

to legitimacy. 

Despite some individuals challenging their authority and treating them like security guards, 

campus special constables maintain that their primary function is law enforcement and thus, they 

should be treated as real officers (Heinsler, Kleinman, & Stenross, 1990). They also recognize the 

importance of public support to effectively do their job. (Bordner & Peterson, 1983; Jacobsen, 2015; 

Sloan, 1992). Wilkinson (2016) attributes much of the confusion surrounding their role to their public 

and private attributes – they are expected to abide by the rules and regulations of the institution that 

employs them, but also enforce laws. As a result, they experience a unique identity crisis where they 

have some police abilities, but limitations on their authority cause some to view them as “wannabe 

cops or rent-a-cops” (Wilkinson, 2016: 234). Additionally, parts of their job include security 

functions which may contribute to much of the confusion. The public are generally aware of the 

authority and role of municipal police and familiar with the work of security guards, but the 

ambiguity comes with those who fall between these two positions on the law enforcement spectrum, 

including special constables. As one focus group participant highlighted: Police or security – there’s 

no in between. But there is an in between [SC2]. 

This in-between role contributes to the lack of understanding from students, staff, faculty, and 

other members of law enforcement. Additionally, the expectation that special constables (and other 
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non-state law enforcement) increasingly fill ‘police’ roles adds to this confusion, particularly given 

the variation across these groups. A salient issue identified in my study is the overwhelming 

unfamiliarity with the term ‘special constable’. Unlike ‘security guard’, many people are unaware of 

the powers that special constables hold, leading them to challenge their authority and question their 

role as legitimate members of law enforcement. Considering my findings, institutions should take 

steps to ensure the campus community fully understands the role and authority of special constables 

on campus. This is a key issue related to legitimacy, which needs to be addressed to ensure greater 

compliance and respect, allowing special constables to maintain campus security. 

While the findings discussed above highlight the need for greater awareness of the exact role 

and authority of campus special constables, another issue that arose in relation to their legitimacy was 

the ability to use the word ‘police’ in their title. As will be discussed in more detail below, many 

study participants believe that referring to themselves as campus police helps reduce confusion 

around what they do and therefore strengthens their legitimacy. 

4.2 Use of the word “Police” 

Bill 68, the Comprehensive Ontario Police Services Act, was passed in March 2019 and states that 

“No special constable employer shall use the terms “police”, “police service”, “police force” or any 

similar term to describe his, her or its special constables.” (Bill 68, 2019: 61). While nomenclature 

was not identified as a challenge in the campus policing literature, this is likely because it is not a 

relevant issue in the United States, where much of the research originates, since municipal police 

patrol most campuses. In Canada, however, this is an important topic that was explored in my study. 

When the interviews with department heads were being conducted, the Safer Ontario Act, 

which prohibits special constables from referring to themselves as “police”, was on hold. 

Consequently, at that point, five departments used the term “campus police” in their titles. 

Interviewees were asked their thoughts on the potential of losing police nomenclature. Most were in 
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favor of keeping the word ‘police’, with key justification being the public’s familiarity with the term 

and associated the respect level: We want to keep our word ‘police’. We want to keep it because we 

have people here from every corner of the world who know what a police officer does or what a 

police person does. They don’t know what a special constable does [DH3]. Another participant shared 

a similar perspective: To be quite frank with you, when you say the word ‘police’ people consciously 

have a higher level of respect and when they hear security, they’re kinda like ‘ah well’. It’s not the 

same [respect] level of a police officer [DH5]. 

From a legitimacy perspective, the department heads indicated that having the word ‘police’ 

on their unforms affords special constables a higher level of respect and compliance from the campus 

community, and results in a better understanding of their role. This finding aligns with other literature 

(i.e., Balkin & Houlden, 1983). For example, Rowland and Coupe (2014) examined public 

perceptions of police officers and law enforcement at five shopping centres in England and found that 

police officers and police community service officers (PCSOs), both employed by the local police 

service and who wear similar uniforms, were more recognizable as law enforcement than security 

guards or accredited community safety officers (ACSOs). Additionally, the authors found that the 

police instilled the greatest feeling of safety compared with the other groups. They explain these 

results as a product of public familiarity with the police officer uniform and role:  

For the public, the police officer’s uniform symbolizes membership of the police 

as an organization and its culture, and the public’s regard for officers will derive 

from accumulated personal experience, media exposure over their life-times, 

experience of others known, and their historical reputation, which will be limited 

for officer roles in existence for only a decade. (Rowland & Coupe, 2014: 279). 

 
The similarity between this finding and my data suggests a general lack of understanding around the 

role of non-state law enforcement. While previous work, such as the study discussed above, has 

examined this issue in relation some forms of law enforcement, my study adds to the literature by 

illuminating the experiences of Ontario campus special constables. My findings demonstrate that 
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much like other forms of non-state governance, many people are unaware of what special constables 

do, particularly when they do not have the word ‘police’ in their title. They are often assumed to fill a 

security function rather than laying charges or making arrests. This aligns with my survey data which 

highlight the lack of awareness by students, staff, faculty, and other members of law enforcement, 

around the special constable role. 

Support for use of the word ‘police’ was also demonstrated in the survey results. 30 of 39 

respondents (77%) selected ‘Strongly Agree’ (n=25) or ‘Agree’ (n=5) in response to the statement 

‘Special constables should be able to use the word “police” on their uniforms, cars, etc.’ In focus 

group discussions, which occurred after the passing of the COPS Act, participants shared similar 

views to the department heads quoted above. Those working at institutions that use the police 

moniker emphasized the positive impact it has had on their jobs and the potential risks of losing it: 

From my own selfish and biased perspective from doing this, as I mentioned, having 

the word ‘Police’ in my title does help. It takes out the part of the conversation I have 

to have with somebody about what my role and responsibility is to whatever I’m 

doing here. [SC1] 

 
It’s going to be dangerous for us…We’re policing our own property and that word 

[police], you know, we have people from other countries that identify with it, we 

have students that identify with it. It’s an identifiable thing whereas ‘special 

constable’ is a very ambiguous term that can mean a lot of things and is a very 

confusing term. When you attach a police title to it, people know what it is. There’s 

no argument about it…There’s a certain amount of apprehension to misbehave 

around people who have that title. The ones who are going to misbehave are going to 

act out and whatever but I think if we don’t have that title it would be a lot worse. 

[SC2] 

 
Evidently special constables who have the word ‘police’ on their uniforms have a strong 

desire to keep it as they feel it elicits greater compliance and respect due to existing notions around 

the meaning of ‘police’ (i.e., having legitimate authority, ability to lay charges, etc.). As a result, there 

is genuine concern that loss of this nomenclature will make their jobs more difficult. 

 Among special constables at institutions without ‘police’ on their uniforms, the impact of 

using this term was also recognized as far as clarifying their role and increasing public understanding 
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of their authority: It would make life massively easier because there’s no explanation of police. 

Everyone knows what police means. You don’t have that five-minute conversation every time to try 

and explain what you are [SC7]. Thus, those who do not use the word ‘police’ often have to explain 

what they do to individuals from the campus community. As a result, having this title would increase 

awareness of what they do and save time as they would not have to explain themselves as often. 

Additionally, many participants saw no issue with campus special constables using 

the word ‘police’: There is nobody in the community that is going “Man, I’m really worried 

about those places being called police” [SC5]. From their perspective, the benefits outweigh 

any potential issues with the use of police nomenclature on campus. As another participant 

stated: 

I don’t understand what the problem was in the first place considering a lot of 

universities had it for – you know – take U of T for example, they’ve had it for over 

100 years…And we do provide a police function. We’re not just flying a flag so we 

can police the city. We’re not. [SC2] 

 
These quotes demonstrate the overwhelming support from special constables for having the 

word ‘police’ on their uniforms. It elicits greater respect, compliance, and understanding of 

their role, therefore making them more effective at governing the campus. As well, the 

greater public familiarity with the term will reduce the instances where special constables 

must explain their authority to others. It also impacts their interactions with others. As one 

department head described, those without the police moniker have more challenging 

experiences:  

[The special constables] they’re getting into shoving matches and having to use force 

more often because they don’t have the word ‘police’ anywhere…So by taking away 

the word ‘police’ are you then promoting the possibility of workplace violence? Are 

you creating an environment where that violence could become more frequent for 

that worker? That’s the whole other side of it. [DH1] 
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This quote draws attention to a potential safety issue from losing police nomenclature. If it puts 

special constables at risk, this should be considered by decisionmakers. At the very least, it speaks to 

a need for additional steps to ensure greater awareness and respect for their authority. While it is too 

early to examine the effect of the COPS Act, its impact on officer safety is something that should 

continue to be assessed as the new legislation is implemented. 

Much like the statements in the focus groups, several interviewees indicated that because 

many individuals are unfamiliar with the role of special constables, they may resist or challenge their 

authority assuming they do not possess any ‘real’ powers and cannot do anything if they do not 

comply. In other words, because they do not view them as legitimate, they are unmotivated to listen 

to them (Magenau & Hunt, 1989). This can escalate minor issues, resulting in unnecessary violence 

or more serious sanctions. Many people are often shocked when they challenge special constables and 

are eventually put under arrest. 

So you hear the word ‘police’, inherently you get better compliance. Everybody 

knows the word police – we all know what their role is. Special constables – we 

always come across someone who wants to test the waters...At the end of the day, 

they get surprised when they’re standing in front of [city] police detention unit 

supervisor because they’re going to get locked up for something. And then that’s 

when they realize ‘Okay, maybe you are for real’. [DH6] 

Stories of escalated incidents due to unfamiliarity with special constables reiterate the need 

for a better understanding of their role and authority at colleges and universities. The lack of 

awareness among the campus community, and even the public has, in some cases, resulted in 

unnecessary violence, arrests, and general difficulties when they attempt to do their job. These 

conflicts can directly affect the ability of special constables to secure the campus. If challenges to 

their authority force them to engage in violent altercations with the campus community, this can 

further perpetuate negative perceptions and non-compliance, particularly given that quality of the 

encounters is related to perceived legitimacy (Aiello & Lawton, 2018; Saarikkomäki, 2018). 
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While use of the word ‘police’ may help address these challenges, unlike the special 

constables who were overwhelmingly in support of its use, some department heads expressed 

reluctance. For those less supportive of the police moniker, the primary justification was differences 

in roles and not wanting to misrepresent themselves: I’ve never been a supporter in using the word 

‘police’ in relation to campus security because I have policed and it’s a different function [DH2]. 

They emphasized that despite the overlap between campus special constables and the public police, 

the remaining differences are enough to justify having distinct titles. Another interviewee stated: 

Our [special constables] have been called police officers but they haven’t been 

trained or had the experience of that so sometimes it sets up a frailty in doing things 

that perhaps they don’t have the experience to do…I just think it’s a misnomer, 

having that on your shoulder, to what we do. [DH5] 

This quote brings up an interesting concern – that referring to them as police may result in 

expectations that exceed or differ from their training and abilities. This finding aligns with scholars 

who indicate that while neoliberal governance has contributed to increased contract security work and 

outsourcing of police tasks, ultimately, the role of these groups is to “assist [the police] in achieving 

security governance” (Sanders & Langan, 2019: 567), not replace them. As a result, while there is 

substantial overlap in the tasks performed by the two groups, some aspects remain exclusive to police, 

such as responding to serious crimes. 

This finding reinforces the in-between role of campus special constables, which includes 

police authorities along with security function. As a result, while a greater understanding of special 

constables is important, there is also a need to clarify where their power overlaps with the public 

police and where they differ. Perhaps, rather than relying on the public’s familiarity with the word 

‘police’ and its meaning, a different solution may be to educate the campus community on what 

special constables do and why they are hired by the institution. An understanding that these 
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individuals hold legitimate authority would provide greater clarity, and better compliance, while 

preventing a misrepresentation through use of the word ‘police’. 

During the focus groups, participants were asked what could be done to enhance the public’s 

understanding and perceived legitimacy of special constables. Respondents emphasized the need for 

education from special constables in one-on-one interactions, as well as broader sources including the 

media, parents, and those in higher positions at the institution. As one participant suggested: 

I think for me, if you’re trying to convey a message – and it’s a message that needs to 

be constantly reinforced because you have every four years a brand new population – 

for me, that message gets conveyed from the highest level…If every time the 

president and the vice president and every head of every area spoke they always used 

it as an opportunity to reinforce the values of the organization and the safety and 

security of the organization and provide that in partnership with everybody making 

truly community policing gestures…that would make a huge difference. They are the 

people that set the tone and when they set the tone that it’s important, then 

immediately everybody else embraces it. [SC5] 

 

This quote highlights the value of authorities reiterating the legitimacy of special constables in 

addition to clarifying what they do. Much like the public police, whose legitimacy is reinforced by the 

state, private law enforcement could benefit from property owners reinforcing their authority. 

Additionally, having these individuals emphasize the role that everyone plays in the security of the 

institution and the value of community policing supports individual responsibilization under 

neoliberal governance. 

Another way to address legitimacy challenges combines the previous suggestions and 

involves recognizing that they are police exclusively for the campus. This means including the word 

‘police’ in their title but clarifying it to ensure the campus community is aware of their jurisdictional 

limits. As one department head stated: 

I totally believe in [use of the word ‘police’] but you have to use the word ‘police’ in 

conjunction with another word. Not just police. I think if we were to add the word 

[college/university] or campus, the public would understand our role and function, 

knowing that we are very similar to public police but still different. [DH6] 
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This sentiment was echoed in focus groups with special constables: In all honesty, the majority of the 

community would not be the least bit offended by Western Ontario Campus Police, or Waterloo 

Campus Police, or McMaster Campus Police. It’s just very, very clear [SC5]. Similarly, another 

participant compared it to the titles used by campus police in the United States: It’s the American 

model. Add a new title in front of police and it’s not police, now it’s campus police. I think it makes it 

clear that it’s not the police, and campus police. Because of our bleed-over from America, most 

people are familiar with these terms already [SC7]. Ultimately, using ‘campus police’ would allow 

the departments to keep the word ‘police’, alongside a clarifier that specifies their jurisdiction (the 

campus). This could enhance respect and compliance from the campus community, increasing their 

legitimacy, while distinguishing special constables from the public police. Additionally, providing a 

clear explanation of the role and authority of special constables would likely improve their work 

environment and prevent unnecessary altercations with the public. 

 While the passing of Bill 68 has eliminated the use of the word “police” by any campus 

security department and the effect of this transition remains to be seen, the discussion of this issue 

highlights another challenge faced by Ontario campus special constables – a lack of consistent 

nomenclature across institutions. This has implications for legitimacy as special constables at one 

institution may use the word ‘police’, while others are referred to as ‘Security Service’ or something 

entirely different. As stated by one department head:…if you’re going to call an officer or an agency 

on one campus special constables, then it needs to be that way all across. Or if it’s going to be 

‘police’ then it needs to be that way all across [DH4]. This quote emphasizes that the lack of 

consistency in titles from one institution to another exacerbates existing confusion with the role of 

special constables. If individuals travel from one college or university to another, they may not 

associate the special constable service at one university with the security service at a different one, 
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despite both consisting of people with nearly identical training and authority. As a result, one 

adjustment that would help reduce confusion is having consistent titles across all institutions. 

This may remain a challenge, even with the elimination of the word “police”, if the new titles 

remain inconsistent from one campus to another. Given the existing confusion that has been 

highlighted by my data and other literature, different nomenclature for special constables across 

colleges and universities will make the legitimization process more difficult. Further, it creates 

challenges for the special constables, who cannot simply transfer from one institution to another due 

differing roles and authorities: Different training, different qualifications, different work expectations, 

different limitations depending on your parent service. The term is completely different from town to 

town and that’s the term we’re supposed to be using [SC7]. The inconsistencies in expectations, title, 

and role of special constables are the result of their employment by a private institution with its own 

priorities and the decisions of each local police services board.  

These institutional differences reflect the arguments of scholars who point out that while all 

public police are guided by the same legal system, non-state law enforcement (including special 

constables) are informed by the priorities of the individuals/institutions that hire them (Ruddell, 

Thomas, & Patten, 2011). My findings emphasize the need for greater consistency in the titles, roles, 

and expectations of campus special constables across Ontario (and Canada). This lack of 

standardization contributes to greater confusion about their role, making it increasingly difficult to 

reinforce their legitimacy and manage risk on post-secondary campuses. 

4.3 Conclusion 

This chapter addresses a common issue faced by private police groups – legitimacy. It adds to the 

literature by offering insight on campus special constables’ experience, something which has received 

very little scholarly attention. It also offers recommendations on how to mitigate legitimacy 

challenges, which may support the efforts of other non-state law enforcement. Legitimacy is an 
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important topic given the increased role of private police under neoliberal governance. It is vital to 

any law enforcement entity’s ability to obtain respect and compliance from the public, and therefore, 

its effectiveness at managing risk. 

My research highlights that, while non-state law enforcement consistently face legitimacy 

struggles, some groups, such as special constables, experience these issues to a lesser degree. I 

attribute this to their strong resemblance to the public police (e.g., uniform, vehicle, and title) as well 

as their ability to make arrests and lay charges. Consequently, I suggest this is something other forms 

of law enforcement may want to consider when taking steps to reduce their own legitimacy 

challenges. 

Additionally, while much of the campus policing literature examines legitimacy from the 

perspective of students, my research offers insight from the campus law enforcers. I also compare the 

treatment of special constables by students, staff/faculty on campus, and other members of law 

enforcement. From interviews with department heads and focus groups with special constables I find 

that while negative interactions are uncommon and most of the campus community are respectful, 

there is still a need to increase awareness and understanding of what special constables do and the 

authority they hold on campus. 

While many participants support the use of police nomenclature in their titles and on their 

uniforms, the passing of the COPS Act in Ontario means this is unlikely to continue. Perhaps an 

alternate way to address legitimacy challenges is to familiarize others with the special constable role 

and authorities. This will result in greater levels of respect and compliance, allowing them to protect 

the campus more effectively. Furthermore, consistency in title, authority, uniform, and expectations 

would go a long way in clarifying what special constables do and who they are – peace officers with 

legitimate police powers and the ability to keep post-secondary campuses safe.  
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Chapter 5: The Value of Special Constables in Campus Governance 

Chapter 3 highlights the overlap in the work of special constables and the public police and chapter 4 

discusses the legitimacy challenges that occur because of this role ambiguity. This chapter outlines 

the value that special constables bring to the world of governance within a campus context. Further, it 

offers several recommendations to support their work and improve the safety of post-secondary 

students, staff, and faculty across Canada. 

Campus special constables are an important part of risk society where greater concern among 

the public has resulted in the prioritization of risk management, including growing demand for private 

security (Beck, 1992; Harmon, Laurie, & Haddow, 2013). Since the public police cannot meet this 

demand, much of their traditional work has been contracted out to other law enforcement entities 

(Ericson & Haggerty, 1997; Nalla & Gurinskaya, 2020; O’Malley, 2010; Sarre & Prenzler, 2000; 

White, 2011). This has transformed the entire policing industry (Ferret & Spenlehauer, 2009) and the 

“most risk-focused police work” has been outsourced to other agencies, allowing the public police to 

focus their attention on “more traditional forms of police work” (O’Malley, 2015: 429). This 

outsourcing has led to “multilateralizing of policing” (Nalla & Gurinskaya, 2020: 104; Bayley & 

Shearing, 2011) in which multiple forms of law enforcement work together to combat risk and govern 

society. 

5.1 Cost-Effectiveness 

The pluralization of policing under neoliberal governance is well-documented in the literature (Nalla 

& Gurinskaya, 2020). Unlike the welfare state, neoliberal governance emphasizes risk management, 

efficiency, and economics leading to increased use of less expensive law enforcement, like special 

constables, to govern private property, including post-secondary campuses. Now, more than ever, the 

police are expected to be transparent, accountable to the public, and demonstrate acceptable spending 
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of taxpayer funding. As a result, reducing their costs through outsourcing allows them to divert 

money to priority areas (Mulone, 2011). In this chapter I argue that campus special constables are an 

effective, less-expensive alternative to the public police on post-secondary campuses. 

 In one of few publications examining Canadian campus law enforcement, Rigakos and 

Ponting (2013) state that the employment of special constables by post-secondary institutions allows 

them to “finance the policing needs of the campus community and offload policing costs from 

municipalities” (28). Thus, the benefits of private policing entities, in this case special constables, 

extend beyond the institutions that employ them to the community-at-large. While they protect 

specific communities, the police can focus on other areas and more serious issues. Further, this 

demonstrates the professionalization of campus law enforcement as post-secondary institutions expect 

them to function like police on campus, resulting in the hiring of well-trained, educated candidates. 

Both special constables and department heads echoed this sentiment and reinforced their 

ability to fulfill police tasks at a cheaper cost. As one interviewee stated: 

From a business standpoint, it makes a lot of sense for the chief to delegate the 

authority to deal with typical types of crime to the special constable service simply 

because, quite frankly, and I’m gonna be blunt here, it’s a lot cheaper to do that than 

to have one or two police officers patrolling this part of our world. [SS1] 

 

This quote highlights that when given the authority by the local police services board, special 

constables can fill the police role on campus at a lower cost. According to Rigakos and Ponting 

(2013) the average salary of a campus special constable with four years’ experience is $60,000 

compared with $80,000 for a municipal officer (a 35 percent saving each year).8 The use of more 

cost-efficient campus law enforcement aligns with the neoliberal governance emphasis on reducing 

state expenses by shifting the cost of security to the property owner (Kitchen & Rygiel, 2014; 

Murphy, 1998). 

 
8 Given the date of this publication, it is likely that these figures have since increased, but the difference still 

exists. 
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 Additionally, since few serious incidents occur at post-secondary institutions, campus law 

enforcement can handle most issues, saving the police time and resources. Thus, special constables 

exemplify a non-state policing entity contracted to fill the role of the public police, which Kitchen and 

Rygiel (2014) describe as “part of this more general trend toward the privatization of government in a 

bid to operate more efficiently” (204). Mulone (2019) describes this relationship as one where these 

other governing agencies act as “bonus human resources” (173) who support the police with risk 

management. They work alongside one another for a common goal of keeping society safe. Given this 

trend, it is interesting that more institutions have not employed special constables, considering the 

value they provide to the campus at a lower cost. While this is beyond the scope of this study, it is 

something worth exploring in future research. 

When asked about their relationship with the local police department, study participants 

indicated it is mostly positive. For example, while special constables attend to most issues on campus 

without police support, in cases where they need assistance (i.e., serious crimes), their requests are 

taken seriously as it is understood that the issue falls beyond a certain risk threshold. One department 

head described this process and the appreciation he feels from the local police service: 

From the [city] police perspective and the conversations I have with the inspector that 

I report to and the opportunities that I have had to talk to the chief, there is an 

appreciation there for the fact that we do take a lot of the caseload off of their patrol 

officers which allows them to focus on other areas of the city. They then appreciate 

the fact that when we are making a phone call and saying “it’s campus safety calling 

from [Institution], we need a patrol vehicle here now because we’ve effected an 

arrest for a sexual assault.” They know, okay, we better go for that one. [DH4] 

 

This is an example of how public and private police combat crime together under neoliberal 

governance: the special constables deal with most issues on campus and defer to the police when 

serious crimes occur. This reflects way private police play a supporting role to the public police in 

crime prevention, as identified in the literature (Nalla & Gurinskaya, 2020). At the same time, 

because the authority of special constables tends to be greater than other private security groups, e.g., 
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they can make arrests, I would argue they have a more substantial role in crime prevention. As 

discussed in chapter 3, the overlap in the role of special constables and the police means that much of 

their work, guided by the community policing model, is the same as public police officers. 

 The collaboration with police was discussed in the focus groups with campus special 

constables who, similarly, emphasized their ability to engage in policing functions at a lower expense. 

Additionally, they recognize the increasing use of non-state actors in place of the public police. As 

one participant stated: 

I always assumed that the Ontario Chiefs of Police wanted to expand the role of a 

special constable, which is a civilian role, and a big push in Ontario is to expand the 

civilian role in policing. So, there’s a ton of jobs that police officers making $110,000 

are doing that can be done by a civilian for $50,000 and you’re starting to see the 

change in [city] alone – civilian supervisors that you no longer need a sergeant or 

staff sergeant for… [SC4]. 

 

This individual’s statement reinforces the use of less expensive police alternatives in governance. Gill 

(2015) describes this as “the civilianisation process” where, in place of an officer, tasks are completed 

by civilians, allowing the police to focus their energy on core duties (i.e., making arrests) (276). This 

shift is justified based on economics and efficiency – reducing state costs by shifting them to the 

property owner and offloading tasks to those paid less than a police officer – key components of 

neoliberal governance (Sanders & Langan, 2019).  

5.2 Maintaining Institutional Safety and Perceptions of Safety 

While economics is an important part of the neoliberal governance model, alternative forms of law 

enforcement must demonstrate an ability to manage risk effectively in place of the police. In risk 

society, this involves mitigating threats to maintain security and prevent crime by acting as 

‘knowledge brokers” and informing others about risk (Lee & McGovern, 2016; O’Malley, 2015). On 

campus, this includes patrolling and educating the community on prevention, which are important 

elements of community policing. With their knowledge, training, and ability to develop strong 
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relationships with the campus community, special constables are primarily responsible for risk 

management and sharing relevant knowledge on campus. 

 Special constables also play an important role in ensuring people feel safe on post-secondary 

campuses. With increased public concern over risk, there is greater demand for security services to 

make people feel safe as they go about their daily lives (Harmon, Laurie, & Haddow, 2013) and this 

is no different on post-secondary campuses. If prospective students and/or staff feel unsafe, it is far 

less likely they will attend the institution (Rigakos & Ponting, 2013). One study found that even 

concern over potential victimization in the area surrounding the campus can impact the decision to 

attend (Doss et al., 2017). Consequently, ensuring the campus community is safe and feels safe is 

vital to the institution’s livelihood. The distinction between perceived and actual safety should be 

noted here. As discussed earlier, campus crime is lower in volume and severity compared with other 

areas in society, meaning the actual risk of victimization at post-secondary institutions is quite low 

(Bordner & Peterson, 1983; Carroll, 2004; Griffith et al., 2004; Hopkins & Neff, 2014). At the same 

time, media coverage of high-profile events like campus shootings (particularly in the United States) 

and more recently, sexual assaults on Canadian campuses, contribute to a disproportionate concern 

about risk at universities and colleges (Gomme & Micucci, 1997; Lee & Wong, 2019). 

One study examining media impact on fear of crime among university students in Canada and 

the United States found that Canadian students reported higher levels of fear than the US portion of 

the sample (Kohm et al., 2012). Despite higher rates of violent crime in the US compared with 

Canada (Gannon, 2001), the authors note the difference in fear of crime within their sample may be 

explained by the location of the Canadian university near a higher crime area compared with the 

schools represented by the US sample. At the same time, future research could further examine the 

way media consumption influences student perception of campus crime and if exposure to American 

media impacts perceptions of Canadian students (or vice versa). The study also indicated that frequent 
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exposure to local TV news was a strong predictor of fear of crime among the entire sample of 

students (Kohm et al., 2012). These results draw attention to the importance of managing perception 

and fear of crime on campus.  

 As scholars highlight, establishing a sense of safety on the property is a multi-step process 

that involves “navigat[ing] the sociocultural interface between actual and perceived risk” (Lee & 

McGovern, 2016: 1292). In other words, special constables must eliminate actual threats on campus, 

AND ensure the public feel secure when visiting the institution. This was discussed in one interview 

with a department head who stated: It’s no good being safe if you don’t feel safe and vice versa – both 

of them have to go together. So that’s what we try to do here in terms of our main role. Again, it goes 

back to the people feeling comfortable on campus, feeling safe [DH1]. If they fail to ensure the 

people on campus are safe and feel safe, the institution may develop a reputation of not protecting its 

community and have difficulty obtaining future students and staff/faculty. 

 The adoption of community-based policing allows special constables to manage both actual 

and perceived risk on campus. This model involves being proactive, engaging with the community, 

and establishing relationships to collaboratively to prevent crime (Hancock, 2016). Since their 

reduced call volume allows them to fully immerse in the campus community, this results in a highly 

effective crime prevention process on campus – or the reduction of actual risk. Furthermore, research 

finds that seeing officers on patrol tends to improve individuals’ feelings of safety and security 

(Rowland & Coupe, 2014). Since community engagement is a major part of community policing and 

special constables are highly visible on campus through frequent foot and bike patrol, this should 

reduce perceptions of risk making the campus community feel safer. Thus, their ability to address 

these two important factors in post-secondary selection (actual and perceived risk) reiterates the value 

they bring to these institutions. 
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 Interestingly, special constables’ contribution to campus safety also draws attention to an 

issue identified by scholars – inequalities resulting from the privatization of security services 

(Garland, 1996; Sarre & Prenzler, 2000). As White (2018) describes, “put simply, this market gives 

wealthier individuals, communities, and businesses access to better security measures (in terms of 

both quality and quantity) than poorer ones” (774). The same challenge may occur on post-secondary 

campuses. While I argue special constables are the ideal form of campus governance, their funding 

may pose a challenge for some institutions. Large campuses with higher enrollment and greater 

revenue may have more resources to fund special constable departments compared with smaller 

institutions that may be forced to rely on less effective alternatives. This has implications for student 

safety if there are disparities in the level of security from one institution to another. 

In addition to the importance of keeping all students safe, inconsistencies in campus safety 

have larger implications for the institutions and police. Since reputation and sense of safety contribute 

to the decision to attend a college or university, maintaining student safety is an important part of its 

livelihood. Additionally, if there is insufficient law enforcement on campus, the public police will 

have to respond more often, taking their attention away from more serious issues. As a result, having 

a department of special constables who can effectively manage risk and maintain student safety is 

highly valuable and should be considered by all post-secondary institutions. 

5.3 Providing Institution-Specific Support 

Another advantage to campus special constables is their ability to offer services and supports tailored 

to the institutions that employ them. Unlike the public police, who are funded by the state, private 

police are paid by the institutions they serve. Thus, the former act in ways that best serve the interest 

of society, while the actions of the latter reflect the interest of their employers (Loyens, 2009; 

Mulone, 2019). In the case of universities and colleges, one way this occurs is through “alternative 

forms of discipline” in response to some criminal activity (Rigakos & Ponting, 2013: 31). For 
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example, if a student commits a crime on campus, special constables can arrest and charge them or 

use institutional disciplinary action, such as restorative justice or expulsion (Allen, 2020). Overall, the 

goal of discipline within the post-secondary system is to respond in a way that is appropriate given 

the developmental stages of students, encourages learning, and promotes a positive campus 

environment (Schuck, 2017). Thus, while effective responses and preventing future offending is still 

important, this may mean different sanctions from campus police and public police. 

This is also worth noting in relation to the impact of neoliberal governance on campus 

policing. While the outsourcing of police work reflects neoliberal processes, some scholars have 

criticized its use as an overarching analytical concept to explain societal shifts, ignoring the impacts 

of other factors (Collier, 2012). As much of my discussion highlights, many aspects of the special 

constable role do reflect neoliberal rationalities. At the same time, the accountability of campus law 

enforcement to the institution that funds them reflects a deviation from the state. While the neoliberal 

state governs-at-a-distance, it maintains control through other agents (Sanders & Langan, 2019) 

suggesting that its interests precede those of other groups. Yet, this is not the case on campus, where 

law enforcement is guided by institutional priorities. Thus, it should not be assumed that the use of 

special constables is exclusively the result of neoliberal processes. While this practice aligns with 

many policing trends we see because of this political shift, it has also been influenced by factors such 

as the institution’s need to maintain a safe campus to protect its community and reputation. 

 Institution-specific responses to crime have several benefits. For example, in an article 

examining the effect of crime and discipline on post-secondary student achievement, Schuck (2017) 

states that when students are arrested by the police rather than dealt with internally, potential 

consequences include missing classes, losing campus housing, financial costs associated with hiring a 

lawyer and posting bail, guilt and stigma due to media attention, and having government-provided 

financial aid revoked. Further, the study finds that “higher rates of disciplinary referrals to the 
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institution’s conduct process for violations related to alcohol, drugs, and weapons are associated with 

higher graduation rates” (Schuck, 2017: 91). Evidently, more desirable outcomes occur when campus 

law enforcement respond to issues with internal discipline and supports that address the needs of the 

campus community (i.e., those that support transitions like moving away, living independently, 

reaching adulthood, etc.). They encourage individuals to take responsibility for their actions without 

putting their education or future at risk. 

 Perceptions of campus police sanctioning were examined by Allen (2020) who found that 

while many students recognize the overlap in their authorities, they all consider campus police more 

lenient when responding to misconduct. In explaining this difference, participants suggested that 

campus police tend to have a better understanding of the college “party lifestyle” (Allen, 2020: 10). 

Additionally, they point out that campus police have better relationships with the communities they 

serve, making them more likely to recognize that a poor decision does not mean a person should be 

arrested. Finally, students contend that the previous two factors make campus police more willing to 

offer students a second chance and let them off with a warning the first time they act out (Allen, 

2020). The findings from this study support the value of campus law enforcement and the strong 

relationships they develop at these institutions. 

 At the same time, there are other acts that special constables may respond to more severely 

than an authority off campus. Plagiarism or forging a document, for example, may not be serious 

offences beyond the institution, yet can lead to severe penalties, such as expulsion, on campus 

(Rigakos and Ponting, 2013; University of Waterloo, 2010). The campus special constables in the 

focus groups also reiterated this: 

We operate within a judicial system and sometimes our penalties in the judicial 

system are harsher than they would be in the criminal system. But we have that 

flexibility of going either criminal or judicial. So we have that flexibility whereas a 

municipal service would not. [SC2] 
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This quote highlights a key difference between private and public law enforcement – the greater 

flexibility of the former in sanctioning decisions. On campus, special constables have a high level of 

discretion when responding to student issues. Additionally, in line with the literature discussed above, 

they recognize the unique needs of the campus community, as captured in the exchange below: 

SC: The judicial system is designed to help students learn instead of having them end 

up with a criminal record, and stigma, and a big punishment. 

K: That makes sense. I’m sure many of them need that. 

SC: Yeah. They still get freaked out and many of them will go to a little court on 

campus and attend a hearing. 

 

This conversation demonstrates that despite not relying exclusively on the criminal justice system, the 

responses of special constables can still effectively mitigate risk. In addition to helping students avoid 

criminal records, which can have long-lasting impacts on their lives, the use of internal discipline 

benefits the institution. It prevents further criminal activity and keeps its reputation intact by reducing 

official campus crime rate limiting negative media attention about a lack of safety on campus. 

 With respect to neoliberal governance, non-judicial responses to campus crime also benefit 

the state as they reduce justice system cases, allowing the police and courts to focus on other issues. 

This supports the market-driven emphasis on efficiency and user-pay whereby the costs of dealing 

with crime on campus are primarily covered by the institution as opposed to the state (Butler, 2018; 

Murphy, 1998; White, 2011). Thus, despite their accountability to the institution resulting in a 

deviation from state-backed responses to crime, the results of special constable sanctioning decisions 

are ultimately beneficial to the state.  

At the same time, the literature draws attention to inequalities in the way students are 

sanctioned from one institution to another. Specifically, large post-secondary schools with less 

stringent requirements and higher populations of economically disadvantaged students are more likely 

to resort to criminal justice responses to student deviance (Shuck, 2017). This means that individuals 

attending these institutions have a higher risk of the negative consequences discussed above (criminal 
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record, missing class, failing to graduate, etc.). Thus, even within the university/college system, there 

is evidence of the uneven distribution of alternative methods of discipline, which favor those who 

attend more prestigious schools and have higher socioeconomic status. This highlights a major pitfall 

of the privatization of policing – inconsistent discipline – and emphasizes the need for efforts to 

ensure certain students are not disadvantaged further. While the state police are expected to serve 

members of the public equally across the country (White, 2018), there is no overarching legislation 

for all private law enforcement with the same broad expectation.9 As a result, there is even further 

justification for the use of consistent law enforcement by post-secondary institutions and 

standardization across their departments. 

 Special constables also respond to issues, such as theft of a student’s bike or laptop, that 

would be very low priority for the public police, who may not have the time to respond. However, 

because the crimes on campus tend to be less severe and frequent, (Hignited, Marshall, & Naumann, 

2018; Jacobsen, 2017; Schuck, 2017) special constables can respond to these incidents. This topic 

was discussed in the focus groups: Like I said, who else would take a theft report of laundry? They’d 

laugh at it. But no, we do that [SC2]. This quote demonstrates special constables’ unique ability to 

address the needs of the campus community as well as the way they respond to minor cases, allowing 

the public police to focus on more serious ones. While in the grand scheme of governance the theft of 

laundry or an electronic device may not be considered serious, within the campus community, these 

incidents can be very impactful on the lives of students. The theft of a student’s laptop can result in 

the loss of class notes, data, and/or work, putting their academic success in jeopardy, and they may 

not have the financial means to replace it if it cannot be recovered (Rigakos & Ponting, 2013). As a 

result, the ability of special constables to address the specific needs of the campus community, unlike 

 
9 While it is beyond the scope of this paper, it should be noted that by this statement, I am not overlooking the 

cases of differential treatment of certain groups (i.e., BIPOC) by police officers in Canada. Rather, I am 

referring only to the expectation of equality by the Canadian legal system. 
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the public police, makes them an asset to the institution. This specialization is one of the byproducts 

of the neoliberal commodification of security. Whereas the public police are bound by the 

requirements of the state, special constables (and other private law enforcement) are funded by the 

institution and consequently, their governance can be individually tailored to the consumer (Kempa et 

al., 1999; Loyens, 2009). 

 Another benefit of in-house special constables is their proximity, and subsequent response 

time, when calls do come in. Further, because they exclusively monitor the campus, they have a 

strong familiarity with its infrastructure and know exactly where to go when assistance is required. 

The benefits of this knowledge were discussed by multiple study participants. As one special 

constable stated: 

You get a certain level of institutional knowledge here from us working on campus 

that the city police can’t replicate – not just the city police but the other two 

emergency services – fire and ambulance. Ambulance – if they get a call here, they 

have to come to one of the three entrances and sometimes they struggle to find one of 

the three entrances and then one of our cruisers takes them in. Fire’s a little better 

because they do familiarization tours. In the hopefully unlikely event of something 

really bad, in the way of an active attacker happening here, the city police, unless 

maybe they’ve gone to school here, maybe some of them have worked here in the 

past, or unless it’s one of the key buildings – like maybe 4 or 5 buildings that most 

people in the city know – they’re not gonna be able to find it. So it does tie into the 

safety thing. But just the institutional knowledge of the microcosm here on a daily 

basis of 35 000 people, 60-some-odd buildings here, it’s impossible to replicate the 

knowledge on campus that we have with a city police officer that might come by 

once every month or two. [SC6] 

 

This quote emphasizes another example of the public-private partnership in policing. The public 

police have a larger jurisdiction and do not possess the same familiarity with the campus. As a result, 

special constables, who do have this knowledge, guide them to the location of the incident which 

increases their response time. This support is extremely important, particularly with serious issues on 

campus. In the case of an active shooter, for example, the longer it takes the police to get to the 

perpetrator’s location and intervene, the more likely others will be harmed. 
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 The advantage of being familiar with the campus and increasing police response time can 

extend to other private police. Places like amusement parks, shopping malls, and other locations that 

may be difficult to navigate can benefit from the co-operation of public and private police. The ability 

of the police to address serious risks in a timely manner, with the guidance of on-site law 

enforcement, means they can more effectively protect society. 

 The above discussion draws attention to several important points related to the outsourcing of 

police work and the fragmentation of policing. On one hand, there are several benefits to having 

special constables hired to patrol post-secondary campuses, including their cost, ability to address 

specific needs of the institution, proximity to campus issues, and familiarity with the campus layout. 

At the same time, these trends can also be problematic if they contribute to an unequal distribution of 

security and safety across post-secondary institutions. Consequently, while there are substantial 

benefits to the use of non-state law enforcement on campus, steps must be taken to ensure the quality 

of security is consistent across institutions and disciplinary responses do not marginalize some 

students. Considering these findings, the remainder of this chapter offers recommendations to address 

the issues identified above and improve the safety of students across Ontario, and perhaps further. 

5.4 Recommendations for Change 

The first half of this chapter discussed several benefits campus special constables bring to the colleges 

and universities they protect, as well as the policing industry. Their cost-effectiveness, location, and 

familiarity with the campuses they serve allow them to provide more efficient, specialized services 

that address the needs of the campus community and the institution. At the same time, my discussion 

also highlighted inequalities in the distribution of campus special constables across Ontario as well as 

the type of discipline used by campus law enforcement at post-secondary institutions. Given the 

important role that special constables play in governing risk on campus, the rest of this chapter offers 

recommendations for addressing equality issues, as well as others identified in my study, which are 
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discussed in greater detail below. These changes have implications for the safety of students across 

the province and will undoubtedly improve the work conditions and capacity of special constables in 

their efforts to manage risk on campus. 

5.4.1 Training 

One of the key distinctions between the police and private security, particularly in the eyes of the 

public, is the amount of training they receive (Manzo, 2011). The training of private policing entities 

varies widely, depending on the organization they work for and their expected roles (O’Connor et al., 

2008). While most non-state law enforcement have limited training compared with public police, the 

amount received by special constables is much closer to municipal officers (Hancock, 2016). Despite 

this, in my discussions with special constables and their department heads, many indicated they 

would like to see additional training made available. 

Training is an important topic for law enforcement and is a key aspect of legitimacy. As 

discussed in chapter 4, many of the legitimacy challenges private police face are the result of 

assumptions that they lack the skills to effectively respond to crime and other issues (Lofstrand, 

Loftus, & Loader, 2015). With respect to special constables, my data indicate the same to be true. 

Those who question their authority are often unaware of their training and expertise and assume they 

are security personnel, rather than peace officers with powers to arrest. Additionally, their complex 

role addressing the diverse needs of students, staff, and faculty on campus highlights the importance 

of comprehensive training to ensure they are equipped with relevant knowledge and skills (Hancock, 

2016). As a result, clarifying this expertise with the campus community while identifying where 

additional training is needed will support this process, allowing special constables to effectively 

respond to the broad range of issues that occur on campus. 

My study assesses the current level of training held by special constables as well as their 

recommendations for additional courses. Their training covers a number of topics, including the 
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Criminal Code of Canada, powers of arrest, use of force, investigative techniques, and search and 

seizure (Carroll, 2004; Rigakos & Ponting, 2013), giving them a strong base knowledge in law 

enforcement. This was supported by the survey results in which 36 of 40 respondents (90%) indicated 

they ‘Somewhat Agree’ (n=8), ‘Agree’ (n=18), or ‘Strongly Agree’ (n=10) that their department-

provided training has sufficiently prepared them for their job. 

Similarly, to the statement ‘The training I have received as part of my job gives me 

confidence in my ability to fulfill my role’ (n=40), 12 selected ‘Strongly Agree’, 18 selected ‘Agree’, 

and 9 selected ‘Somewhat Agree’. These results suggest that, by-and-large, campus special constables 

feel they have sufficient training to do their job. Focus group participants shared a similar sentiment: 

I think there is always more training, but I also think that this department has an 

exceptional commitment to training and we have – I’ve never worked anywhere else 

that offers the equipment and training that we are offered here. If we need something, 

we get it and we get a good version. If we need training, we get the training, and we 

get quality training. And it shows. [SC7] 

 

Other participants expressed appreciation for the training opportunities provided by their departments. 

Given their responsibility for keeping the campus safe, sufficient training to ensure they have the 

proper tools to do their job, is vital. 

At the same time, while many participants felt their training prepared them for their role, all 

respondents selected either ‘Strongly Agree’ (n=20), ‘Agree’ (n=11), or ‘Somewhat Agree’ (n=10) in 

response to the statement ‘I would like to see additional training made available by my department’ 

(n=41). This likely reflects the complex nature of their job and variation in issues they may face. 

Survey participants were also asked to state the type(s) of training they would like to see. Of the 49 

survey participants, 31 suggested additional training. The most common response was a desire for 

more in-depth training in the areas they had previously received instruction (n=9), including the 

Canadian Criminal Code, defensive tactics, and laying charges. Further, a few suggested that initial 

special constable training is not sufficient: We need more training in everything in my opinion. 
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Courses are few and far between. The 2-week crash course new constables take is way too short. We 

need a general program at OPC10 [Survey Respondent]. Similarly, another participant commented: 

We are provided with a TON of specific police training. Although, it is not enough…Initial training 

should not be 2 weeks. It should be a couple months at a specific college for S/CSTs that engage in 

actual police work, like campus police [Survey Respondent]. 

These comments indicate the desire among some special constables for more in-depth 

training on topics already covered in their initial job preparation. Additionally, survey respondents 

expressed a desire for courses specifically designed for special constables. This reflects my discussion 

in chapter 3 that highlights distinctions between special constables and the public police, despite 

substantial overlap. They also recognize the specialized services they provide on campus and as a 

result, desire for additional training to support this work. 

One area that received several requests for additional training (n=9) was mental health. This 

is a particularly salient issue for campus special constables given that many students experience 

mental health-related struggles while attending post-secondary school, which make up a large portion 

of the calls they receive. This was also discussed in the focus groups as participants talked about the 

significant number of mental health cases they respond to: 

All those stressors that I mentioned: academic, all the personal challenges they bring 

with them as a person, that doesn’t go away while they’re in university. As you well 

know, the rigors of university – the exam schedule, the homework, everything that 

goes with being successful in university, that’s a lot of stress to put on top of 

everything else. In my experience, I am more likely to have an interaction with a 

student who’s buckling from the stress, who’s in crisis, who’s having a bad day, or 

who needs to be apprehended for their own safety – I’m more likely to have that, than 

I am to have a negative interaction with a student who’s done something foolish, 

something criminal, something malicious. [SC1] 

 

This quote reflects the experiences of many participants, who emphasized the high frequency of these 

calls and the importance of proper training to ensure they can support students in crisis. Students are a 

 
10 Ontario Police College 
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unique segment of the population experiencing a particularly challenging time in their lives and 

special constables, as well as their department heads, are aware of this: 

They are at a very transitional phase of life and there are a lot of new experiences and 

challenges and pressure on first year university students, not even taking into 

consideration the fact that some of them are far away from their families if they’re 

international students. Some might have language barriers and cultural differences. 

That’s an incredible responsibility on not just the educators. It’s not as intimate as a 

public school or middle school or high school environment where people know all 

the teachers by name and the faces. [SC5] 

 

Given their familiarity with the post-secondary process and stressors that can impact students, this 

awareness by campus special constables is highly valuable in understanding and responding to these 

challenges. The high frequency of mental health calls received by special constables demonstrates the 

need for greater training opportunities in this area. Based on these findings, decisionmakers should 

strongly consider providing additional mental health training for special constables, including suicide 

intervention, and specifically tailoring this information to the stressors faced by students attending 

post-secondary institutions. These issues also have implications for the safety of the campus as 

research indicates mental health challenges have the potential to exacerbate substance use and 

criminal behaviour (Forsythe and Adams, 2009; Halle et al., 2020). Thus, ensuring special constables 

have the knowledge, skills, and tools to effectively address mental health challenges on campus 

should be a key priority at every institution. 

 There were several other suggestions for additional training including: responding to sexual 

assaults (which not all schools do), domestic violence, dealing with victims, and various specialized 

police topics, among others. These responses demonstrate the strong desire among special constables 

for greater knowledge of issues they may face and developing the skills to combat them. Study 

participants consistently expressed willingness and motivation to learn new things and attend more 

courses if they were offered. This information can extend beyond the campus as well. Given the 

increasing role of private policing entities in governance, the request for additional training is 
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something policymakers and institutional administrators should seriously consider in all settings. 

These improvements can help reinforce the professionalization of non-state law enforcement and 

provide them with the skills to fulfill their roles more effectively. 

5.4.2 Standardization 

Along with additional training, special constables consistently expressed a desire for standardization. 

The topic is relevant to neoliberal governance research as it relates to a common critique of the 

privatization of policing – the inconsistent distribution of security services (van Stokkom & Terpstra, 

2018; White 2018). While standardization of special constable training across the province or country 

will not impact larger inconsistencies in non-state policing, this process does have the potential to 

address previously identified challenges within the post-secondary system. For example, it could 

regulate the use of alternative forms of discipline in cases of student misconduct and increase 

consistency in decision-making by campus law enforcers. Additionally, if all post-secondary 

institutions had campus special constables, this would ensure every campus was protected by 

individuals with the same level of knowledge, training, skill, and authority. From a governance 

perspective, these changes would make managing risk on campus more effective allowing the public 

police to remain focused elsewhere. 

 Following our discussion of challenges special constables face as they engage in their daily 

work, participants were asked what could be done to make it easier. The most popular response was 

standardization. There was a consistent emphasis on the need to standardize the identity of special 

constables, including their authority, title, role, and uniform (mentioned in Chapter 4). This would 

ensure they are all equally equipped to respond to issues on campus, regardless of which institution 

they work for. As one department head stated: 

I would fully support ministry regulation in relation to training to get that basic 

standard for special constables across the province. I think the other part of it is that if 

you’re going to write regulations in legislation about accountability, you better be 
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prepared to provide the training. To hold people to a standard, you have to give them 

the knowledge, skills, and ability to perform at that level. I don’t mind being held 

accountable, but at least I need to know what I’m being held accountable to and the 

training that provides me the authority and the authorizations to do my work. I think 

that’s an area where, as a province, we can probably do a lot better. [DH2] 

 

This individual makes an important point – if special constables are expected to enforce the law and 

perform policing duties based on certain standards, they need the training and knowledge to do so. 

Expecting them to act like police officers in many facets of their jobs, but not equipping them like 

public police sets them up for difficulty when issues arise. From a neoliberal governance standpoint, 

this means they are unable to fulfill their role as collaborators in risk management. Additionally, there 

are cases where special constables at one school have authorities that others do not. As a result, while 

they may face similar challenges, the tools to address them differ from one campus to another. This 

contributes to inconsistencies in security responses that scholars have identified in the policing and 

governance literature. 

 In response to this issue, another recommendation that frequently came up in conversations 

with study participants was a desire to receive standardized training from the Ontario Police College 

(OPC) like their municipal counterparts. Specifically, special constables expressed a desire for the 

same training as public police. This discussion illuminated inconsistencies even among special 

constables at the same institution where some participants had been trained at OPC, while others had 

not. 

I know [Colleague] has gone to OPC for training. I never have. I just did this two 

week crash course with [city] and now they’re re-vamping it to make it better. When 

I did it it was okay. It was juvenile and there’s so much information. Two weeks is 

not enough. I think they need to do something more substantial. [SC3] 

 

While many special constables do attend OPC for various courses, several indicated a desire for more 

training and felt everyone should go through the same training process. At the same time, some 

attributed their inability to attend more courses at OPC to a lack of room alongside new police 
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recruits. In response, participants suggested the need for OPC to expand or for the establishment of a 

separate training facility to accommodate the training of special constables. 

In addition to inconsistencies at the individual level, these issues also exist at the department 

level, in variations across institutions. As one special constable described: 

They have OACUSA, which is the Ontario Association of College and University 

Security Administrators – it’s bizarre to me because you go to one of the meetings, 

you have all these representatives from the policing and security, you have people 

from the universities and colleges, but they all have different mandates and it’s 

almost hard to stay in the meeting because what’s challenging for [Department Head] 

at [Institution] isn’t even an issue for us. [SC4] 

 

This statement indicates the need for standardization, given the variation in training, authority, and 

experience among campus special constables across Ontario. Since each department has a similar role 

– to mitigate risk and maintain security on campus – and they all police similar populations – students 

– it seems reasonable to ensure all special constables have the same ministry-mandated training and 

are equally prepared for the job. This, in conjunction with standardizing their authority and uniform 

would contribute to several improvements: their roles would be nearly identical, there would be less 

ambiguity around the word ‘special constable’, and all students attending Ontario post-secondary 

schools would experience the same qualified campus law enforcement and subsequent level of safety. 

5.5 Conclusion 

This chapter highlighted the important role that special constables play in the governance of risk both 

on campus and in society as a whole. Additionally, some important issues arose along with 

recommendations to address them. My research offers new insight into the work of special constables 

and how they keep colleges and universities safe. 

 While special constables are a less expensive form of law enforcement compared with the 

public police, what differentiates them from other non-state entities is the level of service they 

provide despite their cost. Since previous research on their value is largely absent, my study 
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illuminates how they engage a similar role to a public police officer, for a fraction of the cost. 

Additionally, my findings shed light on their collaborative work with local police when serious issues 

do arise. 

 While some scholars are critical of private law enforcement’s accountability to property 

owners and its impact on their response to crime, my study indicates it also has beneficial aspects. 

Special constables provide institution-specific services to the campus community, which include 

alternative forms of discipline that prevent students from earning criminal records, prioritizing crimes 

that are particularly salient to the campus community, and quick response times due to being located 

on campus and familiar with the area. While there is a growing body of research on private policing, 

my findings fill a gap by assessing the work of campus special constables, who tend to be overlooked. 

 Despite the benefits discussed above, this chapter also offered recommendations to increase 

the effectiveness of campus special constables. Specifically, many study participants indicated that 

they would like more training overall and on specific topics like mental health. Given that many of 

their calls are mental health-related, it is imperative that they receive adequate training on issues that 

are particularly relevant to the campus community. This also relates to the legitimacy issues discussed 

in chapter 4, as greater training makes them more effective, and knowledge of this would likely 

improve public perceptions of special constables as legitimate members of law enforcement. 

Additionally, standardization was recommended to enhance their ability to maintain campus 

safety. This includes consistency in training, expectations, authority, nomenclature, and uniforms. 

While scholars highlight inconsistencies in the distribution of justice as one negative outcome of the 

privatization of policing (White, 2018), standardization for special constables would address this 

issue at post-secondary institutions. It could ensure that all students experience the same level of 

security, regardless of which institution they attend, and create more consistency in disciplinary 
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responses to student misconduct across the province. As well, standardization of authority, title, and 

unforms would reduce public confusion around the special constable role. 

This chapter contributes to the private policing literature by offering an in-depth discussion of 

the work of special constables on Ontario post-secondary campuses. It highlights their value and 

unique experience protecting the campus community. Finally, my discussion draws attention to 

challenges faced by special constables, and other non-state law enforcement, and offers 

recommendations to address these issues based on data from study participants and previous 

literature. 
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Chapter 6: Discussion and Conclusion 

Little scholarly attention has been paid to campus special constables in Canada. The purpose of this 

research is to address this gap in by examining their work and experiences on Ontario post-secondary 

campuses and how they are impacted by neoliberal governance processes. Data were collected 

through a sequential mixed-methods approach involving interviews with six department heads, as 

well as surveys and focus groups with campus special constables. This chapter summarizes the key 

findings from my research, their implications, and directions for future studies. It also discusses 

limitations of the study. 

6.1 Neoliberal Governance and Private Policing 

With the decline of the welfare state and emergence of neoliberal governing processes in Western 

society, policing has shifted substantially. The market-driven neoliberal model reduces state spending 

through governing-at-a-distance and holding individuals accountable for their own security 

(Pyysiäinen, Halpin, & Guilfoyle, 2017; Sanders & Langan, 2019). Alongside this individual 

responsibilization, increased concern over risk has contributed to greater demand for private security 

and subsequent growth in non-state law enforcement across North America (O’Connor et al., 2008). 

Thus, the world of governance, once dominated by the public police, is now comprised of multiple 

entities working collaboratively. The greater role played by non-state law enforcement has resulted in 

a blurring distinction between public and private police (Kempa et al., 1999; Nalla & Gurinskaya, 

2020; Ruddell, Thomas, & Patten, 2011). 

 This research adds to the governance literature by examining the impact of neoliberal 

processes on campus special constables in Ontario, something which is missing from the current body 

of work. As with other non-state entities, I find that Canadian campus law enforcement has 

experienced greater overlap with the work of public police. Specifically, chapter 3 assesses the 
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similarities and differences between the two groups. In addressing my first research question 

regarding the experience, training, and qualities of campus special constables, I find that individuals 

in this role are difficult to distinguish from police recruits. Most of them are young, well-educated, 

experienced in law enforcement, and have received comprehensive training. This finding also 

supports the professionalization shift identified within campus policing literature (Peak, Barthe, & 

Garcia, 2008), where current post-secondary law enforcement no longer resembles earlier campus 

security who were older, retired men with limited law enforcement training and experience (Hopkins 

& Neff, 2014). Thus, it adds Canadian insight to this body of literature, which is severely lacking. 

  Furthermore, my research sheds light on the people hired to protect Ontario post-secondary 

campuses, who differ from the municipal officers that primarily work on American campuses. 

Because of these differences, my work draws attention to the unique experiences of special 

constables. With increased post-secondary enrollment, we have seen increased campus crime 

(Statistics Canada, 2020; Youstin & Kopp, 2020). Although these incidents are generally minor, 

media coverage of less common, serious events at post-secondary institutions have contributed to 

growing demand for law enforcement at colleges and universities across Canada (Gomme & Micucci, 

1997; Shi, 2021). Research that offers insight into who these individuals are, their experiences on 

campus, and policy changes to make them effective as possible is thus, highly valuable. 

 My study finds that campus safety departments function very similar to municipal 

departments. Most are run by individuals with lengthy backgrounds in policing who seek employees 

with qualities that strongly resemble police recruits. As well, when addressing my second research 

question about the policing model guiding their department, every study participant indicated they 

adopt the community-based policing model, which informs the work of public police officers across 

North America (Murphy, 2007; Vinzant & Crothers, 1994). Special constables frequently engage with 

students, staff, and faculty, developing relationships and empowering them to participate in crime 
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prevention efforts on campus. This finding reflects the influence of neoliberal governing processes in 

two ways. First, it reiterates the increasing similarities in roles of state and non-state law enforcement; 

and second, it reinforces the concept of individual responsibilization and the role of the community in 

its own protection (Kempa et al., 1999; Pyysiäinen, Halpin, & Guilfoyle, 2017). Even more than other 

private police groups, campus special constables serve a police function on campus. This research 

adds to the private policing literature in a few ways: it supports the findings of other scholars that 

multiple non-state groups are increasingly adopting police roles (Nalla & Gurinskaya, 2020); it adds 

an additional perspective by sharing the experiences of a group often overlooked in research; and it 

highlights that, while they may all have experienced a similar role shift, it has occurred to a greater 

extent for some (i.e., special constables). 

  Further, my data suggests that special constables can more effectively engage in community 

policing than the public police, due to their reduced call volume, increased flexibility, and ability to 

above and beyond to develop strong relationships with the campus community. I echo this sentiment, 

particularly given the response to the death of a student described on page 52. Based on my findings, 

I strongly advocate for the employment of special constables across all Canadian post-secondary 

campuses. The substantial overlap in police knowledge, skill, ability, and exemplary display of 

community policing makes them highly effective at protecting students and campuses alike. 

My discussion in chapter 3 also draws attention to distinguishing aspects between special 

constables and the police. For example, special constables are paid less than municipal police, despite 

doing similar work – reflecting the outsourcing of police work to a less expensive alternative under 

neoliberal governance (Kitchen & Rygiel, 2014). Additionally, their role entails aspects beyond 

policing, such as security, student support, and education, which make it more comprehensive, in my 

opinion. As a result, within a campus context, I argue they are a more effective form of governance 

based on their diverse knowledge, training, and skills. 
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Special constables also differ from the police in their authority and jurisdiction. While they 

can arrest and lay charges in some situations (i.e., under the Highway Traffic Act), these actions are 

restricted by legislation and the physical property of the campus. Thus, the extent of their powers is 

quite different from municipal police, like other non-state law enforcement. Moreover, they do not 

carry guns, which is problematic according to many study participants. Given that much of their work 

is the same as a police officer, many felt they should be equipped in the same way. In my discussion, 

I suggest policymakers reconsider the impact of this decision on special constable safety. At the same 

time, I argue that their limited jurisdiction and equipment reflect way the state maintains its 

superiority in governance, through reinforcing the distinction between state and non-state actors. 

My research also examines the difference in demographics patrolled by special constables 

compared with the police and the impact this has on their work. The campus community, comprised 

mostly of well-educated, privileged, young adults, does not reflect a typical cross-section of society 

(Hancock, 2016). As a result, crime on campus tends to be infrequent and minor, compared with the 

issues faced by public police. I argue this difference is a key justification for why they are not armed. 

Finally, I examine the difference in oversight and accountability between private and public 

police – something scholars have criticized (van Stokkom & Terpstra, 2018). My research adds to the 

literature by assessing this issue in relation to campus policing in Canada. Since Ontario campuses are 

not patrolled by municipal officers, their law enforcement experiences a different level of oversight11, 

something many participants considered problematic. Consequently, I argue that given their policing 

role, greater oversight and accountability will only reinforce their importance in governance and 

image as legitimate members of law enforcement. This was supported by participants who largely 

indicated support for more accountability and oversight. 

 
11 At the time of data collection, special constables were not subject to oversight by the Special Investigations 

Unit (SIU) like the police; however, legislation has since been passed to change this. Under the current Safer 

Ontario Act, special constables are now accountable to the SIU (Bill 175, 2018: Part VII). 
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6.1.1 Implications and Future Research 

The findings discussed above have implications for several groups and topics that should be further 

explored by scholars. First, they highlight the growing overlap between the work of public and private 

police. This trend suggests a need to consider and further explore the impacts of this process on all 

non-state law enforcement, including if their current training and tools sufficiently prepare them for 

the increased expectations placed on them and what could be done to ensure they are not put at 

unnecessary risk. Further, studies should examine the impacts of outsourcing across different groups 

to identify inadequacies and challenges. 

 My work contributes to the literature by highlighting the way the role of Ontario campus law 

enforcement has shifted because of growing reliance on non-state law enforcement. Further, it 

illuminates the effectiveness of special constables on post-secondary campuses and advocates for 

their employment across all institutions. Considering this argument, future research could compare 

the actual and perceived risk across Canadian post-secondary schools, to examine if there are 

distinctions between those with special constables and those without. This would provide valuable 

insight for individuals making decisions related to campus safety, given the implications it has for the 

campus community and institution itself (as discussed earlier). Further, researchers could speak to 

decisionmakers to understand why some colleges and universities have special constables while 

others rely on security guards or other private police. This could shed light on factors that impact 

these outcomes and inform policy to ensure all post-secondary students receive a consistent level of 

protection. Finally, given the recent changes in policing legislation, the impact of SIU oversight on 

special constables over time should be examined. Specifically, future research could assess its impact 

on their perceived legitimacy, relationship with other law enforcement, and the way they respond to 

calls. 
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6.2 Legitimacy Challenges 

Chapter 4 examines special constables’ experiences with legitimacy. While the private policing 

literature identifies legitimacy challenges as a frequent issue faced by non-state law enforcement, 

there is limited research assessing how they attempt to mitigate it (Cherney & Chui, 201; 

Saarikkomäki, 2018). As well, there is essentially no research on legitimacy issues faced by Canadian 

campus special constables. Thus, my work adds to private and campus policing literatures by 

shedding light on how legitimacy is promoted by a group that has received very little scholarly 

attention. 

 My third research question asks about challenges special constables face with legitimacy 

from different groups (students, staff, faculty, and other law enforcement) as well as how to overcome 

them. This is an important topic for any member of law enforcement given that legitimacy refers to 

the obligation people feel to obey a particular individual or authority (Sunshine & Tyler, 2003). If 

they are not considered legitimate, compliance may become a challenge, reducing their ability to 

manage risk. This issue is frequently identified in the private policing literature because the public are 

less familiar with their training and expertise, often considering them inferior to police officers 

(Lofstrand, Loftus, & Loader, 2015; Manzo, 2009). This research, however, overlooks the 

experiences of special constables. Thus, my study adds to this work by including their perspectives. 

My results indicate that, while they do face these challenges on occasion, most feel respected by the 

campus community and other law enforcement. I therefore conclude that they do not experience this 

issue to the same extent as other non-state entities, suggesting that future studies should explore this 

variation. Based on my data, I attribute this difference to the greater similarities between special 

constables and police, compared with other groups. 

 While discussing legitimacy challenges with study participants, it became evident that many 

of these incidents can be attributed to confusion around what they do and their authority. Many 
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special constables indicated that students, faculty, staff, and other law enforcement are unfamiliar 

with their role, which has occasionally escalated interactions into physical altercations and even 

arrests. One way they attempt to mitigate these issues is by educating people they engage with. Given 

the frequency of this issue within private policing, my findings emphasize the need for greater efforts 

to inform the public of what they do. Additionally, I note that the increased outsourcing of police 

work to non-state law enforcement has added to this confusion (Ruddell, Thomas, & Patten, 2011). 

Despite this lack of awareness, participants in my study emphasized the positive working relationship 

they share with the local police, reflecting that when there is an understanding and appreciation for 

what they do, special constables serve as valuable partners in the governance of society by protecting 

the campus and allowing the police to address issues elsewhere. These findings add to the literature 

by highlighting the valuable role that special constables play in governance. 

My data also illuminates a particular challenge faced by special constables – confusion 

regarding their title. While most people understand the term ‘security guard’, there is less familiarity 

with ‘special constable’, suggesting this issue may be exclusive to them, or experienced by a smaller 

segment of the private policing community. It is worth exploring if and how this issue affects other 

non-state law enforcement in future research. To overcome this title confusion, some departments 

refer to themselves as ‘campus police’. While this tends not to be an issue on American campuses as 

most have fully sworn police officers, in Canada, this is not the case. As a result, some participants 

found use of the word ‘police’ problematic, suggesting it may portray them inaccurately. At the same 

time, others supported its use due to general familiarity with what ‘police’ means and greater 

compliance as a result. This finding adds to the campus policing literature, particularly in Canada, by 

drawing attention to an issue that has received very little discussion yet can have substantial impacts 

on campus law enforcement’s ability to keep the campus safe. 
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Participants were asked what could be done to improve their perceived legitimacy and reduce 

the challenges they face. Suggestions included educating the campus community and adding a word 

to clarify they are ‘campus police’. While the latter is currently not possible with the passing of the 

Safer Ontario Act12, my findings highlight the need for further action to reiterate the legitimacy of 

special constables, especially after losing the police moniker. They add to the campus policing 

literature by sharing insight from Canada and broaden the little research from this country by 

including the experiences of an overlooked, but important law enforcement entity. 

6.2.1 Implications and Future Research 

Understanding how special constables experience and mitigate legitimacy challenges has several 

implications. First, it draws further attention to a common issue among non-state law enforcement 

and reinforces the need for efforts to address these challenges. As well, my study explains why these 

issues occur and offers recommendations to address them. This information is valuable for those 

making policy decisions on campus to improve officer effectiveness, as well as other law enforcement 

groups seeking to improve perceptions of legitimacy. Perhaps if all private property owners took steps 

to educate the community on the role of their security officers, these individuals would receive more 

respect and better compliance. 

 Further, my finding that special constables experience fewer legitimacy challenges because of 

their resemblance to the public police has implications for other private police as this may be another 

way to reduce altercations. It also suggests a need for further research to ascertain how to improve 

public respect toward non-state law enforcement. Specifically, studies should explore the perspectives 

of private police as well as the public to provide a more comprehensive understanding of this 

relationship. 

 
12 The SOA prohibits use of the word ‘police’ by special constables. 
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Additionally, scholars could assess the familiarity and compliance with different titles held by 

non-state law enforcement to identify which yield greater respect and understanding. This information 

could inform policy related to nomenclature. In the case of special constables, the consistent support 

for the use of ‘campus police’ may warrant re-consideration of the restrictions in the Safer Ontario 

Act. As well, since this Act was passed, efforts should be made to examine its impact on the work of 

special constables and assess if this change has contributed to greater dangers on the job, among other 

effects. 

6.3 Why Special Constables are needed on Campus 

In addition to special constables’ experiences and challenges on the job, my findings highlight the 

value they bring to post-secondary institutions. As discussed in the governance literature, private 

policing entities (including special constables) are a less expensive alternative to the public police 

(van Stokkom & Terpstra, 2018). My research adds to this literature by assessing the way special 

constables fill a police role on Ontario post-secondary campuses, something previous research has 

ignored. I argue that given their ability to manage risk on campus, which in some ways is even greater 

than that of the public police, along with their lower cost, special constables are the ideal version of 

campus law enforcement. Additionally, their strong relationship with the public police ensures that in 

rare cases where they need support, they can effectively collaborate with the police to maintain the 

safety of the campus. My study also adds to the governance literature, demonstrating the way this 

cooperation reflects the fragmentation of policing under neoliberal governance. 

 One of the major benefits of campus special constables is their ability to provide supports and 

services tailored to the institution. This aligns with findings from the governance literature regarding 

private law enforcement’s accountability to the person/organization that hires them. While some 

scholars are critical of the fact that the values of the public and private police do not align (Rice, 

2018; White, 2018), my findings indicate that tailored governance for the campus can be beneficial. 
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Specifically, because they prioritize the values of the institution, special constables often respond to 

student misconduct with alternative forms of discipline, preventing criminal sanctions and protecting 

the reputation of the university/college. As well, they have the time to respond to issues that are low 

priority for public police but may have serious impacts on the campus community (such as stolen 

computers). Their familiarity with the campus and in-house location also allows them to respond 

quickly when issues arise. These findings offer valuable insight to the limited campus policing 

literature from Canada and demonstrate that greater scholarly attention on special constables and the 

work they do is warranted.  

 Despite all the benefits discussed above, my research finds that further steps can be taken to 

make special constables even more effective. Participants consistently indicated a need and desire for 

additional training, particularly in areas relevant to the campus community, like mental health. There 

is also evidence that lack of training, or at least the perception of it, is strongly related to legitimacy 

(Manzo, 2011). Thus, increased opportunities to for additional knowledge would increase the ability 

of special constables to respond to issues on campus and likely improve their interactions with the 

campus community. This finding adds to the private policing literature by offering insight from a 

unique entity which tends to experience fewer legitimacy challenges than others. As such, the benefits 

of additional training may extend to other groups, particularly given the increasing demands placed 

on them under neoliberal governance. 

 My study also finds that standardization across the province (or even the country) would 

benefit special constables and the campus community in several ways. First, it would ensure students, 

staff, and faculty at post-secondary institutions all experience a similar level of safety. This would 

address the inconsistent distribution of security services from the commodification of policing under 

neoliberal governance (White, 2018). While this impact would only occur at the campus level, these 

findings could have larger impacts if a similar process occurred among private policing in society. 
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 Standardization would also improve the experience of special constables and ensure they all 

receive the same training, title, uniform, and equipment, regardless of which institution they work for. 

This would support their status as legitimate law enforcement by reducing ambiguity and making 

them easily recognizable by the public. Beyond the campus, this process would benefit society as 

improving special constables’ ability to manage risk allows the police to focus on other areas and 

more serious issues. These recommendations may also extend to other non-state law enforcement and 

support their efforts to increase compliance and respect. 

 With the growing role that special constables and private policing entities play in the world of 

policing, any changes that improve their ability protect society will undoubtedly be seen as beneficial. 

As a result, the information from my study important as it supports this process. Considering the 

emphasis on efficiency and effectiveness under neoliberal governance, special constables are an 

example of both, and their value should not go unrecognized. 

6.3.1 Implications and Future Research 

The findings discussed above have implications for campus safety as well as other non-state law 

enforcement. My conclusion that special constables are highly effective at protecting post-secondary 

campuses and addressing the needs of their communities suggests that decisionmakers from all 

colleges and universities should consider establishing their own special constable departments. As 

well, other private property owners may want to hire them for similar reasons. 

 The benefit of providing campus-specific services also draws attention to the flexibility of 

private police. This finding indicates that others may want to examine how their own law enforcers 

can tailor their work to address their unique needs. As previously mentioned, this has positive impacts 

on both the community itself, as well as society, since it results in less reliance on the public police. 

 Finally, given the issues associated with inconsistencies among special constables and the 

institutions they work for, my findings emphasize the need for standardization. Decisionmakers 
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should strongly consider establishing consistent standards for the role, title, training, authority, and 

uniforms of special constables across Ontario (if not further). 

The value of special constables highlighted in my data leads me to conclude that they are the 

ideal form of law-enforcement for post-secondary campuses. As a result, additional research on their 

contributions to the world of governance is needed. Further, research should assess the effectiveness 

of other law enforcement on campus and explore differences across campuses with special constables 

and those with other forms of law enforcement. Additionally, given that my study yields support for 

the use of alternative forms of discipline (i.e., non-criminal justice system responses) by special 

constables, future studies could examine this topic in more detail. Others may want to explore the 

different options available to private law enforcement and compare their effectiveness with responses 

by the public police across different institutions and types of misconduct. 

While this study addresses a gap in the literature by shedding light on a highly valuable, but 

overlooked form of law enforcement, it also demonstrates the need for additional research. My 

findings offer insight on several important aspects of their work, but one study cannot fill this gap 

entirely. It raises further questions that warrant future exploration. 

6.4 Limitations 

As with all research, while my study offers valuable insight on the role and experience of campus 

special constables, it is important to acknowledge its limitations. The first of which, is the sample 

size. While there are ten post-secondary institutions in Ontario that employ special constables, only 

six department heads agreed to be interviewed. While this is a 60% response rate, it must be 

recognized that there may be differing opinions and perspectives among the department heads who 

did not participate in the study. Additionally, because the contact information for the campus special 

constables was not publicly available, the department heads served as gatekeepers to the survey and 

focus group samples. As a result, of the approximately 200 special constables working in Ontario 
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(Moskowitz, 2017) my sample only includes those from the five institutions whose department heads 

shared the survey link (approximately 100 people). Of those individuals, 49 agreed to do the survey 

resulting in an overall response rate of approximately 25% of all Ontario special constables. 

Similarly, since the focus group participants were drawn from the pool of survey respondents, this 

resulted in a very small sample – only 7 special constables participated. While I was able to collect 

interesting and valuable data from the limited sample, the results cannot be generalized to all Ontario 

special constables, as there may be different experiences and opinions among those who did not 

participate in the study. 

 Additionally, since the data collection was limited to the province of Ontario for proximity 

purposes, it is important to recognize that special constables working at post-secondary institutions in 

other provinces or territories may have different experiences, concerns, and opinions compared with 

the individuals I spoke to. These limitations, with respect to the sample size and location, highlight 

the importance of recognizing that these results should not be considered representative beyond the 

sample. At the same time, they begin to shed light on a highly understudied population and offer 

valuable insight into their work. As a result, future research should seek to explore additional aspects 

of the work of campus special constables using a larger sample for both quantitative and qualitative 

aspects and extending beyond the province of Ontario. There is also potential for comparative studies 

from one province/territory to another. 

6.5 Conclusion  

This study offers rare insight into the work and perspectives of Ontario campus special constables. 

Through interviews, surveys, and focus groups, it contributes to multiple sets of literature and offers 

valuable information with several important implications. It adds to the governance literature by 

examining the impact of neoliberal governing regimes on an important non-state law enforcement 

entity. It highlights the role special constables play in the governance of risk and offers 
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recommendations to increase their effectiveness as one part of the fragmented world of policing. With 

the increased role of private police in keeping society safe, the need for research that can inform 

policy to make these groups more effective is vital. 

Furthermore, while post-secondary institutions tend to be safer than other areas of society 

(Allen, 2014), they do not exist in a bubble. With growing enrollment and greater concern for risk, 

information that can inform policy to improve campus safety is essential. While literature on campus 

policing is growing, existing research primarily examines the American context. This is problematic, 

as campuses in Canada are not patrolled by municipal police, and thus, our campus law enforcement 

face unique challenges. As a result, the extremely limited research on campus safety in Canada is 

alarming and concerning. My study addresses this issue and finds that special constables have the 

ability, skill, training, and time to ensure post-secondary students are kept safe. Consequently, I argue 

that all Ontario (and perhaps Canadian) colleges and universities should hire them to manage risk on 

campus. I also identify several recommendations to increase their capacity even further. 

Finally, much of my findings with campus special constables are applicable to other non-state 

law enforcement. Many of the challenges they face are similar and thus, the suggestions I include in 

my analysis may benefit other private police entities. My work adds to this body of literature by 

including perspectives from an understudied group and adding insight that could support the work of 

others. 

This study is one of the first to examine the work of campus special constables in Ontario, 

particularly from the perspectives of the officers and their department heads. Through this process, 

the value they bring to the campus community, public police, and society is clear. Under the current 

neoliberal governance model, demand for effective, cost-efficient law enforcement will only continue 

to grow. As a result, the benefits of special constables should not be overlooked, and decisionmakers 

should take steps to improve legitimacy perceptions and standardize their role. Given their impressive 
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ability to manage risk on campus (and beyond), special constables should receive greater attention 

from both scholars and private security consumers alike. To sum up these findings in the words of 

one participant: Are you the real police? No, we’re the campus police and we’re awesome. 
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Appendices  

Appendix 1: Interview Questions 

1. Tell me a little bit about yourself and how you ended up as the head of the department. 

2. What would you say are the core values of your department? 

A. How are these demonstrated by the officers and their daily tasks? 

3. Is there a particular policing model your department operates under? 

4. What role do you see your employees playing on campus? 

5. What qualities and experience do you look for in individuals you hire for your department? 

6. What types of training does your department offer new recruits? 

A. What additional training would you like to see made available?  

7. What are your thoughts on the way campus police officers are perceived by others, like students, 

faculty/staff, and even police officers in general? 

A. Are there misconceptions you would like to clear up? 

8. What can be done to make it easier for your officers to fulfill their duties? 

9. What do you want others to know about campus police officers? 

10. Is there anything else you would like to add? 

  



 

 138 

Appendix 2: Interview Recruitment Letter & Consent Form 

Dear (participant): 

I would like to invite you to participate in my PhD dissertation research on campus policing in 

Canada.  My name is Katie Cook and I am conducting this study under the supervision of Dr. 

Suzan Ilcan from the Sociology and Legal Studies Department at the University of Waterloo.  I 

would like to provide more information on the study and what your involvement would entail if 

you choose to participate. 

Despite recent growth in the number of individuals attending post-secondary institutions and 

subsequently, rates of campus crime, there is minimal research on Canadian campus police.  

Information pertaining to what campus police do and challenges they face is valuable for 

policymakers.  As a result, the purpose of this study is to enhance our understanding of the role 

that Ontario campus police officers and identify changes that can be made to maximize their 

ability to effectively fulfill this role. 

More specifically, this study will address this topic by examining the organizational values of the 

departments they work for, hiring expectations, training provided to the officers, as well as 

challenges they face and ways to overcome them.  In addition to the officers themselves, it is 

also important to talk to the individuals who hire them and run the departments that define their 

roles.  As a result, I would greatly appreciate the opportunity to interview you as part of my 

research. 

Participation in this study is voluntary. It will involve an interview of approximately 45-60 

minutes in length to take place via telephone or in a mutually agreed upon location. You may 

decline to answer any of the interview questions if you so wish. Further, you may decide to end 

the interview at any time by advising the researcher.  With your permission, the interview will be 

audio recorded to facilitate collection of information, and later transcribed for analysis. Shortly 

after the interview has been completed, I will send you a copy of the transcript to give you an 

opportunity to confirm the accuracy of our conversation and to add or clarify any points that you 

wish.   

Your participation in this study will be considered confidential and your name will not be 

included in any paper or publication resulting from this study, however, with your permission 

anonymous quotations may be used.  All information that could identify you will be removed 

from the data that is collected and stored separately.  Identifying information will be stored for 

10 years.  You can withdraw your consent and have your data destroyed by contacting the 

researcher within this time period.  Alternatively, you may decide to be identified and have your 

name attributed to your data in papers and publications.  If you wish to be identified, your 

participation will not be confidential.  Data will be stored for a minimum of 10 years in a locked 

office.  You can request your data be removed by contacting the researcher within this time 

period.  Additionally, it is not possible to withdraw your data once papers have been submitted 

for publication.  Only those associated with this study will have access to study records.  All 

records will be destroyed according to University of Waterloo policy.  Finally, there are no 

known or anticipated risks to you as a participant in this study. 



 

 139 

This study has been reviewed and received ethics clearance through a University of Waterloo 

Research Ethics Committee (ORE#22929). If you have questions for the Committee, please 

contact the Chief Ethics Officer, Office of Research Ethics, at 1-519-888-4567 ext. 36005 or ore-

ceo@uwaterloo.ca.  

For all other questions or if you would like additional information to assist you in reaching a 

decision about participation, please contact me at k4cook@uwaterloo.ca. You can also contact 

my supervisor, Dr. Suzan Ilcan, at suzan.ilcan@uwaterloo.ca.  

I very much look forward to speaking with you and thank you in advance for your assistance in 

this project. 

Sincerely, 

Katie Cook 

 

CONSENT FORM 

By signing this consent form, you are not waiving your legal rights or releasing the 

investigator(s) or involved institution(s) from their legal and professional responsibilities.  

______________________________________________________________________ 

I have read the information presented in the information letter about a study being conducted by 

Katie Cook of the Department of Sociology and Legal Studies at the University of Waterloo. I 

have had the opportunity to ask any questions related to this study, to receive satisfactory 

answers to my questions, and any additional details I wanted. 

I am aware that I have the option of allowing my interview to be audio recorded to ensure an 

accurate recording of my responses.   

I am also aware that excerpts from the interview may be included in the thesis and/or 

publications to come from this research, with the understanding that the quotations will be 

anonymous, unless I indicate that I would like to be identified by name. 

I was informed that I may withdraw my consent without penalty by advising the researcher.   

This study has been reviewed and received ethics clearance through a University of Waterloo 

Research Ethics Committee (ORE#22929). If you have questions for the Committee contact the 

Chief Ethics Officer, Office of Research Ethics, at 1-519-888-4567 ext. 36005 or ore-

ceo@uwaterloo.ca.  

For all other questions contact Katie Cook at k4cook@uwaterloo.ca. 

mailto:ore-ceo@uwaterloo.ca
mailto:ore-ceo@uwaterloo.ca
mailto:k4cook@uwaterloo.ca
mailto:suzan.ilcan@uwaterloo.ca
mailto:ore-ceo@uwaterloo.ca
mailto:ore-ceo@uwaterloo.ca
mailto:k4cook@uwaterloo.ca
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With full knowledge of all foregoing, I agree, of my own free will, to participate in this study. 

YES   NO   

I agree to have my interview audio recorded. 

YES   NO   

I agree to the use of anonymous quotations in any publication that comes of this research. 

YES   NO 

I agree to the use of direct quotations attributed to me only with my review and approval. 

YES   NO 

 

Participant Name: ____________________________ (Please print)   

Participant Signature: ____________________________  

Witness Name: ________________________________ (Please print) 

Witness Signature: ______________________________ 

Date: ____________________________ 
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Appendix 3: Survey Questions 

1. Age: __________ 

 

2. Gender: 

 Male   Female  Other (please specify: _____________________) 

 

3. Highest education level completed: 

  Some high school 

  High school 

  Some college/university 

If yes, please specify program/discipline: _________________________ 

  College undergraduate diploma/degree 

If yes, please specify program/discipline: _________________________ 

  University undergraduate diploma/degree 

If yes, please specify program/discipline: _________________________ 

  College/University graduate certificate/diploma 

If yes, please specify program/discipline: _________________________ 

  Master’s degree 

If yes, please specify program/discipline: _________________________ 

  PhD 

If yes, please specify program/discipline: _________________________ 

  Other certificate/diploma/degree 

  Please specify: _________________________ 

 
4. How much previous security/law enforcement experience did you have before obtaining your 

current position? 

  None 

 Less than 6 months 

  6 months to one year 

  1 to 3 years  

  3 to 5 years 

  5 to 10 years 

  10 to 15 years 

  More than 15 years 

 

5. What type(s) of previous security/law enforcement experience did you have prior to obtaining 

your current position? (Please check all that apply) 

 Correctional Officer  

 Security Guard 

  Loss Prevention Officer 

 Private Investigator 

  Private Security 

  Police Officer (Municipal jurisdiction e.g. Waterloo Regional Police Service) 

  Police Officer (Provincial jurisdiction e.g. Ontario Provincial Police) 

  Police Officer (Federal jurisdiction, e.g. Royal Canadian Mounted Police) 

 Other (please specify): _________________________ 

 
6. How long have you been employed in your current position? 

 
  Less than 6 months 

  6 months to 1 year 

  1 to 3 years  

  3 to 5 years 

  5 to 10 years 

  10 to 15 years 

  More than 15 years 
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7. Please select the answer that best reflects the frequency you engage in the following activities as 

part of your current job: 

 Never Daily A few 
times a 
week 

Weekly Every 
few 

weeks 

Monthly Every 
few 

months 

Yearly Every 
few 

years 

Crime prevention 
on campus 

         

Responding to 
campus crime 

         

Making arrests          
Laying charges          
Service activities, 
e.g. escorting 
students 

         

Responding to 
non-criminal 
issues on campus, 
e.g. alarms 

         

Patrolling campus 
on foot 

         

Patrolling campus 
by bike 

         

Patrolling campus 
in a motorized 
vehicle 

         

Securing campus 
buildings/facilities 

         

Providing security 
at campus events 

         

Monitoring traffic          
Issuing parking 
tickets 

         

Completing 
paperwork 

         

Monitoring 
security cameras 

         

Providing medical 
assistance 

         

Social interaction 
with campus 
community 

         

Other activities not included on this list (please feel free to add to it): 

          
          

 
 
8. What do you see as your primary role in your position? 

  Law enforcement (preventing and responding to crime) 

  Service (helping others) 

  Security (maintaining campus infrastructure and patrolling) 

  Order Maintenance (keeping the peace) 

  Other (please specify): ________________________ 
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9. In which areas have you received training as part of your current position? Please check all that 

apply. 

• Criminal Code of Canada 

• Powers of Arrest and Apprehension 

• Use of Force 

• Workplace Violence 

• General Investigative Training 

• Patrolling 

• Interviewing 

• Crime Prevention Through 

Environmental Design (CPTED) 

• Diversity/Cultural Competence 

• Bias Awareness 

• Report Writing 

• Sexual Assault 

• Domestic Violence 

• Crisis Intervention 

• Mental Health First Aid 

• Safe Talk 

• First Aid and CPR 

• Drug/Alcohol Use 

• Emergency Response 

• Crime Prevention 

• Community Policing 

• Conflict Management 

• Communication 

 
Others (please specify): ______________________________________________________________ 

 
10. What (if any) additional training would you like to see made available for Special Constables? 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

11. Please indicate the extent to which you agree with the following statements using the scale 

below: 

1 = Strongly Agree 

2 = Agree 

3 = Somewhat Agree 

4 = Somewhat Disagree 

5 = Disagree 

6 = Strongly Disagree 

7 = Not Applicable 
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The training provided by my department has sufficiently prepared me for my job.  

The training I have received as part of my job gives me confidence in my ability to fulfill my role. 

I would like to see additional training made available by my department.  

Special Constables play an important role at colleges and universities.      

Overall, the campus community (students, faculty, and staff) respects Special Constables.  

When I instruct individuals from the campus community to do something, they comply.  

I receive the respect I deserve from others in the campus community.  

Students on campus appreciate what I do.  

Students on campus are aware of my authority.  

Students on campus respect my authority.  

Faculty and staff on campus appreciate what I do.        

Faculty and staff on campus are aware of my authority. 

Faculty and staff on campus respect my authority.         

Other members of law enforcement (e.g. municipal police) appreciate what I do.     

Other members of law enforcement (e.g. municipal police) are aware of my authority. 

Other members of law enforcement (e.g. municipal police) respect my authority.     

Special Constables should be able to use the word “Police” on their uniforms, cars, etc.  

 

 

 

 

Appendix 4: Focus Group Questions 

Role: 

• What do you see as the most important part of your job as campus Special Constables? 

• What is the most undervalued part of your job? 

• How would you define your job? 

Legitimacy: 

• Do you feel you are treated fairly by others, e.g. they respect your authority, treat you the way 

a campus officer should be treated? 

• For those who feel they don’t get the respect they deserve: 

o What contributes to this response from others? 

o How does this make you feel about yourselves as campus Special Constables? Does 

it affect the way you do your job? 

o What do you think could be done to change this? 

• For those who feel they are respected: 

o What is it about your job that results in this respect for your authority from others? 

Training/Experience: 

• What types of training (either within or external to the department) have you found helpful in 

your day-to-day work? 

• What suggestions do you have for additional training that would be useful to you? 

 


