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program being evaluated has visible expenses and hard to
quantify outputs or outcomes. Program stakeholders might not
even recognize the public value (PV) they are creating. PV the-
ory lacks empirical research and faces the possibility of theoret-
ical stagnation. Efforts at measuring PV have not yielded
consensus. This study employs ethnography to investigate how
an external observer sees the PV being created by the school
resource officer (SRO) program. This paper reports the key find-
ings from a case study into the value delivered by a controver-
sial public program, a co-operative initiative between a regional
police service and the region’s educational system. This evalua-
tion comprised ten ride alongs with SRO program officers over
a five-month period. Forty-one stories of PV being created
were observed, which were then grouped into six themes/
focused codes. In addition to the program’s desired outcome of
building safer schools, this paper identifies five other types of
PV creation. These outcomes represent important contributions
to the public and allow for the potential comparison of how
tax dollars are spent, informing future allocation of funds and

potentially saving good programs.

This would have been a 911 call if we had not been around. Because it was us (SRO
officers) ... well we deal with kids all the time. We literally have dealt with this kid.
We know he is on meds, we know he has a temper. To a uniform police officer, they
would have just seen a kid walking down the road. We knew exactly who he was
because we were just at his school. What we deal with here has the tendency to get
overlooked because there will be no charges, there will be no incident reports because
the kid will be apprehended under the mental health act as being a danger to him-
self. But since there are no charges...there will be no record

- SRO officer
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First proposed by Mark H. Moore over 30years ago (1995), public value
theory relates to the value that a public organization contributes to society
- the equivalent of shareholder value in the private sector. Van Gestel
et al. (2023) labeled Moore’s articulation of public value theory a “Big
Idea” which offered a new direction forward away from the well-established
public management theories of Traditional Public Administration (TPA)
and New Public Management (NPM). Since Moore (1995), there has been
considerable theoretical work done on the public value concept (Van Gestel
et al., 2023; Parker et al., 2023). An expanding group of public value (PV)
management scholars have contributed to the development of a framework
that presents public value as the net production of something being of
worth or utility (Alford et al., 2017). Benington (2011) captures this con-
cept and conceptualizes PV as having two dimensions: (1) what the public
values and (2) what adds value to the public sphere. In contrast, Meynhardt
(2009) presented a psychologically based public value construct, rooted in
evaluations about basic needs of individuals and the individual’s relation-
ship with society.

PV conceptualizations are not, however, without criticism. Moore’s (1995)
PV concept is considered unstable, not universally applicable across polit-
ical systems and not an actual theory (Bozeman & Jorgensen, 2007; Rhodes
& Wanna, 2007). Meynhardt (2009) himself is direct in stating that his
conceptualization is less prescriptive and non-normative than those pre-
sented by the likes of Moore (1995; 2013) and Benington (2011) because
of how it is centered on a single citizen interpretation of the public
(Sterrenberg & Decosta, 2023). How scholars should define, classify, and
measure PV propositions is also very much open to debate (Van Gestel
et al., 2023). In their systematic review of PV measurement, Faulkner and
Kaufman (2018) conclude the measurement of PV is elusive, insufficiently
addressed, lacking in clarity and subject to speculation. Yang (2021) echoes
this observation in referring to PV’s lack of an identification of common
language or empirical terrain.

The debate about the PV framework continues unabated (Cui & Osborne,
2022). While some (Rhodes & Wanna, 2007) suggest the PV construct’s
elasticity and ambiguity may explain why public value theory has grown
in popularity, others point to the lack of empirical research and analysis
of the PV concept (Van Gestel et al., 2023). Various reasons have been
advanced to explain the lack of empirical work in this domain. Chohan
(2019) suggests measurement is challenging because PV is an umbrella
concept with a non-didactic characteristic which undermines attempts at
empiricism. Alford et al. (2017) suggest the lack of empirical study is
because the PV concept is limited to being a heuristic. Mulgan (2011)
proposes that the definitional and measurement issues arise because PV
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has never been an objective fact. Faulkner and Kaufman (2018) state that
the measurement of PV issue presents the possibility of theoretical
stagnation.

The inability to understand/measure the value created by public invest-
ment is unfortunate as it could result in good public programs being cut.
The quote given at the beginning of this paper references an interaction
wherein a School Resource Officer (SRO) saved a child suffering from a
mental health crisis (an emergency the child’s mother and school admin-
istrators had been incapable of resolving) from running into oncoming
highway traffic. The anecdote illustrates the fundamental challenge stake-
holders face when seeking to articulate the value of a public program
that has visible expenses yet less visible (perhaps even invisible) quanti-
fiable outputs.

Reflecting on the way forward, O’Flynn (2021) renews Hartley et al.
(2017) call for research examining how PV is perceived and understood
by breaking apart the PV concept into manageable and operationalized
segments and then returning to analyze systems in their entirety. Our
research builds off this by investigating how an external observer sees the
sources of value provided by public investment in MAJORSERVICE’s
School Resource Officer (SRO) program. We employ a case study meth-
odology and examine the PV outcomes being created by this public pro-
gram through the ethnographic observations this paper’s first author made
throughout a series of ride alongs with SRO officers. Forty-one stories of
value being created were observed. This paper presents a series of anec-
dotes from the ride alongs, grouped into six different themes we observed
in the ethnographic data. Our decision to focus on the outcomes of the
SRO program is supported by researchers such as Hartley et al. (2017) as
well as Rhodes and Wanna (2007), who observed that once key stake-
holders are aware of the valued outcomes of a public program, it can then
be determined how best to deliver these outcomes.

Capturing the value being created by a public program has been the
focus of our research for the past several years, this paper being the third
in the research stream. We have explored the utility of various qualitative
(interviews, focus groups) and quantitative (surveys, social return on invest-
ment) approaches to public value measurement, all of which rely upon
the retrospective sensemaking of stakeholders. This paper explores the
idea that an in situ record of the value being created through public
investment might add to the conversation around public value creation
and provide another technique that can be used either on its own or in
combination with other quantitative or qualitative methods to measure
this elusive construct. By developing a greater understanding of PV, prac-
titioners and academics alike may be able to compare how tax dollars are
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spent which in turn could inform future allocation of public funds, poten-
tially saving good programs. Echoing Guy (2021), developing a more
expansive toolkit for understanding the citizen-state encounter will benefit
researchers and decision-makers as well as our understanding of the non-
economic value created by these investments.

The paper begins with a description of the case before segueing into a
review of the literature followed by a description of the methodology, data
collection, data analysis, results section, discussion, and conclusion.

The case

MAJORSERVICE’s School Resource Officer (SRO) program was a co-op-
erative initiative between a regional police service and the region’s educa-
tional system. Located in Ontario, Canada the community in which the
SRO program operated has a higher proportion of immigrants (51%) than
other communities in the province of Ontario. At the time of this study,
the region’s SRO program had been operating for 20+ years. The program
involved 60 SROs (as well as police administration) working in all 62 of
the regions secondary schools to deliver a program designed to provide a
safe learning environment for students (Duxbury & Bennell, 2018). Of
relevance to this research, the desired outcome of this program (a safe
learning environment) is closely aligned with a subjective, socially con-
structed view of PV and both the service and the region have experienced
challenges measuring the value offered by this program using more objective
output metric (e.g., higher academic achievement scores, lower tru-
ancy rates).

The SRO program was an expensive line item in the region’s budget.
At just over $9M Canadian dollars per year (Duxbury & Bennell, 2018),
it was an easy target for criticism. Opponents of the program as well as
fiscally concerned citizens were quick to attack the program’s costs and
its purported mandate, so much so that region eliminated the decades-old
program altogether in 2020 with the parting words: “it was evident (after
community consultation) that the current SRO program caused a negative
impact on segments of our student population” (MAJORSERVICE internal
document).

A representative sample of 5 of the 62 schools in the region participated
in our research exploring how best to measure PV (Duxbury & Bennell,
2018). Each school was assigned an SRO and each SRO was assigned to
two schools. Since the officers typically worked in pairs, whenever an
officer showed up at a school, they did so with their partner. Throughout
the day, the pairs of officers would cycle through their assigned schools.
On occasion, SROs would be called into feeder schools which included
a mixture of elementary (Kindergarten to grade 8) and middle (grades 6
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to 8) schools. Policing these schools was not technically part of the SRO’s
mandate.

The authors of this paper have a long history of working with
MAJORSERVICE in a multiplicity of different contexts. Prior to this study
we had used a variety of quantitative (surveys, SROI) and qualitative (focus
groups, interviews) research methodologies to identify the PV produced
by the SRO program. Police and community leaders were, therefore, happy
to support the proposed study.

Literature review

This section provides the reader with information on the key sensitizing
constructs of relevance to this research study: PV, ethnography, as well as
how these two constructs intersect.

Public value

The New Oxford American dictionary defines value as something “held
to be of material worth” The key term in this definition is the use of
the word “held” as it links presupposes “value is in the eye of the
beholder” The relative nature of the concept explains why value is both
a universal and an undefined construct (Suddaby & Foster, 2017) whose
conceptualization has, over the course of time, fluctuated between an
objective/deterministic view to one that is largely subjective and malleable
(Suddaby, 2016).

Conceptualizing PV is equally challenging and remains contested
(Meynhardt & Jasinenko, 2021; Hartley et al., 2017). Bryson et al. (2014)
divide the PV literature into three streams. Stream one was initiated by
Moore (1995), who proposed that PV was created by the activities of
public managers/public organizations, equating PV to private sector share-
holder value (Hartley et al., 2017). Moore (2014) used a simple analogy
to explain his conceptualization, arguing that public managers investment
of public assets to create value for citizens was equivalent to private man-
agers investing in private assets to produce value for shareholders. Moore
(1995) claimed that PV was created when three conditions were satisfied:
(1) the authorizing environment is sustainable and legitimate, (2) the PV
outcomes are seen as valuable by the stakeholders, and (3) the public
organization has the capability to deliver the outcome. He also suggested
that PV could be likened to a “strategic triangle” with three focal points:
(1) substance (the mission or purpose of the organization and the out-
comes they work to achieve) (2) politics (the support and legitimacy for
a given initiative) and organizational capacity (the ability to deliver the
planned outcome). While critics argue Moore’s (1995) conceptualization
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is more of a heuristic than proper academic theory (Hartley et al., 2017)
others cite advantages including a focus on outcomes instead of outputs
(Mazzucato & Ryan-Collins, 2022). Another notable advantage is that
Moore’s (1995) working definition of the concept includes the idea that
values, which are rooted in the desires and perceptions of individuals, are
channeled through the representational system of government (Meynhardt
& Metelmann, 2009).

In the intervening years since Moore (1995), there has been a great
deal of theoretical work on the PV concept which has introduced variety
in how the construct has been conceptualized (Van Gestel et al.,, 2023;
Parker et al., 2023). According to Bryson et al. (2014), Benington (2011)
represents a second distinct stream of PV theorizing with a focus on the
public sphere and the interplay between what the public values and what
adds value to the public. Benington (2011) defines public sphere as “the
web of values, places, organizations, rules, knowledge, and other cultural
resources held in common by people through their everyday commitments
and behaviors and held in trust by government and public institutions”
(Benington, 2015, p. 40). Hartley et al. (2017) point out that the dimen-
sions included in Benington’s model can be in tension with each other
which implies that this version of the PV construct is neither stable nor
settled but rather an artifact of a contested democratic process which may
vary depending on which stakeholders’ views are given priority or included/
excluded (Hartley et al., 2017). Alford et al. (2017) argue that Bennington’s
conceptualization of PV also requires us to define what is “the public”
through continuous dialogue which implies that the definition of public
might be continually morphing over time. Bennington’s view of value is
a departure from previous thinking on the subject as it gives primacy to
the concerns/needs of the public at large as opposed to either the views
of a government managerial class or a model based on the idea that
individuals will maximize self-interest when making choices (Benington,
2011; Benington, 2015).

Bozeman along with his colleague Jorgensen produced what is deemed
to be the third major stream of PV research (Bryson et al., 2014; Alford
et al., 2017). Bozeman (2007, p. 13), defined PV as those values “providing
normative consensus about (a) the rights, benefits, and prerogatives to
which citizens should (and should not) be entitled; (b) the obligations of
citizens to society, the state, and one another; and (c) the principles on
which governments and policies should be based”. Bozeman and Jergensen
(2007, p. 374) describe PV as being rooted in “society and culture, in
individuals and groups, and not just in government”. Bozeman and
Jorgensen (2007) distinguish between two types of values: (1) instrumental
values (i.e., the means to an end) and (2) prime values (i.e., that which
is an end to itself). Instrumental values are more readily accessible through
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empirical tests as they are measurable objectives while prime values are
viewed as more of a binary proposition (i.e., they are present or not).
These definitions of PV require public consensus on what are the public
values of society as it is these values that are viewed as informing the
operational objectives of the society’s governments.

Finally, in their review Bryson et al. (2014) identify a fourth, less well-
known conceptualization of the PV construct put forward by Meynhardt
(2009). Meynhardt (2009, p. 212) defines PV as “value for the public”
which he argues is “a result of evaluations about how basic needs of
individuals, groups and the society are influenced in relationships involving
the public” Meynhardt’s (2009) concept of PV is based on the individual
and how a public investment meets the individual’s basic needs but at the
same time how a public investment meets the needs of what the individual
conceptualizes as being the public — the unknowable social entity that is
society which is realized: “when people perceive a position contribution
to what they regard as society, societal order or those values representing
it” (p. 142). Rooted in psychology, Meynhardt’s conceptualization of PV
represents a considerable departure from Bozeman (2007) and Benington
(2011) and is less prescriptive than Moore’s (1995) more normative defi-
nition of the construct.

With one exception (Meynhardt) the PV theories discussed in this review
recognize the need to recast conceptualizations of PV as something that is
embedded in society and focused on collective social goals rather than
linking it to economic value as expressed in financial terms (Meynhardt &
Jasinenko, 2021; Van Gestel et al., 2023). There is less consensus within the
PV theory literature, however, with respect to the degree to which concep-
tualizations of PV involve social consensus versus basic psychological needs
(Meynhardt & Jasinenko, 2021) or whether or not PV should be viewed as
a good or service created primarily by the public sector for the public as
espoused by Moore (1995) and Benington (2011), or as principles that rep-
resent societal consensus as espoused by Bozemans (2007) (Dahl & Soss, 2014).

As this review has shown, the PV construct is hotly contested terrain.
This paper adopts Benington’s definition of the PV construct (2011) as it
focuses on the value being created and therefore added to the public
sphere. This definition is, therefore, consistent with the raison détre the
government has given for investing in the SRO program - to add value
to the public in the region by producing a safer learning environment for
students (Duxbury & Bennell, 2018).

Measurement of public value: Our review of the PV literature indicates
that measurement of this construct remains elusive, lacks clarity (Faulkner
& Kaufman, 2018) and is stuck between approaches (e.g. Avoyan et al.
(2024) study of Dutch flood protection) that attempt to characterize PV
as an output (i.e., the activities, services, events and products that reach
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the program’s primary audience) versus methods that characterize PV as
an outcome (the results or changes related to the program’s intervention
that are experienced by the primary audience) (Christensen, 2024;
Mazzucato & Ryan-Collins, 2022; Norman, 2007). Mazzucato and Ryan-
Collins (2022) note that outcomes and outputs have different time horizons
with outputs evaluating the product of an investment whereas outcomes
access a change or development that might be best observed in the lon-
ger-term (i.e., cognitive, or behavioral or emotional).

Many approaches to the measurement of PV focus on program outputs
which are narrower in scope and thus more readily measured than pro-
gram outcomes which are viewed as difficult to quantify due to issues
associated with causality and gaps in understanding the effectiveness of
policy levers. Kelly et al. (2002) argue that researchers find it challenging
to objectively measure program outcomes that tend to be socially con-
structed and impacted by the preferences of the public and call for more
research into this issue (Kelly et al., 2002).

Recently, Meynhardt and Jasinenko (2021) attempted to measure PV by
employing a scorecard incorporating the psychological theory of basic
needs (Bryson et al., 2014). This approach examines PV by investigating
four micro-foundational dimensions: (1) utilitarian-instrumental, (2) mor-
al-ethical, (3) political-social and (4) hedonistic-aesthetical. These authors
also concluded that more research is needed to determine how to measure
PV across organizations, sectors, industries, and national contexts.

Ethnography and the measurement of public value

PV research is nascent, stuck “in a back-and-forth process of contestation”
(O’Flynn, 2021, p. 874) and hindered by the fact that the PV construct
lacks clarity (Brown et al.,, 2021, Faulkner & Kaufman, 2018; Suddaby,
2016). Brown et al. (2021) proposes that the lack of construct clarity stems
from PV being context-dependent (Meynhardt, 2009) and value-frame
dependent (Bozeman, 2007). These observations support the use of a
methodological approach such as ethnography which is context-specific,
focused on outcomes rather than outputs and facilitates the observation
of PV being created in situ to study the PV construct. This is in keeping
with Gilad’s (2021) observation that research method choice should be
led by the epistemological challenge. Indeed, across public administration
research, it is generally accepted that context matters (Li & Lou, 2024;
Yang, 2021). Ethnography records “the life of a particular group and thus
entails sustained participation and observation in their milieu, community
or social world” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 35). This research methodology allows
the researcher to observe the phenomenon of interest (in this case PV),
within its social and cultural context and observe aspects of the context
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not commonly verbalized (Myers, 2013). In contrast to interview or survey
studies, which rely upon stakeholder recollections with respect to the
phenomena of interest, ethnography documents the value being produced
as it happens (i.e., without the reflective element of the stakeholder becom-
ing the dominant bias) so that the past is “not being construed knowing
the outcome” (Weick, 1995, p. 28). In other words, it presents an in-situ
record of value being produced, documenting a history of the activity
instead of stakeholders giving the history after the fact.

Methodology

This study uses ethnographic methods to describe the interactions between
the SRO program stakeholders (i.e., the SRO officers, the students and
school personnel at the five schools involved in the study, community
members living in the school’s catchment area). Ethnography’s focus on
context and its ability to identify outcomes associated with subjective views
of PV make it ideally suited for a study of this kind (Myers, 2013). Further,
ethnography offers the opportunity to identify a confluence of factors that
might not otherwise be identified - reality being as it is more complicated
than binary choices (Guy, 2021). The context under study (the SRO pro-
gram) can be considered an extreme case, defined by Patton (1990, p.
169) as cases that are “rich in information because they are unusual or
special in some way. The SRO program can be viewed as an extreme case
because: (1) it has stirred up controversy over the course of its existence,
(2) its expense to the municipality is highly visible while the expression
of its PV is not, and (3) some members of the community question the
merit of having police officers in schools (Duxbury & Bennell, 2020). The
fact that this program has been heavily scrutinized by segments of the
public makes it stand out when considered broadly among public program
investments. The benefit of the extreme case approach is that it allows
for the opportunity to learn “from highly unusual manifestations of the
phenomenon of interest” (Patton, 1990, p. 182).

The sample

The researcher (the first author of this paper) submitted a request to
conduct ride alongs with the SRO officers working in the five schools
participating in the case study. Arrangements for the ride alongs began
with soliciting approval from MAJORSERVICE’s senior leadership team.
Following approval, the region’s Deputy Police Chief sent emails to each
of the staff sergeants responsible for the SRO program asking them to
give the researcher the opportunity to go on as many ride alongs as the
team deemed necessary. The first author of this paper subsequently
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organized and engaged in a series of ten ride alongs, conducted over a
tive-month period. During the ten ride alongs, he enjoyed privileged access
to the program and its officers, spending days at a time in their company,
going out with the officers for breakfasts and on coffee breaks, accompa-
nying them from the beginning until the end of their shifts. The researcher
conducted two days of ride alongs at each of the five schools participating
in the case study. In most cases (four schools) the ride alongs were done
with the pair of SRO officers working in each of the schools in the study.
In the final case the researcher accompanied a single SRO officer who
worked alone because his partner had been away on a long-term
secondment.

Data collection

During the ride alongs the first author of this paper took note of SRO
policing activities cin the participating schools and surrounding areas. Field
notes were written up and audio-recorded regularly (even during the ride
alongs) to ensure that the researcher’s memory was not strained to remem-
ber what had happened after the fact. The content of these notes is diverse,
including everything from observations, impressions, feelings, hunches,
questions that emerge, etc. (Myers, 2013). The descriptive component of
the ethnography was guided by key questions to remind the researcher of
what to look out for and to ensure that as a baseline, similar phenomena
were being observed during each ride along. Found in Appendix A, these
questions were directed questions that helped guide the researcher’s obser-
vation of the specific activities that the SROs performed daily. These
questions included: (1) How do the SROs begin working on the activity,
(2) is there a process, and (3) How much time do they estimate they spent
per day/week on each activity?

Data analysis

This paper employs a grounded theory (GT) ethnography data analysis
technique, a widely used form of analysis in ethnography (Babchuck &
Hitchcock, 2013). This approach involves analyzing data that was collected
through observation (i.e., ethnographically) to generate theory. As Charmaz
(2014) notes, GT ethnographies focus on how a context connects to larger
themes to give emphasis to significant processes that are occurring in the
setting, to what the subjects find interesting and/or problematic, to how
subjects act in each scene/context, and to larger key analytic ideas. These
sorts of observations provide the GT ethnographer with descriptions of
processes that allow for the possibility of theoretical development. We
contend that this analytical approach is particularly robust given that our
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research focuses on the PV we as researchers observed being created by
the SRO program (Charmaz, 2014).

In our approach to both collecting and analyzing the ethnographic data,
we recognize how ethnography is a sensemaking endeavor. The data collec-
tion and its subsequent analysis is actively constructed by the ethnographer,
in a manner that is consistent with Maitlis and Christianson (2014) definition
of sensemaking. The ethnographer is the primary tool for data collection
(Savage, 2006) and the lens through which the social world is viewed (Bacon
et al., 2020). The key role of the ethnographer in the data collection and
analysis process required the research team to take a variety of steps to
minimize researcher biases. In the section below we summarize how we
implemented the best practice recommendations for qualitative research
offered by Charmaz (2014), Gioia et al. (2012) in this study.

Reflexivity describes the researcher’s awareness of their role and the
preconceptions they bring to the research process (Charmaz, 2014). Both
members of the research team had worked with key SRO stakeholders
(SROs, other police officers, school personnel) for several years prior to
the start of the ethnographic research project. As such they were very
familiar with the SRO program’s history and the “jargon” normally used
by police officers and school administrators when talking about the
program. In this study memo-writing was also used to ensure researcher
reflexivity. The ethnographer took care to write detailed memos during
the ride- alongs to clarify their thought processes and intentions, and
as a means of self-reflection and assumption testing (Charmaz, 2014).
During the data analysis process these memos were shared with the
ethnographer’s coauthors and other stakeholders and assumptions and
conclusions challenged and discussed.

Gioia et al. (2012) recommends that qualitative researchers perform
insider-outsider checks to mitigate concerns with bias. These checks require
the researcher (in this case the ethnographer) to reveal their thought
processes to others to be challenged. Two insider-outsider checks were
applied in this research. First, the ethnographer held regular meetings
with both police and school partners. At these meetings the researchers
outlined assumptions they had made and conclusions they had drawn
when analyzing the data and asked for comments or concerns. Second,
members of the research team reviewed the data separately to cross-check
our thoughts and conclusions.

Finally, the four criteria for evaluating trustworthiness in qualitative
studies suggested by Lincoln and Guba (1985) were also followed in this
research. The credibility (i.e., faith in the truthfulness of the findings) of
our findings are supported by the familiarity of the research team with
the SRO project. Transferability (i.e., the ability to apply study findings
within other contexts) is enhanced by providing the reader with a detailed
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explanation of the research process as recommended by Charmaz (2014).
To increase dependability (confidence that the findings are repeatable) we
took care to include the three main types of schools in which the SRO
program operates in our sample. Finally, confirmability (assurance that
the findings are unaffected by researcher bias) is improved by following
the memo-writing process, undertaking insider-outsider checks and by
recording all analytic decisions.

Results

The results section presents key findings from our analysis of the research-
er’s field notes and observations. We began our analyses with no set
expectations of what PV was being created, other than the SRO program’s
stated objective of building safer schools. As noted above, we also took
steps to ensure that any themes that emerged from the data were free of
researcher biases. We first read and re-read the notes and observations
and listened to audio recordings logged by the ethnographer during the
ten ride alongs with SRO program officers. This process identified 17
incidents where the researchers perceived that value was being created
by the SRO program/the SRO officer. Key details describing each of these
instances (i.e., “value stories”) are provided for the reader in Table 1.
Analysis of these “value stories” uncovered 41 occurrences of value cre-
ation (see Table 1). These 41 outcomes were grouped into six different
themes, each representing a different form of value provided by this
public program. These themes were then given names which reflect our
observations on how the SRO program delivered value: (1) building safer
schools, (2) developing positive relationships between the police and
program stakeholders, (3) building a safer community, (4) preparing
future-ready students, (5) reducing the likelihood students will experience
physical/mental harm, and (6) enhancing the reputation of the police
within the community. These themes will be explored in greater detail
in the section below.

It should be noted that in most cases each ‘value story’ illustrated sev-
eral occurrences of value creation as shown in Table 1. The most common
‘value combinations’ observed in the data included: building safer schools
and developing a positive relationship between police and stakeholders
(n=8), building safer schools and building safer communities (n=38) and
building safer schools and preparing future ready students (n=4). These
initial results imply that by building safer schools, the SRO program also
generated other secondary sources of PV. In the section below we use
specific stories to illustrate different value themes. Many of these stories
could, however, be used to exemplify other sources of value (see Table 1
for examples).
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Building safer schools

We observed many examples (n=13) of the SRO program stakeholders
(SROs and School Personnel) collaborating to build safer schools. Almost
all the incidents included within this theme involve situations characterized
by students threating other students, actual physical violence between one
or more students, and student bullying. In each case, the SRO intervened
(either on their own or in collaboration with other stakeholders) to bring
about a resolution to the problem, resulting in schools that were objectively
(and subjectively) safer.

One poignant case (see Table 1 story 4) involved a boy who had been
bullied extensively to the point that he fought back and seriously injured
his tormenter with a compressed pop can. His actions lacerated the face
of the bully that subsequently required medical attention in hospital. The
bully was left with permanent facial scars. The assault brought with it
legal consequences. The bullying victim-turned-assailant would need to
be arrested and charged and would not be eligible for the youth diversion
program'. We spent the morning driving around the region looking for
the victim-turned-assailant’s home address, which had not been accurately
registered by the school. From the notes:

Someone answers the doorbell but does not know the person we are looking for but
says there are four apartments in the basement of the home. We head downstairs.
The officers comment that there are illegal dwellings all over the region. We knock
on a door and a man answers. He summons his son. Both son and father are polite.
The father then asks the SRO officers if they could not handcuft his son to take him
to the police car. The SRO softly says he cannot do that and cites the policy reasons
almost by way of apology. The father is unemotional. The son looks vacant. The SRO
is very gentle with the boy. The ride back to the division is done in silence, inter-
rupted only when the SRO officer gently asks the boy if he is comfortable enough
sitting with his hands handcuffed behind his back. The boy says he is fine. Arriving
back at the division, the boy is led into a room and is asked to give all his posses-
sions to an officer standing behind a desk. The boy is now being processed. Having
done that, the boy sits on a metal bench and awaits his fate. He is solemn. It seems
to me that the SRO officer is sad and he is shaking his head, perhaps attempting to
jolt himself out of his emotional reaction.

It was a very subdued spectacle. That the situation spiraled out of
control, leaving the victim facing serious legal ramifications, was not lost
on the SRO officer. He expressed a great deal of sadness for the boy’s
predicament and some level of incredulity with the school personnel that
they could have let this situation escalate to the point that violence ensued.
For this and other reasons, the SRO officer had coordinated with the
school personnel to communicate with the father that the student would
be arrested at home in the presence of the father as opposed to in the
classroom during school hours. The ethnographer noted that when
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accompanying the boy to the holding cell, the SROs made sure that their
police colleagues were aware of the situation and invested in helping the
boy navigate the system. They indicated their hope that the boy would
be treated sympathetically by the courts and given a second chance. The
SROs were quick to mention that if this situation had been addressed by
the regular uniform patrol responding to a 911 call, the bullying victim
would have been exposed to all the harshness of the legal system and less
likely to receive some level of clemency.

Far from bringing the full force of the law against the boy being
arrested and charged, what this vignette demonstrated was how steadfast
the SRO officer was in advocating for the student. We witness how the
SRO’s emotional response to the situation is appreciated by both the
boy and the boy’s father. In this case (as with others we observed during
the ride alongs), the SRO helped the police service understand the
context of the situation. One could imagine how different it might have
been for the boy had he been picked up by uniform patrol, perhaps
even perp-walked out of the school in handcuffs before all his peers in
class. We could speculate on the psychological damage of that humili-
ation and the potential long-term effects, but we will not other than to
point out the obvious benefits of a coordinated arrest that recognizes
the vulnerability of a youngster and the emotions of a concerned and
loving father.

In these cases of bullying and violence on campus, the SROs are called
in to swiftly put an end to these acts. In the absence of the SROs, one
might assume that the school personnel would find a way to address
the problem themselves. This logical assumption contrasts with the fol-
lowing observation from an SRO, made on a different day, that involved
a different school and another instance of bullying. The SRO commented
that the schools often do not do an adequate job of intervening in cases
where students are being bullied. From the notes, the following
observation:

I [the ethnographer] do think the SRO program is especially valuable in cases involv-
ing bullying as it does not seem the school is managing this effectively. I voice this
view to the SRO who suggests that the police interaction de-escalates the bullying
very quickly. The SRO goes on to talk about how these officers have the experience,
skills, and flexibility to deal with students engaged in these types of activities and
can de-escalate the situation as well as dissuade a student from doing something far
worse than the initial bullying. The SRO pointed out that their intervention in such
situations might help the student who is being bullied avoid a mental health crisis
or even a suicide attempt.

From what we observe, the SROs create PV by helping to create a safe
learning environment for the students by dealing with acts of bullying
and violence within the schools.
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Developing positive relationships between police and program
stakeholders

Another theme we observed (n=12) in the ethnographic notes was the
opportunity the program provided for the development of positive rela-
tionships between police and program stakeholders. The lockdown at the
elementary school (see Table 1 story 6) represents a case wherein the
SROs were called to resolve a very delicate situation that affected the
general safety of the school as well as that of a particular student. With
skill and sensitivity, the SROs navigated a situation beset by challenges.
From the ethnographic notes:

Arriving on the scene, we are greeted by a school board superintendent. It becomes
clear that the situation is tense. We are told the school is on lock-down because a
Grade five student with a history of outbursts who has had “another episode”. Today
the student had threatened to kill themself and then ran out into the street in an
attempt to get hit by the passing cars. The principal informs the SROs that the
mother had been called but was unable to come.

The SRO officers spring into action, dropping to their knees to be at
the child’s eye level. They comfort the child, and the child begins to open
up and speak through their tears. It is as tender a moment as one could
ever expect to witness in a police interaction. Slowly the SROs cajole the
student to emerge from their physical shell. They walk the student to
school’s office and call the mother. This time, the mother chooses to come
to the school. Upon entering the building, the mother flies into a rage,
yelling at the administrators and the SROs. The mother then yells at the
child as well for having created this situation and exits the school by
herself, leaving the child in the care of the SROs.

Given that the mother has neglected to take their child, the school
personnel ask the SROs to bring the child to the home of their designated
emergency contact. We drive for a while and eventually pull into a parking
lot, empty save for the presence of a woman. The child yells excitedly
“Auntie! That’s my auntie!” The car comes to a stop, the child is let out
and runs into the arms of the aunt. The officers then ask the aunt if she
needs anything else. The aunt responds with a “no” and no further pleas-
antries are exchanged.

We observe that people beyond the purview of the SRO program (i.e.,
elementary school personnel and a school board superintendent) are unable
to resolve the problems observed in this interaction and instead rely upon
the SRO officers to produce a safe resolution to the problem. As we ride
back to the police division, another call for service comes over the radio:
a Grade 1 student at another school has been acting aggressively in the
school hallways. Twenty minutes remain in the school day and the school
personnel are concerned about what to do with the student once the
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school lets out for the day. The SROs cannot attend this call as their shift
is about to end. This means that a uniform patrol officer will have to
attend this call. From the ethnographic notes:

This is the most intensely emotional experience I have observed to date. As I get into
my rental car to begin the six-hour drive home, I am in a state of shock. This epi-
sode is far beyond what I was ever told was the work of the SRO. This felt like a
complete breakdown of a social order. Neither the child’s mother nor those employed
by society to assist in this child’s development were successful in carrying out their
responsibilities. It fell to the SROs as the last resort to resolve this issue.

I [the ethnographer] observed that the SROs themselves were deflated
by what they had witnessed which bordered on tragedy. If there were a
spark of positivity, it was in the car ride to the police division when the
SRO mentioned that while they were waiting with the child in the office,
the child talked about how before meeting these SROs they had been
afraid of police, a statement the SRO as well as the ethnographer inter-
preted to mean that after the above interactions the child was now no
longer afraid. This suggests to us that the child’s positive experiences with
the SROs provided them with a perspective that challenged whatever they
had been previously taught to think about police and contributed to the
realization of a variety of valued public outcomes including building safer
schools and building a safer community.

On another occasion, we were walking through a school’s matrix (com-
mon area) when we were approached by two male students (see Table 1
story 5). They identified themselves as being of Punjabi descent and talked
of wanting to become police officers. They proceeded to pepper the SROs
with questions about how they might position themselves to get hired by
the region’s police force. The conversation then turned to what type of
education the students should take at the post-secondary level to prepare
them for the profession. The group was then joined by four female stu-
dents who were also keen to someday become police officers. These young
women, likely of African or Caribbean descent, were full of questions as
to how they might improve their chances of joining the police. They were
exceptionally energetic and enthused about a future in law enforcement.
The SROs engaged with the students for several minutes until the bell
rang for the students to return to class. It was a friendly interaction and
seemed to lift the spirits of the SROs.

At another school, we observe an injured student who has been assaulted
(see Table 1 story 8). We had just walked into the school’s office when
the SROs were introduced to a young person who had a big cut across
their face. The SROs accompany the student and school personnel into
an office and close the door. Afterwards we are told that the student had
been assaulted on a previous day and wanted to report the case to the
SROs instead of calling 911. While we were not provided the specifics of
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the case, we were informed that a group of young people wearing ski
masks had physically assaulted several students in the school building.
What we did observe was that after the meeting, as the student continued
their conversation with the SROs in the common area of the office, the
student was effusive in their gratitude to the SROs for being there and
ensuring that the students could feel safe on school property. The student
also appeared to be relieved to have the SROs support.

On yet another occasion at a different school, we witness a strong
relationship between the school VP and the SROs (see Table 1 story 17)
who were collaborating on how to best address the menacing presence of
drug dealers in and around the school. The following vignette demonstrates
how the VP-SRO partnership works to counter the ever-present danger
created by drug dealers in schools:

We meet the VPs at the door to the school. There is nothing to report today because
classes have not yet started. Conversation turns to suspicious activity that has been
going on around the school and in the school’s parking lots. The VPs provide the
SROs with specific information about drug dealing and drug use taking place at the
school. They provide details on several cars that they have noticed frequenting the
parking lots that are not owned by students or staff. The VPs think that these cars
are owned by drug dealers. The SROs indicated that they would investigate this tip.
The interactions that we observed reflect a very positive open relationship between
the police and the school’s administrators.

When witnessing this interaction we observed that the police and the
VPs were motivated by their desire to create a safer school environment
to exchange knowledge with program stakeholders. What, we wondered,
would have happened if the school administrators did not have a polic-
ing partner to address this potentially dangerous situation? We suspect
that the issue would not be addressed as efficiently as in the situation
we observed and might ultimately pose a threat to the school’s safe
learning environment. We also speculate that the school personnel having
a hunch about drug dealers in the schools would not stimulate as
involved an investigation by uniform patrol responding to a 9-1-1 call.
What is compelling in this example is the partnership between school
personnel and the SROs to tackle the problem of drug dealers menacing
the school. We observe that this relationship is beneficial to students
because it allowed for a swift and seamless response to an emerging
drug problem.

Building a safer community

In our coding of the ethnographic notes, we observed (n=8) incidents in
which the SRO program helped their employer (i.e., the municipal police
service) enhance safety in the community at-large. In most of the incidents
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included within this bucket we observed the SROs spending time in
activities that were not part of the SRO program (i.e., responding to calls
for service, engaging in problem-oriented policing - POP - projects). One
SRO related how he enjoyed performing what he called “proactive work”
when he had spare time at home:

I do a lot of stuff from home. At night I may jump on Twitter (X) or Instagram
looking to see what some of the known-to-police students are up to. I had an arrest
last year that another SRO had investigated. This investigation led me to another
person with a Twitter (X) account. That became a six-month POP project and the
bringing of charges. Someone on the road just would not have had the time to
research this stuff.

The SRO goes on to say that by monitoring students’ social media, he
is 100 percent successful in identifying crimes committed by students in
the community adjacent to the school (especially those belonging to gangs).
He also mentioned that he maintained an Instagram/Facebook account
with the persona of a young female that allowed him to befriend students
as well as local drug dealers and petty criminals. These Instagram/Facebook
friends were often quick to brag of their illegal exploits, which kept the
officer in the loop of the crimes being perpetrated in the wider community.

A second story illustrates this theme. One afternoon, during the ride
along, the SRO gets a call for service over the radio regarding a robbery
of jewelry (see Table 1 story 2). Instead of heading to the scene of the
crime, the SRO wagered a guess that given the neighborhood and the
known-to-police gang members who lived in that area, the place to go to
was not the crime scene but instead the home of one of the gang mem-
bers. The officer sped over to the gang members family home and parked
his car. He then asked a neighbor if they had seen any youths running
through the area within the last few minutes. The neighbor said yes and
said that several young men had just run through his backyard minutes
ago before running into a garage, pointing as he spoke toward the garage
of the home of the gang member. The SRO then walked over to the garage
and opened it. Inside, the SRO found the gang members with the stolen
jewelry. From the time the call for service came over the police radio to
the time the SRO solved the crime, seven minutes had passed. In the
words of the SRO, “when you have the intel you can do some things
faster and I had that intel on those young people”

At the beginning of another ride along, the SRO received a call from
school personnel to come to the school to talk with a student who was
alleging he had been assaulted the previous evening at a local community
center. The SROs interaction with the student led to a larger investigation
with several plot twists that sent the SRO and the ethnographer on an
investigation throughout the community. It took an entire shift to resolve a
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matter that did not occur in the school. Whereas the student had alleged
they had been assaulted, it turned out that the student had been bullying
children at the local community center and attempting to sell them drugs.
The community center staff did not intervene, leading one child to call their
parent for support. Interviews with the community center staff and several
children who were on the scene determined that this child’s parent had
subsequently showed up at the community center to confront the student/
bully/drug dealer and had shoved the bully to the ground. Armed with this
knowledge, the SRO then went back to see the student/bully/dealer and gave
them a “scared straight” lecture on the consequences of dealing drugs.
Afterwards, the SRO felt that the student was sufficiently anxious about the
potential consequences that they would not be selling drugs in the commu-
nity anymore. From the notes, the following observation captures one day
dedicated entirely to an incident that had occurred the previous night:
Back in the car, SRO officer is somewhat amused by the whole situation. We have
been on the case of the community center fight for most of the afternoon. This is
the kind of activity that is not part of the regular duties, but it seems to come up a

lot — out of the blue stuff that throws a day’s schedule off. It is now the end of the
day and SRO officer has paperwork to do back at the division.

What we observe in these interactions is how the working knowledge
of the school and the neighborhood facilitates the SRO’s ability to act in
a manner that benefits not just the school but the community at large.
By knowing who within the school is likely to commit a crime, the SRO
can either proactively take measures to stop the crime from occurring or
solve problems in the community with a facility that the uniform patrol
officers who are less familiar with the context would not have. Of note,
we speculate that the forms of PV delivered in this case can be considered
both outputs (crimes solved) as well as outcomes (the process of reducing
crime in the area).

Preparing future-ready students

From coding our ethnographic notes, we identified 4 cases in which the
SRO program stakeholders collaborated to prepare future-ready students.
In one extreme example, the SROs go to a school to follow-up on a call
from parents to the school demanding action because their daughter had
been subjected to threats of rape/sexual violence by a fellow student (see
Table 1 story 7). Along with the school principal, the SROs take state-
ments from a male student who witnessed the rape threats. Initially this
student attempts to obfuscate and not provide the details of what he
witnessed. Eventually he capitulates and says that he heard the offending
student say to the girl that he was going to “rape her and make her his
sex slave”. The student’s mother then comes to the school and berates
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her son for hanging around with this person, telling the SROs that her
“son’s friend is a wild kid whose father is away in another country and
whose mother is unable to control the son” The mother then leaves but
not before shaking hands with the SROs and thanking them for their
involvement in this situation. She goes on to mention that she has four
daughters and recognizes the importance of firmly addressing sexual
violence.

The SROs then head over to the perpetrator’s apartment. They first
speak with the perpetrator’s mother who goes to wake up her sleeping
son. Eventually the boy comes into the living room and sits down to talk
with the SROs. He asks the mother to go to her room so that he might
have privacy to speak with the SROs. At first the student refuses to admit
wrongdoing. The officers then say that they have witness statements, and
they will just arrest him on the spot and put him in handcuffs if he does
not tell the truth. They plead with him to be honest with the promise of
leniency. The student then admits having uttered the rape threats and says
he had no idea of the severity of the consequences of his actions. The
SROs propose that he go into the youth diversion program to avoid the
legal system. The student seems satisfied that he is being given a second
chance after having made a terrible mistake. The mother rejoins the con-
versation, but it is clear she has no idea what is going on because of the
language barrier.

On a separate occasion, we observed the case of a troubled student
who presented significant challenges to both the school personnel as well
as the student’s parent (see Table 1 story 11). On this day, the SROs were
summoned twice to address a situation at a school that neither the school
personnel nor the student’s mother could resolve. The student was in
crisis, engaging in a series of violent outbursts in school. The mother had
been called in to help resolve the situation. She arrived reeking of mari-
juana and seemingly “stoned” It did not appear as though she would be
able to resolve the matter. Fortunately, her child (the student in crisis)
had calmed down sufficiently such that he could return to class. We then
left the school and went for lunch at a local pizzeria. Before we could
begin eating our pizza slices, we were summoned back to the school
because the situation had yet again spun out of control. The young student
had fled the school premises and was sitting by the side of a nearby
highway. The fear had been that the student might run into the speeding
traffic and hurt himself. The officers tried valiantly to reason with the
child but to no avail. Eventually, because of the significant threat of self-
harm, the SROs deftly secured the child and pulled him away from the
traffic to then be restrained in handcuffs. From the ethnographic notes,
the following:
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The kid is acting on pure emotion without any context or experience to guide
them...I am watching from the side of the road with the school administrators...The
child’s mum gets out of her car behind us - it reeks of marijuana. Mum is asked if
she had forgotten to give the kid his medication. She first says the kid has been
given medication, then says she cant remember and then finally admits she had
forgotten to give him his medication on three or four occasions...She says that either
she forgets, or the boy forgets to remind her! Mum is not a big help. An ambulance
then shows up to take the kid to the hospital. Mum admits she cannot deal with the
situation. As we leave, the school principal calls to me - be our advocate! We need
SRO programs in all the schools not just the secondary schools.

In this case, the SROs are responding to a situation in an elementary
public school. As the program is constituted, there should only be marginal
interaction between the SROs and elementary school students yet on this
day there are multiple involvements between elementary school students
and staff that ultimately resulted in the need to involve the health care
system. We observe a troubled child in need of help. Whatever interven-
tions are taking place in the home do not seem successful. It may be that
the mother does not typically get “stoned” during the day, but her com-
ments suggest she frequently forgets to give her child their prescribed
medication, suggesting that the mother may need help in helping her
child. That the SROs were summoned to the school on two occasions in
the same day for the same issue would suggest that the school personnel
were unable to aid the student.

On this day, the presence of the SRO allowed the student to get the
medical attention they needed. Furthermore, the pointed plea from the
school principal to the ethnographer suggested desperation. We can jus-
tifiably infer from the principal’s blunt comments that there are other
situations the schools cannot resolve. From the notes, the SRO summarized
the situation with the following: “The value is that we can get this kid
help right now. That we can get him to the hospital and to a doctor” We
observe that the SROs intervention creates the possibility for the child to
get the help they need so that they might proceed in a more positive
direction.

Reducing the likelihood students will experience physical/mental
harm

We observed scenarios in which the actions taken by the SROs reduced
the likelihood of students experiencing harm or injury (n=3). In one
example (see Table 1 story 1), we observed how a community drug dealer
had set up a drug den within six hundred meters of the school’s front
doors. The dealer had found an isolated place behind a building backing
onto a treed area and railway tracks. Fashioning a lean-to structure, the
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dealer stole a set of patio furniture from a nearby home and created a
drug den for the local students.

The SRO had come to know about the drug den because of being
assigned the task of finding the stolen patio furniture, which the resident
had brought to the attention of the staff sergeant at the police division
office. We observed the SRO going to meet with the resident and subse-
quently going through the neighboring treed area to look for the patio
turniture. This led to both the discovery of the furniture as well as the
drug den operation on a day that the drug dealer and their student clients
were present. The drug dealer was arrested on the spot, and found to be
in possession of drugs, $335 in small bills as well as drug paraphernalia
(e.g., a scale and baggies). Two of the students were also arrested because
they had existing drug conditions that prohibited them from being in
possession of drugs.

Immediately upon discovering this operation, the officer made a con-
nection with a social media trend he had seen referring to a place called
The Wall. Students had been posting about meeting friends at The Wall
and the SRO was quickly able to piece together what had been going on.
From the notes, the SRO officer said:

I am on Instagram and Facebook. I maintain a profile as a young female, and I am
able to pick up on certain things because I monitor social media. I did some search-
ing around and found some photos of The Wall. I was able to put together the scene
pretty quickly.

The SRO relates that the students find places where they go to partic-
ipate in illegal activities. It is a constant job to be looking out for these
spots in the areas surrounding the schools. The SRO went on to explain
that his school had a long history of drug problems including several fatal
overdoses. He also observed that the students were crossing the busy
railway tracks to get to the drug den (i.e., The Wall) and that they would
have to traverse these same tracks when impaired to return to the school.
He felt that these actions presented a serious threat to the safety of these
students, pointing out that in the previous school year a student had been
killed by a train crossing those same tracks. By closing the drug den, the
SRO had reduced this risk considerably.

Enhancing the reputation of the police within the community

Over the course of our ride-alongs, we observed two situations in which
the SROs helped community members, thereby enhancing the reputation
of the police within the community. In one instance, the local community
center was hosting a basketball camp for children (see Table 1 story 15).
Having only been able to get six children to sign up for the camp,
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community leaders approached the SROs for help to promote the event.
The SROs sprang into action and were able to get 400 children signed
up. The event was a huge success, and the community leaders were tre-
mendously grateful. As one SRO related:

By partnering with the community leaders, we were able to show that we are more
than just law enforcement. We were also able to bring together many people. That
act of creating community has the knock-on effect of breaking down the feeling of
anonymity that makes crime so easy to commit — we are part of creating commu-
nity. Once you are part of a community, I think there is a social pressure to avoid
crime.

The emphasis on becoming more approachable and presenting another
side of the police service to the public in general and younger people
in particular is an important act that promotes community and engenders
societal cohesion. In the concrete sense, helping community members
with outside school events might help community members to see police
in a more positive light. Whereas interactions with the regular uniform
patrol might be in response to crises and as such generate conflict as
well as strong negative emotions, interactions with SROs offer the oppor-
tunity for community engagement and fun. As one SRO commented,
“Sports is the biggest way to see eye to eye with the people that may
have problems with the police” What this basketball camp demonstrates
is SROs engaging in activities that produced positive feelings about
the police.

It is worth noting that during another ride along two of the SROs
commented about how some students and their families are openly hostile
to police. From the notes, one SRO summarizes the situation at their
school: “I think it comes from the impression that the kids’ families give
to them about police. The police are not well-liked here at High School
X. I mean these kids’ families may actually hate police” If this SRO is
accurate in assessing a strong animus toward police, SRO engagement
such as leading the basketball camp may represent a productive way to
build a positive reputation for the police in the community.

Discussion

This paper set out to examine the PV creation of the SRO program by
employing ethnography. We began this study with the knowledge that the
desired outcome of the investment in the SRO program was to build safer
schools. This form of PV creation featured prominently in our ethnographic
observations, a finding that is not surprising given the fact that there is
a substantive body of empirical literature linking perceptions of school
safety to valued outcomes such as academic achievement (and ultimately
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employment) (Ratner et al., 2006; Ripski & Gregory, 2009; Bowen &
Bowen, 1999).

Gronna and Chin-Chance (1999), for example, found a statistically
significant relationship between increased student learning and higher
levels of safety in schools. Flannery et al. (2004) reports that student
victimization at school negatively impacts students’ abilities to learn in
school. Bowen and Bowen (1999) review of the literature found that one
in four teenagers reported that the threat of violence at school (i.e. an
unsafe school) interfered with teaching effectiveness, and hence their ability
to successfully master the school curriculum.

Other research reaffirms the idea that students’ perception of school
safety positively relates to academic achievement (Ratner et al., 2006;
Ripski & Gregory, 2009), a valued social outcome. Ratner et al. (2006)
found that children reporting they felt safe at school and in their com-
munity performed better on most measures of cognitive and academic
achievement irrespective of their exposure to community violence.
Ratner et al. (2006) research links students’ ability to focus on school
is positively associated with their perceptions of safety which, in turn,
can be linked to an increased likelihood that they will achieve valued
outcomes such as better grades, graduate and obtain meaningful
employment.

There is some support in the literature for the other themes of PV
creation that we observed during the ride alongs. We note, for example,
Meynhardt et al. (2019) study of the organizational PV and organiza-
tional reputation constructs showed that organizational reputation can
either create or destroy PV. As such, we suggest that the reputation
enhancement of the police service, generated as a result of the SRO
program, is a form of PV creation. Similarly, Irfan and Sami (2021)
find a positive correlation between organizational reputation and PV
while Vearrier’s (2019) study of harm reduction interventions concluded
that these initiatives produced value for the public. The other value
themes observed in this study (e.g. developing positive relationships,
building a safer community, preparing future-ready students), have not
received much attention in the research literature, perhaps because
researchers and stakeholders were not aware of these program outputs.
Future research is needed to validate these sources of value in other
contexts.

In this study we explored the utility of using ethnography as a tool to
identify (and perhaps measure) a more comprehensive range of social-con-
structed PV outcomes to include when evaluating the “worth” of a public
program. In the sections below we use the results from this study to
discuss ethnography as a tool for observing PV creation. We then discuss
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the development of a framework which can be used to guide PV mea-
surement efforts.

Ethnography as a tool for observing the creation of public value

Brown et al. (2021) argue that PV research is about recognizing when PV
is created. This study provides support for the idea that ethnography, which
emphasizes in the moment observation as opposed to recall, is ideally
suited to the studying the value creation process. In-situ observation facil-
itates the identification of a more complete (i.e., intended, serendipitous)
set of PV outcomes than perhaps would be identified using other research
methodologies such as surveys which are inflexible, subject to response
bias and typically quantify what the researcher sees as important or inter-
views which are subject to interviewer or social-desirability bias. The fact
that the ethnographic approach taken in this study generated insights about
PV creation that were not identified in previous research on the value of
SRO programs which looked at more narrowly defined program outputs
at a single point in time (i.e., when the program is being evaluated) pro-
vides support for the idea that both researchers and practitioners should
consider using this methodology when evaluating public programs.

In coding the ethnographic notes for stories of PV (see Table 1), we
were able to identify six ways in which the SRO program produces PV.
Of note, all six sources of PV identified using this methodology can be
considered processes (i.e., outcomes) made possible by the design of the
SRO program (i.e., the same two officers work in the same school for a
minimum of two years). As the quote at the beginning of this paper
highlights, the SRO officers are quite different from the regular uniform
patrol officers because they are not arriving on the scene for the first
time but rather have been engaged daily with the students and school
administrators to deliver the SRO program. For this reason, we categorize
their work and the PV that work creates as being processes. The terms
given to these sources of value (i.e., building, developing, preparing,
reducing, enhancing) were selected to reflect our observation that the
sources of value identified using an ethnographic approach represent
on-going processes that build on each other to that “create” value over time.

We see in our vignettes that there are many examples of how being in
situ to observe what was going on gave the researcher a more complete
view of the value delivered by SRO program stakeholders. Recall the case
of the student in crisis, whose mother shows up on scene and emerges
from her car giving off the pungent stench of marijuana. The SRO officer
tells us afterwards that there would be no record of the events of that
day. Even if the officers had submitted a formal police report of this
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encounter, it would not have provided as detailed a description of the
intoxicated mother as that provided by the ethnographer. Returning to
the ethnographic notes for the purposes of coding the data, we were able
to see how the SRO program in this instance was as helpful to the student
as it was to his mother.

The findings from this study also indicate that the outcomes produced
by investment in a public program may provide value beyond what was
intended by the program designers. In this study, the input was the invest-
ment in the SRO program, and the intended output was a safe learning
environment for students (Duxbury & Bennell, 2018). Using an ethno-
graphic approach, we were able to identify the value added to the public
sphere because of the SRO program investment was much more than the
initial planned output. In fact, we identified several unplanned outcomes
(i.e., developing positive relationships, building safer community, preparing
future-ready students, reducing likelihood students will experience physical
and mental harm, enhancing reputation of police in the community) that
also added value to the public sphere. It is probable that these sources of
value would not be captured if the program designed evaluated their
program using more traditional methodologies such as surveys.

Findings from this study suggest the PV being produced through public
investment could be far greater than identified using more traditional eval-
uation techniques. This observation should come as no surprise. As Mazzucato
and Ryan-Collins (2022) note, the study of PV creation is hampered in part
because the value created from public investment tends to occur as outcomes
rather than as outputs; the longer the “value chain’, the more challenging it
is to identify the upstream product resulting from the transformed inputs.

Public value measurement framework

Mazzucato and Ryan-Collins (2022) have argued that PV measurement
gets stuck between approaches that characterize PV as an output and
others characterizing PV as an outcome. Findings from this study provide
several insights that may facilitate PV measurement moving forward. Using
the results from this study in combination with research using various
other research methodologies (Duxbury & Bennell, 2018) we develop a
two-by-two PV Framework (see Exhibit 1) which provides guidance to
researchers and policy makers on how to categorize and subsequently
measure PV. This framework acknowledges two types of PV (the PV
duality if you will): objective PV (typically measured using program out-
puts) and socially constructed PV (often not measured but captured in
this paper as program outcomes). Our framework also recognizes that PV
can be measured using quantitative and/or qualitative research methodol-
ogies. Our framework posits that PV that can be conceptualized as outputs
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that can be measured quantitatively and/or outcomes can be measured
qualitatively (i.e., ethnography, interviewing or focus group results) or
quantitatively and provides suggestions from this research study illustrating
how a study using this framework could be designed.

Exhibit 1. PV measurement framework.

Measurement Objective PV

Socially constructed PV

Quantitative Sources of Value: Outputs

From SRO study: Safer schools, safer
community, future-ready students, a
positive reputation for the policing
organization, healthy students

Across sectors: Benefits to institution(s),
benefits to community/communities,

benefits to stakeholder(s)

Measurement tools: Scales, surveys,
incidents reports, success metrics,

etc.

Hypothetical example from SRO study:
Researchers could have applied
perceived safety scales, community
satisfaction surveys, graduation
rates, etc., to measure value of SRO

program

Hypothetical example from another
sector: Researchers apply client
satisfaction surveys and prevalence
of a health problem to measure the
value of a healthcare investment

Qualitative

Sources of Value: Outcomes

From SRO study: Building safer schools?,
preparing future-ready students®

Across sectors: Benefits to institution(s)

Preparing future-ready stakeholder(s)

Measurement tools: Interviews/focus groups
with key program stakeholders

Example from SRO study: SRO officer tells
researcher that, while not part of his job
description, after work he monitors the social
media accounts of known-to-police gang
members. This has produced insights leading
to larger police investigations and
subsequent charges being brought against
perpetrators.

Hypothetical example from another sector: In a
hospital setting, interviews with frontline
workers (e.g., nurses) generate an
opportunity for improvements that hospital
administrators had not previously considered

Sources of Value: Outcomes

From SRO study: Building safer schools,
developing positive relationships between
police and program stakeholders, building
safer community, preparing future-ready
students, reducing the likelihood of students
causing harm or injury to themselves,
building a positive reputation for the policing
organization

Across sectors: Benefits to institution(s) and
community(ies), benefits to stakeholder(s), a
positive reputation for the organization(s)

Measurement tools: Interviews/focus groups
with key stakeholders, ethnography

Example from SRO study: Researcher observers a
student in need of medical help. In this case
neither the parents or the school
administrators could provide help. SROs
provide guidance and assist child in crisis

Hypothetical example from another sector: In a
hospital setting, ethnographic researcher
observes a lack of soft skills in medical/
nursing staff at a hospital that may be
negatively impacting patient wellbeing

aWe included in this framework only the forms of value identified by Duxbury and Bennell (2018). We do, however,
acknowledge that other forms of value could be identified with a different sample of stakeholders.
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As Exhibit 1 demonstrates, the sources of value identified in this study are
sufficiently generalizable such that the framework can apply to contexts beyond
the SRO program or the domain of public safety. While areas of public invest-
ment in domains such as education, healthcare, infrastructure, sustainability,
and national defence will each need to identify PV outputs and outcomes
specific to their context as well as the program they are evaluating, the approach
taken in this study along with the framework we develop provides them with
suggestions on how this can best be done. Specifically, we point to the need
to recognize that any public program is likely to create objective PV (e.g.
reduced death rate, increased graduation rate) which can be measured quan-
titatively as well PV that is more subjective in nature (e.g., safe school, health
care system improvements, safe community) which with require the use of
quantitative or qualitative measurement tools.

Conclusion

Debates on how scholars should define, classify and measure PV continues
unabated (Van Gestel et al., 2023, Cui & Osborne, 2022) and the mea-
surement of PV remains elusive (Faulkner & Kaufman, 2018). Additionally
there is the question of whether citizens are passive recipients/customers
or co-creators of PV (Lee & Na, 2024). This debate rages in part because
of the conundrum of discovering the value of programs with visible
expenses and less visible outcomes. Broms et al. (2024) study of public
and private long-term care facilities and the value of lower staff turnover
in public care exemplifies a less visible outcome that may have saved lives
during Covid-19. This paper suggests the field might benefit by identifying
PV outcomes to supplement the more readily identifiable outputs that
many program evaluators rely upon. This study also showed that an eth-
nographic approach could help researchers and evaluators to identify these
outcomes as well as unveil elements of value creation not being commu-
nicated. To borrow Schwartz-Shea (2021) phrase, there is value for research-
ers in leaving the ivory tower and going beyond the computer screen.
Finally, findings from this study were used to develop a framework illus-
trating (Exhibit 1) how PV might be measured.

The importance of identifying PV and the subsequent measurement of
PV is not limited to the public sector. Indeed, this approach could be
important across many contexts. Increasingly, private companies are expected
to obtain a social license (SLO) to operate from stakeholders so that they
may continue to conduct their business activities. As Bice and Moffat (2014)
indicate, SLO establishes a company’s legitimacy. A company that can capture
and communicate the PV it creates may achieve a way to obtain legitimacy
and an SLO. With regards to public sector management, public spending
as a percentage of GDP is higher today than at any time* since World War
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2. Public sector management may therefore be interested or even compelled
to generate a more comprehensive understanding of the PV being created
by any public investment. This may be particularly relevant in jurisdictions
beginning austerity programs in response to the significant debt burden
facing governments emerging from the Covid-19 crisis. In the private sector,
there might equally be an interest in linking the PV of an organization’s
output to a brand’s value to consumers.

Limitations and directions for future research

This paper is theoretically framed using research on PV theory. This is
consistent with our conceptualization of PV as the net production of
something of worth or utility. This framing implies that the ideas espoused
in the public values literature (see Bozeman & Jorgensen, 2007) are outside
the scope of this current study. Future research could, however, look at
the feasibility of using an ethnographic approach to the study of public
values, the measurement of which is considered both complex and prob-
lematic (Bozeman & Jorgensen, 2007).

As we indicated in the description of this case study, the SRO program
was and is controversial. There may be nuances such as tensions and
challenges in the stories presented that we do not capture in this paper.
We deemed these tensions and challenges beyond the scope of this inves-
tigation into the PV being created by the SRO program investment.
Nevertheless, the lack of focus on potential tensions and challenges is a
limitation of this paper.

This study focuses on the SRO program as a way of investigating public
investments with visible expenses and less visible (perhaps even invisible)
quantifiable outputs. The approach followed in this study may, therefore,
be less applicable in cases where value is more amenable to other forms
of measurement. This study identifies some utility in employing ethnog-
raphy to first identify and generate a comprehensive list of PV being
created by investing in a specific public program which suggests that this
approach might generate insights in other contexts with other public
investments. We recommend that other researchers consider using this
approach to uncover different types of PV creation provided by public
investments in very different contexts.

In general, ethnographies have limitations that need to be acknowledged.
First, we are limited by researcher reflexivity. Our presence on the scene
might have influenced the actions of our informants. Second, there is the
question of how we are influenced by the informants. We acknowledge
that there is some risk of subjectivity with respect to what is given pri-
macy by the researcher as being of value. From the sensemaking perspec-
tive, the ethnographer is actively authoring the PV that is being created
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or, in the words of Maitlis and Christianson (2014, p. 58), the researcher
who is actively “constructing the very situations they attempt to compre-
hend”. This means that it may be challenging to produce results that are
generalizable (Nixon & Odoyo, 2020), a concern that is partially alleviated
by the theoretically framework for studying PV developed from our find-
ings and the efforts we have taken to reduce researcher bias.

The litany of weaknesses of ethnographic studies do not undermine the
utility of using this methodology to explore a nascent construct. As pre-
viously discussed, there is a methodological fit between ethnographic
approach and the nascent nature of PV research. As O’Flynn (2021) points
out, for the PV field to progress there remains a need for the development
of a stable conceptualization of PV. Fukumoto and Bozeman (2019) concur
and stress the need for the field to overcome the conceptual boundaries.
More research is required so that PV theory might move into what
Edmondson and McManus (2007) term as the intermediate and subsequent
mature phases of theory construction. Future research should include the
application of the ethnographic approach to identifying PV in a variety
of public organizations. This would then allow for comparison and the
potential refining of the PV construct.

Notes

1.  Within the Canadian Criminal Justice System diversion refers to a variety of programs
that seek to avoid the formal processing of a juvenile offender who takes account-
ability by means other than the laying of criminal charges and a trial.

2. https://ourworldindata.org/government-spending.
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Appendix A

An observation guide will need to be developed that will guide the participant observation.
The job shadowing of the activities will be guided by the following questions:

A. Observing SROs at work

1. How do the SROs begin working on the activity? Is there a process?

How much time do they estimate they spent per day/per week/per month on each
activity?

How do the SROs feel about the specific activity?

Do they value that activity?

What sort of value do they put on that activity?

Do they think the activity is useful?

N
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How do they express their thoughts about that activity?

Observing SRO interactions:

Do the students treat them with respect or hostility or ambivalence? Trust or
mistrust?

Do the teachers treat them with respect or hostility or ambivalence? Trust or
mistrust?

Do the support workers in the school treat them with respect or hostility or
ambivalence?

Trust or mistrust?

C.

11.

12.

Observing SROs going about their work activities:

Do they appear to enjoy all activities or just specific activities? Do they appear to
value any activities in particular?

Do the teachers/students/school support workers seem to appreciate what the SROs
are doing? Do these stakeholders value what the SROs are doing?

Tables and exhibit for When value is created but there is no record.
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