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ABSTRACT

In safety issues, the police often deal with a normative side of knowledge. 
They describe an appropriate way of behaviour. However, many stud-
ies analysing safety problems emphasize the importance of contextual 
behaviour.

This article uses the study of safety in Estonia as an example to test a 
framework that helps clarify discovered problems and enhance the qual-
ity of information needed for decision making in policing, in the context 
of complexity and uncertainty. The analytical framework used, which 
was rooted in policy network theory clarified a problem, opened a con-
text, and revealed a lot of hidden data. The revealed games, arenas, and 
networks from the Estonian study are the specific results of this study, 
and proof of the value of the used framework in this analysis. Improved 
quality of the information in using an appropriate tool from outside the 
field of police is the most important and forward-looking outcome of 
this study.
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INTRODUCTION

The police are struggling with various dimensions of complexity starting 
from safety issues (see, e.g., Rittel & Webber, 1973) and policing regard-
ing tasks, public demands, strategies, technology, accountability, and 
resources (see, e.g., Bayley, 2016; Devroe & Terpstra, 2015). Complexity 
as one fundamental characteristic of the social world (see, e.g., Rittel & 
Webber, 1974; Coclin, 2006; Head, 2008) is also one of the main chal-
lenges of contemporary police education (Rogers & Frevel, 2018). In 
terms of complexity, Rittel and Webber (1973) defined wicked prob-
lems as the most challenging problems facing decision-makers. (Ney & 
Verweij, 2015, p. 1679) In order to advance possibilities for understand-
ing a particular safety problem in all its complexity, various analytical 
tools should be tested. 

Since the police are expected to be precise and clearly express their vision 
of safety arrangements, the initial condition and perspective should be 
clarified. For adequate policing, it is unavoidable to be more precise, look 
behind cognition-based data, and (at least) structure discovered prob-
lems concerning complexity. The reason for that is clarified by Robert 
Hoppe (2018, p. 20): “Rather an approximate solution to the right prob-
lem, than a fully elaborated solution to the wrong problem.” Even if 
some precise problem seems to be similar in different places, the level of 
complexity (the nature of a problem) can be different (e.g., see the com-
parison of gun policies on gun violence in the US, Canada, and Australia 
(Newman & Head, 2017)). 

The nature of a problem (simple, complex, or wicked) constrains choices 
for solutions or possibilities for mitigation of a problem. At the same 
time, the understanding of structural dimensions of a problem makes 
further action easier and, more importantly, decreases the chances of 
failure. If the nature of a problem is clarified, the possibility of failure will 
decrease. Although safety is often viewed as a wicked problem (Rittel & 
Webber, 1973; Head, 2008), all the issues of safety may not be wicked. 
Wicked problems cannot be solved but mitigated, which is a critical dif-
ference compared to problems like simple or complex that are solvable. 
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This article asserts that knowledge from studies offering a general view 
or list of safety problems can provide more precise information after fur-
ther analysis. There are possibilities to reveal additional data from these 
analyses to improve the quality of decision making in policing, and, in 
this way, decrease the chance of failure. 

The primary purpose of this research is to test the concept of the policy 
network approach (van Bueren, Klijn, & Koppenjan, 2003) as an ana-
lytical tool to reveal possible hidden information from the study of 
“Estonian’s understanding on safety issues” (Suve, 2016). However, this 
research is not a critique of the examined study or understandings of 
safety issues. Also, an attempt to structure safety issues in the social 
world is a simplification of the latter. For this reason, the concept of the 
policy network approach is only one possible tool for analysis.

Revealed hidden games, arenas, and networks from the Estonian study, 
are the specific results of this study, and proof of the value of the used 
framework in this analysis. The possibility to improve the quality of data 
available in using an appropriate tool is the most important and forward-
looking outcome of this study.

This article consists of five main parts. In the introduction, the research 
problem, argument, and general overview of the research are presented. 
The second part clarifies the background of the study in more detail. In 
the third part, the methods of the study will be presented, and the last 
two parts are dedicated to discussion and conclusions.
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BACKGROUND

THE COMPLEXITY OF SAFETY PROBLEMS.

Why is the question of complexity crucial for policing? There are many 
reasons for that, but defining the right problem and understanding the 
nature of the problem (simple, complex, wicked) are crucial factors that 
decrease the possibility of failure. 

Police leaders dealing with contemporary safety issues face at least two 
different kinds of uncertainties: about the content (what is the actual 
problem?) and a process (how to deal with the problem?) (see, e.g., 
Koppenjan & Klijn, 2004). Without a context, it is worthless to try to 
align these uncertainties according to importance, but structuring a 
problem clarifies the context. In this article, the structure of a problem 
is in focus. Trying to solve an unsolvable problem, is not only ineffec-
tive, but possibly a stimulus for other problems. Wickedness (see Rittel 
& Webber, 1973) can be recognised as one of many characteristics of the 
contemporary world.

In social science, the term “wicked problem” gets increasing attention in 
many fields like public policy (e.g., Ferlie, Fitzgerald, McGivern, Dopson, 
& Bennett, 2011; Head & Alford, 2015); management (e.g., Camillus, 
2008; Grint, 2010), and network governance (e.g., Van Bueren, Klijn, & 
Koppenjan, 2003; Weber & Khademian, 2008) to mention only some 
samples. Safety (with its derivates) is one often-cited example of wicked 
problems. (See, e.g. Rittel & Webber, 1973; Conklin, 2001; Head, 2008; 
Camillus, 2008) 

Although safety problems are often used as an example of wicked prob-
lems, the concept is underestimated and rarely discussed in the literature 
of policing (see table 1 below). Filling this gap performs many advan-
tages. Clarity of a problem and the context are crucial factors in deci-
sion making. For that reason, it is useful to introduce possibilities and 
approaches from outside the regular field of policing like criminology or 
police science.
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In order to understand the field of overlapping and mixed problems, a 
problem itself should be spread out as clearly as possible. It could be use-
ful to nail the practice of looking for lenses from other disciplines. 

Even if the rhetoric about safety issues may present something else, it is 
common to take crime statistics as a starting point to value the police. 
For the police, the crime statistic often appears as a primary source for 
planning daily work. Since the quantitative data seams simpler to read 
compared to more abstract and vague understandings of citizens, it may 
appear as an explanation for this action. However, it does not have to be 
like this. Presenting citizens’ understandings more analytically makes 
the information more readable and understandable.

POLITICAL SCIENCE MEETS POLICING.

Different views on safety problems, as well as solutions, is a well-known 
fact. The question is, how these different views can lead to a more com-
prehensive understanding of a particular problem? This question leads to 
disciplines like political science and governance, which have long tradi-
tions in dealing with complex and wicked issues in society. People are 
the essential source of knowledge in safety arrangements, and therefore 
it is vital to know their position and understanding about an issue. It is 
necessary to use various analytical lenses to “read” data more compre-
hensively and discover potentially hidden fields and layers that may have 
valuable knowledge to enhance the quality of policing.

From the point of epistemology, in dealing with wicked problems, the 
positivist approach is not sufficient. Approaches like interpretivism or 
constructivism offer extra possibilities in describing and explaining 
problems in the social world. For these reasons, it is useful to be informed 
about discussions on wickedness, include the knowledge into conversa-
tions about safety in the field of policing, as well as to police vocabu-
lary. The concept of wicked problems in social sciences is known already 
for more than forty years and has a direct link to policing. Problems of 
safety are never the same and should be carefully studied before solv-
ing them. It is difficult even to imagine a problem of safety that could 
be solved solely by a single actor (like the police), and - like Loader and 
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Walker (2007, p. 2) famously stated -, “writing about contemporary secu-
rity requires one to come to terms with much more than the nation-state 
and its police, military and cognate security operatives”. In police stud-
ies, this kind of research design is seldom-used. 

For the reasons described above and having an ambitious purpose for 
more comprehensive knowledge of safety for the sake of the development 
of policing, it is useful to look at some other fields that have advanced 
knowledge in these issues. Political science has long traditions in deal-
ing with complex and multidimensional problems that penetrate all of 
society. Since safety problems are often linked to various disciplines (e.g., 
education, planning, law, psychology) at various levels (e.g., individual, 
group, society), the networked nature of the topic is a vital characteristic 
to keep in mind. The dubious and networked context is also the reason 
to look towards the more experienced field in dealing with wicked prob-
lems from a network perspective. In this article, the analytical framework 
offered by van Bueren, Klijn, and Koppenjan (Van Bueren et al., 2003) 
will be presented as one possible tool and will be tested on the Estonian 
case. In 2016 the Estonian Police and Border Guard Board carried out the 
study (Suve, 2016) with a purpose to identify how the questions of safety 
are understood by different domains (education, safety, local municipal-
ity, public service, third sector, media) and regions (five of fifteen coun-
ties were examined). In this article, the results of this qualitative study 
will be analysed by using the above stated analytical framework, which 
is specially designed to analyse complex and uncertain problems. The 
framework offers the concept to identify policy games (series of inter-
actions between actors), arenas (places where specific groups of actors 
interact on an issue), and networks (collection of stable relations among 
mutually dependent actors). (Van Bueren et al., 2003, p. 195)
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LITERATURE REVIEW

Extensive use of the idea of wicked problems within various disciplines 
is presented above, and there is no need to repeat it here. In this section, 
the appearance of the term “wicked problem” in police literature is under 
closer examination. The frequency of using the term “wicked problem” 
does not characterise the actual approaching of wicked problems in a 
particular field. However, it may characterise the embeddedness of some 
knowledge from fields related to the term. For example, if the term is 
rarely used in the field of the police, it does not mean that the police 
literature is covering only simple or complex (or tame) problems and not 
dealing with wicked problems. Still, it does indicate the lack of use of 
the terminology that is familiar to some other field that has a broader 
audience and better potential, capabilities, or traditions in developing 
this particular topic. The field of police is narrow and holds less “man-
power” (i.e., capabilities) compared to many other fields like political sci-
ence, management, or even criminology. For these reasons, learning and 
using knowledge from other disciplines is crucial for the police. Since 
the police are only one of many players in the field of safety, it is an excel-
lent example to characterise the interdisciplinary ethos enclosing the 
police. However, this particular ethos refers to the mindset necessary in 
policing (e.g., focus on cooperation and networks).

The wicked problem as a concept has been developed in a variety of 
studies starting from the 1970s across several scholarly disciplines (e.g., 
public management and governance, climate change response policy, 
health care policy and programs, urban and regional planning, business 
management (see Head & Alford, 2015, pp. 715-716). Although the prob-
lems of general safety, as well as any particular problem of safety, are 
widely recognised as wicked problems, the topic is rarely used in police 
literature. For example, a search for the term wicked problem in police 
journals indexed on Web of Science (WoS) and Scopus, is represented 
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in Table 11. The results presented, quite explicitly visualise the use of the 
term in the field of policing. 

TABLE 1. The search results for the term wicked problem from Google Scholar and police 
journals.

Title of journal Search from Google 
Scholar published in 
the journal with all 

of the words: wicked 
problem

Search from the 
homepage of 

the journal from 
“anywhere”

Policing & Society 12 13

Police Quarterly 4 4

Policing: An International Journal of Police 
Strategies & Management

5 4

Police Practice and Research 5 6

Policing: a Journal of Policy and Practice 9 10

Journal of Police and Criminal Psychology 2 2

Journal of Policing, Intelligence and Counter 
Terrorism

0 1

Source: Google Scholar; the homepages of police journals: Policing and Society. An International Journal of Research and 
Policy; Police Quarterly; Policing: An International Journal of Police Strategies & Management; Police Practice and Research; 
Policing: a Journal of Policy and Practice; Journal of Police and Criminal Psychology; Journal of Policing, Intelligence and 
Counter Terrorism.

Although the concept of a wicked problem - as it is mostly known today 
- was introduced more than forty years ago (see Rittel & Webber, 1973), 
its importance in dealing with complex social issues is still rising and 
continually gets attention in various fields (see Head, 2018). This article 
contributes to boosting the discussion related to wicked problems in the 
field of policing. 

Rittel and Webber (1973) coined the term “wicked” as a label for the most 
challenging problems facing decision-makers. (Ney & Verweij, 2015, p. 
1679) In the seminal article (Rittel & Webber, 1973), the authors charac-
terised wicked problems as follows:

1  The reason for using WoS and Scopus as sources for data is simple: these databases cover an 
influential and extensive number of sources from academic journals. The indexing system 
is important since the data selected for an academic study should be comparable at least 
at some level, and WoS and Scopus satisfy these conditions. (See e.g. Meho & Yang, 2007; 
Aghaei Chadegani et al., 2013)
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• There is no definitive formulation of a wicked problem.

• Wicked problems have no stopping rule.

• Solutions to wicked problems are not true-or-false, but good-or-bad.

• There is no immediate and no ultimate test of a solution to a wicked 
problem.

• Every solution to a wicked problem is a ‘one-shot operation’; because 
there is no opportunity to learn by trial-and-error, every attempt 
counts significantly.

• Wicked problems do not have an enumerable (or an exhaustively 
describable) set of potential solutions, nor is there a well-described 
set of permissible operations that may be incorporated into the plan.

• Every wicked problem is essentially unique.

• Every wicked problem can be considered to be a symptom of another 
problem.

• The existence of a discrepancy representing a wicked problem can be 
explained in numerous ways. The choice of explanation determines 
the nature of the problem’s resolution. 

• The planner has no right to be wrong.

Since the idea about wicked problems developed in the literature of plan-
ning (Peters, 2017, p. 387), it is from that point closely related to the police 
as one of the most experienced and professional planners and decision-
makers on safety issues.

The way how police are organised has a remarkable impact on police 
behavior (see, e.g., Cordner, 2016). For this reason, the following organ-
isational aspects are emphasized. From an organisational perspective, 
the term wicked problem has got much attention. The ideas elaborated 
by Keith Grint (2005) are widely known and complementary to the 
ideas of this article. Grint conceptualised a hierarchy of problems in 
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organisational settings and developed a typology of problems, power, 
and authority. Increasing uncertainty about a solution to a problem (the 
level of wickedness) is related to the requirement for collaborative resolu-
tions. (Grint, 2005, p. 1477) The latter is useful knowledge in managing 
every organisation, but certainly has excellent value for the police who 
are always dealing with various kinds of problems with different com-
plexity. “Successful problem solving requires finding the right solution 
to the right problem. We fail more often because we solve the wrong 
problem than because we get the wrong solution to the right problem.” 
(Ackoff, 1974)
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METHODS

Networks are a part of our everyday life, but not only. Together with hier-
archy and market, the networks can be seen as a particular mental frame 
of seeing the world. (See, e.g., Meuleman, 2008) Hence, tools designed to 
analyse networks could be an adequate choice. It does not mean that in a 
networked society, all problems should be handled through the lenses of 
the network mindset. However, there are many of these which are worth 
a try. 

Safety is a concept penetrating all (networked) society, and often it is 
difficult to recognise a particular problem and even associates. These are 
interrelated concepts, which makes all the situations even more com-
plicated. Thus, defining a problem as well as associates, are both critical 
concerning the solution. It would be useless to collect or focus on more 
extensive knowledge without knowing what the problem is. For deciding 
or choosing what the problem is - since often there are several possibili-
ties to frame the problem -, available information should be elaborated as 
much as possible. The latter is the challenge of this article. 

In dealing with wicked problems, we first should admit the relational 
nature of social reality. (See e.g., Emirbayer, 1997) Without falling into 
details regarding relational sociology, it is an overall consensus that 
social facts are socially constructed. Aaro Toomela (2016, p. 519) stated: 
“We know that the very same element has a different quality in differ-
ent structures, and with combining diverse elements into the whole, the 
qualities of the whole will change.” So, the new or changing relations are 
the causes of change, not entities or facts per se. And from the perspec-
tive of safety as a wicked problem, we should keep in mind that “a cha-
otic social system may appear completely random, but there is always an 
underlying and generative (real) unplanned order, deeper mechanisms, 
and hidden figurations (patterns, rules, or norms), which are patiently 
waiting to be discovered and uncovered […]”. (Tsekeris, 2013, p. 102) 

Erik Hans Klijn’s and Joop Koppenjan’s contribution to the research 
of policy network governance is an acknowledged fact. Together with 
Ellen van Bueren, they published (2003) an article dealing with wicked 
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problems in networks and elaborated on the idea that offers one possible 
solution to the previously stated problem: how to reveal “hidden figura-
tions.” Regarding this article, the proposed framework will be tested with 
the purpose of finding out what are these hidden patterns or structures 
attendant to particular safety problems (see the case of Estonia below). 

There are three central concepts of policy network analysis (van Bueren, 
Klijn, & Koppenjan, 2003): 

1. Games (a series of interactions between actors that focus on influ-
encing problem formulations, solutions, and procedures regarding an 
approach to a particular policy issue).

2. Arenas (places where specific groups of actors interact on a matter 
and make choices on specific aspects of the issue).

3. Networks (connection of stable relations among mutually dependent 
actors). 

Networks and arenas are not separated, and policy games can occur in 
a single arena, but often, it is more complicated. In a policy game, four 
clusters can be distinguished. (1) Social causes are about the nature of 
an interaction; is it sufficient for tackling the problem, or new linkages 
are needed. (2) Cognitive causes are about perceptions and knowledge; 
what are the possible threats that may result from ‘dialogues of the deaf ’. 
(3) Institutional causes are about supportive and facilitative institutions 
that actors can share (e.g., rules, values, relations, shared languages). 
(4) Network management concerns strategies or techniques to ensure a 
working network (e.g., how to reach agreements between parties involved 
in a policy game). (Van Bueren, Klijn, & Koppenjan, 2003: 195-197)

From that point, the next part will focus mainly on two general tasks:

1. What is known:

• What are the three main games (=safety issues) revealed in the 
Estonian case?

• What arenas were identified in every ‘game’?
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• What evidence about possible networks revealed?

2. What is unknown: what is unstated (hidden), but useful knowledge 
that was revealed in exercising the framework. 

Before turning to the discussion of the Estonian case, two particular 
factors should be highlighted. First, one characteristic of wickedness is 
person-dependence. It means that even if there is an agreement about 
a problem, views for solutions may still differ to a great extent. For that 
reason, the opinion of citizens is essential and should be as precise as 
possible. Second, problems that initially look similar may have different 
levels of complexity (see, e.g., the example of gun violence in the US, 
Canada, and Australia (Newman & Head, 2017)).
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DISCUSSION

Testing the network analysis tool on the Estonian case.

The Estonian police from the perspective of the organisation and its 
tasks is a poorly studied matter. Only lately, have studies been carried 
out and published in scientific journals. (See e.g., Suve, 2014; Suve, Selg, 
& Sootla, 2015; Suve, Selg, & Sootla, 2016; Suve, 2017) 

An example for this article is the latest analysis (Suve, 2016) and one 
that tries to engage important players from various domains and regions 
in the Estonian field of safety to find out their perceptions of safety 
problems. 

Estonia has 15 counties, and five of them were selected for analysis. The 
counties are divided into municipalities that have significant autonomy 
to organise the life of its inhabitants. The purpose of the selection, was to 
encompass knowledge and experiences from perspectives that have a sig-
nificant impact on social life: size of the district (big (e.g. Harju county) 
and (small e.g., Saare county); seasonal effects (e.g., Pärnu county as the 
‘summer capital’ and Tartu county as a university town); and cultural 
factors (e.g, Ida-Viru county as a mainly Russian speaking community, 
and Saare county as an island separated from possibilities that are natu-
ral for citizens on the mainland).

Since there is no existing list of domains that influence safety, and to 
focus on safety in Estonia at the municipal level, the following domains 
were selected into the analysis:

• The business sector: four representatives of companies from every 
county. Two of them from service and two from the production 
industry.

• The non-profit-making sector: one representative from a youth 
organisation, one from an elderly organisation and one from a free 
time organisation from every county.
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• The educational sector: from every county one representative from a 
high-school, one from a vocational school and one from a university 
(since in Pärnu, Saare, and Ida-Viru county there are no universities, 
but colleges, the latter was selected for the analysis).

• The criminal justice system: one lawyer, one representative of a pros-
ecutor’s office, chief of police, and one judge were selected.

• The public sector: two representatives from public sector organisa-
tions in every county were selected.

• The media: from every county one representative from the ‘written 
media’ and one from visual media were selected;

• Local government: a county governor and two municipalities (the 
biggest and a small) from every county were selected.

Document analysis and semi-structured interviews were the methods 
used in the study. One hundred and one interviews were conducted in 
total, and qualitative analysis methods were used. Since the interviewees 
were the leaders of organisations selected for the analysis, the study can 
be understood as an elite study (in a sense that it grasps people from 
positions of high responsibility who have a significant influence on social 
life). The purpose of the latter was to embrace highly influential people 
from various fields to understand opinions and needs that have a sub-
stantial impact on safety arrangements. (Suve, 2016: 6) This sample may 
also be one of the implications since it grasps people mainly with higher 
education, and neglects “ordinary” people. However, the latter does not 
have any impact on this research.

FINDING GAMES, ARENAS, AND NETWORKS.

For a better comprehension of the discussion below, some additional 
descriptive remarks are vital to emphasize. The question about safety 
was formulated as follows: What is the most outstanding problem of 
safety (in 2016)? The following three general safety issues (=games) were 
identified. The first and most important safety issue for interviewees can 
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be defined as “an external enemy.” The latter had two distinct character-
istics: (1) fear about the independence of the state, and (2) vague anxiety 
regarding immigration and terrorism. The concern related to national 
security is biased more towards the sphere of security (i.e., has a more 
state-level character). In Estonian, there are words “turvalisus” and “jul-
geolek”. The former is used most often and in a broader sense, and fre-
quently includes both, safety (e.g., crimes, well-being) and security (e.g., 
independence of the country). The latter (julgeolek) is mainly used in 
the context of violent threats to the country (e.g., war). Although the 
line between safety and security is blurred in many disciplines, in the 
Estonian term “safety” is mostly used to describe topics related to the 
police, while “security” is where the military is under discussion.

TABLE 2. The wickedness of the safety issues (games) in Estonia 2016

Terrorism and the 
problems related to 

refugees

Social problems 
related to urban-
isation, poverty, 

unemployment, and 
education

Crimes and safety in 
traffic

A definitive 
formulation

No single definition No single definition No single definition

An adequate stop-
ping rule

No No No

Solution: true-or-
false or good-or-bad

Good-or-bad Good-or-bad Good-or-bad

Immediate or 
ultimate test of a 
solution

No No No

Possibility for 
trial-and-error

No No No

An enumerable (or 
an exhaustively 
describable) set of 
potential solutions

No No No

The uniqueness Always unique, and 
renewing

Constantly renewing Ever-changing

Possible symptoms 
of another problem

Segregation, ex-
cluded groups

Problems of eco-
nomic and/or social 

policy

Distrust, inequality

A discrepancy repre-
senting a problem

E.g. local/global E.g. liberal / conser-
vative perspective

E.g. responsibility of 
the state or citizens

The implications of a 
mistake in planning

May be catastrophic 
for a nation

Huge impact on a 
state’s development

Distrust in society

Source: the author, based on the principles of Rittel & Webber (1973).
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Terrorism and the questions related to migration constitute the first 
group. Problems related to international relations were kept out of the 
analysis (e.g., Brexit, the war in Ukraine). Social problems related to 
urbanisation, poverty, unemployment, and education constitute the sec-
ond group of safety issues affecting the interviewees. The third group 
consists of criminality and safety in traffic, are these concerns that tra-
ditionally belong to the sphere of safety (regarding the police and law 
enforcement), and were also denoted as an outstanding problem of safety. 

Also, the wickedness of the safety issues (games) should be identified 
since the framework proposed is designed primarily to analyse wicked 
problems. Without going into detail, the wickedness of the “games” 
seems to be beyond doubt (see Table 2 below). Because of the limits and 
the purpose of this article, the detailed assessment of wickedness is not 
possible or necessary. 

The next step for further analysis is to specify the safety issues in order 
to reveal what was said. The study of safety in Estonia had a specific aim 
related to safety issues: discover the main problems of safety from the 
perspective of people whose opinions have a significant impact on social 
life. It was not designed because of the analytical framework used in this 
article. For that reason, the study is suitable for this analysis. 

The topics of semi-structured interviews were the following: has safety in 
Estonia changed (since 1991) or how has it changed, and what might be 
the reasons for that?; What may be the most significant problems related 
to safety in 3-5 years?; How has the function of the police changed (since 
1991)?; And, from the perspective of safety, what expectations do you 
have of police leaders and/or politicians? It is appropriate to emphasize 
the general opinion concerning the situation of safety in Estonia in 2016: 
Estonia is a safe place to live, was the general assumption of interviewees. 
(Suve, 2016, p. 15)
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TABLE 3. The three main problems of safety through the eyes of interviewees

THE THREE MAIN SAFETY ISSUES (GAMES) IN ESTONIA 2016

Terrorism and the 
problems related to 
refugees.

Social problems 
related to urban-
isation, poverty, 
unemployment, and 
education.

Crimes and safety in 
traffic.

Social causes 
(the nature of 
interaction)

A branch and organisation based rigid budgeting system together 
with public-private separation were highlighted as the main sources 
supporting fragmented governance, and were identified as an ob-
stacle to closer cooperation.

The fear related to 
immigration, was put 
into highest place 
only by respon-
dents from the field 
of municipalities. 
Representatives from 
other fields did not 
see the question as 
the most important.

Urbanisation leads 
the way to a widen-
ing gap between 
people due to un-
equal availability in 
various domains. 
An unfortunate inte-
gration policy ampli-
fies communication 
problems between 
different national 
groups.

Media and the 
people - in the case 
of traffic safety, 
there is dissatisfac-
tion with the amount 
of negative informa-
tion provided by the 
media.

Cognitive causes 
(perceptions and 
knowledge)

People have a need 
for an expert opinion 
which would help to 
orient a huge amount 
of information and 
avoid ‘dialogues of 
the deaf’.

Respondents from 
different age groups 
and with differ-
ent educational 
backgrounds rate the 
importance of social 
problems differ-
ently by emphasizing 
different aspects 
of social problems 
(e.g. people having 
a lower secondary 
education or second-
ary education did 
not put the social 
problems in a high 
position within 
safety problems).

People from differ-
ent educational as 
well as age groups 
are often in different 
positions about the 
penal policy - the 
question is about the 
harsh or soft penal 
policy.

Institutional causes 
(supportive and 
facilitative institu-
tions that actors can 
share)

A fear and being in the dark concerning the effects of the forthcom-
ing municipal reform in Estonia, but also with the impact of Brexit, 
were factors that influenced people’s opinion about the uncertain 
institutional environment through the interviews.
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Traditional actors (from the Estonian point of view) in the field of 
safety like the police, municipalities, and private security companies 
were mainly seen as separate and fragmented. The monopoly of the 
knowledge of safety was often associated with the police, and for 
this reason, other actors were not seen as trustful.

A low level of professionalism in (safety) governance on different 
levels (e.g. ministries, boards) with low ambitions and ambiguous or 
unstated purposes causes distrust and complications in knowledge 
sharing.

Diverse language 
groups (e.g. Russians) 
with poor knowledge 
of Estonian reduce 
(1) possibilities for  
cooperation and (2) 
for actual participa-
tion in the (market) 
competition.

Network manage-
ment factors (strate-
gies or techniques)

The changing role of the police from a police force to a strategic and 
equal partner in the field of safety raised a question and emphasized 
the importance of an ability of local municipalities and other actors 
in managing and participating in safety networks.

The increasing gap between the state and the people, and the lack 
of using techniques of deliberative democracy were often the pro-
nounced aspects from the perspective of the coherent management 
of safety issues.

Source: the author, based on the principles of van Bueren, Klijn, & Koppenjan (2003). 

The issues described in Table 3 above indicate that the question of safety 
is not defined through criminality, but has a broader character, and from 
that point supports the term used in this article. The results affirm the 
general understanding that criminality is not the case for most people in 
Estonia. In autumn 2016, only 3% of Estonian people stated that crimi-
nality is the most critical issue for the state. The most important topics 
were health- and social policy (41%), the economy (33%), and unemploy-
ment (24%). From the perspective of this article, it is also important to 
mention that problems related to immigration also have a significant 
influence on people (19%). (Ahven et al., 2017, p. 16) For a better under-
standing of the Estonian context, and particularly from the point of the 
most crucial safety issue (terrorism and problems related to refugees) it 
is fruitful to notice that at the time of writing this article, Estonia has 
not witnessed any terrorist attack in a sense we know from the USA, 
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London, or Paris. A similar situation may be identified related to the 
question of refugees - between 1997-2016, Estonia gave a status of refu-
gee to 175 people. (MTÜ Eesti Pagulasabi / Estonian Refugee Council, 
2017) Although the total number does not appear to be a problem from 
the perspective of many other countries (e.g., Italy, Germany, France, or 
Greece), in Estonia, it is a debatable matter of public opinion. It is com-
plicated to mark the only reason for the latter, but the close history of 
(occupied) Estonia hides probably some causes for that.

 TABLE 4. Identified arenas and networks. 

THE THREE MAIN SAFETY ISSUES (GAMES) IN ESTONIA 2016

Terrorism and the 
problems related to 
refugees.

Social problems re-
lated to urbanisation, 
poverty, unemploy-
ment, and education.

Crimes and safety in 
traffic.

Identified arenas Nation states and in-
ternational alliances 
(e.g. EU, Interpol)

EU, the Estonian 
government (incl. the 
Parliament), county-
level municipal 
governance.

International level 
(e.g. organised crime 
and drug problems, 
political decisions 
like Merkel’s wel-
come policy); the 
Estonian government 
and governmental 
agencies (e.g. the 
police) and other 
organisations (incl. 
public as well private, 
but also local govern-
ment agencies).

Mentioned networks Networks related 
to safety (e.g. the 
police) and economy 
(e.g. international 
organisations like the 
IMF or EU, and deci-
sions of the State on 
a liberal or conserva-
tive scale)

Networks (mainly 
international) related 
to the economy, but 
also state level social 
policy and economic 
decisions related to 
the budgeting of lo-
cal governments

Networks related 
to legal systems 
(e.g. the police, 
prosecutors office, 
and courts) and par-
ticular environmen-
tal aspects (e.g. road 
services, security 
companies, drug- 
and alcohol policy)

Source: the author, based on the principles of van Bueren, Klijn, & Koppenjan (2003).

 In order to test and demonstrate the framework, a comprehensive analy-
sis of a particular game, arena, and network is not necessary. However, in 
order to clarify the context, some remarks about the arenas and networks 
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described in table 4 above will still be presented. One, and probably the 
most crucial comment concerns the levels of arenas. The interviewees 
gave little or no importance to the micro (a person) level in describing 
safety problems. A similar trend appeared in analysing the network per-
spective: the attribute-based perspective dominated over an individual-
based perspective. The latter means that causes of problems were often 
seen as rooted in some institutions (e.g., economy) or organisation (e.g., 
EU) instead of having a relational nature (especially from the individual 
perspective). (See e.g., Marin & Wellman, 2011)

It can be summarised that the problems, sources of the problems, as well 
as solutions, are mainly related to “others” than oneself. Discussions 
often stop at the level of group or organisation or in some other fields or 
domains.
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CONCLUSIONS

Even with all of these challenges, quality policing is crucial. The concept 
of a policy network approach has been proved in other fields, and now 
it’s great potential in policing has been revealed. It is vital to have a tool 
with the capacity to get more from the data already gathered. The benefit 
of this research is not related only to the particular results of the analy-
sis. The research lays out the strength of interdisciplinary thinking and 
in this way, encourages people from the field of safety to look at and test 
tools from other disciplines. 

However, the results of this research are impressive. The used framework 
clarified problems as well as opened a context, which could be reported 
as an instrumental result of this study. The possibility to improve the 
quality of information dramatically in using an appropriate tool from 
outside the field of police is the most important and forward-looking 
outcome of this study. From that point, it may raise a question for police 
education as well as management. Quality of information for decision 
making in the context of overall complexity is crucial. The idea and habit 
of looking for tools outside of a particular field is the necessary precondi-
tion for successful policing. Interdisciplinarity is not a buzzword, but has 
a profound idea behind it. For these reasons, it is useful to be aware of 
discussions in related fields.

The police are a crucial player in the field of safety and are often expected 
to say how things should be. The use of the analytical framework pre-
sented by van Bueren, Klijn, and Koppenjan (Van Bueren et al., 2003) 
offers an inspiring example and valuable knowledge for the future. 

Although three main safety problems in Estonia were highlighted, ter-
rorism is the one that is the most significant. It is useful to stress that 
until this study, not a single terrorist act has been carried out in Estonia. 
Despite that, terrorism was the most critical problem of safety, accord-
ing to the study. It is an excellent example to illustrate the potential 
of the proposed framework of analysis. Moreover, terrorism as a con-
cept is often recognised as a wicked problem. (See e.g. Horn & Weber, 
2007; Camillus, 2008; Weber & Khademian, 2008; Ranstorp, 2009) In 
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this article, terrorism was handled as a criminal threat, not as a mili-
tary act. Although in the literature on terrorism there is not a consensus 
between the two, the former is more understandable for the police audi-
ence. However, terrorism and the case of Estonia are only examples of 
the introduced framework.

More profound studies from several cases and using different data is 
needed. In this article, the example is limited to arenas and networks. 
However, from the perspective of crime prevention, terrorism has its roots 
in a community - the terrorists are humans, not some abstract entities. 
The analysis revealed a trend to think that there are ‘others’ like institu-
tions or policies that have a close and responsible connection to safety. The 
micro-level (individual) got almost no attention. From the point of safety 
arrangements and policing, this is probably the most valuable knowledge 
of this article: it is easy to stick to the inappropriate level of a problem or 
wrong (visible) problem, which was the apparent threat that arises from the 
Estonian case. The problem of terrorism was handled only at the interna-
tional or state level. Both are important in the sense of cooperation, infor-
mation sharing, or setting the normative and moral context. However, the 
international and state-level mechanisms can be applied only by and to the 
people. Concerning networks, a similar gap can be recognised. Terrorism 
remained handled mainly as problem-related domain like safety and the 
economy (as attributes!). Both mentioned are essential, but not nearly 
all that influence terrorism. Domains like social policy (e.g., subsidy, job 
market), inequality (e.g., tolerance), city planning (e.g., segregation), local 
policy (e.g., inclusion-exclusion dilemma) also have influence on how local 
people or immigrants may feel themselves. 

Since the article was limited to only one case study and a single type of 
data, further studies are needed to test and advance the framework of 
network analysis in the field of policing. It would also be useful to test 
some combinations of tools for more detailed results for policing, police 
education, or organisational design.
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