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The world is brimming with indicators of justice and safety. 
From statistics on recorded crime and rates of victimization, to 
estimates of the global burden of armed violence, and 
compound indices of governance and the rule of law, national 
governments, civil society organizations, and development 
agencies are busily charting the world of justice and safety. 
Some indicators are conceived in London, Geneva, Paris, and 
New York, and radiate outward. A small but growing number 
of indicators are born in the developing world. Since 2009, 
with funding from the United Kingdom’s Department for 
International Development, (DFID), the Program in Criminal 
Justice Policy and Management (PCJ) at Harvard Kennedy 
School has been supporting state officials and civil society 
organizations in Jamaica, Sierra Leone, and Nigeria to develop 
and use their own indicators to spark, reinforce, and 
communicate progress toward strategic goals in justice and 
safety. In 2010 the PCJ began collaborating with officials in 
Papua New Guinea (PNG), extending existing efforts in the law 
and justice sector funded by the Australian Government Aid 
Program (AusAID). In 2011 the PCJ began working with 
government officials in Bangladesh, and the following year, in 
2012, the project added Ethiopia.  

The aim of the project is to equip government and civil society 
organizations with the skills and experience to design their 
own indicators, routinely assess those indicators, and use 
them to drive meaningful reform in the justice sector. Building 
this capacity is a long-term undertaking, for the desire for 
indicators and the skill in their construction must permeate the 
organizational culture in governmental and non‐governmental 

bodies.  It is also a fluid process: indicators serve ambitions, 
policies, governments, and staffs that inevitably change over 
time. The prototype indicators developed in this project are 
different from the indicators in international systems created 
in the Global North for use in the Global South. They start by 
finding successes, however modest, and strengthen norms 
and standards that emerge in the course of reviewing local 
practices. They also perform different kinds of development 
work: They support domestic ambitions for justice and safety, 
reinforce management operations in government, and align 
the work of individual agencies with sector-wide goals. At the 
same time these and other examples of country-led indicator 
development complement the growing number of globally 
conceived indicator projects by grounding the measurement 
culture of international development in local customs, and by 
articulating domestic sources of legitimacy for the standards 
implicit in the norms in global indicator projects. 

 

Introduction 

Development agencies often encourage 

experimentation and innovation within the lives of 

individual development programs, believing that 

‘what works’ may not be fully known at the outset of 

a project. The UK Department for International 

Development (DFID), for example, embraces the 

‘design and implement’ model as a way of 

incorporating structured experimentation:  An initial 

period of time is spent conducting an assessment or 

“scan,” followed by the “piloting” or “testing” of small 

scale interventions that may corroborate or refute 

beliefs about what seem like promising ways to 

improve some aspect of governance and human 

welfare.1 

 

Academic researchers share an interest in 

experimentation, and not just for the purposes of 

separating “what works” from what does not. Lant 

Pritchett and his colleagues at the Harvard Kennedy 

School, for example, treat the creation of “design 

space” for development projects as more than just a 

means to better or more certain ends.  Creating 

design space, they argue, is an end of development 

itself, not merely a prolog to development. Change 

and choice in the course of development is itself good 

governance, and a scarce public good.  

                                                 
1
 For a discussion of structured experimentation as well as just 

“tinkering” in DFID programming, see L. Denney and P. 
Domingo (2014) “Security and justice reform: overhauling and 
tinkering with current programming approaches” ODI Report, 
at p8. http://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/odi-
assets/publications-opinion-files/8895.pdf 
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“Crawling the design space,” they write, “should be a 

development objective that is rewarded.”2 

Government agencies all over the world crave this 

kind of “design space,” too. They may not use this 

particular phrase or describe their needs so 

explicitly, but public officials everywhere seek room 

to try out new things and learn lessons in the 

process. The “space” available for such 

experimentation in government is scarce, however.  

Public officials do not want others to notice the 

missteps and mistakes that are the core of 

experimentation and most potent sources of 

learning. Genuine experimentation also requires 

admitting that you are uncertain now about what is a 

good thing to do next.  An admission like that can be 

especially risky in the realm of criminal justice, 

where the rights and lives of individuals are at stake 

and the reputation of the legal system is wrapped in 

claims of certainty and expertise.  

 

The pressure to project certainty and demonstrate 

success is of course the daily experience of those who 

are responsible for services, budgets and outcomes – 

in government institutions and donor agencies alike.  

In the justice sector, though, the stakes are especially 

high. Innovations in justice, just like the responses to 

injustice, expose problems in law and government 

that cannot be solved without moral debate, political 

choice, and uncomfortable measurement.   

 

Consider the example of specialized training for 

police investigators, a common development activity.  

Officials need to know not just by how much the new 

training will improve police productivity, but 

whether it will also reduce the incidence of unlawful 

interrogations and other bad practices, all of which 

require painful baseline measures. Likewise, when 

police organizations and development partners 

                                                 
2
 See, for example, L. Pritchett, S. Samji, J. Hammer (2013) “It‘s 

All About MeE: Using Structured Experiential Learning (“e”) to 
Crawl the Design Space” Center for Global Development, 
Working Paper 322. 
http://www.cgdev.org/sites/default/files/its-all-about-
mee_1.pdf    

 

introduce a pilot project on “community policing,” 

they need to know not just how much residents 

appreciate or are “satisfied” by new forms of policing, 

but whether the new relationships of power in the 

community undermine or extend state authority, 

strengthen or dilute the legitimacy of the legal 

system.3 When prosecutors and judges try out new 

responses to victims of rape, they need to know not 

only whether victims are reassured and appreciative 

of the help; they need to know how it will the 

conviction rate, the pace of proceedings in the court 

system, and the likelihood of retribution by someone 

in their family or community.   

 

The problem is not just the great number of 

“variables” to measure.  The problem is the multitude 

of values to protect. The careful pursuit of justice 

requires a consideration of possibilities that are 

unseemly and unnerving. It requires an investigation 

into the unknown. It requires a commitment to 

protect values that lie beyond the concerns of the 

current government and may be against self-interest. 

 

Problems in justice might not be more “complex” 

than other development challenges today.4 Public 

officials in health and education also experience 

great expectations and other constraints on their 

creativity. But a special kind of “design space” for 

development may be needed in this field. Where 

governments wish to change basic norms and 

procedures in law enforcement, they rightly may be 

accused of engaging in unlawful, unconstitutional, 

and undemocratic practices. Where governments 

                                                 
3
 See for example an account of a community policing pilot led 

by the Ethiopian Federal Police, by M. Cerecina “Where is the 
Power in Community Policing” (2012) 
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/var/ezp_site/storage/fckeditor/fil
e/pdfs/centers-programs/programs/criminal-
justice/IndicatorsinDevelopment-
WhereisPowerCommunityPolicing.pdf 

4
 Ben Ramalingam and Harry Jones (2008) “Exploring the 

science of complexity:  Ideas and implications for development 
and humanitarian efforts” Overseas Development Institute 
Working Paper 285 
http://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/odi-
assets/publications-opinion-files/833.pdf 



Indicators as ‘Design Space’ in Development: Supporting a Culture of Experimentation Inside Policing 

 

 
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/criminaljustice/indicators-of-safety-and-justice 3 

wish to simulate the effects of borrowing a foreign 

legal rule or practice before it is adopted on a large 

scale, they may discover problems that others would 

like to conceal. Where officials wish to try out 

promising yet unconventional ideas, or cultivate local 

solutions to unfamiliar problems, they may need a 

laboratory for learning that provides political shelter 

as well as empirical support. In justice even small 

innovations carry a big political risk.  

 

A Case Study of Design Space 

in Bangladesh 

This case study considers what real life “design 

space” might look like inside a police organization.  It 

draws on our experience of developing indicators of 

justice and safety together with the Bangladesh 

National Police, and describes how leaders of the 

Criminal Investigation Department (CID) of the 

Bangladesh National Police experimented with 

indicators that they hoped would measure and 

motivate improvements in the speed of criminal 

investigations.  It also describes how they managed 

controversy over the methods of measurement and 

policy priorities that arose from the use of such 

indicators. This controversy was real, despite the 

ostensibly tame nature of the problem (delay) they 

sought to redress.   

 

This case study does not prescribe the forms that 

“design space” must take in police institutions in 

developing countries. Nor does it specify the types of 

external relationships that help create or expand that 

space. Its aim, rather, is to describe the conditions 

and circumstances that, at least in this instance, 

appeared to facilitate genuine experimentation. The 

case study focuses particular attention on the kinds 

of relationships between levels of authority within 

the police that might have to be nurtured in order for 

design space to exist. It also emphasizes the role that 

the collaborative design of indicators for managerial 

purposes played in the ability of the police to tackle a 

persistent problem in justice.  If design space means 

a place or activity that facilitates collective problem 

solving and recursive organizational change, then 

collaboration on indicators of this type may help 

create design space. 

Stumbling on Opportunity 

In the summer of 2011 during the first visit of our 

program to Bangladesh, we attended a conference on 

police reform in Dhaka that was hosted by UNDP. At 

the time, UNDP was implementing a Police Reform 

Program that was funded by DFID. The local DFID 

advisor on governance and justice had asked us to scout 

opportunities to collaborate on the design of indicators 

that might drive improvements in justice that leaders in 

Bangladesh wanted to achieve, whether or not they 

coincided with the existing Police Reform Program. At 

the conference, we bumped into Mr. Saiful Alam, 

Deputy Inspector General in the Criminal Investigations 

Department of the Bangladesh Police. Saiful had a 

background in banking, and seemed to share our 

affection for all things related to performance 

measurement. 

 

We exchanged emails and ideas, and by October Saiful 

had persuaded the Inspector General to permit him to 

join an Annual Workshop on Indicators in Safety and 

Justice at the Harvard Kennedy School. At first we did 

not think the Criminal Investigations Department (CID) 

was an auspicious organization with which to design of 

indicators of police performance.  CID is an operational 

unit rather than a research department. It specializes in 

the investigation of grave crimes such as murder and 

armed robbery that are initially investigated at local 

‘thanas’ (police stations), before being referred to or 

selected by CID as requiring special attention. Many of 

the cases investigated by CID are thus already very old.  

Half of the approximately 2,500 new crimes it 

investigates each year involve a homicide that has been 

referred from local police stations after a period of time 

that is believed to be very long. The case load of CID is 

also small, comprising less than 2 percent of the total 

number of crimes the Bangladesh police investigate 

each year. CID investigators, finally, had little direct 

contact with the public at large, and only fleeting and 

usually unhappy interactions with victims, we later 

learned.  If the goal of collaboration on indicators was to 

incite structural changes in justice and help transform 

the culture of policing in Bangladesh, starting with CID 

at first made little sense. 

 

http://www.hks.harvard.edu/programs/criminaljustice/research-publications/measuring-the-performance-of-criminal-justice-systems/indicators-in-development-safety-and-justice/annual-workshops
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But we had to start somewhere, and CID welcomed 

joint work on indicators. So at the conference at 

Harvard in October, Saiful and our team discussed 

problems in policing that might be simple to measure 

and yet pivotal enough that their solution might 

leverage system-level change in a large organization.  

We hashed out the beginnings of an agenda for a 

collaboration that mattered greatly to CID, but whose 

significance did not yet make sense to us:  Designing 

indicators that would measure and motivate 

improvements in the speed and quality of 

investigations.   

 

At first we focused exclusively on the disposition of 

homicide cases that had been referred to CID for 

further investigation. This sharp focus on homicide 

narrowed further the scope of our collaboration, 

which seemed a prudent way to manage business 

with a new partner. But we worried it would diminish 

the knock-on effects of any small scale innovation 

they might make. Saiful and his colleagues assured 

us otherwise. They said the prominence of homicide 

in CID’s caseload and the sustained attention to 

murder cases in the media would make marginal 

improvements in the speed of investigation a major 

accomplishment.  

 

Indeed, according to the leadership of CID, 

protracted delay in the investigation of homicides 

caused public anxiety about the capacity of the state 

to protect them against violence. We were persuaded 

that the social salience of the cases would suffuse a 

minor and ostensibly banal issue – the speed of 

police investigations – with the kind of moral 

purpose that indicators require in order to motivate 

change, but without provoking rancorous or 

interminable debate. We though this connection 

between the success of police business and the 

protection of some broader public interest was 

especially important since the police unit with which 

we were working was not a front-line entity with 

frequent or broad contact with many members of the 

public.   

 

Over the next six months through weekly phone calls 

between Cambridge and Dhaka, we exchanged data 

on police investigations, discussed the meaning of 

police statistics, and speculated about the reasons 

investigators might be reluctant to quickly close 

investigations. Saiful’s hypothesis about delay was 

that many investigators feared the consequences of 

“finalizing” a case, especially on grounds of 

insufficient evidence, because they worried that 

additional evidence could come to light at a later 

stage.  

 

We found his hunch intriguing. It implied that 

investigators had difficulty closing their cases not 

because of caseload pressures or deficits in 

investigation skills, but because they feared 

alienating citizens that seemed marginalized and 

powerless. If that was true, it meant the justice 

system in Dhaka was susceptible to the complaints of 

outsiders and not just the criticisms of superiors and 

other authorities inside the government.  

 

It suggested to us that in tackling the burgeoning 

‘backlog’ problem, new indicators of the speed of 

investigation might serve as a touchstone for police 

reform. In these early days of exchanging ideas and 

data with Saiful, we worried that our work was 

progressing too slowly. We understood that our 

respective organizations were getting to know each 

other’s potential and that each party had to figure out 

on its own whether an institutional collaboration on 

indicators made sense. We appreciated that the 

Central Crime division within CID that was 

responsible for providing the data had to grow 

accustomed to our requests to compile reports and 

statistics in new ways. We realized that the 

leadership of the police had to become accustomed to 

trusting the scrutiny of a new foreign partner. But 

the collaboration did not move quickly from 

exploration to experimentation, despite the apparent 

urgency of dealing with delay and backlog in the 

justice system. We wondered whether we had really 

struck a vein. 
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Space for Deliberation 

In the summer of 2012, our team was invited to the 

Headquarters of the Bangladesh Police to join an 

informal meeting with Saiful and two of his senior 

colleagues: The Deputy Inspector General of Crime 

and the Deputy Inspector General of Training.  

 

The question bothering Saiful, which he now brought 

to the attention of his senior colleagues, seemed 

academic, and almost theoretical:  “where, really,” he 

asked, “should we begin to make improvements in 

investigation? Is it better to focus on the speed of 

investigation, the quality of investigation, or both?”  

We were surprised that Saiful had not yet widely 

shared his plan to introduce indicators of speed in 

the CID, they were known only to the leadership of 

CID. But he was not being coy or covert. Before 

unleashing a new indicator on CID, he wanted his 

colleagues in parallel parts of the institution to share 

the uncertainty he felt about the proper course of 

events. He not only wanted them to help him make 

sound decisions. He needed moral support to make 

what he considered a political decision. 

 

Helal Uddin Badri, the DIG for Crime, examined a 

copy of the charts Saiful and our Program had 

prepared in order to highlight patterns in the speed 

of CID investigations over the past few years.  

 

The charts, reproduced as Figure 1 and 2 below, 

constituted an early prototype for measuring the 

speed of investigation that we developed in 

conjunction with line-staff, analysts, and supervisors 

at CID in the first year of our collaboration. They 

showed that the share of homicide cases “disposed” 

by CID within a period of twelve months had 

declined from 30 to 20 percent in Dhaka, and from 

30 to 10 percent in Chittagong between 2010 and 

2011. The data did not tell an encouraging story 

about progress and speed in police investigation. 

 

The margins of the document on which the charts 

had been printed were populated with Helal’s 

annotations. After mulling over the figures, Helal 

said that it would be important to craft and introduce 

indicators that tracked not only the speed of 

investigations, but also elements of their “quality.” 

 

 

 

Figures 1 and 2 

Early Prototype Indicator of the Speed of Investigation 
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He worried that leading with speed alone would 

undermine the credibility of the campaign for greater 

productivity by exposing the results to moral 

criticism – namely, that the pursuit of efficiency and 

effectiveness would sacrifice other important values 

in the justice system. 

 

The DIG for Training, Mr. Shahidul Islam agreed, 

that it was necessary to add indicators of quality, but 

he was conflicted about the political implications of 

framing the agenda as ‘quality improvement.’ He 

wondered whether an initial focus on quality risked 

discomforting investigating officers, as well as the 

public, by suggesting that current investigations were 

flawed. Saiful, by contrast, believed it would be a 

mistake to focus on anything more than the agenda 

of speed at the outset. He wanted to ensure that the 

indicator as well as the innovation of governing 

through indicators would not weaken under the 

pressure of expectations nor overwhelm the police 

leadership with its novelty. He hypothesized that a 

campaign to increase the speed of investigations 

alone would be easier to achieve within CID for two 

reasons.  

 

First, the improvements sought were designed to 

enhance ‘routine’ and ‘process,’ values expressly 

embraced by the organization. Second, there was a 

clear institutional preference for incremental change, 

adjustments that were proximate to current practice. 

Ultimately, Saiful decided to start with speed alone, 

preferring to introduce one innovation at a time. 

 

Individual Accountability 

and Collective Performance 

Saiful and his direct superior, Mr Mokhlesur 

Rahman, surprised us later in the same summer of 

2012 by revealing that CID were already using an 

indicator of speed. Our program had collaborated 

with CID for several months to design different 

indicators of speed that could register performance 

across the geographical divisions of CID. In the midst 

of this activity, which we termed “piloting,” the 

leadership of CID not only announced to CID staff 

their plan to ‘improve speed of investigation,’ they 

introduced an indicator on which we had not 

collaborated and which did not at first glance appear 

to be about speed.  

The indicator, which we later learned was designed 

by Mr Mokhlesur Rahman, tracked the “number of 

cases disposed by an investigating officer every 

quarter.” Accompanying this indicator was an 

expectation that investigating officers (IOs) would 

dispose at least 1 case every 3 months.  Obviously, 

the number of cases disposed by each IO is not an 

indicator of speed.  Nor is it a measure of collective 

accomplishment. Instead, it is an indicator of 

individual productivity. Only if the volume and 

complexity of cases remained the same in each 

period would increases in the number of cases 

disposed each quarter indicate that collective gains 

were being made in speed, especially for more 

complex  types of cases such as homicide. And yet the 

speed with which investigations of homicide were 

concluded mattered greatly, with potentially 

powerful impacts on the experience of the justice 

system for the victim’s family and also the defendant. 

 

Mokhlesur, Saiful, and their staff nevertheless 

believed this indicator (the number of cases 

completed each quarter) could serve as a proxy for 

speed. It was imperfect, they conceded, but they 

remained firm in their belief that this was the best 

first step towards sustainable improvements in speed 

and quality. They explained that individual staff at 

the CID needed to be motivated to perform the basics 

of their role first, and bring finality to long 

languishing cases, before it would make sense to 

apply the accelerator on the division as a whole. The 

indicator, furthermore, would allow the leadership of 

CID to ‘speak’ directly to individual staff members 

and lay the groundwork for higher expectations in 

the familiar language of individual performance. 

Measures of collective performance did not match 

the culture of the organization – the way authority 

operated, the way accountability worked – and at 

this point in time introducing such indicators would 

topple the innovation.  

 

Creating Structures of Authority 

In the meantime, the leadership of CID continued 

quietly piloting the indicators of speed for each 

division that had been designed together with our 

Program. By the end of 2012 Mokhlesur and Saiful 

made the decision to focus on piloting one indicator 

in particular: “The median number of days to 
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Period when the cases concluded in CID 

Median days to complete investigation in 
Rajshahi, homicide cases completed in select 

months of 2011 and 2012 and 2013 

complete an investigation in the last month”. We 

jointly tested the indicator, discarding early variants 

and changing the variables of interest, until we could 

find something that would be easy to use and give 

managers up-to-the-minute feedback on the quality 

of their stewardship in each division. The resulting 

indicator was both a more direct and more 

conventional measure of speed than earlier 

prototypes, and it was designed to facilitate better 

divisional management.  

 

Throughout testing the Central Crime statistical unit 

within CID was responsible for working with the 

administrative data and producing variants of the 

indicator for the benefit of senior management in 

CID. The centrality and existing expertise of this unit 

allowed for a quick transfer of information up to the 

CID leadership; it also enabled rapid adaptation as 

the indicator was refined over time.  The indicator 

was disaggregated by types of crime (homicide vs 

robbery, for example), so that supervisors could 

appraise whether improvements in the pace of 

investigation for complex and publicly sensitive 

crimes were being offset by, or perhaps made 

possible by, deterioration in the speed for other kinds 

of offenses. In these and other ways, the indicator 

paid attention to the possible negative consequences 

of creating strong incentives for speed. 

 

Figure 3 to the right shows the erratic movement in 

this indicator, specific to homicide cases, for one of 

CID’s seven divisions between January 2011 and July 

2013. The volatility of the indicator did not perturb 

Saiful, who explained the movement this way: Early 

directions from management to pay attention to long 

pending cases resulted in long median durations in 

late 2011 and early 2012. Over time the median 

number of days required to complete a homicide 

investigation in Rajshahi in the April of 2013 was 

approximately one year, which turned out to be the 

benchmark CID had in mind all along. As Saiful told 

us later, “one year is about right” for these cases, a 

standard that made intuitive sense.  

  

But the appeal of the indicator for the leadership of 

CID was not that it pointed to success. Indeed, 

everyone recognized that it was a stretch to label 

these trends and the year-long duration of 

investigations a success in police performance.  Nor 

did CID plan to use the superior pace of investigation 

in Rajshahi to encourage other divisions to follow 

suit. Instead, the appeal of the indicator lay in its 

potential to move the locus of responsibility within 

the organization of CID onto divisional commanders. 

Indeed, Saiful thought the large fluctuations in the 

measure proved its responsiveness to managers’ 

decisions. In particular, he believed the indicator 

would help divisional managers notice the effects of 

their directions to investigating officers (such as a 

mandate to focus on disposing old cases in July 2011) 

 
Figure 3 

 

and thus incline them to more clearly explain the 

logic behind their decisions at regular management 

meetings. In short, it was the governance effect 

rather than the performance effect that had special 

value for CID. 

 

The leadership of CID took pains to prepare CID 

managers so that they could begin to use the new 

indicator. They wanted to signal the new structure of 

responsibility in CID by also shifting the work to 

create and report on the indicator away from the 
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Central Crime division, and to the managers of the 

respective geographic divisions. To achieve that 

change, though, divisional Superintendents would 

need to be able to compile and review their own 

progress on a routine basis, instead of being 

informed and perhaps surprised by their results at a 

quarterly meeting convened by superiors. This meant 

that the capacity to generate indicators would have to 

extend beyond the Central Crime unit.  It also meant 

that subordinate supervisors would have to embrace 

rather than resent and resist the indicator. Rather 

than issuing a top-down edict to ‘use the indicator,” 

CID wanted to garner the “moral support of 

subordinates” and the “commitment of all layers of 

the organization,” Saiful said.  

 

Building Consensus 

for Collective Responsibility 

In late February 2013 the Bangladesh Police invited 

our Program to co-convene a workshop on indicators 

with CID divisional leaders, as well as heads of other 

investigative and training units in the organization.  

The leadership of CID chose to conduct the workshop 

at the police’s own Detective Training School, a 

venue associated with teaching police officials how to 

refine and implement new operational policy. The 

alacrity with which superintendents and 

investigators alike participated took us and Saiful 

both by surprise.  

 

Some workshop participants simply took over the 

microphone, as you can see in the photo at right, in 

order to explain the essence of the innovation on 

their own terms. Several participants created 

different charts in excel for themselves, and designed 

reporting tools that they could use at the Quarterly 

Crime Conference to demonstrate their own 

progress. 

 

Saiful and his colleagues seemed to care a lot about 

the collective character of the work to design and 

implement a new indicator for the police.  They told 

us that the process of designing indicators together 

with our program seems to have sparked “a new 

culture” of conversation and accountability around 

improving investigations. Saiful and Mokhlesur were 

also pleased that the indicator collaboration made it 

possible to schedule Crime Conferences with all CID 

investigating officers on a quarterly basis, as was 

originally intended, and which they then 

supplemented with fortnightly meetings of managers 

alone to track progress on case management. All of 

these additions to the management practices in CID 

seemed like important accomplishments. But they 

never did routinize that divisional management 

indicator of speed.   

 

During our last visit in the summer of 2014, Saiful 

seemed reluctant to break the news. He talked about 

technical limitations at first: “it was difficult to 

explain the meaning of the ‘median’ number of days, 

and we thought we could fix it by changing the 

indicator so that it recorded the ‘average’ number of 

days.” Also, logistical constraints within the 

organization prevailed: “We realized that building up 

the skills of the staff in the individual divisions to 

make the indicators was going to be very difficult.” 

The indicator was only able to be successfully 

generated by the already statistically skilled Central 

Crime division. And yet continuing this mode of 

central production of the indicator meant not 

achieving the goal of the CID leadership, which was 

to give managers a tool that they could use to report 

on their own progress. So Saiful and Mokhlesur 

decided that they needed a more rudimentary device 

that would actually permit the shift of responsibility, 

even if this choice meant sacrificing the quality of the 

A Bangladesh Police leader makes an impromptu explanation of the 
value of improving investigation at the Workshop on Indicators in 
Dhaka, February 2013 

 



Indicators as ‘Design Space’ in Development: Supporting a Culture of Experimentation Inside Policing 

 

 
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/criminaljustice/indicators-of-safety-and-justice 9 

indicator as well as its precision and reliability at 

measuring speed.  

 

In 2014 as part of the new fortnightly management 

meetings, Saiful and Mokhlesur requested divisional 

managers to produce a simple divisional productivity 

indicator to trace how many cases are pending for 

different increments of time “0-1 year, 1 year to 1.5 

years, 1.5 to 2 years, 2 to 3 years, etc.” This measure 

was reminiscent of an early prototype we had piloted 

with CID based on completed cases. Much like the 

indicator of individual productivity, this indicator 

does not measure speed. The indicator encourages 

divisional teams to work to a standard, which the 

leadership determined was 12 months. This is 

accompanied by a new ‘early warning system’ 

whereby supervisors trigger additional support o 

investigating officers when cases are approaching the 

one year mark.  

 

The indicator is obviously imperfect. It risks 

rewarding officers to work to the standard and do no 

better. Nevertheless, Saiful and Mokhlesur feel that it 

communicates the urgency and the value of finalizing 

cases in terms that their target audience, the 

individual investigating officers, and their 

supervisors can understand and feel confident 

reporting on.  

 

As a measure of the duration of pending cases, rather 

than completed cases, the indicator can, by 

comparison over several months, register whether 

long pending cases have been cleared, and it can 

register when a large number of cases have slipped 

into territory in excess of a year (as you can in 

Figure 4 below, this happened in Khulna in May 

2014).  

 

The indicator cannot give managers a quick sense of 

whether cases are being completed more quickly in 

one period compared to previous periods. Indeed, 

the indicator eliminates completed cases from 

analysis once they have been cleared, effectively 

wiping the slate clean and perhaps encouraging and 

cyclical rather than consistent investigation effort. 

The indicator does not take account of different types 

of crimes that might be predominant in each division 

that might enable or constrain speed. These features 

of the indicator may have the benefit of keeping 

divisional teams firmly focused on future challenges 

rather than past successes, but may do so at the risk 

of demoralizing subordinates and missing 
 

 

Figure 4 
Number of Cases Pending in Two CID Divisions  

April – July  2014, by Age of Case 
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opportunities for learning. Saiful and Mokhlesur are 

undeterred.  They believe that this is the right place 

to start. They are comfortable to plan for the 

indicator to be imperfect and temporary, knowing 

that it will evolve. The evolution itself, they seem to 

believe, will be a signal of the incremental increase in 

ability among staff to use measures to guide their 

work and also highlight changes in priorities over 

time.  

Parallel Processing 

In 2012 and inspired by the new attention to speed, 

CID began seizing more cases for its investigators, 

instead of just waiting to receiving referred cases 

from other police stations or courts as was the 

custom. The intention, as Saiful later explained to 

me, was to seize cases that were newer, contained 

fresh evidence, created an opportunity to use 

forensic evidence, and were more likely to be quickly 

resolved. Cases of fraud and forgery have been the 

most common and attractive to seize; several CID 

divisions saw a spike in the number of such cases in 

2013.  

Initially, we thought the new interest in fraud and 

forgery was an instance of “own-goaling” or “cherry 

picking” – the gaming of the indicator. We 

speculated that CID was taking on a profile of cases 

that were easier to complete in order to increase the 

overall speed of investigations – even to the potential 

neglect of more complex and pressing cases of 

homicide. But Saiful explained to us that other 

considerations were at stake in the gamble on fraud 

and forgery, that they represented more than just the 

prospect of quick wins for CID. The assertion of CID 

jurisdiction in these cases, Saiful said, would help 

CID to get closer to the concerns of ‘ordinary’ people. 

High profile homicide cases were no less individual, 

but these crimes were so grievous as to be perceived 

as a matter of the ‘state” rather than an instance of 

human insecurity or popular injustice.  In addition, 

his colleagues at CID also said that it was important 

to pay attention to fraud as these cases often are 

rooted in land disputes, which are the source of the 

kind of shock in people’s lives that converts conflict 

into crime. Paradoxically, fraud and forgery cases 

may be less often associated with sensitive political 

interests than complex homicide cases, which was 

one of the reasons investigating officers shied away 

from ‘finality.’  CID chose to take on fraud and 

forgery to get investigators more accustomed to 

quick completion of cases. 

In late 2013 there were signs that CID’s new 

attention to fraud and forgery cases had activated 

‘thana’ police officers to act quickly and resolve cases 

themselves before CID had a chance to seize them, 

which seemed at first to signal efficiency gains in 

other parts of the organization. By 2014, however, 

Saiful discovered a more troubling ‘symptom’ in the 

course of management meetings, whereby ‘thana’ 

police were turning away complainants of fraud and 

forgery. Before Saiful and his colleagues could act on 

that discovery, the government proposed to remove 

the power to manage fraud and forgery cases away 

from police and into another agency tasked with 

investigating corruption. It may be that Saiful and 

his colleagues will miss the chance to explore how to 

govern this new problem. 

The future of this category of cases still remains in 

dispute as of summer 2014. The potential that fraud 

and forgery cases may no longer be available to CID 

is something the leadership sees as a blow to its 

reputation and its campaign for speed.  Fraud and 

forgery cases had represented a way to habituate 

staff to the normality of ‘finality,’ and allow CID to 

quickly demonstrate a public commitment to 

improving their competency.  Now that this source of 

cases is likely to disappear, Saiful supposes CID 

might have to return its attention back to complex 

homicide cases, a more difficult set of cases with 

which to invigorate these same changes of mindset.   

So what does this experience tell us about the 

features of ‘design space’ that might be helpful inside 

policing, and about how to support a culture of 

experimentation inside policing more generally?  

Here we make three observations.  First, in some 

circumstances operational units in police agencies 

may be good sites for innovation and 

experimentation, and not only with indicators that 

are expected to drive performance. Second, 

indicators of collective accomplishment require 

relationships of authority than are not customary in 

most police agencies; changes in these relationships 



Indicators as ‘Design Space’ in Development: Supporting a Culture of Experimentation Inside Policing 

 

 
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/criminaljustice/indicators-of-safety-and-justice 11 

may be precursors to effective change. Third, police 

agencies may need a special kind of design space for 

discussion and dissent among peers as well as 

subordinate officers.  Change is always disruptive, 

and room for genuine deliberation may help alleviate 

the kinds of anxiety and resistance that can come 

from innovations in policing. 

 

1. Operational Units as Sites for 

Experimentation 

It is tempting to associate “design space” with 

activities such as research and planning, or even 

monitoring and evaluation, activities for which many 

government agencies, including the police, have 

specially designated departments and personnel.  But 

a lot of knowledge production if not also “research” 

takes place in the operational units of police 

agencies, and CID turned out to be a good place to 

start developing indicators, despite our initial 

reservations.  Indeed, the experience of working with 

the Bangladesh Police on indicators suggests that a 

lot of important research and development may take 

place in departments that do not go by that name.   

 

The fact that CID, rather than a formal research unit, 

served as the incubator for indicators in this project 

is primarily the result of our having stumbled into 

Saiful rather than some other leading police official 

at the UNDP meeting in 2011.  But the eagerness of 

an operational unit of the police to develop indicators 

might not be limited to Bangladesh. Working on 

indicators where there is enthusiasm for change, or 

the will to reform, and not just the technical skills to 

design innovation, may be a good gamble in 

development. Research and other knowledge 

generated away from the front-line, moreover, may 

have difficulty migrating to operations and becoming 

fully incorprated into the ecosystem of police 

governance.5    

CID also had several special characteristics that 

made it a good place to construct indicators, and 

                                                 
5
 For a case study of the governance problems associated with 

migration of indicators from research to operations, see Andres 
Rengifo and Todd Foglesong, “Pitfalls in the Design of New 
Indicators of Police Performance:  Lessons from Jamaica about 
Research, Operations, and Measurement in Police Reform.”. 

operational units in other police agencies might 

require similar traits if they, too, seek to incubate 

indicators effectively.  First, CID sets the agenda for 

training and improvements in investigation across 

the Bangladesh Police, giving it authority in the 

organization that extends beyond its formal statutory 

jurisdiction.  

 

Second, its exclusive focus on the investigation of a 

small number of complex cases, ironically, made the 

CID a relatively safe space for piloting changes.  

Third, CID historically served as a hub for statistical 

support for the whole organization, and Saiful found 

it useful to invoke this role and professaional 

reputation in the course of defending the innovation. 

The familiarity and skill with with data that Saiful 

was able to draw on from the Central Crime Unit at 

CID Headquarters helped persuade others of the 

professionalism of the enterprise. The fact that Police 

Headquarters in 2014 assigned a new budget for 

police research with the directive that it overseen by 

operational leaders and carried out in collaboration 

with academic institutions seems to suggest that 

operations will be the site of more innovations in the 

future. 

 

2. Relationship of Authority within Policing 

The path of indicator development in the Bangladesh 

Police was neither linear nor circuitous. It frequently 

reversed course and folded in on itself and certainly 

did not end where we began or hoped it would end.  

The fact that indicators on which we expended the 

majority of our energy did not end up being the used 

by CID might be seen as an example of uneconomical 

development, of a low return on investment.  And yet 

this particular transmission failure triggered an 

important realization about the conditions of 

authority in which indicators can and cannot work.  

CID had to facilitate a painstaking readjustment of 

the relationships of authority within the organization 

before it could adopt measures of collective 

performance. Even today the goal of increasing 

‘speed’ in CID is still defined by the desire, or need, 

to create the preconditions of comfort with 

productivity and finality.    
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Early on CID balked at the introduction of a 

collective indicator of the duration of investigations 

because it realized that investigating officers did not 

perceive themselves as members of a single unit with 

a shared objective. Saiful knew intuitively that 

investigators would not be likely to respond to the 

indicator if they did not believe it reflected their own 

work.  As the measurement mantra goes, front-line 

staff must “see themselves in the indicator” in order 

for the measure to move them. Saiful and his 

colleagues at CID also realized that they had to 

motivate Superintendents in charge of geographic 

divisions to treat their cohorts as active units of 

governance.  Indeed, Saiful often emphasizes how 

the indicator has helped divisional Senior 

Superintendents take “ownership” of their 

geographic unit, prioritize cases for individual IOs, 

manage allocation of cases among IOs at CID, and 

set realistic targets about how many cases CID can 

afford to take on board from year to year.  In short, 

the leadership of CID had to fortify the roles of 

individuals within the organization first, and then 

change the incentives for ‘finality’ before any 

indicator of collective performance could have a 

governance effect.  

When, moreover, CID was ready to introduce an 

indicator for monitoring speed at a divisional level, 

almost a year later, they were willing to use 

something technically simple and imperfect so that 

its production could be shifted onto divisional 

managers. They wanted the indicator to transform 

the organization, imbuing managers with a sense of 

collective responsibility for good performance. The 

centralized production of an indicator at the Central 

Crime division, they realized, might fail to garner the 

support of managers and may replicate a system 

whereby they experience accountability only when 

someone else monitors them, rather than proactively 

managing themselves and independently moving 

toward the goal of improving speed. The 2013 

workshop we helped facilitate at CID was not simply 

about training managers to understand a particular 

indicator. Rather it was a consultative and quasi 

democratic process that sought to elicit the consent 

of the individuals whose conduct it would govern.  It 

encouraged staff in the organization to see 

themselves as part of the system of governance for 

improving investigations. 

 

3. Disruption and Deliberation 

The primary duty of the police, Saiful often said, is to 

“maintain stability.”  He meant to remind us that 

changes in policing, among other things, inevitably 

meet with rational if not reasoned resistance by 

managers and frontline officers alike.  The literature 

on public sector management hails a host of 

solutions to such “resistance,” including the 

leveraged use of force.  For example, two prominent 

scholars of international public policy recently 

noticed that “if you wedge a crowbar between 

problems and planning and exert enough force, you 

can just about make space for the idea of design to 

slip in past bureaucratic defenses to make some kind 

of furtive trouble”.6 But the Bangladesh Police 

decided not to force innovation on their staff, even 

though it had a ‘crowbar’ at its disposal. Why? 

 

One reason is that the leadership of CID knew that 

change by fiat would have come with a host of 

unaffordable costs – not just resentment and 

cynicism among front-line officers and supervisors, 

but also the gaming of indicators at the level of 

management.  They chose a different approach, 

seeking out peers in the organization with whom they 

could share their own doubts about the course of 

change.  They also invited commentary and criticism 

from managers and investigators at meetings in 

which there appeared to be room for genuine 

discussion and dissent.  It was particularly striking to 

us that they were able to have this conversation when 

the initial data on the speed of investigation did not 

indicate success or progress but more likely 

deterioration.   

 

                                                 
6
 Derek Miller and Lisa Rudnick, “Trying It on for Size: Design 

and International Public Policy Design Issues,” Design Issues, 
volume 27, Number 2 (Spring 2011), MIT Press, p 14 
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Such a strategy may have been prudent and 

calculating, not just respectful:  it meant that a more 

developed work product would be less likely to 

encounter antagonistic evaluation later on. Saiful 

also believed that the institution could accommodate 

only smaller and more modest changes in the short 

term.  A positive experience of small innovation now, 

he reasoned, would help accustom the organization 

to change and thereby create room for further 

changes in the future.   

 

The choice to gently and slowly steer staff toward a 

new model of responsibility and institutional 

performance had a clear cost:  Speed. This ironic 

consequence, too, however, had a sound 

developmental logic.  Saiful and Mokhlesur realized 

that forcing the pace of the adoption of indicators 

would create additional pressure to justify the 

innovation in terms of short-term results rather than 

the process of change. It would result, Mokhlesur 

said, in success being defined as “an immediate 

change in the speed or quality of investigation” 

rather than a change in the organization itself.  He 

feared that CID would constantly be struggling to 

demonstrate the utility of the innovation in terms of 

its performance now. 

 

In short, the modest pace and deliberate manner 

with which new indicators of police performance 

were introduced in Bangladesh was itself as a sign of 

the integrity of the goal, and that integrity helped 

manage the reaction to change.  What CID leaders 

did, Saiful later said, was to define success as the 

movement towards the “idea of management and 

having indicators.”  That tack not only protected this 

particular innovation, it may have made the creation 

of design space a respectable goal in policing in 

Bangladesh.  
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