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crime prevention tips, traffic updates, and safety advisories. Agencies are using websites 
and blogs to educate members of the public about services, take reports, and display crime 
data. Facebook pages are being used for recruitment. Existing research indicates three major 
areas where social media platforms may assist law enforcement.69 First, social media appear 
to increase communication with citizens. Second, some forms of social media may increase 
positive police–community interaction and act as a form of community policing. Third, 
this type of technology can be used to increase organizational legitimacy.

Twitter is used by a large number of agencies. Over 300 million users are on Twitter, 
and approximately 500 million tweets are sent daily.70 For policing agencies the outcome 
of tweets may be both positive and negative. After riots erupted over a police shooting in 
England in 2011, Twitter was allegedly used to incite further lawlessness and to promote 
the organization of cleanup efforts.71 After the Boston Marathon attacks in April 2013, the 
police department used Twitter to provide reliable information to the public and to assist 
in its investigation.72 An estimated 75% of large police departments in the United States use 
some type of social media to reach out to citizens.73

In one department, the use of social media assisted police in the rapid detection of a 
series of burglaries. The social media campaign using Facebook and Twitter notified citizens 
of burglars posing as salesmen. The department requested that citizens report suspicious 
people in their neighborhoods, and dispatchers broadcasted the calls to patrol officers. 
Within a day, because of the public response, the suspects were apprehended.

Technology
Technological advances have changed the landscape of policing. The most dramatic 

changes occurred in the early 20th century with the automobile, telephone, and two-way 
radios.74 Currently, an increased reliance on information systems, nonlethal weapons, intel-
ligence sharing, and state-of-the-art technology is redefining policing.

CopLink is an information technology system first funded by the National Institute of 
Justice in 1997. Developed by Knowledge Computing Corporation, CopLink supports more 
than 1,600 jurisdictions across the United States. The software offers tactical lead genera-
tion, crime analysis, and information sharing among local, regional, state, and national law 
enforcement agencies. CopLink also assists in the rapid identification of criminal suspects 

and offers analysis of relationships and crime 
trends to stop or prevent crime and terrorism. A 
CopLink training video demonstrating how the 
system works shows an officer responding to a 
child abduction call. According to the eyewit-
ness on the scene, two men asked a young girl 
to help them find their dog at a park. The young 
girl, who refused the men’s advances, described 
the suspects as Hispanic or white. One man 
was named “Lipo.” Within minutes the officer 
begins the search in CopLink with the reported 
information, and the system provides 29 names 
with 18 available mug shots of possible suspects. 
The officer is then able to create and print a mug 
book for witness identification.

Cameras have changed policing in signifi-
cant ways and offer several advantages. First, 
videos and pictures of police–citizen interac-
tions are easily recorded by anyone with a smart 
phone. Under these circumstances officers may 
be less likely to engage in use of force, and sus-
pects may act more cooperatively, knowing how 
easily the event can become public. Second, 

CopLink: An information 
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enforcement agencies.

The use of Twitter by police departments helps solve crimes and protect 

the public. What crimes and announcements appear on your police 

department’s Twitter page?
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