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Common sense and police practice: It goes without saying 
Cheryl Ryan

Common sense in practice was a significant finding of 
a qualitative narrative research project investigating 
the professional practice and learning of police in an 
Australian police jurisdiction. Police officers in this 
research emphasised common sense as an intrinsic 
attribute of policing. Conceptions of policing as a craft or 
trade, learned on-the-job, and police officers as artisans, 
have dominated police training. In recent years, in 
response to global trends to professionalise policing, 
organisations in most Western nations have established 
partnerships with tertiary and higher education 
institutions to provide integrated programs of professional 
learning and practice for police. This paper draws on 
Bourdieu’s practice theory to examine the narratives of 
traditionally trained police officers’ perceptions of common 
sense. Police officers’ narratives revealed three distinct 
perspectives that supported the unquestioning acceptance 
and application of common sense to their everyday 
practice.
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Bourdieu, police training and education.
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Introduction

This paper examines the concept and application of 
common sense to police officers’ practices. Common sense 
was identified as a significant finding of a qualitative 
narrative research project investigating the professional 
practice and learning of police in an Australian police 
jurisdiction. Common sense is a ubiquitous term, the 
meaning readily assumed and accepted (Geertz, 1973; 
Rescher, 2005; Rosenfeld, 2011). It has been referred to as 
“good sense” (Rescher, 2005, p.37) that every “reasonable 
person” (Geertz ,1973, p.772) “should know” (Rescher, p.23, 
emphasis in original). In contrast, labels of deficient or 
incompetent are assigned to those who are judged as lacking 
common sense (1973, p.773).  Police officers in this research 
emphasised common sense as an intrinsic quality of 
policing. Considering the conceptions of policing as a craft, 
learned on-the-job, and police officers as artisans (Birzer, 
2003; Beckett, 2001; Jones, 2015; Steinheider, Wuestewald, 
Boyatzis & Kroutter, 2012), common sense keeps things 
simple, accessible, and informs everyday practice (Rescher, 
2005, p.26). Anything requiring complex thought and 
inquiry is viewed in opposition to common sense. This 
is antithetical to the ongoing national and international 
debates about police and professionalisation (Fyfe, 2013; 
Green & Gates, 2014; Rojek et al., 2012; Stone & Travis, 
2013; Tong, 2017); the need for police to be educated and 
professional in their practice and behaviour. The definition 
of police professionalisation has been described as a “thorny 
issue” with many scholars struggling to identify standards 
for police professionalism (Fleming, 2014, p.356).  

This paper draws on Bourdieu’s practice theory to examine 
the narratives of traditionally trained police officers’ 
perceptions of common sense as an intrinsic attribute of 
policing. Traditionally trained refers to those officers who 
were educated through training programs delivered wholly 
in and by the police academy and in the workplace. 
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The author was immersed in the police jurisdiction as a non-
police employee involved in the education and professional 
learning division of the organisation and was conducting 
doctoral research with police officers in this jurisdiction.  
The researcher’s status as an outsider-part insider enabled 
a rapport and trust to be established in the interviews 
and enabled access to police from the highest level of the 
organisation to ranks and levels across the jurisdiction.  

Literature review
Policing and police work

Efforts to define policing and police work through an 
examination of literature reveal no fixed or precise 
definitions (Reiner, 2000, 2017; Rowe, 2008). Instead, a 
range of approaches are evident in contemporary literature 
that give insights to approaches to policing, ranging 
from: problem-oriented policing (Scott & Clarke, 2020, 
p.1); community policing (Cordner, 2014); intelligence-
led policing, to name a few. Popular media perpetuates 
images of power, authority, physical strength, and use 
of force (Rowe, 2008), which align with the legitimate 
state-authorised powers police have for social control 
(Silvestri, 2003; Westmarland, 2017). In recent times, police 
confront “radically different forms of risks, uncertainty and 
instability” (McLaughlin & Murji, 1999, p.217; Manning, 
2015), as they attempt to meet the diverse and complex 
needs and expectations of individuals and communities 
today (Cox et al., 2018; Manning, 2015; Murray, 2005). This 
further supports global agendas to professionalise policing.  
Integral to policing and police work is police culture. It is 
complex and imbued with negative and positive practices 
(Cockcroft, 2015; Shearing & Ericson, 1991). Police culture 
has been the source of research for many years. 
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Police culture

Culture can be understood in terms of “webs of significance” 
(Geertz, 1973, p.12) comprising symbols, narratives, 
discourses, and practices that convey culture that influences 
how people perceive themselves in relation to one another. 
It constructs “ways of talking”, “ways of seeing”, thinking, 
and being that are resistant to challenge and change 
(Fairclough, 1995, p.41). Culture creates coherence, 
certainty, and clarity (Bauman, 2005). It provides structure, 
meaning, and control by safeguarding existing thinking 
and practice and counteracting resistance or efforts to 
disrupt the current state of equilibrium (Bauman, 2005). 
Police culture functions as a source for the (re)production 
of common sense. Further to this, education and training 
are vehicles for establishing ways of talking and seeing that 
inform police practice.

Police training and education

Police training and education in Australia has been 
described respectively as: “hav[ing] clearly run past [its] 
used-by dates” (Bradley, 2009, p.102); and “intellectually 
redundant”, based on “behaviouralist-orientated 
competency-based training” (Cox, 2011, p.4). Recruit 
training programs range from 25 weeks plus 12 months’ 
on-the-job probation in Queensland (Queensland Police, 
2020; Rogers & Wintle, 2021, p.17), 31 weeks plus 21 
weeks’ probation in Victoria (Rogers & Wintle, 2021, p.17; 
Victoria Police, 2021) and six months plus three months’ 
probation in South Australia (Rogers & Wintle, 2021, 
p.18; South Australia Police, 2019). Foundational learning 
occurs at the police academy with probation generally 
occurring on-the-job. Learning in the police academy 
involves the socialisation of recruits to policing as a craft or 
trade (Bradley, 2009; Conti, 2009), limiting opportunities 
for deep learning to equip recruits for the exigencies and 
uncertainties of police work in the twenty-first century. 
Significantly, police recruits in all but one police jurisdiction 
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in Australia are paid a wage or allowance (Rogers & Wintle, 
2021) and are subject to the organisation’s authority, 
standards, and sanctions, and their behaviour and progress 
are under constant surveillance and assessment (Conti, 
2009; Conti & Nolan, 2005). Despite the variation in the 
length of training across the states, all recruits graduate with 
comparable powers and are expected to perform as fully-
fledged police constables.

Overlaying this context are national and international 
agendas driving the professionalisation of policing (Burgess, 
Fleming & Marks, 2006; Fyfe, 2013; Lanyon, 2007; Murray, 
2006; Ransley & Mazerolle, 2009; Rowe, 2008; Stone 
& Travis, 2013). This has resulted in the emergence of 
tertiary and higher education programs being embedded 
in recruiting and professional police education in Australia 
and other Western countries. However, alongside and 
within this context is the enduring impact of informal 
learning in occupations, professions, and workplaces. For 
police, the collegial nature of their profession and practice, 
and the continued existence of police academies and in-
house training, delivered predominantly by experienced 
police officers, represents the “webs of significance” that 
have the potential to (re)produce common sense while 
simultaneously contradicting or conflicting with what 
may be learned in tertiary and higher education programs 
(Heslop, 2011). Westmarland (2001, p.83) describes 
policing as: “… an occupation based upon experientially 
gained expertise and officers often have a high regard for 
almost anyone who can display knowledge based upon 
experience”.

The effects of police education and training on officers’ 
practices are difficult to assess because numerous 
operational, cultural, and workplace influences will occur to 
mediate their practice (Rowe, 2009, p.4). The traditionally 
trained police officers in this study lacked deep learning in 
part due to the reproduction of practice-based knowledge 
by and through trainers in the academy, mentors in the 
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workplace (Author, 2016), and the exchange of stories, often 
referred to as “war stories” (Waddington, 1999, p.302). 
These relationships and stories produce a common sense 
that affords a sense of comfort, certainty, and closure 
(Geertz, 1973; Rescher, 2005; Rosenfeld, 2011).

Common sense

Following the historical traditions of Scottish philosophers, 
common sense can be understood in terms of logical 
cognitive reasoning and judgement; a capacity to accept 
things without question (Rescher 2005, p.14). Common 
sense is therefore concerned with everyday matters in work 
and daily life: what is obvious, natural, beyond doubt and 
question (Geertz 1973, p.782), and eschews theoretical 
expertise (Rescher, 2005, p.52). Bourdieu (1977, p.167, 
emphasis in original) writes of the way in which common 
sense “goes without saying because it comes without 
saying”. Through regular usage, Rescher (2005) argues that 
common sense is regarded as:

… ordinary sagacity and prudence so that common 
sense is seen as encompassing the judgements, 
evaluations, and principles of decision and action 
that “any sensible person” – virtually the whole of 
adult mankind – would accept in the circumstances 
(p.49).

The doctrinal and pragmatic wisdom of common sense is 
simultaneously persuasive and pervasive. It is spontaneous 
in nature, and grounded in “jokes, anecdotes” as opposed to 
formal theories and could be seen as “vernacular wisdom” 
(Geertz, 1973, p.787). The very simple, practical nature 
of common sense and its accessibility to every reasonable 
person through everyday experience underscores its 
capacity to influence decision-making, guide practices 
beyond rules and procedures, and enable the management 
of personal and professional actions and image (Beckett, 
2008; Geertz, 1973). The facts or truths of common-
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sense beliefs are formed through experience and become 
universal or “consensual”: accepted on face value, without 
hesitation, without argument or justification, without 
reflection (Geertz, 1973; Rescher,2005, p.12, emphasis in 
original; Rosenfeld, 2011). The rhetorical, metaphorical 
nature of police culture and the “war stories” (Shearing & 
Ericson, 1991; Waddington, 1999, p.302) are central to its 
(re)production in police practice. Common sense prefers 
“shared experience” (Rescher, 2005, p.53) and “practical 
sense” or wisdom to specialist and intellectual knowledge 
(Bourdieu, 1990, p.69; Geertz, p.788; Rosenfeld, 2011). 
Practice can therefore become an automatic, unquestioned 
response, involving little if any critique (1990, p.69).  

The Achilles’ heel of common sense is its limited purview 
and supporting this, is its resistance to denial, different 
interpretations, and debate, which further restricts its scope 
of attention and comment beyond the superficial (Rescher, 
2005, p.31). In essence, common sense constructs a shared 
language but limits what can be spoken, heard and who 
can speak (Rosenfeld, 2011, p.256). Policing, professional 
judgement and practice represent distinct yet integrated 
concepts. Central to these is discretion.

Discretion

Discretion within the context of established professions 
is based on society’s acknowledgement of the service they 
provide, their commitment, exclusive knowledge and 
capabilities, and the permission or authorisation given 
to them to apply discretionary decision-making in the 
provision of service (Kleinig, 1996). It has been argued 
that discretion in policing is not an exemplary approach 
to practice and is essentially “a power that police have to 
exercise their own judgment” (Doyle, 2006; Kleinig, 1996, 
p.82, emphasis in original). Further to this, police discretion 
can be seen not so much as a right, but as a privilege, 
an indulgence for an officer to use their judgement. 
Significantly, there is an underlying presumption and an 
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unquestioning acceptance of competence to apply one’s 
judgement (Doyle, 2006; Kleinig, 1996). Bronitt and 
Stenning (2011, p.319) described the challenges police face: 
“on the one hand to enforce the law fairly and impartially, 
on the other hand to temper law enforcement for sound 
policy and operational reasons”. This raises questions of 
the efficacy of police training in equipping police to apply 
discretion (Kleinig, 1996; Rowe, 2008). How traditional 
approaches to training (i.e., didactic, transmission of 
information) support rule- and procedural-based practices 
as opposed to developing independent judgement, problem-
solving, and critical thinking are significant issues (Birzer, 
2003; McCoy, 2006; Marenin, 2004; White, 2006).  

It has been argued that the interpretation and application 
of legislation in policing practice necessitates “a degree 
of subjectivity on the part of the officer” (Rowe, 2008, 
p.99). While many other professions use discretion in their 
practice, there is evidence that discretion applied by police 
is different. One reason for this claim of difference is that 
police regularly work at a distance from, and independently 
of, their supervisors (Kleinig, 1996; Rowe, 2008). Another 
reason relates to a potential tension or contradiction in 
the notion and application of discretion for police because 
police officers are not independent practitioners as are 
other traditional professionals. Instead, they are employees 
of hierarchical organisations with established rules and 
expectations of behaviour and practice. In addition, they 
represent state power with legitimacy to use force, unlike 
other professions (Doyle, 2006; Kleinig, 1996; Rowe, 2008). 
A belief in and reliance upon rules and standards guiding 
decisions and actions combined with common sense and 
“personal and unexamined morality” are inadequate in 
equipping police officers to use discretion, make “moral 
choices” and “account for others’ needs and expectations” 
(White, 2006, p.400).
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Theoretical and conceptual framework

This paper draws on Bourdieu’s practice theory to examine 
common sense and its attribution to police practice. It is 
often presented as straightforward and uncomplicated, 
denoting, for instance, what people do (Hager, 2013). Such 
a pragmatic focus on “activity, performance, and work”, has 
the potential to construct practice as a process grounded 
in routine: “the way things are done” (Nicolini, 2012, p.3). 
Further to this, there is the potential to accept, without 
critical consideration, the learning generated from practice 
(Dall’Alba & Sandberg, 2010). For police, much of their 
learning is experiential with a focus on the technical aspects 
of practice, and the assessment of competence is the remit of 
experienced police officers (Cox, 2011). This reinforces the 
reproduction of practice-based knowledge and compliant 
“technicians” (Timperley, 2011, p.8). This resonates with the 
spontaneous and pragmatic wisdom of common sense.

Billett (2010, p.1) argued that practice-based learning 
should be seen as more than an adjunct to organised 
education, but “essential for developing the knowledge 
required to effectively practice occupations”. While practice 
can represent specific daily occupational activities, drawing 
on relevant “conceptual, procedural, and dispositional 
knowledge” (Billett, 2010, p.2), it is far more complex and 
nuanced involving contextual, temporal, social, symbolic, 
and ritual dimensions (Bourdieu, 1990). 

Bourdieu’s (1990, p.54) concepts of “habitus” and the 
“logic of practice” (Bourdieu, 1990, p.86) are relevant 
to this discussion. The concept of habitus is integral 
to understanding the learning that occurs in policing.  
Bourdieu argued that habitus is internalised and established 
in practice (Bourdieu, 1990). Certain habits, practices, 
and dispositions are developed and reproduced through 
socialization with others and through institutional 
procedures and practices (Bourdieu, 1990). It functions 
as an historical construct that “produces individual and 
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collective practices” based on historical constructs. The logic 
of practice (Bourdieu, 1990, p.86), paradoxically ‘defies 
logic’, but is evidenced in systems and structures of habitus 
that are constituted simultaneously by regularities (practical 
coherence) and irregularities (practical incoherence). Both 
coherence and incoherence are inscribed and necessary. 
In fulfilling practical functions of coherence, or what 
appears to be coherent, the “economy of logic” is ever-
present, “sacrific[ing] rigour” for “simplicity and generality” 
(Bourdieu, 1990, p.86), thereby ensuring convenience 
or a practice that is “easy to master and use” (Bourdieu, 
1990, p.86). “Ritual practices” (Bourdieu, 1990, p.90) are 
created through “mimesis” (Bourdieu, 1990, p.92) and 
repetition. Ritual practices form habitual practice that can 
be performed without awareness of and ability to perceive 
cultural, structural, ideological influences of habitus 
(Bourdieu, 1990, pp.90-91). 

In addition to habitus is “pedagogic work” (Bourdieu 
& Passeron, 1977, p.31, emphasis in original), done by 
families and education, for instance, and involving the 
inscription and habituation of practice on the body (Nicolini 
2012), establishing what is ‘“sensible” and “reasonable”’ 
or competent practice (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977, p.79). 
Green (2009, p.8, emphasis in original) argued that all too 
often practice is understood simply as what people “do, with 
context added on”, or taken for granted. However, context is 
always within practice, never outside or alongside. It needs 
to be recognised and interrogated because it is in a state 
of flux: “blurred, indistinct, shifting” (2009, pp.8-9). This 
superficial, “unreflective” approach to practice and learning 
is grounded in “common sense”: the “vernacular wisdom” or 
“of course” matters of everyday. Bourdieu’s (1977, emphasis 
in original) “doxa” – “everyday opinions” – coalesce with 
notions of common sense, establishing and limiting shared 
knowledge and the product of learning (Rosenfeld, 2011). 

Contrasting the inscribed notion of practice is the 
recognition of agency, enabling the individual to 
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purposefully acquire and adapt practice in response to 
dynamic contexts (Nicolini, 2012). Building on the notion of 
agency, practice an also be seen as the integrated application 
of knowledge, thought, action, discourse, emotions, and 
values (2012). Overlaying and influencing these different 
perceptions of practice is the existence and function of 
“power, conflict, and politics” (Nicolini, 2012, p.6) evident 
in practice-based approaches. In this regard, history and 
context are important, for example highlighting how 
inequalities and differences might be perceived, framed, and 
practised (Nicolini, 2012). 

Practice is relational, social, agential, and embodied 
(Edwards, 2010; Hutchings & Jarvis, 2012). Adding to this 
holistic, social, sense-making notion of practice, Schwandt 
(2005, p.327) describes it as “purposeful, intentional, and 
goal-directed” … [and] “situated within a larger network 
of relations with others”. Instead of being passive and 
accepting of what happens, practitioners need to be active 
and agentic applying ethical and moral standpoints to their 
practice (p.180). Schatzki (2012, p.14) described practice 
as “an open-ended, spatially-temporally dispersed nexus 
of doings and sayings”, while Higgs (2012, p.3) referred to 
practice as “embodied, agential, and socially-historically 
constructed”. 

Policing occurs in bureaucratic, institutional, highly 
regulated settings where practices are mediated by practice-
based knowledge that is entrenched in habitual practices 
and occupational and legislative procedures (Edwards, 
2010, p.3). This results in perceptions that endure and 
function to (re)produce knowledge and practice as opposed 
to the contestation of the very essence of knowing and 
practicing (Giroux, 2006, pp.4-5). 
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Methodology

Narrative analysis was central to this qualitative research 
project. Stories and storytelling are key sources of data in 
narrative analysis. Narrative was chosen because of the 
cultural practice of police telling “war stories” (Waddington, 
1999; Wenger, 1999). Using a narrative approach in 
research provides “a way of thinking” about and with data 
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p.43) that is “relational” 
within and across three dimensions: “temporality” – places, 
events, things; “sociality” – social, emotional, cultural, 
institutional content; and “place” – locations and spaces 
(Clandinin, 2013, p.39). In this study, police officers’ 
narratives of their practice revealed insights to cultural and 
relational practices that shaped how common sense was 
understood and (re)produced.

Ethics approval was given by the Faculty of Arts and 
Education Human Ethics Advisory Group (HEAG), Deakin 
University. The Human Resources office of the police 
jurisdiction issued a letter and the plain language statement 
inviting voluntary participation. Police officers contacted 
the researcher directly by email. Consent form was issued 
to participants and a time was negotiated for an interview. 
Approval had been given by the head of the organisation for 
interviews to occur during work hours, including shift work. 
The researcher met participants in private settings in their 
own work locations.

Method

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 36 police 
officers – 13 females and 23 males – including senior police 
officers in the leadership management team to inspectors, 
sergeants, and constables. The semi-structured interviews 
enabled participants to tell their stories, rather than answer 
questions: creating a more personalised, adaptable, shared 
encounter or a co-creation of multiple meanings (Clandinin, 
2013). The interviews were audio recorded, transcribed, and 
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participants de-identified using pseudonyms and, to respect 
the jurisdiction’s anonymity, a pseudonym was assigned to 
the organisation. 

Participants had a choice of one of two interviews. One 
focused on police officers’ perceptions of and preferences 
for learning, e.g., what is learning, what does it mean to you, 
and how to learn best? The other involved police officers 
reflecting on their practices through an exploration of 
specific workplace experiences, e.g., something that worked 
well, something that was challenging, something that did 
not work well. Nineteen of the 36 participants chose the first 
interview. Seventeen participants chose to critically reflect 
on their practice and experiences. During the interviews, 
participants were reminded of the counselling and 
psychological services available to them in the organisation 
and that they could stop the interview at any point. 

Data analysis and interpretation

The social constructionist and narrative analytical approach 
adopted to analyse and interpret police officers’ narratives 
in this research acknowledged the social, relational, 
and embodied nature of practices and the development 
of knowledge through practice. Analysis involved an 
iterative process of listening to recordings of interviews, 
transcription of interviews, and writing and rewriting 
segments from multiple narratives afforded opportunities 
to analyse and identify narratives. I worked the data from 
the narratives using Clandinin’s (2013) dimensions of 
“temporality”, “sociality”, and “place”. The three narratives 
discussed below depict police officers’ perceptions of 
common sense: (1) Common Sense – Shades of Grey; (2) 
Common Sense – As Simple as That; (3) Common Sense – A 
Kind of Judgement.
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Narrative 1: Common sense – Shades of grey

Eleanor and Edward emphasised the practical nature of 
policing as they positioned it as something that is not for 
the academically inclined individual. This reinforced that 
common sense is concerned with obvious, simple, easy 
to master everyday matters, and eschewing theoretical 
expertise. They see the value of practice-based knowledge 
rather than theory and expertise that is generated through 
qualifications and formal education. 

People who do well academically might not make 
very good police officers because it is a very common 
sense role and you need to be flexible; so I just don’t 
know that policing is designed to be one of those 
professions (Eleanor, constable).

Academic qualifications mean absolutely nothing. 
You can’t teach common sense and that’s the most 
important element of police work (Edward, sergeant).

Further to this, Edward acknowledged it was not possible 
to teach common sense, despite its importance to policing 
and the quintessential wisdom of everyday police practice. A 
contradiction is evident in Edward and Eleanor’s reflections. 
On the one hand, police officers have common sense; it is an 
innate quality. On the other hand, it is reproduced through 
training, shared experience, and war stories; inscribed 
through the habitus of policing, yet they believe it cannot 
be taught. Edward does not fully appreciate the “webs of 
significance” (Geertz, 1973, p.12) and the powerful threads 
of those webs in establishing common sense thinking and 
practice.

Police need common sense. I believe there’s a lot 
of room for common sense and discretion, and it 
should never be taken away. The law is black and 
white, but its application is very grey in most areas 
(Monty, sergeant.)
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Monty reinforced that common sense is integral to, and 
necessary for, police practice and often applied to practice. 
Monty’s description of law as “black and white” and 
application as “grey” positions common sense as the grey 
which then requires the use of discretion. However, this 
raises critiques of police and how they apply their discretion 
to making decisions and acting when they regularly work 
independently of supervisors. Further to this, it is argued 
they are not independent practitioners but employees of 
hierarchical organisations with set rules and expectations 
of behaviour and practice (Rowe, 2008). To what extent 
those rules and expectations are understood and applied is 
perhaps not clear.

I like the actual doing. A lot of things you do, 
particularly with general duties policing, there 
are no rules. It does rely on initiative and a bit of 
common sense and, I suppose, being able to ask 
for some guidance. I mean even when you’re in an 
acting role, which I was a fair bit out there, you’re 
left to your own devices and you’ve gotta try and 
make those decisions (Rose, constable).

For Rose it is the general duties of policing that requires 
her “common sense” and “initiative” while working 
independently in general duties and in higher duties when 
she believes “there are no rules” and she must “try and make 
those decisions”. Questions arise as to the efficacy of police 
training to equip police to apply discretion when it is based 
on “behaviouralist-orientated competency-based training” 
(Cox, 2011, p.4), supporting rule- and procedural-based 
practices. Shades of grey appear as police officers apply 
their common sense to their discretion in independent work 
contexts.
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Narrative 2: Common sense – As simple as that

David saw common sense, along with people skills, as the 
key to surviving in policing; further emphasising its intrinsic 
value to police and their practice.

Common sense and good people skills will get 
you by. You’ll survive as a police officer pretty 
much (David, senior police officer and corporate 
manager).

In general duties policing there are no rules, and it 
does rely on common sense through to the way you 
speak to people and how you deal with things; quite 
simply, that’s common sense (Eleanor, constable). 

Eleanor’s reflections also touched on the fundamental skills 
of interacting and “deal[ing] with things”. Again, this brings 
the focus back to doing the basics, the simple, rudimentary 
activities of policing, which reflect the “economy of 
logic” (Bourdieu, 1990, p.86) that reinforces simplicity, 
effortlessness, and superficiality over difficulty, complexity, 
and profundity. Wrapped up in this, is the notion and 
application of common sense as a way of keeping things 
simple, understandable, and accessible to every reasonable 
police officer. 

Narrative 3: Common sense – A kind of judgement

It is acknowledged that in recent times police confront and 
are expected to respond to “radically different forms of risks, 
uncertainty and instability” (McLaughlin & Murji, 1999, 
p.217; Manning, 2015). This reflects the diverse, dynamic, 
and complex needs and expectations of individuals and 
communities today.

You’re dealing with things that you haven’t got skills 
in. No formal training in. You’re branching into 
areas like social work and all that stuff. So common 
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sense prevails. I recall [as a young uniform police 
officer] going to a domestic involving 40-year-olds 
and they’re asking you for advice. Jesus! You’d 
make something up, based on very little (Monty, 
sergeant).

Monty’s comments about a lack of skills and formal training 
to “deal with things” that are beyond his purview and 
capabilities underline the changed and changing landscape 
of policing. It seems apposite for Monty to draw on common 
sense and, to “make something up”, when he has nothing 
concrete, theoretically informed, to draw on. It could be 
viewed as a deficiency, incompetence, and lacking common 
sense to not respond to the situation he described.  Omitted 
from Monty’s reflections is the context, which is often 
“added on”, or taken for granted (Green, 2009). However, 
context is always within practice, never outside or alongside. 
It needs to be recognised and interrogated because it is in a 
state of flux: “blurred, indistinct, shifting” (2009, pp.8-9). 
The context here is the changing and changeable nature of 
police work that has officers like Monty feeling ill-equipped 
and drawing on common sense knowledge: the product of 
the habitus of policing.

I’ve always decided to make decisions on common 
sense and rational objective decision-making. 
Sometimes I’ve stepped outside that and been willing 
to take the kicking because I could not justify why I 
came to that decision … (Edward, sergeant).

Edward’s conviction of “always” making decisions using 
common sense further highlights it as the pre-eminent 
guide to practice. The practical coherence and practical 
incoherence of the “logic of practice” (Bourdieu, 1990, 
p.86) are in-play here as Edward describes common sense 
as a source of “rational objective decision-making”. He was 
making decisions that made “good, rational sense” equating 
to “reasonable or good judgment” (Rescher, 2005, p.49, 
emphasis in original).
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Discussion 

The examination of police officers’ perceptions of common 
sense as an intrinsic attribute of police practice revealed 
three narratives that emphasise: (1) Shades of Grey and 
the application of the accepted, uncomplicated concept 
of common sense to everyday, unsupervised practice; 
(2) As Simple as That, featuring the agreed simplicity, 
effortlessness, and superficiality of common sense in denial 
of difficulty, complexity, and profundity; and (3) A Kind of 
Judgement where common sense is viewed as a rational, 
objective response to increasingly complex and different 
situations that are beyond the purview,  capabilities, and 
training of police officers. These narratives emphasise the 
ubiquity and acceptance of the concept and meaning of 
common sense, seen as “good sense” (Rescher, 2005, p.37) 
that every reasonable police officer “should know” (Rescher 
p.23, emphasis in original). The doctrinal and pragmatic 
wisdom of common sense is persuasive and pervasive.

Pivotal to understanding police officers’ unquestioning 
acceptance of common sense and its relevance to their 
practice are the concepts of “habitus” and the “logic of 
practice” (Bourdieu, 1990, p.86). Habitus is internalised 
and established in practice (Bourdieu, 1990). The logic 
of practice, which ironically flouts logic, is present in 
systems and structures of habitus that are constituted 
simultaneously by practical coherence and practical 
incoherence. The latter is seen in comments about general 
duties policing having no rules and the need therefore to 
use common sense. These beliefs are the products of police 
culture that establishes “ways of talking, “ways of seeing” 
(Fairclough, 1995, p.41), thinking and being that become 
unquestioned habits of practice (Bourdieu, 1990, p.90). 
Further to this, the logic that prioritises simplicity and 
superficiality over difficulty and profundity (Bourdieu, 1990, 
p.86), thereby ensures a practice that is “easy to master 
and use” (Bourdieu, 1990, p.86), rational and self-evident 
(Rescher, 2005; Rosenfeld, 2011). 
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These regimes of truth and the “limits of intelligibility” 
(Britzman, 1995, p.155) elevate the value of common 
sense to a good police officer which in turn diminishes the 
value of training and education (Geertz, 1973; Rescher, 
2005; Rosenfeld, 2011). Police training and education 
are fraught, described as outmoded and a vehicle for the 
reproduction of practice-based knowledge (Bradley, 2009; 
Cox, 2011). To this end, the “pedagogic work” (Bourdieu 
& Passeron, 1977, p.31, emphasis in original) that occurs 
through academy training and education and on-the-job 
functions to inscribe and habituate practice establishes what 
is deemed to be coherent, reasonable practice (Bourdieu 
& Passeron, 1977, p.79). This was the experience of the 
police officers in this research whose learning was in the 
academy and then predominantly on-the-job. The practice 
that develops represents a superficial, unreflected learning 
that is grounded in the wisdom of common sense relevant 
to everyday policing practices. It simultaneously establishes 
and limits the shared knowledge and what is learned 
(Rosenfeld, 2011). 

Conclusion

The value afforded to common sense in everyday police 
practice was a significant finding of a qualitative narrative 
research project investigating traditionally trained police 
officers’ professional practice and learning in an Australian 
police jurisdiction. This paper examined the conception and 
application of common sense to police officers’ practice. 

The very simple, practical nature of common sense and 
its accessibility to every reasonable police officer through 
everyday policing practice underscores its capacity to 
influence decision-making, guide practices beyond rules 
and procedures, and to enable management of personal 
and professional actions and image (Beckett, 2008; 
Geertz, 1973). Learning in the police academy and on-
the-job involves the socialisation of police officers to a 
practice that is considered logical and simple. This happens 
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despite national and international agendas driving the 
professionalisation of policing and the need for police to 
be educated and professional in their practice (Burgess, 
Fleming & Marks, 2006; Fyfe, 2013; Lanyon, 2007; Rowe, 
2008; Stone & Travis, 2013). Questions arise as to how 
prepared police officers are to engage with and apply 
discretion to the exigencies and uncertainties of police 
work when their practice is based on common sense and 
“personal and unexamined morality” (White, 2006), as 
opposed to critically informed judgement and problem-
solving (Birzer, 2003; McCoy, 2006; Marenin, 2004; White, 
2006).  

Essentially, police officers need to become more active and 
agentic in their practice (Schwandt, 2005), enabling them 
to purposefully acquire and adapt practice in response to 
dynamic contexts (Nicolini, 2012). Building on the notion 
of agency, practice can also be seen as the integrated 
application of knowledge, thought, action, discourse, 
emotions, and values (Nicolini, 2012). While practice-
based learning can address specific daily occupational 
activities, drawing on relevant “conceptual, procedural, 
and dispositional knowledge” (Billett, 2010, p.2), it is far 
more complex and nuanced involving contextual, temporal, 
social, symbolic, and ritual dimensions (Bourdieu, 1990).  
A concerted and critical review of training and education is 
needed along with what constitutes police knowledge and 
standards for police professionalisation and practice.
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