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RESEARCH ARTICLE

Investigative private policing beyond the police: an exploratory
study
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ABSTRACT
This paper is based on a survey of 331 private investigators predominantly
based or working in the UK. It offers findings on the background, roles
undertaken, tools used and outcomes of their work. It divides the
investigators into four main groups: private investigators (or detectives),
investigators working for forensic accountants, in-house private
investigators and in-house public investigators (non-police). Given the
lack of research on this segment of private policing, important
exploratory findings are presented which can be used as the
foundations of further research in this rarely investigated sector. The
paper illustrates the dominance of older men in second careers among
private investigators, the dominance of fraud investigation as the most
common work undertaken and limited involvement in surveillance. The
paper also presents significant findings on the number of persons who
face some form of justice as a result of their investigations.

ARTICLE HISTORY
Received 15 December 2021
Accepted 26 April 2022

KEYWORDS
Private investigators; private
detectives; in-house
investigators; investigation;
private policing

Introduction

Since the work of Shearing and Stenning (Stenning and Shearing 1979, Shearing et al. 1980, Shearing
and Stenning 1987) in the late 1970s and early 1980s began to expose the important contribution of
private security to policing, there has been a growing scholarship on the subject (see for example,
South 1988, Johnston 1992, Jones and Newburn 1998). This body of work, however, has been largely
directed at the uniformed aspects of private policing (Rigakos 2002, Wakefield 2003, Crawford et al.
2005, Thumala et al. 2011, Löfstrand et al. 2016, Nalla et al. 2017). The private security sector is a very
large and diverse industry with many sub-segments, some of which have escaped extensive aca-
demic scrutiny (Cunningham et al. 1990). One of these is investigation services provided for fees
and in-house within organisations.

Given the commercial side of private investigation (often referred to as private detectives and
investigators) has had a long history of controversy, this lack of attention would seem surprising
(see for example Weiss 1978). In the UK, there have been a series of scandals that have involved
private investigators, most notably, the use of illegal surveillance and blagging methods to secure
private information for the tabloid press and for clients (Information Commissioner’s Office 2006,
Serious Organised Crime Agency [SOCA] 2008, Home Affairs Committee 2012, Leveson 2012). The
controversy surrounding this function, one should have thought, would have stimulated more aca-
demic interest. Unfortunately, this is not the case. The most significant studies to date in the UK were
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led by Gill et al. and conducted in the late 1990s, almost 25 years ago (see, Gill and Hart 1997a, 1997b,
1999). This research also focused exclusively on private investigators and did not explore the sub-
stantial in-house sector and other specialist providers of investigative services, such as investigators
working for forensic accountants.

This paper seeks to try and fill the gap in knowledge on the activities of those engaged in private
investigation. It is an exploratory study with the aim of providing baseline data that can be used by
authors and other researchers to develop further ideas for research from some of the very interesting
findings uncovered. Drawing upon a survey of 331 investigators, this paper seeks to offer insights on
who are private investigators (in the broader sense), who they work for and what they do, the tools
they use and who they work for, to name some. The paper will begin by briefly exploring some of the
limited research which has been undertaken, before setting out the methodology and then present-
ing some of the main findings from the survey.

Private investigators: what we do know?

Button (2019) distinguishes three main groups of investigators that are involved in private investi-
gation: private investigators who charge fees to clients for investigative services; professional
service practices based in the accountancy and legal sectors who also offer investigative services
for fees; and in-house investigators of private and public organisations.

The public in-house contribution is also important to be considered because they conduct many
investigations for the organisations they are employed by. Some might argue their location in the
public sector should exclude them from this paper. These investigators, however, are predominantly
serving their organisations to protect their revenues and expenditure. They are not like the public
police where any member of the public can call them with an issue and expect some form of
response. In the UK, there are some in-house public investigators who have special powers in
relation to securing information (such as DWP/HMRC), but most do not have any special powers
(Gilbert and Wakefield 2018). They are essentially providing an in-house and private function for
their employer who just happens to be located in the public sector, which is very different from
the public police or other policing bodies like trading standards officers, regulators, etc., who are
not only located in the public sector, but also serve the public responding to their complaints
and queries. Drawing the line in dividing public from private policing is also a contested area
with no clear consensus (see Johnston 1992, Jones and Newburn 1998, Button 2019). It is, therefore,
important to explore their contribution and even if you are not convinced, they are part of the
private sphere; they at least serve as a point of comparison, whether ‘private’, ‘hybrid’ or ‘public’.

Of these three groups (private investigators, in-house private and in-house public), private inves-
tigators have secured the most academic attention (see, e.g. Stiernstedt 2022), but are still relatively
less. These agents are often also known as ‘private detectives’, ‘private eyes’, ‘gumshoes’ or ‘enquiry
agents’ to name some (Prenzler 2006, p. 423). There is much debate on the definitions and bound-
aries of this group, but most would regard it as a distinct sub-sector of the private security industry
(Cunningham et al. 1990, George and Button 2000). Gill and Hart (1999, p. 247) defined them simply
as, ‘an individual who either runs or is employed by a business which provides investigative services
for a fee’. Prenzler (2006, p. 423) offered something similar, ‘individuals operating a business that
conducts inquiries for a client for a fee, or an employee of such a firm’. The simplicity of some of
these definitions provides for a much broader range of potential activities such as market researchers
and even journalists.

There are also investigators employed in-house in organisations, in both the private and public
sectors. In the former, many financial services companies employ investigative staff to deal with
fraud, but other large organisations may also employ investigators to look into a wide range of work-
place crimes and deviance (see Ericson et al. 2003, Williams 2005, Stenström 2018). There has been
research on in-house corporate security/investigation (Nalla and Morash 2002, Petersen 2013, Walby
and Lippert 2014) and in-house public investigators, particularly dedicated towards welfare fraud
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(Cook 1989, Button et al. 2007, Prenzler 2017, Gilbert and Wakefield 2018, Wilcock 2019, Headworth
2021). The professional service practices based in the accountancy and legal sectors have received
virtually no serious scholarly interest (Digabriele 2008, Hegazy et al. 2017) and broader studies
exploring the nature of their investigations (Gottschalk 2017, 2020).

In the UK, there have been few systematic attempts to estimate the size of the sector. Research
commissioned by the UK regulator, the Security Industry Authority, estimated 2968 private investi-
gator organisations employing between 4400 and 10,000, but with a possibility of 17,000 (Judes
2010). The Cabinet Office estimates there could be as many as 15,000 employed in central govern-
ment countering fraud, many of which conduct investigations (some might be in intelligence and
prevention work) (HMG, n.d.). There are also charities, local government and in-house investigators
in private organisations. A conservative estimate based on this would be around 30,000 investigators
in the UK, although this is clearly a punt – although a reasonable one – and an area in need of more
research.

Given the central aim of this paper is to offer insights on who the investigators are and what they
do, the focus here will be on past research which has examined this in the UK, although there is some
research in Australia and other countries (King 2012, 2020, Prenzler and King 2002, 2021, Prenzler
2006; Walby and Monaghan, 2011). Gill and Hart (1997a, p. 553) in their survey of 206 private inves-
tigator agencies found that the following services have been provided in the previous 12 months:

. Process serving 90.3%.

. Road traffic accident enquiries 80.6%.

. Claims investigations 71.8%.

. Matrimonial enquiries 68.4%.

. Criminal investigations 53.4%.

. Fraud investigations 50%.

. Asset tracing 50.5%.

The Gill and Hart research did not offer much on the profile of the actual investigators other than
some of the traits that were sought in persons they recruited (Gill and Hart 1997a). Gottschalk (2017,
2020) has provided useful case studies of actual investigations conducted, largely by those
employed in accountancy firms, but did not provide a profile of investigators. Regarding counter
fraud specialists largely operating in the public sector, Button et al. (2007) found:

. Near gender parity: 54.5% male, 45.5% female.

. Middle -aged dominance: 69% 35–54 and only 22.3% 34 or less.

. Education: 26% graduates or postgraduates and 74% educated to 18.

. Past experience: 19.5% ex-military or police.

We can, therefore, conclude on the literature examined:

. There are data on what private investigative agencies do (but it is dated)

. There is very little data on who private investigators are.

. There are data on who in-house investigators in the public sector are, but focused on fraud and
also dated.

. There are no data on who in-house private investigators are and what they do.

. There is limited data on who professional service investigators employed by forensic accountants
are and what they do.

This paper will seek to fill this gap by offering exploratory findings on the profile of these inves-
tigators. It is important to also note the aim of this paper is not to provide a definitive set of findings,
but rather to offer a broad up-to-date picture, which provides clues for other researchers to develop
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research ideas in this under-developed area. Before the findings from this research are presented, the
methods for the paper will be outlined.

Methods

Data collection in a professional and/or business setting is commonly done by distributing a survey,
and was so in this research project. It is, however, important when undertaking a survey to under-
stand who the participants are and how to survey these particular participants, i.e. what to ask to
elicit rich data (see, e.g. MacDonald and Headlam 2008). This first challenge meant that the survey
had to be designed in a way such that it would minimise the chance of potential misunderstandings
or ambiguities (see Gadd and Karstedt 2011) which will lead to an emphasis on clear, understand-
able, and professional questions (see Bryman 2012). Practically, this was operationalised in a
three-step process. The first step entailed the research team designing survey questions, in the
second step those questions went out for consultation to colleagues with significant experience
in survey design. This led to several of the questions being reformatted. The third step occurred
after the survey was uploaded to the online tool JISC Online Surveys, where another round of
review was undertaken to ensure the clarity of the questions and survey.

The invitation later stated that ‘the study aims to understand the background of non-police inves-
tigators, the types of investigations they engage in, the tools and strategies used and your views on
some important issues such as regulation and privatisation’. The survey, thus, was divided into four
corresponding sections, where the first contained some demographic questions. The second
explored investigators’ backgrounds and status. This covered both individual aspects such as aca-
demic qualifications and professional associations, as well as organisational such as annual turnover
and country(-ies) of operations. The third section covered the work of private investigators. The
questions revolved around caseload and the different types of investigations, techniques, tools,
and clients. There were also many free-text questions where participants were asked to enter percen-
tages. Since there was no fixed formatting of these questions, the data format of the answer varied to
an extent, but was nevertheless easy to code once collated. For example, in the analysis entries like
‘zero’ and ‘all’ were transformed to ‘0%’ and ‘100%’, respectively. The fourth and final sections of the
survey examined the views held by private investigators. These views mainly revolved around the
regulatory environment in which they operate.

Unlike some occupations, there is no easily accessible list of investigators to send the question-
naire to. However, private investigators – as concerns offering their services for hire – generally pub-
licise themselves, including an email contact. The researchers used the following lists:

. Association of British Investigators (https://www.theabi.org.uk/).

. UK Professional Investigators Network (https://www.ukpin.com/index.html).

. General Google search.

From these sources, the researchers built a database of 460 firms in the UK offering investigation
services with a contact email to which a questionnaire was sent. The UKPIN was also supportive of
the research and sent an email encouraging the members to respond. To secure forensic accoun-
tants, researchers targeted the top 20 accountancy firms, which listed forensics as an area of exper-
tise and also used the contacts on the Network of Independent Forensic Accountants (https://nifa.co.
uk/), although only 33 were listed. Generally, the top 20 firms would have only one contact listed, so
reaching their staff beyond the named contact was purely at their goodwill. To secure in-house
investigators, the researchers used their professional networks and secured the distribution or pub-
licity of the survey link among the following:

. University of Portsmouth database of fraud contacts.

. Midlands Fraud Forum.
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. Cabinet Office Knowledge Hub.

. ACFE (UK).

. Security Institute.

. Researchers’ Linkedin networks.

Some of these networks also cover private investigators and forensic accountants. The distri-
bution encouraged participants to share. Securing in-house private responses was a much more
challenging task because of the lack of a relevant association and co-ordinating body. Public inves-
tigators in central government, particularly fraud-related, were much easier to target due to the
Cabinet Office infra-structure professionalising and co-ordinating them. The researchers are, there-
fore, confident that the survey reached a good proportion of private investigators listed in the
UK, public in-house investigators, but are less confident of the private in-house investigators and for-
ensic accountants’ staff. A total of 339 responses were received, of which, after scrutiny, eight were
excluded for limited responses and/or not relevant. It is also important to note that the nature of
distribution meant some responses were from investigators based beyond the UK, with 87% of
respondents primarily based in the UK. However, some of the remaining investigators often
worked in the UK, even though based in another country, and for this reason, the researchers
have assessed the total sample. It is also important to note that because of the methods used to
target investigators, only descriptive statistics will be presented as more sophisticated analysis
would have been pointless. The findings should be considered as exploratory and a basis for
further quantitative and qualitative research.

Ethical considerations

This research has an aspect of ethical considerations where the methodological approach to the
research ethics is based on the guidance issued by the British Psychological Society [BPS] (2018).
The approach was further guided by the work of Israel and Hay (2011, pp. 502–508) outlining
research ethics in terms of (a) informed consent about the purpose of the research; (b) maintaining
confidentiality of research participants’ identity and personal data; as well as (c) preventing partici-
pants from harm; and (d) at the same time, maintaining research integrity.

The main objective from an ethics perspective is that disclosures do not cause harm to the par-
ticipants and their organisations. Further, as argued by Oliver (2009), research does not exist in a
‘moral vacuum’, and while research aimed to enhance the body of knowledge, and in a sense,
doing good, it follows that the facilitation of research or its results should not have detrimental
effects on the participants, researcher or any other third party. Therefore, participation in this
research is completely anonymous. Note the difference between data being anonymised and the
data being intrinsically anonymous – also to the researchers. There were, however, free-text
answers as part of data collection, where potential identifiers could be entered. This risk was, never-
theless, mitigated by the fact that all participants were experienced professionals operating in a field
where they would be accustomed to maintaining confidentiality. Ethical approval was secured from
the University of Portsmouth Ethics Committee, Number: FHSS 2020-044.

Findings

In the original questionnaire, private investigators could indicate if they were sole traders or working
as more than one. These were combined for analysis and the small number of those working for
private security companies were also added to create this private category. These are all agents char-
ging fees for investigative services. Forensic includes those working for accountancy/consultancy
firms (usually described as forensic accountancy), who also charge fees for investigative services.
Given accountancy or limited liability partnerships (LLPs) are a clearly established sector in their
own right, these were treated as a different category. There are also investigators working in-
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house for either the public or private sectors and each has separate categories. As noted earlier, we
made the case for including in-house public investigators, which, even if this is debatable to some, at
the very least, provides a point of comparison. Finally, there was a small number that did not fit into
any of these categories, such as those working for lawyers, other enforcement agencies, international
bodies to name some. Table 1 illustrates that 37.5% of our respondents were private investigators
working for fees, 8.8% working for forensic accountants, just short of 30% in-house public investi-
gators and just short of 20% private in-house (Table 1).

Demographics of investigators

The demographics of the investigators in the sample produced some interesting results. Among all
investigators, it is a male-dominated occupation with around three-quarters male and a quarter
female. However, for in-house public investigators, the balance was closer with 59.2% male and
38% female. This is similar to what Button et al. (2007) found among counter fraud specialists,
who are largely public in-house investigators of fraud. Male dominance was highest among
private investigators at almost 90%, with lower rates – but still, a clear dominance among forensic
accountants (72.4%) and in-house private investigators (76.9%) (Table 2).

Those same male-dominated private investigators were also older too, with around 86.3%, 41
years or over, and almost three-quarters 51 and over. Also, 37% of private investigators were 61+,
which was under 9% for the other three main categories. Across the whole sample of investigators,
an older profile was the norm with just under 80% being 41 and over. The youngest profile was
among forensic accountant-based investigators with almost 45% being 40 or under. In-house
private investigators also had around a third in this age category. For the in-house public investi-
gators, the age profile was dominated by the 41–60 with almost three-quarters in this age group
(Table 3).

The investigators in the sample were generally well educated with just over 62% educated to a
degree or postgraduate level. The most educated groups were the forensic accountants and private
in-house investigators with around 83% and 78%, respectively, educated at least to the degree level.
The least educated were the private investigators, with 31.5% who left education at age 16, and a
further 21.8% at age 18. Also, just over 37% of in-house public investigators left education at the
maximum age of 18 (Table 4).

The respondents were also asked about their previous employment and membership in any pro-
fessional associations. From the 331 responses, the most common association that respondents
belonged to was the Association of British Investigators (ABI) with 59 indicating this association,
which, given the methodology is not surprising. The second most common was the Association
of Certified Fraud Examiners (ACFE) with 47 responses and 35 were members of HM Government
Counter Fraud Profession. Given there were 331 respondents and the numbers who were
members of associations was relatively low, no sub-analysis was undertaken for this question by
types of investigator (Figure 1).

The respondents included a large number of former police officers (uniformed and detective); of
the 331, 73 had served as uniformed police officers and 80 as police detectives, with a total of 102 or
30% having any police background (served as a uniformed officer and/or detective). For private

Table 1. Survey responses by the category of investigators.

Category N %

Private 124 37.5
Forensic 29 8.8
In-House (IH) Public 98 29.6
In-House (IH) Private 67 20.2
Other 13 3.9
Total 331 100
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investigators, 58 of the 124 participants had some police background – almost half. This was much
higher than the other segments, where only 15 of the 98 public in-house investigators were ex-police
and 18 of the 67; a quarter was in-house private, with a similar proportion among the forensic. For
private investigators, there were also 38 from other in-house private organisations, 26 from ex-mili-
tary backgrounds and 13 from other in-house public, who were private investigators. The sample
also included 18 former security services (MI5, MI6, etc.) employees, the vast majority of which
(11) were working as private investigators (Table 5).

What do investigators do?

Based on a previous research of what investigators do and an assessment of some private investi-
gator’s offers on their websites, the researchers asked respondents to rate how often they undertake
a variety of different functions on a scale of 1–4, where 1 is frequently, 2 is occasionally, 3 is rarely and
4 is never. The responses were turned into mean responses to give an indication of the most
common activities undertaken. The closer to 1 is the score, the more often they are undertaken;
the closer to 4, the less they are. Table 6 provides an analysis of these responses by all and the
four main sub-groups.

Across all four sub-groups, fraud investigation was the most commonly undertaken function
scoring 1.44 across all, 1.69 for private investigators, 1.14 for forensic accountants, 1.28 for public
in-house and 1.29 for in-house private. Given there has been a substantial increase in fraud in the
last two decades and the police response has been limited, this is arguably not surprising
(Loveday 2017). The results make for an interesting contrast to the Gill and Hart (1997a) research
on private investigators which found that fraud investigations were the sixth most common activity,
with process serving and road traffic accidents coming second and third, respectively. The nature of
the distribution used – where fraud networks were targeted – could explain the dominance of fraud
for in-house public and private, but this would not be the case for private investigators and to a
lesser extent, forensic accountant investigators. It is clearly an area in need of further research.

In this research, private investigators’ second most common activity was open source intelligence
investigations scoring 1.79, third was due diligence investigations scoring 2.36, ranking the same as
missing person investigations, process serving was fourth with a score of 2.38, staff theft and

Table 2. Gender of investigators.

Male Female Prefer not to say Total

Count % Count % Count % Count %

Private 108 87.8 13 10.6 2 1.6 123 100
Forensic 21 72.4 8 27.6 0 0.0 29 100
IH Public 58 59.2 38 38.8 2 2.0 98 100
IH Private 50 76.9 13 20.0 2 3.1 65 100
Other 8 61.5 5 38.5 0 0.0 13 100
Total 245 74.7 77 23.5 6 1.8 328 100

Table 3. Age of investigators.

Age-group 18–30 31–40 41–50 51–60 61+ Total

Category N % N % N % N % N % N %

Private 8 6.5 9 7.3 16 12.9 45 36.3 46 37.1 124 100
Forensic 3 10.3 10 34.5 8 27.6 6 20.7 2 6.9 29 100
IH Public 3 3.1 14 14.6 33 34.4 38 39.6 8 8.3 96 100
IH Private 4 6.1 18 27.3 18 27.3 21 31.8 5 7.6 66 100
Other 0 0.0 1 7.7 6 46.2 5 38.5 1 7.7 13 100
Total 18 5.5 52 15.9 81 24.7 115 35.1 62 18.9 328 100
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misconduct scoring 2.45 and 2.48, respectively. The least undertaken activities were electronic
counter measures at 3.34, genealogy at 3.16 and corporate espionage at 3.04.

Open-source investigations were the second most common activity across all four sub-groups,
perhaps illustrating the growing ubiquity of the internet and associated resources that can be
used to exploit for information gathering. Forensic accountants scored highly on this at 1.93 and
were the most likely to conduct bribery/corruption investigations scoring 2.04, which compared
to 2.82 for private investigators, 2.97 for in-house public and 2.37 for in-house private. Gottschalk
(2017, 2019) has also illustrated corruption-related investigations conducted by firms of forensic
accountants.

In-house public investigators follow a similar profile at the top, with fraud and open source inves-
tigations first and second, but third was staff misconduct at 2.69, followed by staff theft, corruption
and money laundering with scores of 2.93 and 2.97, for the latter two. All other activities scored 3+.
In-house private were slightly more diverse in activities scoring: fraud, 1.29; open source, 1.89; staff
misconduct, 2.09; staff theft 2.25, corruption 2.37, cybercrime 2.76, third party 2.9; and money laun-
dering 2.93.

Surveillance is an important function of many state police and security agencies (Newburn and
Hayman 2012). There are lots of anecdotal evidence of non-state agencies conducting surveillance
(Information Commissioners’ Office 2006, SOCA 2008, Leveson 2012). Respondents were asked to

Table 4. Education of investigators.

Highest level of education achieved

Left school
at 16

Left school
at 18

Educated to
degree level

Educated to
postgraduate

level Total

N % N % N % N % N %

Private 39 31.50 27 21.80 31 25.00 27 21.80 124 100
Forensic 2 6.90 3 10.30 8 27.60 16 55.20 29 100
IH Public 15 15.30 22 22.40 36 36.70 25 25.50 98 100
IH Private 8 11.90 7 10.40 22 32.80 30 44.80 67 100
Other 2 15.40 0 0.00 5 38.50 6 46.20 13 100
Total 66 19.90 59 17.80 102 30.70 104 31.30 331 100

Figure 1. Membership in a relevant professional association.
Note: Total numbers not percentages.
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Table 5. Former occupations of investigators .

Uniformed police
officer Police detective

Any police
background The military services

MI5, MI6 (Security
Services), etc.

In-house
investigator for state
body which is not
the police/military

In-house
investigator for a

private organisation

Count % Of 331 Count % Of 331 Count % Of 331 Count % Of 331 Count % Of 331 Count % Of 331 Count % Of 331

Private 41 12.39 46 13.90 58 17.52 26 7.85 11 3.32 13 3.93 38 11.48
IH Public 11 3.32 12 3.63 15 4.53 8 2.42 3 0.91 34 10.27 9 2.72
IH Private 14 4.23 12 3.63 18 5.44 14 4.23 4 1.21 12 3.63 27 8.16
Forensic 4 1.21 7 2.11 8 2.42 5 1.51 0 0.00 10 3.02 3 0.91
Other 3 0.91 3 0.91 3 0.91 2 0.60 0 0.00 2 0.60 3 0.91
Total 73 22.05 80 24.17 102 30.82 55 16.62 18 5.44 71 21.45 80 24.17
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Table 6. Investigations conducted in the past three years.

Private Forensic IH Public IH Private Other Total

Mean N Mean N Mean N Mean N Mean N Mean N

Fraud investigations in the last three
years?

1.69 121 1.14 29 1.28 97 1.29 66 2 11 1.44 324

Corruption/bribery investigations in the
last three years?

2.82 108 2.04 28 2.97 88 2.37 64 3 9 2.7 297

Cybercrime investigations in the last three
years?

2.93 107 2.75 28 3.26 84 2.76 63 2.89 9 2.97 291

Staff theft investigations in the last three
years?

2.45 113 2.28 29 2.93 86 2.25 64 2.6 10 2.53 302

Money laundering investigations in the
last three years?

2.95 106 2.79 29 2.97 88 2.93 61 2.78 9 2.93 293

Intellectual property investigations in the
last three years?

2.68 106 3.75 28 3.76 83 3.16 63 3.5 8 3.22 288

Corporate espionage investigations in the
last three years?

3.04 108 3.75 28 3.84 82 3.53 62 3.38 8 3.45 288

Criminal defence investigations in the last
three years?

2.96 107 3.63 27 3.61 82 3.41 61 3.11 9 3.31 286

Electronic counter measures investigations
in the last three years?

3.34 104 3.86 28 3.81 81 3.55 60 3.63 8 3.58 281

Road traffic investigations in the last three
years?

2.85 110 3.93 28 3.71 82 3.49 61 4 8 3.36 289

Vetting of staff investigations in the last
three years?

2.62 107 3.14 29 3.45 82 3.1 61 2.67 9 3.01 288

Third party due diligence type of
investigations – competitor/collaborator
investigations in the last three years?

2.36 108 3.03 29 3.53 83 2.9 62 3.11 9 2.9 291

Process serving/ligation investigations
support in the last three years?

2.38 113 3.39 28 3.76 82 3.4 60 3.63 8 3.11 291

Staff misconduct investigations in the last
three years?

2.48 109 2.34 29 2.69 84 2.09 64 2.4 10 2.44 296

Tracing missing persons investigations in
the last three years?

2.36 114 3.89 28 3.76 83 3.78 60 3.75 8 3.23 293

Open source intelligence investigations in
the last three years?

1.79 110 1.93 29 2.28 86 1.89 62 2.5 8 1.99 295

Matrimonial enquiries investigations in the
last three years?

2.76 113 3.61 28 3.96 82 3.87 61 3.44 9 3.43 293

Genealogy (family history and lineage
tracing) investigations in the last three
years?

3.16 109 4 28 3.93 81 3.87 61 3.63 8 3.62 287

Other investigations in the last three
years?

2.64 59 3.84 19 3.55 64 3.28 36 2.38 8 3.19 186

Table 7. Types of surveillance undertaken by investigators.

Private Forensic IH Public IH Private Other Total

Mean N Mean N Mean N Mean N Mean N Mean N

Directed surveillance (on foot, in vehicles,
etc. using cameras)

2.17 122 3.93 28 3.25 92 3.17 64 2.89 9 2.87 315

Covert surveillance (use of hidden
cameras, listening devices, etc.)

2.83 119 3.96 28 3.45 88 3.42 62 2.89 9 3.24 306

Covert surveillance using computers/
smartphones (monitoring emails,
website usage, phone calls, etc.)

3.42 113 3.5 28 3.4 86 3.13 63 2.9 10 3.34 300

Surveillance using drones 3.72 114 4 28 3.99 86 3.97 62 4 9 3.88 299
Covert investigations (non-cyber) (going
undercover)

2.9 120 3.96 28 3.95 86 3.6 63 3.33 9 3.45 306

Covert investigations cyber (pretending to
be another person online)

3.24 115 3.96 28 3.8 85 3.25 64 3.33 9 3.47 301

Other please specify 3.8 50 4 17 3.92 64 3.91 35 4 7 3.9 173
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rate how often they do this on the same four-point scale used for this type of activity. The responses
in Table 7 show that most in the sample conducting surveillance were something they either never
did or rarely did. The most common form of surveillance was directed (such as following people on
foot or in vehicles), which scored 2.87 across the whole sample. It was more common among private
investigators, where the score was 2.17, which compared to 3.93 among forensic accountants, 3.25
in-house public investigators and 3.17 for in-house private. Covert surveillance (hidden cameras/lis-
tening devices) – which, depending on the context could also be illegal for some – was rarer with an
overall mean score of 3.24, but again, private investigators used this technique the most with a mean
score of 2.83. Covert surveillance involving computers/smartphones was marginally less common in
the total sample – scoring 3.24, but generally among the sub-groups, all scoring in the 3 s indicating
a rare or never used tool. Covert investigations involving either physical or cyber impersonation of
another person in the total sample were also either rare or not undertaken by most scoring 3.45 and
3.47, respectively. However, private investigators going undercover scored 2.9, indicating more
involvement in this type of activity. The use of drones for surveillance was something most never
did across all four groups, with the group using the most private investigators, scoring 3.72.

These results indicate that for most non-police investigators, surveillance is either rare or not
something they do. Private investigators are an exception with greater involvement in directed
and covert surveillance and going undercover. Forensic accountant based investigators are the
least likely to use surveillance in general, but it is also something in-house investigators in the
public and private sectors use rarely, if ever. Surveillance is a skilled function and evidence suggests
there is a small pool of investigators who hire themselves to others when this activity is required in
an investigation.

As well as asking what the investigators investigate and the type of surveillance used, data was
also sought on what they do. Table 8 offers findings on the use of interviews of persons under
caution. For this type of question, more accurate data on usage was sought which related to
never, rarely, monthly, weekly, and daily. A third of the sample never did this, with private investi-
gators using it the least, with nearly half of them never using it. Only 12% of in-house public inves-
tigators never did this, around 21% of forensic and around 37% of in-house private. If at least
monthly is considered, over half of the in-house public investigators did so, just over a third of in-
house private investigators, but only around a fifth of forensic investigators and private investigators.
Other research has found that public bodies are more likely to pursue criminal sanctions and private
bodies are a much greater mix (Button et al. 2015, 2018). As interviews under caution are necessary
for criminal prosecutions, these findings further support this. However, a third of in-house private
doing this, at least monthly, illustrate that many private organisations wish to keep all options
open, including criminal prosecutions.

Table 8. Frequency of interviews, individuals under caution (police regulations such as PACE) or equivalent.

Interview individuals under caution (police regulations such as PACE) or
equivalent.

TotalNever Rarely Monthly Weekly Daily

Private Count 58 37 15 5 5 120
% 48.30 30.80 12.50 4.20 4.20 100

Forensic Count 6 17 4 0 1 28
% 21.40 60.70 14.30 0.00 3.60 100

IH Public Count 12 34 36 12 5 99
% 12.10 34.30 36.40 12.10 5.10 100

IH Private Count 24 18 17 5 1 65
% 36.90 27.70 26.20 7.70 1.50 100

Other Count 4 1 1 3 1 10
% 40.00 10.00 10.00 30.00 10.00 100

Total Count 104 107 73 25 13 322
% 32.30 33.20 22.70 7.80 4.00 100
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A tool often linked with private investigators is social engineering or blagging. This is where inves-
tigators pretend to be a person or an official to secure information. Over 80% of forensic employed
investigators never did this, almost two-thirds of in-house public investigators, but for private in-
house, it was 38%, and private investigators 41%. Indeed, around a third of private investigators
and in-house private investigators were doing this on at least a monthly basis (Table 9).

An important objective of this research was to understand the tools investigators use. Tables 10–
18 illustrate the frequency at which various investigators used different tools. Both Tables 10 and 11

Table 9. Frequency of use of social engineering.

Social engineering

TotalNever Rarely Monthly Weekly Daily

Private Count 46 28 16 9 12 111
% 41.40 25.20 14.40 8.10 10.80 100

Forensic Count 23 4 1 0 0 28
% 82.10 14.30 3.60 0.00 0.00 100

IH Public Count 59 19 6 6 4 94
% 62.80 20.20 6.40 6.40 4.30 100

IH Private Count 24 18 9 7 6 64
% 37.50 28.10 14.10 10.90 9.40 100

Other Count 5 2 3 1 0 11
% 45.50 18.20 27.30 9.10 0.00 100

Total Count 157 71 35 23 22 308
% 51.00 23.10 11.40 7.50 7.10 100

Table 10. Frequency of use of specialist databases.

Access specialist databases such as Cifas, National Hunter, Synectics Solutions, Insurance
Fraud Register, etc.

Never Rarely Monthly Weekly Daily Total

Private Count 56 32 9 12 11 120
% 45.20 25.80 7.30 9.70 8.90 100

Forensic Count 12 9 4 2 1 28
% 41.40 31.00 13.80 6.90 3.40 100

IH Public Count 50 18 10 11 6 95
% 51.00 18.40 10.20 11.20 6.10 100

IH Private Count 30 15 11 3 8 67
% 44.80 22.40 16.40 4.50 11.90 100

Other Count 9 0 1 0 1 11
% 69.20 0.00 7.70 0.00 7.70 100

Total Count 157 74 35 28 27 321
% 47.30 22.30 10.50 8.40 8.10 100

Table 11. Frequency of the use of data-mining/matching applications.

Datamining/matching applications used to guide decisions in investigations/service provision such as
Threatmetrix, Cybersource, Pindrop, etc.

Never Rarely Monthly Weekly Daily Total

Private Count 79 18 6 10 8 121
% 63.70 14.50 4.80 8.10 6.50 100

Forensic Count 13 13 2 0 0 28
% 44.80 44.80 6.90 0.00 0.00 100

IH Public Count 56 22 5 7 3 93
% 57.10 22.40 5.10 7.10 3.10 100

IH Private Count 32 9 8 10 8 67
% 47.80 13.40 11.90 14.90 11.90 100

Other Count 10 0 2 0 0 12
% 76.90 0.00 15.40 0.00 0.00 100

Total Count 190 62 23 27 19 321
% 57.20 18.70 6.90 8.10 5.70 100
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illustrate the generally rare use of specialist databases and data-analytical tools among these inves-
tigators. The largest use was the private investigators’ use of specialist databases with almost a fifth
using them at least weekly and in-house private investigators’ use of data analytics with over a
quarter using them at least weekly.

Private investigators have a popular image of the use of specialist equipment such as covert
recording and CCTV devices, the use of cameras to name some (Bunyan 1976, Draper 1978, Gill
and Hart 1997a). Evidence from the survey found that such tools were rarely used in general, but
there were some important differences between the different types of investigators. For almost

Table 13. Frequency of the use of radio.

Use of radio

Never Rarely Monthly Weekly Daily Total

Private Count 55 30 10 10 13 118
% 44.40 24.20 8.10 8.10 10.50 100

Forensic Count 27 1 0 0 0 28
% 93.10 3.40 0.00 0.00 0.00 100

IH Public Count 63 15 5 5 6 94
% 64.30 15.30 5.10 5.10 6.10 100

IH Private Count 51 10 1 3 2 67
% 76.10 14.90 1.50 4.50 3.00 100

Other Count 5 0 1 0 4 10
% 38.50 0.00 7.70 0.00 30.80 100

Total Count 201 56 17 18 25 317
% 60.50 16.90 5.10 5.40 7.50 100

Table 14. Frequency of the use of covert cameras.

Use of covert cameras

Never Rarely Monthly Weekly Daily Total

Private Count 43 32 18 19 9 121
% 34.70 25.80 14.50 15.30 7.30 100

Forensic Count 27 1 0 0 0 28
% 93.10 3.40 0.00 0.00 0.00 100

IH Public Count 67 15 3 3 4 92
% 68.40 15.30 3.10 3.10 4.10 100

IH Private Count 41 16 3 3 3 66
% 61.20 23.90 4.50 4.50 4.50 100

Other Count 7 1 0 0 1 9
% 53.80 7.70 0.00 0.00 7.70 100

Total Count 185 65 24 25 17 316
% 55.70 19.60 7.20 7.50 5.10 100

Table 12. Frequency of the use of cameras.

Use of camera

Never Rarely Monthly Weekly Daily Total

Private Count 19 28 17 30 30 124
% 15.30 22.60 13.70 24.20 24.20 100.00

Forensic Count 19 9 0 0 0 28
% 65.50 31.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 100.00

IH Public Count 44 29 10 7 5 95
% 44.90 29.60 10.20 7.10 5.10 100.00

IH Private Count 27 18 5 10 7 67
% 40.30 26.90 7.50 14.90 10.40 100.00

Other Count 2 4 3 0 1 10
% 15.40 30.80 23.10 0.00 7.70 100.00

Total Count 111 88 35 47 43 324
% 33.40 26.50 10.50 14.20 13.00 100.00
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half of the private investigators, the use of cameras was at least a weekly occurrence, but forensic
accountant investigators never used them, and in the public sector in-house, three-quarter never
or rarely used them. Private in-house used them more with a quarter using them at least weekly.

Table 13 illustrates that radios were rarely used by all the investigators, with private investigators
using them the most with almost a fifth at least weekly. Similarly, covert cameras were also rarely
used by private investigators – using these the most with almost a quarter using them at least
weekly. All other categories largely never or rarely used them.

Table 15. Frequency of the use of covert listening devices.

Covert listening devices

Never Rarely Monthly Weekly Daily Total

Private Count 76 24 8 6 3 117
% 61.30 19.40 6.50 4.80 2.40 100

Forensic Count 28 0 0 0 0 28
% 96.60 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 100

IH Public Count 77 10 1 2 2 92
% 78.60 10.20 1.00 2.00 2.00 100

IH Private Count 54 11 0 0 1 66
% 80.60 16.40 0.00 0.00 1.50 100

Other Count 7 1 1 1 0 10
% 53.80 7.70 7.70 7.70 0.00 100

Total Count 242 46 10 9 6 313
% 72.90 13.90 3.00 2.70 1.80 100

Table 16. Frequency of the use of tracking devices.

Use of tracking devices

Never Rarely Monthly Weekly Daily Total

Private Count 60 19 21 13 7 120
% 48.40 15.30 16.90 10.50 5.60 100

Forensic Count 27 1 0 0 0 28
% 93.10 3.40 0.00 0.00 0.00 100

IH Public Count 77 7 3 2 2 91
% 78.60 7.10 3.10 2.00 2.00 100

IH Private Count 50 17 0 0 0 67
% 74.60 25.40 0.00 0.00 0.00 100

Other Count 6 1 2 0 0 9
% 46.20 7.70 15.40 0.00 0.00 100

Total Count 220 45 26 15 9 315
% 66.30 13.60 7.80 4.50 2.70 100

Table 17. Frequency of the use of bug detectors.

Use of bug detector

Never Rarely Monthly Weekly Daily Total

Private Count 71 28 10 5 3 117
% 57.30 22.60 8.10 4.00 2.40 100

Forensic Count 28 0 0 0 0 28
% 96.60 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 100

(IH) Public Investigator Count 85 2 1 1 2 91
% 86.70 2.00 1.00 1.00 2.00 100

(IH) Private Investigator Count 63 2 1 0 0 66
% 94.00 3.00 1.50 0.00 0.00 100

Other Count 8 1 0 0 0 9
% 61.50 7.70 0.00 0.00 0.00 100

Total Count 255 33 12 6 5 311
% 76.80 9.90 3.60 1.80 1.50 100
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Covert listening devices are a very sensitive tool to use, as in many contexts, their use would be
illegal. Forensic accountant investigators never used them and they were very rarely used in the in-
house public and private sectors. There were around a third of private investigators who used them,
ranging from rarely to daily. Tracking devices were used slightly more than covert listening devices –
but still, generally for most, it was rare or never.

The sweeping of locations for potential bugs was also a very rarely used tool, with most either
never or rarely using such tools. Even for private investigators, their use of at least a monthly
level was less than 15%. Similarly, drones are also rarely used. These findings suggest that the use
of tools, such as drones, bugging detectors, covert CCTV and listening devices, is in the hands of
a few investigators, with most generalists rarely using them.

The clients of investigators

As it is only the private investigators and forensic accountants who have a diversity of clients, the
data will focus on them. The responses revealed differences between the two groups. For this,
the four-point scale of 1 = frequently, 2 = occasionally, 3 = rarely and 4 = never was used. Forensic
accountants who work for public sector organisations are 1.57, SMEs 1.85 and large companies
1.88, the most. Private investigators by contrast work for large companies 1.53, SMEs, 1.56,
lawyers 1.71, the most. They also work much more for individual clients scoring 2.08 compared to
3.19 for forensic accountants. The latter work more for charities scoring 2.35, compared to 3.1 for
private. Although both groups do occasionally work for the police and security services, it is fairly
rare (Table 19).

Table 18. Frequency of the use of drones.

Use of drones

Never Rarely Monthly Weekly Daily Total

Private Count 94 16 4 1 2 117
% 75.80 12.90 3.20 0.80 1.60 100

Forensic Count 28 0 0 0 0 28
% 96.60 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 100

IH Public Count 88 2 0 0 2 92
% 89.80 2.00 0.00 0.00 2.00 100

IH Private Count 61 5 0 0 0 66
% 91.00 7.50 0.00 0.00 0.00 100

Other Count 9 0 0 0 0 9
% 69.20 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 100

Total Count 280 23 4 1 4 312
% 84.30 6.90 1.20 0.30 1.20 100

Table 19. Who private investigators and forensics work for.

Private Forensic

Mean N Mean N

Individual citizens 2.08 118 3.19 26
Large companies 1.53 110 1.88 26
Small and medium sized companies 1.56 111 1.85 27
Charities/NGOs 3.1 97 2.35 26
Public sector organisations 2.5 105 1.57 28
International organisations 2.47 100 2.56 25
Firms of lawyers 1.71 115 2.88 26
Journalists 3.64 98 3.92 25
The police 3.52 100 3.6 25
Security services 3.66 97 3.92 25
Other please specify 3.42 53 4 17
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Outcomes of investigations

The researchers also sought data on the outcomes of the investigative work of the respondents.
There were outliers for some of the categories, but taking into consideration the selected measures
of central tendency, in this case, mean, median, minimum and maximum, to be specific, the follow-
ing can be said. The 78 in-house public investigators who responded to this question reported that
an average of around 31% of cases they investigated led to criminal prosecution. The median per-
centage was 10% – meaning, there were 50% of cases with a percentage value smaller than the
median (10%) and 50% of cases with a percentage value larger than the median. The lowest percen-
tage reported by these investigators or minimum that led to criminal prosecution was 0 and the
highest reported percentage or maximum percentage was 100%. For the 27 forensic investigators
who responded to the question, an average of 27% of cases they investigated led to criminal pro-
secution with a median percentage value of 5%, a minimum percentage of 0 and a maximum per-
centage of 100%. The 75 private investigators had similar results with a mean of 24.5% and a median
of 10%. The 52 in-house private investigators also had similar results to those derived from the for-
ensic investigators (Table 20).

Alternatives to criminal prosecution such as civil, regulatory or internal discipline are well known
as common strategies to deal with some deviant acts (Button et al. 2018). Again, because of the dis-
tortion of high and low scoring cases, it is better to focus on the median. In all four sub categories,
around a third to half of the respondents’ caseloads resulted in such outcomes, with it being least
used in the public sector at just under 30%. All three other categories were around a half (Table 21).

To get a picture of the total number of persons experiencing a conviction or loss of job, the survey
also sought information on this (Table 22). An important caveat is that it was possible that respon-
dents from the same firm responded about the same cases, which could lead to double counting.
Therefore, at best, this is a rough indicator. For criminal convictions, this sample indicates that as
many as 2762 were convicted in the courts for a criminal offence as a result of an investigation
by the investigators in this survey (mean of 11.51 times 240 who responded to this question). The
median number of convictions was highest among public in-house investigators at 3.5, followed
by 3 for in-house private investigators, 2 for private investigators and 1.5 for forensic accountant

Table 21. Alternative sanctions.

Regarding investigations you have undertaken in the last three years which involved acts which could be considered criminal (for
example an investigation into theft or fraud by a staff member). Approximately what percentage of cases could have led to
criminal prosecution, but which were dealt with by other means such internal disciplinary, civil, or regulatory sanction?

Mean % N Median % Minimum % Maximum %

Private 46.67 79 50 0 100
Forensic 52.04 27 50 0 100
IH Public 29.97 76 30 0 100
IH Private 47.4 55 50 0 100
Other 17 9 3 0 85
All 41.18 246 40 0 100

Table 20. Percentage of cases that led to a criminal prosecution.

Regarding investigations you have undertaken in the last three years involved acts which could be considered criminal?
Approximately what percentage of cases led to criminal prosecution?

Mean % N Median % Minimum % Maximum %

Private 24.52 75 10 0 100
Forensic 12.22 27 5 0 80
IH Public 30.9 78 10 0 100
IH Private 14.54 52 5 0 90
Other 31.22 9 15 0 100
Total 23.3 241 10 0 100
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investigators. Given some respondents did not answer this question, the median figure might be
more prudent to use. If this figure of 2.5 was applied to an estimated number of investigators of
30,000 (which was discussed earlier), 75,000 persons could be convicted in the criminal courts
over three years as a result of non-police investigations, so possibly 25,000 per year.

For people who had lost employment as a result of a private investigation, the figures were much
higher (Table 23). A total of 4325 persons had lost their jobs –with medians of 10 for in-house private
investigators and forensic accountant investigators. For private investigators, the figure was 6 and 2
for the in-house public. Again, if the median for all of five was applied to a notional 30,000 investi-
gators, a total of 150,000 persons would have lost employment over a three-year period, giving a
figure of 50,000 per year.

Using the Ministry of Justice offender outcome tool (which is an Excel file with extensive
outcome on the outcome of offences by crime type), between 2008 and 2018, the total number
of offenders proceeded against for criminal offences, added up to between 1.3 and 1.6 million
per year (HM Government 2019). If the focus is property crimes such as theft, fraud (as well as
benefit fraud), computer misuse and copyright offences, during the same period, the same
numbers proceeded against the range between 68,000 and 144,000 per year. Clearly, many of
these would be the sole work of the police, but there are likely to be other offences too beyond
this list, which private investigation deal with. So, the figure of 25,000 criminal convictions per
year does have some plausibility.

Discussion

This paper has presented exploratory findings on the investigators drawn from clients seeking
private investigators, forensic accountants and in-house private and public investigators (who are
not the police). There has been very little research in this area and this paper can be considered
as an opening account to better understand this aspect of private policing that has largely
avoided academic scrutiny. The aim was to provide leads for the authors and other researchers to
develop further. Most, but not all, of the survey data has been presented in this paper and further
papers are planned to reveal some of the other interesting findings.

Table 23. Total number of persons whose employment was terminated.

In the last three years approximately how many persons have had their employment terminated due to facts established by an
investigation you were part of?

Mean N Median Sum Minimum Maximum

Private 18.26 73 6 1333 0 280
Forensic 11.79 29 10 342 0 40
IH Public 6.8 79 2 537 0 50
IH private 28.49 55 10 1567 0 357
Other 54.6 10 3 546 0 500
Total 17.58 246 5 4325 0 500

Table 22. Total convictions in courts.

In the last three years approximately how many persons have been convicted in the criminal courts as a result of facts established
by an investigation you were part of?

Mean N Median Minimum Maximum Sum

Private 16.75 72 2 0 750 1206
Forensic 2.27 26 1.5 0 20 59
IH Public 8.36 78 3.5 0 75 652
IH private 14.5 56 3 0 157 812
Other 4.13 8 1 0 18 33
Total 11.51 240 2.5 0 750 2762
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The authors note several issues that arise from these findings that suggest further interesting
research. The profile of older private investigators, with a significant number drawn from the
police, raises interesting questions over potential networks of information sharing. Do some of
the ex-police also represent officers who left the public police under a cloud? An important question
to consider, particularly when we come to some of the other findings and an issue previously
explored by researchers in some aspects of private policing (O’Reilly and Ellison 2006).

The most significant role for many of these investigators is the investigation of fraud. The growth
of this crime has put the public police under stress with a thin response to this problem (Levi 2017,
Loveday 2017). This combined with the large number of persons who eventually face criminal pro-
secution or some other sanction (which are highly likely to be fraud-related) perhaps illustrates that
we have effectively seen the privatisation of the criminal investigation of fraud by stealth, without
any informed public debate, an issue very few have identified (see Button et al. 2015, Gottschalk
2019).

The use of surveillance by the police has been controversial in the past and not surprisingly stimu-
lated extensive regulation. This research shows that most forms of surveillance are the responsibility
of a minority of investigators. However, such tools are used and it is clear that more has to be under-
stood about how this is used, particularly post Leveson, and excesses that were exposed.

Finally, re-enforcing the point about privatisation in this research illustrates investigators’ involve-
ment in a significant number of cases that result in significant sanctions. They are involved in facil-
itating criminal prosecutions (which, often the police claim credit for, i.e. the case is handed to them
ready to pursue), pursuing other sanctions through civil courts and regulatory bodies, and private
sanctions through the employment justice of organisations. If the median caseloads are multiplied
by the number of investigators, the extent of cases is significant. The police role in justice has been
subject to extensive scrutiny and regulations, but for this sector, there has been very little. Indeed,
given the scandal in the UK of the in-house private investigation (and prosecution) by the Post Office
(a private company in the UK) of 736 postmasters for fraud – of which, at the time of writing 72 have
had their convictions overturned (with more expected) and 555 who have received a settlement fol-
lowing civil litigation – it illustrates how miscarriages of justice do not just occur in the public sector
(BBC News 2022). These findings alone point to the need for greater research to understand how
these private actors work in this field and where there might be issues of concern, which require
further scrutiny and reform.

Conclusion

This paper has presented the findings of an exploratory study on investigators beyond the police,
employed as private investigators for forensic accountant firms, for in-house public and private
bodies. It has illustrated the profile of them showing generally older males and a second career-
orientated group. It has demonstrated what they do showing the significant role in fraud investi-
gation and open source investigations. It has also shown some of the tools they use and the
nature and extent of the use of surveillance. The paper has also shown the significant involvement
in cases that result in criminal prosecutions and other forms of sanction. Finally, the paper offered
some discussion of these findings and suggested some priority areas for further research.
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