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Introduction

Sold as modernization, reform,€and€a "tough on crime" fix, police technology1€and its uses are increasingly diffuse. The industry regularly churns out new surveillance tools, often at the expense of privacy and civil liberties, not to mention taxpayer dollars. While some of these purchases are funded through federal grants and private donors, they are also becoming a larger portion of local and state budgets.€
Ask a police department or a vendor and youˇll often hear confident claims of measurable safety gains and bias reduction. When encountering those claims, it's important to bear in mind that policing technology is a multibillion dollar industry with sophisticated public relations teams built to win procurement fights and shape media coverage of their products. When an agency signs a contract � or even starts a trial � vendors often provide that agency with prewritten press releases, case studies, and talking points that present the tool as a proven success. When journalists parrot these police statements without verification, they risk turning the newsroom into a distribution channel for the surveillance industry.€
This guide helps journalists see through the spin. It breaks down how policing technology companies market their tools and how those sales claims � which are often misleading � get recycled into media coverage. We offer tools for asking better questions, understanding incentives, and finding local accountability stories in your community.€

















































1€In this guide, ˝police technology˛ means digital tools or devices specifically designated to help a department combat crime. These usually involve surveillance�collecting information from the public via physical devices (e.g., cameras) or operations that provide access to phones, smart-home devices, or digital platforms. These technologies can also involve analysis (e.g., facial recognition tools or predictive algorithms that claim to anticipate where crime will happen or who will commit it). Many products combine collection and analysis (e.g., automated license plate readers or acoustic gunshot detection software).
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Marketing

Police technology companies have a number of strategies to convince potential customers to consider, try, and buy their products. Companies seed news stories, shape existing customersˇ talking points, and pay public officials to attend demos (e.g.,€t

 





 this offer€  €from Verkada for a $200 gift card for booking a demo).€
Vendors also work the conference circuit�the€I



   International Association of Chiefs of Police€

 €(IACP), the€N  National Sheriffsˇ Association,

 , assignment-specific gatherings (e.g., campus policing and tactical units), and broader security expos. Companies set up booths, run demos, hand out branded trinkets, and host parties and happy hours (e.g.,€a





  a 2018 IACP party featuring Shaquille OˇNeal)

  ).€

Press releases announcing acquisitions or trumpeting a crime ˝solved˛ with a new product are often prewritten by vendor marketing teams. For police departments, access to polished PR is a perk of the contract, but itˇs also advertising for the vendor, which often gets repeated uncritically by local news. Flock Safety, an automated license plate reader (ALPR) vendor, previously distributed a€t





   





 toolkit€ €to its police customers offering ˝resources and templates for public information officers.˛ A Flock draft press release reads:
˝The ___ Police Department has solved [CRIME] with the help of their Flock Safety camera system& ____ Police installed Flock cameras on [DATE] to solve and reduce crime in [CITY].˛
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