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Abstract

Hitherto, limited empirical research has focussed on the micro-level dynamics and social interactions forming
atypical CCTV control room’s everyday operational culture. As such, the “human element’ behind the
monitoring of the cameras has been largely ignored in much CCTV analysisto date. Drawing upon
ethnographic observation conducted within a privately funded CCTV control room, this paper questions the
accuracy of acentral assumption made in much of the general literature on CCTV, namely that surveillance
cameras are not only controlled and monitored constantly, but also operated effectively and efficiently. A
consideration of the types of person monitored, and why certain individuals attracted attention from the
operatives, is also given. More specifically, and drawing on knowledge gleaned from studies of workplace
culture, the article also identifies subtle forms of workplace resistance occurring in the observed control
room’ sinformal organisation. Thisinvolved strategies such as time wasting and game playing being adopted
by the operators, largely in response to the effects of tiredness, boredom, derision and the difficulty of
effectively monitoring up to fifteen television screens simultaneously. Indeed, the findings from the research
suggested that the operatives felt alienated from their job, due to the imprisoning confines of the CCTV
control room, the long hours worked, the high expectation levels placed upon them and the low pay and lack
of acclamation received from their employers. Reflecting on these findings, it is concluded that, taken
together, the above factorsseriously undermine the effectiveness of CCTV surveillanceper se

Introduction

For those who promote CCTV as the panacea to the crime and disorder on
our city streets and for those who warn of the spectre of the dystopian
surveillance gate, there is a common assumption: CCTV actualy produces the
effects clamed for it ... In this way, both share a tendency towards
technologicd determinism: an unquestioning belief in the power of technology,
whether benign or maevolent.

(Norrisand Armstrong, 1999: 9)
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Smith: Behind the Screens

Asthe above quote suggests, much of the discourse on CCTV has been written by both pro and
anti-CCTV commentators from elther atheoretica or quantitative, Satistical position, and merely
assumes the technology’s actual operationd efficacy. As such much of the literature is
characterised by anaive form of technologica determinism, whereby the *human eement’ (which
has dways the potentid to be resdtive, irrationd, dysfunctiona and prejudicia) behind the actud
operation of the cameras is largely overlooked. Most writers seem amogt to forget that, by and
large, CCTV cameras are neither conscious, nor autonomous, and require, in order to be
effective, constant monitoring and control by human beings in a work-like Stuation, so thet the
millions of images produced can be watched, interpreted and acted upon. Indeed without this
latter three way process of observation, interpretation and response, CCTV surveillance, it could
be argued, is completely futile.2

At present, only alimited number of quaitative studies have been conducted ina CCTV control
room setting. Indeed, the unwillingness of academics and public officids dike to directly engage
in observationa research on the micro-level dynamics of this particular workplace culture, has
led to a distinct lack of rich, empirica data on the actua operation of such systems. This clearly
is asgnificant shortcoming, as surdly the way in which the cameras are operated, monitored and
controlled by human operatives on a day-to-day bads, is fundamentd to any clams regarding
the overdl effectiveness sudanability and usefulness of such technologica systems of
aurvelllance. Therefore, in order to provide the ongoing debate on CCTV with further empirically
grounded research, this paper seeks to document the forma and informa day-to-day workings,
organisation and operation of atypical ‘Little Brother’ CCTV system (Graham, 1998: 50). The
originadity and importance of this study lies in the fact that it has been researched and written
from a micro sociologica and ethnographic leve, usng knowledge taken from the sociology of
work, in order to test some of the dominant assumptions made in the generd literature, provide
greater ingght into this particular type of workplace setting and give the current debate a more
empiricd angle

Review of Key Literature

There is fast developing a vadt literature on CCTV, but it is not my intention to systematicaly
review it here3 Ingtead, | merdy seek to present a brief overview of the main theoretica
responses which academics have penned to CCTV' s introduction, coupled with a short outline
of the centrd findings of previous research conducted on CCTV control room operation.

2 |f the cameras are not being watched rigorously or are being used for ‘unofficial’ and informal ends such as
satisfying the male gaze or in the over-targeting of marginalized groups, then, drawing on the work of Short
and Ditton (1998) i.e. criminals not bothered about the cameras’ presence, and Ditton (2000) i.e. the general
public being largely unaware of the cameras, | would argue that CCTV is generally ineffective asacrime
prevention tool. Thisis because the cameras, in these examples, are clearly not producing ‘ anticipatory
conformity’ in the population, deterring criminals, nor are they offering Big Brother protection to those under
their gaze. Their use, in thistype of scenario, islimited to the reconstruction of events for post crime police
enquiries.

3 Comprehensive reviews of this literature can be found in Norris and Armstrong (1999) and McCahill and
Norris (2002a; 2002b).
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Consumerism, CCTV and the flawed consumer

The rapid rise of CCTV in the United Kingdom is, for some, intringcaly bound up with the
development of the ‘consumer city’ and the recasting of formerly public, heterogeneous space
for the purposes of mass consumption (Bannigter et al., 1998). The recessions of the 1980s and
early 1990s, coupled with an escalation of out-of-town retal units, meant that many high street
shops at this time endured a dramatic reduction in consumer spending (McCahill and Norris,
2002b: 12). The concomitant financia pressure placed upon many of these stores seemed to
exacerbate the feding that town centres, as opposed to shopping malls, were dirty, threstening
places to shop (Norris and Armstrong, 1999). This promptly led to the formation of Town
Centre Management groups (TCM), to economicadly revitalise and regenerate town and city
centres (McCahill and Norris, 2002a: 13).4 In a bid to tackle problems of crime and security,
and to reintroduce a ‘fed-good factor back into the city centre, many such schemes sought to
inddl extengve CCTV sysems (Bannister et al., 1998). Indeed, businesses, loca authorities
and ahogt of other public ingtitutions have been encouraged by TCM organisations and othersto
invest in the latest CCTV equipment in order to protect stock, consumers and employees from
the perceived threat of a growing ‘underclass, and to produce a generd feding of safety
(McCahill, 1998: 51-3; Parker, 2001: 74). It is increesingly feared, however, that this
technology will be used not only for crimind surveillance, but aso to monitor a number of
socialy discredited and *unruly’ groups who are viewed by TCM officids as a potentid threat to
the serenity and escapism of the ‘shopping experience (McCahill, 1998: 51; McCahill and
Norris, 2002a: 14).5 Among these flawed consumers are beggars, progtitutes, drunks and gangs
of youths whose mere presence, according to one TCM spokesman, “is a nuisance to those who
want to use the streets and shopping centres in a more conventiond way” (quoted in Graham
and Marvin, 1996: 20).6

CCTV and the Panopticon

Academics have ds0 teken issue with what they perceive to be the rise of an increasing
‘disciplinary society’, encgpsulated in the dl-seeing gaze of the camera (Lyon, 1993: 654-5).
Drawing on the work of Michel Foucault (1977), individuas such as Fyfe and Bannister (1996),
Banniger et al. (1998) and Reeve (1998) have extended the ‘Panopticon’ concept to describe
the effects produced by CCTV systems on individuds Essentidly, the Panopticon was a
revolutionary prison design by Jeremy Bentham congisting of &

4 For an excellent outline of the rationale behind the formation and expeditious growth of TCM schemes,
see Alan Reeve (1998: 79-84).

5 Zygmunt Bauman (1997: 14) terms these marginalized individuals  flawed consumers’, and ‘the dirt of
postmodern purity’, as many do not possess the economic capital to actively take part in conventional,
socially acceptable forms of consumption. Similarly, their appearance, behaviour and attire often run
contrary to the ‘family’ image which TCM organisations are trying to promote (McCahill, 1998: 52).

6 |ndeed, this hased anumber of TCM groups to press for new local bye-laws which will empower them
legally to disperse gangs of ‘rowdy’ youths, and remove drunks, beggars and the homel ess from their
present location on the high street, so they no longer threaten the flow of consumerism (Reeve, 1998: 80).
Writers such as Bannister et al. (1998) cite the work of Norrisand Armstrong to claim that TCM schemes, in
order to facilitate this process, are using CCTV surveillancein aracialy and ethnically discriminatory
manner. As Reeve (1998: 84) rather pessimistically concludes, “to create a safe shopping and leisure
environment [nowadays] isto be socially exclusive”.
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... building on a semi-circular pattern with an ‘ingpection lodge’ at the centre
and cdls around the perimeter. Prisoners, who in the origind plan would be in
individua cells, were clearly open to the gaze of the guards, or ‘ingpectors’ but
the same was not true of the view the other way. Control was to be maintained
by the constant sense that the prisoners were watched by unseen eyes. There
was nowhere to hide, to be private. Not knowing whether or not they were
being watched, but obliged to assume that they were, obedience was the
prisoners only rationa option (Lyon, 1993: 655-6).

The Panopticon design facilitates and indeed endorses the watchers' power over the watched by
enabling, “swift intervention to displays of nonconformity and through the promotion of
habituated anticipatory conformity” (Norris and Armstrong, 1998: 5). Put very smply, the
panoptic argument suggests that mogt rationaly - thinking individuas entering an area with CCTV
cameras, will modify ther actions and follow and comply with socidly accepted behavioura

norms, as it is difficult for them to ascertain whether they are being observed or not (rather like
Bentham's prisoners). In other words, by anticipating the disciplinary gaze of the CCTV
canaas, individuds will conform to various contextud rules and regulations by displaying
appropriate, controlled behaviour (otherwise they are likely to be acutely observed and/or

gpprehended). It is this subjective eement (i.e. monitoring and controlling one's own actions)
which, for proponents of the panoptic argument, represents the most rationa and efficient form
of power. Thisargument is further augmented by the numerous signs erected in and around town
centres and other public ingtitutions, making people aware that they are entering a‘CCTV zone
and thus warning them to regulate their behaviour. For many writers, the Panopticon concept, as
epitomised in the gaze of CCTV surveillance, helps creete an automatic functioning of voyeuristic
power, asssting in the production of docile, passive, saf-monitoring and rule-following bodies.

CCTV and criminological discourse and evaluation

Criminologists such as Fedey and Simon (1994: 180), view the growth of CCTV as indicative
of a broader paradigm shift in the discourse of crimind justice policy, from an *Old Penology’
(basad on identifying the individua crimina for the purpose of ascribing guilt and blame, and then
subjecting the offender to punishment and trestment) to a‘New Penology’ (based on identifying
and managng groups classfied by levels of ‘dangerousness).” Due to chronicdly high crime
rates and the falure of previous crimind controls, justice, according to Fedey and Smon, is
becoming ‘actuarid’, based upon risk assessment calculation and opportunity reduction, rather
than on the identification and detection of specific forms of crimina behaviour, and with tackling
the central reasons for offending. In a sense, the exponentia deployment of CCTV provides
further evidence of a change from resources being used for detection and rehabilitation, to those
of risk management and preventative survelllance (McCahill and Norris, 2002a: 8). More
pragmaticaly, some criminologigts are dso highly criticd of CCTV, viewing it as little more than
a short-term, ‘technologicd fix’ to the problem of crime (Skinns, 1998). These writers generaly
fed that the ingdlation of eectronic survelllance both erodes and undermines the more naturd
(and, they argue, effective) forms of surveillance rooted in human interaction, and is an gpproach
limited to dedling with the symptoms, rather than the root causes of crime (Graham, 1998: 100-

7 Definitions of the two Penology paradigms provided by McCahill and Norris (2002a: 8).
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6). Still others fed that the Satistical tests conducted on the actud effectiveness of CCTV are
inconclusive, being carried out largely by the untrained, ‘sdf-interested practitioner’ (Pawson
and Tilley, 1994).

CCTV and the privacy protestors
An incressingly robust critica discourse on CCTV has emerged, espoused largely by

independent bodies such as ‘Privacy Internationd’, ‘Liberty’ and ‘The UK Public CCTV

Surveillance Regulation Campaign’.8 These organisations are passonately anti-CCTV, viewing
the technology, ominoudy, as the next step towards a growing ‘Big Brother’, totditarian police
society. They are largely concerned with the lemovd of privacy, the ingdious nature of the
cameras, and the generd threat to civil liberties and human rights that CCTV’s expansion
dlegedly encepsulates. Others worry about CCTV operators abusng ther voyeuristic
positions,® not to mention the usesto which new digitd systems, and the images gathered, may
be put both by the police and the government.10 Some of the more extreme groups actualy give
out tips on the best ways to destroy public space CCTV systemst!, whilst others, more
passvely, seek to resst and mock the cameras gaze by acting out Shakespearean tragedies
whilst being smultaneoudy recorded!12 What these organisations al seek to do, however, is to
raise public awareness of CCTV technology’s sinister Side and, in so doing, attempt to chdlenge
the hegemony of the pro-CCTV culture we currently live within.

Academic research conducted on CCTV

Criminologists have administered most of the actud academic research on CCTV, in order to
assess criticdly government and police daims that the cameras are highly effective, both in
reducing crime and the ‘fear of crime among the generd public. As such, it is predominantly
quantitative and evauationd in nature. Jason Ditton et al. (1999), for example, discovered that,
in the year following the introduction of CCTV in Glasgow, recorded crime rates effectively rose
by 9 per cent, with detections falling by 4 per cent. Moreover, others found that dthough CCTV
generdly reduced crime in areas covered by the cameras, it was not eradicated, merely
displaced to other locales lying outwith the eectronic gaze (see Skinns, 1998; Parker, 2001
68). Despite some disparity in findings as to the exact effectiveness of CCTV, no academic
research, however, seems to support the police's general assertion that CCTV inddlaion
usudly brings around a ‘70 per cent reduction in crime’ with ‘little or no displacement effects .

In order to evauate the government’ s contention that the generd public ‘ overwhelmingly support
CCTV’, academics have dso researched individuas perception of, and attitudes toward,
CCTV (Ditton, 1998: 221). Jason Ditton (1998; 2000) found that people' s support for CCTV
depends entirdly upon the questions asked. By asking more ‘neutrd’ questions, Ditton

8 Privacy International, http://www.privacyinternational .org/issues/cctv/index.html ; Liberty,
http://www.liberty-human-rights.org.uk/; and The UK Public CCTV Surveillance Regulation Campaign,
http://www.spy.org.uk/

9 See htp://www.schnews.org.uk/archive/news232.htm & http://www.spy.org.uk/cctv5.htm

10 gystems now have the capabilities to store, in limitless databases, faces, images and intelligence to be
used in future auto-facial recognition and intelligent scene monitoring programmes etc. (Paton Walsh, 2001).

11 http://www.schnews.org.uk/diyquide/quidetocl osedcircuittel evisioncctvdestruction.htm
12 http://www.notbored.org/the-scp.html
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discovered from his sample that support for CCTV was actually around only 49 per cent (1998:
227). Crimina attitudes towards CCTV have aso been andysed, in order to gauge how those
meant to be deterred from committing offences, actudly fed about the technology (Short and
Ditton, 1998). The results were ambiguous, with some daming that the cameras “camed things
down”, others suggesting that many public order problems and crimind offences were merdly
geographicaly displaced to back streets and aleyways out of the cameras gaze. Researchers
have, in addition, atempted to measure whether the ‘fear of crime is reduced by the
introduction of CCTV systems. Ditton and colleagues (1999) found that the introduction of
CCTV actudly heightened people's awareness of the redity of crime, meking them fed, quite
unintentionally and paradoxicaly, less sefe. Interestingly, however, Ditton himself dso discovered
that out of his entire sample only a third were actudly aware of the cameras presence (2000:
704).13

To date, there have been only two mgor empirica studies of CCTV control room operation.
Norris and Armstrong (1997; 1999), shadowing operators for a tota of 592 hours, found that
out of amost 900 targeted survelllances, the police were deployed only 45 times, resulting in a
mere 12 arrests. As the lagt sentence seems to indicate, the two researchers argue that it was
operator prejudice, rather than actud crimind behaviour, which determined the vast mgority of
surveillances. Their main findings are as follows: 40 per cent of people were targeted for no
obvious reason, largely on the grounds of belonging to a particular or subcultura group; black
individuas were digproportionately over-represented in targeted surveillances, individuas were
chosen for observation primarily on the basis of the operators negative attitude to mae youth in
generd, and black youth in particular; those considered to be ‘ matter out of place’ —e.g. drunks,
dreet traders and gangs etc. — in the consumer dominated Streets, were dl subjected to
concentrated, higher levels of surveillance; operators were drawn to those whaose orientation to
the locality suggested unfamiliarity or showed signs of unease. Thus people who appeared lost or
confused were targeted, as were those who suddenly changed direction, as such behaviour was
seen as indicative of crimind intent; women were observed mainly for voyeuristic reasons, o as
to satisfy the mae gaze; and those chdlenging (by gesture or deed) or trying to resst the
cameras gaze were deemed to be ‘troublemakers’, and as such, were epecidly scrutinised.

The two conclude;

The gaze of the cameras does not fal equaly on al users of the street but on
those who are stereotypicdly predefined as potentidly deviant, or who through
appearance and demeanour, are sSingled out by operators as unrespectable. In
this way youth, particularly those aready socidly and economicaly margind,
may be subject to even gregter levels of authoritative intervention and officid

digmdtisation, and rather than contributing to socid judtice through the
reduction of victimisation, CCTV will merdly become a tool of injudice
through the amplification of differentid and discriminatory policing (1997: 8).

13 Thisfinding i s extremely interesting, asit callsinto question much of the Foucauldian analysis of CCTV
which holds that the technology functions by producing a‘ panoptic effect’ on the population. If, however,
people are largely unaware of the cameras' presence, andthus unaffected by the gaze, then the key
disciplinary notion of ‘anticipatory conformity’ becomes redundant.
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Similarly, in a second mgor study of CCTV control room operation, Mike McCahill (2002:
135) found in his research of ‘City Centre Mdl’, that it was individuds in groups, especidly
those in their teens, who were most likely to be targeted and subsequently gected from the
shopping centre complex by security staff. This, according to centre management, was due to the
propensty of groups of youthsto ‘hang around’ conveying a negative image, whilst disrupting the
ambience and flow of family orientated consumerist space, rather than the aforementioned

individuds partaking in actud crimind acts. However McCahill, drawing on extensve
observations in a variety of control room settings, goes on to show persuasively how the human
mediation of technologica systems of survellance, actudly places limits on the disciplinary
potential of CCTV. Many operaors of CCTV, for indance, use the technology informaly,

carving out ‘spaces of ressance to counter or ignore condraining sructures of manageria

power (McCahill, 2002: 145-6& 164-5). Indeed, using numerous examples, McCahill’s central
contention is that the overal effectiveness of CCTV (i.e. how it is employed in practice), and
extent and leve to which different security systems are integrated within one another (i.e. the
strength of the surveillance ‘web’), depends entirely upon how the technology fitsin with exigting
socid, politica, cultura and organisationd relations, in different indtitutiona contexts. Moreover,
his research ussfully details the growing ‘mutability’ of such systems, showing how management,
in certain settings, are employing the technology in a variety of subtle, non-crime preventative
ways, as a tool to detect hedth and safety risks, potentiad fire hazards, lift breskdowns and
unauthorised individuds on dte, and to monitor staff performance levels, productivity and
employee/customer relations etc. (ibid: 144& 159-62).

Methodology, aims and intentions

The research for this paper was conducted a a reatively large science, technology and
educationd establishment in the southern UK, cdled ‘Midtown College’ .14 Thisinditution hasa
date- of-the-art, CCTV system on its main campus, conggting of 11 fully functiond CCTV

cameras (i.e. cameras with pan, tilt and zoom capabilities), and a control room which is manned
24 hours aday, 365 days ayear. In order to acquaint myself with every shift, and hence meet all

the CCTV operdtives, | varied the days and times that | carried out my observations. This
srategy aso enabled me to see how the cameras were operated at different times of the day. It
gave me the chance, moreover, to compare ‘buser’ times on campus with ‘quieter’ spells (e.g.
evenings, weekends and holidays).

The origindity of this study is that it is operator based,15 has a didtinct sociology of work
focus,16 and employs micro sociologica methods of research, in order to: criticdly investigete a

14 For obvious ethical reasons, | have changed the name of the setting where the research was conducted.
Therefore, any further identities or locational references given in this study will be entirely fictitious.

15 Thusfar, CCTV operativesreally have not been given avoice with regard to how they personally feel
about CCTV. Thisis quite strange since it would appear that almost every other groupin society (e.g.
criminals, police officers, public officials, the general public, business sector management, academics etc.)
has either been interviewed, or commented in some way or another, on CCTV. This study has enabled meto
partidly fill agap intheliterature, by giving avoice to those closest to CCTV; afirst person account from
‘those who know best’.
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fundamentd assumption made in the generd literature on CCTV — i.e. that the cameras
themsdlves function dmost automaticaly and, therefore, work highly efficacioudy; discover

whether the CCTV opeaaorsin this sudy felt empowered through their voyeurigtic, watchmen-
like positions; and examine and document what realy goes on ‘ behind the scenes and behind the
screens' in aLittle Brother system.

This particular research focus led to the congruction of a number of specific field questions.
These were, namely: what goes on ingde a CCTV control room? By this | mean the job
sructure, length of shifts, pay, forms of management and interaction between co-workers etc.
How does the system work —i.e. who is targeted and why? Are the cameras effectively and
rigoroudy monitored a al times? How are the operators trained and do their socia backgrounds
and persond prejudices influence who is monitored? |Is the interaction between human beings
and hi-tech, state-of-the-art computerised technology redly as smooth, effective and
graightforward as the literature seems to suggest? Or, taking into consderation the relatively
poor structural conditions attached to such a job, do operators find resistive, informal ways to
lessen the generd monaotony of working long shifts and watching hours of routinized televisua
footage and images? How do CCTV operators interpret and make sense of a series of random
images? Are CCTV cameras on the campus mainly for politica-economic reasons, thet is, to
meake the college appear a safe place to study so as to encourage potentia students to pursue an
education there? What do the operators themselves think of the cameras and their aleged
effectiveness and proficiency in tackling crime?

In order to find answers to the above questions, achieve the aforementioned research ams and
present an authentic account of the day-to-day, interactional workings and informa organisation
of the chosen CCTV control room, | had to conduct a smdl-scale ethnography. My principa
research instrument for data collection was through systemétic, investigative observation, where |
adopted the ‘observer-as-participant’ technique (Gold, 1969: 36). This method is generaly
employed in short ethnographic Sudies, asit dlows for relaively brief spells of formaised, overt
observation, rather than prolonged periods of informal, covert observation or regular group
participation (May, 1997: 141)17 | did, in addition, amass data through the generd
conversations | held with the operatives. Indeed, | turned many of these wideranging
discussonsinto an informa style of interviewing.

16 |n brief, asociology of work perspective focuses on the diverse ways in which human beings generally
manage to cope with, and make sense of, the experience of work, how they interact with the setting and
individuals around them, and more specifically in this particular case, how CCTV operatives operate (and
perhapsresist) hi-tech machinery and deal with psychological and socio-structural factors such as
boredom, long hours and low pay rates.

17 I nterestingly, throughout this study | had great difficulty working out what my ‘role’ wasin relation to the
observed CCTV operators. | felt compelled to both systematically observe and critically ‘inspect’ the
operatives whilst also empathise, form friendships and actively ask them questionsin abid to better
understand their job and the general CCTV *control room culture’ (i.e. the pressures and boredom inherent
within it). Hence during the research, | experienced agreat deal of tension and disquietude as |
simultaneously adopted and moved between the somewhat conflicting positions of ‘ control room inspector’
and ‘ group empathiser’.
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Findings

Initial observations

The CCTV control room a Midtown College is centraly stuated on the ground floor of a mgor
college building. All 11 externd campus cameras are fully functiond and have fibre optic cables
which run directly into this location. The room itsdf is smdl, atificdly lit and reativey
featurdess1® At one sde there is a table with a computer and telephone where the shift
supervisor works. Across the room, a second table (where the operator is based) holds the
controls of the CCTV sygem, a telephone and three televisud monitors1® The room is
supposed to be manned on a continuous basis 24 hours aday, 7 days aweek. However, dueto
regular staff shortages, tea bresks, or any problems which occur on campus, this is not dways
the case. Indeed, as one operator informed me: “We re frequently a man short due to sick cals
and gaff taking holidays. This means we're stretched to the limit in here [the control room] ... It
can be abloody nightmare” (*Jnm', shift 1 CCTV operator).

Each security shift & Midtown College should have eight men on duty. Six of these are
patrolmen who either police the campus grounds on foot, or inhabit and protect the college
buildings, some of which are open for use a night. The other two members —the college CCTV
operator and the shift supervisor — are housed in the control room. All of the supervisors on the
three separate shifts can operate the cameras if required,20 but leave the genera running of the
system to the ‘specidist’ operative. Each shift also has a patrolman who is camera trained and,
on longer workdays (e.g. a the weekends), this person tends to swap roles with the operator
hdfway through the shift. Smilarly, the same individuds usualy cover the operator's longer
breaks (i.e. at breskfast, lunch or supper times). Shift lengths for the CCTV operatives vary,
depending on the day of the week.21 However the rate of pay, regardiess of the shift, is only
around £5 per hour.

The shift supervisors conduct training for the CCTV operators interndly. As ‘Davie (shift 2
supervisor) explained:

It's on the job training. The operators are trained by someone who is dready
established and experienced as a CCTV operator. Any new operator is taken
through the basic steps first, and then we give him the chance to operate on his
own under the supervison of a member of gaff. It's a Sage-by-stage progression
until he's confident enough to follow someone round the campus.

18 |ndeed, alarge, restrictive blind permanently covers a solitary window.

19 Two of the monitors display anumber of ‘split-screen’ CCTV cameraimages, whilst the other shows the
chosen camera’ s outlook in an enlarged format.

20 They often do so when the operator is on his*official’ teabreak which isfor approximately fifteen
minutes every four hours.

21 On weekdays, for example, there are 3 rotational 8-hour shifts consisting of a 12am to 8am night shift, an
8am to 4pm day shift, and a4pm to 12am twilight shift. Within these 8-hour shifts, a solitary operator
monitorsthe cameras. At the weekends, however, there are two 12-hour shifts. On these shifts, the operator
normally swaps roles with a patrolman after 6-8 hours monitoring.
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Interaction between the gtaff was regular, largdly informa and usudly conssted of a range of
nonwork matters. These varied from in-depth discussons about footbdl, to light-hearted
aguments and disagreements over cars, ceeébrities and bars in the Midtown district.22
Interestingly, the conversation usudly revolved around the shift supervisor who, due to his
symboalic and actud position of power, was dways the find judge on any unresolved matter.

How the system works

For mogt of the day, the cameras are left on an ‘automatic’ setting.  This means that they follow
a pre-programmed, computerised time-pattern schedule by rotating round full circle
approximately every 2 to 3 minutes. Despite the fact that they are not being manually controlled,
each camera dill records everything that comes across its path in a time-1apse format. Hence, in
a 24-hour period, the 11 cameras a Midtown College record 264 hours of footage. Each day
this footage is stored on a specid videotape, alowing anyone with a legitimate complaint the
chance to review a tgpe from the day of a particular incident. However, this can be a lengthy
process. “It usudly takes us about 3 to 5 hours to do, and it has to be done o the centra
monitor ... which means the operator [while this process is going on] can only monitor the little,
plit screens to watch the campus’ (‘Bob’, shift 1 supervisor). Perhaps more importantly, and
echoing findings taken from previous research (McCahill, 2002: 171), when tapes are being
reviewed, none of the cameras actually record. Hence, if an incident was to occur on campus at
these times, not only would it be difficult to spot, there would adso be no compdling video
evidence to hdp in alater inquiry. The tapes are kept, by law, for a maximum of 31 days after
which time they must be wiped.

The computerised, automatic setting enables the operator to monitor a single camera (the image
from which appears in red-time enlarged on the centrd screen), and to systematicdly ‘ignore
footage from the other cameras. However this ‘prioritising’ process does have its drawbacks as
one operator pointed out:

| can't tell you how many things we ve missed when we huv not been watching the
other screens. Break-ins, assaults and car thefts huv been going on whilst we've
been operating the other cameras ... It's redly annoying (‘Andy’, shift 2 CCTV
operator).

Who was targeted and why

CCTV operators in generd face difficult decisons regarding how they decipher legitimate forms
of behaviour and appearance, from those which are understood to be deviant and potentialy
dangerous (Norris and Armstrong, 1999). However, for college operatives these problems
become dramaticaly magnified and enhanced. Students are historicaly and culturdly renowned
for their heterogeneous, multiculturad dress sense. Further, on an average day in a college
campus, there will be individuds present from a plurdity of ethnic, religious and socid
backgrounds. How does one effectively pick out those who are ‘crimind’, from those who are
lawful?

22 1t should be noted that every member of the security team was male, middle-aged and white.
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My observations led me to believe that specific socio-culturd congtructions of deviance were
being usad in the control room, so that operators perceived certain dress codes as being
inherently deviant. The mgjority of the security team at Midtown College were between the ages
of forty and sixty-five My discussons with them seemed to suggest that they no longer
understood contemporary adolescence in generd, and youth culture and fashion in particular.
Concomitantly, certain operatives seemed to link particular items of fashionable clothing?3 to
subcultures associated with crime and deviance (e.g. footbal casuds, ravers, drug addicts and
American ‘gangster rappers etc.). Andy, for example, referring to the thieves on the campus,
informed me thet:

Mogt of them know we re watching, so they wear ‘em American baseball caps to
try an’ hide their identity ... Also you get them who wear those designer puffer
jackets or jerseys with hoods on them to try an’ cover up ther identity ... Yeah,
anyone wearing those sort of dodgy clothes and looking a bit shifty is a legitimate
target for surveillance.

Indeed, there gppeared to be a genera consensus within the room that individuas wearing
anything which remotely distorted their identity, were deliberately up to ‘no good’, and so
judtified further examination.

Hence, when an operator controlled a camerain genera survelllance, it seemed that clothing and
gppearance became the main criteria by which individuas were ether judged as orderly, lawful

students or as being ‘out of place on the campus, thus warranting additiona scrutiny. | noted,
for example, the operators following and particularly focusing on young maes (i.e. those in ther
mid D late teens), who were either wearing ‘puffer’ jackets, hooded swesatshirts or basebdl

caps. These people were generdly followed until they entered a building?4, |eft the campus or
were deemed to be law-abiding citizens. Thus, it was maes who seemed to warrant the most
suspicion from the operators, particularly if they were wearing a certain type of clothing or
gppeared to be ‘ddiberately’ resgting, hiding from or avoiding the camera's gaze. This might
have had something to do with the men’s preconceptions of the ‘sereotypicd’ crimind. The
operatives, largely from the same socio-economic backgrounds and previous security service
occupations, shared a common belief that it is youth in generd, and mdes in particular, who are
to blame for the mgority of crime. Echoing the work of Norris and Armstrong (1997: 8; 1999),
from my observations, therefore, it certainly appeared that the operators persona preudice —
which corrdaed young maes with crime — played a sgnificant part in determining who was
targeted and then labelled as ‘dodgy’ .

A further criterion, from which the operators made judgements about an individud, was based
on higher behavioura patterns. | wasinformed:

23 Designer label garments (e.g. ‘ Diesel’, ‘ Thomas Burberry’ and ‘ Full Circle'), baseball caps, ‘baggy’ jeans,
puffer jackets and hooded sweatshirts, for example, were all seen by the operatives as having subcultural,
criminal affiliations.

24 At which point the operative would sometimes alert the patrolmen or building janitor to check their
identification.
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If someon€e's acting strange around the car park ... they’re obvioudy doing it for a
reason ... Students have timetables to follow don't they? Yer average student
has't the time just to stand around. So yeah, anyone “hanging about’ without any
obvious purpose immediately warrants suspicion (Davie).

A dmilar view to Davi€'s was shared by Jm who informed me that, “What | look for when I'm
panning the cameras around, especidly a night, is any sort of behaviour that is strange or out of
the ordinary. Y ou know, someone who doesn't look as if they know where they’re going or is
obvioudy waiting for something ... People who are running or loitering around the car parks and
shops are an obvious target”. It was apparent, therefore, that a consensus existed within the
control room which held that a person on campus who was not on the move, was moving too
quickly, or did not appear to be going in any particular direction, was a potential deviant, and
hence desarving of survelllance.

Operators’ thoughts on CCTV

The genera concord surrounding the CCTV cameras, was that they were a wseful toal in the
fight againg crime: “They [the cameras] cartainly make life alittle bit esser ... | mean it's much
eader to follow someone with the cameras then it is to follow them on foot, cos mogt of the time
they don’'t even know that they’re being followed” (‘ George', shift 3 CCTV operator). Although
thiswas the ‘ officid lin€ given by the operators when formally questioned, in practice they were
frequently cursing the cameras due to targets continuoudy ‘giving them the dip’ (e.g. when they
went down aleyways or into buildings where the camera s gaze could not penetrate). Moreover,
the operatives aso complained about the poor postioning of some cameras. “Look & this
camera ... | mean how the bloody hell are we supposed to see anything from it ... there' sa great
bleedin’ tree in the way ... In the winter it's dright, but in the summer when it's got leaves, it
completely blocks our view o' that part of the campus ... The yobs know that as well” (Andy).
Likewise, in the evening, the orange glow from the sredtlights severdly limited vishility, leaving a
number of blind spots on the campus where the operators smply could not see. Interestingly,
when asked if he would prefer more cameras or more men on the ground, Davie replied:

Definitdy more men. | mean the cameras are useful an’ that, but they can’t go
indde buildings and actudly step in and physcaly remove the criminds.  They
can't stop an assault happenin’ ether can they? They can watch an’ record it, but
they can't intervene like my men can.

Certain operators felt that a sgnificant reason for the cameras' presence on the campus was to
make it appear a safe and security conscious place to study. Indeed, one supervisor informed
me

Without doubt, one of the purposes for the cameras on campus is to make it
look safer and more attractive for the students to study here ... It's important
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to make them fed that Midtown College is a good, safe place in which to
study (Bob).25

CCTV monitoring and the ‘boredom factor’

The key findng from the study was what | termed the *boredom factor’. The boredom factor
aises principdly from the monotonous viewing of hours of routinized, uneventful televisua
images. On weekdays, as stated earlier, the operators are employed to control and monitor the
cameras for eight hours: “My shift during the week isto watch em’ [the cameras] from 12am to
8am ... it'sawful” (George). However, as | soon redlised, even 60 minutes spent in the control
room was enough to make one’'s mind wander. In dl thetime | carried out my observations, not
one incident was captured on camera. As Jm pointed out, “95 per cent of the time nothing
happensin here ... you're wasting your time if you're looking for any action. We haven’t caught
a sngle incident on camera in the last three weeks’. As one can clearly imagine, this is an
extremdy long time to be dtting staring a essentidly nothing. Indeed, the lengthy shifts and
imprisoning, festureess room seemed at times to frugtrate the men: “I can’t wait to get out of
here and down to the pub ... | hate being cooped up in here dl day long” (Andy).

On some shifts | even noticed my own attention span becoming lessened after only a brief el
watching the screens, so | could understand the operators  position.26 It is hard comprehending
how CCTV operators in this particular setting are supposed to function effectively and efficiently
on an eght-hour shift, especidly through the night27 On top of this, thereis little job motivation
or stisfaction for them. As dready sated, they are paid just over the minimum wage, and there
is little chance of job flexibility or career advancement. Moreover, the security team as a whole
felt unappreciated and undervaued by students and college staff dike: “We' re treeted like dirt at
times by the students ... epecialy when we do identification checks on the campus and when
we're doing fire drills. Some of the gaff are not that much better either. They continuoudy ignore
our advice and leave their doors unlocked after we have told them the risks. We re only trying to
do our job and make the place safer. We' re not trying to hinder anyone” (Davie).

The informal side of CCTV operation

To dleviate the routine and tedious nature of their work, | noticed that the operatives adopted a
number of unofficia ‘time wadting' drategies. These procedures helped to bresk up the long
shifts and became a regular feature in the informa workings of the control room. Indeed, aong
with the continual conversation and generd ‘banter’ which flowed in the room between the

25 This statement did appear to strike a chord with the work of Alan Reeve (1998). Perhaps the business-
orientated college administration, like the TCM schemes, perceive contemporary students not as citizens but
as consumers, and see campus safety as akey way of ‘selling’ the college to, and attracting, potential
students.

26 |t must be noted that thisisa " Little Brother’ private system, monitoring space which isonly really
populated at certain times of the day. Perhapsin hospital, city centre, international airport and shopping
mall control rooms the boredom factor would be less, as there would be action occurring at all times, and
continuous events to focuson.

27 Drawing on findings taken from Newburn and Hayman's (2001) study of the introduction of CCTV into
the custody area of a police station, it could be argued either that excessive busyness or extreme boredom
can significantly distract the attention span of the operators, and ultimately preclude the continuous,
effective monitoring of the screens.
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operators, supervisors and staff on patrol (via wakie-takie), there dso exised a number of
other, more subtle strategies which effectively eroded time and apathy. For example, most of the
control room staff smoked. Concomitantly, | noticed that every so often, the operator would
leave his desk and head outside the room to enjoy a cigarette. Smilarly, most of the staff drank
ether tea or coffee. Thus, the operator regularly made a new pot of tea or coffee for himsdlf, the
patrolmen (who frequently popped in for a quick ‘fly-cup’) and for the duty supervisor. Toilet
breaks were dso a rdatively regular event and again meant that the controls would be left
unattended for a short duration. An additiona way of fracturing the time was by reading the
paper and completing the daily crossword. A tabloid newspaper was often in close proximity to
the operator’ s controls.

The operators aso overcame the boredom factor through a process of ‘secondary adjustment’

(i.e. usng the cameras for informa and unofficia ends). Secondary adjustment, | would argue,
can be seen as an overt form of workplace resistance to the long hours worked, the poor wages
received, and the low motivation and satisfaction levels offered by the job (Jermier et al., 1994,
Ackroyd and Thompson, 1999). Hence, adopting this strategy enabled the operatives to
symbolicaly reassert human control over a heavily computerised, dienating system. For
example, | observed the operators using the cameras to zoom in on cars that they liked.
Similarly, the cameras would be used to monitor the patrolmen on the ground and to play ‘hide
and sk’ games with them. An excdlent example of this unofficid, ‘secondary adjustment’

procedure can be clearly demonstrated through one of Jm's admissions:

What | usudly do in the evenings when I’'m on duty is to swing camera 8 round on
to the car park so that | can watch my own car. |1 jist leave it on it the whole time
I’m working to make sure none of them little shitstry and break into it or vandaise
it. Gives me a bit more peace of mind y’ know.

Brief discussion of key themes

Limitations of research design
It is important to highlight the weaknesses of my study, as each has the potentia to undermine
the strength of the observations made.

Firdly, it should be made clear that this was an examination of but one Little Brother system,
hence the study’ s findings cannot be claimed to be representative of all CCTV control rooms. It
would be methodologicaly inaccurate to smply goply the findings from this paper to the generd
population. Although the author does not believe it to be the case, perhaps the setting researched
is an exception to the rule. Due to the lack of locations examined, | can only tentatively suggest
that other control rooms of smilar Sructure may function in comparable fashion.

Secondly, this was only a very short-term study, with a lack of red and degp engagement

between the operatives and mysdf, and between the research ste and mysdf. Some may
plausbly argue, therefore, that the research congtitutes a mendacious form of ethnography, being
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based upon limited observation. In short, it could be clamed that the redtricted time spent in the
control room invalidates and makes unreliable my overdl research findings and key arguments.

A third methodologica criticiam is that as a quditative interpretivist, | have to accept the
argument that the narrative | present is but one view of socid redlity, written from one particular
perspective. Another individua, researching the same setting, may wel have uncovered an
dternative sat of findings, due to hisher philosophica standpoint, political orientation, persond
vaues and prejudice.

Fourthly, and more pragmaticaly, | had often to resort to the taking of mental notes when | was
in the control room, as the operators frequently became suspicious and more ‘guarded’ when
they noticed me jotting things down. Remembering and reciting dl the above quotes verbatim
when it came to writing up my field notes however, was afar from easy task. Therefore, some of
the citations and observations given in this paper may not be exactly word for word and may, a
times, be dightly misrepresented.

Setting adde the above problems, the study nonetheless raises some interesting issues and
questions and it isto a brief congderation of these that | now turn.

CCTV operators: symbolically empowered or slaves to the system?

It would initidly appear that CCTV operators hold a relative position of power over the generd
public due to the one-way, in-depth monitoring they can administer, and through their physicaly
removed location in publicly inaccessble observatories. Indeed, it could be plausibly
hypothesised that the operatives role as god-like ‘watchers and guardians of public and private
pace is particularly empowering. This argument does initiadly appear persuasive. Operators can
choosg, for example, who is monitored and in what detail. Moreover, due to the technological
abilities of the cameras, they can, slently and secretly, follow, track and zoom in on their targets
without the latter ever knowing. Even if the watched are conscious of being observed, there is
very little they can do about it. Norris and Armstrong (1999), for example, have shown that to
demongtrate overt resistance to the camera's gaze worked only to justify the operator’s prior
suspicion, and inevitably, led to the individua facing increased survelllance. Hence, because the
operatives cannot be directly chalenged nor watched themsdves, they are free to monitor
anyone without having to defend their motives. Similarly, the lack of universaly approved or
standardised rules and regulations governing the operation of CCTV systems, further enables the
operatives themselves to choose who and what they monitor, and, if they so wish, to abuse the

system’s capabilities.

However, before completely accepting this view, a closer look at the operatives in my study
suggests that, while they can be empowered by the cameras, they can aso be imprisoned by
them. The college operators — as described earlier — work very long shifts in front of often
featurdess televisud screens, in the confinement of a smdl, prisontlike control room. Their task
is to systematically monitor the screens for up to 12 hours at a time, and to pick out suspicious
individuas and actua or potentia crimes taking place on and around the campus. The pressure
on the operatives to capture any crime on video and react is congtant and greet. There is little
scope for autonomy, spontaneity or diversity in their work; they smply come in and are pad
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minimaly to watch habitua televisua images for hours on end. Hence, their job is frequently the
epitome and quintessence of routing, in that it is standardized, mundane and predictable.
Nonetheless, the operatives must continue to operate the system at dl times in case an incident
does occur. In a sense, the operatives are the ‘prisoners of the cameras and their images, in that
they are severely confined, lack autonomy and are under the complete control of the system. So
whilst it isright to see CCTV operators as empowered through their role as watchers, one could
argue that they areimmured by it Smultaneoudy.

Human resistance to an alienating system

A key point, largely absent in the related literature, isthat CCTV operation, at the present time,
dill generdly relies on a human element to both monitor and control the cameras, and interpret
and act upon the images produced. It is here that theory and knowledge on informal workplace
practice takenfrom the sociology of work, becomes pertinent. Donald Roy (1972), for example,
conducted a micro-sociologicd study on the workplace culture of a plastic-producing
production line. He employed concepts such as ‘bananatime’ to show how a group of workers
brought meaning and fulfilment to an otherwise tedious, unrewarding and unsatisfying job. The
observed group ritudigticaly employed subtle, subconscious drategies of resistance such as
game playing and time wadting to accomplish this god. Smilarly, using McDondds fast-food
outlets as an example, George Ritzer (1993; 2000) argues that despite in theory being highly
rationalised, efficient and hierarchica bureaucracies — where every burger is standardised,
cdculated and made in exactly the same way — irrdiondities dill perss in the sysem, as
subversive human behaviour has dways the potentid to disrupt the ‘flow of rationdity’. He
documents, for example, staff giving customers the wrong change, pilfering food, daydreaming,
getting orders wrong and giving customers, especidly friends, extra burgers and so on. After dl,
human beings are not objectively functioning, computerized machines. What both studies seek to
do isto show theintricate, often seditious ways in which human beings interact with congtraining,
oppressive work environments and technology, deal with poor structural conditions, and perform
and manage tasks which are routine, monotonous and unrewarding in nature.

One, however, can perceive a diginct resemblance between the conscious and subconscious
drategies that Roy and Ritzer's observed participants employed, and the ‘informa’ techniques
which the operatives utilised in my research. | would argue that these drategies helped the
operators cope with the genera monotony, boredom and frudration of watching hours of
uneventful footage. They may, however, so have been adopted as a subtle form of resstance
to the wider, dienating socio-structura disparities the operators faced. Indeed, because the men
were paid inadequately by Midtown College— yet held highly accountable for the crime rates on
the campus, given poor workplace conditions and trested with contempt by lecturers and
students aike (the very people they were supposed to be protecting) — there was no red
incentive for them to monitor and operate the system efficiently. As George stated: “1 sometimes
ask mysdlf, ‘why should we bother’? 1 mean, no one cares a damn about us. We don't get any
praise from anyone and we fed totdly isolated”. It would appear, therefore, that a potentiad
corollary of paying operatives low wages and tregting them inadequately, is that the effective
functioning of CCTV is saverdly diminished. Thus, the efficiency of CCTV operation thet is
assumed by many commentators (and hence the effectiveness of CCTV survelllance in generd),
appeared, in this study, to be undermined not only by the redlities of a‘ control room culture’ (i.e.
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the boredom, monotony and aienation endured by the operators), but aso by wider economic
and sodo-gructurd factors (i.e. the low pay and generd derision the operatives received).

Problems with the ineffectiveness of CCTV monitoring

If my case study is a dl representative of other systems?8 then it would appesar that perhaps the
central postulation, upon which much of the academic and public perspectiveson CCTV redts, is
mideading and, more importantly, that the generd public should not invest blind fath in the
efficiency of dl CCTV sysems. Despite the day-to-day safety of the students a Midtown
College being largdy dependant upon responsible and attentive camera operators, we have seen
that, from time to time, the latter may not be watching the cameras. Thus, if an attack were to
take place on the campus, there is a chance that an operator would fail to notice it. Asthe public
are inundated with information from the government, the media and the police which continualy
highlights the effectiveness of CCTV29, individuds might decide to wak somewhere done,
believing they are safe in a ‘CCTV protected zong. This fase perception concerning the
reiability of CCTV, could result in a number of individuas becoming unnecessary victims of
crime. Indeed, by trusting and relying on technology so implicitly to do such a fundamental
socid job, “we are in danger of further absolving persona and collective responsbility for each
other. The result may be a further spira of socid fragmentation and atomisation which leads to
more adienation and even more crime’ (Graham, 1998: 106).

It ssems that CCTV in this specific context is aso replacing manpower. Indeed, the college has
refused to give the security team funding for additiona staff. The eectronic eye, however, cannot
directly and physcdly intervene in a crime which is taking place, acting only as a psychologica
deterrent to a would-be, rationdly thinking offender. A human being, on the other hand, can
present a materia chalenge to, and act as a psychological deterrent for, a prospective criminal.
Smilarly, the ussfulness of capturing on camera a violent crime taking place when there is no-one
there to mediate and intercede, is aso open to question. Although it may be useful in identifying
and detecting the guilty and for securing crimind prosecutions, an individud being serioudy
assaulted would most probably rather have someone there to help him/her at the time of the
attack, than be presented with the video evidence of it at alater stage.

Conclusion

This paper has sought to bring the reader’ s attention to a number of issues. First and foremost, it
has shown that CCTV control rooms are perhaps not dways operated as effectively as some
public officials and academics assume. Indeed, the redlity of CCTV operation would appear
much more complex and ambiguous. The observed control room, for example, was soaked in
playfulness, time wasting and & times, comedy, as the operators attempted to cope with socio-
sructural disparities, and the monotony of a routinized and largdy unrewarding job. We have
aso seen that those who monitor the cameras are not robotic, computerised *super humans

28 Unitil further research is conducted on other Little Brother systems, the representativeness of this project
isopen to question. Other CCTV systems may, for example, be highly functional.

29 See Norris and Armstrong (1999: 63-88).
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capable of watching televisua screens objectively and effectively for hours on end. Rather,
CCTV operatives are subjective human beings who are open to natural and emotiond factors
such as tiredness, boredom, frustration, gpathy and discrimination. Furthermore, this study has
reveded that the job of CCTV operator, far from being empowering, is, in redity, physicdly
imprisoning, mentaly demanding and relatively poorly regarded.

| would like to see additiond microlevel research conducted on a multitude of CCTV systems—
eg. foothdl sadia, hospitds supermarkets, arports etc. This would not only give the
surveillance debate a wedth of empirical data, but would aso enable academics to gain a greater
understanding of how contragting Little Brother systems operate, the amilarities and differences
between them, whether they are integrated with one another, and how different operatives
conduct and justify their observations. It would dso alow us to decipher whether varying levels
of public and ingtitutiona accountability determine the extent to which the systems are monitored
and controlled effectively. Is, for example, a supermarket shop floor system watched as
atentively and closdy as an internationd airport system? It would, in addition, be extremely

interesting to see whether or not the same type of individua, group and crime is ‘looked for’

across contrasting locations. This would further permit academics to uncover whether suspicion
is predominantly congtructed by the individua operatives themsalves, or is more influenced by
the inditutiona context the operator finds himv/hersdf located within.
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