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Private security guards policing public space: 

Using soft power in place of legal authority 

Only a few studies have examined how private security guards operate in public spaces. In order to 

address this gap, this paper examines a public/private partnership of installing security guards on a 

public square in Aarhus, Denmark. This was a response to the presence of a group of homeless and 

marginalised alcohol and drug users. The policing of the public square was investigated through 

document analysis, interviews with different stakeholders and observations with a patrolling security 

guard. The case study illustrates that private security guards are able to exercise considerable control 

in public spaces, without having any legal authority over these spaces. Furthermore, by drawing on 

the analytical framework of governmentality studies, the case illustrates how the security guards were 

engaged in practices of ‘soft power’ in their policing of the public square. This constitutes a 

contribution to the growing literature that has started to survey the different powers and resources at 

the disposal of private security. 

Keywords: private policing; private security; public space; soft power 

Introduction 

In recent years, the division between private and public spaces has become increasingly blurred. 

Increasingly, the post-industrial city is made up of ever more ‘retail spaces’, such as shopping malls 

and other commercial entertainment venues, which have reconfigured the public domain at large 

(Kärrholm, 2016). These spaces have been referred to as ‘quasi-public’ spaces, that is, spaces that 

feel and look like a public place that are open to all, but in fact are privately owned or managed. The 

operations of such quasi-public spaces has been criticized for commercially relying on the free access 

of the public, but still functioning legally as private property and employing exclusionary practices 

towards those that are deemed unable to partake in consumption. It has been argued that the powers 

that are linked with property ownership initially were made for spaces that were not generally 

accessible to the public, such as a home or a working place, but today these private property powers 

are being applied to large spaces that are intended for public use (Kempa, Stenning & Wood, 2004). 

This increased privatization of public space has profound consequences for who can move where and 

especially limits the movement of homeless and other marginalized people who are not considered 

as attractive customers in these spaces (Kohn, 2004). 
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The policing of these spaces are largely undertaken by non-state agencies and this development in 

configuration of urban space is thus connected to the expansion of the private security industry and 

the larger transformation of the provision of security, sometimes referred to as the ‘pluralisation’ or 

‘multilateralisation’ of policing, which is the process where an increasingly complex array of public 

and private bodies are engaged in the regulation of security (Johnston, 1992; Bayley & Shearing, 

2001; Jones & Newburn, 2006; Shearing & Johnston, 2013). During the last few decades we have 

witnessed an increase in privatised forms of policing and today the private security industry employs 

more people than the public police force in many countries (Loader & White, 2018). This 

development has naturally led criminologists and socio-legal scholars to no longer necessarily equate 

policing with the state institution of the public police (Kempa, Stenning & Wood, 2004).  

Another, more recent development, which contributes to the blurring of public and private divides, is 

the proliferation of so called Business Improvement Districts (BIDs). This is a scheme that makes it 

possible for business owners in a designated area to collect additional tax from those owning property 

or operating in a delimited area, typically a centrally located business district, in order to finance 

additional services including cleaning, marketing and security measures, such as the contracting of 

private security officers to conduct patrols of the area. Just as a shopping mall can be understood as 

quasi-public space, we might understand BIDs as quasi-private spaces, that is, spaces that are 

formally and legally defined as public, but are subject to control and regulation according to private 

interests (Crawford, 2011). This transferring of management and responsibility for public spaces to 

private actors has proven an attractive solution for cash-strapped local authorities to achieve 

landscaping and design of perceived ‘high quality’ in their cities (Pratt, 2017).  

While the concept of BIDs was initially developed and implemented in a North American context, it 

has since spread throughout the world (Richner & Olesen, 2019). During the 1990s the concept of 

BIDs travelled from a North American context to the UK and in the late 1990s it had also reached 

continental Europe (Eick, 2012). Like the proliferation of quasi-public spaces, such as the shopping 

mall, these quasi-private spaces has also received substantial criticism for contributing to a ‘de facto’ 

privatization of the public sphere. BIDs have been called ‘malls without walls’ (Graham & Marvin, 

2002), as they have been argued to possess some of the same exclusionary properties as the modern 

shopping mall (Eick, 2012). In other words, the ‘dynamics of exclusion’ that were previously 

confined to the shopping mall and other private properties has been argued to gradually extend into 

spaces that formally and legally are defined as public (Crawford, 2011). In New York City alone, 

hundreds of private security guards work for different BIDs (Vingevogel, 2005). 
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The growth in the private security industry has stimulated a simultaneous growth in the literature on 

private policing and many research questions have been raised about how these companies operate 

and especially about the effects and consequences of their operations (Rigakos, 2002; Jones & 

Newburn, 2006). However, according to Manzo (2011), studies that explore what private security 

officers actually do are still relatively sparse, at least in comparison to the many accounts of the 

operations of the public police, which have been documented in now classic ethnographic studies 

since the 1960s (Banton, 1964; Bittner, 1967; Skolnick, 1966). Some research has investigated the 

practices of private security officers of various stripes working in different contexts, such as the night-

time economy (Hobbs et al. 2003; Rigakos, 2014; Søgaard, 2014), shopping malls and other large 

commercial facilities (Manzo, 2006; Wakefield, 2008; Wakefield, 2012), and in the context of various 

other private spaces, such as the patrolling of industrial sites at night (Button, 2016; Hansen Löfstrand 

et al., 2016). However, the operations of private security officers have, unsurprisingly, mostly been 

studied in private settings. Consequently, as Vingevogel (2005) argues, “we know very little 

regarding private security operations in public space” (but see Cook, 2010; Stokes, 2002; Eick, 2012; 

Berg, 2010; Bonnet, de Maillard & Roché, 2015; De Maillard & Zagrodzki, 2017; Noaks, 2000; Sharp 

& Wilson, 2000; McManus, 1995). 

Responding to the lack of research into how private security officers operate in the public space, this 

article provides a detailed empirical account of a public/private policing project in Denmark, where 

the municipality and an association of private businesses co-financed a private security firm to patrol 

a public square in the centre of the city. This was as a response to the perceived problematic behaviour 

of a disparate group of marginalised individuals, with substance dependence issues, housing issues, 

mental health issues or a combination of these, who would congregate on the public square and 

engage in public drinking, drug use and other forms of socialising, essentially making the space into 

what has been called an ‘open drug scene’, which is a public or semi-public place where drug use and 

drug dealing is prevalent and visible to anyone passing by (Bless, Korft & Freeman, 1995).  

Through document analysis, interviews with different stakeholders involved in the political 

implementation of the project, as well as observations of the private security guards tasked with the 

job of patrolling the public square, this case study demonstrates that rather than relying on coercive 

measures, derived from private property rights, the security guards were able to police the space by 

using ‘soft power’.  
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The powers of private security guards 

Scholars that have investigated specifically the range of powers that private security guards can make 

use of, has argued that usually the most important tool of private security guards has been the rights 

of the owners whose property they have been tasked with policing (Stenning, 2000). Most of these 

rights can normally be delegated to agents of the owner, such as private security personnel. This is 

the main tool of the bouncer, who can eject unwanted customers from a night-time space or simply 

reject them at the door (Søgaard, 2013). It is also the main tool of the security officer patrolling a 

shopping mall and expelling any ‘unwanted customers’ (Wakefield, 2008), as well as the security 

guards patrolling the premises of large industrial sites (Hansen Löfstrand et al., 2016). Private security 

guards operating in private spaces can often restrict who is given access to the space, set conditions 

for those who enter and remove any trespassers. When properly trained, security personnel operating 

in private spaces can secure significant control based on such private property rights. 

Previous studies of the operations of private security in public space, has suggested that while 

sometimes security guards who police these public spaces have been granted special powers and 

authority over the space they police, they usually operate without any special authority (Vindevogel, 

2005; Eick, 2012). However, it has simultaneously been suggested, that having private security guards 

present in public space nevertheless can make a great difference in how people behave in these spaces. 

On the one end, Vindevogel (2005) has argued that in a US context, specifically in New York City 

and Philadelphia, the presence of private security guards in public spaces, were believed to have 

substantive effects without those guards engaging in the use of any physical force. The security guards 

could act as the ‘eyes and ears’ of the police, directing police attention to any activity that their 

employer might have an interest in stopping, such as panhandling, street peddling, public intoxication, 

and excessively noisy or aggressive behaviour. Furthermore, the presence of uniformed security 

guards in public space were perceived to have a preventive effect on crime by increasing the perceived 

risk of apprehension for those considering engaging in criminal activity. Likewise, the presence of 

uniformed guards were perceived to increase the perception of the particular space that they were 

patrolling as safe for consumers in the area.  

On the other end, private security guards might also take on a more active and confrontational role 

even when policing public spaces, where they do not have any legal authority. Berg (2010) has 

investigated the private policing of public space in Cape Town, South Africa and has found that even 

though the private security guards did not hold any legal power in their policing of the public spaces, 
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their symbolic or ‘de facto’ power were ‘beginning to equal’ the power that they previously only had 

over private spaces (Berg, 2010, p. 288). Increasingly, Berg (2010) argued, private security officers 

in the public spaces of Cape Town, were engaging in direct commands and physical coercion and 

while they might not have had any legal authority to engage in such enforcement practices, they were 

largely unchallenged in their operations. Berg (2010) concludes that private security guards can and 

do assert control over public spaces “despite the lack of formal (legal) authorization to do so” (p. 

299). In other words, when considering the control that private security can exert over a public space, 

it is not sufficient only to consider the formal and legal powers they have been granted.  

Exercise of legal rights, such as the right of private property owners to dispel someone with the use 

of force, can be understood as a usage of ‘hard power’. ‘Soft power’, on the other hand, can be 

understood as a kind of power that operates without such direct command or coercion and instead 

works along the lines of persuasion, negotiation and/or attraction. This distinction between hard and 

soft power has most famously been made in the field of international relations in order to account for 

the varying diplomatic relations between different nation states (Nye, 1990; 2008). However, it has 

also been utilised by Innes (2005) to describe the different modalities of power that underlie both 

hard and soft policing functions in various recent reform programmes of the British public police, 

such as Reassurance Policing and Neighbourhood Policing. Additionally, Crewe (2011) has used the 

distinction between hard and soft power to describe the operations of prison guards in a context where 

their formal, hard powers had been greatly diminished, but where prison guards nevertheless engaged 

in a range of activities that aimed to shape the conduct of prisoners in significant ways, which he 

describes as exercises of soft power. Considering the specific issue of private security, Stenning 

(2000) has argued that the soft power used by private security guards might be less overtly coercive, 

but often “no less effective in getting the job of policing done” (p. 333). Furthermore, Mopas and 

Stenning (2001) have argued, that the appearance, apparel and ‘authoritative presence’ (p.69) of 

security guards might enable them to achieve consent with their demands, even though such security 

guards might only possess very limited legal powers. 

Those engaged in ‘governmentality studies’ have dedicated special attention to such indirect forms 

of power and have argued that governmental practices increasingly operate without any direct 

command and control (Bröckling, Krasmann & Lemke, 2011; Rose, 1999; Rose & Miller, 1992; 

Rose, O’Malley & Valverde, 2006; Dean, 2010). These scholars argue that power is not necessarily 

about imposing constraints upon someone, but can rather be about making someone capable of 

bearing a kind of regulated freedom by acting on their will, their circumstances and their environment 
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(Rose & Miller, 1992). Furthermore, these authors argue that regulation of our conduct is increasingly 

becoming ‘invisible’ and consensual. Power, in this understanding, can consist of guiding individuals 

through their own freedom and prompt them to govern themselves, rather than imposing constraints 

on them. 

According to governmentality scholars, post-disciplinary forms of power are generally on the rise in 

a society where overt and coercive control are increasingly being seen as inappropriate. Instead of 

operating overtly coercively the exercise of power becomes increasingly subtle, cooperative and in 

some cases even consensual. In some cases, this type of power might even operate through aligning 

the aims and interests of those that are being governed with the aims and interests of the authorities 

(Valverde, 2017). In this sense, this kind of power can be seen as productive and positive rather than 

reductive and negative, as it does not seek to prohibit certain behaviours directly, but rather seeks to 

produce specific ways of behaving, acting and thinking in its subjects. 

Elements of such uses of subtle power are clearly present in this case study of private policing. The 

security guards operated largely without using direct commands and coercion, but rather by engaging 

with the marginalized individuals present at the square and persuading them to behave in a manner 

that did not cause as much nuisance to the general public. The analytical framework of 

governmentality studies alerts us to such subtle and consensual forms of power and thus provides 

useful concepts for appreciating the ‘softer’ aspects of policing undertaken by private security guards. 

Drawing on the findings of the case study reported in this article, it will be argued that private security 

guards are able to exert considerable control over public spaces, where they do not have any formal 

or legal authority, by using soft power. The study simultaneously illustrate the fuzzy boundary 

between ‘helping’ and ‘controlling’ marginalized individuals in public spaces, when subtle powers 

aimed at influencing their conduct in various ways are being utilized. It is argued, that while the case 

displayed various supportive aspects in the policing practices of the private security guards, this was 

nevertheless not the primary logic of the project.  

Study background and methods 

At the time of this study, the public square Klostertorvet was one of the central hubs and meeting 

places for marginalised people in Aarhus. This was a public square located in a central area of Aarhus 

that connected with the main shopping street in a mixed residential and shopping area. In the 

summertime, three of the cafés on the square paid a fee to the municipality in order to be allowed to 
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place their furniture on the public square to serve customers with food and drink outdoors. However, 

by moving their business out onto the public square, the local café owners faced some challenges, 

because, by moving outside, the café owners and their guests would simultaneously move closer to 

those socially marginalised people who would also assemble on the square. According to the local 

café owners, this produced a range of problems for them as the aggressive and noisy behaviour of the 

individuals congregating on the square would allegedly scare customers away. Throughout the 

summer of 2016, there were several reports in the local media, where the local business owners 

criticised the situation. 

As a consequence of this, just before the summer of 2017, the municipality and the local business 

owners’ association co-financed a contract with a private security firm, specifying that the firm would 

carry out patrolling of Klostertorvet, in order to deal with the ‘problem’ of the individuals assembling 

there. This was part of a larger action plan that was put together by the technical department and the 

social department of the municipality with several different measures aimed at dealing with the issue 

of homelessness and marginalized individuals in the city. Another part of the strategy was to establish 

three to four designated ‘safe zones’ for this group in other places of the city, in order to avoid that 

they assembled on the public squares and in order to provide them with alternative spaces to meet 

and socialize. However, in this article the focus will be on investigating the specific role of the private 

security guards. 

Private security companies have been operating in Denmark since the beginning of the 1900s, but it 

was not until 1986 that these companies became regulated by a specific law with the Law on security 

firms of 1986 (Volquartzen, 2018). The law covers all private actors that undertake surveillance and 

patrol of private spaces as well as spaces that are freely accessible to the public. Such actors have to 

be authorized by the local police to undertake surveillance and patrol activities. Furthermore, security 

personnel that engage in such patrol and surveillance activities have to participate in a mandatory 20-

day course in order to become certified.  

The first contract with the private security firm on the public square was planned to last from May to 

September 2017. At first, two security guards patrolled the public square from 11 am to 7 pm Monday 

to Saturday every week. Later, this was changed to only one security guard patrolling during the hours 

of 12 am to 7 pm and the contract was prolonged to October 2017. The contract was formally between 

the private business owners’ association and the security firm, but the municipality also made a 

financial contribution to the arrangement. The size of this contribution was not made public, but 
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freedom of information requests revealed that the municipality paid most of the expenses to the 

arrangement even though they were not formally a party in the contract. The municipality contributed 

13,000 euros, while the business association contributed 4000 euros. Consequently, the municipality 

closely followed the implementation of the private security guards. 

As part of the research project, the introduction of this new policy was followed as it unfolded in the 

media and in the publicly available transcripts and audio recordings of city council debates. Through 

the media debates and policy documents, key stakeholders and main actors were identified. Interviews 

were conducted with the following: two social outreach workers and one lawyer employed by the 

municipality; two representatives from Christian charities for the homeless; one chairman for the 

local organisation of homeless people; one director of a homeless shelter and drug consumption room; 

two senior police officers; two homeless people; one local business owner; and one supervisor from 

the private security firm that was tasked with the job of patrolling the square. 

In addition to this, observation of the city together with the chairperson of the national organisation 

for homeless people was conducted on two occasions, resulting in some informal chats with 

participants in the scene as well as two in-depth interviews with two individuals that were homeless 

at the time (5 hours). In addition to this, the public square and the policing of it by the private security guards 

was observed. Initially, this was from a distance, while sitting at one of the benches at the square or at a local 

café (14 hours). Later, permission to conduct observations together with one of the security guards 

while on patrol was given by contacting their supervisor. Observation with this security guard took 

place on seven occasions (56 hours). To gain some background information on the training that 

private security guards receive in Denmark, classroom observation of the 20-day required course for 

security guards was conducted on two occasions (15 hours). The data collection lasted 6 months and 

took place from May to October 2017. 

Policing practices of the private security guards 

When presenting the overall strategy and action plan for tackling homelessness as well as the 

specific project of installing private security guards, it was repeatedly stressed by the local 

politicians that this would be to the benefit of both the homeless, the business owners and the housed 

public in Aarhus. As expressed by one of the two representatives that had put the proposal forward: 

The security guards should be providing a feeling of safety and security in order for everyone 

to be able to enjoy the public square: business owners, ordinary citizens and the ‘socially 

vulnerable’ (City council member, Venstre – The Liberal Party) 
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Supposedly some of the beneficial effects of the project of installing private security guards for the 

homeless and marginalised individuals at the public square were an increased protection from assault 

from other socially marginal people in the scene and the creation of a more ‘orderly’ and pleasant 

environment for them to stay in. Moreover, the other representative that had put the motion forward 

argued that the security guards were not supposed to be punitive, but rather they should engage in 

conversation and socialize with the marginalised people at the square: 

That is why we suggest security guards who can engage in a dialogue and a social care with 

these people in order for them to avoid these problematic situations (City council member, The 

Conservative Peoples’ Party).  

The security guards were to engage in informal chats with the individuals at the square and attempt 

to manage things non-coercively by engaging in a ‘dialogue’ and ‘social care’ with them. In that 

regard, the politicians that put the proposal forward, stressed that the security guards were not 

supposed to exclude or expel any individuals from the square, partly because of a fear of displacing 

‘the problem’ to other areas of the city: 

It is important to stress that the security guards are not supposed to ‘push’ anyone away [from 

the square] or into someone’s backyard and then not deal with the problem (City council 

member, Venstre – The Liberal Party) 

However, if the aim of the project indeed was that the security guards should operate in a non-

coercively manner and engage socially with the individuals at the square, this was apparently not 

initially achieved very successfully. In the next two sections we will consider first how some security 

guards were perceived as practising their powers illegitimately at the square and second, we will look 

at the practices of a security guard whose exercises of power were more in line with the ‘social care’ 

and ‘dialogue’ based policing that the local politicians had suggested. 

‘Feigning authority’ at the public square 

Interviews with the head of the local branch of the national organisation for homeless people revealed 

that the security guards were not initially seen as very legitimate by the marginalised individuals at 

the square and that they were perceived as overstepping their formal authority on several occasions. 

By the time the security guards had operated on the square for six weeks, he had already received an 

estimated 20 complaints from different individuals who had been coercively excluded from the square 

and who experienced this as very illegitimate and unfair (Interview with head of homeless 
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organisation). The head of the organisation facilitated contact with two of the complainants for me, 

which confirmed the picture of exclusionary and coercive practices of the security guards. One of 

these expressed his experience with the security guards in this way: 

It’s uncomfortable to have someone staring at you constantly and then when they come over 

and correct your behaviour as if you were a small child, like you can’t behave correct enough 

to be part of this society, like you’re not good enough to sit on a fucking bench or a doorstep. 

You’re not welcome in this city. You’re filth. You’re ugly … They’re here to clean and you’re 

the garbage. That’s the feeling (Homeless man 2) 

The experience of this homeless man mirrors the findings from other investigations into the 

connection between aesthetics and urban order, where the creation of sanitised spaces is a central 

goal. Walby and Lippert (2012) found that Canadian NCC conservation officers approached homeless 

people as being ‘garbage’ and that they did not distinguish between homeless people and their 

belongings in their ‘cleaning’ of the national parks. This dehumanising treatment of homeless people 

as objects and not as humans to interact with resonates with the experiences of this particular 

homeless man. These policing practices then, seem rather far removed from the ‘dialogue’-based 

policing and the ‘social care’ that the local politicians mentioned. Another one recounted a specific 

incident where the security guards had tried to remove him and his friend from the square: 

Then they came and said like ‘you can’t sit here!’, and I went ‘why not?’, and they went ‘You 

just can’t. The municipality won’t have it’ and me and [my friend] were not that motivated to 

move ourselves at that time … ‘well then we will call the police’ they say, and I went ‘well 

then do that’. The police never came. It ended with them leaving us and finding some others 

that they could chase off (Homeless man 1) 

In their attempt to make the two homeless men move away, the security guards acted as though they 

had authority over the square and legally could expel the two men from being there. The incident 

shows that even though the security guards did not succeed in fending these two particular individuals 

away from the square, the security guards actually succeeded in chasing other people away by using 

the same tactics. The incident illustrates how the security guards were able to exclude people from 

the territory they were tasked to police, even though they did not hold any formal, legal power over 

the space. An important element in this regard might have been their uniforms. This point was brought 

up by the head of a local homeless shelter and safe injection facility:  
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Something happens when you put on a uniform. It increases the formal authority … In reality 

you do not have it. But not a lot of citizens and homeless people are fully aware of that the 

moment you meet a uniform like that (Head of shelter and safe injection facility) 

The head of the shelter here mentions the presumed importance of the uniforms that the security 

guards were wearing. These uniforms might have meant that those who met the guards assumed some 

kind of formal authority on their part. Usually, when we meet uniformed security guards, they do 

indeed have authority over the space that they are policing as private security usually operate in 

private spaces. Likewise, as the socially marginalized individuals at the square might have been 

conditioned to follow the orders of uniformed security guards, the security guards at the square might 

also have been conditioned to act in a certain way when they wore these uniforms. As the supervisor 

of the security guards reflected on the matter: 

We might have got off on a bit of an ‘off’ start. We had to figure out what the job entailed and 

what it demanded of the personnel to patrol the square … The security guards had a hard time 

patrolling a place where they could not ‘do anything’ … In their daily job in a private store, 

they are used to having some authority and some powers that they do not have out on the street 

(Supervisor, private security firm) 

As the supervisor explains, private security guards usually have legal authority over the space they 

police and they largely work within a framework of securing loss prevention for their clients, by 

excluding unwanted individuals from the premises of the private property they are tasked to police, 

e.g. a shopping mall, night club or other commercial spaces. This might explain why the supposedly 

non-exclusionary and non-coercive methods that the security guards were intended to engage in were 

initially not promoted very smoothly. 

The practice of the security guards coercively ordering the individuals to remove themselves from 

the square did not go unnoticed or uncontested. As mentioned, the national NGO for homeless people 

had two representatives in the network that were to follow the implementation of the new strategy for 

homeless people in the city. One of these representatives told me how he took the complaints about 

the security guards and presented them to the other members of the network in order to convince them 

that the security guards were not ‘behaving appropriately’ (Interview head of homeless organisation). 

Following this meeting, steps were taken by the security firm to alleviate the problematic practices 

of some of the security guards. The supervisor of the private security guards explained that the job 



12 
 

had changed on the square to being more about the safety and wellbeing of the street dwellers there 

than anything else. She explained like this in an interview: 

The task has changed to us being there to ensure the safety and wellbeing of the socially 

vulnerable … That was a challenge in the start, the fact that we had to make them see us as a 

helping hand and not as someone there to make life miserable for them … But now they don’t 

see the uniform, now they see the face of the security guard … And now they think ‘oh it’s that 

guy’ and ‘I can go to him if I have any problems’. And they do. They go to the security guards 

if they have any problems (Supervisor, private security firm) 

In the interview, the supervisor of the security guards also acknowledged that it was challenging in 

the beginning to find ‘the right people’ to do this kind of job in the organisation and that they also 

had to employ new people that were fit to do this kind of job. The supervisor from the security firm 

introduced me to one of these new security guards, a young man in his mid-20s, with a pedagogical 

background, and I was allowed to follow him on patrol. He was the only security guard who patrolled 

the square regularly at that moment, although when he had a day off, the square would be patrolled 

by some of his colleagues. In the following section, I will present the practices of this particular 

security guard and the soft power he utilized in policing the square. 

Engaging in ‘social care’ at the public square 

In many ways, this security guard operated with the same aims and objectives as his colleagues, but 

he achieved them with slightly different techniques. This security guard would also ask the socially 

marginalized individuals to leave, if they were violating any of the regulations for the space, such as 

the ban on alcohol consumption outside of licensed bars. However, instead of just ordering them to 

leave the square, the security guard would often mention other alternative locations nearby where 

they could go. He would often suggest that they moved to the bus shelters or in front of the Salvation 

Army, two other very close and popular spots for day-drinking for this group. In providing an 

alternative for those he dispelled from the square, he potentially made his demands to leave the square 

more manageable and were perhaps perceived as behaving more legitimately as well.  

Aside from managing where people consumed alcohol, he also managed people that were very 

intoxicated. If anyone was passed out drunk on the street, he would usually try to wake them and ask 

whether they needed any help and then help them to the bus shelter or any other place where they 

were not obstructing passage and attracting attention from other pedestrians. Other times, if the person 
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was lying down in a secluded area, he would let them stay after checking on them and making sure 

that they were not in need of any medical attention. In addition to this, he would intervene in violent 

confrontations or other situations that called for immediate action, such as someone in need of 

emergency healthcare:  

Crossing the square we meet one of the regulars who the security guard accompanied to the 

shelter to get some medical attention earlier this day. He has a big swollen eye that he got from 

being in a fight a couple of days earlier and he is not looking too good. The man is standing 

together with a middle-aged woman. The security guard suggests that he should go to the 

hospital … suddenly, the man is about to fall backwards. The security guard only barely 

manages to get a hold of his collar. The security guard says that he will call an ambulance and 

takes the man under his arm and leads him over to the doorstep in front of the Salvation Army. 

He walks very shakily. The security guard manages to get him to sit on the doorstep. However, 

soon after the man begins throwing up. At first it’s just the beer and foam, but later it looks like 

he is also throwing up blood. Soon after the ambulance arrives and the medical personnel takes 

the man with them to the hospital (Field note)   

Even though dealing with medical emergency problems was not at the core of what the security guard 

was tasked to do on the square, situations such as this still became a part of his daily work. Bittner 

(1970) has famously defined policing as dealing with those situations where 'something-that-ought-

not-to-be-happening-and-about-which-someone-had-better-do-something-now!' (p. 30). In the same 

way as the police are sometimes being portrayed as dealing with all the social and public health 

problems that the rest of the welfare state neglects, the security guard also ended up dealing with 

these emergencies that called for someone to take responsibility for intervening in some way or 

another.  

Between dealing with emergencies, waking up drunk people at the square and ordering people to go 

elsewhere to consume their alcohol, there were still large extents of a shift where nothing called for 

the intervention of the security guard. In those moments he would engage and socialise with those he 

policed and establish relations with them. He actively distanced himself from those practices that 

were initially used by some of the other security guards. He called their approach ‘cop-like’, and 

explained with disdain how they would stand under the tree in the middle of the square with their 

arms behind their backs and stare down at the marginalised individuals at the public square, only 

addressing them if they did something that was not allowed. He further explained how these practices 
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were still used by some of his colleagues who were only tasked with policing the square infrequently 

and who did not have an understanding of the socially marginal people there or a willingness to 

engage with them.  

When patrolling the public square, the security guard would regularly move away from the square 

and down the adjacent streets. In this way, he would interact with, meet and familiarise himself with 

the individuals in the neighbourhood. This undeniably created a different way of ‘seeing’ the space 

and the people that he was policing, compared to standing under the tree and monitoring the area 

from a distance. Moreover, it also made those he policed perceive of him differently. During my 

observations multiple people at the square would express satisfaction with having the security guard 

present there:  

Several times during the day people expressed that they liked the security guard and that they 

trusted him. At one moment we are talking to a man that still visits the square, but who has 

stopped drinking. It is clear that the security guard knows him well. The man says that he is 

worried what will happen when the security guards stop patrolling the square [the contract was 

supposed to end in one week at that time]. At one point another man comes by and says ‘oh, 

it’s my favourite security guard’ and shakes hands with the security guard and leaves. At 

another point during the day, when we are small-talking to one of the business owners at the 

square, a regular from the square who is in a wheelchair waves at the security guard in order 

for him to come over. He then proudly tells the security guard how he has finally gotten an 

apartment of his own (Field note) 

From these observations, it is clear that many of the individuals on the square, perceived the presence 

of the security guard as positive and beneficial to them. Furthermore, it was clear that the security 

guard had established social relations with several of these individuals. According to the security 

guard, the most important thing for him to be able to police the square effectively was ‘mutual respect’ 

between him and those he were tasked to police. When security guards are patrolling in a private 

space, where their authority is legally backed, and where they have extensive power to choose who 

should be allowed to stay or enter that space, they do not need to rely on such ‘mutual respect’, since 

they can coercively enforce their demands. However, when tasked with policing a space where the 

security guard did not have any formal or legal power, he had to earn the respect of those he policed 

in order for them to comply with his various demands. He achieved this by establishing social 

relations with those he policed, helping them in times of need and generally behaving in a respectful 
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manner towards them. This meant that his authority was generally seen as legitimate and because of 

this he was generally successful in ensuring compliance. 

Discussion 

The practices of the security guards who initially policed the square were comparable to how Berg 

(2010) has described the workings of private security in public space in South Africa, where security 

guards widely were engaged in enforcement practices, despite not having any formal or legal 

authorization to do so. They would give direct orders, dispel people from the square and pretend to 

have formal, legal authority to do so. But while the practices of the security guards in Berg’s (2010) 

account largely went unchallenged, the practices of the security guards in this case were protested 

and resisted against. Ultimately, representatives from the organisation for homeless people 

complained against the practices in the network that followed the implementation of the policy in the 

local government, which resulted in some changes to how the square was being policed. The security 

guards were instructed in how to handle the task, some were removed or moved to other places in the 

security firm and new security guards were hired. One of these new security guards were generally 

praised by both the supervisor from the security firm, representatives from the homeless organisation 

and several of the individuals at the square also declared their support for him and the policing he 

was practising. 

The power that this security guard exercised over the square, and those individuals who were drinking 

and using other drugs there, could be described as a significantly more subtle form of power. In 

Foucauldian terms this exercise of power could be described as ‘post-disciplinary’ and expressed 

elements of what has been referred to as ‘governmentality’, as this type of power did not operate with 

overt coercion, but rather by attempting to make the unruly individuals at the square regulate their 

behaviour by acting on their will, their circumstances and their environment (Rose, 1999; Dean, 

2010). The ambition of the project was that the presence of security guards and their socialising with 

the intoxicated individuals at the square could make these people gradually regulate themselves in a 

manner that was seen as more appropriate to their surroundings, without the security guards 

necessarily imposing constraints on their behaviour coercively, but instead by appealing to them to 

behave differently. In this way, the control that the security guards exercised became more invisible 

and more consensual, however it still clearly constituted a desire to change the conduct of the 

intoxicated individuals at the square. In that sense, the power of the security guard operated without 
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any outright coercive measures, but instead in a more “embedded, preventative, subtle, cooperative 

and apparently non-coercive and consensual” manner (Shearing & Stenning, 2003, p. 431). 

However, while the security guards were able to exercise power over those present at the square and 

make people move away or to other places, being uniformed simultaneously also seemed to put a 

social obligation on these guards to act in cases of emergency. If a fight erupted or if someone was 

severely injured and in need of medical attention, the obligation to ‘do something’ naturally fell upon 

the uniformed person present in the situation. This supports recent research by Loader and White 

(2018), who argue that it is insufficient to simply regard private security as an activity that promotes 

profit-maximization for the employer, since private security officers often are confronted with 

situations where they are compelled to act on their ‘moral obligations’ as well (p. 1402). Accordingly, 

the security guards regularly acted in protective and supportive ways towards the marginalised 

individuals at the square. In doing this, the policing project might actually have afforded some 

protection to a particularly vulnerable group. Marginalised drug users and homeless people are 

notoriously under-protected by the authorities, when compared to their very high exposure to acts of 

aggression, violence and theft (Stevens, 2007; Ahlmark et al., 2018). Because of this, some of those 

frequenting the public square might very well have had a desire for more policing if this policing 

entailed protection for them. Judging from the remarks during my observations, at least some of the 

socially marginalized individuals at the square felt protected and reassured by the fact that a security 

guard were patrolling the space. 

Nevertheless, this was not the primary objective and logic of the overall project of installing private 

security guards at the square. Even though the local government as well as other stakeholders tried to 

frame the project as being to the benefit of the individuals congregating at the square as well as the 

housed public, the mere organisation of the project reveals that the primary logic was to make the 

square a pleasant place for commerce and leisure for the housed public and the private business 

owners. Temporally, the scale of the project was limited to the summertime, where the cafés would 

have outdoor seating on the square, and additionally, in this summer period the guards would only 

patrol in the daytime, when the shops and cafés were open and not in the evening or the nights, even 

though these times might have been the most dangerous and unpleasant for the socially marginalised 

individuals. Spatially, the project was also limited to the specific square, at least initially, even though 

the actual policing might have ‘spread out’ to the adjacent streets. If the objective of the project was 

indeed to prevent the victimisation of homeless and marginalised people and provide reassurance and 

safety to this group, it would have had a much broader temporal and spatial scope (Valverde, 2011; 
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2014). Furthermore, the project would not have been co-financed with private parties and ‘contracted 

out’ to these with the concomitant loss of accountability and transparency this entails. In that regard, 

the project can also be perceived as a cutback on the ‘public good of security’, by relegating this job 

to be undertaken by low-skilled, low paid security personnel instead of the public authorities (Loader 

& Walker, 2007). 

As mentioned, the subtle use of soft power, through relations and socialising, also seemed to be 

perceived as more legitimate among those who were being policed and those who represented these 

in the local government, i.e. the national organisation of homeless people. In that regard, the work on 

‘procedural justice’ has found that people care less about the actual outcome of their interactions with 

authorities and more about whether the process and procedures used to reach these outcomes; that is 

to say, if they feel they are being treated respectfully (Lind & Tyler, 1988; Tyler, 2006). The fact that 

the security guard treated those he policed with deference and relied on ‘mutual respect’ in his 

policing, probably resulted in his policing being perceived as more legitimate and this potentially also 

made his policing more efficient. Nevertheless, the policing still limited how the individuals at the 

square could move and conduct themselves in significant ways. As one of the business owners stated 

about the operations of the private security guards: “I don’t care if they use a stun gun or a colouring 

book as long as they make them behave” (Interview, business owner, Klostertorvet). In the same way, 

you could argue that whether the security guards were using hard power or the soft power of 

persuasion and relation-building, they were still limiting how the socially marginalized individuals 

could conduct themselves and were operating towards the same end of producing a pleasant and safe 

space for consumption. 

Concluding remarks 

The findings of this case study supports the existing research, which argues that private security 

guards are able to exercise power in public places without having any authority over these spaces 

(Berg, 2010). By drawing on different resources, including their uniform, clever usage of language 

and rhetorically invoking the threat of calling the police, private security guards are able to exercise 

considerable power in public spaces even when they do not have any legal authority in these spaces. 

Additionally, by utilizing the analytic of governmentality studies, it is argued that even when 

abstaining from ‘feigning’ having authority over the space they are tasked to police, security guards 

are able to exercise control over spaces and individuals in apparently consensual and non-coercive 

ways by socialising with those present and encouraging specific forms of behaviour. Such consensual 
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and non-coercive modes of soft policing might generally be on the rise in societies where ‘policing 

by consent’ increasingly is replacing the older notion of ‘policing by force’ (Reiner, 2010). However, 

it is still important to recognize such ‘soft policing’ as underpinned by more or less hidden relations 

of power and the governmentality analytic can aid in investigating these.  

The case study supports the argument that private security guards cannot be thought of as just ordinary 

citizens or employees in a uniform, because they do not act as such and because other people to not 

react to them as such (Button, 2016; South, 1988). The growing tendency of having private security 

guards present in public spaces might change the dynamics of these spaces, regardless of the actual 

legal and formal authority of such security personnel. The case also points to the fact that, if private 

security suddenly begins operating in public space, the risk of the personnel overstepping their legal 

mandate is considerable, as private security personnel are trained to operate in private contexts with 

the backing of private property rights of the owner of these spaces. To suddenly make use of personnel 

that are trained to operate in a very different legal context makes the risk for misconduct substantial. 

This case study should stand as a fair warning, or at least a cautionary tale, of some of the possible 

problems that might erupt if BIDs were to be established in Denmark, which is something that 

currently is being pushed for by different networks and alliances (Richner & Olesen, 2019). 

Nonetheless, the protective and supportive policing practices that were, after all, a part of some of the 

practices of some of the security guards in this case study, sheds light on the potential for reorienting 

the policing of marginalised street populations away from repression and towards protection. 

Homeless people, marginalised drug users and others who spend a considerable amount of their time 

on the streets are victimised to a much greater extent than the general public. It should be a salient 

issue for the government and the police to protect this group from victimisation and assault to a much 

greater extent than it currently is in most parts of the world today. Future research could seek to 

identify existing protective and supportive practices in the policing of this group and explore ways to 

disseminate and codify these in order to develop policing and regulation towards more socially just 

ends. 
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