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C';orruption 
)~ Continuing Challenge for 
I_aw Enforcement 

By 
OTIS E. COOKSEY 

A ll too frequently, the pub
lic's confidence in law en
forcement is shaken by re

ports of officers falling victim to 
corruption. While no profession is 
untouched by corruption, its effect 
on law enforcement is especially 
damaging. As guardians of law and 
order in a free society, law enforce
ment officers must maintain a con
sistently high standard of integrity. 

Combating crime claims many 
victims from the ranks of law en
forcement. As criminals become more 
violent, increasing numbers of offi
cers are being killed or injured in 
the line of duty. But increasing 
numbers of officers are also being 

lost to corruption. The lure of fast 
money associated with the drug trade 
and other temptations are creating 
new and potentially devastatingprob
lems for police departments and law 
enforcement managers across the 
country. 

While there is no proven ap
proach to eliminate all corruption, 
there is an emerging understanding 
that an effective strategy must begin 
with recruitment and continue into 
training. In addition, a procedure 
should be instituted to investigate 
charges of police misconduct within 
an agency. To combat corruption 
successfully, police managers must 
acknow ledge that it is a serious threat 

to the organization, and they must 
work to reduce its damaging effects. 

ACKNOWLEDGING THE 
PROBLEM 

The key to any effort aimed at 
preventing corruption in a law en
forcernentagency is acknowledging 
that corruption, or the potential for 
corruption, exists. Given the current 
environment wherein drug dealers 
regularly transact business while 
carrying more cash than an officer 
makes in a year, law enforcement 
managers can no longer ignore the 
issue of corruption. 

For the most part, managers 
use three general approaches when 
failing to deal with corruption. First, 
managers attempt the "ostrich" ap
proach, denying the existence of a 
problem. As a resultofthis approach, 
when the manager is faced with an 
allegation of corruptiun, there is no 
effective mechanism in place to 
deal with the problem. This may 
force the manager into courses of 
action directed by those outside the 
department. 

Second, managers try to deal 
with corruption by taking a "polly
anna" approach. Here, the manager 
acknowledges that corruption exists 
in the organization,. but downplays 
its impact. Again, in a~ituation where 
the manager fails to respond effec
tively to an incident, the course of 
action may be directed from outside 
the agency. 

The third, and potentially most 
damaging, approach occurs when a 
managerresponds to corruption with 
a "cover-up," Here, the manager not 
only acknowledges corruption in the 
organization but also takes overt 
action to cover it up. This tactic 
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violates the special trust and confi
dence society places in law enforce
ment and establishes a climate in the 
agency for COiTuption to flourish. 

Fortunately, the law enforce
ment manager can overcome the 
shortfalls of these approaches by 
taking a more-realistic approach to 
corruption. To respond effectively 
to COlTuption, the manager must ac
knowledge the devastating impact 
it can have on an agency. A manager 
with a realistic appreciation of the 
potential effects of corruption is in 
a position to develop a strategy to 
deal with corrup~ion internally. 
This will enable the department to 
minimize the damaging effects of 
the con"uption. 

ESTABLISHING A POLICY 
Once the manager is commit

ted to preventing conuption, the next 
step is developing a policy before a 
crisis situation develops. While no 

" 

one policy will meet the needs of all 
law enforcement agencies, any ef
fective policy should cover recruit
ment, training, and investigation. I 

Before an effecti ve strategy can 
be established, however, the man
ager must decide on a suitable defi
nition of corruption. Arthur Nieder
hoffer defines corruption to include 
activities ranging from the accept
ance of a free cup of coffee to the 
actual commission of criminal acts." 
But, including acts on such a wide 
continuum creates a potential prob
lem for the manager. The dilemma is 
whether to include this whole range 
of activities in the policy or to draw 
a line on the continuum to mark 
when seemingly innocent acts be
come conupt. 

The problem for those manag
ers who attempt to "draw the line" or 
separate degrees of con"uption will 
be the tendency toward interpreta
tion and rationalization. Managers 

The key to any effort 
aimed at preventing 

corruption .. .is 
acknowledging thal~ 
corruption, or the 

potential for corruption, 
exists. 

Major Cooksey is a Military Police Advisor for the U. S. Army 
Readiness Group. Fort Sam Houston, Texas. " 
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faced with complex situations must 
then try to decide on which side of 
the line an act falls. At the same time, 
officers serving under this policy 
can rationalize their actions, and given 
a healthy imagination, one can ra
tionalize almost any action. 

The alternative to defining 
specific corrupt acts is the approach 
adopted by the International Asso
ciation of Chiefs of Police (IACP), 
which established a definition of 
conuption by using the intended 
results of an action, not by the spe
cific acts.3 The IACP defines corrup
tion as acts involving the misuse of 
authority by a police officer in a 
manner designed to produce either 
personal gain or gain for others. 
This approach simplifies the man
ager's role in identifying conupt 
actions and provides officers with a 
simple way of determining where 
their actions fall in relation to agency 
policy. 

The Model for Management
Corruption Prevention, prepared 
by the IACP, is an effective tool to 
aid the law enforcement manager in 
preparing a corruption prevention 
policy. This model policy covers the 
key aspects of a corruption preven
tion strategy-recruitment, training, 
and investigation. This model can 
also be tailored to the specific needs 
of departments, regardless of size. 

PREVENTION STRATi~GY 
Recruitment 

As Edwin J. Delattre notes in 
his book, Characterand Cops, people 
do not just happen to wear badges. 
They wear badges because police 
managers recruit and hire them.4 Itis 
only commonsense, then, that a 
comprehensive corruption preven
tion policy address recruitment. No 



agency knowingly hires people who 
will commit corrupt acts in the fu
ture. Yet, many departments suffer 
the devastating effects of cor-rup
tion. The Los Angeles County Sher
iff's Department discharges approxi
mately 20 officers a year, primarily 
as a result of misconduct.s 

There are, of course, many 
reasons why police agencies should 
screen recruits and eliminate those 
who may become cOn'upt. One im
portant factoris money. For all agen
cies, training is an expensive re
source that cannot be wasted. If an 
officer completes training and then 
commits corrupt acts, the depart
ment faces a potentially more com
plex and more serious problem, 
mainly because rehabilitation and 
disciplinary actions are more diffi
cult and expensive the longer an 
individual is employed.6 Law en
forcement managers should be alert 
for signs indicating trouble during 
the recruitment, initial training, and 
probationary periods. 

An additional concern for 
departments in the corning years is 
the declining number of qualified 
recruit applicants. Reasons for this 
include low pay and the deteriorated 
image of law enforcement. Other 
factors include the increased de
mand for police officers nation
wide and a declining trend in the 
population of 18 to 25 year 01ds.7 

A model that may assist re
cruitment managers is the Standards 
Manual of the Law Enforcement 
Agency Accreditation Program. This 
model stresses the fonowing guide
lines: 

• The department should 
advertise broadly for 
candidates and not restrict 

" 

recruiting to its own 
jurisdiction, 

• The department should 
have trained personnel 
conduct a written background 
investigation of every 
eligible candidate. In some 

and realistic manner is an effective 
deterrent to corruption for two rea
sons. First, training publ icizes agency 
policy. A policy that is merely writ
ten but not disseminated widely and 
regularly is likely to be ineffective. 
Second, training allows officers the 
opportunity to interact and request 

Training provides the best and most 
powerful tool for making a corruption 

prevention strategy work. 

cases, the polygraph may "oe 
used as an investigative tool, 

• The department should have 
trained personnel conduct an 
oral interview of each 
candidate, and also test the 
candidate's general health, 
physical fitness and agility, 
emotional stability, and 
psychological fitness, 

• The department should 
require all candidates to 
complete at least a 6-month 
probationary period and 
entry-level training.8 

While this model may not be suit
able for every agency, the principles 
described provide a guide for man
agers to include recruitment as part 
of an anticormption strategy. 

Training 
Training provides the best and 

most powerful tool for making a 
cOlTuption prevention strategy work. 
Training conducted in an integrated 

" clarification of standards of conduct 
in terms of specific actions com
monly encountered in police work. 

In most agencies today, train
ing is separated into two catego
ries-recruit and inservice. Cor
ruption prevention indoctrination 
logically begins during recruit train
ing and should be integrated into as 
many subject areas as possible by 
the academy instructors. This ap
proach is effective for two reasons. 
First, this will incorporate con"up
tion prevention standards into the 
enforcement of laws and regula
tions. Second, the instructors, u<;u
ally veteran police officers, have 
built a rapport and have the respect 
of the students. They, along with the 
chaplain, can establish a solid foun
dation for the new officers to resist 
corruption. 

The second phase of the train
ing process is the inservice training 
that officers receive during their 
careers. Inservice training provides 
a department with a mechanism to 
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reinforce the standards of corrup
tion prevention. 

Law enforcement managers 
have several options when plan
ning inservice training. Many col
leges and universities have courses 
in sociology, psychology, religion, 
and management that will reinforce 
and supplement corruption preven
tion strategies. In addition, expert 
consultants can be contracted to 
develop corruption prevention train
ing programs. 

Although academically engag
ing and easy to institute, neither of 
these approaches may be as effec
tive and complete as a program de
veloped within the agency. The Los 
Angeles Sheriff's Department is an 
example of an agency that decided to 
create its own training program to 
combat corruption. 

Using its own personnel and 
based on an assessment of the prob
lem, the sheriffs department de
signed a program that covered the 
following: 

• Discussions of different 
ethical dilemmas, preceded 
by a review of several 
problem situations, 

• Issues of concern, an over
view of misconduct cases in 
the department, 

• Standards for decision
making, 

• Rationalization, and 

• Situational planning 

One of the strengths of this 
program is that it allows open 
discussion of problem areas and 
standards of performance re
quired by the agency. It integrates 
real-life law enforcement issues 

with the expected standards of 
conduct. 

Investigation 
The last, and possibly most 

difficult, phase of a corruption 
prevention strategy to implement 
is the investigation of police mis
conduct. However, an effective in
vestigation policy must be estab
lished or the other elements of the 

" Corruption can 
destroy the special 

bond of trust 
between law 

enforcement and the 
public. 

" 
strategy lose their effectiveness. 
Through objective investigation of 
all possible incidents involving 
misconduct, a police agency can 
foster a sense of confidence and 
credibility with the public. 

Most agencies approach the 
investigation process by forming 
an internal affairs unit. To assist in 
this endeavor, the IACP developed 
a model that can be used by police 
departments.9 This model covers 
the various issues that should be 
considered when forming this spe
cial unit. 

The first task for the manager 
is staffing. In large departments, 
several full-time officers may 
work solely in the internal affairs 
unit. In small departments, the 
unit may consist of one officer, 
operating on an as-needed basis. 
Another viable alternative for 

the small department is to pool re
sources with other local agencies as 
situations require. 

After the unit is staffed, the 
manager must decide where to place 
the internal affairs unit in the organi
zation. Ideally, the unit will report 
directly to the chief or ranking officer 
of the agency. The manager should 
provide clear, comprehensive direc
tives outlining the procedures for deal
ing with complaints coming from both 
inside and outside the agency. 

The manager should also ensure 
thut the unit investigates all complaints 
quickly and impartially. The internal 
affairs unit does not determine guilt 
or innocence; it merely gathers facts 
concerning the complaint that should 
be well-documented. This documen
tation will ultimately benefit both the 
officer involved and the public, in the 
case of an external complaint. 

The establishment of an effec
tive internal affairs unit reinforces 
proper police conduct, as well as 
ensures the public of effective and 
honest police service. The existence 
of an internal affairs unit in the agen
cy structure tells the public and po
lice officers that the department is 
willing to "police the police" and 
supports the overall corruption pre
vention strategy. 

CONCLUSION 
Corruption can destroy the 

special bond of trust between law 
enforcement and the public. Citizens 
in a free society expect law enforce
ment officers to perform their duties 
with a high standard of integrity. 
When corruption occurs, not only is 
the bond between police and public 
strained, but citizen cooperation, on 
which law enforcement depends, can 
be jeopardized. 
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In order to combat corruption 
effectively, law enforcement man
agers must first acknowledgf.' the 
potential for corruption and appre
ciate the devastating effects it can 
have on their agencies. The key ele
ments of a corruption prevention 
strategy should integrate agency 
policy into recruitment, training, and 
thorough investigation of all alleged 
corruption. 

While corruption has always 
been a factor in law enforcement, the 
need for effective corruption pre
vention strategies has never been 
stronger. Today' s officers face more 
violent criminals and more potential 
temptations. Law enforcement must 
present a unified front against an in
creasingly sophisticated criminal ele
ment. It is important that managers 
provide today's officers with proper 
corruption prevention skills. 
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The Bulletin Reports 

Victim Information 
The National Victims Resource Center (NVRC) provides victim

related information to criminal justice practitioners, policymakers, re
searchers, and crime victims. It collects, maintains, and disseminates 
information about national, State, and local victim-related organizations 
and about State programs that receive funds authorized by the Victims of 
Crime Act (VOCA). The current listing of resources includes bulletins 
and special reports, directories, and crime file videotapes and study 
guides. Each entry provides the title, order number, and cost, if 
applicable. 

To obtain b~formation Oil the resources available, contact the 
National Victims Resource CenterIIYCJRS, Dept. AIF, P.O. Box 6000, 
Rockville, MD 20850, 1-800-627-6872. In Maryland and the metropoli
tan Washington, DC, area, the number is 1-301-251-5525 or 5519. 

Hate Crime Data 
The FBI's Uniform Crime Reports (UCR) Section has published 

two bulletins to assist law enforcement agencies in the collection of hate 
crime data. One bulletin, entitled "Hate Crime Data Collection Guide
lines," covers such topics as developing a collection approach, bias 
motivation, and objective evidence concerning the motivation of the 
crime. It also offers cautiOI'!s to be exercised by law enforcement 
agencies and definitions that have been adopted for use in hate crime 
reporting. In addition, this bulletin gives examples of reported hate 
crime incidents and procedures to be followed when submitting hate 
crime data to VCR. 

The other bulletin is entitled "Training Guide for Hate Crime Data 
Collection." It includes three learning modules for use in instructing law 
enforcement personnel on hate crime matters. 

Copies of both bulletins can be obtained from the Uniform Crime 
Reports Section, Federal Bureau of Investigation, Washington, DC 
20535. 

The Bulletin Reports, a collection of criminal justice studies, reports, and 
project findings, is written by Kathy Sulewski. Send your material for considera
tion to: FBI Law Enforcement Bulletin, Room 7262, 10th & Pennsylvania Ave., 
NW, Washington, DC 20535. 

(NOTE: The material presented in this section is intended to be strictly an 
information source and should not be considered as an endorsement by the FBI 
for any product or service.) 
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