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Carryovers from England

The Standard Narrative of the Origins of U.S. Policing

“When one thinks about policing in early America, there are a few images that 

may come to mind:  A county sheriff enforcing a debt between neighbors, a 

constable serving an arrest warrant on horseback, or a lone night watchman 

carrying a lantern through his sleeping town. These organized practices were 

adapted to the colonies from England and formed the foundations of American 

law enforcement.”

https://lawenforcementmuseum.org/2019/07/10/slave-patrols-an-early-form-of-american-policing/



Enslaved Africans and Slave Patrols: 1704 to 1865

Slave Patroller’s Oath, North Carolina, 1828

“I [patroller’s name], do swear, that I will as searcher for guns, swords, and other 

weapons among the slaves in my district, faithfully, and as privately as I can, discharge the 

trust reposed in me as the law directs, to the best of my power. So help me, God.”

https://lawenforcementmuseum.org/2019/07/10/slave-patrols-an-early-form-of-american-policing/



“The Police are the Public, and the Public are the Police”

Sir Robert Peel’s Seventh Principle, 1829

“Police, at all times, should maintain a relationship with the public that gives 

reality to the historic tradition that the police are the public and the public 

are the police; the police being only members of the public who are paid to 

give full-time attention to duties which are incumbent on every citizen in 

the interests of community welfare and existence.”



“The Police are the Public, and the Public are the Police”

 Some form of civilian oversight of law enforcement is important in order 
to strengthen trust with the community.

 Every community should define the appropriate form and structure of 
civilian oversight to meet the needs of that community.

 Civilian oversight alone is not sufficient to gain legitimacy; without it, 
however, it is difficult, if not impossible, for the police to maintain the 
public’s trust.



“What happens when they followed the rules, but…?”

The focus on identifying and addressing police misconduct is necessary but 
insufficient.

 “Lawful but Awful”

 When there’s “no violation of policy” we still need to ask “what went 
wrong and what should be done in the future?”

 Back-end accountability:  it’s designed to answer the question of what 
happened.

 Procedural justice is more important than the lawful nature of police 
conduct.



President’s Task Force on 21st Century Policing

The President's Task Force on 21st

Century Policing divides its
recommendations into six pillars:

 Building Trust and Legitimacy

 Policy and Oversight

 Technology and Social Media

 Community Policing and Crime Reduction

 Officer Training and Education

 Officer Safety and Wellness

https://cops.usdoj.gov/pdf/taskforce/taskforce_finalreport.pdf

https://cops.usdoj.gov/pdf/taskforce/taskforce_finalreport.pdf


The Four Pillars of Procedural Justice

Voice

 Having the opportunity to participate in the decision making, to let their side be 
heard.

Neutrality

 Perceiving that the decision-making process is unbiased and trustworthy.

Quality of Treatment

 Receiving interpersonal treatment that is respectful and dignified.

Trustworthiness

 Believing that the police are concerned about people and want to do what is right 
for them and the community.



NACOLE’s Code of Ethics

 Personal Integrity

 Independent and Thorough Oversight

 Transparency and Confidentiality

 Respectful and Unbiased Treatment

 Outreach and Relationships with Stakeholders

 Agency Self-examination and Commitment to Policy Review

 Professional Excellence

 Primary Obligation to the Community

Ethical and Professional Standards of Civilian Oversight
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Establishing Credibility:

Expectations of Oversight

 Familiarity with police practices, investigations, and criminal law/criminal procedure

 Impartial and objective

 Willingness to meet and communicate with police organization and staff

 Compliance with confidentiality laws and evidentiary standards

 Willingness to consider all sides of a situation and ability to re-evaluate if 

additional/contrary information/evidence received



Establishing Credibility:

Key Tasks for Oversight

Training and Professional Development is Essential for Credibility:

 Providing new members with the information they need to perform effectively is a 

critical step in the development of a strong board or commission.

 The responsibilities for developing and implementing an effective program of board 

orientation are shared between oversight practitioners and the board itself.

 There must be a commitment to developing a well-informed board, one with the 

knowledge needed to lead an effective organization.



Is Civilian Oversight “The Answer?”

Civilian oversight alone is 

not sufficient to gain 

legitimacy; without it, 

however, it is difficult, if 

not impossible, for the 

police to maintain the 

public’s trust.



The Three Pillars of Civilian Oversight of Law 

Enforcement in the United States
Independence  •  Transparency  •  Accountability



Independence

Oversight must have the authority to act independently:

 Speaking with the media

 Interacting with other agencies / officials to gather information/evidence

 Producing and distributing reports

 Making recommendations for changes in police policies procedures 

 Making hiring decisions for key staff positions  



Transparency

Promoting transparency is a shared responsibility:

 Enacting policies to improve citizen confidence such as access to police reports, video, radio 

transmissions

 Access to reports of findings resulting from citizen complaints

 Community at large can be reassured that discipline is being imposed when appropriate, while also 

increasing the transparency of the disciplinary process

 Tracking complaints against officers to identify patterns and trends 

 Promoting mechanisms that value human rights in all encounters with the police

 Improve community relations by fostering communication between the community and police agency

 Collecting data on numbers and types of complaints filed



Accountability

Accountability must be demonstrated by all applicable stakeholders:

 Support the goals of community oriented policing

 Oversight can help hold law enforcement accountable for an individual officer’s actions.

 Improve the quality of the department’s internal investigations of alleged misconduct

 When the oversight agency confirms a complainant’s allegation(s), complainants and their 

communities may feel validated.

 When the oversight agency exonerates the officer, the officer may feel vindicated.



 Civilian oversight practitioners have a unique role as public servants overseeing law 

enforcement agencies. The community, government, and law enforcement have 

entrusted them to conduct their work in a professional, fair and impartial manner.

 They earn this trust through a firm commitment to the public good, the mission of 

their agency, and to holding themselves to ethical and professional standards.

 Seek professional development to ensure competence. Acquire the necessary 

knowledge and understanding of the policies, procedures, and practices of the law 

enforcement agency you oversee.

Key Points to Consider 
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Civilian Oversight in the U.S.

Civilian Oversight in the United States:

▪ Investigates, audits, or reviews internal law enforcement investigations 

or processes, including citizen complaints and use of force incidents.

▪ Conducts ongoing monitoring of law enforcement agencies’ policies, 

procedures, training, and management and supervision practices.

▪ Includes any agency or procedure that involves active participation in 

the above by persons who are not sworn officers.



Common Models of Oversight in the U.S.

 Review-Focused Model

 Investigation-Focused Model

 Monitor/Auditor/Inspector General Model

 Hybrid Models



Civilian Oversight of Law Enforcement:

Report on the State of the Field & Effective Oversight Practices 

(Preliminary Findings)

A project funded by the U.S. Department of Justice Community Oriented Policing Services Office, Community 
Policing Development Grant number 2016CKWXK017



State of the Field & Effective Oversight: 

project deliverables

NACOLE plans to complete the following by November 2020:

 Nine Case Studies of Civilian Oversight Models

 Report on the State of the Field and Effective Oversight Practices

 Decision-Making Guidebook on Establishing and Strengthening Various Models of 

Civilian Oversight

 Interactive On-line Toolkit



State of the Field & Effective Oversight: Case Studies

Agency Model
Year 

created
Population

Overseen 

staff/officers

Atlanta Citizens Review Board investigative 2007 472,522 2,230

Cambridge Police Review & Advisory Board hybrid (investigative/review) 1984 113,000 278

Denver Office of the Independent Monitor auditor/monitor 2004 693,060 2,444

Indianapolis Citizens Police Complaint Office review 1989 864,771 1,511

LAPD Office of the Inspector General auditor/monitor 1995 3,976,000 12,812

Miami Civilian Investigative Panel investigative 2001 453,579 1,100 

New Orleans Independent Police Monitor auditor/monitor 2008 391,495 1,158 

Philadelphia Police Advisory Commission review 1993 1,568,000 6,300 

Washington DC Office of Police Complaints investigative 1998 693,972 3,900 



State of the Field & Effective Oversight:

preliminary observations

 The number of civilian oversight agencies continues to grow.

 Data-driven policy analysis is increasingly common.

 Access to department records and information varies greatly.

 Accountability and evaluation requirements for the civilian oversight 
agency are more prevalent than in the past.

 There is an increasing focus on front-end accountability, rather than only 
back-end accountability.

 Procedural justice and legitimacy with all stakeholders are key for 
effective oversight.



Thirteen Principles of Effective Civilian Oversight

1. Independence

2. Clearly defined and adequate 

jurisdictional authority

3. Unfettered access to records and 

facilities

4. Access to law enforcement 

executives and internal affairs staff

5. Full cooperation

6. Sustained stakeholder support

7. Adequate funding and operational 
resources

8. Public reporting and transparency

9. Policy and pattern analysis

10. Community outreach

11. Community involvement

12. Confidentiality, anonymity, and 
protection from retaliation

13. Procedural justice and legitimacy



Thirteen Principles of Effective Civilian Oversight

Key considerations for evaluating effective practices:

1. Is this practice an appropriate “fit” for our local context?

2. How will this practice strengthen our civilian oversight in relation to 

the thirteen principles of effectiveness?

3. What are the potential unintended consequences of implementing this 

practice?



© Ricardo Levins Morales

“If you have come to 

help me you are 

wasting your time.

But if you have come 

because your liberation 

is bound up with mine, 

then let us work 

together.”

Australian Aboriginal activists in Queensland, 1970s



For more information contact:
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bcorr@nacole.org •  617.254.8331  •  Pronouns: he/him/his
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