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Abstract 

Police officers spend a vast majority of their duty time making decisions that often have a 

significant impact on every segment of society.  The greater part of these decisions is 

discretionary, often leaving the officer to exercise their own judgment.  With the widespread 

observation of police officer's actions captured by personal videos and spread by social 

networking, police officer's judgments are at higher risk of being critiqued than ever before.  

This qualitative study interviewed police officers in Warren County, New Jersey, for the 

purposes of examining how their judgment was developed, and how it was monitored.  

Additionally, internal factors within the police community and other external factors were 

examined to determine influence on judgment.  Police departments in Warren County are 

relatively small with fewer than 25 total officers, reflecting the make-up of more than 50% of the 

nation's police departments.  The study also looked at the effectiveness of supervision in 

developing police officers who can make decisions that are commensurate with a professional 

police standard.  While this study does not represent itself to be conclusive, it does reveal, from 

the words of officers themselves, some real and significant challenges confronting police officers 

of smaller sized agencies and presents some mitigating suggestions for consideration.  

  



DECISION MAKING PROCESS OF POLICE OFFICERS iii 

 

 

Acknowledgements 

Firstly, I would like to express my sincere gratitude to my Committee Chairperson Dr. Tim 

Frederiks for the continuous support of my Ed.D study and related research, for his patience, 

motivation, and immense knowledge. His guidance helped me in all the time of research and 

writing of this dissertation.  I could not have imagined having a better advisor and mentor for my 

Ed.D study. 

Besides my advisor, I would like to thank the rest of my dissertation committee: Dr. Joseph 

Linskey, Dr. Alyce Hunter, and Dr. Phil Linfante, for their insightful comments and 

encouragement, but also for pressing me to do what was right and not what was easy, which 

incited me to widen my research from various perspectives. 

My sincere thanks also goes to the numerous faculty and staff members who all added valuable 

parts that enabled my dissertation to become whole, to my partners in research, Cohort 4 who 

made the entire process not only tolerable but enjoyable, and finally to the police officers who so 

generously gave their time in order for this endeavor possible. 

Last but not the least, I would like to thank my family and friends, who with the blessing of God, 

made this entire adventure worthwhile. 

 

 

 



DECISION MAKING PROCESS OF POLICE OFFICERS iv 

 

 

Dedication 

  

 

 

 
 

  



DECISION MAKING PROCESS OF POLICE OFFICERS v 

 

 

Table of Contents 

Chapter 1: Introduction ........................................................................................................1 

Background ..........................................................................................................................2 

Policing ....................................................................................................................2  

Police Discretion ......................................................................................................4 

Problem Statement ...............................................................................................................7 

Purpose of the Study ............................................................................................................9 

Research Questions ..............................................................................................................9 

Theoretical Framework ......................................................................................................10 

Nature of the Study ............................................................................................................15 

Definitions..........................................................................................................................15 

Assumptions .......................................................................................................................17 

Scope and Delimitations ....................................................................................................17 

Limitations .........................................................................................................................17 

Summary ............................................................................................................................18  

Chapter 2: Literature Review .............................................................................................19  

Small Police Agencies .......................................................................................................19 

Police Discretion ................................................................................................................22 

Internal Influencers ............................................................................................................25 

Personal Biases ......................................................................................................25 

Peer Pressure ..........................................................................................................30 

Police Culture.........................................................................................................33 

External Influencers ...........................................................................................................36 



DECISION MAKING PROCESS OF POLICE OFFICERS vi 

 

 

Media .....................................................................................................................36 

Police Mobile/Body and Citizen Cameras .............................................................40 

Accountability and Transparency ..........................................................................42 

Reducing Complaints and Resolving Officer-Involved Incidents .........................43 

Public Trust ............................................................................................................43 

Chapter 3: Methodology ....................................................................................................47 

Research Questions ............................................................................................................50 

Qualitative Research ..........................................................................................................50 

Grounded Theory Method..................................................................................................52 

Researcher ..........................................................................................................................53 

Participants .........................................................................................................................53 

Instrumentation ..................................................................................................................57 

Trustworthiness ......................................................................................................57 

Credibility ..............................................................................................................58 

Applicability ..........................................................................................................58 

Consistency ............................................................................................................60 

Data Collection Procedures ................................................................................................60 

Data Analysis Plan .................................................................................................61 

Summary ................................................................................................................62 

Chapter 4: Interview Process .............................................................................................63 

Overview ................................................................................................................64 

Scripted Questions .................................................................................................65 

Debriefing ..............................................................................................................65 



DECISION MAKING PROCESS OF POLICE OFFICERS vii 

 

 

Research Question 1 ..............................................................................................67 

Research Question 2 ..............................................................................................83 

Research Question 3 ..............................................................................................98 

Research Question 4 ............................................................................................108 

Chapter 5: Findings ..........................................................................................................123 

Findings Assessment ........................................................................................................123 

Research Question 1 ............................................................................................124 

Research Question 2 ............................................................................................127 

Research Question 3 ............................................................................................132 

Research Question 4 ............................................................................................134 

Themes .............................................................................................................................136 

Discussion ........................................................................................................................139 

Implications for Practice ..................................................................................................143 

Future Research ...............................................................................................................159 

Summary ..........................................................................................................................162 

References ........................................................................................................................166 

Appendix A: Facts About Academy Recruits ..................................................................180 

Appendix B: Facts About Current Officers .....................................................................181 

Appendix C: Recommendation ........................................................................................183 

Appendix D: Interview WCPO2019 011 .........................................................................188 

Appendix E: Interview WCPO2019 012 .........................................................................195 

Appendix F: Interview WCPO2019 013..........................................................................203 

Appendix G: Interview WCPO2019 014 .........................................................................214 



DECISION MAKING PROCESS OF POLICE OFFICERS viii 

 

 

Appendix H: Interview WCPO2019 015 .........................................................................221 

Appendix I: Interview WCPO2019 016 ..........................................................................235 

Appendix J: Interview WCPO2019 017 ..........................................................................244 

Appendix K: Interview WCPO2019 018 .........................................................................255 

Appendix L: Interview WCPO2019 019 .........................................................................260 

Appendix M: Interview WCPO2019 020 ........................................................................270 

  



DECISION MAKING PROCESS OF POLICE OFFICERS ix 

 

 

List of Figures 

Figure 1. Percentage of full-time local police employees ....................................................1 

Figure 2. Warren County overview ...................................................................................48 

Figure 3. Participant rank ...................................................................................................67 

Figure 4. Percentage of time making decisions .................................................................68 

Figure 5. Designed thought process ...................................................................................69 

Figure 6. Years of service ..................................................................................................72 

Figure 7. Percent of time making discretionary decisions .................................................74  

Figure 8. Reference source for using discretion ................................................................78 

Figure 9. Prioritization process of which laws to enforce .................................................81 

Figure 10. Internal factors that affect discretion ................................................................84 

Figure 11. Personal biases effect discretion .......................................................................86 

Figure 12. Peer pressure that affects discretion .................................................................88 

Figure 13. Is there a unique police culture .........................................................................91 

Figure 14. Public perception of police culture ...................................................................93 

Figure 15. Public perception create mistrust......................................................................96 

Figure 16. External factors that affect discretion ...............................................................98 

Figure 17. Does the media affect discretion ....................................................................100 

Figure 18. Would body cameras affect discretion ...........................................................103  

Figure 19. Diversity discretion training ...........................................................................106 

Figure 20. Basic training on discretion ............................................................................109 

Figure 21. Rules on discretion .........................................................................................111 

Figure 22. Daily Supervision discretion ..........................................................................113 



DECISION MAKING PROCESS OF POLICE OFFICERS x 

 

 

Figure 23. Annual evaluations on discretion ...................................................................115 

Figure 24. Why is police discretion so controversial .......................................................116 

Figure 25. Discretion enhancement .................................................................................119 

Figure 26. Warren County overview ...............................................................................134 

Figure 27. Oath of office administered ............................................................................138 

Figure 28. Officer and community support of body-worn cameras.................................151 

 

  



DECISION MAKING PROCESS OF POLICE OFFICERS xi 

 

 

List of Tables 

 

Table 1. List of Warren County Municipalities and Number of Sworn Police Officers ...48 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



DECISION MAKING PROCESS OF POLICE OFFICERS                       1  

 

1 

 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

  According to Hyland (2018), quoting the United States Department of Justice in 2016, 

468,170 full-time local police officers were patrolling the streets of the nation (para. 2) As seen 

in Figure 1, Hyland (2018) also reported that 76% of police departments in the country have less 

than 25 sworn police officers (p. 4). 

 

Figure 1. Percent distribution of full-time local police employees, by size of agency. From 

Census of State and Local Law Enforcement Agencies, 2008, by Reaves, 2011, p. 13. Copyright 

2011 by the United States Department of Justice. Reprinted with permission.   

 

  As the larger police departments garner much of society's attention, it would appear a 

natural observation for someone without an intimate knowledge of police work to believe what 

they see through the lens of the media parallels the day to day activities performed by police 
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officers.  There is perhaps some sense of similarity for that 24% of those agencies who employ 

25 or more officers.  But how close does it resemble the functions of the officers in those small 

departments?  Do those communities rely on what Sisneros (2014) called the “Mayberry Effect” 

whereby community orderliness was dependent on folksy behavior in which everyone knew each 

other and worked with the local police to solve problems?  A place where the chief law 

enforcement officer need not carry a firearm.  Or is it diametrically opposite to the Mayberry 

Effect?  Do small-town police officers, in fact, face the same exact challenges as their peers in 

more substantial organizations but without the same resources to respond, react, and remedy 

situations.  Functioning as the sole officer on patrol and receiving that distress call, they 

recognize they will not have the cavalry responding as seen on the news or in fictional police 

dramas.  Exactly how do they process the types of decisions which will be required?  This study 

examined the work routine of police officers working for municipal police departments in 

Warren County, New Jersey to understand their daily decision-making processes, carefully 

investigate the phenomenon of “police discretion, including influencers,” and explore whether 

police training, organizational structure and police culture support sound decision making. 

Background 

Policing 

Policing in the United States has its origins embedded deep within British Common Law.  

It was in the mid-1700s when magistrates started paying constables to patrol the streets at night; 

the evolution of paid police officers began (Frazier, n.d.).  The most substantial influence took 

place in the early 1800s when British home Secretary Robert Peel made a name for himself, first 

by criticizing London's efforts at policing, then authoring what has become known as Sir Robert 

Peels Nine Principles of Policing:  
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1. To prevent crime and disorder, as an alternative to their repression by military force and 

severity of legal punishment.  

2. To recognize always that the power of the police to fulfil their functions and duties is 

dependent on public approval of their existence, actions and behavior, and on their ability 

to secure and maintain public respect.  

3. To recognize always that to secure and maintain the respect and approval of the public 

also means the securing of the willing cooperation of the public in the task of securing 

observance of the law. 

4. To recognize always that the extent to which the cooperation of the public can be secured 

diminishes, proportionately, the necessity of the use of physical force and compulsion for 

achieving police objectives.  

5. To seek and preserve public favor, not by pandering to public opinion, but by always 

demonstrating absolutely impartial service to the law, in complete independence of 

policy, and without regard to the justice or injustice of the substance of individual laws, 

by a ready offering of personal service and friendship to all members. 

6. To use physical force only when the exercise of persuasion, advice, and warning is found 

to be insufficient to obtain public cooperation to an extent necessary to secure observance 

of the law or restore order; and to use only the minimum degree of physical force which 

is required on any particular occasion for achieving a police objective.  

7. To maintain at all times a relationship with the public that gives reality to the historic 

tradition that the police are the public and that 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.  
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8. To recognize always the need for strict adherence to police-executive functions, and to 

refrain from even seeming to usurp the power of the judiciary of avenging individuals or 

the state, and authoritatively judging guilt and punishing the guilty.  

9. To recognize always that the test of police efficiency is the absence of crime and disorder 

and not the visible evidence of police action in dealing with them.  (Loader, 2016, pp. 

429-430) 

  While these principles were penned in the mid-1800s, they stand as relevant today as they 

did then.  It must be noted that these principles have the potential to be viewed differently by 

respective large and small agencies.  Police officers in smaller agencies can be characterized 

more like general practitioners who, throughout their entire careers, will remain face to face, 

friend, or foe with the public they serve.  At the same time, those in larger agencies can often 

specialize, significantly reducing their interaction with the entire community.  Police officers 

employed in small communities quickly recognize this up close, and personal contact with the 

people often results in multiple interactions with the same people, developing relationships of all 

characterizations.  This dynamic has the potential to create unique challenges when the required 

objectivity suggested by the Peel Principles of Policing and the subjectivity inherent within 

relationships intersect. 

Police Discretion 

  Each and every day the almost half of a million municipal police officers in the United 

States make good on their sworn promise to serve and protect their communities and report to 

duty.  A common thread that will permeate through each and every single one of them is that 

they will spend their entire tour of duty, whether it is in an agency of five officers or five 

thousand officers, making decisions.  The spectrum of these decisions will range from what 
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vehicle the officer will drive that particular shift right to the determination of engaging in the use 

of deadly force.  Humdrum to deadly, police work is never short of decisions to be made.  

Anthony (2018) suggested that perhaps the most impactful decisions made by police officers are 

not made at the administrative level but rather right on the street.  It is these decisions made in 

the fishbowl of the community that will shape and mold the community perception of the police 

department.  It is these decisions that will mitigate or aggravate contentious situations into 

acceptable civil disobedience or violent, driven confrontation.  It is these decisions that will 

result in community cohesion, partnership, and collaboration, or a community environment of 

distrust, adversary, and separation.  It is these decisions that will make a police department “a 

part of the community” or “apart from the community.”  This study explored some theoretical 

explanations suggested to guide police officers in their quest to fulfill the second Peelian 

principle “to recognize always that the power of the police to fulfil their functions and duties is 

dependent on public approval of their existence, actions and behavior, and on their ability to 

secure and maintain public respect” as they navigate their journey to maintain community 

orderliness.  

  All of the theories, all of the training, all of the supervision, and all of the criticism thrust 

upon police decision making will historically be confronted and challenged by an officers' 

accessibility, comprehension, and application of police discretion. Elkins (2009) quoted the 

Executive Director of the Mississippi Association of Police Chiefs stating that “Discretion is the 

cornerstone of the justice system and that every law can't be enforced 100 percent of the time, so 

discretion has to be used” (para. 10).  This characterization of the prevalent use of discretion 

within police work would likely be accepted by a census of the policing community, but that 

consensus would just as likely diminish if asked to support such a cavalier presentation of it.  
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Any presumptuous position about discretion as the age of technology has bequeathed video 

imagery upon police officers and is routinely evaluating and judging their use of discretion in the 

court of public opinion is careless and potentially harmful. 

  For the purposes of this research, police discretion will be defined as a responsibility 

placed upon police officers to make situational decisions based on values, education, experience 

and circumstances in a manner which promotes safety, orderliness, and resolution and which 

may not be defined by law, rules or regulations (Law Dictionary, n.d.).  The definitions and 

explanations of police discretion might only be topped by its own application in the sense of 

delineated parameters.  Law Teacher (2018) stated, “Discretion is defined as the power or right 

to decide or act according to one's own judgment” and that “ Law enforcement, out of necessity, 

must engage in selective enforcement regarding the enforcement of laws” (para. 1).   

Although there may be a suggested prescribed number of options an officer can reference 

from, author and retired police officer, Rich Kinsey (2010) believed that of all the training, 

resources and tools that police officers have available to them that the most important is the 

availability to utilize police discretion.  He suggested that police officers would be like “dogs 

chasing their tails“ if the was a lawful requirement or public appetite for police officers to follow 

and enforce the letter of the law.  Kinsey (2010) also offered that should police officers be 

required to follow the letter of the law; they would not have the necessary time to serve to the 

public or even answer calls adequately (para. 1.)  Treebold (2018) described a working definition 

of police discretion as “the means the power and ability to make decisions” (p. 1).  He 

acknowledged the vagueness of his definition but supported that by offering the entire concept 

and premise of police discretion in vague.  It was his belief that since police officers are going to 

make decisions that could have significant impacts on people's lives, they need the leeway i.e., 
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discretion, to be able to effectively perform this function.  Author and police officer, Jim Neilsen 

(2011) stated that the entire concept of police discretion is merely making choices that is the 

fundamental function of police officers,  “We are limited by law and our department policy, but 

to be honest, often real police work becomes an art of tapping into your common sense” (p. 1). 

  One manner to sum up police discretion was stated by well-known criminologist, and 

author of the Broken Windows theory of policing, George Kelling (1999) as was presented in his 

research report to the United States Department of Criminal Justice stated, “the idea that police, 

for example, made arrest decisions simply based on whether or not a law had been violated was 

simply an inaccurate portrayal of how police worked” (p. 22).  Kelling (1999) also contended 

that the use of police discretion was prevalent throughout all levels of policing and that 

generations of police leaders have allowed people to believe that enforcement of laws was based 

upon face value violations. 

Problem Statement 

  The Law Dictionary (n.d.) described the police as “function of that branch of the 

administrative machinery of government which is charged with the preservation of public order 

and tranquility, the promotion of the public health, safety, and morals, and the prevention, 

detection, and punishment of crimes” (p. 1). 

  These are functions that safeguard society from evolving into a condition of chaos, 

disorder, and turmoil.  With such a responsibility imposed upon on group of individuals, one 

becomes somewhat befuddled and concerned when terms like “act according to one's own 

judgment,” “would be like a dog chasing its tail without discretion,” “power to make decisions,” 

and “tapping into one's common sense as the ultimate catalyst to act” become representative 

action statements.  There is little reason to equate the commensurate levels of responsibility with 
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descriptive characteristics.  As the nation increasingly becomes more diverse, more information 

savvy, and only more complicated, police discretion will be required to have a stronger 

foundation than those presented for representation.  The problem arises when discussions and 

conversations are sought to understand, clarify, strengthen, and potentially limit the operational 

application of police discretion.  Kelling (1999) suggested that part of the problem of 

standardizing police discretion was inherent within the policing community and the composition 

of police agencies: 

• The majority of police work is conducted by an officer working alone or with a partner. 

• The officer must make decisions outside the purview of supervisors or a command 

system. 

• The officer must make decisions based on internalized knowledge and skill.  (Kelling, 

1999, pp. 38-39) 

There can be exceptions to officers working alone special units, group activities, and so 

forth when immediate command or supervision is present, but standard police operations call for 

an officer to work alone or with a partner without overseers (in a literal sense).  The full 

consequences of diffusing officers throughout communities may have been mitigated by the use 

of automobiles and radios.  Nevertheless, myths that officers can be supervised or commanded 

directly must be undone because they perpetuate the current misconceptions that police work can 

be organized and administered like a factory process.  Such organizational control over officers 

simply does not exist. 

  Almost twenty years later, Cronin, McDevitt, and Cordner (2017) agreed with Kelling by 

stating that the ability for police departments to objectively assess and evaluate how well police 

officers interact with people while on duty is regrettably inadequate.  In citing Mastroski, he 
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believed it is not possible to undervalue the need to aggressively measure the use of discretion by 

patrol level police officers.  This seems to be a straightforward premise, but UK Essays (2016) 

refuted the simple feasibility by indicating the lack of supervision in police departments.  

  The police officers and police agencies in Warren County, New Jersey, are representative 

of the challenges above.  They are small police departments, have limited supervision, and often 

work with one or two officers on duty.  Municipal police officers of Warren County appear as 

vulnerable to the challenges of decision making unless they have made the improbable necessary 

adjustments and modifications to their professional behavior, which has allowed them to sidestep 

the obstacles facing small municipal police departments across the nation. 

Purpose of The Study 

The purpose of this study was to research the decision-making thought practices of 

municipal police officers in Warren County, New Jersey, examine their utilization of police 

discretion, and the influencers associated with that discretion and assess the entire process for the 

purpose of recommendations to elevate the level of professionalism being forwarded to the 

residents of the municipalities in Warren County being served by those officers.  Influencers that 

were individually surveyed included those of an internal nature, personal bias, peer pressure, and 

police subculture, as well as those of external nature, media interaction, and body cameras.  The 

study looked to determine organizational cultures about police departments and whether these 

police officers are trained, supervised, and supported when they employ police discretion. 

Research Questions 

1. What role does police discretion play in police officers' decision-making process? 

2. What effect do internal influencers, personal bias, peer pressure, police sub-culture have 

on the use of police discretion? 
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3. What effect do external influencers, the media, or body-worn cameras have on the use of 

police discretion? 

4. Are police officers trained, supervised, and supported when using police discretion? 

Theoretical Framework 

  Much of the academic work in policing has been conducted by criminologists and 

sociologists and discusses more organizational and police cultural behavior in conducting police 

functions.  Some of these identifiable patterns were created and implemented by design, and 

others were reactionary behavior in response to societal needs at any particular time.  According 

to Lumb and Metz (2019), the United States police moved through three significant eras,  

• Political Era, where local political powers were highly influential in police service 

delivery.  Frustration within the police and among citizens led to the  

• Professional Era, where police increased management, education, and training, and 

moved for independence from political interference.  That was followed by the  

• Community Era, which is continuously evolving as societal separation and demands, 

cannot find common ground.  (p. 1)  

They concluded the majority of law enforcement effort during these times was spent in the 

traditional police model, a role which contained reactionary behavior and had primary functions 

of enforcing laws, preserving peace,  preventing crimes, protecting civil rights and liberties, and 

providing services. 

Lumb and Metz (2019) also suggested that during the community era, police departments 

did relinquish some of their stronghold to tradition and started offering different elements of 

policing to their communities including: 
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• Reactive (Traditional) Policing.  The police respond when a call is received, reporting 

that a crime has occurred.  Upon arrival, the patrol service takes a report then passes the 

investigation over to investigations.  The influence of this simplistic model is near 

nonexistent, as crime is not boundary contained.  

• Predictive Policing.  Police use predictive and analytical techniques, the use of extensive 

database analysis information to identify potential offenders.  Geographic Information 

Systems (GIS) is a prime example of support for police and community members in 

collaboration and the need for data and analysis.  

• Problem-Orientated Policing (POP).  The emphasis is on police and community sharing 

information, analysis, and the determination of sustainable solutions to reduce crime and 

violence and enhance prevention attempts.  One of the first agencies fully immersed in 

this model was the City of Charlotte and its police department.  

• Community-orientated Policing.  The focus is for the police to build communications, 

collaboration, and partnerships with members of their community.  The engagement of 

police, citizens, and stakeholders is a powerful concept.  

• Reassurance Policing.  Seeks to identify common issues and involve the community in 

solving community-related problems (like community-orientated policing).  Reality 

demonstrates that a police/community collaboration is reassuring to both groups.  When 

the division and mistrust evaporate, a new working partnership emerges.  Equality and 

common purpose provide the foundation of trust and focus on the community's quality-

of-life. 

• Scanning, Analysis, Response, and Assessment (SARA).  This model refers to four 

critical steps in problem-solving and decision-making processes.  (pp. 2-3)   
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During these eras and labeled policing styles, criminologists, sociologists, and police 

practitioners have developed, recognized, and promoted other theories about crime, disorder, 

victimization, and police.  Still, not many were to become as prevalent as the theory proposed by 

George Kelling and James Q. Wilson entitled “Broken Windows” (Schudel, 2019). Schudel 

(2019) declared that “the Broken Windows theory had become a cornerstone for community 

policing” (para. 6).  Schudel (2019) quoting Kelling and Wilson said, “Social psychologists and 

police officers tend to agree that if a window in a building is broken and left unrepaired, the rest 

of the windows will soon be broken” (para. 5).  Broken Windows has become a metaphor for 

urban decay and disorder. 

  As criminologists, sociologists, and political science researchers continued to stockpile 

large amounts of data and studies regarding crime and the actual response by police departments, 

it only has widened the gap in research between what the recommended way police officers 

perform their functions and how they actually do it.  Through all this in-depth research and 

analysis, officer decision-making processes remained ill-prepared, regularly unsupervised, often 

misguidedly administered, and inconsistently supported.  

 Perhaps the first attempt to develop an individual officer framework of decision making 

was initiated in the mid-1990s when the International Association of Chiefs of Police (IACP) 

established an Ad Hoc Committee on Police Image and Ethics.  The stimulus for this action was 

police misconduct, and the aspiration was enhanced police ethics training.  The members of this 

committee were motivated by the Law Enforcement Code of Ethics adopted at the “64th Annual 

IACP Conference and Exposition in 1957 and the sacred Oath of Honor” (Reamer & Verdi, n.d., 

para. 1).  Reamer and Verdi (n.d.) stated that future action would surround, “duty, honor, loyalty, 

public order, justice, protection, and integrity” (para. 1). 
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A subsequent National Symposium followed in 1996 in Washington, D.C, with 

community leaders, police leaders, and police officers in attendance, resulted in the development 

of ethics training for pre-service recruits and in-service officers.  Police and government leaders 

were counting on ethics and integrity to become the groundwork for effective police decision 

making.  As will be discussed later in the study, ethical behavior represents a strong 

characteristic for a police officer but often did not possess the sustained potency to face off 

against peer pressure (Reamer & Verdi, n.d.). 

In the mid-1990s, as Community Oriented Policing was emerging into an organizational 

policing policy, another theoretical framework was applied to police decision making in the form 

of critical thinking.  Critical thinking was not a manufactured idea from the men in blue think 

tank but rather a philosophical theory traced back to ancient philosophers.  Wang and Zheng 

(2016) stated that “Critical thinking is not a new concept as its being presented from 2,500 years 

ago by the Greek philosopher Socrates who philosophized on a method of probing questioning 

underlined the importance of analyzing and evaluating ideas by providing sufficient evidence” 

(p. 1235).  They went on to state that “critical thinking [is] the systematic evaluation or 

formulation of beliefs, or statements, by rational standards” (p. 1236).  Kurfuss (n.d.) has defined 

critical thinking, “an investigation whose reason is to explore a problem to arrive at the 

hypothesis that integrates all available information.  Simply the ability to reason through things 

from differing perspectives, research when needed and cope to some form of consensus or 

belief” (para. 3).  Kurfuss offered that while critical thinking will often require the retrieval and 

observation of evidence for the purpose of an analysis utilizing a credible methodology, it is 

much more.  She suggested that self-regulatory skills such as interpretation, evaluation, and 

inference are essential to the critical thinking process.  Wang and Zheng (2016) said “that skills 
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that critical thinkers should possess have been discussed as mainly the abilities to question 

assumptions, identify false inferences and logical fallacies, and discern bias and opinions from 

facts and evidence” (p. 1234). 

  Duflour (2018), for the purposes of law enforcement context, described critical thinking 

as a search for accuracy, exposure of mistakes, and an attempt to locate potential flaws in the 

argument.  Duflour (2018) also suggested this is a methodology often seen in the forensic science 

area of police work, and the uniformed officers and even detectives might not receive the 

necessary training; therefore, they lack the skillset.  Police officers must seek this training, often 

learn it on the fly and be made aware and become cognizant of avoiding confirmation 

contamination.  Hitchcock (2018), quoting Dewey, stated that critical thinking occurred in five 

phases: 

• suggestions, in which the mind leaps forward to a possible solution 

• an intellectualization of the difficulty or perplexity into a problem to be solved, a 

question for which the answer must be sought; 

• the use of one suggestion after another as a leading idea, or hypothesis, to initiate and 

guide observation and other operations in a collection of factual material; 

• the mental elaboration of the concept or supposition as an idea or supposition (reasoning, 

in the sense on which logic is a part, not the whole, of inference); and 

• testing the hypothesis by overt or imaginative action.  (para. 34) 

  Proponents of critical thinking will point to a myriad of decision-making characteristics 

that could prove to provide a direct, structured outline for police officers to the following when 

learning, practicing, and administering their daily functions.  The concept of critical thinking 

does have its distractors as some claim the idea at the heart of critical thinking is to question 
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what is said as opposed to accepting face value has a significant potential to aggravate as 

mitigate volatile incidents.  There is also debate as to whether critical thinking is the appropriate 

tool for preparing police officers to make split-second decisions during highly pressurized 

situations.   

Nature of The Study 

  This study was conducted to examine the decision-making processes, specifically those 

involving the discretionary application of police officers in Warren County, New Jersey.  The 

study accepted the broadest scope of discretion without imposing verification or justification.  

This research was conducted with representative police officers from municipal police 

departments in Warren County, New Jersey.  The study looked at internal as well as external 

factors that might influence police discretion and if organizational protocols are in place to 

administer appropriate use of discretion.  Police officers were interviewed at their respective 

police departments and asked to respond to a series of open-ended questions compatible with 

accepted practices of qualitative research.  The interviews were analyzed by a computer utilizing 

a computer-aided qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS) as well as parallel manual 

analyzation by the researcher. 

Definitions 

Best Practice:  A procedure that has been shown by research and experience to produce 

optimal results, and that is established or proposed as a standard suitable for widespread adoption 

(Law Dictionary, n.d.). 

Contamination Bias: The tendency to process information by looking for, or 

interpreting, information that is consistent with one's existing belief (Casad, 2016). 
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Discretion: The power of free decision or latitude of choice within certain bounds 

imposed by law (Law Dictionary, n.d.). 

  Epistemology: The philosophical study of the nature, origin, and limits of human 

knowledge (Martinich & Stroll, n.d.). 

External: Situated outside, apart, or beyond [the policing community for the context of 

this study] (Law Dictionary, n.d.). 

Influencer:  The act or power of producing an effect without any apparent exertion of 

force or direct exercise of command (Law Dictionary, n.d.). 

Implicit:  Capable of being understood from something else though unexpressed (Law 

Dictionary, n.d.). 

Internal:  Of, relating to, or occurring on the inside of an organized structure [the 

policing community for the context of this study] (Law Dictionary, n.d.). 

Perception:  A thought, belief, or opinion, often held by many people and based on 

appearances (Cambridge Dictionary, n.d.). 

Street:  An environment as in a neighborhood or section of a city [for the context of this 

study] (Law Dictionary, n.d.). 

Stereotype:  A standardized mental picture that is held in common by members of a 

group, and that represents an oversimplified opinion, prejudiced attitude, or uncritical judgment 

(Law Dictionary, n.d.). 

Sub-Culture:  An ethnic, regional, economic, or social group exhibiting characteristic 

patterns of behavior sufficient to distinguish it from others within an embracing culture or 

society (Law Dictionary, n.d.). 
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Trust: Assured reliance on the character, ability, strength, or truth of someone or 

something (Law Dictionary, n.d.). 

Assumptions 

It is assumed that the research instruments that measured the phenomena of interest used 

in the study were valid and reliable.  It is also assumed that the police officers responded 

honestly to the interview questions without ulterior motives, agendas, or biases.  It is also 

assumed that the researcher conducted the study without ulterior motives, agendas, or biases.  

Scope and Delimitations 

Municipal police officers from departments in Warren County, New Jersey, were selected 

by a network of public and professional contacts researcher as instructed by the University's 

Institutional Review Board.  The research included an interview method for the expansive 

breadth and context of the participants.  Any information with the potential to compromise the 

agreed confidentiality to the participants would be omitted or redacted from the research. 

Limitations 

Due to the inherent characteristics and dynamics of qualitative studies, they are 

vulnerable to a loss of objectivity.  The interview portion of this study was voluntary; therefore, 

the level and amount of participation were unpredictable.  Due to the qualitative nature and 

design of the study, the transferability of the results will be determined by the reader.   Due to a 

limited number of minority and female police officers in Warren County, the study did not look 

at ethnic or gender differences.  In small police agencies, supervisory roles are drastically 

limited, and ranking officers regularly function as patrol officers, the study did not differentiate 

between the difference of rank. 
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Summary 

 The function of a municipal police officer is mired in an environment of constant 

decision making, expanding from the innocuous to the use of deadly force.  As these police 

officers continually report to duty and make decisions, there is debate as to the mechanisms in 

place sanctioning them to do so.  There is a widely accepted practice of police discretion yet a 

limited if not protected explanation of what that actually means, how it is taught, whether it is 

justly applied, and if it is competently overseen.  While these concerns apply to all police 

departments, small agencies are inherently exposed to a higher level due to minimized workforce 

levels leading to limited training, supervision, and administration.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Small Police Agencies 

According to Johnson (2015), quoting the United States Department of Justice, “half of 

nearly 18,000 law enforcement agencies in the U.S. have fewer than ten officers.  Nearly three-

quarters have fewer than 25 officers patrolling counties and towns” (para. 8).  These statistics 

substantiate small-town police agencies' relevancy within the criminal justice system.  These 

small agencies act to serve as equal conduits comparable to larger police agencies for the 

establishment of case law, which is instrumental within the litigation branch of the United States 

judicial system in its challenge to litigate with fairness and equality.  Accordingly, this means 

that the largest, most technologically advanced, operationally sophisticated, and organizationally 

structured police departments are dependent on those officers working by themselves in small-

town communities to make competent and capable decisions.  This is problematic because, in 

small police departments, standards for conduct and decision making are uneven or non-existent 

(Johnson, 2015).  This condition was determined to be so threatening that the White House 

established a “Task Force on 21st Century Policing” because they determined that the 

organizational quality control was inadequate and exacerbated by the limited size of small local 

police departments.  This Task Force panel was in response to the unrest in Ferguson, Missouri, 

following a police shooting.  Among the panel's conclusions is that the Ferguson unrest that 

happened in a municipality with a small police department was not an accident and that small 

police departments do not have comparable workforce or resources of larger departments to 

effectively perform their functions (Johnson, 2015). 

In 2015 the International Association of Chiefs Police (IACP) also recognized the 

deficiencies associated with small police departments.  It issued a series of Best Practice Guides 
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to organizationally assist small agencies while maintaining the professional integrity of all 

agencies.  This series included: 

• Budgeting in a Small Agency 

• Field Training for Today's Recruits 

• Grant Writing 

• Internal affairs 

• Maneuvering Successfully in the Political Environment 

• Institutionalizing Mentoring into Police Departments 

• Acquisition of New Technology 

• Predicting and Surviving a No-Confidence Vote 

• Developing a Police Department Policy-Procedure 

• Recruitment, Retention, and Turnover in Law Enforcement 

• Strategic Planning (International Association of Chiefs of Police, 2015, p. 1) 

The guide list was lengthy and comprehensive, containing elements or components of 

processes critical to effective and efficient policing; however, noticeably missing was any type of 

module directly addressing decision making or, in particular, police discretion.  Although a 

detailed examination into these guides might reveal some modules relating to decision making, 

the IACP did not determine the decision-making protocols worthy enough to warrant their own 

Best Practice Guide.  Their decision not to speak to decision making was curious mainly since 

the White House panel was sparked by the high media profiled Ferguson incident in which a 

series of questionable decisions preceded equally questionable actions. 

New Jersey is right at the forefront of states having municipalities promoting local 

control with a strong desire to retain their police departments.  Harris and Iati (2019) reported the 
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extensiveness of municipalities in New Jersey with a large number employing their police 

officers.  Below is a look at the ten smallest municipalities that have their police departments.  

The statistics are from the 2015 N.J. State Police Uniform Crime Report.   

1. Pine Valley County: Camden Population: 12 Square miles: 0.94 

Number on police force: 6   

2. Mantoloking County: Ocean Population: 256 Square miles: 0.44 

Number on police force: 9    

3. Harvey Cedars County: Ocean Population: 342 Square miles: 0.55 

Number on police force: 9  

4. Allenhurst County: Monmouth Population: 494 Square miles: 0.3 

Number on police force: 13   

5. West Wildwood County: Cape May Population: 581 Square miles: 0.3 

Number on police force: 7   

6. Stone Harbor County: Cape May County Population: 842 Square miles: 1.68 

Number on police force: 19   

7. Hi-Nella County: Camden Population: 860 Square miles: 0.23 

Number on police force: 13   

8. Longport County: Atlantic Population: 880 Square miles: 0.3 

Number on police force: 12   

9. Far Hills County: Somerset Population: 932 Square miles: 4.9 

Number on police force: 6   

10. Bay Head County: Ocean Population: 971 Square miles: 0.6 

Number on police force: 14 (Harris, T. & Iati, 2018, p. 1) 
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With apparent disregard for the past, present, and future challenges facing small police 

departments, a significant number of municipalities have maintained a desire to retain their 

police department at almost any cost.  The decision to maintain a small, under-resourced police 

department in the current litigious environment is perplexing.  Even more so in the context of 

police discretion application.  Kelling (1999), “When officers, regardless of their motivations, 

fail to do what they should, ‘discretion’ is no excuse” (p. 38).  Kelling contended that police 

supervisors, police administrators, and other public officials have attempted to excuse deficient 

decision making as the officers relying on their inclinations when making professional decisions.  

He pointed out that attempts have been made by defense attorneys to persuade judges that these 

personal inclinations can be more influential than police protocols.  Kelling (1999) contended 

these attempts continue to be unsuccessful because municipal attorneys and department 

administrators have not been able to define police discretion articulately.  

Research has illustrated the high degree for potential deficiencies in small police 

agencies, governmental agencies have warned of exposure to liability for lack of proficiency, 

many states, including New Jersey, there is an endorsement to consolidate police departments 

and maintaining one's department is costly.   

Police Discretion 

  Police discretion is, without doubt, the quintessential double edge sword.  It can be 

gentile, it can be harsh, it can be forgotten in a moment, it can be remembered for a lifetime, it 

can save a life, and it can take a life.  Police discretion can be many things, but to date, it cannot 

expertly be trained, cannot be supervised, cannot be administered, and cannot be fairly evaluated.  

Some may suggest interjecting the terms has not or will not for the word cannot, and those critics 

might have a rational argument.  Police discretion is touted to be the steadfast icon of police 
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work, the cornerstone of the criminal justice system as one high ranking police official described 

it.  All this strength, yet it has been witnessed to be rattled by a suit in a luxury car, threatened by 

a youth in a hoodie and panicked by conversation, not in English.  Can police discretion be this 

fragile, or have the instructions not been read?  Police discretion has the potential to be the 

ultimate police tool for effectively delivering service the people provided that it is accompanied 

by proper training, supervision, and administration. 

As has been previously described, police officers, particularly those in small departments, 

often work alone and make decisions based on a relatively brief training period along with their 

background knowledge and common sense.  Police discretion, while often attempted to be 

described in a very articulate, scholarly, professional manner, is simply a practice of allowing 

police officers to perform their job and make professional decisions in a manner of their choice 

and to their liking.  To further explain and examine the simple questions of “why I was stopped, 

and the other car doing the same was not” or “why did I get a ticket, and the other driver did 

not.”  Frequently officers will provide a “legalese” explanation, but in reality, they are merely 

saying because “I can.”  The unfortunate part about this type of descriptive encounter is that it 

has all the presumptions of arrogance when, in reality, it was often the result of professional 

unawareness.  Young officers are instructed to perform their duties in structured manners within 

a quasi-military organization.  They take orders and perform their jobs.  When questioned about 

the legitimacy of what they are doing, they simply do not know how to reply and look for safety 

behind their authoritarian role.  The officer becomes the target of ridicule, but these types of 

police shortcomings are organizational failures.  Wooditch, Duhaime, and Meyer (2016) stated 

that “discretion is an unavoidable aspect of the street-level bureaucrat's role” (p. 39).  They 

continued that despite the best efforts of organizations to structure the behavior of its personnel, 
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the unpredictability of the environment in which police officers function requires them to remain 

unstructured in order to interpret and translate formal policies into practical operation tactics.  

Organizations increase formalization to control the behavior of subordinates, but the 

unpredictable environment these workers face requires them to interpret and translate formal 

policies into practices that can be carried out.  For this reason, they often do not receive specific 

and direct instruction because that would require additional instruction on how and when to 

apply them.  Lipsky, as cited by Wooditch et al. (2016), explained why a high degree of 

discretion exists among street-level bureaucrats:  

1. The circumstances they encounter daily are too idiosyncratic to apply standardized 

guidelines;  

2. They must continuously respond to the human element of situations, which is sporadic 

and ever-changing; and  

3. Street-level bureaucrats are public servants, and discretion is imperative to the legitimacy 

of the state (pp. 39-40). 

Vila, James, and James (2018) believed that the ability of police administrators or other 

public officials to objectively assess how well police officers engage with the public while on 

duty is severely inadequate.  Quoting Mastroski stated, “One cannot overemphasize the 

importance of doing more to measure the discretion exercised by street-level police officers in 

deciding when and where to mobilize to do something” (p. 215). 

  The assumption that inexperienced police recruit can spend a training period being 

indoctrinated to be able to uphold the public compliance to laws, ordinances, codes, and 

regulations as part of an organization that operates utilizing duties, regulations, procedures, and 

guidelines and then be useful when told they are expected to use arbitrariness, capriciousness, 
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and vagueness as standard operating procedures is unreasonable and highly unlikely.  The officer 

never missed a single day at the police academy but has no recollection of the lesson instructing 

to enforce laws as they see fit. 

Internal Influencers  

Personal Biases 

Biased has often been defined with such words as “tendency, personal and sometimes 

unreasonable judgment” (Kaisler & O'Conner, 2019, para. 2).  They gave examples such as 

“one-sided, partisan, and prejudiced” (para. 4). While bias tends to possess a negative 

connotation, some biases are positive and helpful, like exercising daily are considered healthy or 

not drinking alcohol because it influences one's behavior negatively.  While some biases are 

based upon fact, a great many are founded upon stereotypes.  Stereotypes have frequently caused 

people to make rash and discriminatory decisions.  Common knowledge biases based on unfair 

stereotypes include those based on someone's race, ethnicity, gender, religion, or sexuality.  

  The Community Relations Services section of The United States Department of Justice 

(n.d.) report explained explicit bias as a traditional perception of bias whereby individuals are 

aware of their preconceived prejudices and opinions toward specific people or groups of people.  

Racist comments or acts are an example of explicit bias.  They went on to explain implicit as 

“Implicit bias involves all of the subconscious feelings, perceptions, attitudes, and stereotypes 

that have developed as a result of prior influences and imprints.  It is an automatic positive or 

negative preference for a group based on one's subconscious thoughts” (p. 2).  Although implicit 

bias frequently is characterized associated with temperament and, in particular, hostility, they are 

no prerequisites, and only the knowledge of a stereotype is required.  Implicit bias comparable to 
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the more overt explicit bias is equally, if not more problematic, as an individual can be unaware 

of the bias and its subsequent consequences (United States Department of Justice, n.d., p. 3). 

  The Community Relations Services Section, along with the Community Oriented 

Policing Services, also initiated a training program entitled The Fair and Impartial Policing 

Training Program.  The curriculum was developed using the following principles. 

• All people, even well-intentioned people who consider themselves unprejudiced, have 

biases.  Having biases is normal to human functioning. 

• Biases are often unconscious or “implicit,” thus influencing choices and actions without 

conscious thinking or decision-making. 

• Policing based on biases or stereotypes is unsafe, ineffective, and unjust. 

• Fair and impartial policing is a cornerstone of procedural justice and is essential to 

community perceptions of a police agency's legitimacy. 

• Officers can learn skills to reduce and manage their own biases. 

• Supervisors can learn skills to identify biased behaviors in the people who report to them 

and take corrective actions when they detect biased policing. 

• Law enforcement executives and their command-level staff can implement a 

comprehensive agency program to produce fair and impartial policing. (United States 

Department of Justice, n.d., p. 10) 

Experts in the field of psychology and its relation to bias have concluded that everyone 

possesses some type of bias.  Everyone in this study includes police officers.  Personal bias can 

be inflicted upon a diverse sector of society, but the most visible, most discussed, and most 

controversial about police interaction has been racing and, in particular, police engagement with 

the black community.  According to Ward (2018), President Barack Obama addressed the racial 
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inequality issue as one of his last acts in office and inspired the President of the International 

Association of Chiefs of Police to make a historic statement “there have been times when law 

enforcement officers, because of the laws enacted by federal, state, and local governments, have 

been the face of oppression for far too  many of our fellow citizens” (Jackman, 2016, para. 19).  

The President of the International Association of Chiefs of Police went on to acknowledge that 

circumstances at times required police officers to enforce laws that were outright discriminatory 

and often denied fundamental rights to citizens of the United States.  He continued that while this 

behavior has changed, it will take generations of time to mend the mistrust between the police 

and many communities, particularly those of color (para. 20).  Kramer, Remster, and Charles 

(2017) offered the following warning to those who research police incidents with members of the 

black community “just because “The Counted” finds that Black people were more likely than 

Whites to be killed by police in 2016, it does not necessarily mean that police are racially 

biased.” They suggested that the police community will suggest that a disproportionate number 

of black shootings is the result of a disproportionate number of black interactions with the police 

because blacks commit more crimes.  Kramer et al. (2017) concluded it is a simple, if 

stereotypical and damaging, narrative, and it shows why any estimates of disparities in police 

violence must adjust for crime rates by race” (p. 21). 

They continued their report by stating that they found huge disparities and inequalities in 

police interaction s that resulted in violence.  According to Kramer et al. (2017), blacks are more 

likely than whites “to be subject to police violence regardless of whether they are doing anything 

illegal, the time of day, their height, their age, their gender, their behavior during the stop, the 

police justification for the stop, neighborhood socioeconomic and racial characteristics” (p. 23). 
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They also contended that in interactions in which resulted in the use of force against a black 

individual the incident did not lead to an arrest or the discovery of any contraband.   

  Discretionary policing, particularly in small police departments, tends to include a large 

number of motor vehicle stops as call volume and departmental regulations allow for police 

officers to provide time for this function.  The United States Office of Justice Programs' National 

Institute of Justice looked at the behavior and, through means of research, verified that people of 

color where stopped in their motor vehicles more than white people.  They acknowledged the 

challenges of determining causation, precisely that of discrimination, and provided the following, 

• Differences in driving patterns.  The representation of minority drivers among those 

stopped could differ significantly from their representation in the residential census. 

Naturally, those driving on the road, particularly major thoroughfares, could differ from 

those who live in the neighborhood.  As a result, social scientists now disregard 

comparisons to the census for assessing racial bias.  

• Differences in exposure to the police.  If minority drivers tend to drive in communities 

where there are more police patrols, then the police will be more likely to notice any 

infractions the black drivers commit.  Having more intense police patrols in these areas 

could be a source of bias, or it could only be the police department's response to crime in 

the neighborhood.  

• Differences in offending.  Seatbelt usage is chronically lower among black drivers.  If a 

law enforcement agency aggressively enforces seatbelt violations, police will stop more 

black drivers.  (National Institute of Justice, 2013, para. 2-4) 

Researchers have identified race as a consistent predictor of attitudes toward the police.  

Considering this factor, researchers point to the relativity of what happens during the stop as 
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equally important as the reason for the stop.  What is clear from the research is that race is a 

consistent predictor of attitudes toward the police.  Hence, some researchers argue that what 

happens during the stop is as important as the reason for it.  Police Administrators are being 

required to respond to the influence of bias in respect to the decision to initiate a stop, the length 

of the stop, the decision to cite, conducting warrantless searches, and the use of force.  

Researchers, upon uncovering the presence of bias, next attempted to examine the issue 

and identify whether it is department-wide culture, isolated to particular units or squads or 

individual rogue officers.  The methodology of research questions to resolve these issues was 

unique and distinct. 

  Suboch, Harrington, and House (2017) believed that underrepresentation of minority and 

female officers added to stereotypical police biases.  They indicated that despite focused 

recruiting attempts, the numbers had not seen significant changes over the past half of the 

century.  

  Admittedly having experienced a dominant portion of police bias and prejudice, the black 

community is not alone in their frustrations with the police.  The lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

transgender, and queer (or questioning) [LGBTQ] communities have experienced their share of 

adverse interaction with police.  Owen, Burke, Few-Demo, and Natwick (2018), contested that 

the origins of the adversarial relationship with the police have its origins embedded in state laws 

which authorized (along with legislators who demanded action) laws against same-sex sexual 

activity.  Almost all these laws were subsequently overturned at the federal level but not without 

leaving devastation in its path. 

Owen et al. (2018) reported that top-level police officials along with their counterparts in 

government are quick to point out training and public relations programs that contend police 



DECISION MAKING PROCESS OF POLICE OFFICERS 30 

 

 

departments have a greater understanding, a higher level of tolerance (as opposed to complete 

acceptance?) and an entirely fair and equal application of police services. Meanwhile, as high-

level brass hype this newfound social understanding within the police community, Owen et al. 

(2018) stated they are missing necessary behavior in their backyard.  When surveyed 

anonymously by researchers, only half of the police chiefs in a large state indicated they would 

not have any issue accepting members of the LGBTQ community as a member of their 

department, and half also indicated they found homosexuality as “morally distasteful” (p. 673).   

The police community has tried to bridge the gap between themselves and the LGBTQ 

community.  The sincerity of that effort might be debated, but according to Owen et al. (2018), it 

has not entirely convinced the primary target, the LGBT community itself.  They stated, “that 

LGBT respondents are significantly less likely than other respondents to hold positive views of 

the police – including perceptions of the qualities of effective policing, the outcomes of policing, 

and police engagement with lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender communities” (p. 689). 

Peer Pressure 

  Peer pressure has mostly been affiliated with adolescents and how their friends or peers 

use pressure to influence their behavior to conform to the groups' wants, needs, or desires.  The 

pressure element is used because the desired behavior is often counter to the individual's 

attitudes, morals, sense of right and wrong, and overall behavior pattern.  The pressure is 

frequently successful because of a human need to belong to a preferred group.  Kaur (2019) 

suggested, from an evolutionary perspective, humans are social beings and have an innate need 

to be tribal.  That that is most comfortable belonging to one group of people and following the 

norms and mores of that group.  He referenced Abraham Maslow to support this contention “in 

the hierarchy of needs according to American Psychologist, Abraham Maslow, the need to 
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belong has been seen as a fundamental human motivation.  The need to be accepted is universal” 

(para. 1). 

  Although peer pressure is most often thought about in the context of adolescents, no one 

appears to be immune.  The effects of peer pressure are widespread, unions, sports teams, 

religions, social organizations all have illustrated a willingness to use peer pressure for the 

benefit of the group.  Maybe the most substantial illustration of peer pressure is embodied within 

the culture of police officers.  So pronounced is this peer pressure that it has earned its moniker, 

The Blue Wall of Silence.  The Blue Wall of Silence ranks to compete as the world's worst kept 

secret.  It is officially unrecognized, unsanctioned, unadministered, and often denied its existence 

within the policing community yet is universally known and maybe the one police practice most 

often followed.  In a 20-year-old report (and never repeated), Neal Trautman (2000), Director of 

the National Institute of Ethics, did a study sponsored by the International Association of Chiefs 

of Police (IACP) on this “non-existent” policy.  The National Institute of Ethics study concluded 

the most extensive research ever conducted on the Police Code of Silence.  According to this 

study, “Between February 1999 and June 2000, 3,714 officers and academy recruits from forty-

two different states were asked to participate in the study by the Institute” (para. 1).  The study 

included veteran police officers as well as police recruits and was, to that date, the most 

comprehensive and revealing look into the police culture.  It was viewed as a beginning to 

remedy serious police corruption.  The results of the study were broken down into three areas: 

• Facts About Academy Recruits (see Appendix A) 

• Facts About Current Officers (see Appendix B) 

• Recommendations (see Appendix C) 
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Dunham and Alpert (2015)  suggested that not unlike the medical profession, there is a 

great reluctance to speak “shop” outside of their group, let alone even the thought of being 

critical of one of their own to the “outside world.”  They indicate that research has indicated a 

significant gap between attitude and behavior, meaning they will not support transgressions, but 

they will not turn them in.  It is for this reason they were not surprised at the IACP study 

suggesting officers answered them in a fashion they perceived to be officially acceptable.  They 

referenced a 2001 study by the Police Foundation on “attitudes toward abuse of authority in the 

age of community policing” (pp. 108-109).  The results were concerning.  It is not uncommon 

for the officers to turn a blind eye to improper conduct by fellow officers. 

• 61% do not believe police will report serious criminal violations involving abuse of 

authority by fellow officers. 

• 25% of the officers agreed that whistleblowing was not worth it. 

• 67% believe those police officers who report incidents of misconduct are likely to be 

given the “cold shoulder” by fellow officers. 

• 80% of the police officers surveyed reported they did not accept the “code of silence” as 

an essential part of good policing.  

  Dunham and Alpert (2015), discussing the Police Foundation study, stated that the 

researchers reported participants in focus groups initially adamantly denying a code of silence 

only to acknowledge it as part of the “police culture later.”  The Police Foundation researchers 

concluded a significant disparity between what the officer would say and how they would act, 

making Dunham and Alpert (2015) believe there is very little-known information about the 

police code of silence.  
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  Lisa Mullins, quoting Christy Lopez who until 2017 worked at the United States 

Department of Justice, Civil Rights Division, led a federal investigation into the national media 

covered Chicago Police Department shooting of 17-year-old Laquan McDonald in 2014 stated 

that during that investigation her team discovered a widespread “blue code of silence.” Lopez 

went on to state that of silence throughout its investigation, “Systemic police misconduct is never 

about the acts of individual officers; it is about the systems that tolerate and incentivize that 

conduct” (Mullins, 2019, para. 4). 

Police Culture 

  Early studies of policing and, in particular, police culture, had a propensity to 

characterize it as monolithic, tending to be cynical, racist, sexist, suspicious, closed, and 

authoritarian.  Many characteristics once might seek if they were to be prepared to conquer an 

enemy.  As more progressive police leaders began coming to terms with the concept of working 

for the people not against the people and that the overwhelming percentage of their communities 

were law-abiding citizens, not criminals, police culture began drifting into a slightly different 

direction.   The inclusion of more women, racial and ethnic minorities, and college-educated 

persons within policing has made it increasingly difficult to justify the assumption that “they are 

all the same.”  There should not, however, be an assumption that there was an overwhelming 

rush to sign on for this philosophy.  Subscribers to traditional policing methods believed it was 

serving the public more than adequately, and there was no need to “soften” their status.  The 

evolution of policing was not to be stopped, but neither was the disapproval.  As departments 

progressed into a community-oriented, problem-solving organization, a selected group elected to 

keep the tradition alive unknowingly procreating the existence of the police sub-culture.   
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  Ma, Gu, Desta, Anna, and Andrew (2018), suggested that the theory of social avoidance 

was the driving factor in the traditionalists to seek separation from the community.  They 

believed that only other police officers understood the dangers, risks, and challenges they face 

daily and that the public needed to be addressed with cynicism, skepticism, and mistrust because 

there was no way they could understand.  Self-isolation was welcomed as police officers were 

the insiders, and the public were the outsiders — us versus them.  Nix and Wolfe (2018) agreed 

officers who enjoy working with their colleagues, trust them, feel supported by them, and are 

loyal to them are likely in a situation where they can be protected from relentless public criticism 

of the police. Regardless of how much the public seems to be unsupportive of the police, officers 

with strong bonds to their colleagues still have their support on the street.  Strong peer 

attachment may create a situation where officers do not want to let their colleagues down by 

shirking their responsibilities or being less motivated to do their job well. 

  Adding to this dichotomy was trade information from the Federal Bureau of Investigation 

(FBI) acknowledging the presence of police culture, providing it with some legitimacy and 

seemingly supporting the traditional past.  According to the FBI, it is not any rules, regulations, 

policies, or protocols which set the standard of behavior for police officers but instead the police 

subculture.  That subculture encourages a group of alpha males who can handle anything and are 

immune from displaying emotion.  The subculture does allow for the handling of internal 

problems by having and illustrating a dark, dry, and sarcastic sense of humor, often found 

amusing only to their peers (“What is a Police Subculture,” 2019). 

  McCartney and Parent (2019) looked at the police subculture from a very different 

perspective.  Prefacing their position with the acknowledgment of many negative attributes 

associated with and with police subculture, they presented a discussion that the police subculture 
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is much more balanced then perceived to be.  The arguments presented have a solid enough 

foundation to rebuff the “us versus them” premise.  McCartney and Parent  (2019) stated that it is 

not credible to have a critical discussion about the police subculture without that discussion 

including, words like “supportiveness, teamwork, perseverance, empathy, and caring in order to 

enable officers to cope with post-traumatic stress” (p. 105). They are positive attributes such as 

safety, camaraderie, empathy, support, caring, teamwork loyalty and sacrifice define the police 

culture as impactfully and relevantly as such negative attributes such as cynicism, close-

mindedness, biases, prejudice, non-scientific tactics, overly conservatism, misplaced loyalty, 

alienation, suspicion, and authoritarianism (p. 105). 

According to McCartney and Parent (2019), the support received from other officers is 

the result of shared values within the culture.  Officers who are faced with dangerous situations 

can rely on their brothers because they feel a bonded trust in their value system.  Values such as 

bravery, camaraderie, and sacrifice inspire ventures into harm's way because they know their 

peers would do the same.  Once selected and hired by municipal police agencies, police recruits 

are indoctrinated to the police subculture during their training partially due to the instruction they 

receive from police officers who are recently retired or seconded to the police academy.  It will 

be the language that is spoken between the lines.  However, the choice to become a police officer 

is not made in a vacuum.  When recruits start their training, they often think like police officers 

on an instinctual level, because generally specific individuals are drawn to the occupation.  

McCartney and Parent referenced studies indicating that once a person has decided to become a 

police officer, their personality starts evolving into the acceptable behavior of the police 

subculture, and the more interaction they have with police officers during the selection process, 

the quicker that evolution occurs. 
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  McCartney and Parent (2019) contended that as society has evolved, police departments 

have kept pace and are providing the services that their communities ask of them.  Sophisticated 

and expansive recruiting plans have enlarged the pool of candidates that departments can select 

from.   Women and minority candidates are providing understanding to the communities, which 

is unprecedented.  Emphasis on continuing education puts police officers closer than ever to the 

cutting edge of decision making, problem-solving, and technology than ever thought possible.  

So, while there may and possibly always will be a subculture within the policing community, it 

has been relegated to short-timers (those counting the days until retirement, disgruntled officers, 

or those closely affiliated with mediocrity.  While the negative subculture will occasionally grab 

headlines by sensationalism seeking media, they are no longer relevant within police 

organizations.  

External Influencers 

Media 

  In the aftermath of a questionable police shooting in Ferguson, Missouri in August of 

2014, all media streams, social and professional, were saturated with the “details” of the shooting 

in Ferguson as well as the “details” of the civil disobedience that paralyzed the city in the 

aftermath.  Details of newsworthy incidents have become as subjective as they ever have been 

for various reasons including no sense of responsibility to corroborate information, the need to 

fill a 24 hours news docket, the need to be first, the need to have a unique angle and the ability of 

individual people to go global (viral) at any given time. Compound this media free for all with 

the present President of the United States characterizing the media as “fake” and following that 

with wrong, partially legitimate and misleading social media messages, there is little wonder 

why the nation is gripped by a sense of suspicion where receiving information from any media 
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source.  This phenomenon has put police departments in a handicapped position as 

communication is a critical component for providing safety and orderliness to communities.  

  Graziano and Gauthier (2018) have suggested that the media response in Ferguson is 

characteristic of the cultivation theory.  They explained the premise behind the cultivation theory 

surrounds the idea that the higher the consumption of mass media, the more likely the receivers 

would believe that it was factual.  Graziano and Gauthier (2018) contended there are only two 

methods of determining how fair and just police actions are, first is direct, which means eye 

witnessing or personal involvement and the second being indirect using media or secondhand 

information.  On that point, the authors wrote to the public themselves during these high-profile 

incidents has minimal contact with the police.  This means their knowledge is gained from the 

perceptions of the media shapes of the incident.  They contested this perception is viewed 

through the lens of the cultivation theory, “Cultivation theory argues that, as consumption of 

mass media increases, consumers are more likely to adopt perceptions of crime and justice 

mirroring the media portrayals of crime and justice they are exposed to” (p. 596).  It is for this 

reason that many people are concerned about the integrity or maybe the lack of which has 

permeated through even some of the most solid public news sources. 

  Graziano and Gauthier (2018) reported on increased media behavior that would draw a 

predictable correlating line with the overall increase access to media availability.  The results 

might not be favorable for the police community, but unfavorable outcomes would occur 

perchance and not by intent.           

 Sandhu (2016) reported on conduct that presents itself as much more concern to the 

policing population, and that is the surveillance of police officers.  Sandhu concluded that 

besides the apparent availability, an almost instantaneous to video using the omnipresent cell 



DECISION MAKING PROCESS OF POLICE OFFICERS 38 

 

 

phone.  The nature of police work entices the critics, skeptics, and curious to record them.  At 

any time, a police officer may be called upon to enter into a violent, physical confrontation in 

which they could lawfully restrain, injure, or kill someone.  This is human drama at its highest 

level and only natural to draw attention.  For many years it has been a police officer's 

interpretation, which has frequently led to the adjudicating of these types of incidents through the 

judicial system.  Not everyone, however, has felt the judicial system has been consistent, 

providing justice in these incidents.  Witnesses accountants have often been dismissed as not 

credible, leading to community distrust, and sometimes resulted in civil unrest.  Undoubtedly the 

surveillance of police officers is in response to what has been seen as some as systemic injustice, 

and many feel the playing field has been somewhat leveled, 

Sandhu (2016) went on to state that there are several activist organizations formed and 

have been encouraging citizens to record police officers when performing in their official 

capacity.  These groups believe that the mass distribution of police misconduct over mass media 

will initiate discussions towards remediation.  They further indicated they believed that police 

officers would improve their behavior if they thought they were video recorded.  Gramlich and 

Parker (2017) suggested that police officers who work in departments of 100 or more sworn.  

officers say the media generally mistreat the police and 18% of officers disagree.  About 42% 

strongly agree that the media are unfair to the police (para 2).  

  Gramlich and Parker (2017), suggested that police officers who work in departments of 

100 or more sworn officers say the media generally mistreat the police and 18% of officers 

disagree.  About 42% strongly agree that the media are unfair to the police (para. 2).  In 2013, 

The Community Oriented Policing Services (COPS) of the United States Department of Justice 

produced a manual entitled Social Media and Tactical Considerations for Law Enforcement.  
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This endeavor was the federal government acknowledging social media permanency in society.  

Through the efforts of the United States Justice Department, local police departments would get 

direction on how to adopt social media as part of its resources as opposed to something to avoid 

or fear.  

  Many departments' initial efforts to use social media platforms such as Facebook and 

Twitter have been to disseminate information to the public about crime issues, crime prevention 

programs, and police department activities.  Chapter 1 of this report describes the social media 

strategy of the Toronto Police Service, which has one of the most advanced social media 

programs in existence for disseminating information to the public.  Various methods of social 

media are shown in the illustration.  There has been much less discussion of police use of social 

media for other purposes, such as preventing and investigating crimes, in which the police are 

gathering information rather than disseminating information.  That is the subject of the bulk of 

the report.  Cops brought met with leading police officials for examining the use of social media 

outside the traditional use of disseminating information.  There was a desire to find ways to 

utilize this vital tool for criminal investigations and emergency response (Community Oriented 

Policing Services [COPS], 2013).  The COPS manual offered the following suggestions for 

developing a Social Media Strategy for disseminating information to the public. 

• Do not be afraid to take calculated risks: An oversensitivity to risk assessment can thwart 

efforts to launch a social media program.  It is easy to identify possible problems that 

could result from using social media, but police leaders in Toronto found that in practice, 

many of those problems did not materialize.  They recommend focusing on the potential 

rewards of using social media and working to mitigate the risks. 
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• Identify the right people to use social media: Not everyone is a “natural” at writing 

clearly and showing sensitivity to political and social considerations.  However, training 

can help improve these skills for many people.  The people who are best at using social 

media view it as a valuable and integral part of their job, not as a time-consuming chore. 

• Essential tips to remember: There are specific ideas that always apply to social media, 

starting with the fact that “the Internet is forever.” That is to say; once a statement has 

been posted online, it can be impossible to take it back. Even if you delete the statement, 

it may already have been captured or recorded in various ways.  So social media users 

must be careful to say exactly what they mean.  Police also must be sensitive to the 

privacy of others and should always be respectful and patient. 

• Look for the implications of social media across the entire police department: The 

Toronto Police Service and other departments have demonstrated that social media can be 

used for many purposes, from crime prevention and community policing to intelligence 

and criminal investigations. It is not merely a function of a police department's public 

information unit.  (COPS, 2013, p. 39) 

Police Mobile/Body and Citizen Cameras 

 Boivin, Gendron, Faubert, and Poulin (2017) described a body-worn camera as a “device 

intended to capture and record police encounters.  Usually located on the front of an officer's 

shirt, on their shoulder, or mounted on their glasses, it is designed to provide a first-person 

perspective on interventions” (p. 125).  It is meant to create a potentially permanent digital video 

recording of police encounters.  The overall objective of body-worn cameras is to increase 

accountability and transparency as well as protecting police officers against unfounded 

complaints. 
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  There is little doubt that there is great optimism of those parties interested in police 

review with the advent of police body-worn cameras (BWC).  Too many issues that have caused 

as much public discontent as any other might finally be viewed in an unbiased manner.  

Supporters of the BWC believe it will help lower the temperature of both citizens and police 

during emotional and potentially dangerous situations, and opponents say it will inhibit police 

officers from vigorously doing their job.  Whether or not this debate continues police 

departments are continuing to put them into service, courts are accepting them as acceptable 

evidence, and the public has access using open public record laws.  All conventional wisdom 

points to these items becoming part of every police officer's uniform (MacMillen, 2018).  Wood 

(2017) suggested that the onslaught of media coverage and the race to body cameras have all 

been created by extensive media coverage and have focused attention on “the disproportionate 

frequency and severity of police use of force against black communities in the United States” (p. 

41).  He stated that more frequently, in the aftermath of a police incident in a black community, 

civilian video surfaces which either dispute or differs from the official reports of the incident.  

Wood (2017) suggested that the police must accept the inevitability of body-worn cameras as 

part of the daily gear and that they owe that transparency to the community they serve. 

  White, Todak, and Gaub (2017) reported that “President Obama 's President's Task Force 

on 21st Century Policing,” which issued a final report in May 2015, includes nearly 60 

recommendations for enhancing trust between police and minority communities, and for 

improving police accountability.  Unsurprisingly body-worn cameras were a significant part of 

the president's final report.  The report stated that while the technology was new at the time, it 

illustrated great promise, and it could lead to a giant step towards policy legitimacy and help 

alleviate the police crisis in the nation. 
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  Article after article, research is saturated with information regarding alleged police 

misconduct, sustained police misconducted, exonerated cases of police misconduct, and a 

countless trial of opinions regarding the same.  Police misconduct is not a recently discovered 

behavior, but the advent and access of video were supposed to upgrade the ability to monitor and 

reduce its occurrence.  The effectiveness of this assumption is still being debated, but a reaction 

to this activity was to make body-worn cameras a standard operating piece of every police 

officer's uniform gear.  

  Body-worn cameras were introduced to policing as a general deterrence hoping that the 

video intervention would have a causation of putting officers on their best behavior.  The 

Community Oriented Policing Services (COPS) of the United States Department of Justice 

agreed, and in 2014 distributed a comprehensive manual Implementing Body-worn Camera 

Program (Community Oriented Policing Services [COPS], 2014).  In the manual, they offered 

two benefits of police officers wearing body cameras. 

Accountability and Transparency 

  The police executives whom PERF consulted cited many ways in which body-worn 

cameras have helped their agencies strengthen accountability and transparency.  These officials 

said that, by providing a video record of police activity, body-worn cameras have made their 

operations more transparent to the public and have helped resolve questions following an 

encounter between officers and members of the public.  These officials also said that body-worn 

cameras are helping to prevent problems from arising in the first place by increasing officer 

professionalism, helping agencies evaluate and improve officer performance, and allowing 

agencies to identify and correct more significant structural problems within the department.  As a 
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result, they report that their agencies are experiencing fewer complaints and that encounters 

between officers and the public have improved. 

Reducing Complaints and Resolving Officer-Involved Incidents  

  In 2012, the police department in Rialto, California, in partnership with the University of 

Cambridge-Institute of Criminology (UK), examined whether body-worn cameras would have 

any impact on the number of complaints against officers or on officers' use of force.  Over one 

year, the department randomly assigned body-worn cameras to various frontline officers across 

988 shifts.  The study found that there was a 60% reduction in officer use of force incidents 

following camera deployment, and during the experiment, the shifts without cameras 

experienced twice as many uses of force incidents as shifts with cameras.  The study also found 

that there was an 88% reduction in the number of citizen complaints between the year before 

camera implementation and the year following deployment Chief of Police William Farrar of 

Rialto, who oversaw the study, said, “Whether the reduced number of complaints was because of 

the officers behaving better or the  citizens behaving better—well, it was probably a little bit of 

both , as with any change, the implementation will be met with skepticism and criticism”  (p. 5). 

  Police organization has filed injunctions, and lawsuits claiming infringement upon such 

things as safety, privacy, economics, hardship to perform their duty and sometimes merely to the 

change itself.  Nationally these have not manifested themselves into any severe concerns, and 

those agencies which embraced the feedback from the rank and file were rewarded with less 

obstruction and increased expediency (Goetschel & Peha, 2017).  MacMillen (2018) wrote on a 

Bureau of Justice Assistance report of a study conducted of police officers in a mid-size city that 

the acceptance of body-worn cameras increases from 39% to 79% in one year. 

Public Trust 
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Trust is in the one single component, which is an absolute game-breaker.  With it, no 

matter how challenging, all things are possible.  Without it, the simplicity of a task is not 

relevant, and it will not be appropriately accomplished.  Donner, Maskaly, and Fridell (2016) 

stated that although police have an essential function within the society, they are entrusted to 

perform that function with integrity, competence, and expertise.  They continued that 

“Unfortunately, not all police personnel live up to this standard.  Police misconduct is a serious 

matter, and it can result in a myriad of consequences, such as citizen distrust and poor police-

community relationships” (p. 427).   

In 2015, when President Obama released the highly anticipated the Final Report of the 

President’s Task Force on 21st Century Policing, the executive summary began the report with 

the issue of trust right on page one, “Trust between law enforcement agencies and the people 

they protect and serve is essential in a democracy” (Community Oriented Policing Services 

[COPS], 2015, p. 1).  The report went on to contend that the integrity and stability of the criminal 

justice system are integral to providing safe and effective police services.  In signing the 

executive order establishing the task force, Obama referenced recent adversarial relationships 

between police and various communities and claimed the task force would identify and 

recommend policing practices of the highest level while enhancing the public trust.  

The final report was separated into five pillars, and pillar number one again was the trust 

issue.  The report indicated that the fundamental premise for a productive police-community 

relationship is trust and police legitimacy.  It pointed to research indicating that lawful 

compliance is best achieved when those enforcing the laws are perceived as legitimate to possess 

the authority to enforce the laws.  It continued that legitimacy cannot be attained in the form of 

an occupying outside force but must be earned through community respect and trust of an agency 
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that provides an essential service to a community in a procedurally just manner. “Law 

enforcement culture should embrace a guardian—rather than a warrior—mindset to build trust 

and legitimacy both within agencies and with the public” (COPS, 2015, p. 1).  The report stated 

that law enforcement agencies need to accept the responsibility to not only police in an external 

environment; they need to likewise police internally. 

Departments need polices that are sufficient crime and safety measures yet serve the 

citizens in the communities with justice and equity.  Anything short of complete accountability 

and transparency to the community will result in the rejection of any attempt to earn trust and 

legitimacy (COPS, 2015, p. 5). On page 11 of the final report is an unusual statement but maybe 

as profound a statement as there is in the entire report, “Organizational culture eats policy for 

lunch” (p. 11).  The report is speaking to the ivory tower premise.  Administrators can 

exhaustively spend time creating the most effective and comprehensive polices for steering and 

directing an organization, but there is an existing culture unwilling to accept them and creates 

conflict the will be institutionalized no matter the intent. Established behavior rarely, if ever, is 

altered by coercion.  Law enforcement has a history of entwined with military culture.  As police 

officers often work solo, the lack of human supervision is often replaced by the chain of 

command, and the rules and regulations.  The result of this observation is that any suggestion the 

police department adopt any role, such as community guardianship, that conflicts with the 

military persona will be rejected.  The culture within law enforcement continues to possess more 

strength than any rules, regulations, or policies (COPS, 2015, p. 11). 

One task force member pointed out how a police culture could also impact police actions 

such as the use of discretion and the use of force.  “Good policing is more than just complying 

with the law.  Sometimes actions are perfectly permitted by policy, but that does not always 
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mean an officer should take those actions” (COPS, 2015, p. 12).   That was a statement made 

identifying the use of police discretion yet suspiciously not identified as such.  The report 

suggested that an escalated perception of trust and confidence in a community can often be 

attributed to the adoption of judicial and equitable internal and external policies and practices. 

  One cannot help but see the irony that surrounds this whole, highest level policing report.  

The research, composition, and planned application are presented in such a sophisticated one-

hundred-page document, yet all are dependent on the police culture and police discretion. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

  The purpose of this study is to examine the decision-making processes of police officers 

employed by small departments in Warren County, New Jersey.  Chapter 1 discussed some 

evolution and sustained principles of policing and selected relevant demographics of Warren 

County, New Jersey.  It also discusses police decision making, police discretion, and trust 

challenges confronted by police officers in Warren County, New Jersey, when objective police 

decisions and police discretion intersect.  Chapter 2 looked at what literature had to say about 

police discretion and both internal and external influencers on police discretion.  This chapter 

looked to study the decision-making process of the police officers of municipalities in Warren 

County, New Jersey on how they use of police discretion, whether those applications are affected 

by internal or external influencers and if they receive training, supervision, and support in the use 

of police discretion.  The study also looked at the question of trust in the police community.  

Warren County, New Jersey 

  Warren County is located in northwest New Jersey.  As shown, in illustration 2, the 

county is characterized by limited diversification with 105,779 people, 89.5% being white, and 

additionally has a 9.7% Hispanic or Latino population.   
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Figure 2. Warren County overview. From “QuickFacts Warren County,” by United States 

Census Bureau, 2018, Copyright 2008 by the United States Census Bureau. Reprinted with 

permission.      

Listed are all the municipalities of Warren County and the number of sworn police 

officers they employ.  Of all the municipalities in Warren County, nine do not have local police 

departments and are serviced by the New Jersey State Police.  Two municipalities have a shared 

service agreement with a neighboring municipality 

Table 1 

List of Warren County Municipalities and Number of Sworn Police Officers. 

WARREN COUNTY        NUMBER OF SWORN 

MUNICIPALITIES           POLICE OFFICERS 

 

ALLAMUCHY TOWNSHIP       0 

ALPHA BORO             0 

   BELVIDERE TOWN           6 

   BLAIRSTOWN            6 

   FRANKLIN TOWNSHIP          0 
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   FRELINGHUYSEN TOWNSHIP        0 

   GREENWICH TOWNSHIP                     9 

WARREN COUNTY        NUMBER OF SWORN 

MUNICIPALITIES           POLICE OFFICERS 

  

HACKETTSTOWN TOWN          18 

   HARDWICK TOWNSHIP          0 

   HARMONY TOWNSHIP          0 

   HOPE TOWNSHIP           0 

   INDEPENDENCE TOWNSHIP         10 

   KNOWLTON TOWNSHIP          0 

   LIBERTY TOWNSHIP           0 

   LOPATCONG TOWNSHIP          14 

   MANSFIELD TOWNSHIP          14 

   OXFORD TOWNSHIP           0 

   POHATCONG             11 

   PHILLIPSBURG TOWNSHIP         36 

   WASHINGTON BORO           0 

   WASHINGTON TOWNSHIP         27 

   WHITE TOWNSHIP           0 

                        TOTAL        151 

Note. Adapted from “2016 Uniform Crime Report,” by State of New Jersey, Division of State 

Police, pp. 160-163. Copyright 2016 State of New Jersey, Division of State Police.     
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Research Questions 

1. What role does police discretion play in police officers' decision-making process? 

2. What effect do internal influencers, personal bias, peer pressure (police sub-culture), and 

organizational culture have on the use of police discretion? 

3. What effect do external influencers, the media, or body-worn cameras have on the use of 

police discretion? 

4. Are police officers trained, supervised, and supported when using police discretion? 

These questions will be attempted to be answered utilizing a qualitative research interview 

method which will be centered around the participant answering nine core questions (see 

Appendix D) 

Qualitative Research 

  This study will be conducted utilizing a qualitative method of research.  Korstjens and 

Moser (2017) stated that qualitative research attempts to provide comprehensive knowledge of 

real-world problems.  They suggested that the “reality we perceive is constructed by our social, 

cultural, historical and individual context” (p. 2).  Furthermore, capturing the emotional 

influencers within their natural setting could enhance research in a manner unattainable by 

quantitative research.  

   According to Cruz and Tantia (2017), “qualitative research methods are not a variation of 

an experiment but are based on a very different philosophical perspective that gives credence to 

different ways of knowing” (p. 81).  There is an expectation that the participants have been 

selected due to the fact information which would be relevant to the research.  The central 

question for selecting participants is not how many there are but who they are.  The research is 

bound by a specific context and not a generalized population, as in quantitative research. 
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  Qualitative research and its effectiveness were witnessed in research by Dunham and 

Alpert (2015), who discussed that when using mixed methods, police officers responded to 

quantitative research questions with one set of responses and then during interviews and focus 

groups answered similar questions significantly differently and diametrically.  They believed the 

respondents answered in a manner the questioners would approve of but not necessarily based 

upon truthfulness.  Quantitative studies often advertised to possess significant objectivity also 

displayed the potential for data misinterpretation and the same untruthfulness that has often been 

accused of in qualitative studies. 

Those are the type of quantitative versus qualitative discrepancies Cleary, Horsfall, and 

Hayter (2014) were addressing when they suggested quantitative research speaks to the depth of 

a topic “Qualitative research is epistemologically grounded in social constructivist, symbolic 

interactionist, or other interpretive conceptual frameworks, or perspectives. It can traverse a 

range of information gathering and analysis methods, which have an impact on how participants 

are selected” (para. 1). 

That is attempting to understand the nature and basis of a study and developing a 

reasonable distinction when examining justified belief versus opinion.  Tottle (2016), said that 

“qualitative researchers tend not to make claims about the validity or reliability of their research, 

understanding that there is a unique researcher-researched dynamic at play that makes these 

considerations questionable” (para. 6).  Lincoln and Guba, as cited by Tottle (2016), stated that 

instead of evaluating qualitative studies utilizing quantitative-based validity and reliability, 

perhaps more reasonable evaluation characteristics would be “trustworthiness, credibility, 

dependability and transferability” (para. 7). 
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Grounded Theory Method 

Cohen and Crabtree (2008) described Grounded Theory as a research method design to 

generate theories that explain how some aspect of the social world ‘works.’ As Glaser and 

Strauss (1967) describe it, this process involves: 

• Identifying a phenomenon, object, event or setting of interest 

• Identifying a few local concepts, principles, structural or process features of the 

experience or phenomenon of interest 

• Making decisions regarding initial collection of data based one's initial understanding of 

the phenomenon.  Further data collection cannot be planned in advance of analysis and 

the emergence of theory 

• Engaging in theoretical sampling -- the key question is what group or subgroups does the 

researcher turn to next to collect data?  Subsequent sampling decisions should be 

purposeful and relevant.  

• The rationale for selecting comparison groups is their theoretical relevance for fostering 

the development of emergent categories.  (pp. 28-52) 

This study will be accumulating data utilizing the grounded theory method of qualitative 

research.  Ivey (2017) said that as opposed to quantitative research, which looks to support a 

hypothesis by extraction or deduction, ground theory research is inclusive of as much relevant 

information as possible, including context.  Once satisfied with the information retrieval, as 

many commonalities as possible are identified.  Lincoln and Guba, as cited by Ivey (2017), 

described how qualitative methods differ from quantitative, deductive methods in the following 

ways:  
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• The design of the research is focused on the research question or questions, rather than on 

testing a hypothesis. 

• The interviewer or data collector must avoid any preconceived notions about the topic, 

participants, and culture.  The interviewer is expected to be non-directive and objective. 

• The investigator's awareness of surroundings, the presence of others, and the participant's 

non-verbal gestures and facial expressions are crucial to recording and examining the 

context of data.  Field notes (detailed descriptions about the setting, the persons, their 

non-verbal expressions, and behaviors) are frequently made at each visit. 

• Interviewing or other data collection methods used are to be objective and non-directive.  

The interviewer(s) may have an interview guide they use and can clarify a point the 

person makes, but their interpretation is not interjected. 

• Generally, the participant is asked to review data (member checks) to verify it is what he 

or she said and meant.  Ideally, data is collected from participants until researchers or 

consultants agree that there is sufficient repetition of codes, so no new information is 

gained from additional sessions. 

• Once the investigator(s) decide they have the data coded correctly, they ask experienced 

researchers to review their coding and conclusions (data audit; para. 5) 

Researcher 

Many researchers will subscribe to a broad assumption that the integrity of the research 

equals the integrity of the researcher.  Quantitative research is built on the validity, reliability, 

and integrity of methodology, design, and instrumentation as opposed to qualitative research 

relying on researcher characteristics such as credibility, trustworthiness, applicability, and 

consistency.  



DECISION MAKING PROCESS OF POLICE OFFICERS 54 

 

 

Farber (2006) suggested that qualitative researchers truly assume a different role in their 

studies and become more of a “participant-observer” (p. 368).  Farber (2006) believed in the 

accuracy of this statement because even as a facilitator of the interviews, the researcher stays 

actively engaged with the participants.  Active engagement with the participants clears the 

pathway to uncover the breadth and context qualitative studies are purposely designed to 

accomplish, but it also exposes the vulnerability of bias contamination. 

There are numerous types of research bias, and according to Farnsworth (2016), there is 

one bias so prevalent it has earned its title called the Hawthorne Effect.  This experience can 

occur when a researcher creates an interaction with the participant, whereby the participant will 

change their behavior to please or give the research responses; they think the researcher is 

seeking.  Due to the inherent close interaction between researcher and participant, qualitative is 

vulnerable to this phenomenon.  This, however, is not the only area of concern for research 

contamination utilizing bias.  Other biases include: 

• Bias from the researcher.  Actions such as facial expression, type of dress, demeanor, 

voice fluctuation, style of language, and others could affect the interview.  Neutrality in 

all these areas is mandatory 

• Biased Questions.  Two dominant areas of concern are leading questions and 

misunderstood questions.  Questions need to be vetted before the interviews. 

• Biased Answers.  This often is recognized as “taking only part of a statement” or “taking 

it out of context. 

• Biased Sample.  Sample refers to the subgroup of the target population where research is 

conducted.  If the sample is not screened well, one may interview the wrong people. 

Interviewing respondents who do not form the subgroup constitutes bias. Another form of 
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bias in sample selection is the failure to use random sampling in the selection of the 

sample.  Random sampling ensures that the study samples have an equal chance of 

selection.   

• Biased Reporting.  Sometimes, bias can arise from reporting of the results.  This source 

of bias may arise because of personal beliefs, customs, attitudes, culture, and errors, 

among many other factors.  If the person reporting analyses the research information 

based on his/her beliefs other than the view perceived by the respondents, the findings 

shall be compromised and hence biased.  (Unique Writers Bay, 2018, para. 5-6) 

Tottle (2016) asserted that personal subjectivity should not be a disqualifying or limiting 

factor in qualitative research, but rather researchers with an awareness of subjectivity could 

present enhanced clarity and a greater sense of objectivity than empirical research. Citing Ratner, 

Tottle (2016), stated that self-awareness in the context of one's subjectivity is essential.  Having 

this understanding puts the researcher in a position to understand whether that subjectivity helps 

or hinders the objectivity of the research.  “In that sense, personal subjectivity can enhance an 

objective position as it provides greater awareness.  In order to be more objective, one must 

know of that which hinders objectivity” (para. 6). 

  Flannery (2016) suggested the researcher not be a “detached or a blinded observer but 

rather understand that their presence might have an influencing effect on the participants.  This 

relationship can result in more in-depth, thoughtful, and honest responses, providing the 

researcher is transparent of the relationship” (p. 518). 

Hammarberg, Kirkman, and de Lacey (2016) warned that if the qualitative research 

expects to explore areas in which diversity could create the possibility of subtle differences 

researchers must “report the kind of saturation they have applied and their criteria for 
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recognizing its achievement; an assessor will need to judge whether the choice is appropriate and 

consistent with the theoretical context within which the research has been conducted” (p. 500).    

Participants 

  When discussing qualitative methodology, researchers continue a perpetual debate as to 

whether or not there is an ideal number of participants to ensure maximum effectiveness.  Boddy 

(2016) stated,  “Qualitative research often concerns developing a depth of understanding rather 

than a breadth, particularly when undertaken under a non-positivist paradigm, such as that 

involving depth psychology or a constructivist approach to research” (p. 517).  Boddy (2016) 

continued that understanding that concept means understanding that a single research participant 

can be significant and productive. Boddy presented the discovery of penicillin as  “evidence that 

a single case can also have findings, which do validly apply across many areas, such a sample is 

too small or cannot be generalized from, is not a valid criticism, particularly if the researcher has 

justified the sample size” (p. 58).  

  Weller, Blackburn, Borgatti, Gravlee, and Johnson (2018) further clarified qualitative 

research when they stated, “the goal of research based on qualitative data is not necessary to 

collect all or most ideas and themes but to collect the most important ideas and themes” (para. 2).  

Van Rijnsoever (2017) suggested that qualitative research sample size should be determined by 

the data collection and analysis and should continue until the point at which no new information 

or properties are indicating patterns emerge.  He contended that at this point, “saturation” has 

occurred, and continuance of the research is not necessary.  Qualitative researchers often caution 

about data saturation as a frequent occurrence when the sampling pool for qualitative is 

oversized.  Van Rijinsoever (2017) contended that that research has size has remained at the 

discretion of the researcher and quoted Patton, who said, “there are no rules for sample size in 
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qualitative inquiry” (p. 2).  Weller et al. (2018) contended that 95% of relevant study information 

would be collected from the first ten participants; therefore, retrieving like information from vast 

numbers of participants would become redundant and unproductive.  

  Hammarberg et al. (2016) rejected the premise of participant bias.  They contended they 

are recruited and selected because they have knowledge relevant to the research questions and 

not meant to be objective participants.  The effectiveness of the research and study itself may 

depend on the level of knowledge the participants have about the research subject matter. 

Instrumentation 

  Much different than in quantitative research studies, there is not attempting to pursue and 

utilize and instruments that meet the standards of reliability and validity.  Hammarberg et al. 

(2016) described how in qualitative research, the researcher is the instrument, and 'subjects' 

become 'participants' who may contribute to data interpretation and analysis.  Qualitative 

researchers defend the integrity of their work by different means: trustworthiness, credibility, 

applicability, and consistency. 

Trustworthiness 

A report of a qualitative study should contain the same robust procedural description as 

any other study.  The purpose of the research, how it was conducted, procedural decisions, and 

details of data generation and management should be transparent and explicit. Someone charged 

with reviewing the study should be able to follow a logical path of progression for all decisions 

and occurrences.  All questions concerning descriptions, explanations, or justifications should 

reasonably and rationally be answered (Hammarberg et al., 2016). 
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Credibility 

The measurement for the value of truth or the internal validity of qualitative research is 

credibility.  Hammarberg et al. (2016) stated, “A qualitative study is credible when its results, 

presented with adequate descriptions of context, are recognizable to people who share the 

experience and those who care for or treat them. They continued that as the researcher acts as the 

instrument in conducting qualitative research, it is then incumbent on the research to validate 

their credibility” (p. 500).  The methodology of conducting this validation included: 

• Reflectivity – a practice whereby the research illustrates total and complete transparency 

by reference to any influences they may have on the research.  As previously stated, total 

objectivity, if that even existed, is not necessary and that informed subjectivity can, at 

times, enhance the research. 

• Triangulation – this is a practice of supporting the research by independent means such as 

interviews, observations, and documentary assessment.  Verbatim quotes, comments, and 

statements prove to be extremely useful (Hammarberg et al., 2016, p. 500). 

Applicability 

Just as credibility speaks to the internal validity of qualitative research, applicability 

speaks to external validity.  According to Hammarberg et al. (2016), “A study is considered to 

meet the criterion of applicability when its findings can fit into contexts outside the study 

situation and when clinicians and researchers view the findings as meaningful and applicable in 

their own experiences” (p. 500).  

  Van Rijnsoever (2017), suggested qualitative research sample size should be determined 

by the data collection and analysis and should continue until the point at which no new 

information or properties are indicating patterns emerge. He contended that at this point, 



DECISION MAKING PROCESS OF POLICE OFFICERS 59 

 

 

“saturation” has occurred, and continuance of the research is not necessary.  Qualitative 

researchers often caution about data saturation as a frequent occurrence when the sampling pool 

for qualitative is oversized.  Van Rijinsoever (2017) contended that that research has size has 

remained at the discretion of the researcher and quoted Patton, who said, “there are no rules for 

sample size in qualitative inquiry” (p. 2).   

Weller et al. (2018) contended that 95% of relevant study information would be collected 

from the first ten participants, therefore, retrieving like information from vast numbers of 

participants would become redundant and unproductive. Hammarberg et al. (2016) warned that if 

the qualitative research expects to explore areas in which diversity could create the possibility of 

subtle differences researchers must “report the kind of saturation they have applied and their 

criteria for recognizing its achievement; an assessor will need to judge whether the choice is 

appropriate and consistent with the theoretical context within which the research has been 

conducted” (p. 500).   

  Hammarberg et al. (2016) also reject the premise of participant bias.  They contended 

they are recruited and selected because they have knowledge relevant to the research questions 

and not meant to be objective participants.  The effectiveness of the research and study itself may 

depend on the level of knowledge the participants have about the research subject matter.  

  What remains clear is that there continues to be a spirited discussion among researchers 

as to an absolute number acceptable for qualitative research sampling size.  This unknown 

number continues to exist on a theoretical sliding scale; meanwhile, an underlying premise that 

does endure is that the research needs to continue until the researcher is satisfied; they have 

reached data saturation. This research project will commence with the intent of interviewing ten 

police offers from Warren County, New Jersey.  Every attempt will be made to interview one 
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from each of the departments represented in the county.  The research will, however, be driven 

by the retrieved data, and if additional interviews are required, they will be conducted. 

Consistency 

As a critical component of quantitative research is reliability, qualitative research has a 

comparable assessment of consistency or dependability.  Hammarberg et al. (2016) offered, 

“This does not mean that the same result would necessarily be found in other contexts but that, 

given the same data, other researchers would find similar patterns” (p. 501). Each interview will 

be conducted in person and recorded electronically to, in turn, be transcribed for trustworthiness, 

credibility, applicability, and consistency.  Safeguards will be used to protect the participant's 

rights (see Appendix E). 

Data Collection Procedures 

  The interviews of the individuals was conducted at police departments of Warren County, 

New Jersey, willing to voluntarily participate in the research project.  Those police officers were 

solicited via a network of personal and professional contacts.  

  The interview does contain some qualifiers for respondents; therefore, it has not been 

designed to be random but somewhat limited to people who have identifiable relevancy to the 

research questions.  This sampling technique is known as purposive sampling.  Purposive 

sampling is a “sampling technique in which a researcher relies on his or her judgment when 

choosing members of the population to participate in the study” (Research Methodology, n.d., p. 

1).  Research Methodology (n.d.) points to the cost and time-saving benefits of purposive 

sampling and its potential in “exploring anthropological situations where the discovery of 

meaning can benefit from an intuitive approach” (p. 1) yet also indicates it has a high risk for 

bias, researcher error, and low reliability. Categorically this research is defined as the purpose it 



DECISION MAKING PROCESS OF POLICE OFFICERS 61 

 

 

does contain a characteristic of a random subset as it does contain a probability for any police 

officer working for a municipal police department located in Warren County, New Jersey.  There 

is no orchestration or choreography of individuals by the researcher.  Lacy, Watson, Riffe, and 

Lovejoy (2015) recommended that qualitative researchers acknowledge that the selection criteria 

are their prerogative limiting the research and that there is a need to evaluate as to whether a 

study removes any biases during the criteria selection process. The research might be 

characterized as limited hybrid due to the fact that in one interview there was convenience 

sampling as it was not scheduled, and the available officer participated.  

Data Analysis Plan 

The results of the survey were analyzed by means of Open Coding, “The process of 

breaking down, examining, comparing, conceptualizing, and categorizing data” (Strauss and 

Corbin, 1990, p. 61), concerning the research questions identified in the first chapter.  The 

analysis will be conducted using the assistance of a computer-aided qualitative data analysis 

software (CAQDAS).  Jirwe (2011) suggested utilizing CAQDASs as they were useful in 

identifying consistencies and inconsistencies of data.  Its ability to handle large amounts of data 

and different types of data, including audio and visual material.  Jirwe (2011) did caution about 

the potential difficulties of becoming proficient in the functionality of this software.  As 

qualitative research is by design so different than quantitative research, Connelly (2007) 

counseled about the dangers of having CAQDAS information to closely replicating that of 

quantitative.  She reminded me that qualitative research takes much longer, is more detailed, and 

meant to reveal a more abstract meaning of the experience in all its context.  Connelly (2007) 

continued that qualitative studies are interpretative, which “are specific to the situations, people, 
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and time the study was conducted.  Statistical generalizations in the quantitative sense are not 

considered possible or even desirable” (p. 15). 

Summary 

This chapter discussed the methodology and theory about the retrieval of data to be 

analyzed.  The most significant point of discussion is the implementation of a qualitative 

research method.  While not as popular as the quantitative method, supporters of the qualitative 

method cite its holistic approach and, in particular, its ability to provide context to data which 

quantitative studies fail to deliver.  Critics of qualitative studies reference its vulnerability to bias 

as a weakness.  In order to produce data analyzation that withstands validity and reliability 

assessments, qualitative researchers are required to not only be able to crunch the numbers 

technologically, but they must also have elevated interview skills to retrieve the intangible data 

that separates qualitative from quantitative. The researcher takes the position that any risks 

involved in participating in this survey were fully explained, and the participants had adequate 

information to make an informed decision to participate or not.  The potential benefits outweigh 

any possible risks of the study. 
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Chapter 4: Interview Process 

The interviews of the Warren County Police Officers were conducted between December 

26, 2019, and January 01, 2020.  The times and locations were selected by the individual 

participants.  As the research is using a purposive sampling methodology, the participants were 

selected by the researcher.  According to the Encyclopedia of Survey Research Methods,  

A purposive sample, also referred to as a judgmental or expert sample, is a type of 

nonprobability sample.  The main objective of a purposive sample is to produce a sample 

that can be logically assumed to be representative of the population.  This is often 

accomplished by applying expert knowledge of the population to select in a nonrandom 

manner a sample of elements that represents a cross-section of the population. 

(“Purposive sampling,” 2008, para. 1) 

The researcher referenced a 33-year police career, 21 in an administrative position, a 

Bachelor of Science Degree in Criminal Justice, a Master of Arts Degree in Leadership and 

Public Administration and numerous completed law enforcement and criminal justice certificate 

programs as criteria for selecting highly credible participants to contribute to this survey. A 

determination was made to conduct the interview process utilizing a semi-structured format.  

Adams (2015) suggested that semi-structured produced effective results when the researcher is 

anticipating to:  

• Ask probing, open-ended questions and want to know the independent thoughts of each 

individual in a group, 

• Ask probing open-ended questions on topics that your respondents might not be candid 

about if sitting in a focus group, 
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• Conduct formative program evaluation and want one-on-one interviews with key 

program managers, staff, and front-line service providers. (p. 494) 

The interviews were structured to have three separate and distinct components: 

• Overview 

• Taped Scripted Questioning 

• Debriefing 

Overview 

The overview period for the interview provided the obvious reason for explaining the 

research project and, in particular, the interview process to the participant.  To those volunteering 

and have never previously participated in such an interview, the experience could give rise to 

anxieties and apprehensions.  This overview period provided an opportunity to reduce those 

reservations and quickly develop a rapport with the participant DiCicco‐Bloom and Crabtree 

(2006) claimed was critical towards having a highly successful interview. She believed that 

unless this rapport established a sense of trust and respect between the researcher and participant, 

the depth and breadth of the interview would be compromised.  DiCicco‐Bloom and Crabtree 

(2006) also contended that the interview must take place in an environment which provided a 

sense of safety and comfort for the participant.  

The interviews conducted for this research took place at times and locations, all selected 

by the participants.  This decision was made to allow for the maximum comfort and convenience 

of the participants.  Arrangements were made by means of telephone calls or text messaging, and 

all the prospective participants were advised of the general nature of the topic questions at that 

time but were not given the actual text of the specific questions. A high rapport of respect and 

cooperation was almost immediate, and the credit is to be directed to respect for the researcher's 
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tenure in the police profession.  Each interview lasts between 40 and 95 minutes, and there were 

no procedural questions, complaints, or concerns. 

Scripted Questions 

The second component of the interview was the actual taped questioning and discussion 

of the scripted topic questions.  Following guidance suggested by Jamshed (2014), the core 

questions were systematic, comprehensive, and looked to achieve a directed course of action.  

While it is commonly accepted throughout the research community that the recording of 

interviews is the optimal practice, it is not always practiced, nor is it compulsory.  Adams (2015) 

stated that “to record or not to record, that is a key judgment”  and forewarned that if sensitive, 

confidential or restricted topics are to be discussed, recording devices have an inhibiting effect 

and the depth and breadth of the discussion could become compromised and shallow in spite of 

any and all confidential agreements (p. 500). The audio recordings were transcribed and 

analyzed, utilizing NVivo qualitative data analysis software.  Any information recorded during 

the interviews containing information that could compromise the identity of the participants to 

any degree has been redacted from the transcripts in the paper.  Notes were also taken during this 

time for questions or responses that needed to be followed up on but could clearly compromise 

the rapport which had been developed and would be followed up in the debriefing. 

Debriefing 

The last component of the interview was the debriefing.  It was at this time that the 

participants were thanked for their contributions, and information was exchanged in the event 

there was a need for any future clarification of the interview.  It was also at this time some 

interesting observations were made by the researcher.  There are no claims to be made by the 

research as to the proficiency of nonverbal communication or body language, but there is a 
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contention that some observation can be categorized as those recognizable by a layperson.  The 

first observation was a sigh of relief and relaxed body language once the recording device was 

shut off.  This was interesting because there were no recognizable changes when the recording 

device was turned on.  Having spent a great deal of time interviewing individuals as part of the 

police profession, this researcher has observed natural apprehensions of individuals being audio 

recorded, which are normally present and even articulated prior to the interview.  In the majority 

of these interviews, those apprehensions were absent, or possibly hidden, at the start of the 

interview yet visibly present at the conclusions.  A reasonable inquiry was to ask if this 

demeanor was caused by the process or possibly the content of the questions.  Upon follow up 

questions to the participants by the researcher, the consensus was a rejection of the researcher's 

observations and contentions of consistent demeanor from start to end.  A thought provocation 

was the comment made by more than half of the participants, “How did I do?” During the 

introduction portion of the interview process, it was made clear to all the participants that there 

were no right or wrong answers, that the study was an attempt in some small manner to help 

enhance the quality of the police profession and that honesty is to be commended and not 

concealed, particularly with a strong assurance of anonymity with only the researcher ever 

having the information. Although there was absolutely no observed attempt to deceive the 

researcher, the content of their initial reaction might indicate an attempt to please or 

accommodate the research, by providing answers the participants thought the researcher wanted 

to hear. Although there was initial concern that these responses could infect the sought-after data, 

ultimately, its effect was minimal could only be charged with possibly altering the themes 

identified by a degree or two.  Subsequently, the themes identified by the researcher would not 

have been changed but possibly extended to a greater length.  The entire interview process was 
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designed as a semi-structured endeavor; however, the debriefing portion evolved into a revealing 

unstructured interview.  As previously discussed, the officers were all from Warren County 

Police Departments.  In the small police departments of Warren County, the role of officers in 

supervisory positions frequently overlaps into regular patrol functions.  For that purpose, the 

interviews contained officers’ representative of all the structural ranking positions. 

 

 

Figure 3. Participant rank. 

Research Question 1: What Role Does Police Discretion Play in Police Officers' Decision-

Making Process? 

1) What Percentage of Your Tour of Duty Do You Believe You Spend Making Decisions? 

Although research is predominantly silent as to empirical numbers or percentages of 

exact times that police officers actually spend making decisions, it is commonly accepted that 

simply by the description of their functions, it inherently consumes a significant quantity of time. 

The participating Warren County Police Officers were asked to provide an empirical estimation, 
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and as seen in Figure 4, they all indicated 60% or greater.  Following Figure 4 are the responses 

from the officers, followed by their responses. 

 

 

Figure 4. Percentage of time making decisions 

Participants Responses: 

011:    The entire shift. You're always constantly making decisions. 

012:   It'll vary. But I think a large amount of my tour would be making decisions a percent 

need a number. 

013:   85 percent.  

014:   It's probably about 60 percent. 

015:   I would say most of the day is all about decisions, whether it's enforcement decisions or 

the business side of the job. 

016:   I would say 60 percent of my tour. 
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017:  I mean, there are all different levels of decisions that are made on a day to day basis, I 

guess.  I mean probably 85, 90%.  Whether it's you know what tasks you're going to take 

care of for the day or a critical decision that gets posed throughout the course of your 

shift. 

018:  Probably 90 percent of it. 

019: For me, I would say 60 percent.  

020: 75 to 80 percent.  

A) In the course of your police duties do you have a designed thought process when 

making decisions?   

The officers were asked about their thought process with respect to making decisions as 

they approached their work.  Figure 5 indicates the results of the responses and is followed by 

the actual responses. 

 

Figure 5. Designed thought process   

30% yes

70% no

DESIGNED THOUGHT PROCESS 
WHEN DECISION MAKING



DECISION MAKING PROCESS OF POLICE OFFICERS 70 

 

 

Participants Responses: 

011:   It depends on the call of what I kind of had planned in my head of when it was a medical 

call or something like that.  On the way, I'm thinking of preparing myself what do I need 

to go in with. What type of call is what?  If it is cardiac.  I'm bringing this certain gear in 

and depend upon it's an assault or something like that. I thought processes.  Okay, what 

was known to me.  Do I need to get a cert backup on the way so constantly deciding as 

I'm going to the call, what I need to prepare myself for?  

012:   Not necessarily. 

013:   Specific thought process.  What is the safest decision that I can make for both my 

partners and me and the people I'm dealing with? 

014: Process I guess just making sure that the decision affects everyone in a positive way.  

And Legally.  

015:   As far as discretion I think decisions are, I pretty much make them on whether or not it's 

going to affect the person. For example, motor vehicle stops you know if a verbal 

warning is going do the job and the person is going to learn from their mistake in that 

way so be it.  And if they seem a little more complacent or verbally combative, then the 

decision becomes more of a summons were to dig even further into the motor vehicle 

stop, etc.  And from the supervisor business side of things, just decisions on you know 

economics or the efficiency of the other guys and budgeting type stuff that I see 

conducive. 

016:   It's yeah, I just use almost like a process and evaluate it as process evaluation. When I 

start my shift, I kind of I evaluate you know the day, whether it's the type of shift, 

whether it's day shift or night shift.  It's the beginning of a tour you know the span, or it's 
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come to the end of the tour. So how I approach it is the load work that I'm gonna have for 

the night. The overall motivation depending on you, knows the demographic, the 

weather, and so forth.  So, I come into the beginning my shift thinking about just how 

we're gonna handle the shift for that day and then we just kind of situational How we 

handle it. You know each call out of time. 

017:   Well, I guess it would probably prior rely on some past experiences or training. Actually, 

I guess it depends on the nature of the decision that needs to be made. 

018:   Well, it depends on the scenario.  If it's a traffic stop, you've got to find the violation, and 

then if you want to act on it, the other side if you're gonna act on it. If it's an animal call, 

it says you gotta figure out certain steps to identify whom the dog belongs to. Things like 

that. 

019:   Design thought process I would say the way I make decisions is based on their policy 

procedure.  Whether it's legal or not.  What I've learned. From supervisors and what not 

and how I would want decisions made when I was a subordinate. 

020:   Some are spontaneous.  You have just to make a quick decision whether you're going to 

stop a car or whether you're going to talk to a person or how you're going to react to 

somebody. So, the process is more or less spontaneous. 

B) How has that process changed over time?  

The participants involved had a tenure of experience ranging from less than two years to 

close to a retirement-eligible 25 years.  The following figure indicates the responses received 

inquiring as to whether the decision-making process had changed over their tenure, followed by 

their actual answers. 
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Figure 6. Years of service 

Participants Responses: 

011: As I progressed through the career and learned from each call a kind of fine-tune  

what I would need to do.  You learned from that call of something didn't work 

out that well you review it.  And you try a different strategy. 

012:      I think.  I probably think about things a little bit more even slightly more than they had in 

the past because I try to think of different outcomes for different ways that situations are 

handled.  

013:   I began my career.  Am I allowed to say?  In a sheriff's office environment and then went 

to a municipality.  So, I went from being in a courthouse 40 hours a week to  

out on the road dealing with different types of people different types of calls than I was 

before 
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014:   I guess more time on the job or experience, you start to understand people and how they 

react to it.  It. You learn more about the law and legal matters. How it affects your 

decisions affects others. 

015:   I think as my experience has grown; it's become more of efficiency in decision making 

016:   Yes.  When I first came on, I think I was in I came from a different type of law 

enforcement.  I wasn't a patrolman that the job task was different is more you know 

courthouse setting coming to a patrol aspect.  I was a little bit young inexperienced.  So, 

my thought process was different.  The more years on the job the more experience, the 

more responsibilities I received I kind of evaluate things differently based on my training 

and my experience 

017:   Well I think now I think you have to be you know hyper-aware of some of the decisions 

that are that that are being made because you know the liability they think that that that 

comes along with law enforcement now you know any anything is going to be scrutinized 

with a microscope and you know you're going to be, your decision is gonna be dissected 

by many different people. 

018:   When I first started, did it have the experience.  There are no loves looking for in 

reference to more vehicle stops.  As I got more experience more training on the job, I 

later learned to pick up different violations that helped me out. 

019:   Yeah, I would say my decisions are more thought out more and more correct now than 

when I first started.  More mature, maybe. 

020:   Now more from an experience level, it's not a knee jerk reaction. I tend to analyze a little 

more methodically and as quickly as possible than just reacting based on the initial 

scenario or incidents that are brought up 
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C) What percentage of these decisions do you believe are discretionary?   

It is accepted common knowledge that a great deal of time is spent by police officers 

conducting preventive type patrol whereby they are not responding to calls for action or 

supervisory direction.  The officers were asked what percentage of time was spent making 

discretionary decisions made during this part of their function.  Figure 7 indicates the results and 

is followed by the officer's responses.  

 

 

Figure 7. Percent of time making discretionary decisions 

Participants Responses: 

011:   I'd probably say 90 percent of the time is discretionary because being the only one. Most 

of the time, we're a small department. The only one usually working, so I have to kind of 

decide for myself and be a supervisor at times the use discretion of calling shots in the 

calls. 

012:   I'd say half. Of it.  
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013:   Out of the 85 percent now I said 85 because 15 percent of the time is a lot of patrolling 

so out of the 85 percent I would say not squad calls like that kind of stuff, 78 percent. 

014:   The majority probably 50 percent.  

015:   I think over the years the way the state A.G. guidelines and etc. has progressed, there's a 

lot less discretion now than there used to be. I think your normal everyday activities have 

a lot of high discretion, but once you're investigating crimes such as domestic violence or 

drugs or even DUI, I think that a lot of that discretion kind of went away, and there's a lot 

of mandatory arrests or zero-tolerance arrests now.  

016:   I mean, I would say almost 100 percent of that's discretionary.  I think our job is an 

overall discretionary job.  How we're going to handle each and every call or just how 

we're going to go about our job daily, which brings us right to next. 

017:   I don't know, maybe half. I guess you know some; I guess you'd probably have a handful. 

You know 50 50 maybe more 60 40 I don't know about you know a decision would have 

to be made a certain way based on policy procedures or protocol and then I guess you 

know some decisions maybe you do have a little. 

018:   I'll say 80 percent of those. 

019:   I mean, it depends on how you are speaking of discretion when it comes to enforcement 

or when it comes to dealing with a subordinate.  There's a lot in the job that we do have 

discretion. And I would say maybe 20 percent. 

020:   Probably over 50 percent. 
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2) What Is Your Understanding of The Concept of Police Discretion? 

Participants Responses: 

011:   I guess an example would be like discretion if I happened to stop you on a motor vehicle 

stop, and you are suspended or something like that.  And I have the discretion on whether 

or not if I want to have somebody come to pick up the car for you or escort you 

someplace they'd be my discretion to kind of cut you a break a little bit 

012:   I guess it's learned from my experience in and what the average person might consider 

the right outcome of different situations. 

013:   I can make my own decisions.  In certain capacities where I stop a vehicle doing 80 and a 

25.  I have the discretion to write them a summons for speeding or give them a. Break 

and make them for something else.  Is that a good example? 

014:   Doing what's right for those involved.  Make sure you're helping people not just serving 

the letter of the law without you know without this regard to the outcomes, I guess. 

015:   Both.  There is there are pros and cons to it.  When you take away discretion, you take 

away the human side of being a law enforcement officer.  On the other side, the 

mandatory arrest protects the victim a lot of times in a domestic violence situation but 

also sort of punishes someone who may have made one so a mistaken sort of speak.  But 

you know again, unfortunately, we don't really have a say in that. But you know the 

decisions have become for myself personally, again having sort of moved up the ranks, 

the decisions become more important on what I'm making on a daily basis. But the 

investigation part of it again there's a lot less discretion, so there are fewer decisions to be 

made per se. 
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016:   My understanding police discretion based off of I hate to keep using the word training 

experience but based off of my knowledge of the job there comes to a point you know 

with a situation whether we have the ability to kind of de-escalate something or more or 

less not really affect an arrest or whether it's gonna be a reported incident. So, based off 

of you know Case Law based off of our experience policies and so forth we use all that.  

And then I will add that to our discretion even in the totality of me being either the junior 

officer or the senior officer on how we're going to handle that. 

017:   Yeah, I think you know in my experience there are multiple ways to get certain things 

done in certain situations you know depending on how you personally feel about a certain 

situation you know maybe you have a little leeway but in some you know it's kind of 

black and white.  I'm not sure what percentage that would be. But you know. Yeah, I 

mean, I'm sure he, you know as well as I do that. Yeah, I mean, you say you're faced with 

many different decisions throughout the course of a day. So now you have to do certain 

things a certain way, and sometimes you kind of have a little leeway discretion. 

018:   You take the totality of the circumstances.  If let's say someone is drunk, you're obviously 

not going to drive off are going to take them in, but someone's speeding, let's say by 5 

miles and over that you can use your discretion. Just let them go. 

019:   Discretion, what police discretion means to me.  It's maybe sometimes giving a lesson. 

Rather than enforcement rather than criminal charges rather than a speeding ticket. You 

know I've I found especially doing certain units that discretion. Is basically you know if 

you asked me this question five years ago?  It's probably like 90 percent discretion 

because, in order to effectively do your job, you would need to show discretion in certain 

areas. I don't want to be too specific. But so, for example, you know and all within the 
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parameters of the law.  If you had somebody with a minor marijuana charge and you can 

hold off charges until you know for a narcotics case, you know you've shown discretion. 

Yeah.  You make that decision on the street.  If I pull over a mom with five kids in the 

car and it's you know it's a couple of weeks before Christmas. I'm definitely less apt to 

write her a ticket because you know I can. Have empathy for her situation, you know. 

020:   My interpretation is whether you know I had the I don't have, and it's not it's a gray area. 

It's not a black; it's not a white it does not have to be done this way I don't have to do it I 

could, but the decision lies with me whether I do or don't.  

A) What is the primary reference source you utilize in the application of police 

discretion?   

After some clarifications of what the officers watch understood what they understood 

discretion to be, they were asked the source of their references when they made those decisions.  

Figure 8 illustrates the response and is followed by the officers' answers. 

 

Figure 8. Reference source for using discretion 
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Participants Responses: 

011:   It kind of depends on the person if they're polite and respectful towards me.  I'll use a 

little bit more discretion towards them if they're nasty towards me, and they have no 

respect for an officer to be a little bit harsher on them and not as lenient.  

012:   Probably past experiences, which again goes back to my experience.  I'd say both my life 

experiences and work experiences. Ethics. 

013:   The little voice in my head tells me what's great, what feels right, and what feels wrong. 

That it's.  For me, it's hard to explain because I knew for so long when I wanted to do 

right.  I was making the correct decisions throughout my life. 

014:   Well, legally.  Obviously, the laws that are on the books.  Seeing the outcomes in court. 

And how these laws affect your citizens and the community as a whole.  You know, for 

instance, like a traffic ticket stops only for speeding once you give him a warning. You 

know there might be a single mom dad trying to make ends meet.  You don't want to give 

him a hundred-dollar ticket and make it even harder for them. You know it might give 

him a break.  And then you know if you keep seeing them.  You know putting others in 

danger, then you're going to have to do what we have to do.  But it's all part of discretion. 

015:   I would just say my training experience what I do as a supervisor is I usually consult if 

it's not primarily my case per se I sort of consult with my subordinates and I give them 

the choices to be made and allow them to make the choices on what can be done. So, I 

sort of supply them based on my training and experience on what's available like we can 

do this, or we can do this and then sort of allow them to sort of learning from their own 

experience than by making that decision. 
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016:   If it's to kind of give you a situation where if it's a domestic dispute or if it's a serious 

criminal activity that's going on, that is that requires a mandatory arrest. We have no 

choice but to do our job and effect an arrest if it's something more like a local disturbance 

or a local audience that's violated. You know I can use my discretion and maybe try to 

de-escalate the situation kind of use the local ordinances or smaller charges that kind of 

talk to that person or explain to the what-ifs like this could be the outcome of this 

incident, but we're going to handle it this way.  

017:   Well, I think.  I think.  You know you kind of you know each person maybe relies on 

some of their own personal experiences. You know if I was in a certain situation maybe 

before I was a cop or during the time as being a cop and I see somebody else similarly in 

that situation I might have a little bit of empathy for that person, and I might say wow 

you know if I was in that situation as that person maybe I would want somebody to 

maybe build a more lenient with me you know. 

018:   My personal discretion process is based on past history and the present.  So, if he's a 

habitual speeder, that's going to play a part. Whether he gets a ticket or not, but if Pete 

got a ticket ten years ago or a year ago and there's a gap in time, I'll use that to their help 

him or her or not help them. 

019:   Me personally, it would be values and ethics.  

020:   Base that on a lot of it is training experience from you know being here for an extended 

period of time, and you know different scenarios, and I've been on with other officers 

that. You know they dictate which way I would decide on whether I'm going to be on that 

black or that white side. 
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B) Non-responsive discretionary patrol time consumes a significant portion of your tour 

of duty.  There are thousands of laws you have an unrealistic expectation to uphold.  What is the 

prioritization process of which laws you do actually enforce?   

Accepting common knowledge that a great percentage of police officers' time is spent on 

preventive patrol, observing for violations of the law, the officers were asked if there were 

official policies in place prioritizing which laws they should enforce or enforce first. Figure 9 

illustrates their responses and is followed by individual answers. 

 

Figure 9. Prioritization process of which laws to enforce 

Participants Responses: 

011:   There's really no prioritization.  It if you see something suspicious at the time you handle 

the letters were not looking for a specific unless somebody calls in a complaint and wants 

us to keep an eye on. 

012:   I'd say yes, and it probably has to do more with our demographics where we live 

basically a small town. We're not going to have car jackings and bank robberies and shit 

like that. 

013:   No. 
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014:   Anything that's you don't violate or affects somebody in a physical manner in which 

domestic violence. You know robbery that type of thing.  Minor crimes obviously have 

more discretion (And what does that mean?) Minor crimes.  Just there's more wiggle 

room. There are, I mean, the mandatory arrest comes into effect for domestic violence 

and felonies that type of thing notable offenses.  But.  You know something where you 

can work things out so that you know the victims and the offender you know it works the 

situation out without having actually to put them into the system. And juveniles are a 

good example of that.  The juvenile justice program goes the most the time, not pressing 

charges.  Working things out with the parents. 

015:   We don't or at least not one that's advertised to us or preached you know on a daily basis 

you know like I say I keep falling back on domestics because it seems to be so much 

mandated you know if there's any complaint of pain or sign of injury that correlates with 

you know the situation you know you're sort of bound to believe that person and arrest 

the offender or the alleged offender I should say. 

016:   Yeah.  I mean mostly I would believe other certain aspects of title 39 of the New Jersey 

motor vehicle laws that you know that you really want to focus on in force for public 

safety.  It could be anywhere from you know careless or reckless driving speeding.  There 

are areas within certain municipalities that you know officers need to focus on, you 

know.  So, whether it's a school zone or so forth. So, motor vehicle laws are a priority 

because we are also patrolling certain aspects of criminal activity.  If there any kind of 

break-ins, any burglaries to businesses and so forth.  If we come upon that, we have to 

focus on and enforce those laws as well.  
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017:   Yeah, I think you have to I think certain either laws or decisions even if we're talking 

about decisions again have priority. Officer safety, you know the life-threatening type of 

issues circumstances you know you're going to. Be more maybe by the book you're not 

going to give you know discretion when it comes to you know a critical incident or 

something that's going to have more of a maybe the word I'm looking for but. The public 

definitely may be in and more of the public spotlight. 

018:   There is not, just find a violation and enforce it. 

019:   So, for a motor vehicle, I would be a low priority. 

020:   Yeah, discretionary, I think within the agency it's left to us.  There's nothing official. 

Nothing that says one way or the other it's, you know.  We have to back up our decision. 

Research Question 2: What Effect Do Internal Influencers, Personal Bias, Peer Pressure, 

Police Sub-Culture Have on the Use of Police Discretion? 

1) What Factors, Internal to Policing, Influence Your Police Discretion? 

The officers were asked what factors, internal to the policing community, influenced their 

use of discretion.  Figure 10 represents their collective responses and is followed by their 

individual answers. 
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Figure 10. Internal factors that affect discretion 

Participants Responses: 

011:   There's like some of the laws and stuff.  Especially now, with the bail reform that's going 

on a little more discretion with some of the laws and stuff. Because of the way things are 

nowadays, criminals are getting let off.  There's kind of some internal discretion in that 

way with here and off-track with the question. 

012:   Probably.  The biggest thing might be how the other person acts.  Some people are 

cooperative apologetic I'm sorry I did make a mistake, or I don't know other people or 

why you bother me. Don't you have something better to do?  And you know even still. I 

can work with that where someone might be educated again in leniency; they can accept 

that better than other people they want to spit on your shoe and tell you where to go. 
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013:   Am I going to get hurt?  Is somebody else going to get hurt?  Am I going to hurt the 

person I'm dealing with my partner are gonna get hurt? That's really a lot of what it 

centers around. 

014:   Factors in the job itself.  Well, I guess you know the laws again with domestic violence 

where you don't have discretion for arrest. Values everything that we instill in our guys to 

do the job.  Preach to use discretion.  Not that you need a heavy hand.  So, your peer 

015:   I think it depends a lot on your motivation, which sometimes correlates to where you are 

in your career.  But again what kind of person you are because even there are some 

veteran guys in this department that are still hardnosed want to go out there every day 

looking for something, and there are guys that are on the new high end of the spectrum 

that they can't I just can't wait to get home and do other things.  

016:   I believe it's just the overall of the overall situation.  

017:   (I know before you said safety).  Yeah, I mean, I think.  I think in law enforcement, I 

think we try to look out for you know our own in a way, and we try to do. I think that has 

a bearing. 

018:   Well, the way I work is pretty much community-oriented, I try to make a positive image 

for the PD.  Also, doing my job so I remain fair as much as I can.  I don't try to 

compromise anyone's issue or anything.  

019:   Administration.  You know if.  If you're sent to an area because there's a lot of. Public 

drinking or drug use and. I go there, and I stop somebody.  And maybe I didn't enforce a 

minor law. Maybe I'm looking for information you know maybe I don't write the guy a 

ticket for having an open container, but he tells me you know he gives me information for 
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something else. I could be asked questions from the lieutenant, captain, or chief, you 

know.  I don't think I would get reprimanded. 

020:   I take the human side of stuff as I put myself in a position a lot and saying if that were 

me, would I expect a ticket would I expect to be arrested when I expect this type of 

treatment or whatever. And I kind of put myself in the position and saying you know 

what if this were me what I would expect from someone with empathy.  

A) How do personal biases impact your police discretion?   

A question of personal bias was asked for the purpose of exploring the self-assessment 

awareness of the officers and their recognition of its impact on their ability to perform their 

duties.  Figure 11 illustrates the collective responses followed by individual answers. 

 

Figure 11. Personal biases effect discretion 
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Participants Responses: 

011:   Does it really doesn't affect if there's a person say a different race or nationality. It really 

doesn't affect my decision making. It goes back to if they are courteous to me.  I'm gonna 

treat everybody the same. It doesn't matter. 

012:   It's situational. You're based on what's what. What's going on during the interaction. 

013:   It does not 

014:   Values everything that we instill in our guys to do the job.  Preach to use discretion. 

015:   Well, again, I think this is where you know because officers are so different.  So, when 

there isn't anything mandated, I think it comes down to you know the kind of officer you 

are the kind of perhaps your upbringing and whatnot.  There's definitely officers that are 

a lot stricter, and they want to make arrests they want to sign they want to write tickets, 

and you have some guys on the other side of the spectrum whom you know they don't 

want to be that hard-nosed cop if you will and almost I don't want to say have blinders 

on, but you know unless someone is hitting the curb in front of them 

016:   I believe if we if, we have a repeat offender if we have an offender that's known to the 

police you know, and they've been in situations where we've used our discretion 

previously, it's almost like the three-strike rule.  You know we've dealt you so many 

times now we may effect an arrest. Again, I think it goes off of experience. 

017:   I think it personal bias as far as trying to figure out how or when a word it.  So, if you 

have maybe.  I don't know I don't really. I'm trying to think of how I want to say it, but I 

don't I'm having trouble finding (Let's simplify a little bit.,  But do you think they do 

affect you?) I guess I guess I mean I guess everybody has something that they're you 

know if they see something that you know maybe would spark a thought, or you know 
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kind of an emotion maybe I'm thinking more along the lines of a certain type of a vehicle. 

You know if you see you know it tends maybe a certain type of vehicle would be 

associated with a certain type of activity or a crime.  I think. 

018:   I don't have any not bias towards anyone just to what I gotta do, and that's it by how.  

019:   Yeah, I mean, I would say it does. 

020:   I try not to have any.  I mean, we all do.  But let's be honest if I were to have personal 

biases, then this job would be one way or the other it's not. You know.  I don't hold 

anything over anybody's hand here.  

B) How does peer pressure impact your police discretion?   

Peer pressure within the police community is widely known as a part of a strong 

occupational culture, and the officers were asked how that impacted their use of discretion.  

Figure 12 represents the collective responses followed by individual answers.  

 

Figure 12. Peer pressure that affects discretion 
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Participants Responses:  

011:   There is no peer pressure.  I'm my own person I make the. Decision back and get a small 

department.  Sometimes early ones work, and so there's really no peer pressure from 

supervisors to be a little harsher on the person or be a little more lenient. Are. 

012:   I don't think it does. 

013:   No, it does not impact. 

014:   If a lot of your co-workers are all about writing tickets and making it rational about 

numbers than it kind of filters down to the new guys and it is thought to be expected 

015:   Same thing there depends on whom you work with the kind of so if you're working with 

guys that are harder nosed, I think it's more you know some of the other guys are a little 

worried and vice versa.  What's this guy going to think.  So, I think it sometimes affects 

their decisions because you know you find yourself working with not normal, you're on 

the same squad, but if you're working overtime shift, I think your actions are a little 

different.  Like if you're working a midnight shift, for example, I can see a guy who's has 

one of the blinders, but he's a veteran guy.  And maybe the hard news guys work in a 

midnight shift with that guy, and he says I better not go out and do too much I'm going to 

have the veteran guy get mad at me, you know.  So.  So he just kind of goes and does his 

business checks and does the minimum sort of speak and does the overtime and doesn't 

necessarily want to create the arrest work for the veteran guy who's got a routine. 

016:   I would say yes, I believe so.  I believe if you have somebody that has a little bit more 

experience or if you have a supervisor that's telling you that. You have to do something.  

I think that definitely does influence you.  (What about in a negative way?) I think in a 
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negative way, you know, based on my experience and just my years on the job, I don't 

think I would let any kind of negative peer pressure affect my job. 

017:   I mean it could.  I mean, if somebody else you know feels a certain way, I guess that 

based on your personal beliefs or experiences, they might be different from you.  I mean, 

some people are more and more robotic in a sense or don't really have. You know they're 

not as motivated to maybe write a summons; they may be more motivated to overlook 

something to me, and some people may be less motivated to overlook something. 

018:   It does not. 

019:   For some, maybe.  Yeah.  Because you know.  Enforcement for other officers.  Right.  

Well, while some officers may feel that just cause you're a cop doesn't mean you can 

speed or have an out headlight, or you know not every windshield wiper on. Peer 

pressure from riding another officer summons should correct.  I say correct that behavior 

because I don't believe in raising you know for you yeah like I said this whole thing's 

about discretion. 

020:   Sometimes, you know, sometimes there are people who try to.  Make it a game, or you 

know you try to say you don't do this or you don't do that.  

2) Do you believe the claim by many that there is a culture unique to only police officers?  

Explain.  

There has been much written and discussed a police culture and, in particular, a 

phenomenon known as the Thin Blue Line.  The officers were asked about the perception of this 

culture.  Figure 13 illustrates their collective responses, followed by individual answers. 
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Figure 13. Is there a unique police culture 

Participants Responses: 

011:   The force is like a kind of like a cult type deal or a culture like their own.  I think that 

there's law enforcement have their own culture. They kinda because the media portrays 

them a certain way so they all the brothers and sisters kinda stick together and try to keep 

their heads level. 

012:   I think there is, and it had been more so in the past, but it seems that it is fading (us v 

them?).  Yes. 

013:  Culture.  No. I think in some cases, we do think differently because we're trained to think 

that everyone we deal with may kill us.  Does that answer your question? 

014:   I don't, but I think there are some places that do.  But I know we're careful with our 

hiring. That we try to be as much a part of the community as its protector 
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015:   Actually, I just had this conversation again the other day as my wife, and I look forward 

to retirement.  We were considering moving south.  I think that I don't want to say it's 

hidden, but a lot of times in law enforcement, you guys become friends with other law 

enforcement officers. I think it's because you spend more time together, but there's also 

that you know sort of theory that no one else understands the daily things that we see and 

feel and do. So, you sort of gravitating to the people that understand that. You know I 

honestly right now a lot of my friends that are not in law enforcement I haven't seen them 

in a long time. And that's what we were talking about. 

016:   I believe there is a unique culture in law enforcement.  Because you know just the 

livelihood that we live in.  It's almost I hate to use the term brotherhood because you 

know I guess the demographics of law enforcement has changed over the years. But 

there's a family network that does exist within law enforcement. 

017:   I mean we deal with our professionals are so unique that we do deal with so many 

different things, I think.  You know there is definitely a police culture.  I mean that when 

we deal with things that people will never see and people will never understand.  So, I'd 

imagine to be nor be just. Natural to kind of have like an inner circle where only a few of 

us.  In that profession kind of know what we have to deal with on a day to day basis.  So, 

I think that we would probably you know.  There would be like you know an internal 

culture and then obviously you know the public. 

018:  No, I don't believe it. No 

019:   Yes.  I do.  Yeah, I mean, it's something that I kind of I love about law enforcement. 

There's a brotherhood. 
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020:   If you're referring to the thin blue line culture, I would assume you know what we're. 

When we're a lot of people but we're one type of person, and you know we're in a 

fishbowl the proverbial fishbowl, or we're under the microscope all the time. So, if we 

don't have each other to rely on or you know the backup or so where I'm looking for no 

backup but the support of our own community. You know, I mean.  I think we're kind of 

in a world of hurt quite honestly. 

C) What do you believe is the public perception of the culture?   

Accepting the premise of police culture, the officers were asked how they believed the 

public perceived this culture.  Figure 14 is the collective response followed by individual 

answers. 

 

Figure 14. Public perception of police culture 

Participants Responses: 

011:   Not a very good one at the moment.  I know they see these body cams dash cams of 

officers getting involved shootings and without getting the full facts right away. 

30%
uncertain

70%
negative
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012:   It's a mix. People are divided.  Some people still don't look at me when I go by and snub 

me. Other people wave and want to buy me coffee.  You know, thanked me for my 

service.  But it's divided.  

013:   There are some people I interact with that just hate cops, and they hate cops.  I've been 

told numerous times I hate cops. But you're all right. I like you.  I think it shows how you 

interact with people.  Not using your own.  I mean, I answered no to that.  I don't find 

myself fighting race or sex having a bias against anybody 

014:   N/A 

015:   Well, I think they see police as being secretive when that kind of stuff happens. 

016:   I believe it's a negative perception. I, you know, the public believes that it's almost like a 

cult. That we take care of our own that we give favors and allow laws to be broken, 

which isn't true. I just think there's more or less you know the culture is we have to watch 

out for each other. But we are not above the law. 

017:   Yeah, as I said, they think that it's.  You know do as I say, not as I do, and you know kind 

of like a yoyo.  Why you know why this can what you know why a different set of rules 

for police is there.  But again, it's a kind of a fine line where you want to. Help.  Or 

maybe have discretion for certain things inside that inner circle just like I said based on. 

People want you to know n that culture you know band together having to deal with 

certain things that we deal with. 

018:   Probably they think that just because we're cops, we're not human.  And if we stop 

someone that's a cop, we're not going to use discretion, which is false.  Leaves discretion, 

everyone. 
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019:   I don't know.  I don't know if it will because there's many guys in the county, but the 

group is called brothers before others. And it's a police group that you know focuses on 

taking care of one another right now. Times of trouble.  You know whatever.  Suicide 

prevention.  Tons of things.  They also do a lot for the community.  But.  The public will 

look at that title.  They look at our flag our blue line flag, and they say well it's, you 

know. You ask.  You're segregating yourself; you know you're divisive. Yeah.  Yeah, 

you're divisive 

020:   I think nowadays given again the media and what not you know they feed into a lot of it 

where a lot of people think that we: you know law enforcement nowadays is untouchable. 

You know where.  No matter what we do while you're above the law and that's just 

simply not the case. 

D) How does this culture impact public trust?   

This question was a follow-up to the previous question resulting from the officers' 

unanimous position that the public does not understand their function.  Figure 15 displays the 

collective responses followed by individual answers. 
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Figure 15. Public perception create mistrust? 

Participants Responses: 

011:   They portray us as the bad guys, and the outside people don't realize what we have to go 

through, and the judgment calls that decision-making right off the bat. What we need to 

do 

012:   I think just in the back of your mind, you wonder how everything is any decision that you 

make will be perceived, whether it be from your superiors and or just people in general.   

013:   Because they don't understand there a brotherhood, yes.  We're out there, basically 

putting our lives on the line for each other. I look at my partner; he looks at me.  We 

know we're gonna get into something like we're all we have, and I don't think the general 

public understands that they just see what we the media puts out. You know they haven't 

really been through.  

014:   n/a 

30% no

70% yes
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015:   The big word now is transparency you know, and everybody wants access to records and 

so that things are transparent and they feel like that that that you know brothers before 

others sort of thing alienates us and in that we think that we are the higher power or 

whatever and it's not the case it's just that most people don't understand what we see and 

do on a daily basis and I joke a lot of times that you know if regular citizens saw our 

sense of humor sometimes they would be appalled.  But that's part of what you have to do 

if you're going to succeed in this job.  You have to have a great sense of humor, and a lot 

of times, we joke about the arc.  We joke we joke about the horrible things that we've 

seen.  But if you don't like that, I feel like that's kind of like you're out. And some of my 

friends that aren't in the profession you know that they would be like What the heck's 

wrong with you that you're joking about that. 

016:   I think it's a negative impact. I still think the public doesn't trust us because of that.  

017:   Yeah, I think we Yeah.  I think over the years.  Yeah definitely. But now you know I 

think you know we're taking a turn where I don't think in this day and age I think we're 

seeing a different trend where I think everybody does. You know everybody in law 

enforcement knows that everything is in the public eye.  Everything is going to be under 

a microscope is going to be.  Everything is open to the public.  And I think people need to 

as long as everybody.  It is on that same wavelength.  And unfortunately, sometimes we 

can be our own worst enemies and do kind of think that we're held to a different standard, 

but we're really not 

018:   Does not believe in culture. 

019:   You're segregating yourself; you know you're divisive.  Yeah. Yeah, you're divisive. And 

that is a line which it's not about that.  And I've heard it a million times. You know you 
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cops think you're better than everybody else in the law. For the cultural aspect of it. I 

would say it’s probably 30 percent of the public.  At least around here 40 30 40 in our 

area right where we're not favorable to any negative impact on public trust. Yeah, I would 

say so.  Sure.  

020:   I think to an extent certain one especially and more so now the younger groups. 

Research Question 3: What Effect Do External Influencers, the Media, or Body-Worn 

Cameras Have on the Use of Police Discretion? 

1) What Factors External to Policing Influence Your Police Discretion? 

The officers were asked about external factors in which they interact with that might have 

an impact on their application of police discretion.  Figure 16 illustrates the responses and is 

followed by individual answers. 

 

Figure 16. External factors that affect discretion. 

Participants Responses: 

011:    No there are none 
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012:    I don't think it does 

013:   None 

014:  No response (like the media) yes 

015:   Yeah, I think that's where that's where it's more I probably should have if I knew that 

question was coming, I would have saved my answer for that one.  That's where I think 

you know it's more or less like how you were brought up and stuff like that. However, 

other external factors you know I mean you read about it all the time.  It could be what's 

going on in your personal life so immediate.  But I mean somewhere you read about it. 

Right, right, So, I, but I mean you have a guy whom you know I don't know, maybe he's 

going through a divorce or something like that. He comes to work; you don't want to be 

here. So, if he does get sent to a call.  You know, unfortunately, his mindset might be 

frustrating.  And he's like you know what. You did this.  Guess what.  You know I'm 

locking you up I'm charging you with this or vice versa.  You get a guy who's having a 

troubled home life, and he just wants to put the blinders on and just wants to get back to 

the station and sit down because he's got a lot going on.  And again, these aren't excuses, 

but these are real-life things that are going on.  

016:   In light of you know the last few years the media and the overall you know the overall 

opinion of law enforcement from the public, it has influenced the way I police just 

because now I almost second guess the situation was going into a situation now.  

017:   Yeah, I guess I guess I guess you can kind of say the same thing.  I mean, I guess you 

know internal or external.  I mean, I'm sure you know there's gonna be influences.  

018:   I just do my job follow the rules, and that's what you wear body cam we wear the mike 

packs, but we have dashboard cams OK. 
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019:   Yeah especially with cell phones and social media and social media and you know you 

hear you're guilty in the public perception before 

020:   I mean, the media's got a lot to do with police and police agencies anymore 

A) How the media impact your police discretion?   

As a follow-up to the previous question in which the participants referenced the media as 

a dominant external factor on their application of police discretion, they were asked exactly how.  

Collective responses are illustrated by Figure 17 and are allowed up by individual answers. 

 

Figure 17. Does the media affect discretion? 

Participants Responses: 

011:   The media.  Yeah, they tend to portray the police to be bad guys a lot of times, and they 

make us look bad. We're trained with lots of training through the academy, and then even 

after the Academy, you got yearly training with the use of force domestic violence and all 

30% yes

70% no
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that stuff o as long as I'm doing my job, and I'm doing it right. I have no issues with the 

media. 

012:   Sure, it's not a nice thing to end up before others. You consider how you deal with 

minorities and or minorities in.  In our town, as Hispanics as a big population and race 

and race is a big thing now that.  It seems to blow up on the media, and in the back of 

your mind, you are wondering if you know this is gonna be something that is spotlighted. 

013:   It doesn't 

014:   Yes.  If there's no support among the media and they get the impression that the public 

doesn't support you, I'm sure guys tend to lay off; they don't see that then happened, you 

know they're not going to be inclined to enforce a lot of the minor violations. You can 

take a hands-off approach.  I think we saw in Baltimore 

015:   The media.  Right now, it's terrible. I mean, the world seems to be anti-law enforcement 

right now.  I feel like it goes in cycles, and it's you know what.  Post 9/11, everybody 

loved law enforcement.  You know then it was you know for a while he had black lives 

matter and stuff like that.  And now there's ATF like all this stuff.  But right now, it's just 

I don't know the world. You know I have these discussions with guys all the time, and I 

have.  While.  Roughly four and a half years left and some days I can't wait to retire just 

cause I've told my wife this morning actually I'm definitely afraid of where the world is 

going right now and what I mean by that is you know you have all these situations going 

on which would have been handled differently but lately they're lackadaisical if you will. 

You know there was there's a video in the media right now of an NYPD officer that was 

down on his back; it just happened a few days ago. And I don't know if you saw that, but 

the suspect is on top of them, and he has a female backup who has her baton out, and 
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she's basically tapping him on the back just saying Get off him get off and get off him 

because she's afraid of it's clearly on video from people standing there, but it appears as 

though she's afraid of. If I whack this guy to get them off him, you know someone is 

going to bring me up on charges or whatever.  And it's just a shame because it's a 

situation that could have went really bad. And luckily, other officers came and started 

ripping them off and wrestling the guy to the ground.  

016:   There's always that fear of you know am I handled this the right way because you know 

the way we are portrayed in the media or in the public eye. 

017:   Yeah, it's kind of one of those things you know you.  Either if you're doing something, 

you're you know.  You're coming down on somebody too hard, but if you're not doing it, 

then you're not doing your job right. So, it's kind of like you're unfortunately kind of 

you're damned if you do and damned if you know you give a break you're kind of like not 

doing your job. You let people go, and you have you know administrative expectations 

you know for the patrol guys.  So you're kind of they're kind of expecting you to produce, 

but then you know you have a community that you're you know sworn to protect and 

uphold the law, but you don't want to really come down too hard on him. So, it's kind of I 

mean it really is a balancing act. 

018:   None.  

019:   Well, today's media, it seems I hear guilty before any information comes out, you know. 

So. I would say that it's a little harder to give discretion in certain areas. 

In media certainly does influence a lot of that, and I think a lot of the people that the 

influence feeds into there that the media feeds into influence your decision making as 

well. 
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020:   No, I think the majority of us just come to do our job because this is what we signed up to 

do 

B) How do body-worn cameras affect your police discretion?   

Although only one police department in Warren County utilized body-worn cameras, the 

officers were asked what effect they thought these cameras would have on the application of 

discretion.  Figure 18 illustrated the collective responses followed by individual answers. 

 

Figure 18. Would body cameras affect discretion? 

Participants Responses: 

011:   It's hard for me to say because we don't wear body-worn cameras elsewhere; however, we 

do have dash cams, so that kind of mix is going to be a little more professional, but after 

a while.  You're doing realize you have the camera, so it's just like second nature. 

012:   I don't think it would. Actually, we typically have the body mikes on with a camera in on 

the patrol cars, so things are monitored now.  It's there, so I don't think I would change 

anything I do. 

30% yes

70% no
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013:   No effect 

014:   I don't think it would.  I don't think it would affect us at all. I think it would help us with 

it.  False complaints.  Internal Affairs investigations.  But the problem is the policy that 

they put forth in this state has to have it on all the time.  They dictated the policy which 

prevented a lot of departments will go into it.  And the back end when the cameras just 

give you, we have to hire a new person you know a new officer just to review all the 

footage and categorize.  And block out faces and all that. 

015:   They would tighten things up.  But there's good and bad to everything. And the problem 

with body cams the way I see it is if you have a shooting situation the body cam is going 

to show like let's say from the officer's torso what he should have seen where he could 

conceivably be looking to the left or to the right. And now you know the officers can are 

human; they make mistakes.  But what I'm the only thing that I would be scared about 

with the body cams is it would perceive. You know when someone's watching the video 

what they think the officer saw but unless that unless it's mounted on a pair of glasses, 

you're not actually going to see what the officer's actually looking at. And if I draw 

something out or you or I put something away, and you don't see it. Now maybe I just 

threw the gun down, but quickly looked over there, and now you know what I mean.  So, 

I think if it's used in the totality of the circumstances, it could be a good tool. But 

unfortunately, you know video and even audio is a lot of times used as the judge the sole 

judge in what's going on. 

016:   I think body cameras would be a positive influence on law enforcement.  

017:   Again, in this day and age, everything is discoverable.  Everything is OPRA; you know 

everything is available to the public.  Somebody comes in and wants a copy of a certain.  
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You know if somebody gets it goes back to if somebody got a ticket the same violation if 

somebody got a ticket and somebody didn't get it they get somebody they're going to 

wonder why them and not me or why you know why me not them.  So, I think you have 

to pick and choose or if you.  You wrote somebody or arrested somebody for whatever 

reason you're going to have to explain it whether you did what you did or what you didn't 

do. 

018:   No effect. 

019:   Well again I.  This wouldn't be fair for our department because we have a good 

administration. They trust our decisions for the most part.  But, as I said, you have a body 

camera on, and you might give a break to certain people it is all discoverable, then go 

back and look at everything. 

020:   No effect.  

2) Historically Individuals of Certain Identifiable Societal Groups, Ethnic, Gender Orientation, 

Origin, Racial, Sexual, and Others, Have Complained of Unequal Treatment by The Police 

Community.  What Type, If Any, Of Diversity Discretion Is Discussed Within the Ranks of Police 

Departments?  

The officers where asked if there was any consideration given to the use of discretion, 

specifically with respect to historically marginalized groups of people.  Figure 19 indicates the 

collective results followed by individual answers 
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Figure 19. Diversity discretion training. 

Participants Responses: 

011:   There is well above with the ranks with us; there's no discussion of any type of culture. 

We get trained in.  We just had training with the guys with Sikhs.  The Indian culture is 

we're constantly learning different cultures so we could adapt to them when we have to 

deal with a call go into their residence and the proper etiquette.  So, we're better 

equipped, so we don't insult them and their culture. 

012:   Not necessarily other than the A.G. guidelines have handed down things about the 

Hispanic cultures and whether or not there is anything of legal status.  We're not allowed 

to ask certain questions anymore. 

013:   Specific Training?  Yeah.  To special interest groups.  Yes.  More so towards the 

LGBTQ.  OK.  We're getting more training.  A lot of people use different pronouns now 
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and.  So, we're getting training, and they are the word of the. Yeah, they were. Yeah. 

Exactly.  Instead of he, she.  So, we have received training on that. 

014:   Diversity discretion.  We treat everybody the same.  In the same matter respect as 

anybody else.  The state has had training, and it's going to be having training next year, 

for I don't know if I am saying this right, LGBTQ+.  I think it is. 

015:   Absolutely.  And that's this again it's coming out from the state now. There's it's called 

clear training. I forget the actual acronym right now, but it's the state keeps putting it out, 

and it's mandated that every officer has it. There was.  You know I think last year it was 

minorities.  This year was.  The gay, lesbian transsexual  

016:   I don't think that there's any kind of official discretion, but I know there's been 

experiences. And we do have you know a different demographic there's been a change in 

demographics within the county and specifically within this municipality. And I think 

more specifically younger officers handle these situations based on a culture a race 

because again the media perception or the public perception they almost have a fear that 

they're going to be portrayed as that negative officer or that bad officer. 

017:   Yeah, and we've had training.  I know you know; I think.  New Jersey we're trying to.  I 

think they're trying to get ahead of the game, and I know we have.  We have a new 

guideline directive based on you know LG D LG TB  

And I think it's you know there's a lot of and everything is always changing and evolving 

on what you can say and what you can't say.  So, I think you know they just put a 

directive out for 2020.  On how to handle certain people in that category.  Also, to you 

know.  In all different ethnicities and it just it's difficult for us because there is so much. 

There's so many different categories and how to.  To handle each and every one 
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differently.  But I think that's you know that's kind of where law enforcement is now, 

we're expected to do more. 

018:  There are A.G. guidelines for that.  It's the new one that came out a few months ago. So 

yeah. 

019:   Yeah.  So, any kind of candid discussion about discretion towards those groups. I 

wouldn't say there's any training for discretion.  How things are in training for discretion 

period.  We do have bias incident training. 

020:  There are definitely ways to reach out and do stuff as far as it goes like training and 

whatnot.  You know we have to go to training twice a year; it's mandatory in a lot of that 

now with the issues at hand. Let us know kind of tell us how to deal with certain subjects 

you know again race color religion sexual orientation whatever the case may be.  So, I 

mean the training is there the options are there but as far as influencing gender or I'm 

sorry not gender discretion I mean I think that comes down to the individual. Everybody's 

got to realize that again going back to mine the empathy thing I don't care who you are or 

what you do or what you identify as you're gonna be treated the same as whom I feel you 

are what you do or what you identify as it is what it is you know I'm going to tell you any 

differently based on that. 

Research Question 4: Are Police Officers Trained, Supervised, and Supported When Using 

Police Discretion? 

1) Were You Trained on How to Use Discretion Either at The Police Academy or by Your 

Current Police Department? 

The participants were asked about their training history regarding the use of discretion. 

Figure 20 states the collective results followed by individual answers. 
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Figure 20. Basic training on discretion. 

Participants Responses: 

011:   They teach the teacher a little bit.  It's the assigned of the supervisors here.  They tell you 

it's officers’ discretion if the if you want to cut them a break or on a speeding ticket or 

one night.  They don't enforce the got to meet certain guidelines stating that this is the 

way it has to be if they're speeding, you have to give them a ticket they always use your 

discretion if they're being going back to being polite and courteous to an officer.  It's up 

to you if you want to be decent and kind of a little slack. 

012:    No. 

013:   I'd really say. Neither.  

014:   I don't believe so.  

015:   Yeah.  I mean I don't know how much you can say that you're trained in the use of 

discretion, but yeah there was there were classes on ethics police ethics I believe was the 
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section and you know I went to the secret, so it was troopers, but they would give their 

stories of you know there's a bag of money.  No one's going to know kind of thing.  But I 

think more importantly, once you take that oath. You know it's not a matter of what 

you've learned or maybe how you were raised a little bit, but you know once you took 

that oath, you kind of sold yourself to being righteous. 

016:   Yeah, we were trained I think it was again it comes down to more situational the way 

what I remember from the academy is it's been over a decade.  It's more or less certain 

scenarios more or less like how you say it environmental. Some things that may occur out 

in a more rural area may be handled differently that more of like a city area.  Let's just 

say a simple narcotic arrest more of an urban city. They are focusing on enforcing 

narcotics, but they're looking for more dangerous or more quantity.  They're not looking 

for the local user and so forth.  We're like out here.  We may enforce it a little bit 

different because it's not as common.  

017:   I feel like the Academy from what I remember is more kind of the bare bones.  I think the 

discretionary training comes more when you're on your field training. By your field 

training officer, your supervisor, whoever that is.  You know, and I think I think that it's 

universal that when you get the Academy you're you know you think that you're gonna be 

dodging a barrage of bullets every day or you're thinking but those more critical things 

you know the officer safety stuff where you know they wash their hands and everything, 

but you know when you get out it's more you know this is what it's really like you know 

to be aware of that stuff, but you're going to deal more with Hey I know this guy.  Can 

you give me you know give me a break or you know you know something more? 

018:   Yes.  (Which one?) Both. 
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019:   Honestly, I don't remember if I was, I don't recall.  I don't think so. 

020:   The department.  Police academy teaches you and prepares you for the way things are 

supposed to be done and makes it the absolute.  

A) Are there any rules or regulations regarding the use of discretion?   

The officers were asked about their regulatory structure of the use of discretion.  The 

collective results are seen in Figure 21, followed by individual answers. 

 

Figure 21. Rules on discretion. 

Participants Responses: 

011:   No.  

012:   Yes, from motor vehicle laws stuff like that where we're not necessarily issuing 

summonses, but we can give warnings because it's not always.  But it's educating people 

also okay with the laws.  I don't know that it's in the rules and regulations  

013:   No  

014:   I believe we do on motor vehicle stops.  
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015:   Not that I'm aware of. OK. 

016:  I honestly know that there's I've had this experience recently.  There's no discretion if 

there's a mandatory arrest that should be affected.  You do not have discretion when it 

comes down to that.  So there are certain aspects of title 39, and there are certain aspects 

of maturity to see that if it's a requirement to arrest, you don't have the discretion to do so 

without a monitored or supervised, and you're nice of discretion. 

017:   I wouldn't say no I don't think that's something that's kind of in a policy that you know 

when you give this kind of a gut feeling based on the officer.  Yes, it is a tough thing to.  

It's something that you have to kind of learn over time, I think. Okay.  When you went 

out to do it. 

018:   I believe so 

019:   For me, like honestly, it was always an unwritten rule right. 

020:  Off the top of the head I don't believe so 

B) Are you monitored or supervised in your use of police discretion?   

The officers were asked about the level of daily supervision regarding the use of 

discretion.  Figure 22 illustrates collective results followed by individual answers. 
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Figure 22. Daily Supervision discretion. 

Participants Responses: 

011:    There's really no monitoring of discretion.  

012:   Not regularly.  

013:   We wear body cams.  OK.  So, do electronically we have 

014:  Yes 

015:   Yeah well we have now that you know, we're get we're getting back to we had them in 

the past, and they stopped work, and we got rid of them all, but now we're back to the 

body microphones and they there is policy on those, and I guess this kind of goes with 

discretion because they have to be left on the entire time that you're talking to the 

citizens.  Once you get to a call and they can be muted when you're just discussing with 

officers, but they have to be turned back on again when you go back to talk to.  So, audio 

and it's just a dash cam that's associated with that. So, I don't really know how much it's. 
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016:   Yes, we definitely are.  I believe.  You know the chain of command from our immediate 

supervisor, our sergeants, our lieutenants, and administration.  Just to kind of go back to 

such a recent situation.  There was a motor vehicle incident that did occur.  I believed I 

was able to use my discretion and it came out a came about that I.  Was not able to use 

my discretion, and there should have been a mandatory arrest during that situation, and 

that came down two days after the incident was reviewed 

017:   I would imagine your front-line supervisor would probably know you know if you know 

we used to have a thing here where we would track warnings and tickets and as we still 

kind of do.  So I mean if you're a young officer in your stop and more you know a lot of 

cars, and you see more warnings than tickets you know that usually would be addressed. 

And maybe they would ask why.  

018:   Yes.  

019:   Monitor.  Well, yes, I mean.  I mean, I guess in a roundabout way.  I mean, all your 

numbers are in there.  Right, car stops to motor vehicle summons the arrest.  You know, 

so I guess in an indirect way, you're OK. 

020:   Yeah.  You know, to an extent. 

C) Are you assessed or evaluated in reference to your use of police discretion?   

The officers were asked about yearly organizational evaluation regarding the use of 

police discretion.  Figure 23 illustrates collective results followed by individual answers. 
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Figure 23. Annual evaluations on discretion.  

Participants Responses: 

011:    No. 

012:  Somewhat, I think it's only.  An incident like a certain incident comes up in a higher 

profile than you're going to be scrutinized a little more.  That's where someone may judge 

an outcome 

013:  No. 

014:  Yes.  

015:   No.  But you are audio supervised or audio, so yeah.  Supervisor. 

016:   Yes. 

017:  Yeah, I think I think everything is everything; every number is tracked.  To a certain 

extent at the end while you know review time I think they would say you know you're 

kind of on one side or the other side maybe if you do if you wrote all  

30% yes

70% no

ANNUAL EVALUATION ON DISCRETION
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018:   Correct.  

019:   I mean, all your numbers are in there.  Right. 

020:   I think they look at it and sometimes they may say you know I've had years where it's hey 

you're a little too lenient. In other years where they say hey, maybe you should just slow 

down a little bit. 

2) Almost Every Profession Involves the Use of Personal Discretion in Some Form.  Why Do You 

Think Police Discretion Is So Examined and/or Controversial? 

Officers were asked why discretion is so controversial in police work relative to other 

occupations.  Figure 24 illustrates collective responses followed by individual answer. 

 

 

Figure 24. Why is police discretion so controversial? 

Participants Responses: 

011:   I think the media and that's the side people make it so controversial because they don't 

like it. Going back to, they don't get the full facts right away from the call. And so, when 

5

4

1

misunderstood consequences media

WHY IS POLICE DISCRETION SO CONTROVERSIAL
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our when we make the decision.  It becomes controversial because we're there at the 

moment, so they don't know 

012:   I would say.  Somebody that some of those situations we are put in are life and death 

situations.  Which I think you know is a bigger deal in which paper you would do before 

the others. 

013:   I think there's a lot of what-ifs. Or why not.  For example, and why didn't the officers 

shoot the person in the arm, and you know. Not shoot to kill.  I think there's a lot of not 

understanding the job. I work for a department where we have a lot of tools.  We carry a 

firearm we have a Taser.  We have our batons.  We have our OC [Oleoresin capsicum] 

spray.  But I think no matter what is chosen, it is going to be questioned by the public that 

doesn't understand. 

014:   Because we're under a microscope for everything. And you know we're always in the 

media so it's always going to be looked at and it has a major effect on people's lives.  

015:   I think because the other side of it is that you know because we seem to get blamed, you 

know.  How many times has the offender said to me You ruined my life you know 

because he was drunk driving and hit another car or whatever and you know I said you 

know I try to say listen I didn't do this you did this if you didn't hit another car I probably 

could have gave you a break.  But there's a victim in this situation now.  You didn't just 

hit the curb.  You don't mean you hit it; you hit a car and his family's house a car now is 

supposed to take their kids to school every day.  Luckily, no one was killed kind of thing. 

So, I think that with our discretion, you know you can kind of make or break someone's 

future.  You know again there is no discretion with drugs per se, but you know you take 

it, you take a drug case where you pull over a car, and there are drugs in the car.  Yeah.  I 
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mean theoretically, you could pretend you never saw it, and that person doesn't go to jail, 

but you know now all of a sudden that person gets fired from their job their license is 

suspended. 

016:   I believe it's so examined controversial because they believe that it's a corrupt system. 

They do not understand the public doesn't really understand that the discretion may 

benefit them as well.  I use discretion you know daily based on each situation, and they 

don't see that discretion can sometimes or most likely be.  For the better or for the good.  

If we didn't have the ability to use discretion, everybody would get arrested.  Everybody 

would get a traffic ticket every time we stopped you or had contact with you there'd be 

some kind of complaint or some kind of ticket or summons. 

017:   Well again, we there's no other profession where you can take people's rights away.  

Their liberties and you know that you know there's money and there's you know it's 

expensive you know it's just that.  Whether you're talking about an arrest where you're 

talking about, you know lawsuits you're talking about everything is.  It's magnified. 

018:   Well, it impacts the person directly, whether it's present time or future.AI jobs in the 

future. They've got to care for their family.  So, if they get jammed up now.  Their family 

might feel the impacts later on. 

019:   Well, because you're talking about people's freedom. I mean.  Your ability to get a job 

your livelihood, you know.  Just discretion when it's not given you know people go to 

jail. 

020:   I think I guess because we are guided or made, not made, I guess because we're so that's I 

guess scrutinized would be the word. You know we can you know we're guided by 

certain rules regulations policies procedures regardless of what we do, you know.  So, it's 
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either. You didn't do enough. You did too much, you know.  I just think that that's.  OK.  

That's part of the issue nowadays, too so.  

3) What Would You Do Regarding the Use of Police Discretion, Which Would Provide Fairness 

and Equity for Both The Law Enforcement Community and the Citizens? 

The participants were asked how their use of discretion can improve their communities and 

the police profession.  Figure 25 illustrates collective responses followed by individual answers.  

 

 

Figure 25. Discretion enhancement 

Participants Responses: 

011:   There isn't really much I could really think of but the.  The biggest thing would be to try 

to get the people to understand better what we do.  So, then that way, they don't portray 

us, and they have little more confidence in us of the decision-making process and what 

we go through. 

012:    (Is there any you can think of?) I don't think so 
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013:   More community policing.  I think opening our doors to people who want to have 

conversations.  It's not an easy job.  It's not an easy job get; it is an easy job to keep; it's 

not an easy job to do.  It's very different from a nine to five job. For me, a big thing is 

community policing.  It's always come up to me and have a conversation. I think I was 

telling you before we're sorry that recording is, we have a very military esque uniform 

now.  So, I think people see the uniform, and if they're not, they're scared or afraid it can 

be intimidating. There is a person under that uniform 

014:   Just promote it through training and hiring process it's questions we ask well we're doing 

the hiring process you know what people's feelings are on discretion.  We don't want 

somebody coming in and just being a hammer, you know, writing everybody locking 

everybody up. Just training in the atmosphere. 

015:   And make directives on what must be done and given situations.  I just truly believe that I 

try to use the term situational awareness a lot because every situation is different, so I 

don't think that would be the solution. But I don't think it's a good solution because every 

situation is going to be different and that's why I think discretion is a good thing because 

again going back to decision making with discretion I think you know if you can make 

your decisions and have discretion based on what you think the outcome is going to be.  

If you're trying to look out for people in general, meaning the citizens and the person that 

you're considering making the decision on, you know if you can make a decision that is 

going to improve them in some cases, improving them means arresting them or charging 

them. 

016:   I think as far as discretion, I think there needs to be maybe just an overall maybe 

guidance system.  I mean, I know we're trained to use the same motor vehicle.  If it's 



DECISION MAKING PROCESS OF POLICE OFFICERS 121 

 

 

something like. A speeding we have a guideline of what we would downgrade to use our 

discretion.  But I think if there is almost like a blanket discretionary maybe training that 

we can make it in the eyes of the public fair to everybody you know or maybe education 

we can educate the public. I think it would be beneficial to the whole discretionary topic. 

017:   Again, I think I think you know.  It's a balancing act that you have to take into 

consideration; you know that you're your personal feelings and beliefs and experiences, 

and you know you treat everybody how you would want to be treated you know, and you 

have to be realistic too because you know nobody wants it. I mean if you maybe but 

because you have to be realistic because some people be like well you know I never 

deserve to pay the piper so to speak whether that's whatever that is you know. So, but.  If 

I do something wrong.  Me personally, I expect the consequence.  I think everybody has 

if you read.  And with that being sometimes said you know depending on the situation 

depending on the infraction or offense or whatever you want to call it you know there you 

know it doesn't necessarily have to be to the highest level. 

018:   Personally.  I don't write many tickets unless a violation is Major a DUI, or it puts 

someone's life in jeopardy.  But I don't like to jam people for anything which I don't do at 

all.  That's pretty much it.  

019:   Training, you know.  And we have had this like the whole community policing aspect. 

It's been very popular for the last. At least 10, 15 years.  You know here in New Jersey at 

least in our county out I don't know statewide. But you know we have things like 

National Night Out.  We have coffee with a cop.  We have, you know.  Many times, 

throughout the year where we are interacting with the public on a non-police level.  

Know we have guys that you know do downtown walk on patrol.  Let me ask you how. 
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020:   I don't know. I mean.  Again, empathy is that is the key.  You just got it.  You got to put 

yourself in everybody's position and see where you were being stuck.  But you know the 

absolutes are there.  There are certain things you don't have discretion on.  You've got to 

do what you've got to do.  And that's the end of the story. 
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 Chapter 5: Findings  

The findings of the research found that police officers spend the majority of their time 

making decisions.  The spectrum of these decisions is vast, ranging from pedestrian to life and 

death.  The bulk of their decision is not based upon structured or directed orders, but rather self-

initiated action based on their discretion.  Discretion…action that by their own words, police 

officers use regularly and routinely.  Discretion…action is not mentioned in any law book or any 

set of rules, regulations, policies, or procedures.  Johnson (2015), Executive Director of the 

Mississippi Association of Police Chiefs, stated, “Discretion is the cornerstone of the justice 

system” (p. 1).  Finally, discretion…an action the like many police officers across the nation, 

Warren County Police Officers had negligible training, no direction, little supervision, and no 

evaluation. Considering the severity of the consequences, there needs to be a path a better way 

Findings Assessment 

The research was conducted using purposive methodology and it was intent out finding the 

results to the following research questions: 

1. What role does police discretion play in police officers' decision-making process? 

2. What effect do internal influencers, personal bias, peer pressure, police sub-culture have 

on the use of police discretion? 

3. What effect do external influencers, the media, or body-worn cameras have on the use of 

police discretion? 

4. Are police officers trained, supervised, and supported when using police discretion? 

The interviews were segmented into three sections, an overview, a scripted semi-structured 

tape conversation, and a debriefing.  Each research segment had specific questions about the 

information sought by that question,  
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Research Question 1 

What role does police discretion play in police officers decision-making process? 

1. What percentage of your tour of duty do you believe you spend making decisions? 

a. In the course of your police duties do you have a designed thought process when 

making decisions 

b. How has that process changed over time? 

c. What percentage of these decisions do you believe are discretionary? 

2. What is your understanding of the concept of police discretion? 

a. What is the primary reference source you utilize in the application of police 

discretion? 

b. Non -responsive discretionary patrol time consumes a significant portion of your 

tour of duty.  There are thousands of laws you have an unrealistic expectation to 

uphold.  What is the prioritization process of which laws you do enforce? 

Credible research is silent as to actual percentages of time is police officers spend making 

decisions, or to the actual number, they make throughout a tour of duty but is anecdotally and 

professionally accepted they spend a majority of their time making decisions. Anthony (2018) 

suggested that perhaps these decisions are not only the most plentiful but also the most impactful 

made by police officers not at the administrative level but rather right on the street.  The research 

remained consistent with that perspective as the Warren County police officers indicated they 

spent 76.1% of their time making decisions.  When asked if their decision making changed over 

their careers, the consensus of the participants was that it improved.  The one common element 

named for this improvement was experienced.  There is in-depth research conducted about 

experiential learning, but most suggest similar dynamics to those suggested by Kolb (2009),    
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The concept of embedding real-world experiences into the classroom is grounded 

experiential learning theory as developed by Learning is a four-stage integrated process 

where each stage mutually supports and feeds into the next.  The cycle consists of the 

following four components: concrete experiences, reflective observation, abstract 

conceptualization, and active experimentation.  (p. 44) 

  There lies the problem with the participant's response.  As they often work by 

themselves, how do they complete the elements of the mentioned cycle or something 

comparable?  The question remains whether they simply become more comfortable making 

decisions the more they most do so, or do they make more effective decisions.  At this time, 

there is no quantitative data to determine that question. 

  As with the decision-making question, there are little but estimations as to the number of 

discretionary decisions Warren County officers make.  Although they indicated, they spent 

64.3% of their time making discretionary decisions.  This is relative in light of what George 

Kelling (1999) presented in his research report to the United States Department of Criminal 

Justice stated, “the idea that police, for example, made arrest decisions simply based on whether 

or not a law had been violated was simply an inaccurate portrayal of how police worked” (p. 22). 

Kinsey (2010) suggested that police officers would be like “dogs chasing their tails “ if the was a 

lawful requirement or public appetite for police officers to follow and enforce the letter of the 

law. The research suggests a majority allotment of time for police officers use their discretion to 

perform their worn duties. 

  The research questions then proceeded seamlessly to explore this idea of police discretion 

further.  Each of the candidates was asked what discretion meant to them, and in an inverse data 

saturation development, they all gave different answers, needing to give examples as a method of 
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explanation.  Treebold (2018) described a working definition of police discretion as “the means 

the power and ability to make decisions” (para. 2).  Neilsen (2011) stated that the entire concept 

of police discretion merely is making choices that are the fundamental function of police 

officers,  “We are limited by law and our department policy, but to be honest, oftentimes real 

police work becomes an art of tapping into your common sense” (p. 1).  Kelling (1999) also 

contended that the use of police discretion was prevalent throughout all levels of policing and 

that generations of police leaders have allowed people to believe that enforcement of laws was 

based upon face value violations. Law Teacher (2018) stated, “Discretion is defined as the power 

or right to decide or act according to one's judgment” and that “ Law enforcement, out of 

necessity, must engage in selective enforcement regarding the enforcement of laws” (para. 1).  

The researcher has defined police discretion as “a responsibility placed upon police officers to 

make situational decisions based on values, education, experience and circumstances in a manner 

which promotes safety, orderliness, and resolution and which may not be defined by law.” 

After giving their responses defining what they perceived discretion to be, the officers 

were then asked what they utilized as their primary reference source when using police 

discretion.  Kelling (1999) suggested that the officer must make decisions based on internalized 

knowledge and skill.  Saunders (1992) suggests police discretion may be “dependent on a 

number of variables that may include race and class, but other factors such as age, gender, 

demeanor, offense seriousness, and victim attitude may also play a part in police decisions” (para 

1).  The responding officers did not have a consensus of reference points, but 40% once again 

deferred to experience.  

As previously acknowledged, conventional wisdom accepted that non-responsive 

discretionary patrol time consumed a significant portion of the officers' tours of duty, and there 
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are thousands of laws people have an unrealistic expectation of them to uphold they were asked 

what the prioritization process of which laws you do enforce is?  Wooditch, Duhaime, and 

Meyer (2016) indicated that despite the best efforts of organizations to structure the behavior of 

its personnel, the unpredictability of the environment in which police officers function requires 

them to remain unstructured in order to interpret and translate formal policies into practical 

operation tactics.  There was no indication that any of the officers' agencies had a formal or 

informal enforcement prioritization process. 

Research Question 2 

What effect do internal influencers, personal bias, peer pressure, police sub-culture have on the 

use of police discretion? 

3. What factors, internal to policing, influence your police discretion? 

a. How do personal biases impact your police discretion? 

b. How does peer pressure impact your police discretion? 

4. Do you believe the claim by many that there is a culture unique to only police officers? 

Explain 

c. What do you believe is the public perception of the culture? 

d. How does this culture impact public trust? 

When the officers were asked about any internal factors which impact their use of 

discretion for the second time, all ten police officers responded differently: 

• Laws 

• Persons attitude toward them 

• Safety of the situation 

• Department values 
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• Experience 

• Situational 

• Image 

• Culture 

• Administration 

• empathy 

 The United States Department of Justices' The Community Relations Services Section, 

along with the Community Oriented Policing Services, initiated a training program entitled The 

Fair and Impartial Policing Training Program.  The curriculum was developed using the 

following principles among other 

• All people, even well-intentioned people who consider themselves unprejudiced, have 

biases.  Having biases is normal to human functioning. 

• Biases are often unconscious or “implicit,” thus influencing choices and actions without 

conscious thinking or decision-making.  

• Policing based on biases or stereotypes is unsafe, ineffective, and unjust.  (United States 

Department of Justice, n.d., p. 10) 

According to Ward (2018), President Barack Obama addressed the racial inequality issue 

as one of his last acts in office and inspired the President of the International Association of 

Chiefs of Police to make a historic statement “there have been times when law enforcement 

officers, because of the laws enacted by federal, state, and local governments, have been the face 

of oppression for far too many of our fellow citizens” (p. 168).  Although there was unanimous 

consent of the acknowledgment of bias, only 30% believed those biases influenced their 

decision-making.  
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The officers were next asked about peer pressure and its influence.  Kaur (2019) 

suggested, from an evolutionary perspective, that humans are social beings and have an innate 

need to be tribal.  That that is most comfortable belonging to one group of people and following 

the norms and mores of that group.  He referenced Abraham Maslow to support this contention 

“in the hierarchy of needs according to American Psychologist, Abraham Maslow, the need to 

belong has been seen as a fundamental human motivation.  The need to be accepted is universal” 

(para. 1). A further look at peer pressure came in the form of a 2001 study by the Police 

Foundation on “attitudes toward abuse of authority in the age of community policing” with 

concerning results:  

• It is not uncommon for the officers to turn a blind eye to improper conduct by fellow 

officers. 

• 61% do not believe police will report serious criminal violations involving abuse of 

authority by fellow officers. 

• 25% of the officers agreed that whistleblowing was not worth it. 

• 67% believe those police officers who report incidents of misconduct are likely to be 

given the “cold shoulder” by fellow officers. 

• 80% of the police officers surveyed reported they did not accept the “code of silence” as 

an essential part of good policing.  (pp. 108-109) 

Once again illustrating the significance of peer pressure, Dunham and Alpert (2015), 

discussing the Police Foundation study, stated that the researchers reported participants in focus 

groups initially adamantly denying a code of silence only to acknowledge it as part of the “police 

culture later.”  The Police Foundation researchers concluded a significant disparity between what 

the officer would say and how they would act, making Dunham and Alpert (2015)  believe there 
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is very little-known information about the police code of silence. Furthermore, finally, Lisa 

Mullins quoting Christy Lopez who until 2017 worked at the United States Department of 

Justice, Civil Rights Division, led a federal investigation into the national media covered 

Chicago Police Department shooting of 17-year-old Laquan McDonald in 2014 stated that during 

that investigation her team discovered a widespread “blue code of silence.” Lopez went on to 

state that of silence throughout its investigation, “Systemic police misconduct is never about the 

acts of individual officers; it is about the systems that tolerate and incentivize that conduct” 

(Mullins, 2019, para. 4).  While the research presents somewhat of a compelling characterization 

of the effects of peer pressure within policing, only 30% of the officers interviewed 

acknowledged it impacted their use of discretion. 

The officers were told by the research that there is a prevailing public attitude that there is 

the existence of a “police culture.” They were then asked if they believe that perception was 

correct and accurate. 

  Nix and Wolfe (2018) suggested officers who enjoy working with their colleagues, trust 

them, feel supported by them, and are loyal to them are likely in a situation where they can be 

protected from relentless public criticism of the police.  Regardless of how much the public 

seems to be unsupportive of the police, officers with strong bonds to their colleagues still have 

their support on the street.  Strong peer attachment may create a situation where officers do not 

want to let their colleagues down by shirking their responsibilities or being less motivated to do 

their job well.  According to the FBI, it is not any rules, regulations, policies, or protocols which 

set the standard of behavior for police officers but instead the police subculture.  That subculture 

encourages a group of alpha males who can handle anything and are immune from displaying 

emotion.  The subculture does allow for the handling of internal problems by having and 
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illustrating a dark, dry, and sarcastic sense of humor, often found amusing only to their peers 

(What is a Police Subculture, n.d.). 

 McCartney and Parent (2019) looked at the police subculture from a very different 

perspective.  Prefacing their position with the acknowledgment of many negative attributes 

associated with and with police subculture, they presented a discussion that the police subculture 

is much more balanced then perceived to be.  The arguments presented have a solid enough 

foundation to rebuff the “us versus them” premise.  McCartney and Parent stated that it is not 

credible to have a critical discussion about the police subculture without that discussion 

including, words like “supportiveness, teamwork, perseverance, empathy, and caring in order to 

enable officers to cope with post-traumatic stress” (p. 105). 

  The research showed that 30% of the officers 'acknowledged the existence of a “police 

culture” or sub-culture despite research suggesting one endures.  Ma, Gu, Desta, Anna, and 

Andrew (2018), suggested that the theory of social avoidance was the driving factor in the 

traditionalists to seek separation from the community.  They believed that only other police 

officers understood the dangers, risks, and challenges they face daily, and that the public needed 

to be addressed with cynicism, skepticism, and mistrust because there was no way they could 

understand.  Self-isolation was welcomed as police officers were the insiders, and the public 

were the outsiders — us versus them.  When asked about the public perception of the trust, 70% 

stated it was negative but looked at deflecting the source as the public not understanding their 

roles in society but not from any of their behavior. 

 In 2015, when President Obama released the highly anticipated President's Task Force 

on 21st Century Policing Final Report the executive summary began the report with the issue of 

trust right on page one; “Trust between law enforcement agencies and the people they protect 
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and serve is essential in a democracy” (Community Oriented Policing Services, 2015, p. 1).  

Obama went on to contend that the integrity and stability of the criminal justice system are 

integral to providing safe and effective police services. In signing the executive order 

establishing the task force Obama referenced recent adversarial relationships between police and 

various communities and claimed the task force would identify and recommend policing 

practices of the highest level while enhancing the public trust.  

Research Question 3 

What effect do external influencers, the media, or body-worn cameras have on the use of police 

discretion? 

5. What factors external to policing influence your police discretion? 

a. How the media impact your police discretion? 

b. How do body-worn cameras affect your police discretion 

6. Historically individuals of certain identifiable societal groups, ethnic, gender orientation, 

origin, racial, sexual, and others, have complained of unequal treatment by the police 

community.  What type, if any, of diversity discretion is discussed within the ranks of 

police departments?  

Graziano and Gauthier (2018) contended there are only two methods of determining how 

fair and just police actions are, first is direct, which means eye witnessing or personal 

involvement and the second being indirect using media or secondhand information.  On that 

point, the authors wrote to the public themselves during these high-profile incidents has minimal 

contact with the police.  This means their knowledge is gained from the perceptions of the media 

shapes of the incident.  They contested this perception is viewed through the lens of the 

cultivation theory.  “Cultivation theory argues that, as consumption of mass media increases, 
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consumers are more likely to adopt perceptions of crime and justice mirroring the media 

portrayals of crime and justice they are exposed to” (Graziano & Gauthier, 2018, p. 596).  It is 

for this reason that many people are concerned about the integrity or maybe the lack of which 

has permeated through even some of the most solid public news sources.  Sandhu (2016), though 

reported on conduct that presents itself as much more concern to the policing population, and 

that is the surveillance of police officers.  Sandhu concluded that besides the apparent 

availability, there is an almost instantaneous to video using the omnipresent cell phone.   

  More than 50% of the participants indicated that no external factors are influencing the 

decision making, and 70% stated the media does not have any influence on their decision 

making. While only 10% of the participants utilized body-worn cameras, 70% stated it would not 

affect their decision. 

White, Todak, and Gaub (2017) reported that “President Obama 's President's Task Force 

on 21st Century Policing, which issued a final report in May 2015 that includes nearly 60 

recommendations for enhancing trust between police and minority communities, and for 

improving police accountability.  Unsurprisingly body-worn cameras were a significant part of 

the President's final report.  The report stated that while the technology was new at the time, it 

illustrated great promise, and it could lead to a giant step towards policy legitimacy and help 

alleviate the police crisis in the nation” (p. 689).  Figure 26 below reflects changing demography 

in Warren County, indicating a ten year, 2000-2010, increase in the population of Black or 

African Americans, 99.69%, Asians, 115.22%, and Hispanic or Latino, 104%. These minority 

groups, which their own unique cultures, and not indigenous to Warren County, may reasonably 

presume challenging circumstances to accompany their relocations. 
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In an age of inclusion where diversity is looked upon as strength, one would assume that 

the government provides a commensurate amount of understanding and services.  Seventy 

percent of the participants interviewed indicated they had any type of diversity discretion 

training, and the remaining referred to a single day or memorandum style information.  

 

Figure 26. Warren County overview. From “QuickFacts Warren County,” by United States 

Census Bureau, 2018, Copyright 2008 by the United States Census Bureau. Reprinted with 

permission.      

Research Question 4 

Are police officers trained, supervised, and supported when using police discretion? 

7. Are there any rules or regulations regarding the use of discretion? 

a. Are you monitored or supervised in your use of police discretion? 

b. Are you assessed or evaluated your use of police discretion? 

8. Almost every profession involves the use of personal discretion in some form. Why do 

you think police discretion is so examined or controversial? 

9. What would you do regarding the use of police discretion, which would provide fairness 

and equity for both the law enforcement community and the citizens? 
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The evolution into the comprehensive understanding of discretion must begin in the 

police academy, if not in the selection process.  None of the participants indicated they received 

any type of significant or relevant instruction regarding the use of discretion while at basic 

training.  Administrators at police academies will frequently contend that the discussion of the 

use of discretion is incorporated into ethics training.  Even if this were to be a credible 

characterization, though not collaborated by any of the participants, it would remain the focal 

point of some critical discussion.  McCandless (2018) stated that close to 100% of the nation's 

police academies do incorporate ethics training into their curriculum, but most generous of those 

instructions only consists of less than 1.5% of instructional time.  It seems hard to fathom that a 

function in which experienced police officers state they spend the majority of their time doing 

warrants only a share of 1.5% of basic training. 

Vila et al. (2018) believed that the ability of police administrators or other public officials 

to objectively assess how well police officers engage with the public while on duty is severely 

inadequate.  Quoting Mastroski, Vila et al. (2018) stated, “One cannot overemphasize the 

importance of doing more to measure the discretion exercised by street-level police officers in 

deciding when and where to mobilize to do something” (p. 215).  Seventy percent of the 

participating officers stated they were not supervised or evaluated on the use of discretion 

performance. 

  When the officers were asked their suggestions about improving the efficiency and 

effectiveness of police discretions, they mentioned things such as individually motivated 

empathy and understanding 20%, organizationally motivated training, directives, hiring and 

community policing 50%, and 30% had nothing to offer. 
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Themes 

Aside from the responses and subsequent observations made from the core questions, 

there were two additional themes developed from the research.  The first evolved during the 

interviews was the discussion in reference to police discretion.  One needs only to take an old 

cliché and transform it “I can't explain what police discretion is, but I will tell you when I see it” 

to explain the past and current perceptual status of discretion by the police community. To those 

interviewed, there was a woeful inability to be able to articulate what the term meant.  Equally 

disturbing is that the unspoken but commonly accepted explanation of being able “to do what I 

want” becomes more alarming than its concerning face value when officers can't even explain 

how they decide on “how to do what they want.”  

This research has indicated by virtue of their own words that the police officers of 

Warren County New Jersey each and every day go and function in public, handicapped by a lack 

of training and professional development, a deficiency of supervision and an attitude of 

indifference from appointed, elected and non-governmental community leaders. This assessment 

is by no means an individual or organizational value judgment of officers and departments within 

Warren County but rather a structural failure of the system.  

Warren County remains a largely rural area with a few densely populated communities.  

Community leaders seem to remain comfortable with small police departments, which they 

believe they have direct influence over as opposed to support an organization from an 

appropriate distance and encourage professional growth.  The conservatively influenced 

population subscribes to a military flavor for their police departments, putting very high values 

on traditional characteristics such as honesty, integrity, strength, bravery, and so on.  Their 

preference for a military styled police department fails to consider the inverse phenomenon 
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whereby the lowest ranking police officers possess the most discretion and often make the direst 

decisions.  This is diametrically opposite from the military hierarchy, which demands 

inexperienced soldiers do what they are told until they acquire decision-making capabilities. 

There has been a long-standing rushing to judgment, assuming proficiently serving in one 

uniform transfer seamless to the other.  Therefore when The President's Task Force on 21st 

Century Policing report that “tactical skills are important, but attitude, tolerance, and 

interpersonal skills are equally so”  and that “to be effective in an ever-changing world, training 

must continue throughout an officer's career” it clearly was not taken out of a military playbook, 

therefore, denied or rejected by many in Warren County (COPS, 2015, p. 52).  

Those who would take issue with this position will point the historical past of Warren 

County Police Departments and argue that compared to some of the suburban and urban police 

agencies, Warren County Law Enforcement has been rather uneventful.  That may be true, 

however when the vast majority of police officers are representative of the majority race and 

gender, serve a conservative population in a professionally intimate fashion, it becomes 

uncomplicated to understand a lack of issues with the police and generous benefit of doubts 

when concerns arise.  Police actions have often been challenged by marginalized sections of the 

population fore fronted by people of color.  Warren County's long run of non-tumultuous police 

activity is being threatened from two vantage points.  The widespread use of cellular and 

hardwire video is virtually assuring that all police activity will be video and /or audio recorded. 

The very marginalized groups that Warren County officials frowned upon when referencing 

police issues elsewhere are showing up and taking residence in Warren County.  As they get 

accustomed to their new locations, these citizens will expect these citizens the same level of 

professionalism they struggled for in their previous residence.  Engagement with any new sector 
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of people within a community can best be facilitated through mutual communication, education, 

and discussion.  This is guaranteed to test the discretionary abilities of every single Warren 

County Police Officer.  While not intending to disparage any of the traditional qualities which 

many claims characterize a good police officer, it may be of interest to take a look at the oath of 

office, Figure 27 below, that every public official, including police officers, must swear to upon 

taking office. It is worth noting that all the hard-descriptive terms of strength, bravery, courage, 

valor, etc. are all missing but faithfully, impartially, and justly appear in the first line.  

 

Figure 27. Oath of office administered. NJ Rev Stat § 40A:9-9.1 (2013)  

A second prominent theme revealed by the research is a consensus by all the participants 

that the “the public and especially the media did not understand them or the job they were trying 

to do.” Each of the participants on at least one occasion and some multiple times expressed their 

concerns and frustrations by their perceived observations that the public does not fully 

comprehend or appreciate the role in their respective communities.  Whether or not this 

perception is based upon judicious rationale initiates much further discussion and perhaps its 

own research.  Notwithstanding the temptation to sidetrack the purpose of the research, the 

question still arose as to whether there was a misplaced notion of interchanging being understood 

and appreciated for being liked.  A hallmark of highly effective police departments is the ability 

to stake the claim of police legitimacy.  
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Rosenbaum et al. (2017) suggested that police departments can attain police legitimacy 

with the public by employing methods guided by the supposition of fairness and justice. They 

contended when people believe they are being treated fairly and just, they are inclined to obey 

the law and interact cooperatively with the police as opposed to resistance and disobedience 

when they feel they are being disrespected. The research did not reveal articulable facts that 

would indicate any claims or allegations that the police departments were less than legitimate 

hence the curiosity of the misunderstood claims by the police.  Almost in contradiction, feedback 

attained from the non-recorded introduction and debriefing segments of the interviews revealed 

that the police departments in Warren County shared an overall respectful relationship with their 

communities and very supportive connection with many individuals, organizations and factions 

of their communities. Anecdotally many accounts of goodwill and generosity towards the police 

department were proudly shared. 

Discussion 

Police officers proudly lay claim to the notion that through their service and efforts that 

they represent the Thin Blue Line separating societal orderliness from chaos.  While few will 

counter or challenge their instrumental role in the preservation of communal orderliness, some 

do not share the same generous acknowledgment of how they go about performing this function.  

Significant sections of society have often challenged the methodology of the police decision 

making processes and, in particular, the use of discretion.  These objections significantly rise 

when the discussion separates into marginalized social groups, historically identified as minority 

groups, and now known as protected classes of people.  There are countless literary pieces 

written about the uneven application of police discretion imposed upon certain identifiable 

groups of individuals.  Authors and researchers have written about a long history of unfairness to 
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the black community, to similar treatment to other immigrant groups, a targeting of those 

involved in the 1960s protest era (hippies), to the special treatment afforded wealthy or 

prominent members of communities and attractive female citizens. The literature contains 

information about intolerance to non-English speaking people and a lack of understanding of 

disabled or sick individuals.  

Spurred by the saturation of personal camera phones, remedial discussions surrounding 

these issues seemed to have been progressing in a productive direction after the turn of the 

century only to be halted by a sudden change in the political climate. A rapid inclination to 

choose sides in the developing polarization that began gripping the nation halted constructive 

discussion and promoted tribalization.  The police community was not immune.  Instead of 

having the difficult discussions meant for resolution, a platform was constructed for conservative 

traditionalists to revive the premise that police officers are above critique, and although yes, 

there may be some “bad apples,” they are to be dismissed as outliers.  Police officers are viewed 

as those who risked their lives to protect otheres, and if they acted, spoke, or represented 

themselves in questionable ways, it was done so with appropriate rationalization and reasoning.  

Based on a historical perspective, this once again liberated the parameters of police discretion 

and compounded the ability to limit its abuses.  To reformers inside and outside the law 

enforcement community, this was a setback for attempting to structure the use of police 

discretion into a valuable asset.  However, it could be seen as a victory for some who might have 

an interest in being an influential part of a power structure as opposed to a pedestrian part of an 

equal equity segment of the law enforcement and judicial system.  

Gerstein and Prescott (2015) shed light on why this position of blind support of our crime 

fighters may not be as robust as its supporters might contend.  They pointed to an ongoing debate 
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within society as to what fundamental role the police are to serve and how that impacts the use of 

police discretion.  They contended that the crime-fighter role consumes a relatively small portion 

of police officers' time and produces minimal public feedback but that the majority of police 

interaction involves “public order” offenses, often determined by discretionary decisions by 

police officers.  Due to the frequency and volume of these types of incidents, they often draw 

sizeable public attention.  The position of Gerstein and Prescot is becomes more pronounced in 

small communities such as those in Warren County, exemplified by an example of one 

municipality wherein 2006 there were 32,210 calls for police service (Warren County 

Department of Public Safety, 2007, p. 59).  Of those 32,210 calls, there were 247 crimes as 

classified by the Uniform Crime Report (New Jersey State Police, 2007, p. 162).  It would be 

hard for anyone to make any type of case for developing policy and protocol based on activity, 

which represents .008 of 1% of an organization's workload without relegating oneself to using 

sensationalism of high-profile incidents.  Even utilizing those types of ethically questionable 

tactics, its effectiveness has illustrated to dwindle as seen in the outrage of school shootings 

beginning to engrain as inevitable and maybe even business as usual.  

   The use of discretion within the parameters of the police decision-making process will 

remain a catalyst for concerns and issues.  However since, as the research indicated, that is where 

the majority of police officer's time is being spent it deserves priority of any discussion 

referencing police reforms.  The research of police officers serving in Warren County has 

indicated a limited understanding of discretion and its outreaching impact, value, and 

responsibility.  Those same officers reject entirely any suggestion that the public of which the 

police officers serve, has any comprehensive understanding of their job.  By self-admittance, 

police officers spend the majority of their on-duty time making decisions, and a majority of those 
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are discretionary.  Accordingly, the fact that they all do not have a complete understanding of the 

impact of their discretionary decisions combined with the fact they do not believe the public has 

any understanding of their job, municipalities in Warren County communities are at risk for 

miscommunication, failed appreciation and a poor or failed partnership. In moving forward to 

mitigate these concerns, there are a minimal of three constants which are not going to change. 

The first is that the police and the community will continue to coexist.  The variables to that 

coexistence may experience alterations, but their presence will remain.  These changes are 

already taking place if the form of rapidly changing county demographics.    

 The second constant is the fact that as long as police officers must interact with human 

subjects, and the multiplicity and unknowns of human behavior, they will be faced with the 

prospect of making discretionary decisions.  As far back as 1977, Goldstein presented an 

observation relevant today as much as it was then: 

It is ironic; there is so inverse a relationship between the diverse array of tasks the police 

are expected to perform and the minimal methods formally available to them for getting 

the job done.  If the police are to fulfill their responsibilities justly and effectively, they 

must be provided with a set of alternatives in the form of authority and resources, 

sufficient in numbers and variety to enable them to deal appropriately with the situations 

they commonly confront. This means informal alternatives now in use must be evaluated, 

legitimated, and refined when necessary, or discarded. 

Furthermore, it means new alternatives must be designed.  It should not be 

necessary to label conduct criminal in order to authorize police to deal with it.  Nor 

should it be necessary for the police to make informal use of other systems, or improvise, 

or function in a sub-rosa (in secret) or illegal manner.  (p. 71) 
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The third constant is that the widespread popularity of camera cell phones and other 

video recording devices located throughout communities will allow for the review of police 

behavior in an unprecedented manner.  The availability of video recordings will mean that police 

services provided by Warren County Police Departments will be viewed not only respective to 

local community standards but by professional standards, as judged by social media viewers, 

conventional media viewers, and the judicial system.  Performance once deemed as acceptable 

by local community norms and maybe even encouraged by residents and community leaders, 

could end up putting police officers in compromised situations.  

Accepting the fact that discretionary decision making will remain a permanent fixture 

within the policing function, professional development must direct itself to improve the 

discretionary process as opposed to making any futile attempts to eliminate it.  For police 

officers in Warren County, this means recognizing the performance expansion beyond the 

parameters of local values, and into the realm of global professional standards.  Ponomarenko 

(2019) contended that the concern “is not so much with discretion itself, but with how that 

discretion is used.  Too often, the failure to sufficiently cabin discretion has resulted in both 

over- and under-enforcement, typically at the expense of racial minorities and other marginalized 

groups” (p. 12).  McCartney and Parent shared the opinion of a vast number of criminal justice 

scholars, researchers, practitioners, and students when they suggested that police discretion is an 

essential component necessary to provide functional police services and preserve a healthy 

community relationship. In its essential simplification, the issue is not what but how and why. 

Implications for Practice 

An initial first step of enhancing the quality of Warren County Police services using 

improved decision-making is for all the stakeholders in the police community to recognize, 
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acknowledge, utilize and respect their ability to make discretionary decisions as their most 

widely used and most valuable asset. The entire police community, from instructors, through 

practitioners, up to policymakers must recognize that an understanding of police discretion as 

“being able to do what I want” or the ability “to issue to summons or warning” is woefully 

inadequate for those empowered with such authority. Kelling (1999) in a report distributed by 

the National Institute of Justice, an extension of the United States Department of Justice 

presented conclusions of a study by the American Bar Association (ABA), which included the 

following: 

• Discretion was found to be used at all levels of criminal justice organizations.  The idea 

that police, for example, made arrest decisions simply based on whether or not a law had 

been violated—as a generation of police leaders had led the public to believe—was 

simply an inaccurate portrayal of how police worked. 

• Low-level decision making by line personnel in light of practical and real-life 

considerations was found to be a significant contributor to the crime control and problem-

solving capacity of criminal justice agencies.  This was true not only for police but for 

prosecutorial and other decision-making personnel as well. 

• Criminal law was used to solve many social problems, not just serious crimes. 

• Behaviors designated as unlawful in criminal codes, such as assault, were found to be 

extraordinarily diverse and included everything from private debt settlement and spousal 

abuse to attacking strangers. 

• The policies of each criminal justice agency were found to have an impact on other 

criminal justice agencies.  (p. 22) 
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Well-known administrative law pioneer Kenneth Culp Davis suggested that half of the 

discretionary criminal justice decisions are made by police officers and in reflecting on the 

results of a survey and stated, “The police are among the most important policymakers of our 

entire society. Moreover, they make far more discretionary determinations in individual cases 

than any other class of administrators; I know of no close second” (Kelling, 1999, p. 23). 

Cole (2010) suggested that the application and enforcement of criminal law are 

dependent upon procedural fairness, unambiguous rules, and limited discretion.  He believed the 

stakes were too elevated for the allowance of freewheeling or loose ended discretionary 

applications.  Although he was committed to a formalist approach to the application of criminal 

law, he stated the “administration of criminal law was shot through with discretion” (p. 245). 

Cole went on to suggest that police were where they want, when they want, engage whom they 

want, arrest if they want, and charge according to their liking. The implication of misuse or 

abuse of unbridled or unmonitored discretion was made evident.  Sanders and Young (2007) 

went even further, and with a pessimistic outlook towards police supervisors to effectively 

manage the use of discretion, they suggested that discretion has the potential to: lead officers to 

fabricate evidence, look for guilt rather than truth, summarize statements with bias, and handle 

exhibits poorly and fail to disclose evidence. 

The International Association of Chiefs of Police (IACP; 1985) published a supervision 

book that immediately became a go-to reference source for police administrators around the 

globe.  In the civil liability section, the book lists what it calls are “Seven Deadly Sins” (p. 37).  

These are:  

• Negligent appointment 

• Negligent retention 
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• Negligent assignment 

• Negligent entrustment 

• Lack of training 

• Failure to supervise 

• Failure to direct 

This research found that police departments in Warren County are deficient in a 

minimum of five of these characteristics.  A clear and decisive method of mitigating, if not 

eliminating, these deficiencies would be the creation of a Warren County Police Department.  

Following the 2014 unrest in Ferguson, Missouri police officer/author Sunil Dutta (2014) 

referencing the over 18,000 police departments in the United States, of which over 50% have 

less than ten officers, wrote in the Washington Post “Law enforcement in the United States is 

disturbingly fragmented. The system evolved in an ad hoc manner over time, with a complex 

jumble of municipal, county, state, and federal police” (para.3).  Dutta continued, “This 

fragmentation of policing is ineffective and inefficient. For one, the training and policies that 

dictate officer behavior vary widely from town to town” (para. 5).  Dutta was comprehensive in 

support of consolidation in many aspects.  However, those of relevancy to this study include “we 

would create a much more efficient system of policing that allows for consistent officer training, 

uniform standards of operation, and wider application of best policing practices (para. 7).  

Whether police consolidation remains a viable option may lie in the written portion of a 

14-page report written by the New Jersey State Association of Chiefs of Police [NJSCOP] 

(2007).  The report discussed many obstacles to consolidation and provided a one-paragraph 

statement: 
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Training: An examination of officers' training and education should be conducted.  All 

future training will have to be standardized and attaining that level of standardization of 

training may be costly.  Preparing all officers to compete for special assignments and 

promotions is essential to the success of the newly merged agency.  (p. 8) 

The first visible different which would be seen by the creation of a county police 

department would be the standardization of training, supervision, rules and regulations, polices 

and procedure, and operational practices.  This standardization is the backbone of consolidation 

for police performance reasons, as it removes small police departments from the influence of 

local politicians, good or bad, and puts police departments under the domain of acceptable police 

conduct as set by professionals in the field.  This relief of local “beck and call” for the officers 

does come with a cost as they will be accountable and responsible to an elevated level of police 

service sure to be outside their current comfort zone.  

From a training perspective, the current efforts of the more progressive advocates in the 

field of police training, the administrators of training commissions, and police academies would 

be compelled to extend their training beyond initial exposure and become entrenched in 

behavior, which must be sustained for the duration of careers. No longer would the system allow 

for a training or professional development indoctrination to then only “kick the can down the 

road” to someone else who may or may not be familiar with any previous instruction the officer 

might have experienced. This current and ineffective method of training has been allowed to 

perpetuate itself due to ad hoc accountability.  A county police department would establish 

ownership of training responsibilities, which would become sustainable if for no other reason 

only then the availability of resources.  The police community, however, has often illustrated that 
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with necessary resources, it can provide the training required to put forth police officers who can 

provide the level of service that so many in public expect from them. 

A county police department would be able to mitigate or void the current county police 

structure of supervision or suffice to say, lack of.  Whether a recruit is hired by a large city or a 

small rural community, they sit elbow to elbow in the police academy being instructed and 

taught the same laws, practices, and techniques.  They all exit the police academy as well as 

packaged generic police officers.  The very next day presents a very different picture.  Some 

recruits are off to spend their first few months with a training officer and work with shifts of 6 to 

10 to 20 to even 50 officers on duty.  Others will ride with another officer for a week to learn the 

streets and then work alone with a second officer and sparingly, a third.  As this was a study of 

police organizations in Warren County, New Jersey, the second scenario is most fitting.  It is 

precisely for this reason that so much must be expected from police officers' basic training.  

The entire concept of potentially taking a high school graduate, providing them with 16 

weeks of basic training, two weeks of  ride along supervision and then pushing them into the 

world of policing without any more supervision unless a problem arises conflicts with a 

leadership best practice of putting personnel in positions where they can be successful. This 

practice can arguably lead young police officers into believing if they do not receive negative 

feedback, then they have made the correct decision.  Regularly supervised patrols would 

significantly reduce this irrational practice.  Even with the implementation of a county police 

department, in a rural area such as Warren County, with a large geographical area and limited 

police officers, it would be unrealistic to assume that supervision would consistently be onsite. 

More so, supervision would predominately be in terms of radio monitoring and cell phone 

communication, followed by onsite assistance, debriefing, and assessment.  To the lone officer 
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on the road, there would always be an authorized supervisor to seek assistance from as opposed 

to an officer from another municipality.  

The impact of the standardization of rules and regulations, policies and procedures, and 

operating practices is somewhat self-evident as a unified command is one of the essential 

characteristics of emergency response.  Admittedly police officers spend the majority of their 

time in nonemergent situations unified, or centralized rules, regulations, and operating 

procedures would remove and uncertainty or ambiguity regarding how their services are to be 

performed.  Standardized operations would also have the ability to address current societal issues 

such as diversity and inclusion.  This study revealed a demographic area that is diversifying 

rapidly, yet those who are lawfully responsible for public safety and orderliness did not show a 

commensurate growth of education or tolerance.  

In keeping with a standardization theme, a second recommendation would be that all 

officers on duty for a county police agency be required to wear a body camera.  This policy 

would be inclusive of very restrictive conditions when the camera may be inoperable.  Politicians 

seemed to have directed their attention to body-worn cameras as an alternative to improved or 

innovative training.  Chapman (2018) writing in an article for the National Institute of Justice, 

reported that the utilization of police officers wearing body cameras could expect to be better 

transparency, increased civility, quicker resolution, and corroborating evidence. 

Ariel, Farrar, and Sutherland (2014) stated that the publicity surrounding the police use 

was so high it was causing an assumption from the public that the cameras had the capability of 

changing flawed police practices.  Central to this assumption was a Federal District Court in 

New York City ordering officers of a particular precinct to wear body cameras to stop what the 

court had determined to be racial profiling tactics.  Regardless of the reason for their 
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implementation Miller (2019) suggested they are here to stay simply because of their acceptance 

of all the stakeholders.  Miller referenced a study by Yokum, Ravishankar, and Coppock (2019) 

who indicated the satisfaction of police agencies that utilized body-worn cameras to the point 

that 85% said they would recommend them to another agency and another study by White, 

Todak and Gaub (2017) who indicated that in one municipality 90% of the citizens who 

interacted with police officers wearing cameras resulted in positive contact. 

The research indicated that the addition of body-worn cameras would not influence a 

significant majority of participating officers, and in fact, all indicated body-worn cameras would 

provide an additional level of protection for the officers. The reluctance of some can be 

compared to the implementation of cameras in the patrol vehicles.  Similar reluctances evolved 

into total support, and officers oppose reporting for duty and using a vehicle without a camera.  

There is no reason to expect a different result with body-worn cameras.  Although the majority 

of officers would welcome the addition of body-worn cameras, only one Warren County Police 

department utilizes them.  The overwhelming reason for the lack of implementation is cost.  Not 

dismissing this as a credible concern, it does ring somewhat hollow when of those agencies not 

wearing body cameras, there was no information forwarded, indicate fiscal planning to 

accomplish that as a goal. 

Additionally, there is widespread support by municipalities for tactical weaponry to their 

police departments.  There is an overall belief in the law enforcement community, that there will 

be either a federal or state mandate requiring officers to wear body cameras and that the local 

politicians are content to wait for this decision out to see if there is funding to support the 

mandate.  Figure 28, provided by federal government, illustrate the national data for community 

and officer support of body-worn cameras. 
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Figure 28. Officer and community support of body-worn cameras. From “Body-Worn Cameras 

in Law Enforcement Agencies, 2016,” by S. S. Hyland, 2018, p. 14. Copyright United States 

Department of Justice. 

A third recommendation would be the incorporation of emotional intelligence training 

into basic and in-service training.  Training at the local level could either introduce emotional 

intelligence or supplement what was presented at the academy.  Systematic training regarding 

police discretion must be regularly scheduled to not only sharpen the skills of the officers but to 

organizationally send a message of the importance of making the right decisions.  Appropriately 

making good decisions will best prepare officers for a pattern of professional conduct that they 

can anticipate upon the implementation of body-worn cameras.  There is an assumption that the 

police trainers will be highly trained and present the information in a constructive and serious-

minded manner, void of the tongue-in-cheek presentations so familiar in police training.  

Salovey and Mayer (1990) defined emotional intelligence as “the ability to monitor one's 

own and others' feelings and emotions, to discriminate among them, and to use this information 
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to guide one's thinking and actions” (p. 189).  Akers and Porter proposed there are five 

categories of emotional intelligence: 

1. Self-awareness.  The ability to recognize an emotion as it “happens” is the key to your 

EQ. Developing self-awareness requires tuning in to your true feelings.  If you evaluate 

your emotions, you can manage them.  The major elements of self-awareness are: 

a. Emotional awareness.  Your ability to recognize your own emotions and their effects. 

b. Self-confidence.  Sureness about your self-worth and capabilities. 

2. Self-regulation.  You often have little control over when you experience emotions.  You 

can, however, have some say in how long an emotion will last by using several 

techniques to alleviate negative emotions such as anger, anxiety, or depression.  A few of 

these techniques include recasting a situation in a more positive light, taking a long walk, 

and meditation or prayer.  Self-regulation involves 

a. Self-control.  Managing disruptive impulses. 

b. Trustworthiness, maintaining standards of honesty and integrity. 

c. Conscientiousness.  Taking responsibility for your performance. 

d. Adaptability.  Handling changes with flexibility. 

e. Innovation.  Being open to new ideas. 

3. Motivation.  To motivate yourself for any achievement requires clear goals and a positive 

attitude.  Although you may have a predisposition to either a positive or a negative 

attitude, you can, with effort and practice, learn to think more positively.  If you catch 

negative thoughts as they occur, you can reframe them in more positive terms — which 

will help you achieve your goals.  Motivation is made up of: 
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a. Achievement drive.  Your constant striving to improve or to meet a standard of 

excellence. 

b. Commitment.  Aligning with the goals of the group or organization. 

c. Initiative.  Readying yourself to act on opportunities. 

d. Optimism.  Pursuing goals persistently despite obstacles and setbacks. 

4. Empathy.  The ability to recognize how people feel is essential to success in your life and 

career.  The more skillful you are at discerning the feelings behind others' signals, the 

better you can control the signals you send them.  An empathetic person excels at: 

a. Service orientation.  Anticipating, recognizing, and meeting clients' needs. 

b. Developing others.  Sensing what others need to progress and bolstering their 

abilities. 

c. Leveraging diversity.  Cultivating opportunities through diverse people. 

d. Political awareness.  Reading a group's emotional currents and power relationships. 

e. Understanding others.  Discerning the feelings behind the needs and wants of others. 

5. Social skills.  The development of good interpersonal skills is tantamount to success in 

your life and career.  In today's always-connected world, everyone has immediate access 

to technical knowledge.  Thus, “people skills” are even more important now because you 

must possess a high EQ to understand better, empathize, and negotiate with others in a 

global economy.  Among the most useful skills are: 

a. Influence.  Wielding effective persuasion tactics. 

b. Communication.  Sending clear messages. 

c. Leadership.  Inspiring and guiding groups and people. 

d. Change catalyst.  Initiating or managing change. 
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e. Conflict management.  Understanding, negotiating, and resolving disagreements. 

f. Building bonds.  Nurturing instrumental relationships. 

g. Collaboration and cooperation.  Working with others toward shared goals. 

h. Team capabilities.  Creating group synergy in pursuing collective goals.  (para 5-9) 

Although the structuralizing of the components of emotional intelligence into a visual 

format might be perceived within the rank and file of police organizations as complicated or 

complex, in actuality, it is something they are required to perform every time they report for 

duty. The better they perform that function, the higher the probability of success.  They may not 

recognize these functions by the formalized descriptors, but many already have the working 

ability to perform them.  Collective conventional wisdom would suggest that with clarification, 

training, and continued education of those skills would be allowing the opportunity to acquire or 

enhance skills in the area of emotional intelligence could expect an expansion of their abilities. 

Smigla and Pastoria (2000) supported this position by stating that it is not a generically inherited 

attribute, and while acknowledging it is a difficult task, with the commitment, it could be 

learned.  Crowne et al. (2017) provided possibly more compelling and certainly with more 

confidence on EQ when they reported from their study that EQ could be developed, and it can be 

improved using training and education. 

Additionally, they reported that the cognitive skills illustrated by the competencies 

associated with EQ suggested probable effectiveness toward leadership.  To a profession that is 

committed to serving society, resolving issues regularly as the primary function, having potential 

resources unused, or lying dormant is not comprehensible.  Timothy Turner (2009), former 

Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) agent and current professional speaker, introduced 

emotional intelligence to the FBI which went on to establish is as part of the selection, 
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indoctrination, training and leadership programs penned an article for the International 

Association of Chiefs of Police entitled “Understanding the Benefits of Emotional Intelligence 

for Officer Growth and Agency Budget” stating that:  

Few occupations require the intensity of constant alertness, proper mood and demeanor, 

short term memory, and physiological stamina that police work requires.  To be an 

effective and efficient law enforcement officer in today's environment requires 

intelligence about and control of emotions to meet the demands faced on the streets.  If 

police administrators need additional influence on the relevancy and value of emotional, 

they only need to expert/author Daniel Coleman's (2006) book Emotional 

Intelligence...Why It Can Matter More Than IQ. (para. 3) 

During this research, a theme was developed about officers believing that the public did 

not understand them, and that the media created and perpetuated that phenomenon.  There was 

no indication of self-reflection where they may have seen that so often, they are scrutinized about 

decisions they made alone and upon review may not feel confident.  They then look to dispense 

with the issue using avoidance, recharacterization, or even denial.  These are all characteristics 

that stimulate suspicion, invigorate distrust, and exacerbate any sense of public misunderstanding 

negatively.  It is the behaviors of which the factually challenged social media steams are fueled.  

A department that cultivates the use of police discretion in such a manner that illustrates an 

encompassing organizational culture will provide its most exposed officer the affordability of 

explainable actions.  If errors of judgment are to arise, the encompassing culture will illustrate 

reveal them as atypical and correctible.  This provides a path to internal and external police and 

community confidence. 
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Community confidence is an integral ingredient in police legitimacy, the current gold 

standard for police departments.  Perhaps the essential ingredient, however, is trust.  The 

research did not suggest any evidence of systemic distrust between the police and the respective 

communities, but it did reveal glimpses into areas that might warrant additional research.  The 

first was the noticeable uncomfortableness and conceivably evasiveness when discussing a 

suggested “police culture.” A myriad of literature identifying and exploring a police culture 

notwithstanding, the participants either denied the existence of or suggested a definite flavor of 

police culture. Although implying that the public just does not understand them, there was no 

indication they assumed any responsibility for this observation.  There was must discussion on 

during difficult times they circle their wagons or retreat into self-imposed group isolation.  They 

are quick to point out that other groups rally to support members of their respective professions 

yet fail to see the hypocrisy of supporting a peer who may have broken the law.  They are proud 

of their bond ship to support “brothers and sisters in blue” when they are in crisis but fail to see 

the harm caused by having a support group called “Brothers before Others.” The public is not 

naïve, having full knowledge of police practices such as not writing another officer and or the 

issuing and honoring of PBA cards. The acceptance is tolerant to these practices, but the 

tolerance level is low and dropping for interactions the public has with the police when the police 

do not as their oath of office suggests, “treat them fair and impartial.” This is an area that could 

provide enlightenment with additional research.  

The research indicated Warren County, New Jersey, enhanced its culture by providing 

preemptive training for police officers, is a look into the trending influx of historically 

marginalized groups of society into the county.  Research of these groups indicated elevated 

interactions with police resulting in negative consequences.  Police departments and other public 
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services in municipalities with large populations of these groups have acknowledged their unique 

challenges and made efforts to welcome an assimilate those communities into their jurisdictions.  

Discussions with the participants did not include any such awareness or potential thought of 

action.  The consensus response was that everyone gets treated equally, and that conformity to 

community standards is the responsibility of any newcomers.  Contemplating reported 

demographic changes, anticipated demographic changes, cultural differences, inflexible attitudes 

by police, and the probable implementation of body cameras, the landscape for the portrait of 

police-community relationships in Warren County could see a dramatic shift. While emotional 

intelligence might not prevent all of the morphoses from taking place within the police culture, it 

certainly can provide some tools to combat it as well as thoughts for critical thinking. 

Inevitability frequently proves to be a strong force, and the status quo might prove to 

remain in Warren County.  That being the case, a final recommendation would be to conduct 

sanctioned and all-encompassing review of the use of police discretion in the county.  The degree 

of unlikeliness for this happening is extremely high for numerous reasons.  First, many of these 

police departments serve small communities governed by frequently changing elected officials, 

eliminating any sense of continuity.  There is little knowledge, even if there was a desire, to 

challenge such entities as police academies, prosecutor offices, or state officials.  That type of 

endeavor would take time, knowledge, finances, and in their minds, simply to change a system 

that often benefits their communities.  They often see themselves as guardians of an entrenched 

system for a brief period and content to serve as such.  Attempting anything else could put them 

in an adversarial position with that system.  

The evolution into the comprehensive understanding of discretion must begin in the 

police academy, if not in the selection process.  None of the participants indicated they received 
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any type of significant or relevant instruction regarding the use of discretion while at basic 

training.  Administrators at police academies will frequently contend that the discussion of the 

use of discretion is incorporated into ethics training.  Even if this were to be a credible 

characterization, though not collaborated by any of the participants, it would remain the focal 

point of some critical discussion.  McCandless (2018) stated that close to 100% of the nation's 

police academies do incorporate ethics training into their curriculum, but most generous of those 

instructions only consists of less than 1.5% of instructional time (p. 373). It seems hard to fathom 

that a function in which experienced police officers state they spend the majority of their time 

doing warrants only a share of tiny fractional percent of basic training time.  There appears to be 

little concern about indoctrinating new police recruits about the importance of decision making.  

Not only have these novice recruits failed to get vital instruction of a skill they will 

continually need throughout their career, but they have also been embedded with subtle 

institutional thought that this skill simply is not important enough to demand critical basic 

training time. This remains a precarious miss that must be corrected as quickly as possible in 

order to curtail the circular repetition of deficiency.  Ironically, police administrators have 

remedied far more complicated and sophisticated issues.  Making sound discretionary decisions 

might simply be the ability to learn how to remain comfortably in uncomfortable situations and 

have the ability to engage in difficult discussions.  

The problem with the status quo is that it fails to address an issue that is outside the scope 

of the law enforcement community, and that is the necessary resources, and in particular, 

manpower, for small police departments to provide an enhanced version of public services. The 

most glaring weakness stemming from this concern is the lack of consistent supervision.  Most of 

the smaller agencies do not have a supervisor on duty at all times.  Those that do they often 
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perform the functions of a patrol officer and spend very little time training, monitoring, or 

evaluating subordinates.  When hands-on supervision does take place, it is often singular 

incident-specific such as a memo from the Attorney General of County Prosecutor, a complaint 

from a citizen, or an incident driven by a social or traditional medium. There is no time designed 

for professional development in this area.  

Having a system in place in which the most frequently performed and most critically 

viewed incidents are being left unsupervised in the hands of inexperienced and undertrained 

police officers has little chance for a high level of sustained success.  Curiously, and seemingly 

being entirely comfortable with the current status of local police services, citizens and local 

officials continually look to reduce the level of funding to local police departments as opposed to 

promoting contemporary levels of police services.  They admire police professionalism on 

television but fund Mayberry levels to their communities where they can make a difference.  

Further, in keeping with this same thought process, municipalities and police departments have 

illustrated minimal appetite to adopt written rules, regulations, policies, or practices to provide 

guidance or direction for patrol level officer use of discretion.  They will argue in doing, so it 

contradicts the entire concept of discretion.  Others will counter by saying failing to do so allows 

for plausible deniability for administrators and politicians, providing the ability for finger 

pointing to the lowest levels. 

Future Research 

  This research identified, discussed, and provided certain recommendations relating to the 

decision-making process of a police officer in Warren County, New Jersey.  While the 

recommendations address some of the identifiable concerns, they also open the prospect for 
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continuing further research in this area and other areas directly affiliated with police decision 

making.  

  One such area is the fundamental concept of critically important in-service training for 

police officers on the use of discretion.  This research has indicated potential deficiencies 

regarding the implementation, volume, structure, and application of said training, but further 

research could reveal its effectiveness and the time required before supplemental training is 

warranted.  Such research could be conducted within the parameters outlined in sections 5.1, 

5.13 and 5.13.1 of the Final Report of the President's Task Force on 21st Century Policing: 

5.1 RECOMMENDATION: The Federal Government should support the development of 

partnerships with training facilities across the country to promote consistent standards for 

high-quality training and establish training innovation hubs. A starting point for changing 

the culture of policing is to change the culture of training academies. The designation of 

certain training academies as federally supported regional “training innovation hubs” 

could act as leverage points for changing training culture while taking into consideration 

regional variations. Federal funding would be a powerful incentive to these designated 

academies to conduct the necessary research to develop and implement the highest 

quality curricula focused on the needs of 21st century American policing, along with 

cutting-edge delivery modalities 

5.13 RECOMMENDATION: The U.S. Department of Justice should support the 

development and implementation of improved Field Training Officer programs. This is 

critical in terms of changing officer culture.  Field Training Officers impart the 

organizational culture to the newest members.  The most common current program, 

known as the San Jose Model, is more than 40 years old and is not based on current 
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research knowledge of adult learning modalities. In many ways, it even conflicts with 

innovative training strategies that encourage problem-based learning and support 

organizational, procedural justice. 

5.13.1 ACTION ITEM: The U.S. Department of Justice should support the 

development of broad Field Training Program standards and training strategies that 

address changing police culture and organizational, procedural justice issues that 

agencies can adapt and customize to local needs. A potential model for this is the Police 

Training Officer program developed by the COPS Office in collaboration with PERF and 

the Reno (Nevada) Police Department.  This problem-based learning strategy used adult 

learning theory and problem-solving tools to encourage new officers to think with a 

proactive mindset, enabling the identification of and solution to problems within their 

communities.  (President’s Task Force on 21st Century Policing, 2015, pp. 53; 60) 

These recommendations speak to the need for standardized training, field training officer 

programs, organizational culture, problem-solving techniques, and training customization to 

local needs. 

  Many police agencies are already following these recommendations, some have 

implemented them, and others are preparing to or will not.  Whatever the position of a police 

department is on these recommendations, does not necessarily reflect their worth.  Where further 

research will be useful is on the assessment of the value of these recommendations.  Clinically, 

they all propose themselves as useful, but unless research evaluates their actual effectiveness, 

their significance will remain anecdotal.  Areas of research which could be significant include: 

• The examination of how effective the translation is of police decision-making training 

from regional training centers to local jurisdiction application. 
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• How police discretion is affected by age, race or gender. 

• How the discretionary decisions made by police officers who work primarily under 

supervision as opposed to police officers who work on their own. 

• How the size and location of a police department impacts the decision-making process of 

its officers. 

• Whether or not the effective and appropriate use of discretion can be taught or improved. 

Research on these and other issues will promote the efficiency and effectiveness of today’s 

police officers. 

Summary 

The roots of policing can be earliest traced to practices implemented by British 

Commonwealth Law in the 18th century (Frazier, n.d.).  Recognized police reformer Sir Robert 

Peel (Loader, 2016, pp. 429-430) made the first attempt to regulate and standardize police 

behavior by proposing nine principles of which Peel believed would result in acceptable police 

behavior or what in today's terms would be characterized as professionalism. Although Peel's 

recommendations policing in the United States was not without its challenges.  Waxman (2017) 

quoting Eastern Kentucky University crime historian Gary Potter, stated “Early policemen did 

not want to wear badges because these guys had bad reputations, to begin with, and they did not 

want to be identified as people that other people did not like” (para. 4).  Waxman, also suggested 

that “the late 19th century was the era of political machines, so police captains and sergeants for 

each precinct were often picked by the local political party ward leader, who often owned taverns 

or ran street gangs that intimidated voters” (para. 10). Dunham and Alpert (2005) supported the 

position that corruption was a severe problem and stated it was systemic from the elected 

officials running entirely through the structure to the officer on the beat.  Although astute police 
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reformers recognized this culture, attempts to redirect police behavior might have been 

misguided.  

According to Walker and Katz (2008), the advent of efforts to professionalize police 

departments started leading the creation of police departments that became self-serving, that 

segregated themselves from the public of which they served and developed crime-fighting tactics 

that alienated them from their communities. In keeping with the theme of policing's history, local 

politicians have continued to illustrate their desire to maintain local police departments, albeit 

often small in size and frequently lacking the required resources.  Ramsey claimed there are 

almost 18,000 police departments in the United States (Zalot, 2016), and Hyland (2018) 

indicated that 76% of the nation's police departments had under 25 officers.  

One inference drawn from these statistics is that local control over police agencies 

remains attractive.  This, despite research which indicates police agencies trend toward a 

characteristic of being inner-directed and may not be as objective in the ability to police 

themselves as they might need to be.  The traditional structure of local implementation, 

application, and assessment of police agencies have been widely accepted and predominantly 

unchallenged.  The reassurance of this practice, however, is about to be contested.  As 

traditionally, police officers have been created and evaluated locally, they will soon be once 

again created locally, but they will be evaluated globally.  The insertion, accompanied by the 

saturation of social media into prevalence, is completely changing the rules of engagement for 

police officers.  Any local protection they might have had access to, particularly from those in 

positions of political influence, will now be trumped by professional standards of policing which 

have been accepted to a much broader assessment base.  How prepared police officers are to 

make this transition remains to be seen and was researched in this paper.  
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By all accounts, including the findings of this research, police officers spend the majority 

of their time making decisions and, in particular discretionary decisions.  The findings also 

indicate concerns the priority given to decision making at all levels of training, of how the 

decision-making process is supervised, and the willfulness to assess or evaluate the effectiveness 

of the decisions.  The research suggests that both internal and external factors do influence the 

decision-making process but did not indicate any ongoing discussions meant to mediate these 

influencers.  The research reveals a county in New Jersey with the demographic population in 

rapid flux, with the Black, Hispanic/Latino and Asian populations increasing at a triple-digit rate 

according to the 2010 census but serviced by heavily dominant white male police agencies that 

received limited and infrequent diversity training of any type.  

This research also supports previous research and discussion relative to an inward serving 

police culture.  The participants surveyed acknowledged not just the idea or suggestion of a 

police culture but the actual existence of one.  A common thread running through this research is 

that the police officers interview felt the public did not understand the job they are asked to 

perform.  There was a minimal suggestion of the participants accepting any percentage of 

responsibility for this disconnect and an abundance of blame directed to both social and 

traditional media.  According to Mosteller (2020), 

The purpose of law enforcement in a free society is to promote public safety and uphold 

the rule of law so that individual liberty may flourish.  Trust and accountability between 

law enforcement and the communities they are sworn to protect are essential to 

advancing these goals.  The government holds power to exercise force in achieving its 

ends but must do so in a way that protects the rights of community members and upholds 

the rule of law.  Proper policing practices require that law enforcement build positive 
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relationships with their community, respect civil liberties, and avoid tactics that 

encourage the use of excessive force against citizens.  (para. 8) 

As a looming difficulty between the local construction of the majority of current police 

departments and the growing global measurement of conduct by their officers remains active, the 

ability to meet and perform Mosteller's characterization of the purpose of policing becomes more 

confronting.  The transparency of police activity once viewed as exclusive to only a privileged 

few has basically been turned upside down and is now inclusive to virtually everyone.  Society 

will continue to need the services provided by police officers, but now more than ever, those 

officers will be observed to make sure those services are delivered, as the officers swore to,  

faithfully, impartially and justly.  This research has identified some of the challenges, proposed 

some implications for practice, and defers to additional research for future consideration. 



DECISION MAKING PROCESS OF POLICE OFFICERS 166 

 

 

References 

Adams, W. C. (2015). Conducting semi-structured interviews. In K. E. Newcomer, H. P. Hatry, 

& J. S. Wholey (Eds.), Handbook of practical program evaluation (4th ed.). Hoboken, 

NJ: Jossey-Bass. doi:10.1002/9781119171386.ch19  

Akers, M., & Porter, G. (2018). What is emotional intelligence (EQ)?  Retrieved from 

https://psychcentral.com/lib/what-is-emotional-intelligence-eq/ 

Anthony, L. (2018). Police culture and decision making (Doctoral dissertation) Retrieved from 

ProQuest Central. (Order No. 10930883).  

Ariel, B., Farrar, W. A., & Sutherland, A. (2014). The effect of police body-worn cameras on use 

of force and citizens’ complaints against the police: a randomized controlled trial. 

Journal of Quantitative Criminology, 31, 509-535, doi:10.1007/s10940-019-09423-y 

Boddy, C. R. (2016). Sample size for qualitative research. Qualitative Market Research, 19(4), 

426-432. Retrieved from ProQuest database. Document ID: 1829419065 

Boivin, R., Gendron, A., Faubert, C., & Poulin, B. (2017). The body-worn camera perspective 

bias. Journal of Experimental Criminology, 13(1), 125-142. doi:10.1007/s11292-016-

9270-2 

Cambridge Dictionary. (n.d.). Perception. Retrieved from https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/ 

Casad, B. (2016). Contamination bias. In Encyclopedia Britannica. Retrieved from 

https://www.britannica.com/science/confirmation-bias 

Chapman B. (2018). Body worn cameras: What the evidence tells us. Retrieved from 

https://nij.ojp.gov/topics/articles/body-worn-cameras-what-evidence-tells-us 



DECISION MAKING PROCESS OF POLICE OFFICERS 167 

 

 

Cleary, M., Horsfall, J., & Hayter, H. (2014). Data collection and sampling in qualitative 

research: Does size matter? Journal of Advanced Nursing, 70(3), 473-475. 

doi:10.1111/jan.12163  

Cohen D., & Crabtree B. (2006). Qualitative research guidelines project. Retrieved from 

http://www.qualres.org/HomeCons-3824.html 

Cole, D. (2001). Formalism, realism, and the war on drugs. Suffolk University Law Review, 

35(2), 241-255. Retrieved from https://scholarship.law.georgetown.edu/cgi 

/viewcontent.cgi?article=1069&context=facpub 

Coleman, D. (2006). Emotional intelligence: Why it can matter more than IQ. New York, NY: 

Bantam Books.  

Community Oriented Policing Services. (2013). Social media and tactical considerations for law 

enforcement [PDF file]. Washington, DC: United States Department of Justice. Retrieved 

from https://www.ncjrs.gov/App/Publications/abstract.aspx?ID=265366  

Community Oriented Policing Services. (2014). Implementing a body-worn camera program: 

Recommendations and lessons learned (PDF file). Washington, DC: United States 

Department of Justice. Retrieved from https://www.justice.gov/iso/opa/resources 

/472014912134715246869.pdf 

Community Oriented Policing Services. (2015). Final report of the president’s task force on 21st 

century policing [PDF file]. Washington, DC: United States Department of Justice. 

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

Connelly, L. M. (2007). Understanding qualitative research [PDF file]. MedSurg Matters, 16(1), 

1-15. Retrieved from ProQuest database. (Document ID: 236966134) 

https://scholarship.law.georgetown.edu/cgi
https://www.justice.gov/iso/opa/resources


DECISION MAKING PROCESS OF POLICE OFFICERS 168 

 

 

Cronin, S., McDevitt, J., & Cordner, G. (2017). Police supervision: perspectives of subordinates. 

Policing, 40(1), 26-41. Retrieved from https://www.amsn.org/newsletter 

Crowne, K. A., Young, T. M., Goldman, B., Patterson, B., Krouse, A. M., & Proenca, J. (2017). 

Leading nurses: Emotional intelligence and leadership development effectiveness. 

Leadership in Health Services, 30(3), 217-232. Retrieved from 

https:/1917620411?accountid=9997  

Cruz, R. F., & Tantia, J. F. (2017). Reading and understanding qualitative research. American 

Journal of Dance Therapy, 39(1), 79-92. doi:10.1007/s10465-016-9219-z 

Delattre, Edwin, J. (2006). Character and cops: Ethics in policing (5th ed.). Washington, DC: 

AEI Press. 

DiCicco‐Bloom, B., & Crabtree, B. F. (2006). The qualitative research interview. Medical 

Education, 40(4): 314-321. doi:10.1111/j.1365-2929.2006.02418.x 

Donner, C., Maskaly, J., & Fridell, L. (2016). Social bonds and police misconduct. Policing, 

39(2), 416-431. doi:10.1108/PIJPSM-10-2015-0109  

Duflour, S. (2018). Mastering essential police skills: critical thinking and writing. Retrieved from 

https://inpublicsafety.com/2018/03/mastering-essential-police-skills-critical-thinking-

and-writing/ 

Dunham, R. & Alpert, G., (2015) Critical issues in policing: Contemporary readings (5th ed.). 

Long Grove, IL: Waveland Press. 

Dutta, S. (2014). We should get rid of local policing. Ferguson shows why the system just 

doesn’t work. Washington Post. Retrieved from https://www.washingtonpost.com  

https://www.amsn.org/newsletter


DECISION MAKING PROCESS OF POLICE OFFICERS 169 

 

 

Elkins, C. (2009, September 20). Police discretion called 'cornerstone of justice system.' Daily 

Journal. Retrieved from https://www.djournal.com/news/police-discretion-called-

cornerstone-of-justice-system/article_02d14553-cebe-595e-9356-d065286b75e4.html 

Farber, N. (2006). Conducting qualitative research: A practical guide for school counselors. 

Professional School Counseling, 9(4), 367-375. doi:10.1177/2156759X0500900401  

Farnsworth, B. (2016, January 28). What is researcher bias? (And how to defeat it) [Blog post]. 

Retrieved from https://imotions.com/blog/researcher-bias/ 

Flannery, M. (2016). Common perspectives in qualitative research. Oncology Nursing 

Forum, 43(4), 517-518. doi:10.1188/16.ONF.517-51 

Frazier, D. R.. (n.d.). Origins and evolution of American policing [PDF file]. Retrieved from 

https://www.pearsonhighered.com/assets/samplechapter/0/1/3/3/0133028313.pdf 

Gerstein, C., & Prescott, F. (2015). Process costs and police discretion. Harvard Law Review. 

Retrieved from https://harvardlawreview.org/ 

Glaser, B., & Strauss, A. (1967). The discovery of grounded theory: Strategies for qualitative 

research. New York: Aldine De Gruyter. 

Goetschel, M., & Peha, J. M. (2017). Police perceptions of body-worn cameras. American 

Journal of Criminal Justice: AJCJ, 42(4), 698-726. doi:10.1007/s12103-017-9415-5 

Goldstein, H. (1977). Policing a free society. Cambridge, MA: Ballinger Pub. Co. Retrieved 

from https://ssrn.com/abstract=2596883  

Gramlich,J., & Parker, K. (2017). Most officers say the media treat police unfairly. Pew 

Research Center. Retrieved from https://www.pewresearch.org/  

Graziano, L. M., & Gauthier, J. F. (2018). Media consumption and perceptions of police 

legitimacy. Policing, 41(5), 593-607. doi:10.1108/PIJPSM-12-2016-0177 



DECISION MAKING PROCESS OF POLICE OFFICERS 170 

 

 

Hammarberg K., Kirkman M, & de Lacey, S. (2016). Qualitative research methods: When to use 

them and how to judge them. Human Reproduction, 31(3), 498-501. 

doi:10.1093/humrep/dev334 

Harris, T., & Iati, M. (2019, Mary 15). The 20 smallest towns with their own police departments. 

Retrieved from https://www.nj.com/news/2017/12 

/new_jersey_smallest_towns_with_their_own_police_de.html  

Hitchcock, D. (2018, July 21). Critical thinking. In E. N. Zalta (Ed.), Stanford encyclopedia for 

philosophy (Fall 2018 ed.). Retrieved from https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/critical-

thinking/ 

Hyland, S. (2018, August). Full-time employees in law enforcement agencies, 1997-2016 [PDF 

file].  Retrieved from https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/ftelea9716.pdf 

Hyland, S. S. (2018). Body-worn cameras in law enforcement agencies, 2016 [PDF file]. 

Washington, DC: United States Department of Justice. Retrieved from 

https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/bwclea16.pdf 

International Association of Chiefs of Police. (1985). Police supervision. Gaithersburg, MD: 

International Association of Chiefs of Police. 

International Association of Chiefs of Police. (2015). Smaller agency best practice guides, 

Retrieved from https://www.theiacp.org/resources/document/smaller-agency-best-

practices-guides  

Ivey, J. (2017). What is grounded theory? Pediatric Nursing, 43(6), 288-308.  

Jackman, T. (2016, October 17). U.S. police chiefs group apologizes for ‘historical mistreatment’ 

of minorities. The Washington Post. Retrieved from https://www.washingtonpost.com 

https://www.nj.com/news/2017/12
https://www.washingtonpost.com/


DECISION MAKING PROCESS OF POLICE OFFICERS 171 

 

 

Jamshed S. (2014). Qualitative research method-interviewing and observation. Journal of Basic 

and Clinical Pharmacy, 5(4), 87–88. doi:10.4103/0976-0105.141942 

Jirwe, M. (2011). Analyzing qualitative data. Nurse Researcher, 18(3), 4-5. 

doi:10.7748/nr2011.04.18.3.4.c8456  

Johnson, K. (2015, June 23). Lack of training, standards mean big problems for small police 

departments. USA Today. Retrieved from https://www.usatoday.com/ 

Jolly, W. (2019). The 6 most effective types of social media advertising in 2019 [Blog post]. 

Retrieved from https://www.bigcommerce.com/blog/social-media-advertising/#what-are-

the-benefits-of-advertising-on-social-media-channels 

Kaisler, L., & O’Conner, D. (2019). How to evaluate information sources: Identify bias. 

Retrieved from https://researchguides.njit.edu/evaluate/bias 

Kaur, M. (2019). Dealing with peer pressure at work - Don't keep doubting your 

performance. Retrieved from http://bwpeople.businessworld.in/article/Dealing-With-

Peer-Pressure-At-Work-Don-t-Keep-Doubting-Your-Performance/26-05-2019-170945/  

Kelling, G. (1999). “Broken windows” and police discretion [PDF file]. Washington, DC: 

National Institute of Justice. Retrieved from https://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/nij 

/178259.pdf 

Kinsey, R. (2010). Discretion is the measure of a police officer. The Ann Arbor News. Retrieved 

from http://www.annarbor.com/news/discretion-is-the-measure-of-a-police-officer/ 

Kolb, A., & Kolb, D. (2009). Experimental learning theory: Holistic approach to management 

learning, education and development. In S. J. Armstrong, & C. Fukami (Eds.), Handbook 

of management learning, education and development (pp.42-86). London: Sage.  

https://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/nij


DECISION MAKING PROCESS OF POLICE OFFICERS 172 

 

 

Korstjens, I., & Moser, A. (2017). Series: Practical guidance to qualitative research. Part 2: 

Context, research questions and designs. The European Journal of General Practice, 

23(1), 274-279. doi:10.1080/13814788.2017.1375090 

Kramer, R., Remster, B., & Charles, C. Z. (2017). Black lives and police tactics matter: 

Understanding people in their social worlds understanding people in their social worlds. 

Contexts, 16(3), 20-25. doi:10.1177/1536504217732048   

Kurfuss, J. (n.d.). What is critical thinking [Blog post]? Retrieved from 

https://criticalthinkinginnirma.wordpress.com/tag/american-philosophical-association/ 

Lacy, S., Watson, B. R., Riffe, D., & Lovejoy, J. (2015). Issues and best practices in content 

analysis. Journalism and Mass Communication Quarterly, 92(4), 791-811. 

doi:10.1177/1077699015607338  

Law Dictionary. (n.d.). In Meriam Webster. Retrieved from https://www.merriam-

webster.com/legal 

Law Teacher. (2018, February 2). Discretion in criminal justice systems. Retrieved from 

https://www.lawteacher.net/free-law-essays/administrative-law/discretion-in-criminal-

justice-systems-administrative-law-essay.php?vref=1 

Loader, I. (2016). In search of civic policing: Recasting the 'peelian' principles. Criminal Law 

and Philosophy, 10(3), 427-440. doi:10.1007/s11572-014-9318-1 

Lumb, R., & Metz, G. (2019). Understanding police organizational transition to community 

policing and beyond [PDF file]. Retrieved from https://digitalcommons.brockport.edu 

/crj_facpub/27 

Ma, J., Gu, C., Desta, J., Anna, M., & Andrew, M. (2018). Social avoidance in policing. 

Policing, 41(5), 539-549. doi:10.1108/PIJPSM-02-2017-0017 

https://digitalcommons.brockport.edu/


DECISION MAKING PROCESS OF POLICE OFFICERS 173 

 

 

MacMillen, A. (2018, November 26). A snapshot of attitudes toward body-worn cameras. 

Chicago Policy Review (Online), Retrieved from https://chicagopolicyreview.org 

/2018/11/26/a-snapshot-of-attitudes-toward-body-worn-cameras/  

Maldonado, R. R. (n. d.). Sample qualitative research proposal published by permission of the 

author [PDF file]. Retrieved from http://www.akamaiuniversity.us/DissertationProposal 

_SampleQualitative_Robert_Maldonado.pdf 

Manning, P. (2010). The police: mandate, strategies and appearances. In T. Newburn (Ed.), 

Policing: Key readings (pp. 191-214). Cullompton, UK: Willan Publishing. 

Martinich, A. P., & Stroll, A. (n.d.). Epistemology. In Encyclopedia Britannica. Retrieved from 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/epistemology 

McCandless, S. (2018). Improving community relations: How police strategies to improve 

accountability for social equity affect citizen perceptions. Public Integrity, 20(4), 370–

385. doi:10.1080/10999922.2017.1416880 

McCartney, S., & Parent, R. (2019). Ethics in law enforcement. Montreal, QC: Pressbooks. 

Miller, K. (2019). Past the pilot stage: Policy makers must consider impacts of police body-worn 

cameras beyond accountability. Kennedy School Review. Retrieved from 

https://ksr.hkspublications.org/ 

Mosteller, J. (2020). The role of police in America. Retrieved from 

https://www.charleskochinstitute.org/issue-areas/criminal-justice-policing-reform/role-of-

police-in-america/ 

Mullins. L. (2019). Former DOJ investigator: Widespread 'blue code of silence' within Chicago 

Police Department. Retrieved from https://www.wbur.org 

/hereandnow/2019/01/18/chicago-police-laquan-mcdonald 

https://chicagopolicyreview.org/
http://www.akamaiuniversity.us/DissertationProposal
https://ksr.hkspublications.org/
https://www.wbur.org/


DECISION MAKING PROCESS OF POLICE OFFICERS 174 

 

 

National Institute of Justice. (2013). Racial Profiling and Traffic Stops. Retrieved from 

https://nij.ojp.gov/topics/articles/racial-profiling-and-traffic-stops  

Neilsen, J. (2011, March 6). Discretion - The art of law enforcement [Blog post]. Retrieved from 

https://www.rasmussen.edu/degrees/justice-studies/blog/discretion-the-art-of-law-

enforcement/ 

New Jersey State Association of Chiefs of Police (2007). Police department regionalization, 

consolidation, merger & shared services: Important considerations for policy makers 

[PDF file]. Retrieved from 

https://www.njsacop.org/rc_files/178/NJSACOP%20WhitePaper-

Consolidation%20Regionalization%20Merger%20of%20Police%20Agencies.pdf 

New Jersey State Police. (2007). 2006 uniform crime report. Retrieved from 

https://www.njsp.org/info/ucr2006/pdf/2006-sect-7.pdf 

Nix, J., & Wolfe, S. E. (2018). Management-level officers' experiences with the ferguson effect. 

Policing, 41(2), 262-275. Retrieved from https://opentextbc.ca/ethicsinlawenforcement/ 

Oath of office administered, NJ Rev Stat § 40A:9-9.1 (2013). 

Owen, S. S., Burke, T. W., Few-Demo, A., & Natwick, J. (2018). Perceptions of the police by 

LGBT communities. American Journal of Criminal Justice, 43(3), 668-693. 

doi:10.1007/s12103-017-9420-8 

Perception. (n.d.). In Cambridge Dictionary. Retrieved from https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/ 

Ponomarenko, M. (2019). Rethinking police rulemaking. Northwestern University Law Review. 

Forthcoming. doi:10.2139/ssrn.3333804  

President’s Task Force on 21st Century Policing. (2015). Final Report of the President’s Task 

Force on 21st Century Policing [PDF file]. Washington, DC: Office of Community 



DECISION MAKING PROCESS OF POLICE OFFICERS 175 

 

 

Oriented Policing Services. Retrieved from 

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

Purposive sampling. (2008). In P. J. Lavrakas (Ed.), Encyclopedia of survey research methods. 

Retrieved from https://methods.sagepub.com/reference/encyclopedia-of-survey-research-

methods/n419.xml 

Reamer F., & Verdi, T. (n.d.). Teaching ethics in the training academy: A state-of-the-art-

approach. Police Chief Magazine. Retrieve from 

http://www.policechiefmagazine.org/teaching-ethics-in-the-training-academy 

Reaves, B. (2011, July). Census of State and Local Law Enforcement Agencies, 2008 [PDF file]. 

Washington, DC: United States Department of Justice. Retrieved from 

https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/csllea08.pdf 

Research Methodology. (n.d.). Purposive Sampling. Retrieved from https://research-

methodology.net/sampling-in-primary-data-collection/purposive-sampling/ 

Rosenbaum, D. P., Maskaly, J., Lawrence, D. S., Escamilla, J. H., Enciso, G., Christoff, T. E., & 

Posick, C. (2017). The police-community interaction survey: Measuring police 

performance in new ways. Policing, 40(1), 112-127. doi:10.1108/PIJPSM-07-2016-0119 

Salovey, P. & Mayer, J. D. (1990). Emotional intelligence. Imagination, Cognition, and 

Personality, 9, 185-211. doi:0.2190/DUGG-P24E-52WK-6CDG  

Sanders, A., & Young, R. (2007). From suspect to trial. In M. Maguire, R. Morgan, & R. Reiner 

(Eds.), The Oxford Handbook of Criminology (pp. 953-989). Oxford: Oxford University 

Press. 

Sanders, F. (1992). Discretion, functionalism and conflict. London: University of Exeter.  



DECISION MAKING PROCESS OF POLICE OFFICERS 176 

 

 

Sandhu, A. (2016). Camera-friendly policing: How the police respond to cameras and 

photographers. Surveillance & Society, 14(1), 78-89. doi:10.24908/ss.v14i1v14i1 

Schudel, M. (2019). James Q. Wilson, scholar identified with ‘broken-windows’ theory of crime 

prevention, dies at 80. Washington Post. https://www.washingtonpost.com 

Sisneros, H. (2014, July 4). What we used to know for communities: Salt Lake telegram. Deseret 

News. 

Smigla, J. E., & Pastoria, G. (2000). Emotional intelligence: Some have it, others can learn. The 

CPA Journal, 70(6), 60-61. Retrieved from http://archives.cpajournal.com/2000/0600/00-

0601Department/d66000a.htm  

State of New Jersey, Division of State Police. (2016). 2016 uniform crime report [PDF file]. 

https://www.njsp.org/ucr/2016/pdf/2016a_uniform_crime_report.pdf 

Strauss, A., & Corbin, J. (1990). Basics of qualitative research: Grounded theory procedures 

and techniques. Newbury Park, CA: Sage Publications 

Suboch, G., Harrington, C., & House, J. (2017). Why do female and minority police officers 

remain in law enforcement? Race, Gender & Class, 24(3-4), 100-118.  

Tottle, S. (2016). The researcher effect: How qualitative research can be valid, reliable and 

transparent. Retrieved from https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/researcher-effect-how-

qualitative-research-can-valid-reliable-tottle 

Trautman, N. (2000). Police code of silence facts revealed. 2000 Conference materials 

Legal Officers Section, International Association of Chiefs of Police . Retrieved from 

http://aele.org/loscode2000.html 

Treebold, J. (2018). Police discretion definition. Retrieved from 

https://www.encyclopedia.com/articles/police-discretion-definition/ 



DECISION MAKING PROCESS OF POLICE OFFICERS 177 

 

 

Turner, T. (2009). Understanding the benefits of emotional intelligence for officer growth and 

agency budget [PDF file]. Police Chief, 73(8). Retrieved from 

https://www.theiacp.org/sites/default/files/all/u-

z/Understanding_the_Benefits_of_Emotional_Intelligence.pdf 

U. S. Department of Justice. (1967). Task force report: The police [PDF file]. Retrieved from 

https://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/Digitization/147374NCJRS.pdf 

UK Essays. (2016, May 12). Examining factors influencing police decision making criminology 

essay. Retrieved from https://www.ukessays.com/essays/criminology/examining-factors-

influencing-police-decision-making-criminology-essay.php?vref=1 

Unique Writers Bay. (2018). Sources of bias for quantitative and qualitative research [Blog post]. 

Retrieved from https://uniquewritersbay.com/blog/sources-bias-quantitative-qualitative-

research/  

United States Census Bureau. (2018). QuickFacts Warren County, New Jersey. Retrieved from 

https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/warrencountynewjersey/PST045218 

United States Department of Justice (n.d.) Understanding bias: A resources guide [PDF file]. 

Retrieved from https://www.justice.gov/crs/file/836431/download 

Van Rijnsoever, F. J. (2017). I can’t get no saturation: A simulation and guidelines for sample 

sizes in qualitative research. PLoS ONE, 12(7): e0181689. 

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal. pone.0181689 

Vila, B., James, S., & James, L. (2018). How police officers perform in encounters with the 

public: Measuring what matters at the individual level. Policing: An International 

Journal, 41(2), 215-232. doi:10.1108/PIJPSM-11-2016-0166  



DECISION MAKING PROCESS OF POLICE OFFICERS 178 

 

 

Walker, S., & Katz, C. M. (2008). The police in America: An introduction (6th ed.). Boston: 

McGraw-Hill 

Wang, X., & Zheng, H. (2016). Reasoning critical thinking: Is it born or made? Theory and 

Practice in Language Studies, 6(6), 1323-1331. doi:10.17507/tpls.0606 

Ward, G. (2018). Living histories if white supremacist policing: Towards transformative justice. 

Du Bois Review, 15(1), 167-184. doi:10.1017/S17 

Warren County Department of Public Safety. (2007). 2006 Annual report [PDF file]. Retrieved 

from http://www.wcpublicsafety.com/firstresponder/documents/Annual2006.pdf 

Waxman, O. (2017). How the U.S. got its police force. Time Magazine. Retrieved from: 

https://time.com  

Weller, S., Blackburn, A. M., Borgatti, S., Gravlee, C. C., & Johnson, J. C. (2018). Open-ended 

interview questions and saturation. PLoS One, 13(6): e0198606. 

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0198606  

What is a police subculture? (n.d.). Retrieved from https://www.reference.com/government-

politics/police-subculture-4bffd9192804e86 

What Is Bias? (n.d.). Retrieved from https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/bias 

White, M. D., Todak, N., & Gaub, J. E. (2017). Assessing citizen perceptions of body-worn 

cameras after encounters with police. Policing: An International Journal of Police 

Strategies and Management, 40(4), 689-703. doi:10.1108/PIJPSM-07-2016-0105  

Wood, S. E. (2017). Police body cameras and professional responsibility: Public records and 

private evidence. Preservation, Digital Technology & Culture, 46(1), 41-51. 

doi:10.1515/pdtc-2016-0030 



DECISION MAKING PROCESS OF POLICE OFFICERS 179 

 

 

Wooditch, A., Duhaime, L., & Meyer, K. (2016). Street-level discretion and organizational 

effectiveness in probation services [PDF file]. Federal Probation, 80(1), 39-44. Retrieved 

from https://www.uscourts.gov/sites/default/files/80_1_5_0.pdf 

Yokum, D., Ravishankar, A., & Coppock, A. (2019). A randomized control trial evaluating the 

effects of police body-worn cameras. Retrieved from https://www.pnas.org 

/content/116/21/10329 

Zalot, M. (2016, July 10). Former Philadelphia police commissioner Ramsey: ‘We are sitting on 

a powder keg.’ Retrieved from https://www.nbcphiladelphia.com/news/local/charles-

ramsey-powder-keg-police-protests-meet-press-chuck-todd/2116757/ 

  

https://www.pnas.org/


DECISION MAKING PROCESS OF POLICE OFFICERS 180 

 

 

Appendix A 

Facts About Academy Recruits  

 Twenty-five basic law enforcement academies from 16 states took part in the research by 

administering and collecting 1,016 confidential statements.  

• 79% said that a law enforcement Code of Silence exists and is fairly common throughout 

the nation. 

• 52% said that the fact a Code of Silence exists does not really bother them. 

• 24% said the Code of Silence is more justified when excessive force involves a citizen 

who is abusive. 

• 46% said they would not tell on another officer for having sex on duty. 

• 3% said they would not tell on another police officer for regularly smoking marijuana off 

duty. (Trautman, 2000, p. 1) 
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Appendix B 

Facts About Current Officers  

 The sampling of current officers was comprised of 2,698 fulltime officers from twenty-

one different states.  A total 1,116 of the 2,657 officers asked to complete a confidential 

questionnaire, did so.  This equates to a response rate of 42%.  An additional forty-one officers 

provided confidential interviews.  The following facts were revealed; 

• In response to “Please describe the first time you witnessed misconduct by another 

employee but took no action,” 46% (532) advised they had witnessed misconduct by 

another employee but concealed what they knew. 

• In response to the question “At the time of the incident occurred, what did you think 

would happen if you revealed what had taken place?” the five reasons listed most often 

were: I would be ostracized (177 times); the officer who committed the misconduct 

would be disciplined or fired (88 times); I would be fired from my job (73 times); I 

would be “blackballed” (59 times); the administration would not do anything even if I 

reported it. (54 times)  

• 73% of the individuals pressuring officers to keep quiet about the misconduct were 

leaders. 

• Eight percent (40) of the 509 officers who admitted to intentionally withholding the 

information about officer misconduct were upper administrators.  The upper 

administrators of the average American police department comprise only 5% of the 

agency. 

• The average age of an officer who covered up an incident for the first time was 31.4 years 

of age. 
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• The average years of experience when they first took part in the Code of Silence was 8.2 

years. 

• 449 of the 532 officers were male, while 74 were female. 

• Of the 532 who confessed they had participated in the Code of Silence, 252 were 

pressured to keep quiet by the officer(s) who committed the misconduct and 118 felt 

pressure from uninvolved officers.  The remaining 162 officers advised they covered up 

the incident even though they were not pressured. 

• Excessive use of force was the most frequent situation over which the Code of Silence 

occurs, with 217 were excessive use of force circumstances. 

• The five most frequently offered solutions for controlling the Code of Silence from the 

532 officers who confessed to taking part in it were: Conduct good ethics training (listed 

46 times); More consistent accountability (listed 20 times); Ensure open communication 

between officers and leaders (listed 16 times); Provide an anonymous reporting system 

(listed 14 times) and Protect whistleblowers (listed 10 times).  (Trautman 2000, p. 1) 
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Appendix C 

As a result of the study 55 recommendations were made  

1. The police Code of Silence exists.  

2. Some form of a Code of Silence will develop among officers in virtually any agency. 

3. The American criminal justice system and in particular law enforcement, has been 

negligent by not attempting to resolve the negative impact the code. 

4. The Code of Silence breeds, supports, and nourishes other forms of unethical actions. 

5. Because the code is an essentially natural occurrence, attempts to stop it all together will 

be futile. 

6. The Code of Silence in law enforcement is more dominant and influential than most other 

vocations or professions. 

7. It is virtually impossible for a law enforcement agency to effectively determine how 

extensively the Code of Silence exists within its own organization. 

8. It is now possible to identify the specific assignments and units that are most at risk to the 

harmful aspects of the Code of Silence. 

9. Whistle-blowers are generally not supported by the administration of law enforcement 

agencies. 

10. The use of state-of-the-art ethical dilemma simulation training can be an effective way to 

prevent the code’s injurious ramifications. 

11. The Code of Silence among administrators, although better camouflaged and less well 

known, is more destructive than when non-ranking personnel do the same thing. 

12. If administrators do not role model the moral courage to openly acknowledge and address 

misconduct when it occurs, it is much less likely that others will. 
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13.  It should not be a priority of law enforcement or any other profession to mold a culture of 

whistle-blowers. 

14. Establishing and perpetuating a culture that constantly analyzes to whom or where 

loyalties of workers are committed must become a widespread, high priority for 

administrators. 

15. The Code of Silence typically conceals serious law enforcement misconduct for years 

before the corruption is revealed. 

16. Some officers who participate in the Code of Silence rationalize their behavior by 

convincing themselves that what they are doing is not actually hurting anyone, while 

others intentionally replace the facts with a self-serving version because it is emotionally 

painful to admit the truth. 

17. The majority of officers who have been in law enforcement for several years have 

directly participated in the Code of Silence. 

18. The Code of Silence is prompted by excessive use of force incidents more than for any 

other specific circumstance. 

19. People outside police organizations reveal the misconduct within an agency more often 

than it is divulged from employees. 

20. The Code of Silence usually occurs within cultures created by the role-modeling of 

leaders. 

21. The “Us versus them” mentality is usually present within the minds of those who 

participate in the Code of Silence. 

22. The Code of Silence and the “Us versus them” phenomenon often bond together. 
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23. The belief that rookie officers across the nation are routinely told that one of the most 

basic rules they must abide by is that they can never “rat out” another officer, especially 

by testifying against them, is untrue. 

24. When desired values are not sincerely embraced, and role modeled by the leaders within 

an organization, the Code of Silence is more likely to occur. 

25.  Although structured role modeling will probably become the most effective corrective 

tool for preventing the Code of Silence, it will be necessary to begin the process of 

making change, through training. 

26.  A culture which acts as fertile ground for the destructive features of the Code of Silence 

to grow is one that promotes loyalty to people over integrity. 

27. Field training officers have the ability to alter the Code of Silence in a positive fashion, if 

their commitment to do so is obtained. 

28. Many police officers feel a great sense of alienation. This often acts as a catalyst for 

officers to rationalize that taking part in the Code of Silence is not particularly wrong. 

29. One of the most powerful “root causes” of officers throughout the nation participating in 

a Code of Silence is that they deeply believe they have been victimized by their own 

workplace. 

30. Scandals can be prevented. They result from an evolution of predictable and preventable 

circumstances. 

31.  Leaders themselves lie at the core of both the cause and solution to corruption and the 

Code of Silence. 
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32. The “rotten apple” theory that some administrators propose as the cause of their downfall 

has frequently been nothing more than a self-serving, superficial façade, intended to draw 

attention away from their own failures. 

33. Historically, administrators have not had the courage to acknowledge they have integrity 

needs. 

34. An administrative indifference toward the Code of Silence exists. 

35. The widespread indifference toward integrity issues by administrators serves as the initial 

breeding ground for more serious consequences such as the negative aspects of the code. 

36. The intentional ignoring of the Code of Silence by leaders is primarily caused by two 

problems: a lack of knowledge and self-centeredness. 

37.  Some leaders do not do more to improve ethical problems such as the Code of Silence 

because they believe bringing attention to their integrity needs could hurt them 

personally. 

38. Hypocrisy and fear often dominate the culture of a law enforcement agency that has a 

substantial negative Code of Silence. 

39. There are several overt indicators that a severe level of the Code of Silence exists with an 

organization. 

40.  At its worse, a destructive Code of Silence is both condoned and privately encouraged by 

supervisors and administrators. 

41. All law enforcement officers would benefit from effective training that focuses on the 

Code of Silence. 

42.  Conducting quality background investigations of individuals applying to become officers 

can be an effective Code of Silence countermeasure. 
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43. The continual lack of accountability is very destructive to the culture of a police 

organization. 

44. Some police agencies have shown they are incapable of policing themselves. 

45. Supervisors should be held accountable for role modeling behavior that could encourage 

officers to take part in the Code of Silence. 

46. Every effort should be taken to prevent employees from feeling victimized. 

47. A culture must be established in which an allegiance to principles is a higher priority than 

loyalty to people. 

48. The groups of people who have the most ability to create an organizational culture that 

could prevent a harmful Code of Silence are field training officers and line supervisors. 

49. To be successful at preventing the Code of Silence, we must be able to develop cultures 

in which the bad officers are the ones who are alienated. 

50. The fact that most officers feel more stress from their own supervision, than they do from 

simply doing their job must be resolved. 

51. Every law enforcement agency throughout the nation should have a written policy that 

provides protections for whistle-blowers. 

52. All law enforcement agencies should have written policies that mandate all employees 

immediately inform on any other employee who has committed any criminal offense. 

53. Confidentiality must be ensured for any officer who supplies information about the 

serious misconduct and desires confidentiality. 

54. Officers should be fired for not reporting officers who commit criminal 

55. Research on the Code of Silence must continue. (Trautman, 2000, p. 1) 
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Appendix D 

Interview WCPO2019 011 

Primary Investigator (PI) 

PI: Participant WCPO2019011, On December 26, 2019  

PI:  Your highest degree of education  

011:             Associates  

PI:  And your years of service and police work  

Aust under four years.  

PI:  OK. All right.  

PI:  What percentage of your tour of duty believe you spend making decisions? 

011: The entire shift. You're always constantly making decisions. 

PI: When during your course of action.  Do you have a design thought process and 

making decisions? 

011: It depends on the call of what I kind of have planned in my head of when it was a 

medical call or something like that.  On the way I'm thinking preparing myself 

what do I need to go in with. What type of call is what?  It's a cardiac. I'm 

bringing this certain gear in and depend upon it's an assault or something like that. 

I thought processes. Okay what was known to me.  Do I need to get a cert backup 

on a way so constantly deciding as I'm going to the call, what I need to prepare 

myself for?  

PI: Has that process changed over time.  
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011: As I progressed through the career and learned from each call a kind of fine tune 

what I would I need to do.  You learned from that call of something PI: All right 

what percentage of your decisions do you think are discretionary.  

011: I'd probably say 90 percent of the time are discretionary because being the only 

one. Most of the time we're small department. The only one usually working so I 

have to kind of decide for myself and be a supervisor at times PI: What's your 

understanding of the concept of police discretion? 

011: The concept of it.  

PI:  So, if I say to you what is police discretion.  

011: I guess an example would be like discretion if I happened to stop you on a motor 

vehicle stop and your suspended or something like that.  And I have the discretion 

on whether or not if I want to have somebody come pick up the car for you or 

escort you someplace, they'd be my discretion to kind of cut you a break a little 

bit.  

PI: And in using discretion what would you say is your primary reference source.  

011: Where do I kind of like pull the discretion from.  

PI: What do you see as your reference for discretion.  

011: It kind of depends on the person if they're being polite and respectful towards me. 

I'll use a little bit more discretion towards them if they're being nasty towards me 

and they have no respect for an officer to be a little bit harsher on them and not as 

lenient. And. So. 

PI: Okay.  Non nonresponsive discretionary time consumes a significant portion of 

your tour duty the thousands of wars that you have an unrealistic expectation to 
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uphold.  What is the priority that prioritization process of which was you actually 

force or is there one? 

PI: There's really no prioritizing which laws it's the kind of comes as if the calls come 

in. If somebody is, you you've got a domestic situation then you you've got to take 

care of those laws and right. 

PI: But I mean it's like when nonresponsive to where you didn't get a call you're just 

out on patrol and you're observing is there is there a priority prioritization process. 

011: There's really no prioritization. It if you see something suspicious at the time you 

handle the letters were not looking for a specific unless somebody calls in a 

complaint and wants us to keep an eye on. 

PI: Were you trained on needs discretion at the academy or by your department? 

011: They teach the teacher a little bit. It's the sign of the supervisors here. They tell 

you it's officers’ discretion if the if you want to cut them a break or on a speeding 

ticket or one night. They don't enforce the got to meet certain guidelines stating 

that this is the way it has to be if they're speeding you have to give them a ticket 

they always use your discretion if they're being going back to being polite and 

courteous to an officer. It's up to you if you want to be decent and kind of a little 

slack. 

PI: Any rules regulations regarding discretion.  

011: No.  

PI: OK.  Are you monitored or supervised? 

011: We are.  We do have rules  

PI:  In reference to police discretion  



DECISION MAKING PROCESS OF POLICE OFFICERS 191 

 

 

011:  There's really no monitoring of discretion.  

PI: Are your assessed or evaluated.  In the use of discretion.  

011:  No. 

PI: Are there any factors internal to policing that influence your discretion? 

011: There's like some of the laws and stuff. Especially now with the bail reform that's 

going on a little more discretion with some of the laws and stuff. Because the way 

things are nowadays the. Criminals are getting let off. There's kind of some 

internal discretion in that way with here and off track with the question. 

PI: No that's fine.  

PI: How do personal biases impact your discretion? 

011: Does it really doesn't affect if there's a person say a different race or nationality. It 

really doesn't affect my decision making. It goes back to if they are courteous to 

me. I'm gonna treat everybody the same. It doesn't matter. 

PI: What about peer pressure.  How does that impact your use of discretion? 

011: There is no peer pressure.  I'm my own person I make the. Decision back and get 

a small department.  Sometimes early ones work and so there's really no peer 

pressure from supervisors to be a little harsher on the person or be a little more 

lenient. Are. 

PI: There any external factors that affect your use discretion. 

011: No. 

PI: What about the media.  

011: The media. Yeah, they tend to portray the police to be bad guys a lot of times and 

they make us look bad and  
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PI:  Does that affect how you use your discretion. 

011: No.  We're trained with lots of training through the academy and then even after 

the Academy you got yearly trainings with use of force domestic violence and all 

that stuff o as long as I'm doing my job and I'm doing it right. I have no issues 

with the media. 

PI: How do you believe the claim. I'm sorry retract that. What about body worn 

cameras how does that affect your use discretion sometimes.  

011: It's hard for me to say because we don't wear body worn camera elsewhere 

However we do have dash cams so that kind of mix is going to be a little more 

professional but after a while. You're doing realize you have the camera so it's just 

like second nature. 

PI: Camera friend or foe?  

011: A friend I think it protects a lot of officers. 

PI: OK now let's go back to do you believe that there's a claim by many there's a 

culture unique only to police officers. 

PI: There's the police office.  The force is like a kind of like a cult type deal or a 

culture like their own.  

PI: Do you subscribe to that. 

011: I think that there's law enforcement has their own culture They kinda because the 

media portrays them a certain way so they all the brothers and sisters kinda stick 

together and try to keep their heads level.  

PI: Would you believe the public's perception of the culture is  
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011: Not a very good one at the moment.  I know they.  They.  See these body cams 

dash cams of officers getting involved shootings and without getting the full facts 

right away.  They portray says the bad guys and the outside people don't realize 

what we have to go through, and the judgment calls that decision-making right off 

the bat. What we need to do. 

PI: Historically individuals of certain identifiable social groups ethnic gender British 

origin race sexual and others have complained of unequal treatment by the police 

community.  What type of any of diversity discretion is discussed within the ranks 

of police departments. 

011: There is well above with the ranks with us there's no discussion of any type of 

culture. We get trained in.  We just had training with the guys with Sikhs. The 

Indian culture is we're constantly learning different cultures so we could adapt to 

them when we have to deal with a call go into their residence and the proper 

etiquette. So, we're better equipped so we don't insult them and their culture. 

PI: Almost every profession involves the use of personal discretion in some form. 

Why do you think the police discretion is so examined or controversial?  

011: I guess it's so controversial that they don't realize that. It’s trying to think of a 

word. 

PI: Take your time. 

PI: Almost every profession involves the use of personal discretion in some form. 

Why do you think police discretion is so examined and or controversial? 

011: What was the question again? 
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011: I think the media and that's side people make it so controversial because they 

don't like it. Going back to the they don't get the full facts right away of the call. 

And so, when our when we make the decision.  It becomes a controversial 

because we're there at the moment, so they don't know.  

PI: And finally, what would you do regarding the use of discretion which would 

provide fairness and equity for the poor both or the law enforcement community 

and citizens. 

011: And what would I do.  

PI:  Is anything is that you could think of it at this time 

011: There isn’t really not much I could really think of but the. Biggest thing would be 

to try to get the people to understand better of what we do. So, then that way they 

don't portray us, and they have little more confidence in us of what the decision-

making process and what we go through. 

PI: Anything you'd like to add to the interview.  

011:  Not at this moment.  

PI:  Certainly, we will allow time in the future if you want to add anything 

011: Absolutely.  Any other further questions or anything I am always available. 

END OF INTERVIEW WCPO2019 011 
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Appendix E 

Interview WCPO2019 012 

Primary Investigator (PI) 

PI: Today is December 27, 2019.  And I am with participant number WCPO2019 012 

And the first question will be what percentage of your tour you believe you spend 

making decisions? 

012: It'll vary. But I think a large amount of my tour would be making decisions a 

percent need a number. 

PI: When you say that the large amount, I mean would you say the majority your time 

 012: Yeah 

PI: Is there any thought process that you have in making decisions. Is there any 

preconceived way you go about your…? 

012: Not necessarily. 

PI: I'm sorry we should go back to your highest level of education  

012: High school  

PI: Your years on\f an experience  

012: On the job? 

PI: So, of those twenty-two years has your decision-making process changed? 

012: I believe so.  

PI: And how  

012: I think.  I probably think about things a little bit more even slightly more than 

they had in the past because I try to think of different outcomes for different ways 

that situations are handled.  



DECISION MAKING PROCESS OF POLICE OFFICERS 196 

 

 

PI: So, each year you are using your experience sure has altered your, your 

experiences alter the process  

012: A good labeling  

PI: I don’t want to word your mouth, but I mean I think that's my understanding what 

you're saying to me. 

PI: OK so what percentage of the decisions do you believe are discretionary.  Not 

necessarily where the law says you have to do something but when you're on free 

patrol.  

012: I'd say half. Of it.  

PI: In that same thought.  What is your understanding of the concept of police 

discretion?  

012: I guess it's learned from my experience in and what the average person might 

consider a right outcome of different situations. 

PI: What do you use as your reference when you use discretion.  

012: Probably past experiences which again goes back to my experience. 

PI: Okay.  Just on the job or off the job as well.  

012: I'd say both my life experiences and work experiences. 

PI: Family values things of that nature  

012: Ethics.  

PI: So nonresponsive discretionary patrol time considers a significant portion of your 

tour duty.  There are thousands of wars you have an unrealistic expectation to 

uphold.  What is or is there a prioritization process of which it was actually a 

enforce.  
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012: I'd say yes, and it probably has to do more with our demographics where we live 

basically a small town. We're not going to have car jackings and bank robberies 

and shit like that. 

PI: Were you trained on the use of discretion at the police academy or by your current 

police department. 

012: No.  

PI: Are there any rules regulations for discretion? 

012: Yes.  

PI: Such as  

012: From motor vehicle laws stuff like that where we're not necessarily issuing 

summonses, but we can give warnings because it's not always. 

PI: In enforcement  

012: But it's educating people also okay with the laws. 

PI: Is that an actual rule or a prior past practice of the agency. Would you say it's in 

your rules and regulations?  

012: I don't know that it's in the rules and regulations  

PI:  But as an accepted practice. 

PI: Are you moderate monitored or supervised in the use of discretion. 

012: Not regularly.  

PI: Are you assessed to evaluated at the end of the year of reference to the use of 

discretion.  
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012: Somewhat I think it's only. An incident like a certain incident come up in a higher 

profile than you're going to be scrutinized a little more. That's where someone 

may judge an outcome.  

PI: What factors internal to policing influence your police discretion on their 

character.  

012: Probably.  The biggest thing might be how the other person acts. 

PI: It's situational. You're based on what's what. What's going on during the 

interaction. 

012: Right under for instance. Some people are cooperative apologetic I'm sorry I did 

make a mistake, or I don't know other people or why you bother me. Don't you 

have something better to do. And you know even still. I can work with that where 

someone might be educated again in leniency, they can accept that better than 

other people they want to spit on your shoe and tell you where to go. 

PI: What about peer pressure is that influence your discretion? 

012: I don't think so.  

PI: What about external factors such as media? 

012: Yeah. 

PI: That affects your discretion.  

012: Sure, it's not a nice thing end up before others. 

012: You consider how you deal with minorities and or minorities in.  In our town as 

Hispanics as a big population and race and race is a big thing now that.  seems to 

blow up on the media and in the back of your mind your wondering if you know 

this is gonna be something that is spotlighted. 
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PI: I observe you're not wear body worn camera but if you were how do you think 

that would affect your discretion? 

012: I don't think it would. I actually. We typically have the body mikes on with a 

camera in on the patrol cars, so things are monitored now.  It's there so I don't 

think I would change anything I do. 

PI: Many people claim that there's a culture unique to police officers. Do you 

subscribe to that?  Do you think there is? 

 012: I think there.  There is and it had been more so in the past, but it seems that is 

fading.  

PI: From my research.  It's a us versus them type mentality. Would you say that's a 

fair assessment?  

012: Yes.  

PI: And you for that is fading.  

012: Yeah.  

PI: Do you think that that has any that the culture, the us culture, has any influence on 

your use of discretion? 

012: Somewhat.  I would say a yes.  

PI: Would you like to explain? 

012: I think just in the back of your mind you wonder how everything is any decision 

that you make will be perceived whether it be from your superiors and or just 

people in general.   

PI: You said that you believe that the culture is changing.  How do you think the 

public perceives the culture right now? 
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012: It's a mix. People are divided. Some people still don't look at me when I go by and 

snub me. Other people wave wants to buy me coffee. You know thanked me for 

my service.  But it's divided.  

PI: How do you think that that us versus them mentality affected public trust. Albeit 

fading, but for the past.  

012: Here again in a small agency I saw that that 

012: If I may just interrupt this interview That's what this study is a reference to small 

agencies so, I'm interested in your perceptions here. 

012: Some of the things that I refer to as far as the media obviously is bigger agencies 

because they're spotlighted with bigger situations. The smaller agency I think that 

it's smaller town feel, and more people are appreciative of us being there and what 

we do.  

PI: And in the same token I would imagine you still have your social blog sites that 

while to small community you still get criticized maybe not on a national news 

network or on a local blog site.  

012: There are always haters 

PI: OK.  So historically, you referenced this before, individuals from certain 

identifiable societal groups ethnic gender orientation origin race sex and others 

have complained of unequal treatment by the queer community.  What if any 

diversity discretion is discussed within the ranks of police departments?  And is 

there any type of discretion that is discussed specifically for.  Not that those types 

of.  
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012: Not necessarily other than the A.G. guidelines have handed down things about the 

Hispanic cultures and whether or not there is anything of legal status. We're not 

allowed to ask certain questions anymore. 

PI: People feel like that almost every professional uses some kind of use of personal 

discretion.  I don't know of any job out that you can name any job where 

somebody doesn't have discretion you know whether it whether you're an office 

worker I'm going to do this paper instead of that one there's always discretion. 

Why do you think push this discretion so examined or so controversial?  

012: I would say.  Somebody that some of those situations we are put in are life and 

death situations.  Which I think you know is a bigger a bigger deal in which paper 

you would do before the others. 

PI: The consequences of your discretion. are much greater. much larger than others. 

Sure.  

012: Like life and death.  

PI: I mean you know it doesn't get greater than that. Right.  

PI: Regarding police discretion what would you suggest could be done to put that or 

implement that would provide fairness and equity both the workforce and 

community and the citizens.  If you could think of any at this time.  

012: I don't know. I think that discretion is.  Probably different from person to person 

you know not just something that you can be taught but.  You.  I mean brought up 

your ethics whether you believe in.  And I see various situations that you come 

across.  I think it situation could dictate the outcome on its own.  
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PI: I'll conclude this. I know that this is something that you actually live and do every 

day.  You probably don't think about it as much at this first time. Maybe you've 

even thought about it in the context of explaining what you do. although for you  

obviously for 20 years you've been doing it well and anything else would like to 

add? 

012: I don't think so. All right.  

PI: Thank you and we will conclude the interview of WCPO2019 012. 

END OF INTERVIEW WCPO2019 012 
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Appendix F 

Interview WCPO2019 013 

Primary Investigator (PI) 

PI: Okay I am with participant number or name WCPO2019013. And we will start 

with question number 1 is what percentage of your tour of duty do you spend 

making decisions?  

013: 85 percent. 

PI: In making those decisions do you have any type of thought process that you 

personally use in it how you make the decisions? 

013: Specific thought process. What is the safest the Safest decision that I can make for 

both me and my partners and the people I'm dealing with? 

PI: Has that process changed over a period of time.  

013: Yes  

PI: And I forgot to ask you something that I'm going to ask you now. We're going to 

go back okay  

PI: Your highest level of education.  

013: I have a master's degree and  

PI: Your years of experience.  

013: Six. Okay   

PI: So, in six years has your process changed.  

013: Yes  

PI: How so?  
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013: I began my career.  Am I allowed to say? In a sheriff's office environment and 

then went to a municipality.  So, I went from being in a courthouse 40 hours a 

week to out on the road dealing with different types of people different types of 

calls than I was before. 

PI: Okay that's interesting. And I don't take us that's a whole different experience 

where in the in the courthouse very often you were dealing with people who have 

already been charged with some type of offense. Not that they were guilty but had 

been charged.  Tell me what your thought process was in dealing with those 

people. 

013: It depends were they in custody, were they down in holding and we had to move 

them that way or were they out of custody?  When they're in custody what kind of 

charges do, they have, drug charges, assault charges, murder charges?  We've 

dealt with a lot of those while I was there.  

PI: Of all the decisions of the 85 percent of time you're making decisions and what 

percentage of those decisions you think are discretionary to where you're not 

going, you're not responding to a call or answer your complaint that you're just 

making observations and taking action . 

 013: Out of the 85 percent now I said eighty-five because 15 percent of the time is a lot 

of patrolling so out of the eighty five percent, I would say not squad calls like that 

kind of stuff Seventy eight percent.  

PI: So, I think what we're the point we're alluding to here is that a very significant 

portion of the time you are making discretionary decisions.  

013: Yes   
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PI: Which leads us to the next question.  What is your understanding or what does the 

term police discretion mean to you?  

013: I can make my own decisions in certain capacities where I stop a vehicle. Doing 

80 and a 25.  I have the discretion to write them a summons for speeding or to 

give them a break and make them for something else.  Is that a good example? 

PI: That's not that's fine. What I'm trying to get here is that the depth and the breadth 

of how our local police sources understand the discretion that they have. Just the 

fact that you're stopping a car was a discretionary discussed decision by your stop 

and doing it 20, 30, 40, whatever it may be over it is a discretionary decision 

itself.  

013: Yes   

PI: That's part of it we use discretion during your tour of duty and make any decisions 

What is the point of reference? Your primary point of reference you used to make 

that decision. 

013: The little voice in my head tell me what's great what feels right and what feels 

wrong.  

PI: OK. All right so who educated that little voice in your head or how did you learn 

from it?  

013: That’s it. For me it's hard to explain because I knew for so long when I wanted to 

do right. So, I was making the correct decisions throughout my life.  

PI: So, you're talking about character decision  

013: Character. Yeah   



DECISION MAKING PROCESS OF POLICE OFFICERS 206 

 

 

PI: Morality ethics of that which again comes into play. Particularly in small police 

departments you're by yourself quite often. 

013: Yes.   

PI: Or another person.  

013: Very often. 

PI: Unsupervised  

013: Very.  Ninety-nine percent of the time.  Yeah.  

PI: So therefore, I would I guess would be a safe assumption that when police 

departments are looking for good candidates knowing that they're going to be on 

their own a lot and that they're going to make discretionary decisions frequently 

that it's imperative you get somebody of good moral character or a good ethical 

decision .  

013: Yes  

PI: A part of the police discretion if you're going to use it appropriately it's getting the 

right people interact. Would that be fair? 

013: Yes  

PI: Nonresponsive discretionary patrol time consumes a significant portion of your 

tour duty. There are thousands of laws which people unrealistically expect you to 

uphold.  Is there a prioritization process of which was you force of which?  

013: Depends on the community complaints. 

PI: But we're talking about non-response or you're not responding to any complaints. 

If you're out on that you have no calls. There's been no issues. They didn't say go 

to go to Route 80, which does not come in your town because there's a lot of 
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speeding out there it's just you're out on your own. Is there any type of 

prioritization process that you are asked to conform to or that you personally use 

of which was you do and which ones you don’t? 

013: No  

PI: Were you trained that the use of police discretion at the academy by your current 

department.  

013: I'd really say. Neither  

PI: Are there any rules regulations regarding use of discretion. Official rules 

regulations for your agency.  

013: No  

PI:  Are you monitor or supervise the use of discretion.  

013: We wear body cams.  OK. So, do electronically we have MVA  

PI: Are your assessed or evaluated at the end of the year of your use of discretion not 

your overall performance.  

013: No 

PI: So, you said very thoughtfully so that you have an internal voice that you listen to 

when you make discretionary decisions. What factors internal to policing could 

influence that voice. 

013: Am I going to get hurt?  Is somebody else going to get hurt?  Am I going to hurt 

the person I'm dealing with my partner are gonna get hurt? That's really a lot of 

what it centers around. 

PI: And you prefaced t the decision making by safety.  

013: Yeah.    
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PI: What about a personal bias. Have you found yourself in conflict? Making 

decisions based on such as race?  Gender?  

013: No. 

PI: What about peer pressure from others to conform? 

013: No. 

PI: What external factors. Well you've already said the body more cameras impact. 

What about the media?  

013: No. 

PI: From your responses you take body worn cameras as much as I like to try to get it 

down.  Friend or foe you certainly see it a friend.  

013: Yeah.  Yes.   

PI: You know so people see this photo as if someone's monitoring them all the time 

and try to get him in trouble but in reality, the intent is to protect everyone.  

PI: Many people claim that there's a unique culture specifically onto police officers. 

Do you subscribe to that? Do you think that police officers have their own 

culture? 

013: Culture.  No. I think in some cases, we do think differently because we're trained 

to think that everyone, we deal with may kill us. Does that answer your question? 

PI: There's no right or wrong here.  No, I understand that.  It's the way some of the 

feedback. And I have spent a career in law enforcement albeit a while ago.  I’m 

still talking to people within it.  I tended to see it as a us versus them culture. 

Stemming from that.  Understand that there's people out there want to harm. I'm 
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not certain that. Well.  No, I don't think it makes. I don't watch my answer. Well I 

haven't either.  The next chapter I have the ability to input more and I need yours.  

 013: Culture I would personally say.  No. Can there be a us versus them kind of 

attitude?  Yes, culture I would personally say.  No. Can there be a us versus them 

kind of attitude?  Yes   

PI: Let's go back to the thin blue line and that culture. You know that to some it's a 

symbol of bravery honesty and integrity to others. It’s a symbol of a closed 

society. 

 013: Yeah  

PI: Would you say it's a fair statement that by being fair to that some people.  Believe 

that it's for our own. 

PI: Do you think that the that the thin blue line culture impacts the public trust?  

013: Yes, I do. In a negative way in a negative way. 

PI: And why so I.  

013: Because they don't understand there a brotherhood, yes. We're out there basically 

putting our lives on the line for each other. I look at my partner he looks at me. 

We know we're gonna get into something like we're all we have, and I don't think 

the general public understands that they just see what we the media puts out. You 

know they haven't really been through.  

PI: And that is kind of a theme of police officers that the public doesn't understand. 

The nature of the job.  

013: Yeah  
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PI: How do we fix it?  What do we do?  I guess part that's part of where I would like 

to go with research.  How do we you know…oh I'll leave that to you. You know 

we will have our own ideas.  I've been in it. But surely, you're somebody who's 

walking the walk as we speak. So, how do you think we can fix that perception?  

013: There are some people I interact with that just hate cops and they hate cops. I've 

been told numerous times I hate cops. But you're all right. I like you. I think it 

shows how you interact with people.  Not using your own.  I mean I answered no 

to that.  I don't find myself fighting race or sex having a bias against anybody. 

PI: But you're human. People treat you poorly you know you're gonna get a different 

reaction.  

PI: Exactly and I'm certainly not going to ask for situations, but I've had a discussion 

with people before about .Someone is doing 45 and a 25 get stopped and the 

person that's real nice to the cop gets a  warning and the person that's nasty the 

cop gets a summons. Yet it was the same violation.  Yeah. So, are you giving him 

the summons for the violation or for their attitude?  And what's the discussion to 

be had from that. Yeah.  Albeit we're human. I Get it.  Because somebody is nice 

does not necessarily mean there's remorse.  It could just be a good acting job. 

013:  Yeah.  So, I your 100 percent agree  

PI: Is there any kind of a diversity discretion.  Tools for people of ethnic, gender or 

orientation or origin race sex.  

013: Specific Training?  Yeah. To special interest groups.  Yes.  More so towards the 
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013: LGBTQ. OK, we're getting more training.  A lot of people use different pronouns 

now and. So, we're getting training and they are being the word of the. Yeah, they 

were. Yeah. Exactly. Instead of he she.  So, we have received training on that. 

PI: How does the police community.  And I'm asking you to be a voice of many not 

the voice of yourself specifically right now, but is the police community being 

receptive to that thought process? 

PI: Reluctant.  I could see by your face role acting like that as well as what when I 

was a police officer the domestic violence laws were changing and there was a 

reluctance see there too and that's OK. But as long as long as it's not. Rejection.  

You know reluctance as long as you keep moving forward it may be slow but as 

long as you move forward you go in the right direction. 

PI: All right.  Almost every profession involves the use of discretion What you're 

doing if you if you're a sanitation worker I'm picking this court can first instead of 

that one first. Why do you think police discussion?  Police discretion is so 

examined and or controversial.  

013: I think there's a lot of what ifs. Or why nots.  For example, and why didn't the 

officers shoot the person in the arm and you know.  Not shoot to kill. 

PI: But to not understanding the job.  Yes. 

013: I think there's a lot of a lot of not understanding the job. 

013: I work for a department where we have a lot of tools. We carry a firearm we have 

a Taser. We have our batons.  We have our oc spray.  But I think no matter what.  

Is chosen. It's going to be questioned by the public that doesn't understand. 
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PI: OK.  And we'll also wrap this up by.  And I'll read it verbatim. What would you 

do regarding use describe police discretion? Which would provide fairness and 

equity for both the law enforcement community and the citizens. 

013: More community policing.  I think opening our doors to people who want to have 

conversations.  It's not an easy job. it's not an easy job get, it easy job to keep it's 

not an easy job to do.  It's very different than a 9 to 5. 

PI: That's not easy.  I wouldn't want to do that. 

013: I wouldn't want to do it either but I'm making decisions that not only affect 

ourselves but our departments our communities the people that we're involved 

with their families their communities. For me a big thing is community policing. 

It's always come up to me and have a conversation. 

PI: But do you feel that there's work that could be done from the police officers’ side 

towards improving that relationship. 

013: Absolutely. I think I was telling you before we're sorry that recording is, we have 

a very military esq uniform now. So, I think people see the uniform and if they're 

not. They’re scared or afraid it can be intimidating. And. It’s.  There is a person 

under that uniform. 

PI: Yeah.  And I mean there are purposes to and I'm wanting to go preach to the choir 

command presence.  The uniform will give you the instill that.  You raise.  I think 

you raise a very valid point it because up to the individual officers are to say here 

goes.  This is.  There's a person underneath here who can have empathy who can 

understand your problems. You can treat me like a person, and I'll treat you like 

person. I've had grown men yell at me and you know. 
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END OF INTERVIEW WCPO2019 013 
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Appendix G 

Interview WCPO2019 014 

Primary investigator (PI) 

PI: OK we're beginning the interview with participant number or title WPC02019 

014.  And the first question will be what percentage of your tour of duty do spend 

making decisions.  

014: It’s probably about 60 percent. 

PI: And in making those decisions is there any kind of set thought process that you 

have. 

014: Process I guess just making sure that the decision affects everyone in a positive 

way.  And Legally.  

PI: Going back what I should have asked you your highest level of education.  

014: A bachelor's degree   

PI: Your years experienced as a police officer  

014: Twenty-four and a half 

PI: Over that twenty-four and a half years has your decision-making process 

changed?  

014: Yes 

PI: How so? 

014: I guess more time on the job or experience you start to understand people and 

how they react to.  It. You learn more about the law and legal matters. How it 

affects your decisions affects others. 
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PI: You stated you spend about sixty percent of time making the decisions.  What 

percentage of that sixty would you say are discretionary decisions?  

014: The majority probably fifty percent.  

PI: And what is your understanding of what was police discretion actually is? How 

would you describe it? 

014: Doing what's right for those involved. Make sure you're helping people not just 

serving the letter of the law without you know without this regard to the 

outcomes, I guess. 

014: It's hard to describe. 

014: I'm not sure what you are actually looking for there.  

PI: Part of the part of this whole process is that whether it's the community or 

certainly administrators, courts, prosecutorial personnel are looking at us to use 

discretion and do we as police officers actually understand what that is. It's not 

easy to describe you know. 

PI: Going back to you said it’s make sure you do the right thing what is your 

reference source of doing the right thing. 

014: A reference source.  Well legally.  Obviously, the laws that are on the books. 

Seeing the outcomes in court. And how these laws affect your citizens and the 

community as a whole.  You know for instance like a traffic ticket stops only for 

speeding once you give him a warning.  You know there might be a single mom 

dad trying to make ends meet.  You don't want to give him a hundred-dollar ticket 

and make it even harder for them. You know it might give him a break.  And then 
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you know if you keep seeing them.  You know putting others in danger then 

you're going to have to do we have to do. But.  It's all part of discretion. 

PI: Speaking with traffic laws or all laws there are literally thousands of was that. 

citizens have this unrealistic expectation for you to enforce.  Is there a 

prioritization process to which laws you actually enforce?  

014: Anything that's you don't violate or affects somebody in a physical manner in 

which domestic violence. You know robbery that type of thing. Minor crimes 

obviously have more discretion. 

PI: And what does that mean? 

014: And what does that mean 

PI: And that's the crux of why we're trying to get at you say with minor crimes you 

have more discretion so we're back to that word discretion. How does that apply.  

How would you say that applies to minor crimes? 

014: Minor crimes.  Just there's more wiggle room. There's, I mean mandatory arrest 

comes into effect for domestic violence and felonies that type of thing notable 

offenses. But.  You know something where you can work things out so that you 

know the victims and the offender you know it works the situation out without 

having to actually put them into the system. And juveniles are a good example of 

that.  For the juvenile justice program goes the most the time not pressing charges.  

Working things out with the parents. 

 PI: And I think we're seeing that with the whole incarceration reforms that they're 

looking for alternative methods that. The corrections facilities a lot of people out.  
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So therefore, if they're being locked out for certain offenses what does that tell 

you as a police officer in reference to enforcing that maybe 

014: Yeah it makes it difficult. 

PI: Were you trained on the use of discretion at the police academy? 

014: I don't believe so.  

PI: Do you have any rules and regulations in your department freeze discretion. 

014: Actual written?  

PI: Actual formal.  

014: I believe we do on motor vehicle stops.  

PI: Or you monitor supervising your use discretion? 

014: yes 

PI: And or your assess or evaluated at the end of the year reference to the use of 

discretion?  

014: Yes.  

PI: What factors internal to policing within the job itself influence your use of 

discretion? 

014: Factors in the job itself.  Well I guess you know the laws again with domestic 

violence where you don't have discretion for arrest. Not that you need a heavy 

hand.  So, your peers… 

PI: That leads right to this.  Does his peer pressure effect your use of discretion? 

014: Yeah, I believe it does.  

PI: How so? 
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014: If a lot of your co-workers are all about writing tickets and making it rational 

about numbers than it kind of filters down to the new guys and it is thought to be 

expected. 

PI: What about factors external to policing impacting your use of discretion? Such as 

the media. 

014: Yes.  If there's no support among the media and they get the impression that the 

public doesn't support you I'm sure guys tend to lay off they don't see that then 

happened you know they're not going to be inclined to enforce a lot of the minor 

violations. You can do a hands-off approach. I think we saw in Baltimore. 

PI: Do you wear body cameras, your agency? 

014: No 

PI: How do you think that would affect your discretion if you did.  

014: I don't think it would. I don't think it would affect us at all. I think it would help us 

with. False complaints. Internal Affairs investigations.  But the problem is the 

policy that they put forth in this state having to have it on all the time.  They 

dictated the policy which prevented a lot of departments will go into it.  And the 

back end when the cameras just give you, we have to hire a new person you know 

a new officer just to review all the footage and categorize.  And block out faces 

and all that 

PI: So, a financial consideration? 

014: The expense is just too much.  

PI: Many people claim there's a culture unique to police officers i.e. an us vs. them 

type of culture. Do you subscribe to that?  
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014: I don’t but I think there are some places that do. But I know we're careful with our 

hiring. That we try to be as much a part of the community as its protector.  

PI: You don't feel that?  

014 I don't feel that way about. 

PI: I'm going to read this verbatim. Historically individuals of certain identifiable 

thought and identifiable societal groups ethnic gender orientation origin sex race 

and others have complained of unequal treatment by the community.  What type 

of any diversity discretion training, scratch that, of diversity discretion is 

discussed within the ranks of police departments of Warren County?  

014: Diversity discretion. We treat everybody the same.  In the same matter respect as 

anybody else. The state has had training and it's going to be having training next 

year for I don’t know if I am saying this right, LGBTQ+. I think it is.  

PI: They keep adding.  

014: I can't keep up with it but there's going to be additional training for that next year. 

PI: All right.  Almost every profession involves the use of personal discretion in some 

form.  I don't think of any profession that doesn't have some time. Why do you 

think police discretion is so examined and or controversial? 

014: Because we're under a microscope for everything. And. You know we're always 

in the media so its’s always going to be looked at and it has a major effect on 

people's lives.  

PI: What would you do regarding these police discretion which would provide 

fairness and equity for both law enforcement community and the citizens? 

014:  Repeat. 
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PI: What would I what would you do regarding the use of police discretion which 

would provide fairness and equity for both law enforcement community and 

citizens?  If there's anything you think of at this time. 

014: Just promote it through training and hiring process it's questions we ask well we're 

doing the hiring process you know what people's feelings are on discretion. We 

don't want somebody coming in and just being a hammer, you know writing 

everybody locking everybody up. Just training in the atmosphere. 

PI: Would you like to add to our discussion.  

014: No Sir  

PI: Thank you and sort terminate the discussion with WCPO2019 014. 

END OF INTERVIEW WCPO2019 014 
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Appendix H 

Interview WCPO2019 015 

Primary Investigator (PI) 

PI: All right we're starting interview with participant WCPO2019 015 

PI: your highest level of education  

015: bachelor's degree. 

PI:  And your years’ experience as a police officer  

015: two and a half years corrections 20 years police officer  

PI: Question number one what percentage of your tour duty do you spend making 

decisions. 

015: I would say most of the day is all about decisions whether it's enforcement 

decisions or the business side of the job. 

PI: During you're twenty-two and a half years do you have any kind of a design 

thought process as you go about making decisions?  

015: I think as my experience has grown it's become more of an efficiency in decision 

making. As far as discretion I think decisions are, I pretty much make them on 

whether or not it's going to affect the person. For example, motor vehicle stops 

you know if a verbal warning is going do the job and the person is going to learn 

from their mistake in that way so be it.  And if they seem a little more complacent 

or verbally combative then the decision becomes more of a summons were to dig 

even further into the motor vehicle stop etc.  And from the supervisor business 

side of things just decisions on you know economics or the efficiency of the other 

guys and budgeting type stuff that I that I see conducive. 
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PI: people are going to think I gave you a copy just ahead of time which I did not 

because part B of that question was has your process changed over time of what 

you said it has. And the next questions would be about discretion. What 

percentage of these decisions you think are discretionary? 

015: I think over the years the way the state A.G. guidelines and etc. have progressed 

there's a lot less discretion now than there used to be. I think your normal 

everyday activities have a lot of high discretion but once you're investigating 

crimes such as domestic violence or drugs or even DUI I think that a lot of that 

discretion kind of went away and there's a lot of mandatory arrest or zero 

tolerance arrests now.  

PI: From your perspective is that good or bad?  

015: Both.  There is there's pros and cons to it.  When you take away discretion you 

take away the human side of being a law enforcement officer.  On the other side 

the mandatory arrest protects the victim a lot of times in a domestic violence 

situation but also sort of punishes someone who may have made one so a mistake 

sort of speak.  But you know again unfortunately we don't really have a say in 

that. But.  You know the decisions have become for myself personally, again 

having sort of moved up the ranks the decisions become more important on what 

I'm making on a on a daily basis. But the investigation part of it again there's a lot 

less discretion so there's less decisions to be made per say. 

PI: When you make discretionary decisions, what is your primary resource that you 

use? 

015: I think A.G. guidelines and or you know the criminal code book but. 
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PI: Well let's get down to public orderly type offenses OK or public orderliness. or 

minor crime.  

015: So, there's more discretion.  

PI: What would you use as your source of reference? 

015: I would just say my training experience what I do as a supervisor is I usually 

consult if it's not primarily my case per say I sort of consult with my subordinates 

and I give them the choices to be made and allow them to make the choices on 

what can be done. So, I sort of supply them based on my training and experience 

on what's available like we can do this we can do this, or we can do this and then 

sort of allow them to sort of learn from their own experience then by making that 

decision  

PI: What percentage of time does your agency have a supervisor working? 

015: Most all the time. In other words, there is one assigned to every shift however we 

don't mandate that a supervisor be there so if a supervisor calls off, we only fill 

that shift ff the shift is below the minimum standards. 

PI: So, the intent is to have a supervisor every shift. Would you say maybe 80 

percent? 

015: Yeah, I would say 80 percent.  And even when we send guys to train, we try to. If 

it's a nighttime supervisor for example, we tried to give them overtime rather than 

take them off their scheduled midnight shift so that we don't complete the 

midnight shift of a supervisor.  

PI: It would be safe to say your agency has a is a pretty good understanding of the 

importance of supervision. 
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015: Yes, we do, however the other departments locally that we assist on a daily basis 

don't do that so a lot of times our supervisors are making decisions for those 

smaller departments as well. 

PI: Unfortunately, yeah.  And. That is why I'm kind of probing a little more than I 

have been in this one because from my perspective as someone who's been in the 

thing you know I like what I'm hearing from your agency you know and going 

back to the ICP Bible supervision of a police administration one of seven deadly 

sins lack of supervision.  

PI: Now getting back to that nondiscretionary patrol time consumes a significant 

portion of your tour duty thousands of law people have this unrealistic expectation 

of you to uphold.  Does your agency have a prioritization process of which would 

you enforce which ones you don't? 

015: we don't or at least not one that's advertised to us or preached you know on a daily 

basis you know like I say I keep falling back on domestics because it seems to be 

so much mandated you know if there's any complaint of pain or sign of injury that 

correlates with you know the situation you know you're sort of bound to believe 

that person and arrest the offender or the alleged offender I should say. 

PI: Were you trained on how to use discretion at the police academy. 

015: Yeah.  I mean I don't know how much you can say that you're trained in discretion 

but yeah there was there was classes on ethics police ethics I believe was the 

section and you know I went to the secret so it was troopers, but they would give 

their stories of you know there's a bag of money. No one's going to know kind of 

thing.  But I think more importantly once you take that oath.  You know it's not a 
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matter of what you've learned or maybe how you were raised a little bit, but you 

know once you took that oath you kind of sold yourself to being righteous 

PI: Do you have any rules or regulations.  

015: We do.  But they're honestly, they're just our chief spend here as chief for about 

two years.  They're all rationale.  

PI: Oh no just in reference to discretion.  

015: Not that I'm aware of. OK. 

PI: Are you monitored or supervised.  In your use of discretion.  The patrol division. 

015: Yeah well we have now that you know we're get we're getting back to we had 

them in the past and they stopped work and we got rid of them all but now we're 

back to the body microphones and they there is policy on those and I guess this 

kind of goes with discretion because they have to be left on the entire time that 

you're talking to the citizens. Once you get to a call and they can be muted when 

you're just discussing with officers, but they have to be turned back on again 

when you go back to talk to. So, audio and it's just a dash cam that's associated 

with that. So, I don't really know how much it’s... 

PI: But it's not a body cam.  

015: No.  But you are audio supervisor or audio so yeah. Supervisor. 

PI: What factors internal to policing influence your police discretion? 

015: Well again I think this is where you know because officers are so different. So, 

when there isn't anything mandated, I think it comes down to the you know the 

kind of officer you are the kind of perhaps your upbringing and what not. There's 

definitely officers that are a lot more strict and they want to make arrests they 
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want to sign they want to write tickets and you have some guys on the other side 

of the spectrum who you know they don't want to be that hard-nosed cop if you 

will and almost I don't want to say have blinders on but you know unless someone 

is hitting the curb in front of them. But so, I think it depends a lot on your 

motivation which sometimes correlates to where you are in your career.  But 

again what kind of person you are because even there's some veteran guys in this 

department that are still hardnosed want to go out there every day looking for 

something and there's guys that are on the new high end of the spectrum that they 

can't I just can't wait to get home and do other things.  

PI: What about peer pressure. 

015: Same thing there is depends on who you work with kind of so if you're working 

with guys that are harder nosed, I think it's more you know some of the other guys 

are a little worried and vice versa. What's this guy going to think. So, I think it 

sometimes affects their decisions because you know you find yourself working 

with not normal, you're on the same squad but if you're working overtime shift, I 

think your actions are a little different. Like if you're working a midnight shift for 

example, I can see a guy who's has one of the blinders but he's a veteran guy. And 

maybe the hard news guys work in a midnight shift with that guy and he says I 

better not go out and do too much I'm going to have the veteran guy get mad at 

me you know. So. So he just kind of goes and does his business checks and does 

the minimum sort of speak and makes the overtime and doesn't necessarily want 

to create the arrest work for the veteran guy who's got a routine 

PI: Are there are other factors external to police and not affect your discretion? 
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015: Yeah, I think that's where that's where it's more I probably should have if I knew 

that question was coming, I would have saved my answer for that one. That's 

where I think you know it's more or less like how you were brought up and stuff 

like that. However other external factors you know I mean you read about it all 

the time. It could be what's going on in your personal life so immediate. But I 

mean somewhere you read about it. Right. Right. So, I. But I mean you have you 

have a guy who you know I don't know maybe he’s going through a divorce or 

something like that. He comes to work you don't want to be here. So, if he does 

get sent to a call.  You know unfortunately his mindset might be frustration. And 

he's like you know what. You did this.  Guess what.  You know I'm locking you 

up I'm charging you with this or vice versa. You get a guy who's having a 

troubled home life and he just wants to put the blinders on and just wants to get 

back to the station and sit down because he's got a lot going on. And again, these 

aren't excuses but these are real life things that are going on.  

PI: What about the media 

015:  The media.  Right now, it's terrible. I mean the world seems to be anti-law 

enforcement right now.  I feel like it goes in cycles and it's you know what. Post 

9/11 everybody loved law enforcement.  You know then it was you know for a 

while he had black lives matter and stuff like that.  And now there's ATF like all 

this stuff.  But right now, it's just I don't know the world. You know I have these 

discussions with guys all the time and I have.  While.  Roughly four and a half 

years left and some days I can't wait to retire just cause I've told my wife this 

morning actually I'm definitely afraid of where the world is going right now and 
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what I mean by that is you know you have all these situations going on which 

would have been handled differently but lately they're lackadaisical if you will. 

You know there was there was there's a video in the media right now of an NYPD 

officer that was down on his back it just happened a few days ago. And I don't 

know if you saw that but the suspect is on top of them and he has a female backup 

who has her baton out and she's basically tapping him on the back just saying Get 

off him get off and get off him because she's afraid of it's clearly on video from 

people standing there but it appears as though she's afraid of. If I whack this guy 

to get them off him, you know someone is going to bring me up on charges or 

whatever.  And it's just a shame because it's a situation that could have went really 

bad. And luckily other officers came and started ripping them off and wrestling 

the guy to the ground.  

PI: And it's just it's becoming a safety issue that happens here in ours in our small 

Warren County where you don't have right. Well we had a guy that was other 

officers.  Right.  

015: We had a guy where it ended up being a stolen car which was dragging him. He 

was actually in the car and on the driver's lap with his feet dangling outside. He 

drew his weapon and I interviewed him at the hospital afterwards and he said I 

wanted to shoot this guy because I thought I was going to die.  If the card and stop 

and he goes I was afraid on what was going to happen to me if I did.  Those 

thoughts actually entered my mind and he begged the guy to stop the car.  The 

guy stopped the car and drove off after he was able to get off the car.  And you 

know that that kind of stuff shouldn't happen. He literally told me he was afraid 
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on what they would do to him had he shot the driver. That's the state of where 

we're at.  

PI: So, when cops in Baltimore say fine, we'll just pull back. 

015: Yeah and then they're going to be persecuted for not doing their job. Or you know 

it's. 

PI: How would body cams impact this refuge.  I think they would. 

015: They would tighten things up.  But there's good there's good and bad to 

everything. And the problem with body cams the way I see it is if you have a 

shooting situation the body cam is going to show like let's say from the officer's 

torso what he should have seen where he could conceivably be looking to the left 

or to the right. And now you know the officers can are human they make 

mistakes.  But what I'm the only thing that I would be scared about with the body 

cams is it would perceive. You know when someone's watching the video what 

they think the officer saw but unless that unless it's mounted on a pair of glasses, 

you're not actually going to see what the officer's actually looking at. And if I 

draw something out or you or I put something away and you don't see it. Now 

maybe I just threw the gun down but quick looked over there and now you know 

what I mean.  So, I think if it's used in the totality of the circumstances it could be 

a good tool. But unfortunately, you know video and even audio is a lot of times 

used as the judge the sole judge in what's going on 

PI: But there's been a claim by many that there's a culture unique only to police 

officers, do you subscribe to that. 
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015: Actually, I just had this conversation again the other day as my wife and I look 

forward to retirement. We were considering moving south. I think that I don't 

want to say it's hidden but a lot of times in law enforcement you guys become 

friends with other law enforcement officers. I think it's because you spend more 

time together. But there's also that you know sort of theory that no one else 

understands the daily things that we see and feel and do. So, you sort of gravitate 

to the people that understand that.  You know I honestly right now a lot of my 

friends that are not in law enforcement I haven't seen them in a long time. And 

that's what we were talking about. 

PI: How do you think that impacts the public trust. 

015: Well I think they see police as being secretive when that kind of stuff happens and 

you know there's the big word now is transparency you know and everybody 

wants access to records and so that things are transparent and they feel like that 

that that you know brothers before others sort of sort of thing alienates us and in 

that we think that we are the higher power or whatever and it's not the case it's just 

that most people don't understand what we see and do on a daily basis and I joke a 

lot of times that you know if regular citizens saw our sense of humor sometimes 

they would be appalled. But that's part of what you have to do if you're going to 

succeed in this job. You have to have a great sense of humor and a lot of times we 

joke about arc. We joke we joke about horrible things that we've seen. But if you 

don't like that I feel like that's kind of like you're out. And some of my friends that 

aren't in the profession you know that they would be like What the heck's wrong 

with you that you're joking about that. 
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015: And I exemplify that by you know even just a death of natural causes. You know. 

We've seen so many we've gone how many calls do you always have you gone 

through in your whole career. Some people can't handle seeing that they can't go 

to a funeral. And yet we see them on a on a monthly basis I would say you know 

what. 

PI: There are of societal groups sex ethnic gender everything is there any kind of 

discretionary training pertaining to marginalized groups or minority groups. 

015: Absolutely.  And that's this again it's coming out from the state now. There's it's 

called clear training. I forget the actual acronym right now but it's the state keeps 

putting it out and it's mandated that every officer has it. There was.  You know I 

think last year it was minorities.  This year was.  The gay PI:LGBTQ  

015: Yes, it was all that stuff so.  So there.  And every officer literally has to physically 

sign off on it too.  So, the state now is mandating that with every single officer in 

the state. 

PI: Every profession uses discretion.  All right.  You can't think about anybody 

teachers. Right.  Construction workers will discretion.  Why do you think police 

discretion is so examined?  And or controversial. 

015: I think because the other side of it is that you know because we seem to get 

blamed you know.  How many times has the offender said to me You ruined my 

life you know because he was drunk driving and hit another car or whatever and 

you know I said you know I try to say listen I didn't do this you did this if you 

didn't hit another car I probably could have gave you a break. But there's a victim 

in this situation now. You didn't just hit the curb. You don't mean you hit it you 
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hit a car and his family's house a car now is supposed to take their kids to school 

every day. Luckily no one was killed kind of thing. So, I think that with our 

discretion you know you can kind of make or break someone's future. You know 

again there is no discretion with drugs per say but you know you take it you take a 

drug case where you pull over a car and there's drugs in the car. Yeah. I mean 

theoretically you could pretend you never saw it and that person doesn't go to jail 

but you know now all of a sudden that person gets fired from their job their 

license is suspended. 

PI: To Follow up on that.  With this new bail reform.  Everybody you're locking up id 

leaving, getting out of jail.  

015: That's true.  

PI: So, what is the law telling you about enforcing them if they're not going to put 

him there and that's a very frustrating thing. 

015: And that's perhaps and again that kind of that system has kind of comes in cycles 

too.  But that's the most sometimes some of the most frustrating parts of the job. 

Our biggest problem right now is our high school here and our R S or O's are 

arresting and in some cases they're over 18 D students for having drugs in the 

school and for whatever reason the prosecutor's office is just slapping them on the 

wrist now and we're like that's where that's where the point needs to be made 

immediately because the other kids are saying oh he had meth and he's only 

getting a slap on the wrist in the school. Guess we can do whatever, so our arrests 

right now are through the roof at the high school and there's not really there's not 

really repercussion for them and unfortunately that's the you know that's where in 
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me and my mat in my opinion the discretion needs to be hard to show the other 

kids there. They have a safe place to be learning and they don't need to worry 

about this stuff. 

PI: Well I would say discretion has to be consistent correct.  If.  They're not going to. 

Process them.  The jails aren't going to keep them then then you don't arrest right. 

015: Absolutely right. 

PI: Now that sounds kind of like what you mean.  Well that's reality. Right. Put you 

because when you go to arrest somebody.  Nothing good could come of it.  

Correct.  So, if you're going to end up potentially in a confrontational situation. 

For no reason at all why would you do it. 

015: And that happened last year.  One of our essay writers got into a physical it came 

into an absolute wrestling match on the front yard of the school and something 

nothing happened to the kid.  

PI: So therefore, he's risking personal injury right. Risking.  Being criticized for 

doing his job. Civil litigation the media was involved it was all over Facebook.  

Yeah exactly. And the other parts of the system are using discretion.  From behind 

a desk.  Yep. 

015: So that's and that's and that's the biggest problem. Like going back to the media 

question the critics are. They don't have a feel for what it is we do. So, it's easy to 

sit back and criticize. 

PI: Finally, what won't you do concerning police discretion which will revive fairness 

and equity to both the community and citizens. If you could think about it as a 

tough question because if you if you put things in writing. 
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015: And make directives on what must be done and given situations I just truly 

believe that I try to use the term situational awareness a lot because every 

situation is different so I don't think that would be the solution.  But I don't think 

it's a good solution because every situation is going to be different and that's why 

I think discretion is a good thing because again going back to decision making 

with discretion I think you know if you can make your decisions and have 

discretion based on what you think the outcome is going to be.  If you're trying to 

look out for people in general meaning the citizens and the person that you're 

considering making the decision on you know if you can make a decision that is 

going to improve them in some cases improving them means arresting them or 

charging them. 

END OF INTERVIEW WCPO2019 015 
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Appendix I 

Interview WCPOI2019 016 

Primary Investigator (PI) 

 

PI: OK we'll get with participant number WCPO2019 016.  

PI: Your highest level of education?  

016: I would say some college I don't like a degree.  

PI: Your years’ experience as a police officer? 

016: Approximate twelve years.  OK.  

Kunz: What percentage of your tours do you believe you spend making decisions?  

016: I would say 60 percent of my tour. 

PI: Do you have any type of a design thought process you use when you go about 

making decisions? 

016: It's yeah, I just use almost like a process and evaluate it like a process evaluation. 

When I start my shift I kind of I evaluate you know the day whether it's the type 

of shift whether it's day shift or night shift. It's the beginning of a tour you know 

the span, or it's come to the end of the tour. So how I approach it is the load work 

that I'm gonna have for the night. The overall motivation depending on you know 

the demographic the weather and so forth.  So I come into the beginning my shift 

thinking about just how we're gonna handle the shift for that day and then we just 

kind of situational How we handle it You know each call out of time. 

PI: Has that process changed over time over your twelve years? 
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016: Yes.  When I first came on, I think I was in I came from a different type of law 

enforcement. I wasn't a patrolman that the job task was different is more you 

know courthouse setting coming to a patrol aspect. I was a little bit young 

inexperienced.  So, my thought process was different. The more years on the job 

the more experience the more responsibilities I received I kind of evaluate things 

differently based on my training and my experience. 

PI: What percentage of the decisions you said 60 percent of time making decisions 

are discretionary decisions? 

016: I mean I would say almost 100 percent of that's discretionary. I think our job is 

overall discretionary job.  How we're going to handle each and every call or just 

how we're going to go about our job daily which brings us right to next. 

PI: What is your understanding of the concept of police discretion what is police 

discretion? 

016: My understanding police discretion based off of I hate to keep using the word 

training experience but based off of my knowledge of the job there comes to a 

point you know with a situation whether we have the ability to kind of de-escalate 

something or more or less not really affect an arrest or whether it's gonna be a 

reported incident. So, based off of you know Case Law based off of our 

experience policies and so forth we use all that. And then I will add that to our 

discretion even in the totality of me being either the junior officer or the senior 

officer on how we're going to handle that. 
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PI: You kind of answers to a certain degree but all you go on a little further if there's 

anything else you want to add to it. What is this your primary reference source 

when you personally use discretion.?  Where do you draw your decisions from? 

016: If it's to kind of give you a situation where if it's if it's a domestic dispute or if it's 

a serious criminal activity that's going on that is that requires a mandatory arrest. 

We have no choice but to do our job and effect an arrest if it's something more 

like a local disturbance or a local audience that's violated. You know I can use my 

discretion and maybe try to de-escalate the situation kind of use the local 

ordinances or smaller charges that kind of talk to that person or explain to the 

what ifs like this could be the outcome of this incident but we're going to handle it 

this way.  

PI: There are thousands of laws on the books.  We're going to talk about the 

nonresponsive calls that you weren't getting a call for complaint. You're just out 

there patrolling. Is there a prioritization process you use in which laws you 

enforce?  Obviously, you can't enforce them all. 

016: Yeah.  I mean mostly I would believe other certain aspects of title 39 of the New 

Jersey motor vehicle laws that you know that you really want to focus on in force 

for public safety.  It could be anywhere from you know careless or reckless 

driving speeding.  There are areas within certain municipalities that you know 

officers need to focus on you know.  So, whether it's a school zone or so forth. So, 

motor vehicle laws are a priority because we are patrolling also certain aspects of 

criminal activity.  If there any kind of break ins any burglaries to businesses and 
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so forth.  If we come upon that we have to focus on and enforce those laws as 

well. 

PI: Were you trained about the use of discretion at the police academy? 

016: Yeah, we were trained I think it was again it comes down to more situational the 

way what I remember from the academy is it's been over a decade. It's more or 

less certain scenarios more or less like how you say it environmental. Some things 

that may occur out in a more rural area may be handled different that more of like 

a city area.  Let's just say a simple narcotic arrest more of an urban city. They are 

focusing on enforcing narcotics but they're looking for more dangerous or more 

quantity. They're not looking for the local user and so forth. We're like out here. 

We may enforce it a little bit different because of it's not as common.  

PI: The volume.  

PI:  Are there rules and regulations regarding the use of discretion. 

016: I honestly, I know that there's I've had this experience recently.  There's no 

discretion if there's a mandatory arrest that should be affected. You do not have 

discretion when it comes down to that.  So there's certain aspects of title 39 and 

there are certain aspects of maturity to see that if it's a requirement to arrest you 

don't have discretion to do so without a monitored or supervised and you're nice 

of discretion. 

PI: Are you monitor or supervised on your use of discretion? 

016: Yes, we definitely are. I believe.  You know the chain of command from our 

immediate supervisor our sergeants our lieutenants and administration.  Just to 

kind of go back to such a recent situation.  There was a motor vehicle incident 
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that did occur. I believed I was able to use my discretion and it came out a came 

about that I. Was not able to use my discretion and there should have been a 

mandatory arrest during that situation and that came down two days after the 

incident was reviewed 

PI: Are you assessed or evaluated on you use of discretion? 

016: Yes. 

PI: OK. What factors. Internal to the police community effect your use of discretion? 

016: I believe it's just the overall that the overall situation. I believe if we if we have a 

repeat offender if we have an offender that's known to the police you know, and 

they've been in situations where they we've used our discretion previously it's 

almost like the three-strike rule. You know we've dealt you so many times now 

we may effect an arrest. Again, I think it goes off of experience.  

PI: What about peer pressure does that impact your discretion? 

016: I would say yes, I believe so.  I believe if you have somebody that has a little bit 

more experience or if you have a supervisor that's telling you that. You have to do 

something.  I think that definitely does influence you.  

PI: What about in a negative way? 

016: I think in a negative way you know based off my experience and just my years on 

the job I don't think I would let any kind of negative peer pressure affect my job. 

PI: What factors external to policing influence your discretion? 

016: In light of you know the last few years the media and the overall you know 

overall opinion of law enforcement from the public it has influenced the way I 

police just because now I almost second guess the situation going into a situation 
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now. There's always that fear of you know am I handled this the right way 

because you know the way we are portrayed in the media or in the public eye. 

PI: And I notice you don't wear body cams.  

016: We don't.  

PI: Do you think that would affect your discretion? 

016: No, I think body cameras would be a positive influence on law enforcement.  

PI: Many people have claimed in the past and certainly we're in a different 

environment right now that there's a culture unique going to police officers. Do 

you subscribe to that? 

016: I believe there is a unique culture in law enforcement. Because of you know just 

the livelihood that we live in.  It's almost I hate to use the term brotherhood 

because you know I guess the demographics of law enforcement has changed over 

the years. But there’s a family network that does exist within law enforcement. 

PI: What do you believe is the public perception of this culture? 

016: I believe it's a negative perception. I you know the public believes that it's almost 

like a cult. That we take care of our own that we give favors and allow laws to be 

broken which isn't true. I just think there's more or less you know the culture is we 

have to watch out for each other. But we are not above the law. 

PI: Those that will be reviewing me would probably be a little critical on me if I 

didn't ask you this. What about PBA cards? 

016: Oh, PBA cards I tell you my opinion of PBA cards have changed over the years. I 

tell you when I first got into law enforcement they weren't as abused I believe. 

PBA cards now are just handed out as like gifts or not necessarily for those  
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PI: Quid pro quo. 

016: Correct 

PI: How does this culture impact the public trust. 

016: I think it's a negative impact. I still think the public doesn't trust us because of 

that.  

PI: Historically are a lot of the marginalized groups in society whether it's racial 

ethnic gender or orientation have complained of unequal treatment by the police 

community.  Is there any type of discretion that is talked about within the police 

work and community reference to discretion towards marginalized groups of 

people? 

016: I don't think that there's any kind of official discretion, but I know there's been 

experiences.  And we do have you know a different demographic there's been a 

change in demographics within the county and specifically within this 

municipality. And I think more specifically younger officers handle these 

situations based on a culture a race because again the media perception or the 

public perception they almost have a fear that they're going to be portrayed as that 

negative officer or that bad officer. 

PI: All right not every profession, I don't care what profession you're in has some 

kind of discretion whether you're a teacher DPW worker. But anyway, why do 

you think police discretion is so examined and or controversial? 

016: I believe it's so examined controversial because they believe that it's a corrupt 

system. They do not understand the public doesn't really understand that the 

discretion may benefit them as well. I use discretion you know daily based off 
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each situation and they don't see that discretion can sometimes or most likely be. 

For the better or for the good.  If we didn't have the ability to use discretion 

everybody would get arrested. Everybody would get a traffic ticket every time we 

stopped you or had contact with you there'd be some kind of complaint or some 

kind of ticket or summons. 

PI: While the reality of it is that the system would come to a halt. 

016: Correct.  

PI: You don’t have enough resources.  

016: That is, you're absolutely correct. No. 

PI: Let me ask you this that  I asked someone who participated yesterday about   the 

use of discretion, the bail reform that that's taking place in open Sussex County 

they have to while belt the correctional workers because nobody in jail anymore. 

So, you have laws that people expect you to enforce but then whether it's the 

judicial or the correctional section is showing discretion by allowing them. 

leniency.  How does that impact you? 

 016: I think it impacts us because you start to see repeat offenders. You start to see the 

lack of care for oneself.  Let's just say if somebody getting arrested with bail 

reform if they did a serious crime or if there was something that was a general 

offense, they would there's almost repercussions for their actions with bail reform. 

Now it's almost like everybody's getting a second chance but they're not. I don't 

know how the best way it did. There's no repercussions for what they're doing. So, 

you're starting to see you're starting to see almost like a repeat of repeat criminal 

activity and so forth. 
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PI: And the last question What would you do regarding the use of discretion which 

would provide fairness and equity to both the law enforcement community and 

citizens?  Do you have any ideas that you would like to see? 

016: I think as far as discretion I think there needs to be maybe just an overall maybe 

guidance system. I mean I know we're trained to use the same motor vehicle. If 

it's something like. A speeding we have a guideline of what we would 

downgraded to use our discretion. But I think if there is almost like a blanket 

discretionary maybe training that we can make it in the eyes of the public fair to 

everybody you know or maybe education we can educate the public. I think it 

would be beneficial to the whole discretionary topic. 

PI: All right.  Anything else you'd like to add?  

016: No  

PI: We will conclude the interview of partisan WCP02019 016 

END OF INTERVIEW WCPO2019 016 
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Appendix J 

Interview WCPO2019 017 

Primary Investigator (PI) 

PI: We are starting an interview with participant WCPO2019 017 and the first 

question will be what percentage of your tour of duty do you believe you spent 

decision making? 

017: I mean there's all different levels of decisions that are made on a day to day basis, 

I guess. I mean probably 85 90%.  Whether it's you know what tasks you're going 

to take care of for the day or a critical decision that gets posed throughout the 

course of your shift. 

PI: Do you have a design thought process about going how you're gonna make 

decisions?  

017: Well I guess it would probably be prior rely on some past experiences or training.  

Actually, I guess it depends on the nature of the decision that needs to be made. 

PI: And how that process changed over time? 

017: Well I think now I think you have to be you know hyper aware of some of the 

decisions that are that that are being made because you know the liability they 

think that that that comes along with law enforcement now you know any 

anything is going to be scrutinized with a microscope and you know you're going 

to be a… your decision is gonna be dissected by many different people. 

PI: That what percentage of these decisions do you believe are discretionary? 

017: I don't know maybe half. I guess you know some I guess you'd probably have a 

handful. You know 50 50 maybe more 60 40 I don't know about you know a 
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decision would has to be made a certain way based on policy procedures or 

protocol and then I guess you know some decisions maybe you do have a little  

PI: That's which leads to our very next question which is if I was to ask you what is 

police discretion how would you describe that to me? 

017: Yeah I think you know in my experience there's multiple ways to get certain 

things done in certain situations you know depending on how you personally feel 

about a certain situation you know maybe you have a little leeway but in some 

you know it's kind of black and white. I'm not sure what percentage that would be. 

But you know.  Yeah, I mean I'm sure he you know as well as I do that. Yeah, I 

mean you say you're faced with many different decisions throughout the course of 

a day. So now you have to do certain things a certain way and sometimes you 

kind of have a little leeway discretion. 

PI: When you use discretion what is your primary reference source?  

017: Well, I think. I think.  You know you kind of you know each person maybe relies 

on some of their own personal experiences. You know if I was in a certain 

situation maybe before I was a cop or during the time as being a cop and I see 

somebody else similarly in that situation I might have a little bit of empathy for 

that person and I might say wow you know if I was in that situation as that person 

maybe I would want somebody to maybe build a more lenient with me you know  

PI: Life experience beyond your police experience 

017: Yeah, I mean if you're on just like always experienced something just like 

speeding right. You know so if you're if you pull somebody over for speeding, 

you're not going to crucify them because you're going to say you know what. And 
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maybe there's a reason why they're speeding.  Maybe there has there is some sort 

of an emergency or you know maybe I had been in a situation where I needed to 

get somewhere in a hurry and maybe I was going a little above the speed limit or 

something like that.  And you'd say you know what. Okay. On this day you know 

it's not black and white. You know it's not five miles an hour just like that. Using 

that as an example.  You pulled somebody over, and you say you know I'm going 

to I'm going to give you a break today. It doesn't necessarily mean you know 

we're not robots you know equals somebody over. For a violation you write X 

violation. 

PI: There's literally thousands of laws on the books and the public has this unrealistic 

expectation that you enforce them all.  Is there a prioritization process and which 

ones you do we don't? 

017: Yeah, I think you have to I think certain either laws or decisions even if we're 

talking about decisions again have priority. Officer safety you know life 

threatening type of.  Issues circumstances you know you're going to. Be more 

maybe by the book you're not going to give you know discretion when it comes to 

you know a critical incident or something that's going to have more of a maybe 

the word I'm looking for but. Public definitely it may be in and more of the public 

spotlight. 

PI: I think what.  And certainly, through the talk of the officers around the county 

there's a difference between was of crime and was of public order we just. And it 

seems to be would be a fair statement that there's more discretion in those lower 

level offenses. 
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017: Absolutely.  Yeah.  Yeah.  I mean you know.  For example, if and I think what we 

come across now especially with like it under the spotlight under the microscope. 

Social media if somebody maybe let's just take another example DWI. If 

somebody gets a DWI and maybe they're handled a certain way and then they 

kind of get wind that maybe it's handled this another way they're going to say well 

why did I have to get why didn't they use discretion for me. Some you know from 

residents on a certain street saying every day somebody speeding down my road 

and now we have to take a patrol officer and we have to do a detail on that road. 

Now somebody just so happens to be speeding on that road that day maybe that's 

the first time they ever spent on that road. Right now, they're never gonna take it 

before lives. They're never got pulled over but now all of a sudden, you're getting 

all these complaints on that road. You're doing a detail on that road. You happen 

to get that guy on that bad day.  You know he might say you know can I get a 

break.  I'm doing that today. 

PI: And I think that there's a reasonable person would understand that complaint 

driven issues a little different than officer observed this. 

017: Right. Or if somebody called and said you know a bus driver calls and says you 

know somebody passed a school bus or a you know who we're talking about 

motor vehicle stuff.  

PI: Were you trained on the use of discretion at the police academy? 

017: I feel like the Academy from what I remember is more kind of the bare bones. I 

think the discretionary training comes more when you're on your field training. 

By your field training officer your supervisor whoever that is.  You know and I 
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think I think that it's universal that when you get the Academy you're you know 

you think that you're gonna be dodging a barrage of bullets every day or you're  

thinking but those more critical things you know the officer safety stuff where 

you know the wash their hands and everything but you know when you get out it's 

more you know this is what it's really like you know be aware of that stuff but 

you're going to deal more with Hey I know this guy. Can you give me you know 

give me a break or you know you know something more? 

PI: Does your agency have rules and regulations for use of discretion? 

017: I wouldn't say no I don't think that's something that's kind of in a policy that you 

know when you give this kind of a gut feeling based on the officer. Yes, it is a 

tough thing to. It's something that you have to kind of learn over time, I think. 

Okay.  When you went out to do it. 

PI: Or you monitored or supervised on your use of discretion? 

017: I would imagine your front-line supervisor would probably know you know if you 

know we used to have a thing here where we would track warnings and tickets 

and we still kind of do. So I mean if you're a young officer in your stop and more 

you know a lot of cars and you see more warnings than tickets you know that 

usually would be addressed. And maybe they would ask why.  

PI:  Are you assessed or evaluated at the end of the year? 

017: Yeah, I think I think everything is everything every number is tracked. To a 

certain extent at the end during you know review time I think they would say you 

know you're kind of on one side or the other side maybe if you do if you wrote all 

tickets  
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PI: What factors internal to policing that only the police community is aware of, 

influence your discretion? I know before you said safety.  

017: Yeah, I mean I think. I think in law enforcement I think we try to look out for you 

know our own in a way and we try to do. I think that has a bearing. 

PI: How do personal biases impact your discretion? 

017: I think it personal bias as far as… Trying to figure out how or when a word it. So 

if you have maybe. I don't know I don't really. I'm trying to think of how I want to 

say it, but I don't I'm having trouble finding 

PI: Let’s simplify a little bit.  But do you think they do affect you?  

017: I guess I guess I mean I guess everybody has something that they're you know if 

they if they see something that you know maybe would spark a thought or you 

know kind of an emotion maybe I'm thinking more along the lines of a certain 

type of a vehicle. You know if you see you know it tends maybe a certain type of 

vehicle would be associated with a certain type of activity or a crime. I think. 

PI: What about peer pressure does that affect your discretion? 

017: I mean it could.  I mean if somebody else you know feels a certain way I guess 

that based on your personal beliefs or experiences they might be different from 

you. I mean some people are more and more robotic in a sense or don't really 

have. You know they're not as motivated to maybe write a summons they may be 

more motivated to overlook something to me and some people may be less 

motivated to overlook something. 

PI: What about external factors to police work? 
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017: Yeah, I guess I guess I guess you can kind of say the same thing. I mean I guess 

you know internal or external. I mean I'm sure you know there's gonna be 

influences.  

PI: What about the media? 

017: Yeah, it's kind of one of those things you know you. Either if you're doing 

something, you're you know. You’re coming down on somebody too hard but if 

you're not doing it then you're not doing your job right. So, it's kind of like you're 

unfortunately kind of you're damned if you do and damned if you know you give 

a break you're kind of like not doing your job. You let people go and you have 

you know administrative expectations you know for the patrol guys. So you're 

kind of they're kind of expecting you to produce but then you know you have a 

community that you're you know sworn to protect and uphold law, but you don't 

want to really come down too hard on him. So, it's kind of I mean it really is a 

balancing act. 

PI: You don't wear body cams  

017: No just a recorder. 

PI: Do you think that body cams would affect your discretion. 

017: Yeah.  Again, in this day and age everything is discoverable. Everything is Oprah 

you know everything is available to the public. Somebody comes in and wants a 

copy of a certain.  You know if somebody gets it goes back to if somebody got a 

ticket for it take the same violation if somebody got a ticket and somebody didn't 

get it they get somebody they're going to wonder why them and not me or why 

you know why me not them. So, I think you have to pick and choose or if you. 
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You wrote somebody or arrested somebody for whatever reason you're going to 

have to explain it whether you did what you what you did or what you didn't do. 

PI: There is a claim by many that there's a culture unique to police officers. Do You 

subscribe to that?  

017: That we're held to a different? 

PI: Just a police culture that is often discussed and research and often it's us versus 

them. Well I think we deal with. 

017: I mean we deal with our professionals are so unique that we do deal with so many 

different things, I think. You know there is definitely a police culture. I mean that 

when we deal with things that people will never see and people will never 

understand.  So, I'd imagine to be nor be just. Natural to kind of have like an 

inner. Circle where only a few of us.  In that profession kind of know what we 

have to deal with on a day to day basis.  So, I think with that we would probably 

you know. There would be like you know an internal culture and then obviously 

the you know the public. 

PI: What you think the public's perception of that culture?  

017: Yeah, like I said they think that it's. You know do as I say not as I do, and you 

know kind of like a yoyo.  Why you know why this can what you know why a 

different set of rules for police is there.  But again, it's a kind of a fine line where 

you want to. Help.  Or maybe have discretion for certain things inside that inner 

circle just like I said based on.  People wanting you know us in that culture you 

know banding together having to deal with certain things that we deal with. 

PI: So, do you think that affects the public trust this culture? 
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017: Yeah, I think we Yeah. I think over the years.  Yeah definitely. But now you 

know I think you know we're taking a turn where I don't think in this day and age 

I think we're seeing a different trend where I think everybody does. You know 

everybody in law enforcement knows that everything is in the public eye. 

Everything is going to be under a microscope is going to be. Everything is open to 

the public.  And I think people need to as long as everybody. Is on that same 

wavelength.  And unfortunately, sometimes we can be our own worst enemies and 

us.  Do kind of think that we're held to a different standard but we're really we're 

really not.  

PI: Historically individuals of marginalized groups minorities.  Race gender sexual 

orientation have complained about the police culture and unequal treatment by 

police.  In the police community general is there any kind of diversity 

discretionary training or discussion among the police agencies in Warren County. 

017: Yeah and we've had we've had trainings. I know you know, I think. New Jersey 

we're trying to. I think they're trying to get ahead of the game, and I know we 

have. We have a new guideline directive based on you know LG D LG TB  

 And I think it's you know there's a lot of and everything is always changing and 

evolving on what you can say and what you can't say. So, I think you know they 

just put a directive out for 2020. On how to handle certain people in that category.  

Also, to you know. In all different ethnicities and it just it's difficult for us 

because there is so much. There's so many different categories and how to. To 

handle each and every one differently.  But.  I think that's you know that’s kind of 

where law enforcement is now we're expected to do more. 
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PI: Almost every profession involves the use of personal discretion. I don't know of 

any job where you don't have some kind of discretion.  Why do you think pushes 

discretion is so examined or controversial? 

017: Well again we there's no other there's no other professional where you can take 

people's rights away. Their liberties and you know with that you know there's 

money and there's you know it's expensive you know it's just that. Whether you're 

talking about an arrest where you're talking about you know lawsuits, you're 

talking about everything is. It's magnified. 

PI: What would you do regarding the supposed discretion that would provide fairness 

and equity both the law enforcement community and the citizens if there is 

anything I mean you already any thoughts on that? 

017: Again, I think I think you know. It's.  It's a balancing act that that you have to take 

into consideration you know that you're your personal feelings and beliefs and 

experiences and you know treat everybody how you would want to be you would 

want to be treated you know, and you have to be realistic too because you know 

nobody wants it. I mean if you maybe but because you have to be realistic 

because some people be like well you know I never deserve to pay the piper so to 

speak whether that's whatever that is you know. So, but, if I do something wrong. 

In me personally I expect the consequence.  I think everybody has if you if you 

read.  And with that being said sometimes you know depending on the situation 

depending on the infraction or offense or whatever you want to call it you know 

there you know it doesn't necessarily have to be to the highest level. 

PI: What is your highest school education? 
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017: High school. 

PI: And you're your service? 

017: 17 

PI: Anything else you would like to add? Thank you very much.  We end the 

interview with WCPO2019 017 

END OF INTERVIEW WCPO2019 017 
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Appendix K 

Interview WCPO2019 018 

Primary Investigator (PI) 

PI: What percentage of your tour of duty would you say you spend making decisions.  

018: Probably 90% of it.  

PI: Do you have a thought process and how you go about making those decisions. 

018: Well it depends on the scenario.  If it's a traffic stop you've got to find the 

violation and then if you want to act on it the other side if you're gonna act on it. 

If it's an animal call it say you gotta figure out certain steps to identify who the 

dog belongs to. Things like that. 

PI: How was that decision process changed over your year and a half over a year and 

a half? 

018: When I first started did it have the experience.  There are no loves looking for in 

reference to more vehicle stops.  As I got more experience more training on the 

job, I later learned to pick up different violations that helped me out. 

PI: And of those that 90 percent hmm what percentage would you say that are 

discretionary decisions? 

018: I'll say 80 percent of those. 

PI: When I say police discretion to you are you say it to me, what does that mean to 

you 

018: You take the totality of the circumstances.  If let's say someone is drunk, you're 

obviously not going to drive off are going to take them in, but someone's speeding 

let's say by 5 miles and over that you can use your discretion. Just let them go. 
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PI: When you use your discretion what is your primary source how do you how do 

you decide what you would do? 

018: My personal discretion process is based on past history and the present.  So, if 

he's a habitual speeder that's going to play a part. Whether he gets a ticket or not 

but if Pete got a ticket 10 years ago or a year ago and there's a gap in time I'll use 

that to their help him or her or not help them. 

PI: There's literally thousands of laws on the books. People have an unrealistic. 

Expectation that you enforce the law which of course we know we can't right. Is 

there a prioritization process that is used for your agency as which ones you 

enforce which would you don't?  

018: There is not, just find a violation and enforce it.  

PI: Based on observation  

018:  And training.  

PI: Were you trained on use discretion either police academy or by your current 

department?  

018: Yes.  

PI: Which one?  

018: Both.  

PI: Does your department of any rules or regulations regarding discretion? 

018: I believe so.  

PI: And are you monitored or supervised for use discretion?  

018: Would you mind repeating? 



DECISION MAKING PROCESS OF POLICE OFFICERS 257 

 

 

PI: During your tour of duty if you if you make discretionary decisions does a 

supervisor oversee it.  

018: Yes.  

PI: What percentage of time do you say supervisors on duty on duty on my shift? 

018: Probably 100 percent of time unless they're sick. 

PI: So, I would have to imagine you have an affirmative answer that you are assessed 

or evaluated at the end of the year in reference discretion? 

018: Correct.  

PI: What factors internal to policing if once your poise discretion to the police 

community? 

018: Well the way I work is pretty much community oriented, I try to make a positive 

image for the PD.  Also doing my job so I remain fair as much as I PI: Does peer 

pressure impact your police discretion? 

018: No  

PI: what about factors external to police external to the police community impact 

your discretion. 

018: I don't have any not bias towards anyone just to what I gotta do and that's it by 

how.  

PI: How about the media?  How does that affect your discretion?  

018: I just do my job follow the rules and that's what you wear body cam we wear the 

mike packs, but we have dashboard cams. I'm aware I'm always on video. I have 

my own video.  So, whether media portrays me as a bad guy, or a good guy 

doesn't bother me.  
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PI: How would you think body cams would affect your discretion that 

 018: It would not.  

PI: There's a claim by many people that there's a culture unique to police officers. Do 

You subscribe to that?  Do you believe that there's a culture? 

018: What do you mean? 

PI: Well if you look at research it say that police officers stay to themselves and 

there's kind of an us versus them mentality. 

018: No, I don't believe it. No.  

PI: So therefore, the next question is going to be what role does this capacity. Does 

this culture have on police discretion which is not applicable in the next two or 

reference to shape things?  So, it's not applicable police trust in the public. Well 

this will could be.  Do you believe that the public has a perception that there's a 

police culture? 

018: Probably they think that just because we're cops, we're not human. And if we stop 

someone that's a cop, we're not going to use discretion which is false. Leaves 

discretion everyone. 

PI: Many of the marginalized groups i.e. by minorities ethnic groups sexual 

orientation groups feel that they've been treated unfairly by the police. Is there 

any kind of discussion within the county right county level department about 

using discretion towards these groups? 

018: There's A.G. guidelines for that.  It's the new one that came out a few months ago. 

So yeah. 
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PI: Or every profession has personal discretion or is a single job that you know has 

some kind of discretion.  Why do you think police discretion is so examined and 

or controversial?  

018: Well it impacts the person directly whether it's present time or future AI jobs in 

the future. They've got to care for their family. So, if they get jammed up now. 

Their family might feel the impacts later on.  

PI:  And what we do regarding use of police discretion which will provide fairness 

equity to both the law enforcement community and the citizens?  Well if there is 

anything you can think of.  

018: Personally.  I don't write many tickets unless a violation is Major a DUI or it puts 

someone's life in jeopardy. But I don't like to jam people for nothing which I don't 

do at all. That's pretty much it. OK. 

PI: You said you had a bachelor’s degree  

018: Correct.  

PI: And you have one and a half years’ experience.  

018: Yes sir.  

PI: Is there anything you would like to add to this? 

018: My bachelor's degree is in criminal justice. That's. 

PI: Great.  Thank you.  Well we're ending the interview with WCPO2019 018 

END OF INTERVIEW WCPO2019 018 
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Appendix L 

Interview WCPO2019 019 

Primary Investigator (PI) 

PI: OK we're starting the interview, and this will be with participant WCPO2019 019 

PI: Your highest level of education? 

019: Some college I was 60 credits.  

PI: Your years of experience on the job? 

019: 19.  

PI: And the first question will be what percentage of your tour to do you spend 

making decisions? 

019: For me I would say 60%.  

PI: And as you make those decisions to do you have any type of design thought 

process towards making decisions.  

019: Design thought process I would say the way I make decisions is based off of their 

policy procedure.  Whether it's legal or not. What I've learned. From supervisors 

and what not and how I would want decisions made when I was a subordinate. 

PI: Has that changed over time? 

019: Yeah, I would say my decisions are more.  More thought out more and more 

correct now than when I first started.  More mature maybe. 

PI: Of the 60% of the time that you make decisions what percentage of it are 

discretionary decisions? 
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019: I mean it depends on how you are speaking of discretion when it comes to 

enforcement or when it comes to dealing with a subordinate.  There's a lot in PI: 

What this puts discretion mean to you. 

019: Discretion, what police discretion means to me.  It's the maybe sometimes giving 

a lesson. Rather than enforcement rather than criminal charges rather than a 

speeding ticket.  You know I've I found especially doing certain units that 

discretion.  Is basically you know if you ask me this question five years ago?  It 

probably like 90% discretion because.  In order to effectively do your job, you 

would need to show discretion in certain areas.  I don't want to be too specific. 

But so, for example you know and all within the parameters of the law. if you had 

somebody with a minor marijuana charge and you can hold off charges until you 

know for a narcotics case you know you're shown discretion. Yeah.  You make 

that decision on the street.  If I pull over a mom with five kids in the car and it's 

you know it's a couple of weeks before Christmas. I'm definitely less apt to write 

her a ticket because you know I can. Have empathy for her situation you know. 

PI: When you use discretion what's your primary source? 

019: Can you be more specific? 

PI: Well I mean some people have said that they rely more on laws some people more 

on experience some are more their values and ethics. 

019: OK.  Me personally it would be values and ethics.  And personal experience.  For 

example, when we're when we're talking about like writing tickets. Never been a 

big ticket.  Right.  And I always go back to my father.  And I remember him 

working in a foundry when I was a kid.  For.  Pennies and being poor and having 
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those junk cars that you know sometimes as police you know their early days you 

know indicators what you're looking for you know, and I don't people say 

indicators somebody would say easy pickings. So you know I think we have 

several foundries and industrial parts in town and I've. Unless you are doing 

something so reckless you know I pull a guy over that just left 13 hours in a 

foundry.  You're not going to take it from me. I go back to my dad you know.  So, 

a lot of it is experience and you know yeah.  And I'll go back to when I was the 

chief of the agency that I ran. Because I'm also an FTL so. I remember pulling a 

guy over and he's freaking out yelling at me and all this other stuff I had no right 

to pull him or whatever and. Recognizing that two guys by having a bad day and 

probably didn't have the best experience with law enforcement in the past. I gave 

him a break.  I didn't write in with second and the day that guy I was training it 

was like What the hell you are doing. Why would you do that. I said well if for 

one time that guy recognizes that he's being an asshole and I told him he'd been 

there be an asshole. But today you're gonna get a break because maybe you didn't 

get one before.  Maybe that's why you're mad.  But we're not all bad you know.  

PI: There are literally thousands of laws that people have this unrealistic expectation 

that you have to enforce.  Is their priority prioritization process of which ones you 

do you enforce and which ones you don't? 

019: Yeah.  So. So the laws that the laws that you would have discretion on lightly? 

PI: We're not talking about complaint driven calls discretionary.  Do you prioritize 

them or is it just an observation?  I am talking about in an official capacity.  



DECISION MAKING PROCESS OF POLICE OFFICERS 263 

 

 

PI: So, for motor vehicle I would say would be a low priority.  Disorderly so again 

this has changed since I've been around. Disorderly conduct.  You know 

discretion that you would give in the past because a lot of times the people will 

dictate that you know your community,  the people that you're serving will dictate 

what are. We've changed in town over the past 10 years there's an influx of people 

from. From East Jersey, Newark, Elizabeth, New York the discretion that we were 

able to give then. It's all about maintaining order. You know if you can give 

discretion and still maintain order.  Then by all means.  But once you lose that 

order. Discretion goes out. I mean. I would tell my guys if we're having a problem 

you know in a particular area. There's no more discretion that we are making 

arrest people. You need to send the message that listen we're not punching bags. 

We are going to do our job. 

PI: Were you trained on the use of discretion at Academy? 

019: Honestly, I don't remember if I was, I don't recall. I don’t think so. 

PI: Does your agency have any rules and regulations for these are discretion? 

019: For me like honestly it was always an unwritten rule right.  Oh yeah.  I just don't.  

So, like your FTL is supposed to be the guy that that guides you and teaches you 

what where you can give discretion where you should and where you can. 

PI: So, the answer is going to the next one obvious is going to be yes, you're 

monitored and supervised on your discretion. 

019: Monitor.  Well yes, I mean. I mean I guess in a roundabout way.  I mean all your 

numbers are in there.  Right.  Car stops to motor vehicle summonses the arrest.  

You know, so I guess in an indirect way you're OK. 
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PI: What factors internal to policing influence your police discretion? 

019: Administration.  You know if you're sent to an area because there's a lot of. Public 

drinking or drug use and I go there, and I stop somebody.  And maybe I didn't 

enforce a minor law. Maybe I'm looking for information you know maybe I don't 

write the guy a ticket for having an open container, but he tells me you know he 

gives me information for something else. I could be asked questions from the 

lieutenant, captain or chief you know.  I don't I don't think I would get 

reprimanded. But.  It's definitely an issue with the use of the embers right now. 

Third there could be times where that comes up where you know I'm not saying 

it's ever happened to make you know we don't have it in our vehicles but all the 

patrol on patrol do. So, it's come up where hey you know why you didn’t enforce 

this. You know it's on camera. With ever.  So, put that is normally. 

PI: Do you think personal biases impact police officer’s discretion? 

019: Yeah, I mean I would say it does. 

PI: What about peer pressure? 

019: For some maybe.  Yeah, because you know. Enforcement for other officers.  

Right.  Well while some officers may feel that just cause you're a cop doesn't 

mean you can speed or have an out headlight, or you know not every windshield 

wiper on. Peer pressure from riding another officer summons should correct. I say 

correct that behavior because I don't believe in raising you know for you yeah like 

I said this whole thing's about discretion. 

PI: Has the media has that affect your discretion. 
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019: Well today's media it seems I hear guilty before any information comes out you 

know.  So. I would say that it's a little harder to give discretion in certain areas. 

Yeah especially with cell phones and social media and social media and you 

know you hear you're guilty in the public perception before. You know, any 

investigations done.  So, sometimes I feel we're in a tough situation where. You 

might not give that break because you're worried about who's watching you. You 

know you know you may want to you might want to may want to give a break. 

PI: You say you don't wear body cams as of yet. How would they how do you think 

they would affect your discretion.  

019: Well again I, this wouldn't be fair for our department because we have a good 

administration. They trust our decisions for the most part.  But, like I said you 

have a body camera on, and you might give a break to certain people it is all 

discoverable then go back and look at everything.  Somebody could I mean even 

if it's without any intention can make a case that you're up your scent. Yeah, 

you're selectively enforcing certain and it could even come down to you know for 

minorities or whatever. You know it depends on.  You know where they want to 

take it.   

PI: Historically marginalized groups the minorities people's sexual preference 

different sexual preferences ethnic things have claimed that they had been treated 

unfairly by the police. That's fairly public knowledge. Is there any type of training 

or discussion in the county in this because this area with the officers in Warren 

County?  
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019: Yeah.  So, any kind of candid discussion about discretion towards those groups. I 

wouldn't say there's any training for discretion. How things are in training for 

discretion period.  We do have bias incident training.  You know.  We literally 

just all went to maybe two months ago. And what I took from the course was that 

everybody's bias recognize it. Bias is what keeps you alive.  You know if you if 

you walk through a door and you get slap nine times every time you walk through 

the door the tenth time you might not go through that door and you're going to 

you're going to try and out the door. I mean it's. The bias is part of life. And. 

That's.  What makes it if you are enforcing a law or targeting people. Just based 

on their color sexuality whatever.  That's where. The issues can be.  I mean that's 

why you shouldn't be in this job. But everybody is bias. We're human. 

PI: There's a claim by many people and it's been written about and talked about that 

there's a culture unique to police officers. Do you subscribe to that? 

019: Yes.  I do.  

PI: If you want to explain? 

019: Yeah, I mean it's something that I kind of I love about law enforcement. There's a 

brotherhood there's. We spend probably more time with the guys at work than you 

do with your families just because a shift work and hours a day at work.  I'm with 

I'm with my guys. Twelve hours you know, and I come home.  I'm with my 

family for maybe three or four before there. You spend a lot of time with these 

guys and a lot of times you rely on them to save your ass and they rely on you.  

There's a unique bond I think to law enforcement and that you know that kind of. 

Do you think that the? 
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PI: Do you think the fact that you have the ability to impose personal discretions 

formulates this culture?  You have a unique authority.  

019: I guess I never thought of it that way.  Maybe.  Maybe there are.  Guys out there 

to have that.  I'm kind of like. You mean like a god complex. 

PI: I mean it was the birth the culture really has been described as us versus them 

mentality.  Yeah. 

019:: For me the us versus them is more, you know, we need to look out for us. We 

protect us.  Nobody else is killing it.  The guy across the street he might know I'm 

a cop and we might be friendly and but he's always gonna to look at me like they 

should not do this around on it. I mean it's. 

PI: What is the public perception of this culture.  Well.  I mean.  I belong to a group. 

019: And.  And the name of the group has brought some public ridicule.  And the idea 

is you know, if we should do this.  

PI: If it's an identifier it's going to be redacted 

019: I don't know. I don't know if it will because there's many guys in the county, but 

the group is called brothers before others. And it's a police group that you know 

focuses on taking care of one another right now. Times of trouble.  You know 

whatever.  Suicide prevention.  Tons of things.  They also do a lot for the 

community.  But the public will look at that title.  They look at our flag our blue 

line flag and they say well it's you know. You ask.  You're segregating yourself 

you know you're divisive. Yeah.  Yeah, you're divisive. And that is a line which 

it's not about that. And I've heard it a million times. You know you cops think 

you're better than everybody else in the law. For the culture aspect of it I would 
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say it's probably 30% of the public. At least around here 40 30 40 in our area right 

where we're not favorable to any negative impact on public trust. Yeah, I would 

say so.  Sure.   

PI: Almost every profession involves some use of discretion.  Why do you think 

police discretion is so examined or controversial? 

019: Well because you're talking about people's freedom. I mean. Your ability to get a 

job your livelihood you know.  Just discretion when it's not given you know 

people go to jail. 

PI: Is there anything you would do regarding the use of police discretion which could 

provide fairness and equity to both the law enforcement community and citizens? 

019: Say that one more time.  

PI: Is there anything you would do with reference to discretion that would make it 

better for both.  Cops and the people and the people.  Yeah certainly. How can we 

get better?  Honestly.  

019: Training, you know.  And we have had this like the whole community policing 

aspect.  It's been very popular for the last. At least 10 15 years.  You know here in 

New Jersey at least in our county out I don't know statewide. But. You know we 

have things like national night out. We have coffee with a cop.  We have you 

know.  Many times, throughout the year where we are interacting with the public 

on a non-police level. Know we have guys that you know do downtown walk on 

patrol.  Let me ask you how. 

PI: Do you get everybody to buy in or just certain people. 
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019: I don't think you'll ever get 100 percent buy in from it from anyone from any one 

group. You know as long as the majority is, I think your department's heading in 

the right direction. There may be there's always gonna be.  Hey, I love I love what 

we do, and I love all my brothers and sisters but I'm not. 

PI: Anything else you would like to add? 

019: Now.  And if you have any more questions than anything I can help.  

PI:  We will end that the interview with participant WCPO2019 019. 

END OF INTERVIEW WCPO2019 019 
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Appendix M 

Interview WCPO2019 020 

Primary Investigator (PI) 

PI: OK we are starting the interview with participant number or name WCPO2019 

020. 

PI: Your highest level of education?  

020: Some college. 

PI: And your years’ experience on the job?  

020: 13 plus. 

PI: What percentage of your tour do you believe you spend making decisions. 

020: 75 to 80 percent.  

PI: With those decisions that you make do you have any kind of a process thought 

process that you go to? 

020: Some are spontaneous.  You have to just make a quick decision whether you're 

going to stop a car or whether you're going to talk to a person or how you're going 

to react to somebody. So, the process is more or less spontaneous. 

PI: It has in your 13 years as that process changed?  

020: Absolutely. 

PI: How so?  

020: Now more from an experience level it's not a knee jerk reaction. I tend to analyze 

a little more methodically and as quickly as possible than just reacting based on 

the initial scenario or incidents that's brought up. 
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PI: Of the 75 to 80 percent what percentage of that do you think are discretionary 

decisions?  

020: Probably over 50 percent.  

PI: In the same context when I say to you the discretionary or when I say police 

discretion what does that mean? 

020: My interpretation is whether you know I had the I don't have and it's not it's a 

gray area. It's not a black it's not a white it's not has to be done this way I don't 

have to do it I could, but the decision lies with me whether I do or don't.  

PI: What is your primary reference source when you make a discretionary decision 

what do you? 

020: Base that on a lot of it is training experience from you know being here for an 

extended period of time and you know different scenarios and I've been on with 

other officers that. You know they dictate which way I would decide on whether 

I'm going to be on that black or that white side. 

PI: There's literally thousands of laws on the books that people have this realistic 

expectation you enforce. Which of course you can't. Is there a prioritization 

process within your agency of which ones you're doing what would you do? 

020: As far as enforcement. Are certain ones over obligated to? Attorney General 

Guidelines  

PI: I'm talking about discretionary.  

020: Yeah discretionary I think within the agency it's left to us. There's nothing 

official. Nothing that says one way or the other it's you know. We have to back up 

our decision. 
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PI: Were you trained on the use of discretion at the police academy or your 

department?  

020: The department.  Police academy teaches you and prepares you for the way things 

are supposed to be done and makes it the absolute.  However, after being out with 

certain people and training and your officers that are senior to you and what they 

explain which the way is to go about me coming to that decision of discretion. 

PI: Do you ever of any written rules and regulations of reference to just use 

discretion? 

020: Off the top of the head I don't believe so. It's just us. Yeah taught.  

PI: Are you monitored or supervised the use of discretion? 

020: Yeah.  You know to an extent. 

PI: And what about evaluating at the end of the year in reference to your use of 

discretion? 

020: I think they look at it and sometimes they may say you know I've had years where 

it's hey you're a little too lenient. In other years where they say hey maybe you 

should just slow down a little bit. 

PI: What factors internal to policy influence your discretion?  

020: I take the human side of stuff as I put myself in a position a lot and saying if that 

were me would I expect a ticket would I expect to be arrested when I expect this 

type of treatment or whatever. And I kind of put myself in the position and saying 

you know what if this were me what would I what would I expect from someone 

with empathy.  

PI: What about personal biases influencing your decision making? 
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020: I try not to have any I mean we all do.  But let’s be honest if I were to have 

personal biases then this job would be one way or the other it's not. You know. I 

don't hold anything over anybody's hand here.  

PI: Does peer pressure influence your discretion?      

020: sometimes you know sometimes there's people who try to. Make it a game or you 

know try to say you don't do this or you don't do that.  

PI: What about factors external to policing do any of those influence your discretion? 

020: As far as? 

PI: Well we'll go as well about the media? 

020: I mean the media's got a lot to do with police and police agencies anymore law 

enforcement.  Anything you do.  In media certainly does influence a lot of that 

and I think a lot of the people that the influence feeds into there that the media 

feeds into influences your decision making as well. 

PI: You don't wear body cameras. Do you think that would affect your police 

discretion? 

020: Absolutely not.  

PI: There's a discussion among people within the police community and who study 

the police community that there is a culture unique to the police community. Do 

you subscribe to that? 

020: If you're referring to the thin blue line culture, I would assume you know what 

we're. When we're a lot of people but we're one type of person and you know 

we're in a fishbowl the proverbial fishbowl or we're under the microscope all the 

time. So, if we don't have each other to rely on or the you know the backup or so 
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we're I'm looking for not backup but a support of our own community. You know 

I mean.  I think we're kind of in a world of hurt quite honestly. 

PI: Do you think that culture influences your discretion making decisions? 

020: No, I think the majority of us just come to do our job because this is what we 

signed up to do. This is what we wanted to do.  I don't think anybody's going to 

influence what I'm going to do based on. You know the group that I associate 

with or anything like that. 

PI: So, what do you believe the public's perception of the culture is?  

020: I think now a days given again the media and what not you know they feed into a 

lot of it where a lot of people think that we you know law enforcement nowadays 

is untouchable. You know where. No matter what we do while you're above the 

law and that's just simply not the case. 

PI: Does this culture impact the public trust.  

020: I think to an extent certain one especially and more so now the younger groups 

PI: Historically some of the marginalized groups based on race, ethnicity, sexual 

preference orientation have complained of unequal treatment by the police 

community.  Is there any training within the county because this is a study of 

county police officers to your knowledge, is there any training or any discussion 

within the county or agency about discretion for these types of groups?  

020: There's definitely ways to reach out and do stuff as far as it goes like training and 

whatnot.  You know we have to go to training twice a year it's mandatory in a lot 

of that now with the issues at hand.  Let us you know kind of tell us how to deal 

with certain subjects you know again race color religion sexual orientation 
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whatever the case may be.  So, I mean the training is there the options are there 

but as far as influencing gender or I'm sorry not gender discretion I mean I think 

that comes down to the individual. Everybody's got to realize that again going 

back to mine the empathy thing I don't care who you are or what you do or what 

you identify as you're gonna be treated the same as who I feel you are what you 

do or what you identify as it is what it is you know I'm going to tell you any 

differently based on that. 

PI: Almost every profession OK care who you are has some use of personal 

discretion.  Why do you think the police discretion is so examined the 

controversial? 

020: I think I guess because we are guided or made, not mean I guess because we're so 

that's I guess scrutinized would be the word. You know we can you know we're 

guided by certain rules regulations policies procedures regardless of what we do 

you know. So, it's either. You didn't do enough. You did too much you know. I 

just think that that's.  OK.  That's part of the issue nowadays too so.  

PI: What would you do regarding the use of the police discretion which provide fair 

better fairness and equity to both the law enforcement community and the 

citizens? If you could think of any at this time. 

020: I don't know. I mean, again empathy is that is the key. You just got it.  You got to 

put yourself in everybody's position and see where you were being stuck.  But you 

know the absolutes are there.  There are certain things you don't have discretion 

on. You've got to do what you've got to do. And that's the end of story.  
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020: So, a lot of times if somebody calls for something over and over and over again a 

lot of times people might not be satisfied with something that happened to them. 

And now when that happens you know if what happened to them is not addressed 

immediately, they feel the need to call and have it addressed immediately because 

they feel what's fair is fair.  

PI: OK.  Anything else you want to add before we close the word.  Thank you and 

that one ends interview WCPO2019020. 

 


