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ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS IN COMMUNITY
POLICING AND PROBLEM SOLVING
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Reno Police Department

Although the literature concerning community-oriented policing and prob-
lem solving (COPPS) is rapidly growing, very little has been written con-
cerning its relationship with ethics&mdash;a relationship that is critical to the
success of COPPS. Many academics and practitioners are concerned that
the potential for ethical dilemmas is increased with the shift to COPPS,
given the nature of ethics training, decentralization, expanded discretion-
ary authority and officers’ greater proximity to citizens. This article dis-
cusses ethics in general as well as police ethics and ethical considerations
under COPPS. In addition to academics and police practitioners, this in-
formation should also be useful to citizens, who demand and expect ethi-
cal behavior from their police. Included are four case studies of situations
that are likely to occur within a COPPS framework; each scenano is ac-
companied by an ethical analysis of the situation.

Community-oriented policing and problem solving (COPPS) is a rapidly
spreading concept that offers the police new tools for addressing the recur-
rent problems that plague our communities. According to the California
Department of Justice (1993:3), COPPS is &dquo;a philosophy, management style,
and organizational strategy that promotes proactive problem solving and
police community partnerships to address the causes of crime and fear as
well as other community issues.&dquo; Under this strategy, police examine the
underlying causes of crime and disorder with a view toward developing long-
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term solutions. In addition to the concomitant mandate in COPPS that
officers engage the community to address problems, officers are given much
more independence and latitude in seeking tailor-made responses. A critical
aspect of COPPS, however, is its relationship to the omnipresent concern
for ethical policing.

Ethics may be defined as the discipline &dquo;dealing with what is good and
bad and with moral duty and obligation&dquo; (Wébsters New World Dictionary
1981:389). Proper ethical behavior has always been the cornerstone of po-
licing and is what communities expect of their public servants. Citizens give
up the right to enforce or take the law into their own hands and vest sub-
stantial law enforcement authority with the police. The police, as represen-
tative agents of the government, must democratically respect citizens’ rights,
attempt to serve their best interests and take actions that positively affect or
help people.

With the shift to COPPS, some concerns have been raised about the
increased potential for ethical dilemmas confronting the police as they have
a greater degree of discretion, decentralization and interaction with the pub-
lic in implementing solutions to neighborhood crime and disorder prob-
lems. Although there is a large and growing body of literature concerning
both ethics (including police ethics) and COPPS, very little has been writ-
ten about the two concepts’ relation to one another. This article will synthe-
size and examine ethical considerations within the context of community
policing.

Discussed first is the concept of ethics generally, including some foun-
dations of ethical thought. Then police ethics is reviewed, particularly mat-
ters of morality and recruitment and training issues. Finally, ethics in COPPS
is examined; here, four case studies are employed, based on actual ethical
situations occurring within a COPPS framework. Each case study is accom-
panied by an analysis of the situation and some general comments.

Foundations of Ethical Thought
Ethics is grounded on ideas of right and wrong, as well as character. Charac-
ter has been defined simply as &dquo;who we are when no one is looking&dquo; (Braiden
1993). It is the very essence of policing; as Barker and Carter (1991:32)
observed, &dquo;While successful court challenges have been made against certain
physical standards in the police selection process, the standards for persons
with a reliable character have remained solidly intact.&dquo; 

&dquo;

At the base of one’s character is an ethical foundation. Very often, the
terms morals and ethics are used interchangeably-a sensible use of the words,
because they both come from similar root meanings. The Greek word ethos
pertains to custom or character, and morals derives from a Latin word with a
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similar meaning (Pollock 1998:6). Generally, ethics refers to the study and
analysis of what constitutes good or bad behavior (Barry 1985:5; Sherman
1985:8).

There are several branches or schools of ethics. The present discussion
centers on normative ethics and applied ethics, which are concerned with the
study of what constitutes right and wrong behavior in certain situations.
Normative ethics determines what people ought to do and defines moral
duties. Applied ethics is the application of ethical principles to specific issues
(Gold 1998:12).

Philosophers also distinguish between moral duties and superogatories.
Duties refer to those actions that an individual must perform in order to be
considered moral. Other actions, considered superogatories, are commend-
able but not required. For example, one who runs into a burning house to
save someone who is inside performs a superogatory action-there is no
denunciation of those persons who stood by and watched, because the ac-
tion was above and beyond their moral duty (Pollock 1998:12).

Also related to the question of ethics and moral duties are ethical dilem-
mas. True ethical dilemmas are situations that are no-win in nature, where

you are &dquo;damned if you do and damned if you don’t.&dquo; Klockars (1980:33)
conceived of such situations in terms of means and ends, stating that a genu-
ine moral dilemma is &dquo;a situation from which one cannot emerge innocent
no matter what one does-employ a dirty means, employ an insufficiently
dirty means, or walk away.&dquo; An example might be when a police officer stops
a weaving vehicle and discovers that the driver is a close friend, relative or
off-duty police officer.

An ethical system is a moral theory or basic set of principles of right and
wrong. Ethical systems are the source of moral beliefs. Two primary types of
ethical systems are deontological ethics (based on the intent of an action) and
teleological ethics (based on the consequences of an action). The word
deontolology comes from two Greek roots, deos, meaning duty, and logos,
meaning study-the study of duty. Deontologists argue that human beings
sometimes have duties to perform certain actions regardless of the conse-
quences (Gold 1998:16). A deontological ethical system is one that is con-
cerned solely with the inherent nature of the act being judged. If an act is
inherently good, then even if it results in bad consequences, it is still a good
act. Teleological systems are interested in the consequences of an act. An act
may look &dquo;bad,&dquo; but if it results in good consequences, then it can be de-
fined as good under a teleological system (Pollock 1998:26-28). The clearest
examples of these two approaches are ethical formalism and utilitarianism.

Immanuel Kant, an eighteenth-century German philosopher, believed
that there is a universal law of right and wrong. According to Kant (1949:3),
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one is obliged at all times to behave in a manner one would hope all people
would follow. Each citizen should treat other persons as individuals and not
as a means to an end. This is an absolute command, and one must abide by
moral dictates to avoid chaos. Ethical formalism is a deontological approach
because the determining factor for judging whether an act is moral is not its
consequence but the motive or intent of the actor. To assassinate an evil

tyrant like Saddam Hussein would always be considered immoral under a
deontological view, because the act and intent of killing is always wrong.
Even lying is deemed immoral in this system, despite some argument that,
at times, lying might be beneficial (Pollock 1998:29).

Utilitarianism is classified as a consequentialist ethical theory; here we
judge the morality of an action in terms of the consequences or results of
that action (Gold 1998:13). Under utilitarianism, the best example of teleo-
logical ethics, the killing of an evil tyrant might be considered moral because
of the action’s consequence of ridding the world of dangerous people. This
doctrine asserts that we should always act so as to produce the greatest pos-
sible ratio of good and evil for everyone concerned (Barry 1985:65). That is,
if it can be shown that an action significantly contributes to the general good,
then the act is good. Under this view, in situations where one must decide
between a good for an individual and a good for society, then society should
prevail-despite the wrong being done to the individual. The utility or good
derived from that action outweighs the small amount of harm done. There is
little concern for individual rights in utilitarianism (Pollock 1998:33, 35).

The Concept of Duty
A related matter-one that is at the heart of Kant’s views-concerns the
issue of duty. First, situations exist in which there is a real question about
what a police officer’s duty really is. An example might be an altercation to
which an officer responds but finds no crime has been committed. Does
the officer have a duty to try to resolve a volatile situation before it erupts
into a crime? Assume that an officer is summoned to a bar fight where
several people are slightly injured; the officer merely disperses the crowd,
taking no other formal action. Should the officer have taken a more affir-
mative action, especially where laws may have been violated? In another
situation, does a police officer have an obligation to try to help the poor
and homeless find food and shelter? These types of questions inevitably
evoke differences of opinion among citizens and police alike (Braswell et al.
1998:131-32).

Duty may also involve situations in which the officer knows that the
job requires a particular action but feels that action is either inconvenient or
a waste of time. Examples might include an officer who is tempted to drive
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by a traffic accident observed at the end of the shift or not giving immediacy
to repeat, &dquo;false&dquo; alarm calls.

Such situations demonstrate that not all citizens or officers view police
duty in the same way. Also implicated-and troubling-in this area are Kant’s
deontology (looking at an actor’s intent and motives based on a universal
law of right and wrong) and utilitarianism (the greatest good for the greatest
number). The utilitarian might support capital punishment for murderers,
using the analogy that executions by beheading (Saudi Arabia) and gunshots
to the head (China) are brutal but result in comparatively crime-free venues.
The Kantian would say that executions-sometimes of innocent persons-
to protect others is too high a price; it is unjust to end some citizens’ lives in
order to benefit others. Utilitarianism is difficult to accept in situations in-

volving maximization of pleasure for the majority at the expense of the mi-
nority (Pollock 1998:20).

Where Kant’s moral theory has difficulty is in areas of conflicting du-
ties. For example, assume that a police officer has grounds for arresting a
male for a relatively minor theft. But the officer also knows that the man has
a wife and newborn child and lives in a shanty and that his family would
have a very difficult time getting by if the husband were in jail. Or, an officer
is told by a judge to cite offenders for as many counts as possible to allow
room for plea bargaining, but when the officer does so, he or she is chided
by the city attorney for being too ticket-happy and &dquo;kicking a person while
he’s down.&dquo; Kant provides no guidance here.

Relativism and Absolutism
Another element of ethics, one that bears upon the discussion below of com-

munity policing, is ethical relativism. Here, what is good or bad changes
depending on the individual or group; what is right is determined by a cul-
xute_andlnr individual belief There are--no universal laws, so who is--to say---
what is right and what is wrong? Indeed, anthropologists have determined
that there are very few universals across cultures; even those behaviors often
believed to be universally condemned-such as incest-have been institu-
tionalized and encouraged in some societies (Kottak 1974:307). Further-
more, some hunting and gathering societies in harsh environments practice
euthanasia of burdensome elderly. Basically, relativism defines good as that
which contributes to the health and survival of society. Relativism usually
concerns behaviors that are always right in one society and always wrong in
another. What is more common, however, is behavior judged to be wrong
most of the time but acceptable in certain instances (Pollock 1998:49-50).

As an example, assume that the police have multiple leads that impli-
cate Smith as a pedophile, but they have no grounds for obtaining a search
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warrant for Smith’s car or home, where evidence might be present. An of-
ficer feels frustrated and, early one morning, takes a baton and breaks a rear
taillight on Smith’s car. The next day the officer stops Smith for operating
his vehicle with a broken taillight, impounds and inventories Smith’s vehicle
and finds evidence leading to his conviction on multiple counts of child
molestation and possession of pornography. Jones receives accolades for the
apprehension. Was the officer’s act legal regarding the taillight? Did the ac-
tions &dquo;serve the greater public good?&dquo; As Kleinig (1996:55) points out, giv-
ing false testimony to ensure that a public menace is &dquo;put away,&dquo; or the
illegal wiretapping of an organized crime figure’s telephone, might some-
times be viewed as &dquo;necessary&dquo; and &dquo;justified&dquo; though wrong.

The biggest danger in relativism is the tendency to accept these types of
behavior, which then become the support for individuals to justify other
behaviors. Relativism allows lines to be drawn, but these lines are arbitrary
and shift based on the person and circumstance. For example, many feel that
police accepting free coffee and dinners is acceptable but would condemn
officers’ receiving a paper bag full of liquor and cigars at Christmas time
from a nightclub or store owner. Where is the line to be drawn? (Gratuities
are discussed in more detail below.)

Situational ethics is akin to relativism, the latter allowing any practice to be
considered &dquo;good&dquo; if it is considered good by some people. Situational ethics
calls for different results in different situations, depending on the needs, con-
cerns, relationships, resources, weaknesses and strengths of the individual ac-
tors. Relativism may be criticized because it must allow any practice to be
considered &dquo;good&dquo; if it is considered good by some people; conversely, absolut-
ism is less than satisfactory because we all can think of some examples where the
&dquo;rule&dquo; must be broken. Situational ethics attempts to resolve both problems.
For instance, consider the aforementioned situation where a police officer stops,
say, his father for driving while intoxicated. As Pollock (1998) argued, the of-
ficer can do his or her duty and still respect his father. The officer could help
him through the arrest process and attempt to see that he receives any necessary
assistance (such as if a drinking problem is present).

Absolutism believes in fixed moral truths. Here, an issue has only two
sides: Something is either good or bad, black or white. Where a police of-
ficer stops a drunk driver who happens to be a relative or friend, the officer
would be compelled to make an arrest. Yet even absolutism admits some
exceptions. For example, the principle of forfeiture holds that people who
have a self-generated necessity to kill may not argue that they acted in self-
defense. For example, if Jones first attacks Brown, and Brown retaliates, re-
sulting in Jones shooting and killing him, then Jones would probably not
prevail in his claim that he acted to protect himself.
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Ethics and Policing: An Overview
Confronting Morality and Superiors
Police work has been called a &dquo;morally dangerous&dquo; endeavor (Braswell et al.
1998:47). Not only are the temptations faced by the average patrol officer
much greater than those confronted in other occupations, but the work also
entails activities that can easily cross the line from acceptable to unethical
conduct.

For the police officer who must uphold the law, the above discussion of
ethics is more than just academic. On the streets, officers often confront
ethical dilemmas. Police ethics is particularly important because of the dis-
cretionary nature of policing, the authority of police, the temptations and
peer pressure confronted on the job and the fact that not all officers are
totally moral.

With respect to the morality of police in general, officers themselves
report that they are at times deviant; indeed, one survey of police officers
revealed that, by their own account, 39 percent had engaged in brutality, 22
percent perjured themselves, 8 percent drank on duty and 39 percent slept
on duty (Barker and Carter 1991:138). These types of unethical or improper
behavior stem from abuse of authority, force or discretionary power-all of
which may be justified in the officers’ minds in certain situations (as in the
above pornography example).

Any of the scenarios presented in this article could involve police super-
visors, directly or indirectly. Often, as Robinette (1993) asserted, the tradi-
tional police supervisor is largely unprepared by training and experience for
the requirements of the COPPS strategy. Most officers probably do not see
their supervisors as sources of ethical and practical guidance and direction,
but rather as authority figures to be satisfied (in their numbers of arrests and
citations, report writing, avoidance of citizen complaints and so on). This
traditional view of supervisors deviates from the characteristics needed-for
COPPS efforts. Another hurdle that supervisors must overcome is the idea
that giving line officers the opportunity to be creative and take risks dimin-
ishes the supervisor’s role or authority. In this new role, supervisors must
anticipate and be prepared to deal with potential ethical dilemmas that of-
ficers might confront. Furthermore, the impact of police supervision on eth-
ics and COPPS goes beyond the level of the individual officer; how each
officer is supervised and performs in an ethical sense will influence other
officers.

Some of the most difficult decisions made by officers involve going
against their superiors or colleagues (Pollock 1998:127). At times, officers
are given orders they know to be illegal and/or unethical. An example is a
situation where a police officer participates in a raid of a nightclub for which
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a search warrant has been issued for illegal drugs. At the scene, detectives
order the officers to place all the club’s patrons against the wall and search
them-a clear ethical and legal violation, as the warrant did not specify or
allow searching the club’s innocent bystanders.

Police Discretion
Discretion is the ability to choose between two or more courses of action.
Operating under the COPPS philosophy requires that greatly expanded dis-
cretion be given to officers on the street. Some police managers are troubled
by the wider discretion given street officers engaged in problem-solving ac-
tivities and question whether the freedom to interact more closely with citi-
zens will lead to corrupt behavior.

Police have always functioned with little direct supervision. This is now
assumed to be a necessary component of their job. It would seem that work-
ing more closely with the public will heighten officers’ visibility and trust
with the citizenry. COPPS is grounded on trust and community interac-
tion. No one can reasonably expect the police to work without discretion
and totally within the letter of the law-for instance, to cite all traffic viola-
tors for driving one mile per hour over the speed limit. But our society re-
quires that they employ their discretion in a professional, fair and equitable
manner.

This is not to say that there should be no scrutiny of and accountability
for officers engaged in COPPS activities. The community must be assured
that their police officers possess character and behave ethically prior to sup-
porting the officers’ efforts, attending neighborhood meetings, engaging in
collaborative efforts and letting officers come into their homes. If the com-
munity perceives that its police department lacks integrity, then the poten-
tial for successful problem solving and crime prevention initiatives could be
jeopardized.

Recruiting and Training Issues
Clearly, police agencies wishing to have the highest possible moral standards
must recruit persons who possess a moral disposition. Good moral character
is essential for all police officers, particularly those who are assigned to work
closely with the community and engage in problem-solving activities.

As ethics concerns recruitment, many people feel it is unlikely that an
amoral police recruit can be transformed into a moral one. Most ethicists &dquo;re-

ject the idea of making people moral as naive and unrealistic&dquo; (Sherman 1982:17).
In short, no one can make another person moral. Delattre (1994:149) summed
it up thusly: &dquo;Only those already decent enough to care what is good and right
can have a moral problem about what is good or right.&dquo;
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A companion question is whether or not ethics can be taught. The an-
swer to this question is both yes and no. Yes, the practice of virtue must be
learned and reinforced-and the younger the person being trained, the bet-
ter. But the most important lessons are those that are learned early on in the
formative years. The &dquo;no&dquo; part of the answer comes with the realization that
most problems with ethics are habitual problems; habits acquired at a young
age carry into adulthood. People’s behavior can change, but most often it is
only when a person has a clear goal and incentive for changing (Viccio
1997:16).

There are two ways that police learn proper or improper behavior. One
way is to learn on the job, to make or not make moral decisions in the stress
and time pressures of police work. This method is by far the most common,
and it is influenced by peer group pressures and the heat of difficult situa-
tions. The other means is in the formal training environment, where recruits
hear war stories about values (Sherman 1982). What is needed is training
that will reinforce the weight of ethics-especially as it relates to COPPS.

Ethics training sessions can heighten ethical awareness-that is, sensi-
tize officers to be increasingly aware of the ethical dimensions of their every-
day conduct. Ethics training can address such topics as character,
organizational values and formal ethical codes. Various training scenarios
may also be presented and examined in terms of relativism, absolutism, utili-
tarianism and ethical formalism and systems, and so on, and identify differ-
ent ethical dilemmas and problems (brutality, corruption, theft, misuse of
authority), and what to do about them. This training will have an even stron-
ger impact if it is clear in the minds of the employees that the training has
the unequivocal support of the chief executive officer and is reinforced by
managers and supervisors.

Ethics and COPPS -

Case Studies and Analyses
Some writers have manifested concerns with and criticisms about the COPPS

concept, such as whether COPPS violates the political neutrality of police
and requires too much officer discretion or whether there is a true &dquo;commu-
nity.&dquo; (Regarding the latter, COPPS has been shown to be capable of func-
tioning in the most dismal of neighborhoods and can function in any locale
where citizens are tired of problems going unsolved; people have always looked
to the police for solutions to their most troublesome problems.)

The four case studies presented below are based on actual occurrences
and express the kinds of problems that may be confronted as officers work
with the community to approach crime problems in new and innovative
ways. Each case study is followed by an examination of related ethical issues
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and general commentary. For each scenario, recruitment and training issues
are also involved, because the decisions made in each situation are influ-
enced by personnel background and training, as well as the agency’s ethical
system.

Scenario #1: Sweeping the Streets
A city is in the throes of accelerating street-level crime and an in-
flux of what are viewed collectively as &dquo;undesirable&dquo; pedestrians
downtown. These people panhandle on the sidewalks and sleep on
park benches, riverbanks and streets. Through telephone calls and
at neighborhood COPPS meetings, a number of city council mem-
bers, businesspeople and other citizens tell the chief of police to
&dquo;get rid of these people, just shovel the garbage away and get them
out of sight.&dquo; A civil liberties group, however, has been monitoring
the situation and sees any attempt at &dquo;street sweeping&dquo; as unconsti-
tutional harassment and threatens a lawsuit; in this group’s view,
&dquo;all people have a right to be somewhere and to sleep somewhere.&dquo; 

&dquo;

EthicalAnalysis. This scenario contains a not-uncommon situation that
underscores human rights issues and the crime control versus due process de-
bate. The chiefs decision may well turn on his or her character, the community’s
attitude and the agency’s tradition with respect to human rights. The police
executive or officer who has a solid ethical system will find difficulty with the
&dquo;sweep the garbage&dquo; philosophy. Problem solving does not entail violating con-
stitutional rights per the crime-control approach. Kantians’ ethical formalism
would lead them to see their moral duty very clearly: Do what is right, with
good will toward others. The police should conduct themselves in the manner
in which all of us would wish to be treated. Utilitarians, conversely, would not
eschew a street-sweep campaign if it resulted in a demonstrable improvement
to the downtown area. The consequences of the removal action would justify it
and hopefully provide a long-term deterrent to other such &dquo;undesirable&dquo; per-
sons (such a practice is known as &dquo;rule utilitarianism&dquo;). And of course, in this
crime-control mode, the utilitarian police force would have little concern for
individual rights. Assume that the chief orders officers to sweep the streets by
any means possible; an officer, while doing so, discovers that one of the most
needful transients is an old high school friend who lives on the streets with her
three-year-old child. This presents a situational ethics dilemma, with what is
termed the ethics of care coming into play: Each person should be treated with
respect and care. To resolve this dilemma, the officer could still remove the
woman and child from the street but might offer to provide referrals and trans-
portation to social services agencies.
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As a community accepts relative ethics as a part of community policing,
it may also send the message to the police that there are few boundaries
placed on police behavior-and that &dquo;anything goes&dquo; in their fight against
crime. The ethical problem here is that, even if the action could be justified
as morally proper, it remains illegal. For many persons, however, the protec-
tion of society overrides other concerns. One police captain put it thusly:
&dquo;When you’re shoveling society’s garbage, you gotta be indulged a little bit&dquo;

(U.S. Department of Justice 1997:62). In this view, when one commits an
illegal act to achieve a good end and an inevitable but intended effect is
negative, the act might be justified. There has been a longstanding debate
concerning how to balance the rights of individuals against the community’s
interest in calm and order. Indeed, in rendering Fourth Amendment deci-
sions, federal courts often weigh the interests of the individual against those
of police, prisons and society at large-deciding against the individual for
the greater good of the whole.

Scenario #2 typifies the kinds of problems that can arise when the po-
lice develop closer relations with the community.

Scenario #2: Discretionary Choices
There have been problems involving rival gang members in one sec-
tion of the city. An officer, working with both sides to alleviate the
tension, strives to develop programs, rapport and gang members’ re-
spect. Eventually the problem calms down. Soon the officer begins
observing carloads of young men-many of whom are underage-
from both gangs cruising around in their vehicles, blatantly drink-
ing and being loud and disorderly. Upon confronting them, the
now comparatively tranquil gang members state that the officer
should overlook their &dquo;harmless&dquo; cruising and drinking activities
because they are cooperating with him and are no longer shooting
at each other.

Ethical Analysis. A rigid utilitarian would be highly concerned with
the consequences of the officer’s adopting a laissez-faire posture toward the
gang members. Any hesitancy on the part of the officer to enforce the law
might be seen as a weakness by the gang members. Conversely, a utilitarian
might cross over to a more deontological, hands-off posture, feeling that
&dquo;the greatest good for the greatest number&dquo; in this instance means leaving
the gang members alone. If the officer opposes gangs and wants to see mem-
bers punished at every turn but opts to leave them alone as a pacification
measure, he or she has assumed a teleological position, as the gang members
are being exploited toward a desired end for positive consequences. If in-
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stead the officer arrests the newfound &dquo;friends&dquo; for any observed violations,
the officer might also be said to be in the utilitarian camp, because the intent
to punish is present and the officer probably hopes to set an example for
other gang members. Ethical formalism, conversely, would dictate that the
gangs, because of their cooperation, be left alone out of good will, the Golden
Rule and concern for members’ individual rights.

Regarding discretion, one might legitimately ask at the threshold whether
the officer should even be given the authority to make such determinations
against &dquo;gang-bangers.&dquo; Obviously, the utilitarian/deontological contrast
would be strong in this regard. Ethical relativism, however, would consider
the best approach toward the gangs as concerns the health and survival of
the community.

Situations like that presented in Scenario #3 can and do arise with greater
frequency as organizations engaged in problem solving become more decen-
tralized and officers work more closely with a diverse community. This sce-
nario also raises the need for contemporary police to study and understand
cultural aspects of their role.

Scenario #3: The Matter of Gratxsities
The sheriff’s department has a longstanding policy concerning the
solicitation and acceptance of gifts, which reads as follows: &dquo;No

personnel shall accept any gift, gratuity, loan, fee or thing of value
that might tend to influence their actions improperly in any mat-
ter of police business or that might tend to cast an adverse reflec-
tion on the department.&dquo; A deputy has been working a
problem-solving project in a very nice strip mall area involving
juvenile loitering, drug use, prostitution and vandalism after hours
in the parking lot. The mall manager, Mr. Chang, feels it is his
moral duty to show his appreciation to the deputy and has made
arrangements for the deputy and family to receive a 15 percent
discount when shopping at any store in the mall. Knowing that the
agency policy requires that such offers be declined, the deputy is
also aware that Chang will be very hurt or upset if the proffered
gift is refused.

Ethical Analysis. The principle of ethical formalism, discussed above,
can be used to examine the ethics of gratuities. This principle argues that
each person should treat all other persons with respect (a particularly strong
consideration in this scenario, given that the mall manager is Asian) and not
as a means to an end. Here, if the giver or receiver had improper motives,
then gratuities would have to be condemned. Conversely, if utilitarian ethics
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were used, one would have to consider the relative good or utility of the
interaction. Harmless gratuities may create good feelings in the community
toward police officers and vice versa. But gratuities often lead to ill will by
business owners who feel pressured into giving officers free gifts, by officers
who feel they deserve rewards and do not receive them and so on. An ada-
mant utilitarian viewpoint would probably lead one to conclude that gratu-
ities are unethical, while a deontological approach would be warmer to the
practice because of the enhanced community relations that are developed.

Some policy issues are also presented in Scenario #3. For example, does
the existing gratuities policy comport with the COPPS philosophy? In de-
veloping a rapport with a mall restaurant manager, is an officer who was

formerly prohibited from accepting a free meal now free to do so?
Assume that other deputies learn of Chang’s new discount arrangement,

and several of them go to the mall expecting to be treated similarly-
resulting in complaints to the sheriff by several business owners. Certainly
the Kantian view would hold this action to be unethical, given their intent:
motivation for personal gain and exploitation of the situation. The teleo-
logical (utilitarian) system might view the deputies’ acts as acceptable, how-
ever, because if the consequences are good then the act is good, even though
it may look bad.

Police receipt of gratuities is a longstanding and controversial issue, one for
which there will probably never be widespread consensus of opinion between
those in the utilitarian and deontological camps. Kania (1988:37) argues that
police &dquo;should be encouraged to accept freely offered minor gratuities-the
building blocks of positive social relationships.&dquo; Kania also rejects the slippery-
slope argument that the receipt of gratuities leads to future deviance, maintain-
ing that officers who dine or drink coffee with citizens and businesspeople are
better informed than those who do not. The only problems Kania sees with
gratuities are when the giver expects something in return or when officers use
their position to extort goods from business owners.

Scenario #4 presents another ethical dilemma involving political
neutrality.

Scenario #4: A Politically Neutral Force?
An upscale, middle-class area in the northeast sector of the county
has been tax-burdened but is very supportive of the sheriff and his
efforts to resolve crime and disorder. The sheriff is informed by the
crime analyst that calls for service and violent crimes have recently
increased significantly in the southwest sector-a lower-income
area containing public housing that is plagued by gangs and drug
problems. The sheriff reallocates resources there to engage in prob-
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lem solving. Soon, however, the sheriff receives a call from the county
commissioners; constituents in the northeast sector of the county-
where citizens are very affluent, influential and supportive of county
government and law enforcement-are complaining about seeing
their deputies far less often than they are accustomed. They feel
less safe and want the deputies to make a greater presence in the
general area. Because of these complaints, the commissioners op-
pose the sheriff shifting of resources to the southwest. Still, data
show convincingly that crime is not presently a problem in the
northeast area of the county, and resources are needed to a much

greater extent in the southwest.

EthicalAnalysis. This scenario presents a situation where persons who
are lodged in either the utilitarian and deontological camps might believe
the sheriff’s obligation is to favor the shifting of resources. For the utilitar-
ian, this decision would be the preferred outcome, as it provides the greatest
good for the community-attacking crime and disorder where they are most
prevalent. The consequences (at least for persons residing in that area) would
be positive, and it is the moral thing to do. Likewise, one who adheres to a
deontological ethical system and is concerned with intent and duty, not con-
sequences, might send resources to the southwest sector. The nature of the
act is inherently good, even if it results in bad consequences (for the more
affluent neighborhoods).

From the sheriff’s perspective, an ethical dilemma exists-he or she will
be &dquo;damned&dquo; for either decision. Resources cannot justifiably be shifted back
to the northeast area, but citizens in that sector will continue to complain if
they do not see more deputies. Political realities might compel a shifting of
personnel to the northeast-a basic struggle over which is the &dquo;right&dquo; deci-
sion. To resolve this dilemma, the sheriff may need to engage in a thoughtful
analysis of the situation, asking such questions as:

1. What is known about the circumstance? Is the crime analyst accu-
rate ? Are there needs in the northeast sector of which the sheriff’s
office is unaware? What are the true political realities of the situation?

2. What is the most immediate moral or ethical issue present? For
example, if resources are shifted to the northeast to appease those
citizens and politicians, where will people in the southwest sector
be left with respect to police protection?

3. What is the worst-case scenario? For example, what is the worst
that can happen if resources are shifted away from the northeast?
Are not shifted?
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Some writers believe that using the police to perform problem-solving
activities, rather than engaging in traditional enforcement activities, offends
the political neutrality of the police (Reichers and Roberg 1990) and that
influential citizens will have greater control over the police (Short 1983).
They also note that police traditionally arrested, constrained, warned and
deterred; under this new philosophy, however, the police &dquo;advise, mediate,
lecture, organize, participate, cooperate, communicate, reach out, solicit,
and encourage&dquo; (Bayley 1988:231).

In actuality the police are not, nor have they ever been, politically
neutral-at least in a partisan sense. Police are decidedly not neutral when
they form coalitions; work with prosecutors, city councils, county commis-
sions and state legislatures in lobbying for new laws, more personnel and
new buildings; or represent neighborhoods in parking, traffic control and
other projects. What the public does require of its police is that they be
ethical and fair, acting in ways that are good and proper.

Conclusion
On its face, ethics and policing would appear to be a simple issue: Officers
should do right, not wrong. Yet this article has established that as police
organizations become more decentralized under COPPS and street officers
are granted wider discretion and freedom to engage the community in solv-
ing problems, the potential for ethical dilemmas may be presented. While it
is always critical for police officers to anticipate the nature and consequences
of their actions, this discernment is greatly magnified in a COPPS environ-
ment. As was shown in the four case studies, a variety of ethical problems
can confront the police under COPPS. But with proper leadership, there is
a greater chance that officers will choose right over wrong.

While COPPS may pose an increased number of ethical situations and
dilemmas for the police, the outcomes of those dilemmas will be determined
by the tradition, character, ethical systems and training of the agency-
as well as the ethical beliefs and practices of its chief executive and individual
officers.
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