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With notable exceptions, previous explanations and typologies of police cor-
ruption tend to associate the potential social harm of gratuity giving with the
relative monetary value of the gratuity and focus culpability for this form of
corruption primarily on the police officer. The model presented herein
amends Kania’s typology and expands our understanding of corruption by
(a) focusing on the importance of the power dynamic between givers and
receivers and (b) discounting the importance of the relative value of a gratu-
ity when determining the level of corruption. Policy recommendations and
suggestions for subsequent research consistent with the model are presented.
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Very few issues cause more heated debate among police scholars and practi-
tioners than gratuities. Some argue the police should never, under any cir-
cumstances, receive any gratuity, tip, or extra recognition for doing their job
(Delattre, 1996). Others question the rigidity of such a position. In their
view, tips, gratuities, and even expensive gifts are normal gestures of appre-
ciation for exemplary or dedicated service and serve to forge positive com-
munity relationships, an important component of contemporary policing
strategies (Kania, 1988). This article is not intended to be a reasoned argu-
ment on whether police officers should accept gratuities. Instead, this arti-
cle proposes a model that more comprehensively explains the dynamics of a
limited but common form of police corruption, specifically, the acceptance
of gratuities.
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With some notable exceptions, most explanations of police corruption
are lacking because they (a) incompletely define the level of corruption (in
terms of its social harm) primarily by the value of the gratuity and (b) fail to
give adequate consideration to the power dynamic between the givers and
receivers of gratuities. The model presented herein provides an additional
research dimension for scholars interested in the dynamic nature of the rela-
tionships between the givers and receivers of gratuities. In addition, the
model is intended to be useful to police leaders responsible for developing
and implementing policies that regulate the acceptance of gratuities.

OVERVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

There is a considerable agreement among scholars on the meaning of the
term corruption. McMullan (1961, pp. 183-184) considered a public offi-
cial corrupt “if he accepts money or money’s worth for doing something
that he is under a duty to do anyway, that he is under a duty not to do, or to
exercise a legitimate discretion for improper reasons.” Goldstein (1977, p.
188) understood corruption as “the misuse of authority by a police officer in
a manner designed to produce personal gain for the officer or others.”
Souryal (1979, p. 77) defined corruption as “a violation of the public’s
interest for personal gain or favor.” Feldberg (1985, p. 267) defined corrup-
tion as the acceptance of “goods or services for performing or failing to per-
form duties which are a normal part of one’s job.” Kleinig (1996, p.166)
offered a broader definition of corruption: “Police officers act corruptly
when, in exercising or failing to exercise their authority, they act with the
primary intention of furthering private or departmental/divisional advan-
tage.” Finally, Barker and Carter (1994, p. 6) offered the following defini-
tion of corruption. “Corrupt acts contain three elements: 1) They are forbid-
den by some law, rule, regulation, or ethical standard; 2) They involve the
misuse of the officer’s position; and 3) They involve some actual or
expected material reward or gain.”

There is considerable debate among academics and practitioners on why
police officers become corrupt. Criminologists might account for police
corruption in terms of social learning theory (Burgess & Akers, 1966), sub-
culture theory (Cloward & Ohlin, 1961; Merton, 1957), or the techniques of
neutralization and drift (Sykes & Matza, 1957). Among police scholars and
practitioners, explanations of corruption are no less varied. Souryal (1979,
p. 78) wrote, “There can hardly be one single cause that could turn a typical
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policeman, so to speak, into a corrupt one.” He argued that there are as many
as five plausible explanations for corruption:

Human weakness
Overzealousness
Temptation
Extreme working conditions
Cynicism

J. R. Gentile (personal communication, October, 1998) offered three possi-
ble explanations:

The myth of entitlement or the feeling that society owes the police officer more than a
paycheck

The physiological and psychological traumas of police work that manifest themselves in
different behaviors including a susceptibility to corruption

Stress leading to frustration and cynicism

Kleinig (1996, p. 164) suggested that certain factors inherent in the nature
of policing make police officers especially vulnerable to corruption.

In their law enforcement role, police are brought into contact with law-breakers who
have an interest in the police not doing what they have a duty to do. As possessors of
considerable discretionary authority, authority that is not closely supervised, police
have significant opportunities to succumb to temptation and pressure. Police officers
are regularly brought into contact with a side of life that induces them to moral cyni-
cism. Minor corruption may be seen as compensation or even rewards for some of
“the Job’s” more unpleasant, social sanitation dimensions.

Delattre (1996) offered three hypotheses on the causation of police corrup-
tion. First, the society at large hypothesis proposes that society encourages
corruption by consistently offering gratuities to police officers. Second, the
structural or affiliation hypothesis suggests that the police separate them-
selves from the larger society into a subculture that inevitably leads to cyni-
cism. This cynicism causes the officer to become alienated from society and
its constraining influences of law and morality. Finally, the rotten apple hy-
pothesis focuses the root of corruption on the character, or lack thereof, of
the individual officer. This explanation proposes that corruption is the result
of poor selection practices that fail to screen out applicants who are unsuit-
able for public service.
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Overwhelmingly, the research that attempts to explain the process of
police corruption (or how police officers become corrupt) focuses either on
the structure of the police organization or the dynamics of the police subcul-
ture. During the past 3 decades, several committees, charged to investigate
large-scale corruption in some of the nation’s largest cities, have all reached
the same conclusion. These committees describe how officers are social-
ized into corrupt practices as a result of peer pressure.

Sheehan and Cordner (1995) offered a comprehensive explanation of
how corruption can become embedded into the culture of a police organiza-
tion. In their description of the police organization, they identify three
group systems within the larger organizational system. The required system
is the activities, sentiments, and interactions that are necessary for the orga-
nization’s survival. The personal system is the personal dispositions of the
individuals in the work place, their likes and dislikes, and the things they
value. The emergent system is the total of the behaviors in the group setting
that are not required for the organization’s survival. Corruption develops in
the emergent system. However, these scholars are quick to point out that the
emergent system also produces creativity, innovation, and other positive
benefits for the organization. The emergent system develops in a series of
three steps. The first, elaboration, occurs when the members of the group
develop activities, sentiments, and interactions not mandated by the
required system. This is likely when the required system is unable to satisfy
the personal needs of the members. The second, differentiation, occurs
when the activities, sentiments, and interactions of the emergent system
become more valued by the members than those of the required system. The
final stage, standardization, occurs when the members of the emergent sys-
tem establish norms for the behavior of its members. Kappeler, Sluder, and
Alpert (1994) offered an explanation of police deviance that is remarkably
similar to Sykes and Matza’s (1957) Techniques of Neutralization: A The-
ory of Juvenile Delinquency. According to them, the police subculture
instructs officers on the use of several neutralization techniques to justify
illicit activities.

Delattre (1996, p. 76) explained police corruption in terms of its struc-
tural motivations.

A young person of high ideas, but little exposure to realities that challenge naive ex-
pectations of human decency, enters a world that exposes the worst in people, and is
trained and influenced by senior colleagues who have lost faith in police work, and if
the young person must establish some mutual trust and reliance with colleagues that
are corrupt, and their supervisors are unlikely to support efforts to behave honorably,
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and the likelihood of sanction is negligible, then the young officer will accept the sta-
tus quo and become corrupt.

Souryal (1975, pp. 64-65) expanded this and offered the following stages of
a process leading to corruption:

Pre-Corruption—although new and in a probationary status, the officer initially will fol-
low the academy guidance and avoid gratuities and compromising situations.

Experimentation—once past the initial probationary period, the officer seeks answers to
the dilemmas that gratuities present, and, in doing so, the officer experiments with
their acceptance.

Accustomation—petty corruption fits into the routines of the middle-aged police officer.
Conceptualization—the officer now rationalizes and accepts some corrupt practices as

integral parts of the life of police.
Improvisation—among the older, more experienced, ambitious, and more shrewd offi-

cers, corruption becomes a vehicle to advancement.
Benediction—the corrupt higher ranking police officers become “godfathers” who run a

network of autocorruption mostly by proxy.

Finally, the slippery slope perspective proposes that the acceptance of
minor gratuities begins a process wherein the recipient’s integrity is gradu-
ally subverted and eventually leads to more serious unethical conduct.
Sherman (1985) observed that novice police officers quickly recognize the
importance of the social bonds between members of the department. Some
young officers may initially rationalize that the acceptance of minor gratu-
ities (e.g., free coffee or half-priced meals) is necessary for acceptance into
the police subculture. Once the officer has survived this moral dilemma, it
becomes easier to engage in more serious forms of deviance (e.g., free
drinks from bartenders). Thus begins a slippery slope wherein the officer is
faced with increasingly greater moral dilemmas.

CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF THE LITERATURE

Most research on police corruption either explicitly or implicitly in-
cludes one or both of the following conclusions:

1. The value of the items or services exchanged between givers and receivers appears to
determine the relative seriousness of the corruption. For example, more expensive
gifts are the result or cause of more severe levels of corruption.

2. With some notable exceptions, the role of the giver is largely ignored. Culpability for
corruption is primarily focused on the police officer, the police subculture or the de-
partment, or both.
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The purpose of this section is to critically address these findings and thereby
establish the foundation of the proposed model.

First, many discussions on police corruption suggest that the value of the
material object exchanged between an officer and an individual is directly
related to or primarily defines the level of corruption. A logical conclusion
from this argument is that a giver offering an item or service worth $100 is
entitled to twice as much return from the receiver than another giver offer-
ing something worth $50. Logically, the giver’s expectations from the re-
ceiver may affect the value of the gift. For example, very few officers would
overlook a driving while intoxicated arrest for a free cup of coffee. Con-
versely, some officers might overlook a minor code violation if the violator
is a strong and consistent supporter of the policeman’s ball. Alternatively,
we propose that the value of the material object exchanged might in most
circumstances be irrelevant to the level of social harm caused by the corrupt
act. This argument is reminiscent of Cohen (1986, p. 23) who wrote:

The value of what is taken can range from thousands of dollars to the price of a cup of
coffee. Is taking free coffee an exploitive act? A considered answer must begin from
an understanding of what exploitation is. I would characterize exploitation in this con-
text as follows: Acting on opportunities, created by virtue of one’s authority, for per-
sonal gain at the expense of the public one is authorized to serve. The elements of ex-
ploitation, then, are (1) a position of authority, (2) an opportunity for personal gain
created by that position, (3) a cost to those under one’s authority, and (4) a causal rela-
tionship between the gain and the costs. On the face of it, all of these elements are
plausibly present in the act of accepting free coffee.

At the extreme levels of corruption, when the officer establishes control
over the giver and the terms of the exchange, the value of the “gift” may not
sufficiently define the level of corruption. For example, if an officer enters a
new or unfamiliar convenience store, takes a cup of coffee, and then exits
the store without offering to pay (because it is “owed” or nobody ever asks
officers to pay for coffee), he or she has potentially done considerable dam-
age to the department’s public image. Our model defines this extreme form
of corruption as exploitation. If the merchant complains, the officer may
likely attempt to avoid severe punishment by arguing that a free cup of cof-
fee is a relatively low-cost item and therefore the merchant (as well as the
department) is making much ado about little. After all, nobody got hurt.
This situation is not entirely hypothetical. One of the authors (Withrow),
while a headquarters staff officer in a state police agency, was invited to
lunch by a group of local troopers during a routine inspection tour. When
the bills came, the local troopers, familiar with the restaurant, argued with
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the waitress about the amount (full price) owed. The waitress responded
that the policy changed and that everyone has to pay the full price. One of
the troopers responded, loud enough for almost everyone in the restaurant
to hear, “We never pay full price, and we are not going to start now!” To dif-
fuse the situation, and avoid any further erosion of the department’s image,
the author quietly directed the troopers to pay the full price plus a gratuity.
Incredibly, half of the troopers had ordered a meal knowing that they only
had enough money in their pockets to pay half price. The author paid the dif-
ference and apologized to the waitress. He later found out that the restaurant
owner’s son had recently been arrested for driving while intoxicated. This
may explain the owner’s sudden lack of “support” for police officers.

Defining the level of corruption solely by the value of the gift produces a
difficult practical problem. Although the difference between the value of a
cup of coffee and a new car is easily recognizable, the difference between a
free cup of coffee and a half-priced meal is not so readily discernible.

Second, the focus throughout the literature of the discussion (and blame)
is almost exclusively on the police officer, the police subculture or the
department, or both (see as notable exceptions Cohen, 1986; Delattre,
1996; Kleinig, 1996). Admittedly, the integrity of police officers should be
of great concern to citizens in a free society. The police routinely exercise
wide-ranging authority with limited supervision. The social and personal
harm that may result from unregulated police authority is considerable.
However, the absence of the influence of givers seriously limits our concep-
tual understanding of corruption. The giver is a necessary participant in
police corruption and should be considered as important as the receiver.

Fair and equitable access to police protection or service is an essential
component of social justice. When an officer improperly focuses attention
onto a particular individual or group, the officer does so at the expense of
other groups that deserve equal access. Gratuities have a potential to skew
the delivery of police services. In this regard, the givers of gratuities can in-
duce officers into an unintentional violation of the fair and equitable access
standard. The following hypothetical scenario illustrates this potential.

A restaurateur, operating in a high-crime area, is looking for a way to improve the se-
curity of his premises, employees, and patrons, and possibly reduce his liability. He
cannot afford to move, buy more insurance, or hire a private security company. Frus-
trated, he shares his concerns with a colleague, a convenience store operator from just
down the block. Over a cup of coffee, the two businessmen discuss their problems and
share ideas. While discussing the need for increased security, the convenience store
operator laughs and tells him, “The answer to your problem is right in your hands.”
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Still confused, the restaurateur asks his friend to explain. His friend explains. “Well, it
works like this. Offer free coffee and half-priced meals to the cops. After a while, the
word will get out and cops from all over this area will eat and drink coffee at your
place. Criminals will be afraid to go there because the police cars are parked out front.
But, better than that, paying customers will go there for the exact same reason.” “But
all those free coffees and half-priced meals will be expensive” retorted the restaura-
teur. “Ha!” responded his friend, “your costs are much less than the cost of one of
those rent-a-cop agencies or a liability insurance policy. “But I’m not sure I want all
those cops filling up my place during mealtimes” argued the restaurateur. “That’ll
never happen,” responded the convenience store owner. “The police department has a
policy that limits the number of patrol cars parked at the same time at any one restau-
rant. As a result, you’ll have no more than three or four officers in there at any one
time. What the cops do is stagger their meals and breaks over an entire shift. So,
they’ll always be in there but not all at once,” explained the convenience store
operator. Obviously pleased, the restaurateur asked his friend, “How come you
know so much about all this?” “Hell, do you think I’ve been selling beer to cops for
cost all these years out of the goodness of my heart?” responded the convenience store
operator.

In this hypothetical, yet plausible, scenario, the restaurateur will likely
make a sound business decision. In doing so, he will receive the benefit of
qualified protective services for a fraction of the cost of a private security
company. More important, he may divert the attention of the police from
other areas more in need of their attention. Individually, this event may be
benign. After all, how could one restaurant affect the patrol pattern of an en-
tire city? However, the collective influence of many merchants each at-
tempting to attract the attention of the police to their establishment could
have a considerable effect on deployment patterns.

Some merchants may argue that a policy providing free coffee or other
nominal gifts to police officers is their way of recognizing an officer’s com-
mitment and dedication to public service. One wonders, however, whether
these same merchants (e.g., convenience store operators) offer schoolteach-
ers, firefighters, sanitation workers, librarians, and other public servants the
same kind of conspicuous recognition. Many other professionals receive
gratuities or free gifts to influence their behavior. There certainly appears to
be no limit to the number of unsolicited textbooks received by the authors
from publishers hoping for an adoption. However, in most cases, profes-
sional ethics discourage gratuities especially in situations “where the pro-
fession involves discretionary judgments about a clientele” (Pollock, 1987,
p. 171).

Admittedly, in many cases a giver’s intentions are purely altruistic. At
some level, exchanges between the public and public servants can be legiti-
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mate giving. The following definition of corruption does not include these
exchanges. Instead, we view corruption as a threshold in which

1. a giver offers a gift or service and expects something from a receiver that
2. the receiver is not allowed to or should not, by virtue of his or her official, profes-

sional, or ethical responsibility or discretion, provide, and
3. the receiver accepts the gift and fulfills the terms of the exchange or behaves in a way

consistent with the giver’s intentions.

This definition is not completely original. More than a decade ago, Kania
(1988, p. 42) argued that “the ethical quality of an exchange is a relative
matter, requiring some understanding of the intentions and perceptions of
both the giver and receiver.” This alternative definition, admittedly not
wholly inconsistent with previous writers, is intended primarily to heighten
the importance of the contributions made by givers to corruption. These cir-
cumstances describe the onset of corruption, wherein the giver maintains
control over the exchange and to some degree the behavior of the receiver.

Within this context, corruptibility is intended to describe the capacity of
both the giver and receiver to achieve a particular level of corruption as
defined by its potential harm to society. Arguably, all corruption is harmful
to society. Yet, not all corruption is the same. Some corrupt acts have worse
consequences than others. Corruption, in terms of its harmfulness to soci-
ety, can be defined along a continuum. We develop this concept in a later
section.

A MODEL OF CIRCUMSTANTIAL CORRUPTIBILITY

The model of circumstantial corruptibility responds to the criticisms dis-
cussed in the previous section. This model expands our understanding of
corruption by answering the following questions:

1. What factors determine the potential harmfulness of a corrupt act?
2. At what point does the exchange of a gift or service between a giver and a receiver

constitute corruption?

The model of circumstantial corruptibility is essentially an extension of
Kania’s (1988) typology. Like Kania, we argue that the intentions of givers in
connection with the intentions of receivers define the nature (i.e., corrupt or
not corrupt) of an exchange. Second, we use Kania’s original “perceptions”
of givers and the police to construct our “roles” of givers and receivers.
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However, the model of circumstantial corruptibility is distinguishable
from Kania’s typology in the following ways. First, a major theme of
Kania’s argument is that the police should be encouraged to accept minor
gratuities to the extent necessary to foster good public relations. We make
no such argument. Instead we would encourage the police to consider the
role of the giver, as well as their own intentions, when deciding whether to
accept a gratuity. In certain circumstances, our model would consider the
exchange of any gratuity as ethical, regardless of its value. Second, our
model is more parsimonious and communicable than Kania’s. It collapses
Kania’s 10 relationships into 3 yet retains the same level of instructive
detail. More important, one of the relationships that Kania defined as ethical
we define as unethical. We discuss this difference more completely in a later
section. Third, our model heightens the influence of the giver by explaining
more comprehensively how givers affect the nature of an exchange and at
what point givers themselves engage in corrupt acts. Kania’s typology
never defines a giver’s participation as unethical unless the police improp-
erly accept a gratuity. Fourth, we prefer to use the term roles rather than per-
ceptions because in the final analysis, we believe how individuals actually
behave is more important for defining the nature of an exchange, especially
in retrospect. In addition, the term roles is intended to communicate more of
an active participation than does the term perceptions. Fifth, our model
more fully explains the power dynamic between givers and receivers and
how this dynamic defines the level of corruption. At the lowest level of cor-
ruption, the giver maintains control over the behavior of the receiver. The
giver offers a gratuity or bribe, and the receiver performs in a way consistent
with the wishes of the giver, yet inconsistent with prior responsibilities.
This is the onset of and the lowest (albeit offensive) level of corruption. At
some point, it is possible for a receiver to establish control over the giver and
demand payment for current or future services or both. These exploitative
acts are the most extreme forms of corruption. These distinctions are dis-
cussed in more detail later.

The following definitions are presented to assist the reader with the in-
tended meanings of the terms and concepts essential to the model:

Exchange: The transfer of something of value from one person to another.
Corruption: The merger of a giver offering a gift or service with the expectation of a re-

turn from the receiver, and a receiver, in violation of prior responsibilities, willing to
accept the gift or service, as well as the terms of the exchange.

Corrupt exchange: The transfer of something of value from one person to another
wherein the giver expects something in return for the item or service and the receiver,

168 POLICE QUARTERLY (Vol. 7, No. 2, June 2004)

 at SAGE Publications on August 27, 2009 http://pqx.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://pqx.sagepub.com


in violation of prior responsibilities or professional demands, accepts the item or ser-
vice, as well as the terms of the exchange. The terms of the exchange may either be
implicit or explicit.

Corruptibility: The capacity for both the giver and receiver to achieve a particular level of
corruption as defined by its potential harm to society.

THE ESSENTIAL ELEMENTS OF THE

MODEL OF CIRCUMSTANTIAL CORRUPTIBILITY

The model of circumstantial corruptibility proposes that the level of cor-
ruption (as defined by its relative harmfulness to society) attained by the
participants of a corrupt exchange is influenced by two, and only two, ele-
ments—the role of the giver and the role of the receiver. In this section, these
essential elements are defined and the function of the model is discussed in
detail.

THE ROLE OF THE GIVER

The role of the giver is one of two essential elements or circumstances
that determines the level of corruption. In every exchange, the giver
assumes one of three roles. Table 1 defines these roles and illustrates how
they relate to Kania’s typology.

The level of voluntariness the giver assumes during the exchange deter-
mines the giver’s role (see Figure 1). When in the presenter role, the giver
has the highest level of voluntariness. He or she can choose or choose not to
offer a gift to the receiver. In addition, at this level, the giver’s motivation is
primarily altruistic, for example, he expects nothing in return from the
receiver other than the warm feeling one gets from giving another person a
gift. If the giver assumes the contributor role, he or she may continue to vol-
untarily give to the receiver. However, in this role the giver expects some-
thing in return from the receiver. At the extreme edge of this role, the giver’s
level of voluntariness begins to erode. Finally, while in the capitulator role,
the giver responds involuntarily to the receiver. In this role, the giver has no
choice but to yield to the desires of the receiver. While in this role, the giver
essentially gets what the receiver wants him to have, if anything.

THE ROLE OF THE RECEIVER

The role of the receiver is the other one of the two essential elements or
circumstances that determines the level of corruption. In every exchange,
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the receiver assumes one of three roles. Table 2 defines these roles and illus-
trates how they relate to Kania’s typology.

The level of influence the receiver exerts onto the giver during the
exchange determines the receiver’s role (see Figure 1). While in the accep-
tor role, the receiver exerts no control over the exchange or the giver. The
receiver does nothing specific to ensure the delivery of the gift. Further-
more, the receiver feels no compulsion to change or continue previous
behavior (or both) to ensure the future delivery of additional gifts. If the
receiver assumes the expector role, he or she anticipates the gift and will
change behavior to ensure the continued delivery of future gifts. To the
extent that the receiver changes his or her behavior while in this role, the
receiver also begins to exert some degree of control over the giver. Finally,
while in the conqueror role, the receiver exerts total control over the
exchange, as well as the giver. In this role, the receiver gets exactly what he

170 POLICE QUARTERLY (Vol. 7, No. 2, June 2004)

TABLE 1. Roles of the Giver

Giver’s Perceptions Roles of the Giver Model of
(Kania, 1988) Circumstantial Corruptibility

The True Reward
Offered in gratitude for a major contribution or
heroic act by the police.

A Gift Given
Offered to express genuine gratitude for a pattern
of valued, legitimate police services previously
rendered to the giver.

Presenter
Offers a gift voluntarily without any
expectation of a return from the receiver.

A Gratuity Given
Offered to express a wish that legitimate police
services provided to the giver be continued.

An Investment Made
Offered to promote future legal advantages,
secure favors, or otherwise gain the giver special
status.

A Bribe Offered
Offered to exempt present illegal actions or omis-
sions from police investigation, arrest, or
interference.

Contributor
Furnishes something toward a result. In
this role, the giver expects something in
return for his contribution.

An Arrangement Made
Offered to exempt present ongoing illegal actions
of omissions from police investigation, arrest or
interference.

A Shakedown Paid
Paid unwillingly to secure protection from police
enforcement activities or threats of harassment.

Capitulator
Involuntarily responds to the demands of
the receiver.
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or she wants and does not feel compelled to respond to the desires of the
giver.

THE FUNCTION OF THE MODEL

The function of the model is based on the intersection of the giver and
receiver, each assuming his or her own role, around an exchange. For exam-
ple, when the giver assumes the role of the presenter and the receiver
assumes the role of the acceptor, the result is a giving exchange. A giving
exchange is defined as the voluntary act of offering something of value
without any expectation of prior or future reciprocity to another person as a
symbol of affection, respect, or appreciation. At this level, the giver volun-
tarily offers a gift without any expectation of a return from the receiver. The
receiver, exerting no influence on the giver, accepts the gift. As long as the
giver and receiver continue to assume these roles, corruption does not occur.
However, if the giver and receiver assume other roles, corruption progresses
to higher levels of social harm along a hierarchy of wickedness. The levels on
the hierarchy of wickedness are outlined in Table 3 and illustrated in Figure 1.
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FIGURE 1: A Model of Circumstantial Corruptibility
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Each level in this hierarchy is associated with the intersection of certain
roles assumed by the giver and receiver. Figure 1 illustrates the function of
the model of circumstantial corruptibility. The directional arrows located
along the curved lines indicate which participant controls the exchange. In a
giving exchange, neither participant is dominant. In bribery, the giver con-
trols the exchange. In exploitation, the receiver controls the exchange.

During the adaptation of Kania’s model, we made an important concep-
tual change. According to Kania, the relationship between the giver’s per-
ception, “A Gratuity Given,” and the police perception, “A Gratuity
Received,” is defined as “The True Gratuity.” In this exchange, the giver
offers a gift hoping “that legitimate police services” be continued by the
receiver. The receiver accepts the gift “in a spirit of continuing reciprocal
social obligation meant to maintain legal ties.” Kania defined this exchange
as “fully ethical” (Kania, 1988, p. 45). Our model defines an exchange of
this nature as inherently unethical. The giver is entitled to legitimate police
services and need not offer anything to ensure the continued delivery of
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TABLE 2. Roles of the Receiver

Police Perceptions Roles of the Receiver Model of
Kania, 1988) Circumstantial Corruptibility

A Reward Received
Accepted in acknowledgment of the significance of
the act to the giver.

A Gift Received
Accepted without further obligation, a debt thus
having been repaid to the recipient police officer by
the giver.

Acceptor
Receives a gift humbly and without any
residual feelings of reciprocity.

A Gratuity Received
Accepted in a spirit of continuing reciprocal social
obligation meant to maintain legal ties.

An Understanding Reached
Accepted in credit for unspecified future legal,
quasilegal, or illegal favors or advantages.

A Bribe Accepted
Accepted to overlook or ignore present illegal activ-
ities or omissions of the gift-giver.

Expector
Looks forward to the gift and regards it
as likely to happen. Will be annoyed by
the absence of the gift. The receiver will
behave differently to ensure the delivery
of future gifts.

An Installment Collected
Accepted to overlook or ignore ongoing illegal
activities or omissions of the gift-giver.

A Bribe Extorted
Demanded to overlook or ignore present or future
illegal activities or to avoid overt harassment.

Conqueror
Assumes increasing levels of control
over the exchange and influence over the
giver.
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such. Furthermore, the police have an obligation to maintain social and
legal ties regardless of whether a gratuity is provided. Similarly, a waitress
is obligated to provide prompt and courteous service regardless of whether
a gratuity is “on the table.”

ROLE CONFUSION

The confusion of roles between givers and receivers is inevitable. For
example, a merchant may genuinely offer a free cup of coffee to a police
officer simply in appreciation of the officer’s contribution to the overall
safety of the community. The officer may incorrectly perceive that the gift
has strings attached and refuse the gift. When misunderstandings of this sort
are revealed, it is anticipated that the parties involved will resolve them
either by verbalizing their intent or apologizing to each other or both.

Role confusion, although possible, will be mitigated by two factors.
First, police officers are particularly keen at recognizing behavioral clues
that offer insight into an individual’s motivation. In fact, an officer’s sur-
vival depends on the ability to identify and proactively respond to poten-
tially threatening patterns of behavior. Second, behavior (and our percep-
tion of its motivation) occurs in a context. If the officer has visited the
establishment frequently and never received any consideration, then a sin-
gle free cup of coffee would not normally be considered a potential bribe.
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TABLE 3. Hierarchy of Wickedness

Circumstances Result

Giver assumes a Contributor role.
Receiver assumes an Expector role.

Bribery
The act or practice of exchanging something
of value wherein the giver expects something
in return for his gift, and the receiver, in viola-
tion of prior responsibilities, agrees to con-
form his behavior to the desires of the giver.
The giver maintains control over the behavior
of the receiver. However, the giver’s level of
voluntariness diminishes as more severe levels
of corruption are reached.

Giver assumes a Capitulator role.
Receiver assumes a Conqueror role.

Exploitation
The act or practice of using another person for
one’s own profit or advantage through the ille-
gal use of power. The receiver gains increas-
ingly more control over the giver as more
severe levels of corruption are reached.
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Conversely, if the establishment has a special type of cup reserved only for
police officers, then it may be reasonable to assume that the establishment is
actively recruiting the presence of police officers within its property. Of
interest, one national convenience store/gas station chain has a special cup
near the drink bar bearing the words “For Police Use Only Not For Sale”
surrounding the corporate logo.

APPLICATION OF THE MODEL

The traditional academy approach for preparing officers to confront
potential gratuity and corruption problems relies largely on developing
individual resistance skills. While at the academy, recruits are typically
instructed on how to “just say no” and politely refuse all gratuities or con-
siderations offered to them. It is, however, difficult for an individual to
refuse a bona fide gift. We are taught in our culture to be gracious or at least
to “never look gift horses in the mouth.” This often results in confusion on
the part of the new officer on what is acceptable behavior. On one hand, the
officer is taught to never accept a gratuity, and on the other, the officer is
taught the value of maintaining close ties to the community. What better
way to get to know a local merchant than to accept a gratis cup of coffee
while discussing the merchant’s safety and security needs? There is a very
real possibility that an officer’s refusal, no matter how polite, may alienate
an officer from the merchant (see Kania, 1988).

The usefulness of this model at the individual level relies primarily on
awareness training. Officers should understand how givers, typically mer-
chants, can and do attempt to misappropriate the services of the police
department through manipulative and seemingly generous gratuities. Indeed,
many police officers, aware of such potential, develop informal strategies
for refusing gifts. Some insist on paying full price. Others leave the differ-
ence between the amount charged (i.e., half price) and the actual amount
owed in the tip to the waitperson. In extreme cases, some officers simply
avoid patronizing certain businesses that insist on offering gratuities.

At the administrative level, the issue of gratuities is more problematic.
Many departments attempt to regulate the acceptance of gratuities through a
strict prohibition policy. Promulgation of such a strict policy is relatively
easy. Unfortunately, compliance is next to impossible. Police officers typi-
cally work at a considerable distance from routine supervision. Merchants
who offer gratuities are not usually willing to report officers for violating
strict prohibition policies. Why should they? More often than not, strict
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prohibition policies are only useful after an officer has been compromised
and there is a need, pursuant to an internal investigation, to tie the behavior
to a violation of a specific written policy.

A few departments attempt to control corruption by imposing a dollar
limit on gratuities. This policy is based on the notion that the value of the
gratuity is directly proportional to its corruptibility. We disagree. Instead,
we consider the change of the receiver’s behavior (i.e., the relative level of
effort exerted by the receiver to ensure the delivery of the gratuity) a more
important indicator of corruption than the value of the item or service
exchanged. In this regard, we are consistent with Baker and Carter’s (1994)
notion that the harm of corruption is best defined by the extent to which it
subverts the police role. For this reason, the policy focus should be on an
officer’s or merchant’s actual behavior and not a simple dollar limit. For
example, chronic patronage of one particular restaurant, especially by offi-
cers from faraway beats, may indicate that the establishment is offering
something more than good food and courteous service. The popularity of
the restaurant may be based solely on the management’s policy to offer free
meals to on-duty officers. Unless the department’s dollar limit is very low,
only the most gluttonous officers will violate the policy by accepting a free
meal. However, when large groups of officers congregate in one location or
revise their individual patrol patterns to be close to a particular establish-
ment around lunchtime, there is a potential adverse effect on patrol distribu-
tion and response times. For this reason, it is wholly within the right of man-
agement to question the motivations of overly generous merchants.

Recognizing givers as a potential threat to the equity and fair accessibil-
ity standards of ethical policing provides administrators with another line of
defense against possible corruption—the givers themselves. Limiting the
number of on-duty police officers who may frequent a place of business at
any one time may be an important first step in responding to merchants who
attempt to commandeer policing services through the offering of gratuities.
Police leaders should not be discouraged from proactively contacting mer-
chants who flagrantly offer gratuities to encourage officers to frequent their
places of business. Ultimately, it is conceivable that a department may des-
ignate some places of business off limits to any officer not on official busi-
ness, for example, responding to a call for service.

One of the considerable accomplishments of the community era of polic-
ing has been the enlistment of private citizens, neighborhood groups, and
business associations in the fight against crime. Many communities give
credit to creative police and community partnerships for recent reductions
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in the fear and rate of crime. Often community groups and business associa-
tions are more than willing to support proven crime control or fear-reduc-
tion strategies, but not necessarily for altruistic reasons. For example, rec-
ognizing the value of bicycle patrol, a group of merchants representing the
restaurant or entertainment district may offer new bicycles to the police
department. Of course these bicycles are to be used exclusively within the
local entertainment district, and especially on weekend nights. One national
fast food chain has even installed engraved signs over certain booths in
some dining areas designating the space as “A Workstation For Our Com-
munity Policing Officers.” These signs even include the officers’ names,
and the booths feature telephones, laptop ports, and even facsimile hook-
ups. There are even signs on the exteriors of the restaurants indicating that
the reserved space is present inside the establishment. These public gestures
of support may be thinly veiled attempts to misallocate public policing ser-
vices. This misallocation of policing services falls within the model’s defi-
nition of corruption.

The administrative response to such gestures is relatively simple. If it is a
gift, then there can be no expectation on the part of the giver as to how the
gift is to be used by the receiver. If merchants or neighborhood associations
wish to donate bicycles to the police department, then, if truly a gift, this
equipment may be used in other areas of the city at the sole discretion of the
department’s administration.

CONCLUSION AND SUGGESTIONS

FOR TESTING THE MODEL

The purpose of this article is to present a model that more comprehen-
sively explains the essential nature of a limited but common form of police
corruption: the acceptance of gratuities. Previous explanations of police cor-
ruption are incomplete because they fail to completely consider the dynamic
relationship between givers and receivers and overemphasize the value of
the gift when defining the seriousness of the corrupt act. In addition to more
completely explaining the process of this limited form of corruption, this
model provides more insight for police practitioners. This is particularly
important for administrators who are interested in developing strategies that
are dependent on positive relationships between the police department and
the community.

There are a number of potential methods available for testing the model.
Quite possibly the simplest test would be to survey (interview) police
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officers and merchants to determine their motivations for accepting and
offering gratuities. This method would require considerable effort on the
part of the researcher to develop the trust and ensure the confidentiality of
the participants. Additional insight into this phenomenon could be gained
by reviewing the administrative policies and procedures that departments
follow when individuals or organizations offer gifts to the department. A
more unobtrusive method would compare patrol patterns (including meal
and break locations) against individual merchant policies regarding gratu-
ities to uniformed patrol officers. A strong spatial correlation between a lib-
eral gratuity policy and a concentration of patrol resources might indicate
that a merchant’s practices are influencing patrol deployment. Of course,
shift differentials must be taken into consideration, and there are consider-
ably fewer establishments open during late evening and night shifts.

Finally, it is not our purpose to supplant those models proposed by previ-
ous researchers with our model. Instead, we argue that expanding previous
models, specifically by increasing the importance of the role of the giver
and limiting the importance of the value of the gift, substantially improves
our understanding of corruption and the function of corruptibility. In doing
so, we intend to offer subsequent researchers an additional method of
inquiry and administrators with another option for controlling corruption.
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