
POLICE ACCOUNTABILITY:
ESTABLISHING AN EARLY
WARNING SYSTEM

Police misconduct is a serious problem
in cities all across the country. Allega-

tions of the use of excessive force, unjusti-
fied fatal shootings, and “racial profiling”
in traffic stops have ripped the fabric of
local communities. Most of the incidents in
question involve racial and ethnic con-
flict—charges that the police department
targets people of color for excessive force
and/or discriminatory law enforcement.
Such racially charged controversies over
police misconduct threaten to undermine
the positive accomplishments of commu-
nity policing in building better relations
between the police and the communities
they serve.

Early warning systems have emerged as
a popular and potentially important new
tool for police managers to curb police mis-
conduct, enhance police accountability, and
improve community relations. This report
describes early warning systems in terms
of the problems they are designed to ad-
dress, explains their potential contributions
to police accountability, discusses the ad-
ministrative issues related to their imple-
mentation, and assesses their effectiveness
by examining the early warning systems in
two different police departments.
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Police Accountability:
Establishing an Early

Warning System

Early warning systems are data-driven programs de-
signed to identify officers whose behavior appears to
be problematic and to provide those officers with coun-
seling or training to correct their problematic behav-
ior. These systems offer an important opportunity to
enhance police accountability. However, far from be-
ing easy to create and maintain, they are complex ad-
ministrative tools with multiple goals, program
elements, and potential impacts. They are also “high-
maintenance” operations and should not be regarded
as “alarm clocks” that will function automatically once
they are programmed. Rather, early warning systems
require careful planning, a considerable investment in
personnel and information technology, and a high level
of ongoing administrative attention.

This report is a synopsis of research that was done
in 1998–1999 and published in 2000.1 The research con-
sisted of two parts: a national survey of the prevalence
of early warning systems and detailed evaluations of
these systems in three police departments: Miami–Dade
County, Florida; Minneapolis, Minnesota; and New
Orleans, Louisiana.

EARLY WARNING SYSTEMS: THE BASIC
CONCEPT

The rationale behind early warning systems is that law
enforcement agencies can and should use data on
problematic officer performance to identify those of-
ficers who appear to be having recurring problems in-
teracting with citizens. Such data include citizen
complaints, official reports of officer use of excessive

force, officer involvement in civil litigation, and other
indicators of problematic behavior. And once those
officers are identified, early warning systems are de-
signed to provide them with counseling or training to
correct the performance problems in question.

Early warning systems are early in that they at-
tempt to identify officers whose performance might
result in such serious problems as a major excessive-
force incident or a civil suit against the department.
Early warning systems represent a warning in that they
do not, in and of themselves, involve formal discipline.
An officer may, however, be disciplined for one of the
actions that led to his or her identification by the system.

Many early warning systems explicitly state that
their purpose is to help officers improve their perfor-
mance. Such help generally consists of individual coun-
seling by a supervisor or a training class for a group of
officers. In many cases, an officer’s performance prob-
lems are symptomatic of personal, off-the-job issues
such as family problems. The individual counseling is
designed to help the officer recognize what behaviors
are causing his or her performance problems, to dis-
cuss whatever personal problems may exist, and to rec-
ommend appropriate treatment.

Generally, no record of participation in an early
warning program per se is placed in an officer’s per-
sonnel file, although the incidents that originally iden-
tified the officer do remain in the file and can be
considered for disciplinary action. However, a separate
record of participation in the early warning system is
generally maintained by the internal affairs or profes-
sional standards unit of the police department.

THE “PROBLEM” POLICE OFFICER

A growing body of empirical evidence supports the
idea that in any law enforcement agency, a small per-
centage of officers are responsible for a disproportion-
ate share of the incidents that create problems with

Note: This report is based on research supported by Grant No.
98-IJ-CX-0002 by the National Institute of Justice, Office of Jus-
tice Programs, U.S. Department of Justice (USDOJ). Points of
view in this document are those of the authors and do not nec-
essarily represent the official position or policies of the USDOJ.

Samuel Walker is the Isaacson Professor of Criminal Justice
at the University of Nebraska at Omaha.  He is the author of
eleven books on policing, criminal justice policy, and civil
liberties, including Police Misconduct: The Role of
Citizen Oversight, which will be published this fall.
Geoffrey P. Alpert is professor of criminal justice and
director of research for the College of Criminal Justice at the
University of South Carolina, concentrating on the
evaluation of high-risk police activities, including the use of
force, deadly force, and pursuit driving; and on
accountability systems, including early warning systems.
He has written more than one hundred articles and
coauthored numerous books and monographs.
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citizens. As Thomas Frazier, director of the federal Of-
fice of Community Oriented Policing Services of the
Department of Justice and former chief of the Baltimore
(Maryland) police department puts it, “10 percent of
your officers create 90 percent of your problems.”

The phenomenon of the “problem” officer who
receives a high rate of citizen complaints and/or also
uses force at a high rate was first recognized in Oak-
land, California, in the 1970s, when police officers with
records of use-of-force incidents were counseled by
peer officers. A 1981 report by the U.S. Commission on
Civil Rights, Who Is Guarding the Guardians?, published
data indicating that a small group of police officers in
Houston, Texas, received extraordinarily high numbers
of citizen complaints.2

“10 percent of your officers create 90
percent of your problems.”

The most influential support for early warning sys-
tems came from the 1991 report of the Christopher
Commission following the highly publicized beating
of Rodney King in Los Angeles. The commission iden-
tified forty-four “problem officers” in the Los Angeles
police department (LAPD) with extremely high rates
of citizen complaints and commented that these
officers were “readily identifiable” on the basis of ex-
isting LAPD records. Yet the commission found that
none of these officers received any significant disci-
pline, and in fact, some were given very favorable per-
formance reviews.3

Investigative journalists have found the problem
officer phenomenon in other police departments as
well. A 1991 article in the New York Times reported that
in the Kansas City police department, 2 percent of all
the sworn officers were responsible for 50 percent of
all citizen complaints.4 A Boston Globe article the fol-
lowing year found that 11 percent of all sworn officers
were responsible for 61.5 percent of all complaints filed
against Boston police.5 And a 1998 series of stories by
the Washington Post discovered that a small number of
officers were responsible for a large proportion of mul-
tiple discharge of firearms.6

RESPONDING TO THE PROBLEM OFFICER

Traditional police personnel evaluation systems have
generally failed to deal effectively with problem officers.
This failure is particularly notable because those officers
are well known to their supervisors, the top adminis-
trators, their peers, and the residents of the areas in
which they work. As William Westley noted many years
ago in the first scholarly study of the police, police de-
partments have been punishment oriented, with little
organizational attention given to officers with recur-
ring performance problems and few formal programs
in place for helping individual officers improve their
performance.7 Insofar as law enforcement agencies took

any kind of action, anecdotal evidence suggests that
they “dumped” problem officers on racial minority
neighborhoods. Whatever standard in-service training
programs exist today are generally directed at all sworn
officers and not at officers with special performance
problems. Employee assistance programs (EAPs),
meanwhile, are generally voluntary and directed to-
ward officers with marital, psychological, or substance
abuse problems and not necessarily toward officers
with on-the-street performance problems. Thus, for ex-
ample, an overly aggressive officer who receives a high
rate of citizen complaints but has no off-the-job per-
sonal problems would fall outside the scope of stan-
dard EAP programs.

Problem officers are well known to
their supervisors, the top
administrators, their peers, and the
residents of the areas in which they
work.

A review of police personnel evaluation systems
nearly twenty-five years ago found that they had
serious deficiencies.8 In particular, the formal catego-
ries for performance assessment were vague and glo-
bal (e.g., “initiative,” “dependability”). A more recent
report by the Police Executive Research Forum, reflect-
ing the concerns of community policing, rendered an
equally critical assessment: the authors concluded that
“most performance evaluations currently used by po-
lice agencies do not reflect the work officers do.”9 In
particular, these evaluations fail to address the most
critical aspects of police work: the exercise of discre-
tion under conditions of uncertainty and stress, with
the most important decisions involving the use of
deadly or physical force. The neglect of these aspects
of the job is particularly important because of the
unique role of the police in the community.

The advent of community policing has dramatized
the historic inadequacies of traditional police person-
nel evaluation systems and has created the need for
systems that are even more comprehensive and sophis-
ticated. Under community policing, police departments
need to develop performance measures that identify
and reward exemplary service to the community and
the reduction or diffusion of violence—actions that
have been essentially ignored by traditional perfor-
mance evaluation systems. In the private sector, by
comparison, personnel issues have become defined in
terms of human resource development, with a specific
emphasis on helping employees correct behavior that
is not consistent with the organization’s goals.

The “Two File Cabinet” Problem

Part of the failure of traditional police personnel evalu-
ation systems might be characterized as the “two file
cabinet” problem. That is to say, in many police depart-
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ments, information about citizen complaints or officer
involvement in civil litigation is found in one file cabi-
net while personnel evaluations exist in a different cabi-
net. No effort is made to integrate the two data sets to
produce a comprehensive and meaningful performance
evaluation. The Christopher Commission, for example,
found that some of the forty-four problem officers had
received highly favorable performance reviews.10

The “two file cabinet” problem highlights the need
for a comprehensive and up-to-date data system in a
law enforcement agency. To be effective, such a system
has to integrate all the relevant data about officer per-
formance. A 1997 federal suit involving the failure of
the Pittsburgh police department to discipline officers
who used excessive force exposed the fact that the de-
partment did not have a centralized file of all reports
on officer performance.11 And until two years ago, the
LAPD did not have a centralized file of all citizen com-
plaints filed against its officers.

However, creating a centralized personnel data
system involves more than merely purchasing a soft-
ware package. It requires a careful assessment of what
performance data are currently being collected, where
the data files are stored, and whether the agency has
the technological infrastructure and administrative ca-
pacity for maintaining such a system. The development
of an early warning system, consequently, may be very
expensive for police departments that have not kept
pace with modern data systems technology.

Learning from the Private Sector

In responding to potential problem employees, police
managers have much to learn from the private sector.
Employers recruit, select, and train employees to ef-
fectively serve the goals and objectives of the organi-
zation. Identifying problematic employees is thus a
legitimate management goal as organizations seek to
enhance the quality of the service they deliver and
maintain positive relations with clients and customers.
Effective personnel management assumes that the or-
ganization collects employee performance data so that
employee performance can be assessed and evaluated
on a regular basis. It also assumes that, on an informal
basis, each employee’s immediate supervisor is famil-
iar with the quantity and quality of the subordinate’s
performance. Presumably, systematic performance
evaluations and supervisors’ firsthand knowledge of
employees are sufficient to identify those employees
whose performance does not meet the organization’s
standards.

This kind of oversight is particularly important in
human service organizations such as the police that
routinely engage in a high level of interaction with
citizen-clients. The goals of community policing require
police departments to develop personnel evaluation
systems that reward officers who avoid using force
without justification—and, by implication, that identify
and properly discipline those who use excessive force.

PREDICTING VS. MONITORING POLICE OFFICER
BEHAVIOR

Over the years, there has been considerable re-
search invested in attempting to develop predictive
systems that could be used at the time of recruitment
to screen out the “bad” police officers. The logic of
predictive systems is seductively simple: use the right
psychological tests or preemployment interviews to
successfully identify those persons unsuited for police
work before they are hired, and save the city enormous
problems later on in terms of community conflict and
civil litigation expenses. Unfortunately, the logic of such
an approach does not work out in practice. To date, no
one has developed a successful predictive device for
screening applicants for jobs as police officers.

To be sure, predictive devices do exist, but they
are simply too crude. They screen out only those ap-
plicants with the most serious psychological problems
or unacceptable social attitudes and fail to identify
those potentially problematic individuals who have
good test scores and/or who appear to have positive
attitudes at the time of application. In addition, exist-
ing screening devices fail to take into account the ef-
fects of police work or personal issues on attitudes and
behavior. It is a truism among police experts that the
attitudes of many new officers change in response to
the corrosive impact of dealing with serious crime and
other social problems. Most officers learn to adapt and
maintain a healthy perspective on people and their
work. Others, however, succumb to the pressure and
allow it to affect their work. And in many cases, an
officer’s work is affected by purely personal problems
related to family, alcohol abuse, financial pressures, and
so on.

As noted above, the basic purpose of early warn-
ing systems is to catch problem officers early: to iden-
tify them when they begin to show symptoms of
unacceptable performance, and to provide them with
the help they need to improve their behavior. The un-
derlying assumption is that while it may not be pos-
sible to spot potential problem officers before they join
the force, it is definitely possible to spot them on the
basis of their performance histories once they begin to
manifest problems. In this respect, early warning sys-
tems are retrospective and performance-based, and as
such, they are an alternative to efforts to predict officer
performance on the basis of officer background char-
acteristics.

THE GOALS OF EARLY WARNING SYSTEMS

Early warning systems are widely understood to be di-
rected toward problem officers, with the goal of reduc-
ing on-the-street police misconduct. The national
evaluation of early warning systems on which this re-
port was based, however, found that these systems
have—or at least can have—an impact on supervisors
and the department as a whole.12 With that in mind,
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early warning systems should be understood as hav-
ing three different targets.

Individual Officers

Early warning systems are directed in part toward in-
dividual rank-and-file officers. The anticipated impact
of these systems on individual officers involves learn-
ing theory, deterrence theory, or some combination of
the two.

Many early warning systems are officially concep-
tualized as a means of helping officers. The New Or-
leans system, for example, is known as the Professional
Performance Enhancement Program (PPEP) and explic-
itly states that it is designed to help and not punish
officers. The intervention phase (described on page 6)
includes a stress reduction component and a training
session that teaches officers how to handle potentially
volatile situations without incurring citizen complaints.
In this respect, the anticipated impact of an early warn-
ing system on officers may be characterized in terms
of a learning effect.

At the same time, an implicit assumption of an
early warning system is that it will deter future miscon-
duct. That is, the intervention phase will communicate
to subject officers the threat of punishment in the fu-
ture if their present behavior continues. There is also
an implicit assumption that an early warning system
will have some general deterrent effect on officers not
subject to the system as it theoretically communicates
the threat of punishment should their performance ever
warrant placement in the system.

One potential danger is that an early warning sys-
tem will have an unwanted labeling effect. In one in-
stance known to the authors of this report, officers were
observed to refer to themselves as “bad boys” and to
the program as “bad boys school” and “politeness
school.” Through such a labeling process, an early
warning system may inadvertently reinforce undesir-
able attitudes (and perhaps undesirable performance)
among subject officers.

Deterrence theorists point out that deterrence is a
communication system and that research to date has
not adequately explored the extent to which a threat of
punishment is perceived by its intended audience. The
same problem applies to early warning systems,
whether conceptualized in terms of deterrence, learn-
ing, or labeling. Thus, it is possible that some officers
will be readily deterred by an early warning system,
some will learn from the counseling or training they
receive, and some will not be affected by either pro-
cess. By the same token, some officers may embrace
the label of “bad boy” while others do not.

Supervisors

Early warning systems also have some impact on su-
pervisors. Since virtually all officers identified by these
systems will be rank-and-file officers assigned to street
duty, the supervisors in question here are field sergeants.

The goal of shaping the behavior of sergeants was
explicitly acknowledged in two of the sites studied in
the national evaluation (New Orleans, Miami–Dade
County), although in different ways. The New Orleans
PPEP requires a subject officer’s supervisor to monitor
the officer for six months and to file performance evalu-
ations every two weeks. This amounts to a formal
mechanism for holding supervisors accountable for
their supervisory behavior. New Orleans officials re-
sponsible for PPEP expressed their belief that some
supervisors would aggressively urge subject officers to
improve their performance because further indicators
of poor performance would reflect badly on them (the
supervisors).13

In Miami-Dade, several officials associated with
the early warning system explained that it “keeps
things from slipping through the cracks.”14 That is to
say, the formal requirements of an early warning sys-
tem help ensure that a supervisor will pay closer at-
tention to an officer who is having performance
problems. Without such a safeguard, the necessary at-
tention may be lost in the rush of normal day-to-day
work.

The formal requirements of an early
warning system help ensure that a
supervisor will pay closer attention to
an officer who is having performance
problems.

The potential impact of early warning systems ad-
dresses an important issue in police management. Mark
Moore of the Kennedy School of Government, Harvard
University, and Darrel Stephens, currently chief of the
Charlotte-Mecklenburg (North Carolina) police depart-
ment, argue that a troubling deficiency of traditional
police management has been the lack of systems for
monitoring the performance of supervisors.15 Early
warning systems offer a potential remedy for that de-
ficiency by defining specific activities related to hold-
ing supervisors accountable for officers under their
command.

Departments

Early warning systems also affect the organizations in
which they function. Although organizational devel-
opment is seen as one of the key goals of human re-
source management, the national evaluation found that
this was the least well-articulated aspect of early warn-
ing systems. In theory, to the extent that it effects im-
provements in the behavior of individual officers, an
early warning system improves the overall quality of
police service. At the same time, to the extent that it
changes the behavior of supervisors, an early warning
system has some broader impact on the department.
Finally, to an unknown extent, the existence of such a
system communicates a general message about a
department’s values, indicating that misconduct will
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not be tolerated. From this perspective, an early warn-
ing system can be conceptualized as one means of con-
trolling police officer use of authority in the service of
a comprehensive strategic management of police de-
partments.

An early warning system is most likely to be ef-
fective in a department that has high standards of ac-
countability and accordingly has in place a personnel
data system that captures the relevant information on
police officer performance. In one of the sites in the
national evaluation (Miami-Dade), the early warning
system was found to be simply one part of a larger per-
sonnel data system that, in turn, is part of a broader
commitment to accountability. In this context, the early
warning system functions as a management tool that
converts the data into a usable form.

However, an early warning system is not likely to
be effective in a police department that has no serious
commitment to accountability and integrity and does
not punish serious forms of misconduct. In this con-
text, the early warning system may well become little
more than a formal bureaucratic procedure, empty of
meaningful content, with its potential contributions to
the department simply overwhelmed by the failure of
the department to investigate alleged misconduct and
discipline officers appropriately. Even worse, a poorly
managed early warning system may generate hostil-
ity and cynicism among officers to the extent that it
harms the larger organizational environment. This has
occurred in at least one police department known to
the authors of this report.

The vast majority of police departments undoubt-
edly fall somewhere in the middle of these two ex-
tremes. In many of those instances, an early warning
system has the potential for helping to change the or-
ganizational culture and raising standards of account-
ability.

THE COMPONENTS OF EARLY WARNING
SYSTEMS

Early warning systems consist of three basic com-
ponents: selection criteria, intervention, and post-
intervention monitoring. However, the national
evaluation found considerable variation in each of
these components, and there is not even a consensus
today among law enforcement specialists as to the ideal
way to define or implement any one of them.

Selection Criteria

Early warning systems use a set of formal criteria for
identifying problem officers and selecting them for in-
tervention. As noted, however, these criteria vary con-
siderably among different jurisdictions.

Some early warning systems (e.g., Minneapolis)
rely solely on citizen complaints while others (e.g.,
Miami-Dade, New Orleans) rely on a broad range of
performance indicators, including official use-of-force

reports, resisting-arrest charges filed by officers, in-
volvement in civil litigation, and violations of admin-
istrative rules (e.g., neglect of duty). Early warning
systems typically identify officers on the basis of a
specified number of incidents within a given time pe-
riod (e.g., three citizen complaints within a twelve-
month period). Some systems use resisting-arrest
charges because it is widely believed that officers who
use force improperly often file such charges to cover
their own behavior.

The use of multiple performance indicators pro-
vides a broader base of information about an officer’s
performance than does reliance on citizen complaints
alone. Citizen complaints are a highly underreported
phenomenon. Research has found that most people
who have an unpleasant experience with a police
officer (whether discourtesy or use of force) do not
bother to file a formal complaint with the department.
Citizen complaints, therefore, will not necessarily iden-
tify all the officers whose behavior legitimately requires
intervention. Moreover, in a number of jurisdictions,
citizen complaints are received by an independent citi-
zen oversight agency, so the law enforcement agency
may not receive timely or complete reports on all com-
plaints filed. Multiple indicators are more likely to iden-
tify those officers whose performance is genuinely
problematic and in need of some official intervention.

Multiple performance indicators
provide a broader base of information
about an officer’s performance than
does reliance on citizen complaints
alone.

The necessary data already exist in most profes-
sionally managed police departments. Citizen com-
plaint data should be available from either the
department’s own internal affairs unit or, where one
exists, the external citizen oversight agency. Virtually
all police departments today require officers to file of-
ficial reports when they use physical or deadly force.
Information on officer involvement in civil litigation

Selection Criteria for Early Warning
Systems

Citizen complaints

Use-of-force reports

Resisting-arrest charges

Civil litigation involvement

Reprimands, neglect of duty, damage to
property, etc.

Supervisor’s discretion
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can be obtained from the city’s legal office; however,
many departments do not routinely request such in-
formation, much less use it to identify problem officers.

Intervention

The intervention phase of an early warning sys-
tem may consist of either an informal counseling ses-
sion between the officer and his or her immediate
supervisor or a training class involving a group of of-
ficers. The New Orleans PPEP, for example, requires
officers who have been identified by the system to at-
tend a mandatory four-day training class. The class
covers such topics as stress management, balancing job
and personal life, and techniques for handling difficult
law enforcement situations and avoiding citizen com-
plaints.

With respect to individual counseling sessions,
there are a number of issues related to the delivery and
content of the counseling. If supervisors are inad-
equately trained and/or if counseling sessions are not
properly documented, there is no guarantee that the
sessions will in fact occur, that they will be consistent
across supervisors, or that supervisors will deliver the
appropriate message. Some supervisors may simply tell
their officers “not to worry about it,” which would
undermine the goals of the system. Some early warn-
ing systems involve higher-ranking command officers
(e.g., the commander of the professional standards or
internal affairs unit) in the counseling sessions, thereby
ensuring consistency and guarding against the deliv-
ery of inappropriate messages.

Group training sessions, such as the PPEP classes
in New Orleans, have the advantage of ensuring con-
sistency of content. At the same time, however, a group
approach inhibits delivery of the appropriate message
to officers with very different performance problems
and may not be able to ensure that the special prob-
lems of each officer are adequately addressed. It also
runs the risk of creating solidarity among officers in
the class, causing them to embrace the “bad boys” la-
bel and reinforcing inappropriate attitudes. Group
training sessions, moreover, are often difficult to sched-
ule, given the normal duties of both supervisors and
employees.

Participants in the New Orleans program complete
an anonymous evaluation of the early warning class.
An analysis of some submitted evaluations showed that
the officers gave the class an extremely high rating (an
average of 7 on a scale of 1–10), and nearly all of them
made favorable comments about it. Most of the nega-
tive comments related to the department and its lead-
ership rather than to the class. In one set of classes,
officers were observed to be actively engaged in those
units that offered practical help in dealing with actual
police work. They were extremely disengaged, how-
ever, from those units that involved abstract discussions
of social problems or police work or were moralistic in
nature. In short, many (but not necessarily all) officers

subject to the proper intervention appreciate the help
they receive.

Postintervention Monitoring

Postintervention monitoring of subject officers varies
greatly among early warning systems. At one extreme
are highly formal systems with a considerable amount
of required documentation. At the other extreme are
highly informal systems with no documentation.

The New Orleans PPEP represents a highly for-
mal system. Subject officers are monitored for six
months following intervention: supervisors are re-
quired to observe them on duty and to file a signed
evaluation of their performance every two weeks. As
noted above, this approach has the effect of putting
supervisors on notice that their behavior is being moni-
tored as well.

Informal postintervention monitoring approaches
rely solely on supervisors to monitor subject officers’
performance and, in the event of further indicators of
poor performance (e.g., citizen complaints), to take
whatever steps they deem necessary. In the absence of
documentation or close supervision by higher-ranking
officers, however, there is no guarantee that the ex-
pected informal monitoring will occur.

One of the unresolved issues related to
postintervention monitoring involves striking the
proper balance between a formal bureaucratic approach
designed to hold supervisors accountable and an in-
formal approach designed to enhance efficiency and
flexibility. Early warning systems are still relatively
new, and a set of professional standards has not yet
been developed. One issue that police managers and
other responsible city officials will have to consider is
proper training for supervisors to ensure that the goals
of an early warning system are effectively imple-
mented.

ISSUES IN THE IMPLEMENTATION OF EARLY
WARNING SYSTEMS

As noted at the beginning, early warning systems are
complex, high-maintenance operations that require a
significant investment by the department in planning,
personnel, data collection, and administrative over-
sight. In addition, their implementation raises questions
about their acceptance by police unions and their ef-
fectiveness within police departments that lack a strong
commitment to accountability.

Planning and Administration

In two of the sites (Miami-Dade and New Orleans)
studied by the authors of this report in 1998 and 1999,
the early warning system was established with consid-
erable initial planning and ongoing administrative at-
tention, while in the third site (Minneapolis), the system
had received little administrative attention. More re-
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And as mentioned earlier, the effective implemen-
tation of an early warning system requires special ef-
forts to ensure that supervisors carry out their
responsibilities with respect to both individual coun-
seling and postintervention monitoring. Special atten-
tion needs to be given to this issue.

Early Warning Systems and Police Unions

Initially, some officers may voice objections that the

cently, the chief of the Minneapolis police department
has greatly strengthened the process for monitoring
potential problem officers, instituting a regular bi-
weekly performance review of all officers. Similarly, the
New Orleans program has changed since it was cre-
ated in 1995. The training class, for example, expanded
from two to four days and the content of the curricu-
lum changed accordingly. The staff also found that large

pose of data entry. The Miami-Dade early warning sys-
tem, meanwhile, is an integral part of a sophisticated
data system on police officer performance that has been
developed over the course of two decades. The New
Orleans police department has more than fifteen hun-
dred sworn officers, whereas Miami-Dade has about
three thousand. Smaller departments, which include
the vast majority of law enforcement agencies in this
country, will be able to maintain an effective system
with fewer staff, but the need for close administrative
attention will remain nonetheless.

classes were not effective, so they now limit classes to
about five or six officers. As PPEP staff members put
it, the program is “a work in progress.” These examples
illustrate the extent to which early warning systems can
and should be subject to continuing review and revi-
sion.

The administrative demands of an early warning
system are illustrated by PPEP, the most elaborate early
warning system of the three case studies in the national
evaluation. The New Orleans police department’s Pub-
lic Integrity Division employs one full-time (nonsworn)
data analyst and uses part of the time of two other full-
time employees (one of whom is sworn) for the pur-

Proposed CALEA Standard on Early Warning Systems

The following is the draft for a new standard proposed by the Commission on Accreditation for Law En-
forcement Agencies (CALEA) in July 2000. Because the proposed standard has proved controversial
among law enforcement administrators, CALEA is currently soliciting further discussion.
     A written directive establishes an early warning system to identify agency employees who may require
agency intervention efforts. The system should include procedures for

1. Collecting information from agency performance evaluations, citizen complaints, disciplinary
actions, use offorce incidents, internal affairs, supervisory and employee reports

2. Central collection and security of material
3. Provisions to initiate review based on current patterns of collected material
4. Agency reporting requirements of conduct and behavior
5. Annual evaluation
6. The role of first and second level supervision
7. Remedial action
8. Some type of employee assistance.

Commentary: A comprehensive early warning system is an essential component of good discipline in a
well-managed law enforcement agency. The early identification of potential problem employees and a
menu of remedial actions can increase agency accountability and offer employees a better opportunity
to meet the agency’s values and mission statement.
     The agency early warning review system should be initiated when certain types of incidents occur and
there should be an annual evaluation of collected material. The agency should not be faced with investi-
gating an employee for a serious case of misconduct only to find there was an escalating pattern of less
serious misconduct, which could have been abated through intervention. The failure of the agency to
develop a comprehensive early warning system can lead to the erosion of public confidence in the
agency’s ability to investigate itself, while putting the public and agency employees in greater risk of dan-
ger.
     An early warning system should include options and reviews available through use of force reporting,
the disciplinary system, employee assistance program, and Internal Affairs.
     The first and second levels of supervision are crucial elements to a successful early warning system and
should be emphasized in the agency’s procedures.

Source: Commission on Accreditation for Law Enforcement Agencies.
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early warning system exists only to “get” police officers.
However, the existence of a police union with collec-
tive bargaining status is no barrier to the creation and
maintenance of an early warning system, and the au-
thors of this report are not aware of any early warning
system that has been successfully challenged by a col-
lective bargaining unit. In an increasing number of cit-
ies and counties across the country, early warning
systems and police unions coexist harmoniously.

The first reason for this harmony may be that early
warning systems represent nothing more than a sys-
tematic approach to the collection of data about officer
performance that law enforcement agencies have col-
lected for many years. For the past thirty years, agen-
cies have increasingly collected more detailed data on
officer use of force (both deadly and physical), high-
speed pursuits, and other actions. At the same time,
both citizen oversight agencies and police internal af-
fairs units have collected data on citizen complaints.
The collection of such data on employee performance
is a legitimate management prerogative. Early warn-
ing systems simply represent a more systematic col-
lection and use of such data.

The second reason for harmony is that early warn-
ing systems are designed to help officers recognize the
problems they are having on the job and improve their
performance. The national evaluation found persuasive
evidence that many officers appreciate the help and the
fact that someone brought their problems to their at-
tention. Thus, through careful planning and adminis-
tration it is possible to allay the fears of rank-and-file
officers and preclude any fierce opposition to the pro-
gram.

Early Warning Systems in the Larger Context of
Accountability

An early warning system can be effective only in the
context of a broader commitment to accountability on
the part of the department. That is to say, an early warn-
ing system cannot “save” a department that tolerates
misconduct on the street. It can function effectively only
where the chief executive has taken a strong stand re-
garding the quality of service delivered to the public,
where officers are held accountable through a system
of reports and evaluations, and where officers who are
found to have violated department rules are in fact dis-
ciplined. In such a context, an early warning system
can strengthen the department’s commitment to ac-
countability, but it needs this supportive environment
to function effectively.

Several examples illustrate how a police chief can
make a strong commitment to accountability. The early
warning system in New Orleans is only one part of a
larger integrity-building program by Superintendent
Richard Pennington; the department’s Public Integrity
Division has the assistance of two FBI agents and,
among other things, conducts integrity “stings” de-

signed to identify corrupt officers. In Minneapolis,
where the police department had a bad record of lax
discipline, Chief Robert Olson began imposing mean-
ingful discipline on officers found guilty of misconduct
and, in early 2000, instituted a program of reviewing
the behavior of all problematic officers every two
weeks.

TWO EARLY WARNING SYSTEMS WITH A TRACK
RECORD

The first early warning programs were developed in-
dependently in the late 1970s in a number of different
departments. They were ad hoc and experimental,
without the guidance of recommended or model pro-
grams. In Oakland, for example, records of individual
officers were examined to determine if any showed
early signs of problematic performance, and an experi-
mental peer counseling program was developed for
officers with recurring performance problems. In New
York City, information on each officer’s use of force,
use of firearms, complaints, discipline, sick leave, and
off-duty employment was used to determine if that
officer needed further monitoring or intervention;
officers who entered the information into the files were
responsible for noting and reporting trends in behav-
ior or activities to a supervising officer. The Kansas City
police department, meanwhile, cross-referenced officers
with their supervisors on the theory that particular
supervisory officers might be tolerating abusive behav-
ior. The department also participated in a Police Foun-
dation experiment in peer counseling designed to
improve the performance of officers with recurring
problems. The results of these experimental programs
were mixed, and the programs were not converted into
continuing administrative procedures.

The first early warning systems known to have
been maintained from their inception to the present
were created in the Miami police department and the
Miami-Dade police department in the late 1970s.

Miami Police Department

In 1979, in response to a major police–community rela-
tions crisis, the city of Miami’s police department be-
came concerned with the behavior of some officers that
generated citizen complaints. The events that precipi-
tated that crisis in race relations were no different from
those of the 1960s, in which there was recurring con-
troversy over police officers’ use of force against mi-
norities. This time, however, the response of the Miami
police department was very different.

John R. Ross, commander of the internal security
unit, suggested an early warning system based on the
principle of organizational development. That is, the
development of the organization’s capacity to provide
better service to the public and to reduce both citizen
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complaints and the perception of poor service required
that attention be directed to those officers and/or
department practices that created real or perceived prob-
lems with the public. To demonstrate his idea, Com-
mander Ross identified a list of officers, by assignment,
who had two or more citizen complaints during a two-
year period (1976–1978). He also compiled a list of officers
who had received five or more civilian complaints dur-
ing that period. Armed with these data and the unit’s
monthly activity reports, Ross found that 5 percent of
the officers accounted for 25 percent of all complaints.
He noted that “if this group were suddenly removed
from our department, our complaint picture could be
reduced by as much as one-fourth. Obviously, this
group should warrant some special attention, if we are
to reduce our complaint incidence.”16

Commander Ross suggested that commanders and
supervisors should be systematically provided with
information that would identify problem officers. He
also noted that off-duty employment, including rock
concerts, wrestling matches, and football games, gen-
erate a high number of citizen complaints, and he rea-
soned that fatigue may “heighten an officer’s
opportunity to react in an aggressive manner.”17 He
suggested that the department should respond to prob-
lem officers before they become involved in self-
destructive activities or develop a trend of violating
departmental orders. His proposal included more in-
tensive supervision, counseling by outside profession-
als, and training in tactics and strategies. Ross astutely
warned that “the solutions will not be cheap, they will
be time-consuming, and may be difficult to implement.
However, the potential is there to make a significant
impact on the citizen complaints against police
officers.”18

The Miami early warning system has evolved into
one of the more comprehensive approaches to moni-
toring police officers in the United States. Most impor-
tantly, it currently uses a broader range of performance
indicators than other early warning systems, many of
which rely solely on citizen complaints as performance
indicators. As officers are identified by the system, their
supervisors are notified by official memorandum. The
supervisor is then responsible for meeting with the
officer and determining if he or she needs any assis-
tance, counseling, training, or other intervention.

The Miami early warning system uses four catego-
ries of behavior as selection criteria for identifying officers.
These categories, for which data are routinely collected
by the department and entered into a department-wide
database, include

1. Complaints: A list of all officers with five or more
complaints, with a finding of sustained or incon-
clusive, for the previous two years

2. Control of persons (use of force): A list of all
officers involved as principals in five or more

control-of-person incidents for the previous two
years

3. Reprimands: A list of all employees with five or
more reprimands for the past two years

4. Discharge of firearms: A list of all officers with
three or more discharge-of-firearms reports
within the past five years

Officers who are identified by the early warning
system are subject to a performance review by their su-
pervisors. The internal affairs unit provides the super-
visor with a report of each incident that caused the
officer to be placed in the system. The supervisor evalu-
ates these reports to determine whether the officer’s
behavior (e.g., use of force) was consistent with pro-
fessional standards (e.g., was justified by the circum-
stances) or whether there are behavioral problems (e.g.,
unjustified use of force) that require attention. In this
respect, the early warning system is discretionary and
not mandatory. Not all officers identified by the per-
formance indicators are referred for intervention.

In the case of officers requiring formal interven-
tion, the supervisor then writes a memorandum rec-
ommending one of the following:

1. Reassignment
2. Retraining

3. Transfer

4. Referral to an employee assistance program

5. Fitness for duty evaluation

6. Dismissal pursuant to civil service rules and
regulations.

The supervisor’s memorandum goes to the commander
of internal affairs through the chain of command. Each
reviewing supervisor must agree or disagree with the
recommendation. It is important to note that in Miami’s
early warning system, unlike some other systems, sev-
eral supervisors are involved in decisions related to
potential problem officers, so these decisions represent
a consensus of opinion.

Miami-Dade Police Department

Several events took place in the Miami area during the
late 1970s that created problems for police officers in
the Miami-Dade police department (formerly, the
Metro-Dade police department). The beating of an Af-
rican-American schoolteacher and the beating death of
another African American (insurance agent Arthur
McDuffie) by Miami-Dade officers aggravated existing
racial tensions in the Miami area. On May 17, 1980, the
four officers accused of the death of McDuffie were
acquitted by an all-white jury in Tampa. When the ver-
dict became known, three days of rioting ensued, re-
sulting in civilian deaths and millions of dollars in
property damage.



10 Inquiry Service Report

In response, the Dade County Commission enacted
local legislation that made public the internal investi-
gations conducted by the Miami-Dade police depart-
ment. In addition, the department adopted an
employee profile system to formally track all com-
plaints, use-of-force incidents, commendations, disci-
pline, and disposition of all internal investigations. As
an offshoot of the employee profile system, the police
department implemented an early identification sys-
tem (EIS) under the supervision of the Internal Review
Bureau; the EIS was created because early signs of po-
tential problems are often not apparent to officers and
may be missed by some supervisors. It is not clear what
role the city of Miami’s early warning system had in
the development of the system for the Metro-Dade de-
partment.

In 1981, a system of quarterly and annual EIS re-
ports was instituted. Quarterly reports listed officers
who had received two or more complaints that had
been investigated and closed or who had been involved
in three or more use-of-force incidents during a three-
month reporting period. Annual reports listed employ-
ees who had been identified in two or more quarterly
reports. The requirement that complaints had to be in-
vestigated and closed before they could be included in
the quarterly report created a timing problem, how-
ever, because for many complaints, this process could
take up to a year. As a result, in 1992 the department
began using monthly reports, which listed employees
who had received two or more complaints during the
past sixty days (regardless of disposition). It is these
monthly reports that identify officers with the most
recent complaints or behavioral concerns.

The monthly, quarterly, and annual reports are dis-
seminated to the listed officers’ supervisors, who use
the information as a resource to evaluate an officer’s
performance and determine whether job stress or per-
formance problems exist. When used in conjunction
with other information, these reports also provide su-
pervisors with a comprehensive picture of that officer’s
performance.

The immediate supervisor of any officer identified
by the system receives a report regarding that officer.
The supervisor then discusses the report with the of-
ficer and determines what further action is needed. The
options include no further action or referral to depart-
mental or outside programs, including psychological
services, stress abatement programs, or specialized
training programs. In 1981, 150 employees were iden-
tified in the two initial reports; in 1982, 46 employees
were identified in all four quarterly reports. This de-
cline is due to a number of factors, including improved
recruitment and selection procedures in the agency, and
not just the EIS. Between 1981 and 1992, departmental
strength increased approximately 96 percent but com-
plaints remained at an average of approximately three
hundred per year. These data suggest that the EIS sys-
tem was having a positive effect on officer behavior.19

ARE EARLY WARNING SYSTEMS EFFECTIVE?

Do early warning systems achieve their stated goals of
correcting police officer behavior and reducing police
misconduct? There is evidence that some early warn-
ing systems are essentially symbolic gestures with little
substantive content. Yet the national evaluation found
that early warning intervention is effective in reduc-
ing citizen complaints and problematic behavior in
officers. In both Minneapolis and New Orleans, officers
subject to early warning intervention received about
one-third as many citizen complaints per year follow-
ing intervention as they did before intervention. In
Miami-Dade, officers subject to intervention figured in
a greatly reduced number of use-of-force incidents and
generated significantly fewer citizen complaints.

The national evaluation found that
early warning intervention is effective
in reducing citizen complaints and
problematic behavior in officers.

In both Minneapolis and Miami-Dade, the perfor-
mance records of all officers hired in particular years
were compared. In both cases, the officers identified
by the early warning system had substantially worse
disciplinary records and significantly more citizen com-
plaints than their colleagues who were not identified.
This suggests that the early warning systems success-
fully identified officers who were in fact having per-
sistent performance problems and that officers with
otherwise good performance histories were not identi-
fied on the basis of temporary or uncharacteristic
events. However, the officers who were identified by
the early warning system were also slightly more likely
to be promoted than their colleagues. This finding
raises questions about whether departments are using
citizen complaints and other problematic performance
data in making promotion decisions.

Officers selected by early warning systems did not
differ from their non–early warning colleagues with re-
spect to race or ethnicity. Male officers, however, were
somewhat overrepresented among early warning
officers compared with female officers.

In sum, the national evaluation of early warning
systems found that they are effective in achieving their
stated goals of reducing citizen complaints and prob-
lematic behavior in officers.

CONCLUSION

Early warning systems have emerged as a popular rem-
edy for police misconduct and as a recognized “best
practice” in police administration. They were endorsed
by the U.S. Civil Rights Commission in 1981, the Inter-
national Association of Chiefs of Police in 1989, the 1996
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Justice Department national conference on police in-
tegrity, and private consultants on police internal in-
vestigations. An early warning system has also been
incorporated into the consent decree negotiated by the
Civil Rights Division of the Justice Department and the
city of Pittsburgh to settle a federal suit against the Pitts-
burgh police department.20

Early warning systems have been growing rapidly.
The national evaluation found that early warning sys-
tems currently exist in slightly more than one-fourth
of all municipal and county law enforcement agencies
serving populations greater than 50,000 people and that
another 12 percent of such agencies are planning to
implement one. It also found that early warning sys-
tems vary considerably in terms of their formal pro-
gram content and specifically with respect to selection
criteria, the nature of the intervention, and post-
intervention follow-up. There are many unresolved
issues related to these program elements, however, and
it is not possible at present to specify any one approach
that is more effective than alternative approaches.
Lastly, the evaluation found that early warning systems
are expensive, complex, and high-maintenance opera-
tions that require a significant investment of adminis-
trative resources.

Early warning systems are a potentially important
management tool for controlling police officer miscon-
duct and promoting standards of accountability within
a law enforcement agency. However, an early warning
system should be seen as one part of a system of
accountability and not as a panacea for problems of
misconduct and a lack of accountability. In a law
enforcement agency without effective accountability
measures in place, it is unlikely than an early warning
system will have much, if any, effect. But in an agency
that has made a commitment to accountability, an early
warning system can serve as one of several management
tools designed to curb misconduct and raise the quality
of services delivered to the public.
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POLICE ACCOUNTABILITY:
ESTABLISHING AN EARLY
WARNING SYSTEM

Police misconduct is a serious problem
in cities all across the country. Allega-

tions of the use of excessive force, unjusti-
fied fatal shootings, and “racial profiling”
in traffic stops have ripped the fabric of
local communities. Most of the incidents in
question involve racial and ethnic con-
flict—charges that the police department
targets people of color for excessive force
and/or discriminatory law enforcement.
Such racially charged controversies over
police misconduct threaten to undermine
the positive accomplishments of commu-
nity policing in building better relations
between the police and the communities
they serve.

Early warning systems have emerged as
a popular and potentially important new
tool for police managers to curb police mis-
conduct, enhance police accountability, and
improve community relations. This report
describes early warning systems in terms
of the problems they are designed to ad-
dress, explains their potential contributions
to police accountability, discusses the ad-
ministrative issues related to their imple-
mentation, and assesses their effectiveness
by examining the early warning systems in
two different police departments.
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