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Q: Should IA/OPS investigations be conducted by first level officers, detectives, or supervisors?  Or does it 

matter? 

American policing based on the London-type model of a police department developed by Sir Robert Peel was 

established in 1845 when New York became the first city to establish this type of police department.  Chicago 

followed in 1851, and Boston and Philadelphia in 1854. (Reppetto 43)  With the birth of American policing, it 

was inevitable that complaints of corruption and misconduct associated with police behavior would arise. 

In 1866, Alexander Williams joined the New York City Police Department and quickly earned the nickname of 

“Clubber” because of his prowess with a night stick.  Williams policed following the axiom, “There is more law 

in the end of a nightstick than in a decision of the Supreme Court.”  The conduct of “Clubber” Williams 

resulted in a public outcry and earned Williams the reputation as “The most notorious bully in the entire force. 

(Johnson 41) 

In 1894, while American policing was still in its infancy, the Lexow Committee was formed to investigate police 

brutality and other allegations of misconduct and corruption in New York City.  A substantial portion of the 

investigation focused on the “Clubber’s Brigade.”  Alexander “Clubber” Williams was a part of the “Clubber’s 

Brigade.”  For twenty-eight (28) years, Williams was able to terrorize New Yorkers because of the protection of 

politicians who shielded him and other officers from citizen’s complaints of police brutality. (Johnson 50-51) 

As American policing has moved into the twenty-first century, and Commissions such as Knapp, Kolts, Mollen, 

and Christopher, along with incidents such as the Rodney King beating by officers of the Los Angeles Police 

Department are in the recent past of American policing, complaints continue to be filed against American 

police officers.  What is encouraging is that progress has been made that mandates that citizen’s complaints 

regarding police conduct be accepted, addressed, and taken seriously.  It is imperative that all complaints be 

investigated thoroughly, fairly, and impartially.  The question becomes who should be responsible for 

conducting these investigations?  First line officers?  Supervisors?  Detectives? 
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It would be an unnecessary burden to assign this responsibility to first line officers.  The risk of a biased 

investigation would be high when relying on a first line officer to investigate a complaint against a fellow 

officer.  Police administrators must be cognizant of the code of silence among police officers and the fact that 

the code could creep into the investigation leading to an inadequate resolution of the complaint.  Further, first 

line officers typically have not received the necessary training to conduct an administrative investigation.  For 

these reasons, it would be wise to assign the cases elsewhere. 

Another consideration against using first line officers is the simple fact they might not have the fortitude to 

adequately investigate a complaint against another officer.  Further, if the assigned officer works with the 

accused officer there is always a possibility there might be skeletons in the closet of the investigating officer 

that the accused might exploit to coerce the investigating officer to slant the investigation toward a favorable 

outcome for the accused officer.  This would undermine the entire complaint process.    

The supervisor of an officer who is the focus of a complaint would be a reasonable choice to conduct the 

investigation.  This is a reasonable expectation from an individual holding any type of rank in a police 

department.  When assigning investigations to supervisors it is imperative that a classification system for 

assigning complaints be established.  A simple complaint of rudeness absent any suggestion of discrimination, 

driving, or simple allegations of neglect of duty could be addressed by a supervisor. (USDOJ 32)  Consideration 

must be given to the number of individuals who will be interviewed and if a need to secure physical evidence 

is necessary.  In cases that are labor intensive, even though it is a minor allegation, a better alternative would 

be to assign the investigation to a detective. 

A benefit to having a supervisor investigate a complaint against a subordinate would be to make the 

supervisor aware of a potential behavioral problem even before it is identified by an early intervention 

system.  If corrective measures can be taken early, the officer, the supervisor, and the department will all 

benefit.   

In the ideal situation, a police department would have an Internal Affairs Unit consisting of detectives who 

have received specialized training in investigating citizen’s complaints of police misconduct.  Police 

departments that do not have the luxury of an Internal Affairs Unit could assign the investigation to a ranking 

detective and, if there is a criminal component to the complaint, allow an outside agency such as the state 

police to conduct that portion of the investigation.  It would be beneficial to the police department to make 

certain that a detective who investigates complaints against officer receive at least some training in 

administrative investigations and have a working knowledge of Garrity.  It would be the department’s 

responsibility to notify the accused officer that the criminal detective is conducting an administrative 

investigation and Garrity protections are extended to the accused officer. 

Internal Affairs detectives would address all serious allegations of misconduct or corruption.  This would 

include allegations of excessive force, sexual misconduct, and discriminatory policing along with police action 

shootings and in custody deaths. (USDOJ 31)  The Internal Affairs detectives would have the luxury of time not 

associated with supervisors in cases that are labor intensive and require surveillance or an extensive review of 
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records, such as computer related communications.  The detectives would also have the skills to properly 

document the evidence that was developed to be presented at a termination hearing against an officer or any 

subsequent court hearings. 

Since Internal Affairs detectives are identified for their abilities as well as their character and integrity, the 

chief should have a high level of confidence the investigation will be conducted properly. (Verry 38)  Further, 

since Internal Affairs detectives are experienced in uncomfortable case assignments and maintaining 

confidentiality, their familiarity with the best way to conduct this type of investigation will be a benefit.  The 

same can be said of an experienced general detective who only investigates complaints in addition to other 

criminal investigations.   

Since Internal Affairs detectives are typically sergeants and the majority of complaints involve first line 

officers, the rank position would be beneficial if an accused officer is reluctant to answer a question because a 

direct order can be given.  A ranking general detective not from an Internal Affairs Unit would be in this same 

position.     

To summarize, if one exists, an Internal Affairs Unit is the first choice for a complaint to be investigated based 

on the severity of the allegation.  If a police department does not have the luxury of a specialized Internal 

Affairs Unit, an experienced detective holding a rank position would be the alternative.  Complaints identified 

as minor in terms of severity could be assigned to a supervisor, unless a set of extraordinary circumstances 

causes the investigation to become labor intensive.  First line officers should not be tasked with the serious 

responsibility of investigating complaints against officers.   

Virtually all police departments have some type of mechanism in place to address complaints against officers.  

Chiefs recognize that complaints cannot be ignored as they often times were in the past.  Today, all complaints 

must be accepted and investigated and the entire complaint process must be transparent.  Failure to 

adequately investigate complaints could lead to disastrous consequences as evidenced by the United States 

Department of Justice monitoring numerous police departments across the country.  Chiefs who do not take 

complaints seriously risk the ramifications of a patterns and practices lawsuit which could result in an 

independent monitor over the police department and the chief losing control over the department.  Simply 

stated, big brother is watching.   

Whoever is assigned to investigate a complaint against an officer, the focus of the investigation must be on 

seeking the truth.  As stated earlier, the investigation must be fair, thorough, and impartial.  The entire 

complaint process must be transparent and respect must be shown to complainants, witnesses, and the 

accused officer.  The investigation of complaints serves two (2) communities, law enforcement and the 

general public, and a complete investigation is essential in building and maintaining mutual trust and respect 

between agencies and the public. (USDOJ 11)        
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