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Q: Should Internal Affairs/Office of Professional Standards investigations be 

conducted by first level officers, detectives or supervisors?  Or does it matter? 

When first posed with the task of writing a research paper on this topic I felt it necessary to separate the topic, 

since it is composed of two questions, and begin with the end.  “Does it matter?”  I have been assigned to 

Internal Affairs for a total of four weeks at the time of attending this conference and completing this research 

assignment.  This is the first training I have received during that month of tenure.  I have participated in three 

disciplinary review boards, two terminations, and a sexual harassment investigation.  It was quite the start to 

what I was led to believe was a slow paced environment.  Prior to being assigned to Internal Affairs I was 

assigned to the Narcotics Unit and participated in investigations with the HIDTA task force and was deputized 

by the Drug Enforcement Administration during one investigation.  Prior to that, I was assigned as a detective 

in the Criminal Investigations Division of my department for several years.  While in this capacity I led 

investigations into criminal allegations of corrections officers, fire department personnel and an aggravated 

sexual assault investigation on a patrol supervisor from another agency.  Due to this I walked into Internal 

Affairs with a very faint knowledge of what occurs and how things work there.  Often times, a little knowledge 

is far worse than no knowledge at all. 

In the posing of the question “Does it matter?”, I would have to answer yes.  The personnel selected to 

conduct Internal Affairs investigations absolutely matters.  I am assuming that this question is posed under the 

standard that there is not a full time Internal Affairs Unit; but even if that is not true, I believe the question can 

easily be applied to what personnel is selected to fill that position in a full time capacity.  Of course, that 

question is important when applied to any position within a department.  I know that the selection process for 

Narcotics Detective is a lengthy one which depends not only on an individual officer’s productivity (as the 

position requires a significant amount of self initiated activity), but also on the officer’s knowledge of case law, 

report writing ability, and personal history statements. 

As for the next portion of the question, “Should IA/OPS investigations be conducted by first level officers, 

detectives, or supervisors?”, it should be evaluated on a step by step basis in the analysis.  First, should 

administrative investigations be conducted by first level officers?  No.  Among other issues, I believe that this 

could blur the line between a criminal investigation and an administrative process.  In the event that there is 

no full time Internal Affairs Unit, having first line officer tasked with being uniformed investigators of fellow 
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officer wrong doing, which may or may not result in criminal implications, throws sand on the clearly drawn 

line between the two processes.  In the event of an officer involved shooting or other critical incident, if this 

first line officer responded to the scene as back up and asked his fellow officer “What happened?” and the 

officer involved in the critical incident made statements which could be criminally incriminating, it could be 

argued that he believed he had to answer the questions because his peer was acting in the capacity of Internal 

Affairs and not as “just another officer” arriving on scene.  In the latter case, the officer may have been more 

inclined to refrain from answering, or at the very least would not have the opportunity to use this excuse.  The 

case of the State of Georgia v. Thompson, 268 Ga. 165 (2010), is a prime example of this type of blur in the 

process occurring.  In that case, the officer’s incriminating statement was suppressed due to the mere 

presence of an Internal Affairs Detective being present while he was questioned by a Criminal Investigator.  

Image if the two were one in the same for the purposes of a first response on a critical incident scene. 

Secondly, this could call into question the impartiality of the administrative investigation process.  This could 

be detrimental to all parties involved because it could bring the agency into the law suit with the employee 

and negate any attempts at bifurcation.  If the first line officer assigned to investigate administrative 

complaints is unwilling or unable to maintain impartiality, they may resolve too many incidents as exonerated.  

In the event of this occurrence, all of the outcomes of administrative investigations could be called into 

question, as could the culture of the department.  This could be a key to the “brass ring” often times pursued 

by plaintiffs, if they could link the track record of the Internal Affairs files to a lack of supervision on the part of 

the agency. 

The third problem with first line officers investigating administrative inquiries is that it poses the problem of 

not being able to see the forest for the trees.  This first line supervisor often times received the same training 

as those fellow officers they will be investigating.  In the event that the first line officer tasked with this 

responsibility rules that all policies were followed in an incident, simply because that is the standard, that is 

the training they all received in the academy together, and they have never received training or taken the time 

to look outside of that narrow scope of responsibility, it may cause them to not realize that there is perhaps a 

flaw with the policy.  Court rulings have confirmed that even if IA rules that all policies were followed in an 

incident, the court can still rule agency liability if the policy is inadequate. 

All of this is just assuming that the problem with officer impartiality is due to a lack of training.  In the most 

extreme cases where police indifference comes into play; or harassment of whistleblowers, this could pose an 

even more highly charged situation.  Look at the events surrounding the Knapp Commission in New York 

during the early 1970’s.  Detective Serpico made outcries to supervisors as early as 1967.  He even befriended 

another member of the department, David Durk, who attempted to make outcries to a friend who worked as 

an aid to the mayor.  All were rebuffed.  Only when Detective Serpico was shot in the face, in a presumed set-

up by fellow officers, were his concerns taken serious enough to warrant the formation of a commission.  Even 

in the subsequent Mollen Commission in the early 1990’s, Detective Jeffrey Baird faced great scrutiny and was 

subject to ridicule after participating in the commission to work in an undercover capacity to gather 

intelligence and information for the committee.  Knowing that the propensity of such ridicule is possible, 
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subjecting a front line officer to this would be a potentially liable situation for the agency.  Add to the above 

mentioned points the fact that first line officers are often not as well trained in criminal investigation and 

versed in case law, this could all add equal a disastrous situation for the department. 

As for supervisors handling the administrative investigative process, I also have issue with this.  My first 

concern would be the rank of the supervisor.  Anything higher than the rank of Sergeant would seem to be a 

direct extension of the administration.  This could prove to be detriment to the morale of the agency.  Also, if 

the agency were so small that the employee being investigated would be a direct subordinate to the 

supervisor, I could see impartiality issues.  Due to the officer at the center of the investigation being their 

subordinate, the tendency to justify the behavior at the center of the investigation may only serve to 

compound the complexity of the investigation and could possibly negate any attempts at successfully applying 

the Petite Rule.  This lack of subsequent remedial measures, could prove detrimental in litigation as well.  

Supervisors at the level of Sergeant would pose a good choice if steps were put in place which precluded them 

from handling their direct subordinates.  This would necessitate that several Sergeants would need to be 

utilized in this capacity to ensure that each could handle investigations on an off-shift basis.  This poses a new 

problem of instilling a culture of quid pro quo among the supervisors, or a culture of payback against other 

supervisors who are seen as being hyper diligent about the investigations.  In this author’s opinion, the 

selection of multiple Sergeants in an agency being tasked with the secondary duty of handing administrative 

duties would be an adequate policy. 

Finally, for the idea of a Detective being assigned to handle administrative investigations, I am admittedly 

impartial on this topic because I am a Detective.  I would note that Detectives are often in possession of a 

working knowledge of case law and have a natural tendency to be competent investigators.  They are also 

uniquely in the possession of not creating their own exigency.  Too often with the street level officers, it is 

deemed important to come up with an immediate solution to a problem.  At times this will compound the 

original problem with new ones.  Detectives, knowing for brain storming at their desks, often times develop a 

keen sense of slowing the process down and giving incidents a full “post mortem” evaluation.  The problem 

would present itself that the Detective could possibly be charged with investigating persons of a higher rank.  

This could be remedied by policy and proper backing from the administration.  The only other hurdle to 

overcome would be sure to have proper separation between the Detectives investigating the criminal portions 

of any incident and the Detective investigating the administrative portion of the incident.  It would also help if 

a policy or guideline was in place which allowed for any criminal conduct uncovered during the administrative 

investigation process to be handled by another Detective.  This would allow for a clear and distinguishable line 

between the two and could avoid any “implied Garrity” issues mentioned above.  The other concern I would 

point to would be that if the agency does not have a full time Internal Affairs Unit, they may not have many 

Detectives employed in their Criminal Investigations Division.  Detectives would be well suited for this 

secondary duty assignment.   

In conclusion, the final outcome of the success of any assignments at an agency would depend on the 

selection of the individual, not the rank.  I still believe that the most ideal selection would be at the level of 
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Detective, given adequate staffing at the agency.  Supervisors, at the rank of Sergeant, would also seem to be 

an adequate appointment for this duty.  Although I believe that a first line officer would not be an ideal 

selection for this secondary duty, it is possible that the utilization of Field Training Officers may work well.  

They are de facto supervisors in their own right and often times possess a higher working knowledge of policy 

and procedure than their first line officer counterparts.  They have also already shown a desire to take on any 

additional responsibility.  They first line officer FTO’s often answer to a designated Sergeant who may not be 

their first line supervisor.  This means that they would already have a working knowledge of the multiplicity of 

chain of commands.  If the Field Training Officer Program, coupled with the Training Unit, in a smaller agency 

were to be utilized for administrative investigations, this could prove to be a highly efficient process.   
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