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Q:  Police Compliance Auditing: Reasonableness, Timeliness and Specificity 

The general perception of the public, regarding the integrity of the police, is largely based on the news media’s 

attempt to sensationalize and villainize police officers.  This emotion-based perception many times lacks the 

depth and sufficient factual information about a specific event to develop an informed opinion.  Although the 

occurrence of police integrity violations are statistically insignificant, based on the number of police officers in 

the profession, the public’s perception is that it is a frequent occurrence.  In contrast, those performing within 

the police profession have quite the opposite view, and are more inclined to disclose any such misconduct 

discovered.   

Compliance audits are a real-life test, under controlled conditions, designed to determine whether a 

department’s police officers are policy compliant.  These audits assist in uncovering misconduct and in keeping 

honest officers honest.  A compliance audit can be anything from having someone call in a complaint to see if 

the complaint is documented, to having unknown undercover officers, or volunteer operatives, pose as 

citizens, victims, or suspected criminals to determine how officers treat the public in various controlled 

conditions (U.S. Department of Justice, 2005). These undercover interactions are typically video or audio-

recorded and can include a substantial support team to ensure the secrecy of the operation and the safety of 

everyone involved. Compliance audits can be quite complicated and resource-intensive, and typically require 

skilled, experienced undercover operators intensively overseen by supervisors with similar experience and skill 

(U.S. Department of Justice, 2005). 

The use of compliance audits is and has been a very controversial topic. Any agency that is committed to 

letting the public know that they are serious about maintaining agency integrity utilizes compliance audits to 

help keep honest employees honest.  Some bargaining units are hesitant to endorse compliance audits to their 

membership, as employees are suspicious and fearful that they will be entrapped in a poorly designed or 

poorly executed audit (U.S. Department of Justice, 2005).  Therefore, it is essential that discipline as a result of 

compliance audits is carefully designed to target ethical integrity and corruption, rather than focusing on 

minor policy infractions. Additionally, those who have passed compliance audits should be rewarded for doing 

their job well.    
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Effective agency accountability is vital to the achievement of the goals of any police organization. Experts 

researching the topic maintain that a law enforcement agency that reduces problematic officer behavior will 

enjoy greater trust among citizens and, as a result, will receive greater cooperation from citizens in programs 

designed to reduce crime and disorder (Walker, 2007). Compliance audits, much like any other audit, should 

be conducted inter-agency on at least an annual basis.  It would be a beneficial to an agency to be audited by 

an outside agency, such as the state police, on a bi-annual basis (Reiter, 2006).  In any event, holding police 

officers accountable for their conduct is essential to the achievement of the basic goals of policing; reducing 

crime and the fear of crime, enhancing quality of life and providing for fair and equitable treatment of all 

people (Walker, 2007).  Just as it is essential to focus on corruption control and police misconduct, it is equally 

as crucial to adopt a positive approach to fostering a strategy for integrity in departments, where officers take 

a pride in working to professional standards and in gaining the respect and legitimacy of the citizens they 

serve (Punch, 2000). 
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