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HOW CAN AN AGENCY VALIDATE WHETHER A 

SUPERVISORS RESPONSE TO A CITIZENS INQUIRY 

REGARDING A POSSIBLE COMPLAINT OF 

MISCONDUCT WAS PROPER WHEN NO COMPLAINT 

FORM OR INQUIRY REPORT WAS MADE? 
 

 

INTERNAL AFFAIRS RESEARCH PROJECT SUBMISSION 

SUBMITTED BY:  Justin, Goodyear  

 

Q: How can an agency validate whether a supervisors response to a citizens inquiry regarding a possible 

complaint of misconduct was proper when no complaint form or inquiry report was made? 

It is widely understood there is a distinct difference in community trust in law enforcement amongst the 

thousands of communities in this country.  Community trust in a police department is typically the 

determining factor whether or not a citizen chooses to file a formal written complaint, informal verbal 

complaint or for that matter, even contacts the police department to report misconduct. 

In agencies where there is significant indifference between the community and police department, lack of 

trust or publicized police corruption, I do not see a feasible way of validating whether the departments 

(supervisors) response to a complaint of misconduct was appropriate or not.   Communities that have a lack of 

trust with their police department are reluctant to file formal complaints because of an overwhelming fear of 

retaliation, known inaction and a perception of predisposed corruption or cover-up. 

This philosophy was only more validated during one of the classes during the recent Internal Affairs 

conference.  One of the instructors showed a video made by Dateline in which a complainant entered various 

police substations (within one jurisdiction) with the intent of voicing complaints regarding police misconduct.  

It was blatantly obvious there was a widespread and systematic failure with this agency.  In just watching the 

short clips shown to the class, it was unclear as to where to pinpoint the actual breakdown. 

In all cases, the complainants approach was the same in that he just wanted to talk to someone and voice his 

concern about potential police misconduct, on the other hand, the response from the police representative 

from each respective precinct varied greatly.  The police responses varied from a blatant misunderstanding or 

lack of knowledge of how to handle a verbal complaint, complete unprofessionalism, lack of concern for what 

the complainant had to express and an unwillingness to even accept a complaint without it being documented 

formally. 
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I understand cultures, values and even the manner/type of policing varies not only between agencies, but 

there is a great distinction in policing between the east coast and west coast.  The examples shown to the 

class may have just been an anomaly and not what the agency wishes to represent, but at any rate it was an 

unsettling indication of what the department thinks about citizens concerns and it validates the community’s 

negative beliefs of that agency. 

After watching the videos in class and then digesting the question “How can an agency validate whether a 

supervisors response to a citizens inquiry regarding a possible complaint of misconduct was proper when no 

complaint form or inquiry report was made”?  It made me think about the policies, procedures and practices 

supported and enforced in the agency I work for.   

Being newly assigned to the Professional Standards Unit, I am slowly integrating myself into the software 

program we utilize to enter, track, monitor and create disposition of all complaints.  Prior to my appointment 

into PSU, I was a first line supervisor and did in fact handle numerous complaints.  This would include both 

formal complaints (either written on the official complaint form, entered through the city website and 

forwarded to me as the supervisor of the officer being complained on, or complaints merely written by the 

complainant on lined paper), and complaints coming from complainants who wished to just voice a concern. 

I have always handled complaints with urgency and professionalism, and created some type of record as a 

means to track.  One thing I have learned over the past few years after being witness to significant police 

misconduct is to “trust but verify”.  That saying has been instilled into the leadership and management style of 

all supervisors within my department and couldn’t be more important than in situations dealing with external 

complaints. 

Now I believe what my agency has in place is probably better than most agencies, but when I break down the 

question and add in the “no complaint form or inquiry report was made”, I quickly realized we may also come 

up short in that area as well. 

How do we as a department ensure that there is a record of each and every complaint, no matter how it is 

brought to the attention of the police department?  Now we have measures/policies in place that state when 

a complainant calls the police department and tells the dispatcher “I want to speak to someone about a 

complaint”, the dispatcher knows immediately to create a call for service.  The question is what if the key 

word of “complaint” is not told to the dispatcher?  What if the caller just says they want to talk to a 

supervisor?  It is not our policy to create a call for service for just a citizen to call and ask for a supervisor, for 

all we know, maybe they have questions about the department or when are we hiring or any other number of 

questions that could be asked unrelated to a complaint.   

It would be the supervisor’s responsibility to create a call for service on his own, should the citizen contact 

transpire into a complaint.  Furthermore, this would apply to any situation where the complaint is brought to 

the attention of the police department by means other than through our dispatch or website.  For example, if  
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a Sergeant is at a convenience store getting a drink and a citizen approaches with a complaint, it would be the 

supervisor’s responsibility to create a call for service and follow policy on handling the complaint 

appropriately. 

This made me realize we do not have all the security measures in place to ensure that 100% of the complaints 

brought to the attention of the police department are in fact made into record.  Before I elaborate on what I 

would institute to ensure there is a true record of each and every complaint made known to the police 

department, I thought it would be important to inquire as to how my agency stacks up to other agencies in the 

state.   

Though there are several counties and municipalities in my state, I felt an appropriate number of agencies to 

contact would be 5 and would include both large and small agencies from all regions of the state. 

In my contact with each agency I posed the same two part question; how does the (respective) agency verify a 

supervisor responds to a non-formal complaint and how does the (respective) agency validate the non-formal 

complainant’s issue or concern was appropriately addressed or handled. 

As simple as I thought this two-part question to be, shockingly enough, it elicited grumbles and concerns of 

administrators that had probably never had this concern prior to this issue being raised.  There were several 

commonalities I discovered during my minimal research; those commonalities being as follows:  Each agency 

representative I spoke with had the same concern in that they did not feel like there was a way to track or 

even have any information on complaints in which there is no tangible documentation to include either a 

written complaint, dispatched entered call for service or any other type of verifiable/traceable 

documentation. 

Another commonality was that there was an overwhelming amount of trust given to the first line supervisors 

in that there is an administrative belief (or hope in most cases) that the first line supervisor fielding the non-

formal complaint is addressing the citizen concern.  As a follow-up to this repetitive answer I asked each 

agency representative if there were specific supervisors they could immediately think of that they know 

without a doubt if given a non-formal complaint, the matter would be addressed appropriately.  Each agency 

representative without hesitation stated they could think of supervisors they know would properly handle the 

complaint regardless of the manner in which the complaint was brought forward and regardless if there was a 

manner to verify/validate the complaint was handled appropriately. 

To take it to another level, I asked the same agency representative a follow-up question.  If they could 

immediately think of supervisors they know would indeed properly handle an unverifiable complaint, could 

they also think of supervisors they would question or doubt if given the same non-formal complaint that it 

would be handled appropriately knowing there was no tracking or verification process in place.  Each agency 

representative stated they could think of supervisors they knew that if there was no record of the complaint 

and no manner in which to validate a non-formal complaint was handled appropriately, they would probably  
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not handle the complaint approximately.  Some even went on to say they believed it occurred quite often do 

to the lack of checks and balances in place to verify or validate the paperless complaints are being handled 

appropriately. 

It was refreshing to know that a few of the agency representatives I spoke with did mention their respective 

agency had already identified this as a problem and were “in process” with command staff in identifying the 

most appropriate manner in which to address. 

In my limited research, it is quite apparent there is a systematic failure in law enforcement to appropriately 

and proactively address this concern.  Though I have no verifiable evidence to support this statement, I would 

imagine the vast majority of complaints brought to the attention of any police department are non-formal, 

paperless and merely a complainant calling a police department to complain about an experience they had 

with the department or an action they observed of the respective police department.   

The majority of complaints may not be “worthy” of the complainant taking the time to fill out paperwork, but 

they want to be heard.  The majority of complaints are “customer service” related and just as if the citizen 

were to call the management of a business to complain about poor service, they are doing the same with the 

police.   

Just because a complainant chooses to be either anonymous, fearful of giving their name or simply does not 

want to fill out a written complaint, this should not minimize or alleviate the department’s response in 

addressing the complainant’s issue. 

In my interviews with the respective agency representatives I learned that two of the agencies were not too 

concerned about non-formal complaints and that if the complainant was not willing to put the complaint on 

paper, the manner could be handled by the first line supervisor tasked with the complaint and there did not 

need to be any documentation of the incident. 

Those same two agencies did say that if the complainant disclosed criminal activity by the officer (or person 

being complained on) or there was an apparent policy violation, it would be the supervisors responsibility to 

either complete a memorandum of the contact and forward the memorandum up the chain of command, 

notify the Professional Standards or Internal Affairs Bureau or complete a complaint form for the complainant.  

This action would occur regardless if the complainant chose to not file a complaint or wished to remain 

anonymous. 

But again, my argument to that was ultimately it would be up to the supervisor fielding the complaint on 

whether or not they chose to take it to the next level if there was an apparent policy violation or criminal act 

and if there is no “trust and verify” in place, it would be very easy for a first line supervisor to wash his hands 

of an incident or merely ignore it and there would be no way of knowing the complaint was ever made unless 

the complainant later had a change of heart and either completed a written complainant or became so 

dissatisfied with the supervisor that they went “supervisor shopping” to voice their concerns to others. 
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It was concerning, but also reassuring to know that each agency I contacted was in the same boat as my 

department.  Each agency has their own checks and balances in place, but there are definite holes in place to 

ensure complete validation of the complaint process. 

Based on my research, dissecting the complaint process and brainstorming on any and all ways a complaint 

can be brought to the attention of a police department and there can be an accurate record of such, I would 

enact the following in policy and procedure: 

I. All complaints brought to the attention of the city and/or police department will be made record 

 A. Manner of complaint 

  1. Complainant calls police dispatch and states they want to make a complaint 

   a. Dispatcher will create a call for service 

   b. Dispatcher will assign the call to an on-duty supervisor 

   c. Supervisor will follow the complaint flow chart 

  2. Complainant emails the department through the City website 

   a. The webmaster or city employee who is responsible for reviewing in-coming   

  city emails will print out a hard copy of the email and notify the police    

  dispatcher 

   b. Dispatcher will create a call for service 

   c. Dispatcher will assign the call to an on-duty supervisor and advise the    

  supervisor to respond to city hall to obtain the hard copy of the email complaint 

   d. Supervisor will follow the complaint flow chart   

  3. Complainant sends a letter to the department via mail   

   a. The mail clerk or administrative assistant responsible for reviewing and   

  dispersing mail within the department will notify the police dispatcher 

   b. Dispatcher will create a call for service 

   c. Dispatcher will assign the call to an on-duty supervisor and advise the    

  supervisor to respond to the mail clerk or administrative assistant to obtain the   

  letter 

   d. Supervisor will follow the complaint flow chart 

  4. Complainant comes in to contact with a supervisor by means other than through   

 dispatch (ie: unrelated call for service, normal citizen contact, approached at    

 convenience store or by any other means where the supervisor is the first person to   

 become aware of the complaint) 
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   a. Supervisor will notify police dispatch and create a call for service 

   b. Supervisor will follow the complaint flow chart 

  5. Any Officer or Police Department employee is made aware of a complainant 

   a. The Officer or Police Department employee will immediately notify their   

  direct supervisor 

   b. The supervisor notified of the complaint will notify the police dispatcher 

   c. Dispatcher will create a call for service 

   d. Dispatcher will assign the call to an on-duty supervisor (may or may not be   

  the same supervisor who was initially made aware of the complaint) 

   e. Supervisor will follow the complaint flow chart 

  6. Any city employee is made aware of a complaint 

   a. The city employee will immediately notify their direct supervisor 

   b. The supervisor notified of the complaint will notify the police dispatcher 

   c. Dispatcher will create a call for service 

   d. Dispatcher will assign the call to an on-duty police supervisor  

   e. Supervisor will follow the complaint flow chart 

  7. In all other instances in which a complaint is brought to the attention of any city   

 employee not covered above will: 

   a. Immediately notify their direct supervisor 

   b. The supervisor notified of the complaint will notify the police dispatcher 

   c. Dispatcher will create a call for service 

   d. Dispatcher will assign the call to an on-duty police supervisor  

   e. Supervisor will follow the complaint flow chart 

Though there is no perfect system that can be put in place to ensure 100% of all complaints are made record, 

there has to be a certain level of trust and responsibility bestowed upon our supervisors. 

The practice I would enact would have a minimum of a two-tiered validation and verification process 

(Sergeant and Lieutenant) and with tangible recording, could be audited for compliance. 
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