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not available to the general public, including the appiication ot deadiy force, high-

speed driving, and seizing personal property. While these liberties may be necessary,
they also can create opportunities for wrongdoing, especially if such behavior is likely to go
undetected because of poor supervision. The embarrassment caused by misconduct can
damage the public trust, undermine officer morale, and expose agencies to unnecessary—
and, in many cases, costly—litigation.1 Consequently, a clear understanding of the

psychology underlying unethical behavior is critical to every law enforcement supervisor and
manager at every level of an organization, regardless of one's agency or mission.

l aw enforcement is a unique profession, with officers experiencing a host of freedoms

Law enforcement agencies go to great lengths to recruit, hire, and train only the most
qualified applicants—candidates who have already demonstrated a track record of good
moral values and ethical conduct. Similarly, most officers support the agency, its values, and
its mission, performing their duties ethically while avoiding any misconduct or abuse of
authority. Yet despite the best efforts of organizations everywhere, it seems that one does
not have to look very far these days to find examples of police misconduct, particularly in the

popular press.2 Even more disturbing, however, is that many of the officers engaged in
immoral or unethical behavior previously demonstrated good service records, absent any of
the “evil” typically associated with corruption or abuse.

While it is probably true that at least some of the officers who engage in illicit activities
managed somehow to slip through the cracks in the hiring process and simply continued their
unethical ways, this account fails to explain how otherwise good officers become involved in
misconduct. The purpose of this article is to familiarize law enforcement managers and
supervisors with the cognitive rationalizations that can contribute to unethical behavior. The
article also offers strategies and suggestions intended to mitigate misconduct, before it
actually occurs, by developing a culture of ethics.

Moral Responsibility and Disengagement
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Most law enforcement professionals are, at their core, good, ethical, and caring people.
Despite the overuse of a popular cliché, many officers do in fact enter law enforcement
because they want to make a positive difference in their communities. Officers frequently
espouse strong, positive moral values while working diligently—in many cases, at great
personal risk—to bring dangerous criminals to justice. Doing so provides officers with a
strong sense of personal satisfaction and self-worth. As a result, most officers do not—and in
many cases cannot—engage in unethicai conduct unless they can somehow justify to

themselves the morality of their actions.3

Decades of empirical research have supported the idea that whenever a person’s behaviors
are inconsistent with their attitudes or beliefs, the individual will experience a state of

psychological tension—a phenomenon referred to as cognitive dissonance. 4 Because this
tension is uncomfortable, people will modify any contradictory beliefs or behaviors in ways
intended to reduce or eliminate discomfort, Officers can reduce psychological tension by
changing one or more of their cognitions—that is, by modifying how they think about their
actions and the consequences of those behaviors—or by adjusting their activities, attitudes,
or beliefs in ways that are consistent with their values and self-image. Generally speaking, an
officer will modify the cognition that is least resistant to change, which, in most cases, tends

to be the officer’s attitudes, not behaviors.

One of the simplest ways that officers can reduce the psychological discomfort that
accompanies misconduct is to cognitively restructure unethical behaviors in ways that make
them seem personally and socially acceptable, thereby allowing officers to behave immorally
while preserving their self-image as ethically good people. The following is a partial list of

common rationalizations that officers can use to neutralize or excuse unethical conduct:2

Denial of victim. Officers who rely on this tactic
argue that because no victim exists, no real harm
has been done. It is probably safe to suggest that
officers do not generally regard drug dealers,
thieves, and sexual predators as bona fide victims,
regardless of the nature of an officer's conduct. An
officer, for instance, who takes money from a
suspected drug dealer during the service of a
search warrant might argue that because the
dealer acquired the currency illegally, the dealer
was never actually entitled to the proceeds. Rather,
the money belongs to whoever possesses it at the
time.

Victim of circumstance. Officers who utilize this
method convince themseives that they behaved
improperly only because they had no other choice.
Officers may claim that they were the victims of
peer pressure, an unethical supervisor, or an
environment where “everyone else is doing it,” so
what else could they possibly have done?
Regardless of the context, these officers excuse
their conduct by alleging that they had no
alternative but to act unethicaliy.

Denial of injury. Using this form of rationalization,
officers persuade themselves that because nobody
was actually hurt by their actions, their behavior
was not really immoral. This explanation is
especially common in cases involving drugs, stolen
property, or large amounts of untraceable cash

where it can be difficult, if not impossible, to identify

an injured party. Officers who use this tactic may
further neutralize their deviant conduct by
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Table 1: Rationalizing

Misconduct

Strategy

Denial of Victim

Victim of
Circumstance

Denial of Injury

Advantageous
Comparisons

Description

Alleging that
because there is
no legitimate
victim, there is no
misconduct.

Behaving
improperly
because the
officer had no
other choice,
either because of
peer pressure or
unethical
supervision.

Because nobody
was hurt by the
officer’s action,
no misconduct
actually occurred.

Minimizing or
excusing one's
own wrongdoing
by comparing it to
the more

Page 2 of 6



L)

Police Chief Magazine - View Article

comparing it to the harm being done by the drug
dealer from whom the money was stolen.

Advantageous comparisons. Officers who
depend on this explanation rely on selective social
comparisons to defend their conduct. Officers who
falsify a police report to convict a suspected drug
dealer, for example, might defend their actions by
minimizing their participation or the frequency of
their unethical behavior, while at the same time
vilifying a coworker as someone who “lies all the
time on reports.” In comparison to an officer who
routinely falsifies reports, the first officer’s conduct
can seem less egregious.

Higher cause. Officers who practice this type of
cognitive restructuring argue that sometimes, it
may be necessary to break certain rules to serve a
higher calling or to achieve a more important goal.
An officer who conducts an unlawful search to
uncover evidence against a suspected pedophile
might reason that the nature of the crime justifies
breaking the rules. “The ends justify the means,”
officers might assert—suggesting that they did
what was necessary, regardless of the legality or
morality of their conduct, to put a dangerous
criminal behind bars. This form of rationalization
can be especially disturbing because it goes
beyond merely excusing or justifying deviant
behavior to the point of actually glorifying certain
forms of wrongdoing in the name of “justice” or “the
greater good."

Blame the victim. An officer who uses this form of
justification blames the victim for any misconduct
or abuse. If, for instance, officers use unreasonable
force on a suspected drug dealer, they can simply

Higher Cause

Blame the
Victim

Dehumanization

Diffusion of
Responsibility

3/14/12 12:35 PM

egregious
behavior of
others.

Breaking the
rules because of
some higher
calling—that is,
removing a
known felon from
the streets.

The victim invited
any suffering or
misconduct by
breaking the law
in the first place.

Using
euphemistic
language to
dehumanize
people, thereby
making them
easier to
victimize.

Relying on the
diffusion of
responsibility
among the
involved parties
to excuse
misconduct.

argue that the victim brought on this suffering by violating the law. “If the dealer doesn’t want
to get beat up, the dealer should obey the law,” the officer might reason. “I'm not using force
on law-abiding citizens, only on drug dealers; they give up their rights when they break the
rules.” By assigning blame to the victim, the officer not only finds a way to excuse any
wrongdoing, but also a way to feel sanctimonious about doing so.

Dehumanization. The amount of guilt or shame officers feel for behaving unethically
depends, at least in part, on how they regard the person being abused. To avoid the feelings
of self-censorship or guilt that often accompany misconduct, officers can employ euphemistic
language to strip victims of their humanity. Using terms like “dirtbag” to describe law violators
has the effect of dehumanizing intended targets, generally making it easier for officers to
justify, ignore, or minimize the harmful effects of their actions, while at the same time
reducing their personal responsibility for behaving in ways that they know are wrong.

Diffusion of responsibility. An officer who uses this excuse relies on the shared
participation—and, by extension, the shared guilt—of everyone involved in an incident of
misconduct to excuse or reduce any personal culpability. With each additional accomplice,
every individual officer is seen as that much less responsible for any wrongdoing that might
have occurred. If, for instance, money is stolen from an arrestee, officers might assert that
there were many officers at the crime scene who could have done this, so an individual
cannot be blamed. Similarly, if ten officers were involved in the service of a search warrant,
then each officer is only one-tenth responsible for any misconduct that occurs.

Misconduct’s Slippery Slope
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It is important to note that most officers do not jump headfirst into large-scale misconduct—

instead, they weigh in gradually in a process referred to as incrementalism.2 The strength
and ease with which officers can rationalize unethical behavior also depends, at least in part,
on how they view their conduct, the people harmed by their actions, and the consequences
that flow from their actions. An officer’s initial slide down the slippery slope of misconduct can
begin with nothing more than simple policy violations that, if left unchecked, generate a mild
feeling of psychological tension or discomfort. However, by learning to rationalize wrongdoing
in ways that make it psychologically and morally acceptable, officers are able to relieve any
feelings of distress or discomfort, effectively disengaging their moral compasses.

Officers can employ cognitive rationalizations prospectively (before the corrupt act) to
forestall guilt and resistance, or retrospectively (after the misconduct) to erase any regrets. In
either case, the more frequently an officer rationalizes deviant behavior, the easier each

subsequent instance of misconduct becomes.Z This is because the more frequently officers
employ rationalizations, the easier it becomes to activate similar thought patterns in the
future. With time and repeated experience, rationalizations can eventually become part of the
habitual, automatic, effortless ways that officers think about themselves, their duties, and the
consequences of their actions, eventually allowing officers to engage in increasingly
egregious acts of misconduct with little, if any, of the guilt or shame commonly associated
with wrongdoing.

As officers learn to pay less attention to the morality of their actions, the ways they think
about misconduct—that is, their attitudes, beliefs, and values—may begin to change as well.
Officers can begin defining behaviors that were once seen as unethical or immoral as
necessary parts of completing their assigned duties. Even more troubling, however, is that
once rationalizations become part of an agency’s dominant culture, they can alter the ways
officers define misconduct, particularly if wrongdoings are rewarded either informally by an
officer’s peer group or formally by the organization.

Ethics Education

Law enforcement agencies throughout the United States, as well as abroad, have begun to
recognize the importance of ethics training. While such attention represents a significant step
in the right direction, ethical instruction is often limited to little more than the discussion and
development of proper moral values—an approach commonly referred to as character

education.& Proponents of this method suggest that officers who possess the right values—
and, by extension, the right character—will always do the right thing, regardless of the
circumstances. Although few people would argue with the importance of good moral values
and character, ethical decisions are not always simple.

Before officers can act ethically, they must recognize the moral nature of a situation; decide
on a specific and, hopefully, ethical course of action; possess the requisite moral motivation
9

to take action; and demonstrate the character necessary to follow through with his decision.2
To further complicate matters, even the best of intentions can be thwarted by peer pressure
or fear of retaliation. For example, the 2003 National Business Ethics Survey found that
approximately 40 percent of those surveyed would not report misconduct if they observed it

because of fear of reprisal from management.m

This cloud does, however, contain a silver lining. Research has demonstrated that ethics
education can assist officers in better navigating moral challenges by increasing ethical
awareness and moral reasoning—two critical aspects of ethical decision making.u However,
conducting meaningful ethics education requires more than lengthy philosophical lectures on
the importance of character. Rather, instructors should focus on facilitating a dialogue that
challenges officers on key moral issues and assumptions; tests their reasoning and decision-
making skills; and allows them to share their experiences in a safe, supportive

environment.12

For ethics education to be truly effective, organizations must make moral discussions a
regular part of the agency’s training program. In the same way that officers routinely train in
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defensive tactics, firearms, and law to better prime them for field duties, officers should

prepare equally well for any ethical issues they might encounter. 13 Supervisors can stimulate
ethical discussions with a video documentary, news clip, or fictional story. Regardless of the
stimulus, however, the more frequently officers discuss ethics, the better able they will be to
recognize a moral dilemma, make the appropriate ethical decision, and demonstrate the
moral courage necessary to behave honorably.

Next, law enforcement agencies must establish a clear code of ethical conduct, including a
set of core values and mission statement. Merely establishing a code of ethical conduct is not
enough, however; the department’s top management must lead by example. It is important to
remember that a code of conduct applies equally to employees at all levels of an

organization. 14 As most leaders can confirm from experience, officers can be surprisingly
quick to point out any inconsistencies between the organization's stated values and the
conduct of senior management. If leaders expect officers to behave ethically, leaders must
model the way.

Departments must also work to create systems that reward ethical conduct and punish

unethical behavior.12 Core values and codes of conduct are of little value if they are not
supported by wider agency objectives that reward ethical actions. Not only should law
enforcement organizations reward officers for behaving ethically, they must also seriously
address officers’ ethical concerns by thoroughly investigating any allegations, while
protecting the confidentiality of those reporting such incidents. And, finally, agencies should
strive to create an open environment where ethical issues can be discussed without fear of
punishment or reprisal.

In the end, mitigating and, hopefully, eliminating misconduct require regular ethics training,
high ethical standards, appropriate reward systems, and a culture in which ethical issues are
discussed freely. While the responsibility for creating a culture of ethics rests with leadership,
individual officers must do their part to behave ethically, support the moral conduct of others,
and challenge misconduct in all its forms. Only by remaining vigilant to the psychology of
misconduct can law enforcement professionals focus attention back on the positive aspects
of their profession, while enjoying the high levels of public trust necessary to do their jobs. a
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