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Cops vs. Community: How Police Corruption Affects Civilians and Police 

Fear of Police Officers: 

Imagine you’re driving home from work when a police car appears in the review mirror. You 

immediately look at the speedometer to make sure you aren’t speeding. Upon seeing that you are 

following the speed limit you start thinking about the upcoming stoplight. You fear what would happen 

if the light turned red as you were going under it. You go through the green light and look into the 

rearview mirror to make sure the police car’s lights are still off. You then start wondering why the officer 

is following you, even though you know the officer just happens to be driving down the same road as 

you.  

According to a survey I conducted, 70% of community members, having done nothing wrong, 

feel anxiety when they see a police car while driving. Police officers are meant to be the protectors of 

society, making people feel safe. So why does the sight of a police car initiate a feeling of fear in many 

community members?  

In recent years, police corruption has become a huge media topic. According to Lee, Lim, Moore, 

Kim, “Police corruption is one of the most significant law enforcement issues to citizens, practitioners, 

and researchers” (Lee, Lim, Moore, Kim, 2013).  

Since police corruption seems to be the most important issue regarding relations between 

officers and the community, I set out on a quest to determine how the levels of police corruption in 

America can be decreased. Corruption can be monitored in police departments by breaking down the 

police subculture and increasing the awareness of both community members and police officers. 
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A Look at Corruption in Law Enforcement: 

Police corruption is defined by attorney Ashley Dugger as, “the misuse of police authority for 

personal gain” (Police Corruption: Definition, Types & Improvement Methods). Because this is such a 

vague definition, police corruption must be broken down into categories, for better understanding. 

Corruption within police departments can come about through an individual, through organizational 

issues, or through what is known as the police subculture. The police subculture is defined as a 

brotherhood between officers that can cause them to put each other before community members. In 

some cases, it even leads officers to exempt each other from punishment for illegal activity. 

Dr. Walker mentions the “rotten apple theory,” in which a single officer becomes corrupt and 

spreads corruption throughout the department (The Police in America). This can cause police 

departments, the individual, and all other officers to be seen as corrupt by community members. This is 

considered individual police corruption. 

 Police corruption can also stem from the organizational structure of a department. This could 

include poor supervision of officer activities, illegal activity, or lack of staff. If officers are left to do their 

job, with little supervision there is a higher probability of them becoming corrupt. The nature of law 

enforcement provides many temptations which could lead to illegal activity. For example, if a case is 

difficult to solve, a supervisor could tempt an officer to plant evidence, therefore making the 

department corrupt. In this case someone higher up in the organization of the department causes 

someone lower in the department to become corrupt.  

Furthermore, if a department lacks necessary personnel it could be more difficult to effectively 

run the department. I know of a department in which the fire chief and the police chief are the same 

person. These are two very important jobs that should be done by more than one person. By having one 

person do the job of two people this department is setting itself up for organizational corruption. Many 
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officers in this department have shared with me that they find it difficult to do their job because their 

supervisor cannot handle the workload.  

In addition, consider my hometown, Flint, MI.  Kristin Longley suggests that Flint requires 200 

sworn officers to effectively manage the crime in the city. However, they only have 122 sworn officers 

(Flint No.1 in Violent Crime; police chief says city needs 200 police officers, reopened city lockup). In 

high crime cities, such as Flint, a lack of officers could result in failure to acknowledge criminal activity 

because they simply do not have the necessary police force to address all criminal acts. By only 

addressing some crimes, the department has become corrupt because they are not able to protect and 

serve the community effectively.  

As an example, while I was living in Flint, my house was broken into. It took the Flint police three 

hours to arrive at my house because it was considered a low priority crime, since the house was not 

actively being broken into. If Flint had a sufficient staff, the police may have been more interested in the 

break in and the case may have been looked into further. However, the officer filed a report and left 

without so much as taking a picture as evidence. In fact, he told me that he had no intentions of trying 

to find the person that committed the crime. Therefore, that person is free to break into another home 

and traumatize other community members. 

The police subculture, the tendency of police officers to form a brotherhood, is a big part of 

police corruption. This is effectively described by Lee, Lim, Moore, Kim: 

The police group spirit that resists any criticism is called the ‘Code of Silence’, a form 

of unwritten policies, customs, or practices that discourage officers from reporting 

incidents of misconduct to the proper authorities. The reluctance to turn in fellow officers 

results from the fact that police officers are unduly sympathetic and loyal to each other 

(2013). 
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Many police officers will view another police officer as family, rather than a community 

member. Therefore, they instinctively treat other officers differently than they would an average 

community member. This leads community members to feel that officers are against them, because 

they seem to have a lower status than the police officers. An example of this could be receiving a ticket 

for speeding. In a survey I conducted, most community members thought that officers will always give a 

warning rather than a ticket to another officer, while most officers said they sometimes give a warning 

instead of a ticket to another officer. This shows that the community has a harsh view of police officers. 

Methods: 

 In order to effectively discover how the relationship between community members and police 

officers can be improved I had to investigate the causes of police corruption and how people are 

affected by it. I chose to take a Rogerian approach because, after doing some research, I realized that 

there is room for improvement on both the community side and the police side of this issue. Since both 

sides are somewhat in the wrong, it is important to investigate how both can improve to meet a 

compromise that benefits everyone involved in the issue. In addition, I included some personal 

experience to emphasize how important this issue is to me. 

I started my investigation by searching for peer reviewed journals regarding law enforcement in 

West Virginia University’s database. This search allowed me to select some studies that explained the 

relationship between police and community members. I read through each study to determine which 

ones would work best for my research, and highlighted areas of interest within each piece. I created an 

outline for what I wanted to talk about, and placed the articles in the outline where they best fit. 

 I searched the internet to find articles regarding police corruption to find information on the 

causes of corruption. One of the articles I located explained, in an un-biased manner, why the stress of 

police work may be a factor in police corruption. I added these articles to the outline. 
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 I also conducted primary research on the levels of corruption in police agencies. I created two, 

nine question surveys containing similar questions. I posted one survey on Facebook to receive feedback 

from the community, and asked the police officers on my friends list not to take the survey. I then sent a 

survey to a police department to receive feedback from police officers. I recorded the results of the 

surveys separately and compared the results. 

Results of My Survey: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Figure 1) This chart compares the opinions of police officers to the opinions of 

community members. Both groups were asked how police officers tend to view their 

police department. The police officers responded with a high amount of each 

criteria, while the community reported high amounts less often that the police 

officers. None of the police officers surveyed reported a high amount of corruption. 
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(Figure 2) This chart compares the opinions of police officers to the opinions of 

community members. Both groups were asked how community members tend to 

view police departments. The chart shows the percentage of each group that 

responded that community members view police departments with a high level of 

each category. 

(Figure 3) This chart compares the opinions of police officers to the opinions of 

community members. Both groups were asked how often police officers tend to 

allow other officers to get away with illegal activities: speeding, use of electronics 

while driving, bribery, accepting gratuities, federal crimes, illegal drug use, and 

unnecessary use of force. The only categories that some police officers said always 

for were speeding and use of electronics while driving. While at least one 

community member said always regarding every category. 
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Overall, my survey showed that the community’s view of police officers is more negative than 

the police officers views of themselves. The only criteria the community and police officers seemed to 

Community's experience with police officers 

Bad experience with police officer Good experience with police officer

(Figure 4) This chart shows the opinions of community members. Community 

members were asked if they had ever had a good experience with a police officer. 

They were then asked if they had a bad experience with a police officer. According 

to the chart more community members had a good experience with a police 

officer. 

(Figure 5) This chart shows the opinions of 

police officers. They were asked about the 

level of discrimination that police officers 

exhibit. None of the police officers surveyed 

answered always, while most of them said 

sometimes and some said never. 

(Figure 6) This chart shows the opinions of 

community members. They were asked about 

the level of discrimination that police officers 

exhibit. Most of the community members 

surveyed said sometimes, while some said 

always or never. 
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agree on was cooperation between police officers. The community may agree with police officers on this 

due to their knowledge of the presence of a police subculture. The surveys also showed that many of 

the community members that hold these beliefs have never had a bad experience with a police officer. 

The police officers also tended to avoid answering with always, instead choosing sometimes or never. 

Causes of Corruption in Police Forces: 

The main causes of police corruption seem to be the presence of a police subculture, a lack of 

educated officers and community members, and human instinct. According to Ralph Heibutzki, “Police 

officers most commonly associate with other officers, because they feel uncomfortable in non-law 

enforcement settings, according realpolice.com. Officers' spouses and children are bound by similar 

unspoken rules” (The effects of being a police officer). The stress of police work causes police to feel 

that no one outside of their career can understand their job. This leads them to form a brotherhood and 

dissociate somewhat from others in society. This may stem from their training in police academies.  

Furthermore, White explains that officers are taught to put themselves before civilians, “The 

number one rule in officer training is officer safety--period.  Whether a suspect flees, a crime is being 

committed, or a civilian becomes a victim; the safety of the officers at the scene is paramount” 

(Controlling Police Corruption).  

By training officers to care more about themselves, police academies are inadvertently teaching 

police officers to fear the public. Rather than explaining how to prevent situations in which police are in 

danger, the academy teaches police officers how to get out of such situations. 

However, the media has also increased the level of fear in police officers by increasing coverage 

of violence. According to Elliot McLaughlin, “The headlines make it feel as if the country is experiencing 

an unprecedented wave of police violence, but experts say that isn't the case. We're just seeing more 

mainstream media coverage” (We're not seeing more police shootings, just more news coverage). While 
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the number of police shootings has not significantly increased, people have become more aware of 

them. This causes the community to fear being shot by the police, and it also causes the police to fear 

the community, because the community’s fear could cause them to endanger police officers. 

The high media coverage of police violence also adds to uninformed community members. If the 

community is only hearing the bad things that police officers do, they are less likely to have a positive 

opinion of police forces. In addition, there is a lack of educated police officers in most police forces. 

According to Career Cruising, most police officers are only required to have the equivalent of a high 

school diploma. If police officers are not required to have higher education, they may be more likely to 

act on instinct, rather than act in rational ways. 

When uneducated officers act on instinct they are more likely to be irrational. This, coupled with 

the stresses of police work, leads officers to corruption. Police officers may encounter a stressful 

situation and respond with violence rather than taking the time to get a full idea of the situation. This 

could also make an officer more likely to fall to temptation. Since officer training focuses on protecting 

the officer, it is likely that they would not be well educated in how to avoid unethical behavior on the 

job. Everyday officers see people break the law, and often see them receive no punishment for it. This, 

along with the police subculture, may cause an officer to attempt something illegal because they think 

they know how to do it without getting punished. 

Solving Police Corruption: 

Since the main causes of corruption are the police subculture and lack of education, corruption 

should be addressed according to these problems. One way to decrease the amount of corruption in 

police forces is to work on breaking down the police subculture.  



Kipp 10 
 

By changing training tactics to focus on the safety of both police and community members, 

police officers may see themselves as more equal to civilians. Therefore, police violence may be less 

common.  

Furthermore, an increased community understanding of police work could lead community 

members to be less judgmental of police forces. Ralph Heibutzki says, “As a group, police officers have 

one of the nation's highest suicide rates, and its second highest divorce rate, according to an analysis on 

realpolice.com” (The effects of being a police officer). My survey shows that many community members 

do not see police the same way that police do. If community members were more aware of the amount 

of stress that police officers face on a daily basis they may be more understanding when dealing with 

officers.  

 In addition, we need to eliminate laws that protect only the public or only police, and replace 

them with laws that protect both groups equally. Recently, a “blue lives matter” law was passed in 

Louisiana, “making the state the first in the nation where public safety workers are considered a 

protected class under hate-crime law” (Louisiana’s ‘Blue Lives Matter’ bill just became law). This law will 

likely make community members more judgmental of police officers because they are specifically given 

protection that a civilian does not have. This makes the police seem more important than an average 

citizen, therefore adding to the problem. Laws need to be made to encompass all members of the 

American society, rather than having separate laws for each group. This will increase the equality 

between police and community members, therefore decreasing the amount of community mistrust of 

law enforcement. 

 Along with mending legislation, police officers also need to alter their views of each other. While 

only some police officers, in my survey, admitted to exempting another officer of punishment, most 

community members thought that a police officer would exempt another officer from any crime. Police 



Kipp 11 
 

need to punish other officers for committing crimes in the same way that they would punish an average 

citizen.  

After spending time with police officers I have discovered that they do exempt each other quite 

often. Every police officer I have talked to says that they decide whether or not someone will receive a 

ticket for speeding before they even leave their police car. However, if they get to the car and realize it 

is another police officer they will often give a warning, even if they had chosen to give the person a 

ticket before leaving the police car.  

I had an experience in which I was driving with an off-duty officer in the car with me. The officer 

told me to drive faster even though I had been driving the speed limit. After I protested, saying I didn’t 

want to get a ticket, the officer told me that if I get pulled over he could get me out of a speeding ticket 

simply because he is a police officer. The community is aware of this tendency and it causes them to 

resent officers. 

Conclusion: 

Police corruption is a huge problem in American society. While not every instance of corruption 

can be destroyed, it is possible to decrease the amounts of corruption by educating both police officers 

and community members. Training reform in the police academy could improve how police officers view 

the community, while also decreasing the presence of the police subculture.  

In addition, increasing community outreach could benefit the relationship between civilians and 

police by making the public feel more connected to police forces. Programs could be prepared by 

officers and opened to community members to explain to them a day in the life of a police officer. This 

would make the community more aware of the stresses of police work, while at the same time 

increasing positive community interactions with police. A program like this could give community 

members the opportunity to explain to police what needs to change in their community. This could 
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make law enforcement more of a team effort between the community and police forces, which would 

likely decrease the community’s feelings that police are against them. 
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