
AN EXECUTIVE PRIMER

Erasing the Stigma
FIVE BENEFITS OF A POLICE 

DEPARTMENT ASSESSMENT FOR CITY 
MANAGERS + POLICE CHIEFS



LEADING A POLICE DEPARTMENT TOWARD 

POSITIVE CHANGE IS HARD. DOING 

SO OFTEN STARTS WITH TAPPING AN 

INDEPENDENT PERSPECTIVE.

ARE MYTHS AND MISUNDERSTANDINGS 

ABOUT POLICE DEPARTMENT ASSESSMENTS 

HOLDING YOU BACK?
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A Path Forward

Every day, the headlines are filled with stories about police departments under 
fire. But the unsung stories — the exciting examples of cities making major 
progress — aren’t making the news. Cities like Boulder, Las Vegas and Seattle  
as well as Sunnyvale, California and Schaumburg, Illinois. What gave them a  
head start? What insights helped lead to new results? What triggered a 
consensus for change?

Many reasons. New leadership. The intent to avoid crises. A vision to adopt 
national best practices for effective policing. 

But every one of the cities above — and many more — started with a clear, 
expert-authored examination of their current operations. A validation of their 
strengths and recommendations on moving forward. Each started out on their 
path with an independent police department assessment.

So why don’t other city managers and chiefs of police shine a similar light on 
their police departments — as a first step toward modernizing their agencies?

Here are the five most common myths and misunderstandings holding city 
managers and police chiefs back from tapping an outside perspective — and 
the benefits they stand to gain when they commission an independent police 
department assessment and begin to act on its recommendations.
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1. Myth: An independent assessment will only uncover our dirty laundry. 

BENEFIT

A well-executed assessment validates strengths and highlights the best 
opportunities for improvement.

Assessments are not audits. There’s a big difference. Audits, by nature, are often 
about identifying areas of non-compliance. Assessments are the opposite — 
especially when you commission them, rather than a regulatory agency. They’re 
proactive, forward-facing and change-enabling.

The assessment — if your advisory team has a partnering ethic — should 
champion where your agency is effective (and perhaps exceptional) and ways  
to bring more wind behind those sails. It should also identify where your agency 
is hurting itself and how to correct those practices, lower risk and generate 
metrics and outcomes you can share with pride.

This is a success-finding and success-building exercise. When you entrust this 
assignment to a team of experts, they should work shoulder-to-shoulder with 
your command, officers and sergeants to understand your agency’s challenges, 
resources and untapped opportunities. Then they should collaborate with you to 
set goals, milestones and timelines that makethe most sense for you.

IT’S THE HUMAN ELEMENT — 

EXPERIENCE, INSTINCT AND 

TENACITY — THAT ELEVATES THE 

QUALITY AND VALUE OF DUE 

DILIGENCE INVESTIGATIONS.
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2. Myth: An independent assessment will energize community complaints. 

BENEFIT

An independent assessment gives the community an opportunity to voice its 
views in a neutral environment.

If your community is already upset with your policing services, they’re already 
broadcasting their concerns. Why not encourage that airing of views in a 
constructive way?

The central issue is even more fundamental. Your police department cannot 
achieve its mission to serve the city unless it builds and sustains a successful 
relationship with its community.

Police-community partnerships and problem-solving are core elements of 
community policing and major drivers of community perceptions.

Developing and maintaining effective police-community partnerships take a lot of 
work and patience — but the benefits of effective partnerships far outweigh the 
costs. Experts who specialize in bridging the gaps between police departments 
and communities can be powerful catalysts for improving public trust.
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3. Myth: An independent assessment should only be used in response  
to a crisis. 

BENEFIT

An independent assessment protects your department’s reputation by 
proactively identifying and addressing issues.

No matter how much respect your department has earned on the streets of  
your communities and in the halls of your city government, every day you are 
only one incident away from a major, national-level crisis. That’s simply the  
nature of policing. 

Undertaking an assessment proactively helps you identify any minor or major 
issues before they turn into a headline.

Doing so can also demonstrate to many of your stakeholders — from the 
community to federal regulators — that you are committed to excellence.

Initiating an independent assessment is one of the best ways to impress upon 
the public as well as your department personnel that, as a city and an agency, 
you are invested in implementing best practices, providing transparency into the 
department’s goals and objectives, and ensuring the department is functioning 
with the greatest integrity.
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A CONVERSATION COSTS NOTHING. 

BUT IT COULD BE THE START OF 

EVERYTHING.



4. Myth: An independent assessment ends as soon as the assessors leave.

BENEFIT

An assessment is just the beginning; it helps the city and department align and 
unify behind a roadmap for change.

Consider Boulder, Schaumburg and Sunnyvale again. The success they’re having 
today first sparked when they began taking action on the recommendations 
that emerged from their respective assessments. In fact, all three of these 
began acting on information uncovered by assessors even before reviewing the 
assessors’ final report.

A completed assessment provides you with a set of objectives, goals and a 
roadmap that will help your city and department move forward.

Your city and police leaders can then hold yourselves accountable for achieving 
these goals by setting defined formal and informal reporting requirements as 
part of a multi- year strategy. You can also use these metrics and guidelines to 
assess and update your strategy to accommodate changes in your resources, 
requirements and priorities.

Look for experts with extensive experience in areas from use of force and  
internal affairs to video, social media and viral dissemination. They know what 
works best based on what other agencies are experiencing. Use them as a 
partner and resource.

5. Myth: An independent assessment is too expensive to conduct proactively.

BENEFIT

It’s far less costly to conduct an assessment before a crisis than after one.

Making room to include an independent assessment in the annual budget can  
be difficult. But the reality is that a proactive assessment is far less expensive 
than the cost of dealing with a crisis. Especially a crisis you could have seen 
coming — and prevented.

Don’t let the cost of an assessment be a deterrent. Instead, view it as a wise 
investment with the promise of positive returns. Because when you start to see 
the value an independent assessment delivers — and how powerfully it can drive 
positive, transformational change — the benefits far outweigh the costs.

The good news is that you’ll begin to see the gains once an outside expert starts 
to learn about your department and identifies where they can best help enhance 
your performance, reputation and public trust.
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TAKE A BOLD FIRST STEP.

Although myths and misunderstandings about what an independent assessment 
of your police department involves are common, they’re easy to clear up. Just 
find an expert and ask them. Or seek out a city manager or police chief who can 
provide insights based on their experiences.

Here are some conversation starters:

 + Expect to discuss your vision for your department — and your objectives

 + Share information about your department’s strengths — and where it can 
perhaps do better

 + Be prepared to outline the needs and expectations of your stakeholders, 
including your community — and how an assessment might be best 
designed to address them

Once you begin to learn about the value of an assessment, you can begin 
planning your path forward. Protecting what matters


