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Introduction

Officers stroll into the room and take seats. In the back of the
room, there are the usual coffee dispensers for decaf and regular, Sty-
rofoam cups, a plate of bagels and sweet rolls, and a tray of fruit with
too much rind left on the cantaloupe. Today the command staff is
attending a lecture on police ethics, and the speaker, Michael Caldero,
is from a northwestern city. The chief walks in, chats briefly with a cou-
ple of the officers, and takes a seat in the back of the room. In the minds
of the officers is a single sentiment. Who in the heck is this person telling
me about police ethics?

That’s what the audience thinks when Mike begins his presentation
on police ethics. This sentiment is expressed in several ways.

*  What does education have to contribute to police work?

* Forget everything you learned in a book—here’s how we do it on
the street.

¢ An outsider can never understand police work.
* Why do I have to waste my time listening to this crap?

* His experience is with another agency. We don’t work that way
here.

Mike has heard it all. When they don’t say it, they are thinking it. No
one wants to hear a discussion on ethics. Ethics is learned in the
streets. It’s about victims and the assholes who prey on them. Mike orga-
nizes his materials and prepares to begin. He has talked to commanders
before. They're accustomed to leaving a lot unsaid.
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He begins. Why are you people bere today?
A commander responds. “Same reason you are.”

Mike laughs at this comment. It’s the laugh of a cop. It’s a half-second
late. Like he’s heard something hidden in what you said that even you
don’t know.

We put the question to you, reader. Why are you reading this book?

Chances are that if you're reading this book it’s because you have to,
so you might as well grin and bear it. You can bet that your instructor
will test you on the material!

More importantly, we have something to say. Something that we
think is important. Something we believe in. Our message is vigilance.
The danger here, though, is not from predatory offenders or dangerous,
unknown circumstances. The question central to our inquiry is—how
well do you know yourself?

This is a different kind of book on police ethics. We provide very lit-
tle discussion of ethical dilemmas such as accepting free gifts and the
like, and then only as a secondary issue. If you're a police officer, you
have department policies that clearly state what you are permitted to
do and what is illegal or inappropriate. Whether or not you accept gra-
tuities, you know when you are doing right or wrong by your depart-
ment. In this book, we have our sights set on a different kind of ethical
issue, one less clear but more important.

This book aims squarely at noble-cause corruption. What do we
mean by noble-cause corruption? It is corruption committed in the name
of good ends, corruption that happens when police officers care too
much about their work. It is corruption committed in order to get the
bad guys off the streets, to protect the innocent and the children from
the predators that inflict pain and suffering on them. It is the corrup-
tion of police power, when officers do bad things because they believe
that the outcomes will be good.

Some readers will no doubt feel betrayed by our approach to ethics.
At times, we will seem too quick to criticize the police, to make them
out to be bad guys. Without a doubt, we are raising moral questions
about the behavior of police officers who see themselves as warriors
against evil, the guardians of the thin blue line between order and dis-
order. Noble-cause corruption is a difficult topic to write about, because
we are committed to the police, and because we also carry the beliefs
that drive the noble cause. Yet, in today’s world of intricate social and
legal complexity, we recognize that there has to be a limit on the zeal
police show for their work. All too often, as you will see in this book,
there is not.
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The time for discussing the ethics of police power is long overdue.
It is a neglected topic, though a few researchers are beginning to
acknowledge its importance in today’s world (Carter, 1999; Barker &
Carter, 1999; Kraska & Kappeler, 1995). We live in a country where the
authority of the police to intervene in the affairs of the citizenry is on
the ascent. Traditional due process restrictions on police authority
are being relaxed. Citizens and politicians sometimes encourage illegal
police behavior to “do something about crime.” And increasingly, local
police are seen to be the first line of defense in terrorism prevention and
the first responders to terrorist incidents. With these changes, oppor-
tunities for noble-cause corruption are increasing. Consider the following
four examples.

The first example is drug interdiction activity, where we encounter such
tactics as “drug-courier profiles.” Routine automobile stops aimed at the
interception of drug couriers are conducted in many states, and per-
mitted by the Supreme Court, without the prior requirement of prob-
able cause for stopping the vehicle. A “profile” based on a vehicle’s and
occupant’s similarity to known drug-courier activity can provide the
basis for a stop, and cars that are profiled are routinely searched in some
states. Profiles, however, create easy opportunities for what has been
called race-profiling—stopping vehicles based on the race or ethnic-
ity of their occupants. Cops know, for example, that they can stop Lati-
nos in old, beat-up cars in farming areas and sharply increase the
production of statistics for license, registration, and insurance viola-
tions. Some observers call the practice of profiling “DWM” —driving
while minority. Given the nature of profile stops, it is extremely difficult
to determine whether race-profiling occurs, thus increasing oppor-
tunities for noble-cause corruption.

Second, the courts are relaxing the circumstances under which con-
fessions are admissible. Under Arizona v. Fulminante, the Supreme
Court provided a basis for permitting coerced confessions under cer-
tain circumstances. What is the impact of such decisions on the
police? In this decision are the seeds of noble-cause corruption. As Skol-
nick and Fyfe (1993:65) observe, “If courts allow the police to deceive
suspects for the good end of convicting criminals, can we really
expect the police to be truthful when offering testimony?”

Third, we witness the expansion of police authority in various versions
of “community policing.” Some reformers argue that police should be
able to intervene even when a law has not been broken, on behalf of
community civility (Wilson & Kelling, 1982; Kelling, 1985; see also
Klockars, 1985a). It is argued that the police have become too con-
cerned with the rights of individuals and detached from the needs of
local communities. Police, it is suggested, need the authority to inter-
vene in ordinary problems of public order on behalf of their local com-
munities. Bums need to be rousted out of parks. Skateboarders create
fear and need to be controlled. In short, the police should have the
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authority to do something about problems that do not involve the break-
ing of the law, but are disruptive to local ideas of public order.

Fourth, under expanded counter-terrorism protocols in many cities,
police are re-engaging in the surveillance of citizens in public gath-
erings. This surveillance has been encouraged by the federal govern-
ment, who has used expanded counter-terrorism laws under the 1996
anti-terrorism law and the 2001 USA PATRIOT Act to deal with a wide-
spread concern about terrorism following the terrorist attacks on the
Pentagon and World Trade Center, commonly known as 9/11. The
police, working with other governmental agents at the local and fed-
eral level, can help “connect the dots,” a phrase popularized following
9/11 which referred to the need to increase the flow of information
across governmental units in order to identify potential terrorist
threats. However, many citizen’s groups have expressed the concern
that expanded police powers will be used to surveille, track, and
harass political dissidents rather than actual terrorists. Police, they con-
tend, will use their expanded authority to suppress legitimate politi-
cal dissent, a critical elements in the preservation of democracy. The
use of counter-terror authority to suppress political dissent or to track
citizens engaged in legal organizing activities would be a form of
noble-cause corruption.

In the United States today, police power is an awaking leviathan. The
power of the police to intervene in citizen’s lives stems directly from
the courts, whose legal opinions are in turn driven by public opinion
favorable to stern justice. It is a power that can be used for good or evil.
It has enormous power to corrupt.

To understand how police can be corrupted by their work, we
need to first recognize that they strongly believe in the “core” activity
of their work: doing something about crime. Sometimes the public
thinks of the police as automatons in blue, without feelings, dispensing
law. This is called the “just the facts, ma’am” approach to police work.
The police, however, believe in their work, and they carry it out pas-
sionately. They care about getting bad guys off the streets. They are
morally committed to their work. Their morality is based in traditional
and straightforward beliefs in right and wrong, good and evil. For the
police, good and evil is a concrete notion practiced in the day-to-day
work of policing. The police see themselves on the side of angels.
And they deal with bad guys and assholes, who they firmly believe are
associates of the non-angelic crowd. But it is precisely this—the nature
of“good and evil,” and who decides which is which—that is up for grabs
in the current era.

This book is about the power that police use. It is meant as a way
to think about that power—not only in the street-level sense of getting
bad guys off the streets and dealing with assholes, but in terms of how
it can corrupt the police as individuals, as organizations, and as a
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profession. This book is intended to provide students of policing with
a realistic understanding of the kinds of corruption that can envelop
police officers. We recommend that students and recruits carefully
consider what we have to say—the problems we describe are in their
future, and they must be prepared for it if they wish to undertake a
career in police work or other justice careers. This book is also designed
to be an exercise in ethical tuning-up to street officers, a call from us
to them to act from an ethically alert frame of mind.

This book is also for police commanders. Importantly, we argue
throughout that the focus of ethics in police organizations should not
begin at street level; properly applied, it begins at the level of admin-
istration and command, where leaders teach by example. Here, we apply
an old adage—“I teach and you forget; I behave and you learn; I involve
and you understand.” Commanders teach best by involving officers in
the decision-making process and through the example they set in mak-
ing decisions. Without these elements, all the ethics training in the world
is worthless.

There are many public voices, including respectable citizens and leg-
islators, who should know better, yet who encourage the police to be
tougher than the bad guys, to step over the line if that’s what it takes
to do something about crime, to do what it takes to win the war on
crime. We're here to steer recruits and students interested in a policing
career away from stepping over that line. We're here to provide a dif-
ferent view, maybe not so simple in its good-guy/bad-guy imagery, but
a view more consistent with the kind of work that the police do. Our
ethics come from the way the police and the public share similar
dreams, struggle through ordinary problems, and seek peace and hap-
piness in their daily lives. We believe in the noble cause, but we believe
that noble-cause corruption breaks the bond that links the police to those
they are sworn to protect.

When police reformers talk about corruption, they are mostly con-
cerned with the illegal use of police authority or power for economic
gain. A review of the many police ethics books shows that, with a few
important exceptions, they seem to be more concerned with grafting
and illegal economic gain—a free cup of coffee, for example—than with
violence and corruption in the name of law and order. There are several
good reasons for this. Economic corruption is more tangible—it is eas-
ier to identify. Economic corruption has historically been the most
important corruption problem faced by the police. On the other hand,
in recent years, noble-cause corruption has been of increasing impor-
tance. And it is more difficult to talk about and treat. An illegal search
of an offender to find drugs is much more difficult to explain, and
putting someone in jail for a weekend for COC—contempt of cop—is
intangible. These latter types are noble-cause corruption, more difficult
to deal with because they are closely aligned with the morality of the
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police—they serve purposes that the police tend to support. But they
are far-reaching in their consequences. When they occur, the damage
to the person impugned by a police officer may be substantial—a beat-
ing, jail, or prison time and a criminal record—hopes for a return to a
normal life damaged beyond repair. The department becomes vulner-
able to liability. And perhaps most importantly, the legitimacy of the
police is undermined.

It is more politically expedient to talk about economic corruption
than noble-cause corruption. Economic corruption is usually explained
in terms of criminal acts and described in terms of a slippery slope—
small crimes (for example, taking a bribe from a motorist), provide the
justification for more serious ones such as shaking down a drug dealer
for cash. When we look at economic corruption, we can explain every-
thing in terms of “rotten apples” (an aphorism for bad cops) and we don’t
have to ask the deeper, harder questions about the nature of police work.
Even when many officers in the same agency are involved in economic
crime, we think about their criminality in terms of economic tempta-
tions and their impact on individual weaknesses. It is the explanation
that departments most frequently use to explain corruption problems.

Noble-cause corruption is different. When we look for explanations
of noble-cause corruption, we have to look for an explanation for crime
in the nature of police work and the kinds of people who are drawn to
policing. We begin to recognize how our values themselves contribute
to our corruption—how we become that which we most dislike. When
an officer makes a questionable arrest, or when an asshole is thumped,
the police are acting out of strongly held moral beliefs. Both of these
are noble-cause corruption—corruption in the name of the moral right-
ness of good ends. Ethics aimed at economic crime will not help us
understand these kinds of corruption. Noble-cause corruption is about
how we can be corrupted while we are carrying out our most highly held
beliefs. In a dark way, it is our strongest desire to protect the innocent
from the cruel that sometimes carry the seeds of our own undoing.

We believe that the noble cause is something of which the police can
be proud. The noble cause enables police to celebrate their special craft,
to find meaning in the day-to-day activity of their work. Without the
noble cause, police work would lose its meaning, and police officers
would lose their sense of humanity, their concern for the innocent, and
their dislike of bad people. This makes it difficult to write about the
noble cause corrupted, about how our own values can corrupt us.

Where do we draw the line between where we act on behalf of the
noble cause and where we encounter noble-cause corruption? The
line is fuzzy, indistinct. It is a gray line, worked out in the day-to-day
world of police work. There is not an absolute rule an officer can
memorize from his or her department’s Standard Operating Procedure
or some school’s academic textbook to distinguish this line. Noble-cause
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corruption is not in any department’s code of ethics; indeed, noble-cause
corruption can be a consequence of the interpretation of a depart-
ment’s ethics, as Mike Caldero observed in the prologue.

Although the line may be fuzzy and indistinct, there are real con-
sequences for the corruption of the noble cause. For an individual
officer, it is paid in terms of stress, sleepless nights, and the possibility
of lawsuits, criminal charges, unpleasant media attention, alienation from
the public and from former friends, friction with supervisors, increas-
ing difficulty in gaining promotion, and maybe a visit from the internal
affairs officer. A few officers will commit noble-cause corruption and
be unable to reconcile it to their sworn obligations to uphold the law.
These officers will suffer a great deal of job-related stress. Sometimes
the price is a retirement spent justifying what they did. For managers,
it is stark disbelief, a denial followed by loss of esteem and frustration.
For departments, the cost is a loss of legitimacy in the eyes of the pub-
lic, an inability to get witness and victim testimony because ordinary peo-
ple are afraid of the police, a change of executive leadership, corruption
scandal in the headlines, and civil litigation. For all of us, it is a threat
to the democratic values we cherish.

We’re not asking police officers to believe in their work any less. To
paraphrase Skolnick and Bayley (1986), we think that the answer for
police officers—for us all, for that matter, certainly the public no less
than the police—lies in understanding the petty problems and frustra-
tions that can overwhelm people. It is in the ordinary struggles of
everyday life that the battle between good and evil is fought with the
greatest intensity; it is a struggle that we all share.

We’re not going to provide absolutes. If you are a police officer or
recruit, we can’t tell you that you’ll never encounter situations in
which ends outweigh means. What we’re telling you is to be very, very
careful. There are many people out there—prosecutors, the public, leg-
islators, even colleagues—who will make it easy to justify corrupting
the noble cause. They will lead you down the garden path. They won’t
tell you what you are getting into. Or if they do, it’ll be like a footnote
in a book, the kind of footnotes you never paid attention to in school.
You thought ethics was about accepting a free cup of coffee. If you read
this book you’ll know what you’re walking into. Forewarned is fore-
armed. Now you’re warned.

Purpose of this Book

We have written this book in accordance with Sherman’s (1999:310)
admonition: that instead of being ethically disinterested “fence-pole sit-
ters,” as academics tend to be, we benefit from examining police prob-
lems in the light of basic moral principles and from a moral point of view
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(see Figure 1.1). If we want to live by principles of personal responsi-
bility, a moral foundation and ethical sense may well be the only road

that will get us there.

Figure 1.1

Learning Ethics Differently

Many issues in police ethics are in fact clear-cut, and hold little
room for serious philosophical analysis. One would have a hard time
making a rational defense of police officers stealing, for example.

But what may be wrong with the way police ethics is now
taught and learned is just that assumption: that all police ethical issues
are as clear-cut as stealing. They are not. The issues of force, time,
discretion, loyalty, and others are all very complex, with many
shades of grey. To deny this complexity, as the formal approaches of
police academies and police rule books often do, may simply encour-
age unethical behavior. A list of “do’s” and “don’t’s” that officers
must follow because they are ordered to is a virtual challenge to their
ingenuity: catch me if you can. And in the face of a police culture that
already has established values quite contrary to many of the official
rules, the black-and-white approach to ethics may be naive.

Source: Lawrence Sherman (1999). Learning Police Ethics, p. 310.

The purpose of this book is to provide a way of thinking about police
ethical dilemmas and for police officers to think ethically about their
work. It is a product of our understanding of the police, what they do,
and why they do it. In the text, we challenge contemporary ways of
thinking about the police on a variety of issues. Sometimes we are
intentionally provocative.

The narrative in this book is developed from an ethics presentation
Dr. Michael Caldero developed for police commanders. The presenta-
tion is a one-day event, a condensation of the information presented
here. Our tone is a blend of academic and conversational styles, empha-
sizing key points of the presentation. Quotes from Dr. Caldero are ital-
icized. Some of the quotes are not from a specific presentation, but
emerged from discussions and emphasize core presentational issues. The
narrative is expanded by additional material intended to clarify partic-
ular points of emphasis.

This book is about who police officers are and who they should be.
For those of you that are or will soon be police officers, it’s about
your moral self. It’s about how to think about the communities where
police do their work. And it’s a way to think about how communities
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should be policed in the face of the profound changes our country is
encountering in the early twenty-first century.

This book is intended for three audiences: students interested in
criminal justice and policing issues, police recruits, and police com-
manders. The primary focus of the narrative is a command group, but
the book is written in a way to reach each audience. The issues pre-
sented in the book are useful for studying ethical issues in policing and
for understanding the everyday world street officers inhabit and in
which they work. Sections in the book are also written for police man-
agers and commanders. Too often, in the ranks of management, com-
manders forget about the constant temptations of the street. When
things go sour (and here’s a rule of thumb—they either just have or are
about to), it’s always a surprise for managers. It shouldn’t be. We
explain why.

We think that general criminal justice students will also have much
to gain from this book. It provides a perspective on police work not
often discussed openly in the classroom. Today, too many college
instructors take sides—they either know nothing about real police
work and distrust police altogether, or they are cheerleaders for the
police regardless of what the police do. This book aims at an ethical bal-
ance between these two viewpoints.

The narrative of the book flows back and forth between its twin audi-
ences of college students and police officers. This is intentional. Many
students who read the book will become police officers and will be
informed by the discussions. And many police officers who read the
book are, or will become, students.

What can we hope to accomplish by ethics education and training?
Ethics training enables us to think about why we make the decisions we
do. But ethics training, to be useful, has to be about more than lofty, aca-
demic thinking about why we act the way we do. Ethics has to be
practical, that is, be useful in the kind of decisions we make in our daily
work routines. When confronted with a routine situation, an officer has
to decide the right way to act and avoid doing the wrong thing. A prac-
tical ethical standard is the standard we bring to bear when deciding
what is right and what is wrong. This book also helps think through the
consequences of noble-cause corruption. It is unfair to hold police
officers responsible for their behavior if they are uninformed as to its
consequences. This book, we believe, helps make those consequences
clear.

Our view, stated simply, is that police work is too “ends” focused. Our
police sense of identity is bound up in the achievement of law and order.
We tend to believe that there are ends so noble, so right, that sometimes
it’s okay to bend the rules a bit. Sometimes we end up bending the rules
a lot.
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We argue for a means-oriented ethic of negotiated order that will pre-
pare police for America’s future. The United States is in the midst of pro-
found demographic changes, in rural as well as urban areas. The
population of the United States is radically diversifying its ethnicity and
racial character, and growth is creating crime and disorder pressures in
traditionally rural areas. The reality we confront in the United States is
a polyglot of ethnic, religious, racial, age, and income groups. Citi-
zens seem to be increasingly enclaved by minority status, by income, and
by age. Policing’s future, in order to adapt to the needs of the twenty-
first century, requires a refocusing from moral ends to negotiated ends.
Order is not to be asserted, but negotiated.

At the end of the twentieth century, the police were responding to
changes in the urban and rural American landscape by implementing
practices under the umbrella of community policing. At the end of the
first decade of the twenty-first century, many scholars and profession-
als alike have pronounced the death of community policing. What role
changes are in store for the police? Broad changes sweep across the land-
scape. We are a decade into a war on terror, and the police are broadly
affected by this conflict. Departments have adopted counter-terrorism
into their missions, and many officers are either veterans who are
returning Iraq and Afghanistan they are or closely related to veterans.
Yet, the terror mission for police is yet to be articulated—it lacks focus
and direction. One area, adapted from the counter-terror discourse, is
called “intelligence-led policing.” Intelligence-led policing is a blend of
counter terror practices and problem oriented policing, with an empha-
sis on tactical intelligence, real-time crime management, and intelligence
gathering. COMPSTAT is widely popular among police agencies, with
its emphasis on law enforcement facilitated by mapping technologies.
It remains to be seen if COMPSTAT will live up to its promise of reduc-
ing crime through focused law enforcement, though at the current
time it seems promising.

All of these changes, however, are leading the police away from a
community negotiator role and toward “hard law enforcement,” as con-
ceived by and anchored in state notions of public safety. It is unclear that
the broad mandate of the police under community policing, with its
focus on community protection through police-community reciprocity,
and by implication the close partnerships of citizens and police, will sur-
vive. In the current era, we witness few of the hoped for fruits of com-
munity policing in minority neighborhoods. To the contrary,
extraordinarily high arrest rates have decimated some African and
Latino communities, and generations of young languish in jails and
prisons for non-violent offenses. When one looks at contemporary
arrest and incarceration rates, combined with continued high levels of
drug use and poverty levels in minority neighborhoods, one could eas-
ily conclude that the community policing movement, as a strategic
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effort to enhance minority community quality of life through pro-
positive police-citizen relations, was a complete and utter failure.

The United States continues to diversify along religious, ethnic,
and racial lines. To respond to the dramatic internationalization of
American society, we need police to be more than hard-edged law
enforcers. They will need to be negotiators of public order. Skills at nego-
tiating order will be the tools police use to enable people to get along.
Ends-oriented thinking cannot get them there. Means-oriented thinking,
we believe, can.

Overview of Book

The book is organized into three parts. Part 1 frames the central idea
of the book. It is that police officers are value-based decisionmakers. The
core value is a commitment to the noble cause. The noble cause is allied
with two other values—a commitment to the problems faced by victims
and a willingness to place themselves in harms way for strangers. These
values are powerful and admirable elements of police work, and they
provide the core elements of value-based decisionmaking. But they
also foster a psychology that can justify noble-cause corruption. We pre-
sent a review of the literature on the police that has dealt with noble-
cause and its corruption. Part 1 concludes with an analysis and
discussion of research carried out on police values.

Part 2 presents noble-cause corruption as a form of what ethicists
call a means-ends dilemma. Herbert Packer’s justice model is used to
describe how the justice system creates pressure to de-emphasize
police concerns over the due process laws and administrative guidelines
and emphasizes criminal justice “ends” such as the accumulation of arrest
statistics. The corruption of noble cause, we argue, is at the core of many
entrenched police problems. Where noble-cause corruption is wide-
spread, police culture acts as a shield to protect officers from oversight.
The consequences of noble-cause corruption include insularity, secrecy,
and loss of legitimacy. Many elements in this section are particularly
aimed at commanders. We encourage commanders to recognize how tra-
ditional police hiring and training practices unintentionally contribute
to noble-cause corruption. A balanced orientation to police work that
recognizes the importance of both ends and means, we suggest, provides
an alternative ethic that can protect officers and agencies against the cor-
ruptive effects of the noble cause. We suggest that it is the “golden
apples,” sometimes the best officers in the department, those most
committed to their work, who are the most vulnerable to noble-cause
corruption.

Part 3 considers ethical dilemmas we think the police will face in the
twenty-first century. Through various examples, we try to show how

11
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community policing fits with a means-oriented ethical outlook. Through
an analysis of demographic patterns and population changes in the
twenty-first century, we construct a role for the police in terms of the
“negotiation of order.” By this we mean that the responsibilities of the
police will increasingly be to help different and often conflicting
groups coexist in a society increasingly divided along status, religious,
racial, and ethnic lines. An ends-oriented ethic, we argue, will be inef-
fective and out-of-touch, contributing to growing internal strife and a
breakdown of internal security. By viewing their work in terms of a
means-orientation to the co-production of community order, police
can help us deal with the profound social changes that even now are
occurring. This part concludes with a discussion of recommendations
for departments interested in addressing noble-cause issues.



