The Cure is worse than the Disease
American law enforcement has evolved from a relatively simple job performed by comparatively unskilled workers to a complex social enterprise performed by highly skilled professionals. In my view, that is the key to understanding the managerial approach required for sustained performance in our police agencies. Unfortunately, the culture of our profession is such that while we use management terminology consistent with overseeing the work of skilled professionals, in practice we all too often continue to manage in a fashion more suited to unskilled workers. The end result is that we try to govern rather than lead, strive to control the workforce rather than use its potential, and attempt to shape conduct by regulating behavior rather than by modeling and instilling values. 
In the law enforcement agencies with whom I’ve worked, the unsettling reality is that many of their problems exist not in spite of management’s best efforts but because of their best efforts. The cures we use to try to address organizational problems often come full circle and are, in fact, the cause of the problems we wish to eliminate. In the medical field, they have a term for this: iatrogenic disease – physician induced disease. In my view, the traditional law enforcement management mindset encourages iatrogenic management that oftentimes creates the problems our actions seek to contain. The police culture encourages a short-term orientation that focuses upon suppressing problems in the present then legislating to prevent them in the future. While the sense of this is seemingly clear, the evidence is that this approach, when the SOP of the organization, does more harm than good. 

Let’s look at why. Law enforcement agencies strive to avoid errors and public mistakes, particularly serious ones that smack of corruption, unprofessionalism, discrimination or any number of other serious ills. That makes good sense. But we need to ask how we best prevent these things from happening. It seems to me we need to begin by asking: “What does a person more easily violate: 1) a rule or procedure, or 2) the trust of someone the person respects”?  Clearly people do not want to lose the respect of someone they hold in high regard, particularly if a direct, meaningful relationship exists between them. In fact, most people simply won’t do it because the emotional loss is simply more than they will risk. On the other hand, rules and procedures – particularly when agencies have volumes of them - are rather easily violated for as little reason as personal convenience. Yet the control mechanism most commonly used by law enforcement agencies is enacting increasingly restrictive rules and procedures rather than developing trust and respect. Additional rules will not deter those already inclined to violate them. In fact, repeatedly applied, this process adds fuel to the fire rather than extinguishing it. Police managers oftentimes are not the firefighters they see themselves as…they are arsonists.
How so? The greater the number of rules, procedures, regulations, and various control mechanisms an agency utilizes, the more the administrative burden placed upon the managerial and supervisory ranks. In my work, I walk through many police facilities and what I see are sergeants sitting behind desks pushing paper for the better part of their day. Of course, in the view of upper management that paper is necessary because, as we all know, we need to control this place! But that control is an illusion. We have already established that rules are more readily violated than relationships. How, though, does a supervisor establish a trusting, mutually respectful relationship with subordinates? The answer is simple: face to face, eye to eye, working together, role modeling, communicating, coaching, guiding, and helping. Relationships simply don’t develop from behind a desk far removed from day to day activity. One of the most critical roles for law enforcement management – but one that is virtually ignored in practice – is to recognize that the interaction of supervisors with their subordinates is absolutely critical to the professional integrity of our organizations. Yet the unintended outcome of our cumulative managerial actions accomplishes precisely the reverse by driving a wedge of inconsequential administrative duties between working officers and their supervisors.  
Why is it that despite management’s ongoing assertion that “people are our most important resource” that managerial behaviors often suggest the opposite? Frankly, it is easy to discern by asking “which comes first, people or paper? In most law enforcement agencies, paper comes first – whether it is important or not – and time with subordinates is relegated to the time remaining after administrative duties are completed. Nothing could be more flawed. Time with one’s subordinates, particularly among first-level supervisors, should be the priority. Actually, not should be, but rather, must be.  In fact, I think the organizational expectation for sergeants should be – at an absolute minimum - that the first 25% of their time, time that simply is not intruded upon – is spent with subordinates. Preventing this is the fact that most supervisors do not really manage their own time and set their own priorities. Instead, the use of much of their time is dictated by administrative requirements regarding reports, memos, special assignments, and short due dates.  When will we realize that activity and accomplishment are two very different things? Professionals need to have control of their own time, develop their own priorities, and devote themselves to activities that make them effective. Given the opportunity, most would spend far more time with their people because they know that is where they have the most impact. Shouldn’t higher management realize that? In their hearts, I believe they do – but that is a far cry from acting upon it. Let’s admit it – how often are supervisors asked “When will you complete that report”? versus “Why aren’t you out in the field”? The proportions are far askew.

So what do we do? The most important factor is to reorganize in a manner – either formally or informally – that creates time for supervisors. Most supervisors do not choose to sit behind a desk pushing paper, organizational procedures require them to do that, but they can’t change those themselves. Management has to have the courage to amend those administrative procedures so that more supervisors’ time is spent leading rather than writing. However, in many organizations the administrative burden is worsening rather than improving because management continues trying to control by legislating rather than trying to control by trust and respect. This is management-induced disease at its finest – by trying to treat the symptoms they worsen the disease because this focus cumulatively creates unintended administrative burdens that separate supervisors from their people. We simply don’t see the long-term impacts of our short-term actions.  Only when law enforcement managers start thinking in terms of organizational inoculation through value-centered trust and respect, rather than organizational treatment through punitive action and governance, will we develop agencies with enough pride and cohesiveness to govern themselves - and that requires the development of value-centered relationships. Until we do, we will act as a real-life version of the cartoon character Pogo when he said: “We have met the enemy and they is us.” 
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