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Trust between law enforcement agencies and 

the people they protect and serve is essential in a 

democracy. It is key to the stability of our communi-

ties, the integrity of our criminal justice system, and 

the safe and effective delivery of policing services. 

In light of recent events that have exposed rifts 

in the relationships between local police and the 

communities they protect and serve, on Decem-

ber 18, 2014, President Barack Obama signed an 

executive order establishing the Task Force on 21st 

Century Policing. The President charged the task 

force with identifying best practices and offering 

recommendations on how policing practices can 

promote effective crime reduction while building 

public trust. 

This executive summary provides an overview 

of the recommendations of the task force, which 

met seven times in January and February of 2015. 

These listening sessions, held in Washington, D.C.; 

Phoenix, Arizona; and Cincinnati, Ohio, brought 

the 11 members of the task force together with 

more than 100 individuals from diverse stakeholder 

groups—law enforcement officers and executives, 

community members, civic leaders, advocates, 

researchers, academics, and others—in addition to 

many others who submitted written testimony to 

study the problems from all perspectives.

The task force recommendations, each with action 

items, are organized around six main topic areas or 

“pillars:” Building Trust and Legitimacy, Policy and 

Oversight, Technology and Social Media, Commu-

nity Policing and Crime Reduction, Officer Training 

and Education, and Officer Safety and Wellness. 

The task force also offered two overarching rec-

ommendations: the President should support the 

creation of a National Crime and Justice Task Force 

to examine all areas of criminal justice and pro-

pose reforms; as a corollary to this effort, the task 

force also recommends that the President support 

programs that take a comprehensive and inclusive 

look at community-based initiatives addressing 

core issues such as poverty, education, and health 

and safety.

Pillar One: Building Trust  
and Legitimacy

Building trust and nurturing legitimacy on both 

sides of the police/citizen divide is the founda-

tional principle underlying the nature of relations 

between law enforcement agencies and the 

communities they serve. Decades of research 

and practice support the premise that people are 

more likely to obey the law when they believe that 

those who are enforcing it have authority that is 

perceived as legitimate by those subject to the 

authority. The public confers legitimacy only on 

those whom they believe are acting in procedur-

ally just ways. In addition, law enforcement cannot 

build community trust if it is seen as an occupying 

force coming in from outside to impose control on 

the community. Pillar one seeks to provide focused 

recommendations on building this relationship. 

Law enforcement culture should embrace a guard-

ian—rather than a warrior—mindset to build trust 

and legitimacy both within agencies and with 

the public. Toward that end, law enforcement 

agencies should adopt procedural justice as the 

guiding principle for internal and external policies 

and practices to guide their interactions with rank 

and file officers and with the citizens they serve. 

Law enforcement agencies should also establish 

a culture of transparency and accountability to 

build public trust and legitimacy. This is critical to 

ensuring decision making is understood and in 

accord with stated policy.
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Law enforcement agencies should also proactively 

promote public trust by initiating positive non-

enforcement activities to engage communities 

that typically have high rates of investigative and 

enforcement involvement with government agen-

cies. Law enforcement agencies should also track 

and analyze the level of trust communities have in 

police just as they measure changes in crime. This 

can be accomplished through consistent annual 

community surveys. Finally, law enforcement 

agencies should strive to create a workforce that 

encompasses a broad range of diversity including 

race, gender, language, life experience, and cul-

tural background to improve understanding and 

effectiveness in dealing with all communities. 

Pillar Two: Policy and Oversight

Pillar two emphasizes that if police are to carry out 

their responsibilities according to established poli-

cies, those policies must reflect community values. 

Law enforcement agencies should collaborate with 

community members, especially in communities 

and neighborhoods disproportionately affected 

by crime, to develop policies and strategies for 

deploying resources that aim to reduce crime by 

improving relationships, increasing community 

engagement, and fostering cooperation. 

To achieve this end, law enforcement agencies 

should have clear and comprehensive policies on 

the use of force (including training on the im-

portance of de-escalation), mass demonstrations 

(including the appropriate use of equipment, 

particularly rifles and armored personnel carriers), 

consent before searches, gender identification, 

racial profiling, and performance measures—

among others such as external and independent 

investigations and prosecutions of officer-involved 

shootings and other use of force situations and 

in-custody deaths. These policies should also in-

clude provisions for the collection of demographic 

data on all parties involved. All policies and 

aggregate data should be made publicly available 

to ensure transparency. 

To ensure policies are maintained and current, 

law enforcement agencies are encouraged to 

periodically review policies and procedures, 

conduct nonpunitive peer reviews of critical 

incidents separate from criminal and administra-

tive investigations, and establish civilian oversight 

mechanisms with their communities. 

Finally, to assist law enforcement and the com-

munity achieve the elements of pillar two, the 

U.S. Department of Justice, through the Office 

of Community Oriented Policing Services (COPS 

Office) and Office of Justice Programs (OJP), should 

provide technical assistance and incentive funding 

to jurisdictions with small police agencies that take 

steps toward interagency collaboration, shared 

services, and regional training. They should also 

partner with the International Association of Direc-

tors of Law Enforcement Standards and Training 

(IADLEST) to expand its National Decertification 

Index to serve as the National Register of Decerti-

fied Officers with the goal of covering all agencies 

within the United States and its territories.

Pillar Three: Technology &  
Social Media

The use of technology can improve policing practic-

es and build community trust and legitimacy, but its 

implementation must be built on a defined policy 

framework with its purposes and goals clearly de-

lineated. Implementing new technologies can give 

police departments an opportunity to fully engage 

and educate communities in a dialogue about their 

expectations for transparency, accountability, and 

privacy. But technology changes quickly in terms 

of new hardware, software, and other options. Law 

enforcement agencies and leaders need to be able 
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to identify, assess, and evaluate new technology 

for adoption and do so in ways that improve their 

effectiveness, efficiency, and evolution without 

infringing on individual rights. 

Pillar three guides the implementation, use, and 

evaluation of technology and social media by law 

enforcement agencies. To build a solid foundation 

for law enforcement agencies in this field, the U.S. 

Department of Justice, in consultation with the 

law enforcement field, should establish national 

standards for the research and development of 

new technology including auditory, visual, and bio-

metric data, “less than lethal” technology, and the 

development of segregated radio spectrum such 

as FirstNet. These standards should also address 

compatibility, interoperability, and implementation 

needs both within local law enforcement agencies 

and across agencies and jurisdictions and should 

maintain civil and human rights protections. Law 

enforcement implementation of technology 

should be designed considering local needs and 

aligned with these national standards. Finally, 

law enforcement agencies should adopt model 

policies and best practices for technology-based 

community engagement that increases communi-

ty trust and access. 

Pillar Four: Community Policing & 
Crime Reduction

Pillar four focuses on the importance of com-

munity policing as a guiding philosophy for all 

stakeholders. Community policing emphasizes 

working with neighborhood residents to co- 

produce public safety. Law enforcement agencies 

should, therefore, work with community residents 

to identify problems and collaborate on imple-

menting solutions that produce meaningful results 

for the community. Specifically, law enforcement 

agencies should develop and adopt policies and 

strategies that reinforce the importance of com-

munity engagement in managing public safety. 

Law enforcement agencies should also engage in 

multidisciplinary, community team approaches for 

planning, implementing, and responding to crisis 

situations with complex causal factors. 

Communities should support a culture and 

practice of policing that reflects the values of 

protection and promotion of the dignity of all—

especially the most vulnerable, such as children 

and youth most at risk for crime or violence. Law 

enforcement agencies should avoid using law 

enforcement tactics that unnecessarily stigmatize 

youth and marginalize their participation in schools 

(where law enforcement officers should have limit-

ed involvement in discipline) and communities. In 

addition, communities need to affirm and recog-

nize the voices of youth in community decision 

making, facilitate youth participation in research 

and problem solving, and develop and fund youth 

leadership training and life skills through positive 

youth/police collaboration and interactions.

Pillar Five: Training & Education

As our nation becomes more pluralistic and 

the scope of law enforcement’s responsibilities 

expands, the need for expanded and more 

effective training has become critical. Today’s line 

officers and leaders must be trained and capable 

to address a wide variety of challenges including 

international terrorism, evolving technologies, 

rising immigration, changing laws, new cultural 

mores, and a growing mental health crisis. 

Pillar five focuses on the training and education 

needs of law enforcement. To ensure the high 

quality and effectiveness of training and educa-

tion, law enforcement agencies should engage 

community members, particularly those with spe-

cial expertise, in the training process and provide 

leadership training to all personnel throughout 

their careers. 
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To further assist the training and educational 

needs of law enforcement, the Federal Gov-

ernment should support the development of 

partnerships with training facilities across the 

country to promote consistent standards for high 

quality training and establish training innovation 

hubs involving universities and police academies. 

A national postgraduate institute of policing for 

senior executives should be created with a stan-

dardized curriculum preparing participants to lead 

agencies in the 21st century. 

One specific method of increasing the quality of 

training would be to ensure that Peace Officer 

and Standards Training (POST) boards include 

mandatory Crisis Intervention Training (CIT), which 

equips officers to deal with individuals in crisis or 

living with mental disabilities, as part of both basic 

recruit and in-service officer training—as well as 

instruction in disease of addiction, implicit bias 

and cultural responsiveness, policing in a dem-

ocratic society, procedural justice, and effective 

social interaction and tactical skills. 

Pillar Six: Officer Wellness & Safety

The wellness and safety of law enforcement 

officers is critical not only for the officers, their 

colleagues, and their agencies but also to public 

safety. Pillar six emphasizes the support and prop-

er implementation of officer wellness and safety as 

a multi-partner effort. 

The U.S. Department of Justice should enhance 

and further promote its multi-faceted officer safety 

and wellness initiative. Two specific strategies 

recommended for the U.S. Department of Justice 

include (1) encouraging and assisting departments 

in the implementation of scientifically supported 

shift lengths by law enforcement and (2) expand-

ing efforts to collect and analyze data not only on 

officer deaths but also on injuries and “near misses.” 

Law enforcement agencies should also promote 

wellness and safety at every level of the organiza-

tion. For instance, every law enforcement officer 

should be provided with individual tactical first aid 

kits and training as well as anti-ballistic vests. In 

addition, law enforcement agencies should adopt 

policies that require officers to wear seat belts and 

bullet-proof vests and provide training to raise 

awareness of the consequences of failure to do so. 

Internal procedural justice principles should be ad-

opted for all internal policies and interactions. The 

Federal Government should develop programs 

to provide financial support for law enforcement 

officers to continue to pursue educational op-

portunities. Finally, Congress should develop and 

enact peer review error management legislation.

Implementation Recommendations 

The administration, through policies and practices 

already in place, can start right now to move 

forward on the recommendations contained in 

this report. The President should direct all federal 

law enforcement agencies to implement the task 

force recommendations to the extent practica-

ble, and the U.S. Department of Justice should 

explore public-private partnership opportunities 

with foundations to advance implementation of 

the recommendations. Finally, the COPS Office 

and OJP should take a series of targeted actions 

to assist the law enforcement field in addressing 

current and future challenges. 

Conclusion

The members of the Task Force on 21st Century 

Policing are convinced that the concrete recom-

mendations contained in this publication will 

bring long-term improvements to the ways in 

which law enforcement agencies interact with and 

bring positive change to their communities. 


