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As police leaders pledge to reform and weed 
out “bad apples” within their departments, 
it has become more urgent than ever for law 
enforcement to have a formal, wide-reaching 
system in place to identify police misconduct.

There are 697,195 full-time sworn law enforcement 
officers employed in more than 13,000 local police 
departments throughout the U.S.1 Federal statute 
defines police misconduct as the excessive force, 
sexual assault, intentional false arrests, theft, or 
the intentional fabrication of evidence resulting 
in the loss of liberty to another.2 Strikingly, 

however, there exists no formal national database 
that records officer misconduct and the police 
officer’s resulting resignation or termination due 
to misconduct. Consequently, law enforcement 
officers guilty of serious misconduct can find 
employment at different agencies after they have 
been fired or resigned due to the unavailability of 
a national database.3 Since 2006, approximately 
24% of fired police officers from some of the 
largest police departments have been reinstated. 
It’s worth noting some of the police departments 
were later required to rehire the officers they 
fired.4

Approximately 24% of fired police 
officers from some of the largest 
police departments have been 
reinstated.”  

1 Full-time Law Enforcement Employees. FBI.
2 Addressing Police Misconduct Laws Enforced By The Department Of Justice. The United States Department of Justice. (2020)
3 Knight, S.W., & Baker, W. (2020). The policies that could help fix policing. Axios.
4 Kelly, K., Lowery, W., & Rich., S. (2017). Fired/rehired: Police chiefs are often forced to put officers fired for misconduct back on the streets. The 
Washington Post.

Source: Lacrosse Tribune
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In light of the over 5,0005 police-involved 
shootings since 2015, as well as media reports 
revealing widespread police use of excessive force 
on citizens, much-needed attention has focused 
on the history of department disciplinary actions 
on officers. For instance, it was discovered that 
prior to the murder of George Floyd, convicted 
Minneapolis Police Officer Derek Chauvin was 
involved in 18 investigations by the Minneapolis 
Police Department’s Internal Affairs Unit. However, 
he was only disciplined in two incidents.6 It was 
also reported that a second officer involved in the 
same situation had accumulated six prior citizen 

complaints. These revelations demonstrate a 
pressing need to not simply track the volume of 
police officer misconduct for public scrutiny but to 
more fully understand how officers can accumulate 
numerous egregious conduct violations and 
remain an active member of the department.

Simply put: Why are bad officers allowed to 
continue misbehaving and keep their jobs? 
How can that be prevented? We believe there
is a clear need for a national police misconduct 
database that provides information on the police 
officer and situational factors to better understand 

5 Tate, J., Jenkins, J., & Rich, S. Fatal Force. The Washington Post. 
6 Andone, D., Silverman, Hollie, & Alonso, M. (2020). The Minneapolis police officer who knelt on George Floyd’s neck had 18 previous complaints 
against him police department says. CNN. 

“Prior to the murder of George 

Floyd, convicted Minneapolis Police 

Officer Derek Chauvin was involved 

in 18 investigations.”

Source: Newsweek
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where these behaviors are occurring. In addition, we need standardized practices that establish a 
threshold for officer decertification and permanent termination.

In the absence of a national police misconduct database, ProPublica created a local database to 
track NYPD officers’ disciplinary records using information obtained from New York City’s civilian 
complaint review board. It is worth noting that this public record tracking was only possible because 
New York repealed the law that shielded officer disciplinary records from the public. The database 
contains disciplinary investigation information for nearly 4,000 police officers who have had at least 
one substantiated allegation of misconduct.7 With access to data from Chicago, Los Angeles, and 
Philadelphia, a recent study examined police misconduct. The study found that although Black officers 
had fewer accusations of wrongdoing than White officers, they were more likely to receive disciplinary 
action.8 If it were not for access to police misconduct data, the public would not have been aware of 
such vital information. Additionally, private media outlets should provide such data to the public, and 
the government should be held responsible for tracking and releasing the information.

Michigan is another example of a state gathering and reporting information about police use of force. 
Since tracking misconduct cases, Michigan asserts that it has “helped build trust between the police 
and the community.9 10 Further, law enforcement is not the only discipline that uses a database to track 
employee misconduct. The medical field uses the National Practitioner Data Bank (NPDB) to track 
disciplinary actions against healthcare professionals and malpractice payments; however,the impactthe 
database has on patient quality and care remains unknown.11 12

7 Syed, M., Willis, D., & Umansky, E. (2020). The NYPD Files: Search Thousands of Civilian Complaints Against New York City Police Officers - ProPublica. 
ProPublica. 
8 Walter, S. L., Gonzalez-Mulé, E., Guarana, C. L., O’Boyle Jr, E. H., Berry, C. M., & Baldwin, T. T. (2020). The race discipline gap: A cautionary note on 
archival measures of behavioral misconduct. Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes.
9 Harvard Political Review. (2020). A Universal, Mandatory Public Database is Vital To Curbing Police Violence. 
10 Bergengruen, V. (2020). ‘We Continue to Spin in Circles.’ Inside the Decades-Long Effort to Create A National Police Use-of-Force Database. TIME.
11 Waters, PhD, T., & Budetti, MD, JD, P. (2004). The National Practitioner Data Bank: Promoting Safety and Quality. AMA Journal Of Ethics. 
12 National Practitioner Data Bank.

Source: Social Intel Blog
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Police officers are supposed to play a vital role in safeguarding constitutional rights and civil liberties. 
For that reason, citizens should have confidence that their encounters with officers in the community 
meet professional standards. In addition, police executives should be aware that officer misconduct 
or abuse of authority reflects negatively on the character of the department. To ensure that both 
individual and department integrity is protected, police agencies must recruit, hire, and retain officers 
who are above reproach. The bad apples should be permanently removed, and any threats to 
community-policing relationships should be immediately addressed. These endeavors are achieved 
through complete transparency and departmental accountability for each of its officers. A national 
police misconduct reporting system, coupled with strict adherence to clear standards for officer 
decertification and dismissal, is an important step toward creating a modern policing system 
trusted by the communities it protects.

“Police officers are supposed 
to play a vital role in 
safeguarding constitutional 
rights and civil liberties.”

    Source: AP News
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As state, local, and federal lawmakers, mayors, law enforcement, and other key stakeholders consider 
advancing police reform in their respective jurisdiction, CJR recommends the following:

n Develop a national police misconduct database detailing specific citizens’ complaints, 
disciplinary actions taken, the nature and extent of officer complaints, misconduct violations, 

 and subsequential officer termination and decertification.
n Mandatory reporting of misconduct data for measuring and detecting local, regional, and 

national patterns.
n Establish mandatory decertification and termination thresholds for severe police misconduct 

and behavior that threaten the safeguard of citizens.

Source: Vanity Fair 
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The Center for Justice Research, at Texas Southern University, is available to discuss how they can advise on
evidence-based, effective police reform policies and practices on the national, state and local levels – concrete steps that 
law enforcement can take to bridge the racial divide. They can be reached at justice.research@tsu.edu or 713-313-6843.

You can follow the Center for Justice Research on Twitter, Facebook and Instagram @cjresearchtsu.
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This action brief is one in a series of issue briefs offering concrete solutions to save lives, 
reduce police brutality, promote equal justice, and build safe, positive relations between 
police and the people they serve. Other action briefs cover:

n Ban Chokeholds

n Duty to Intervene

n Ban No-Knock Warrants

n Qualified Immunity

n Reallocation of Police Funds

n Education and Training

Source: Desert Sun 

Suggested Citation:

TSU Center for Justice Research: 

(2021). Police Reform Action Brief:  National Police Misconduct Database. Texas Southern University-Center for Justice Research.



8



9


