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TRAINING 

OVERVIEW

 Civilian Oversight of Law Enforcement: 

Its History, Models, and Overview of 

Oversight Mechanisms in the United 

States

 Conducting Civilian Oversight of Law 
Enforcement: Review of the Cedar 

Rapids Ordinance and Applicable 

Authorities

 Principles for Effective Oversight

 Identifying and Addressing Challenges 

and Opportunities



Civilian Oversight of 

Law Enforcement

CIVILIAN OVERSIGHT ALONE IS 

NOT SUFFICIENT TO GAIN 

LEGITIMACY.  WITHOUT IT, 

HOWEVER, IT IS DIFFICULT, IF 

NOT IMPOSSIBLE, FOR THE 

POLICE TO MAINTAIN THE 
PUBLIC’S TRUST.



CIVILIAN OVERSIGHT DEFINED

► Investigates, audits, or reviews internal law enforcement investigations or 

processes, including community complaints and use of force incidents.

► Conducts ongoing monitoring of law enforcement agencies’ policies, procedures, 

training, management, and supervision practices.

► Includes any agency or procedure that involves active participation in the above 

by persons who are not sworn law enforcement.



FACTS ABOUT THE FIELD

There are nearly 200 civilian oversight entities across the United States

No two are exactly alike

Most large cities and large law enforcement agencies have oversight 
agencies, as do a growing number of small and mid-size cities

Many began in reaction to specific incidents of police misconduct or 
scandals



WHY OVERSIGHT?

► BUILDS BRIDGES between law enforcement and the public

► Ensures greater ACCOUNTABILITY

► Enhances RISK MANAGEMENT

► Supports EFFECTIVE POLICING

► Increases PUBLIC CONFIDENCE AND TRUST in the police

► PROTECTS human rights



EVOLUTION OF OVERSIGHT

Civilian oversight is often seen as a REACTIVE response:

► Agencies created after a high-profile incident or scandal

► Responds primarily to individual complaints

► Reviews policies in the wake of one or more complaints

► Emphasizes legalistic rules 

► Uses adversarial, administrative process 

► Recommends sanctions for individual officers 

► Relies on deterrence



EVOLUTION OF OVERSIGHT

Civilian oversight now often includes a PROACTIVE element:

► Explores problems proactively (e.g., investigation, collection, and analysis of data)

► Identifies underlying issues and causes 

► Focuses on organizational change

► Concentrates on reduction and prevention of misconduct

► Builds partnerships with law enforcement

► Creates bridges between law enforcement and the greater community



HISTORY OF CIVILIAN OVERSIGHT

1928 
Committee on 
Constitutional 
Rights Formed

1931
Wickersham Commission 

Recommends Disinterested 
Agency to combat 
“Lawlessness in Law 

Enforcement”

1948
First Official Civilian 

Oversight Board Formed 
in Washington, DC

1953
New York City 

Civilian Complaint 
Board Formed

1958
Police Advisory 
Board formed in 
Philadelphia, PA



HISTORY OF CIVILIAN OVERSIGHT

1969
Kansas City, MO Office 
of Citizen Complaints 

Established

1973
Police Review 

Committee Established 
in Berkeley, CA by Voter 

Referendum

1980
13 Civilian Oversight 

Agencies in 
Operation

2000
More than 100 

Oversight Agencies 

2020
Approximately 200 Civilian 

Oversight Agencies in 
Operation



Legitimacy, 

Authority and 

Civilian Oversight 

Models in the 

United States



WHAT 

SHAPES 

LEGITIMACY?

NEUTRALITY decisions 
are unbiased and 

guided by transparent 
reasoning

RESPECT

all are treated with 
respect and dignity

VOICE

all are given a chance 
to tell their side of the 

story

TRUST

decision makers 
convey trustworthy 

motives about those 
impacted by their 

decisions

The primary issue 

shaping people’s views 

about legitimacy when 

dealing with the police 

is whether the police 

are exercising their 

authority in fair ways

PROCEDURAL 

JUSTICE



TYPES OF AUTHORITY

STATUTORY AUTHORITY 

Local ordinances, state and federal law

FOUNDATION:

► Reactive

► Authority-driven

► Problem-driven

► Focus on accountability and 
punishment

► Command and Control: lawful use of 
authority

► Measuring Numbers and Results

LEGITIMACY-BASED AUTHORITY 

Community expectations and values

FOUNDATION:

► Proactive approach

► Willing compliance 

► Community outreach and engagement

► Quality of the process is as important than 

the outcome 

► Changing the conditions that lead to 

police misconduct

► Measuring Success



COMMON MODELS OF OVERSIGHT

Ensures the community 
has the ability to 
provide input into the 
complaint investigation 
process.

Community review of 
investigations may 
increase public trust in 
the process

An individual or a 
board/commission 
authorized to review 
completed internal 
investigations – can 
agree/disagree with 
findings

Full-time civilian 
investigators may have 
highly specialized 
training

Investigations 
conducted by oversight 
agency-does not rely 
on investigators from 
within the police 
department

Civilian-led 
investigations may 
increase community 
trust in the investigation 
process

Often have more robust 
reporting practices than 
other models

May be more effective 
at promoting long-term, 
systemic change in 
police departments

Generally less expensive 
than full investigative 
agencies

Allow the agency to 
actively engage in 
many or all of the steps 
of the complaint 
process

Contain elements 
from one or more of 
the three models

Have been 
developed to address 
the needs of a 
specific community 
and conform to state 
or local laws

May be modifications 
of a previous oversight 
agency

Are increasingly 
common

Review

Focused 

Auditor/Monitor

Focused

Investigation

Focused

Hybrid



PRINCIPLES FOR EFFECTIVE CIVILIAN OVERSIGHT

Independence

Clearly defined 
and adequate 
jurisdiction and 

authority

Unfettered 
access to 

records and 
facilities

Access to LE 
executives and 

IA staff
Full cooperation

Sustained 
stakeholder 

support

Adequate 
funding and 

resources

Public reporting 
and 

transparency

Policy and 
pattern analysis

Community 
outreach

Community 
involvement

Confidentiality, 
anonymity, and 
protection from 

retaliation

Procedural 
justice and 
legitimacy



Civilian 

Oversight in 

Cedar Rapids



Civilian Review Board for Community 

Law Enforcement

• To ensure fair and professional law enforcement 

• To ensure investigations are conducted in a manner that is fair, thorough, 
and accurate

• To provide review of police investigations into citizen complaints

• To ensure accountability 

• To bolster confidence in police

• To assist in identifying and analyzing trends in policing whose origins may 
be rooted in bias or other systematic phenomena

• To increase citizens’ understanding of law enforcement policies, 
procedures, and operations

• To create an additional conduit for communication



Civilian Review Board for Community 

Law Enforcement

NINE voting members

FIVE people who identify as people of color

THREE must be selected from application from the general public

ONE must be a practicing attorney licensed in the State of Iowa

THREE employees or volunteers from organizations focused on advocacy for 
and racial justice of underrepresented citizens

TWO employees or volunteers from a service provider or company that 
works with the community in the areas of mental health, physical health, 
homelessness, food insecurity, or similar social issues

TWO non-voting police officers to serve as subject matter experts



Civilian Review Board for Community 

Law Enforcement

Review quarterly report from the Chief of Police

Identify areas for improvement

Serve on the Police Chief Candidate Selection Committee

Oversee monitoring system for tracking complaints

Perform community outreach

Identify major problems or trends

Evaluates efficacy of existing law enforcement practices

Recommend policies relating to training programs and procedures



Identifying 

Challenges & 

Opportunities



Stepping Back: Why We Are Here

Sankofa: History and Today

Reflections:

 Why was this board established?

 What does Cedar Rapids want?

 What will your legacy be?



Stepping Through: 
Challenges

Very high expectations

Fear of change

Community trauma

Skepticism from law enforcement

Lack of understanding of oversight and its 

role

Impartiality

Having legitimacy with “both sides”

Need for training

“Change can’t wait”

Attempting to meet all the demands

Some stakeholders think others cannot be 

engaged



Stepping Up: 
Opportunities

Moment we’re in/“Fierce Urgency of Now”

State law creates possibilities

Community trauma

Government support for oversight

Calls for reform/defunding/abolition

Centering those most impacted

Demonstrating legitimacy

Policy and procedures can be changed

Creating something sustainable

Defining the role, work, and outcomes

Engaging all stakeholders



Creating

Sustainable 

Oversight

Results and looking forward:

What do you hope to see in 2025?

How will you set expectations and 

measure success?

How will you actively listen to and 

honor all voices, perspectives, and 

lived experiences?



Thinking 

Strategically

How can you build on opportunities, while 
addressing and understanding the 
challenges?

How will you build legitimacy with all 
stakeholders and goodwill for the future?

What are your priorities and what can go on 
the “back burner”?

How can you adapt to conditions in order to 
achieve your mission?



Thinking Strategically
“If you have come to 

help me you are 

wasting your time.

But if you have come 

because your liberation 

is bound up with mine, 

then let us work 

together.”

Australian Aboriginal activists in Queensland, 1970s
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