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COMMUNITY-POLICE ENGAGEMENT

By Jim Bueermann, Chief 
(Ret.), Redlands Police 
Department, California 

Realizing the Future Purpose of Policing
THE FUTURE OF POLICING IN THE UNITED STATES IS BRIGHT. 
I say this knowing full well that U.S. polic-
ing faces significant challenges today and 
tomorrow. Advances in policing have made 
it so much better than when I was a street 
cop in the 1970s. The men and women who 
lead most police organizations today are 
smart, dedicated people who understand 
change is inevitable. They embrace the risk 
and ambiguity that define police leadership 
today. Street cops are smarter, healthier, and 
more amenable, too. I believe in the nobility 
of good policing and have faith that today’s 
police leaders will resolve the problems in 
policing with which we are all too familiar. Like 
most people, I hope we’re able to navigate 
the changing landscape so the cops and the 
people they serve collaborate to build peace 
in our communities. But, as the saying goes, 
“Hope is not a strategy.” 

What policing needs is a framework that 
works for both cops and the communities 
they are sworn to protect—a plan that can 
be operationalized and integrated into the 
culture of policing. Policing needs a structure 
that facilitates peace and is focused on vio-
lence reduction and building strong, healthy 
community-police relationships. This frame-
work needs to be so sound that it helps police 
leaders align all aspects of their organizations 
to achieve effective, empathetic, and just 
policing. That model is embodied in The Peace 
Officer Project and The Peace Officer Promise.

The Peace Officer Project is focused on 
police culture change and improving the 
relationship between communities and their 
police agencies. In many ways, it’s a “back 
to the future” experience that advocates for 
a strong connection to the vision of “cops as 
peace officers.” In almost  three-quarters of 
U.S. states, the statutes that authorize police 
officers refer to them as “peace officers.” Not 
police officers. Not law enforcement officers. 
Not cops. Peace officers. 

There is a way for today’s policing agencies 
to rediscover what it means to be “peace 

officers.” This would replace “enforcing the 
law” as a first imperative with the facilitation 
of peaceful communities via policing that is 
effective, empathetic, and just. This can be 
done without diluting the effectiveness of 
the police or demonizing police officers who 
risk their lives daily for perfect strangers.

A peace officer orientation means policing 
aligns all aspects of the profession to one 
that supports peace officers and “makes 
real” for cops what it means to be a peace 
officer. It means policing leaders must 
consider whether their strategies to control 
crime and disorder create more harm than 
good for their communities. That is the key 
for change in communities where trust and 
confidence in the police are low. These 
communities want the police to be their 
guardians and protect them in an equitable 
and compassionate manner.

This doesn’t mean that peace officers 
shouldn’t enforce the law. It means officers 
should use the discretion almost all states 
give them to resolve situations in the most 
peaceful and least harmful way possible. 
It doesn’t mean peace officers don’t write 
tickets, make arrests, or use force when 
necessary. But it does mean that officers 
consider the collateral consequences of their 
actions and weigh the benefits against the 
potential costs of their actions. This is where 
the Peace Officer Promise is crucial to future 
community-police relationships. It states:

We, the members of the [insert agency 
name], promise that while doing our best to 
control crime, we will do everything in our 
power to do no harm to the communities we 
serve and protect.

The Peace Officer Promise is based on med-
icine’s Hippocratic Oath, which admonishes 
physicians to “do no harm” to the patients 
they are trying to heal. This is fundamentally 
why most physicians today are so hesitant to 
prescribe highly addictive pain killers to their 
patients even though they are effective at 
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reducing pain. Medicine has become bet- 
ter informed about these drug’s addictive 
qualities. As such, their benefits are weighed 
against the consequences of addiction and 
alternative therapies are frequently prescribed 
that don’t carry the risk of addiction—so that 
more harm isn’t done. 

For policing, the possibility that “doing their 
job” of enforcing the law may be harmful to 
the same communities they are trying to 
protect may be a difficult concept for cops 
to accept. It would have been difficult for me 
to grasp in the early years of my career. But, 
as I reflect on some of the “zero tolerance” 
enforcement programs I participated in, I 
realize that we probably did more harm to 
parts of our community while believing we 
were protecting them. And I cringe at the 
danger I may have placed others in when 
pursuing a fleeing motorist. I knew the 
motorist and could have gotten a warrant 
and arrested him later in a much safer way. 
But I didn’t.

This lack of consideration of collateral 
consequences is also at the heart of the 
community tension around the use of school 
resource officers (SROs) in public schools, 
and it fuels the “school-to-prison pipeline” 
discussions. 

When the effectiveness of SROs is mea-
sured by the number of citations they write 
to students or the number of student arrests 
they make, we should not be surprised when 
parents/taxpayers are frustrated with the 
police. When the potential for long-term 
consequences of fines and arrests of low- 
income students and their families are con-
sidered, it’s easy to appreciate that the costs 
outweigh the potential benefits. A recent 
media investigation highlighted these types 
of collateral consequences. Imagine the 
difference in how parents would view SROs if 
they believed the officers were as invested in 
removing “off-campus barriers” to their kids’ 
learning as they were in “campus safety.”

I believe in a future where police agencies 
change their culture by modifying their 

recruiting, hiring, reward systems, disci-
plinary systems, data collection systems, 
procedures, and public messaging to reflect 
their commitment to the peace officer frame-
work. I also believe that policing leaders 
will someday soon publicly articulate their 
commitment to the Peace Officer Promise. 
When agencies do these things, they will 
find their communities have greater trust 
and confidence in the police. The current 
lack of trust and confidence in the police is 
a source of tension between the police and 
their communities. Solving this means that, 
when bad things happen in policing—and 
they will—communities must be willing to 
listen to and accept police explanations, for-
give the police, and continue to collaborate 
in meaningful ways. But this future will be 
possible only when communities have trust 
and believe in their “peace officers.” 

JIM BUEERMANN began policing in 1978 and 
served 33 years with the Redlands, California, 
Police Department, including 13 years as 
chief. He is the past president of the National 
Police Foundation (now the National Policing 
Institute) and is currently a policing consultant 
for the U.S. Department of Justice, municipali-
ties, and nonprofit organizations.

“ A peace officer orientation means policing aligns 
all aspects of the profession to one that supports 
peace officers and ‘makes real’ for cops what it 
means to be a peace officer.”




