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Understanding the Complaint Process:  Part II

Let’s assume a baseline of legitimacy in the Department’s process of intake, assessment, investigation, and resolution of complaints.  (And I don’t take that for granted, by the way – I’ll discuss the OIR monitoring process and my impressions of the OCSD complaint system at another time.)  One key factor that determines the satisfaction that complainants take away from their experience is the expectations that they have at the outset.

People complain about the Department with different motivations.  Obviously, some of this is driven by different kinds of unhappy encounters with officers.   Along with that, though, there exists a range of emotional states, levels of understanding about the process, and concrete goals.  Here are a few examples:

1.  Desire to stop an ongoing problem (e.g., a family member who is worried that an inmate in one of the county jails is being mistreated by deputies)
2.  Desire for compensation (e.g., a person who was detained by the deputies and then released, who claims the deputies failed to return an expensive pair of sunglasses)

3.  Desire for retaliation (e.g., a motorist who tries to “get back” at the deputy who pulled him over and then refused to give him by break by deliberately misrepresenting the deputy’s conduct)

4.  Desire for accountability (e.g., a motorist who genuinely believes that she was discriminated against in a vehicle stop, based on the reason the officer gave for pulling her over, and some of his actions and comments during the stop)

5.  Desire for better public service (e.g., a woman who writes to the Department about the three radio cars she routinely sees taking an extended break together in the parking lot of a local fast food restaurant near her home)

The first three categories are somewhat straightforward.

For instance, the family member with a relative in jail generally doesn’t care much about systems or protocols or long-term issues within the Department.  He wants his son or grandson or girlfriend to be safe and treated fairly – today, and for the duration of that person’s time in custody.  He wants to know that the inherent difficulty and powerless of jail is not lapsing into danger or being compounded by abuse.

A protracted investigation into the validity of allegations would be missing the main point, though it might be appropriate in conjunction with addressing any immediate concerns.  Here, the formality of the complaint process matters less than the quality of the initial communication and response.  Here, the Department serves the complainant best by listening carefully, offering relevant explanations, and sending a supervisor to intervene with the inmate on an as-needed basis.  A taped interview with the inmate is an excellent way for the Department to document concerns and ensure that an appropriate response will ensue.

The man with the lost sunglasses is also probably less interested in process than result:  he wants his glasses back, or the money to replace them.  This person is better suited to the County’s legal complaint process, a separate animal that people occasionally and understandably confuse with the complaint process for misconduct.  There may be an element of misconduct underlying this person’s concerns, and the Department can and should pursue any such issue if applicable.  However, it could best serve this person by making sure that he is aware of his options for compensation.  

The person who abuses the process for purposes of revenge doesn’t deserve a lot of time or consideration.  His expectations are presumably met when the process begins and life becomes a bit more difficult for the officer who must at least defend himself. Unfortunately, though,  like similar people in all walks of life, the citizen who willfully abuses the complaint process casts a pall that affects others.  It’s important for the Department to investigate allegations thoroughly and fairly, to stand by its personnel when the evidence dictates, and to keep an open mind when evaluating the next complaint that crosses the counter at the patrol station or jail.

As for the final two categories, those situations raise slightly more complex issues and questions.  I’ll tackle them in the next installment. 
