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s another push for reforms to law enforcement sweeps the nation, this brief provides lessons for the process of 
law enforcement-led change developed during a recent effort by four departments to reduce racial and ethnic 
disparities in their interactions with youth. The Center for Children’s Law and Policy (“CCLP”), a national policy 
partner that pursues reforms to protect the rights of children in the youth justice and other systems, supported 

these departments to own and lead change to test a new hypothesis of how to achieve measurable change in disparities 
through the Law Enforcement Leadership for Equity (LELE) Initiative.  
 
The recommendations reflect learnings from four police departments that joined the Initiative to proactively take the lead 
on reforms to reduce racial and ethnic disparities in arrests of young people. Beginning in 2018, these four diverse 
departments began a year-long process with CCLP to analyze their data, develop recommendations for reform, and create 
concrete, measurable changes to policy and practice governing arrests of youth of color. The four participating 
departments were: 

• Baltimore, MD, a large, urban district currently under consent decree with the U.S. Department of Justice. 
• Burlington, NC, a small department with a recent history of proactive reforms. 
• Lake Charles, LA, a very small department with access to a national model diversion center. 
• Madison, WI, a large department with a history of reforms situated in a city with well-documented racial inequity. 

 

CCLP DEVELOPED SIX RECOMMENDATIONS FOR HOW LAW ENFORCEMENT LEADERS CAN 
PURSUE EQUITY-FOCUSED REFORMS. 
This initial collection of recommendations arising from the 
Initiative focuses on the process of change undertaken by 
CCLP and the four partner departments and lessons learned 
therefrom. CCLP will continue to share outcomes and lessons 
learned from the Initiative, especially practical support 
related to community engagement, which proved to be a key 
challenge and barrier to achieving goals for CCLP and the four 
participating departments. 
 
CCLP conducted a qualitative evaluation of its work with all 
four departments, including through surveys and interviews 
with law enforcement leaders, community advocates, and 
system partners within associated juvenile justice agencies. 
Examples come directly from interviews but do not have 
attribution to encourage candid responses.  
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A NEW HYPOTHESIS FOR RACIAL EQUITY REFORM 
Informed by its decades of work supporting improved youth justice outcomes with partner courts and justice agencies, 
CCLP developed a new hypothesis that focusing its support directly on law enforcement leaders could best support 
meaningful reforms at the front end of the justice system, where overrepresentation of youth of color in the youth justice 
system begins. CCLP’s support for law enforcement leaders followed five key steps.  
 

1) Analyze each department’s data to identify where and how racial and ethnic disparities occur.  
2) Review each department’s policies and practices related to young people, including arrest and diversion. 
3) Provide training to law enforcement officers, supervisors, administrators, and policymakers on both individual 

implicit racial bias and systemic racial disparity reform. 
4) Work with law enforcement agencies to develop transparency and accountability, and to build greater trust and 

partner more effectively with 
the communities of color they 
serve. 

5) Directly assist law 
enforcement agencies in 
implementing data-driven 
strategies for reducing 
disparities, decreasing 
unnecessary arrests, increasing 
diversion, and monitoring outcomes, 
including work with each site to build 
capacity for regular collection and 
analysis of data. A comprehensive 
assessment and roadmap to reform 
constituted a central feature of CCLP’s 
reform process.  

 
CCLP modeled this project on the success of its 
partnership with the Gainesville Police 
Department in Gainesville, FL. Gainesville’s 
Chief of Police, Tony Jones, achieved well-
documented success leading his officers to 
reduce disparities in arrests. While no 
department has fully overcome the 
systemic and historical legacy of racial 
and ethnic disparities in policing, Chief 
Jones  ’leadership of an intentional 
effort created more progress reducing 
disparate arrests than has been 
achieved by other departments.  
 

Maintain authentic community engagement throughout the 
reform process. 

Take the lead on reforms in their department, 
advocate to peer departments, and educate state or 
local policymakers. 

Maintain consistent goals for reforms over time.

Review the department’s data about racial and 
ethnic disparities and the outcomes of 
interactions among officers and members of the 
community, especially youth.

Proactively apply the wealth of research and 
evidence-based best practices to the hard work of 
internal reforms. 

Seek out national policy or community partners to fill gaps in 
capacity. 

 

Recommendations for Law Enforcement Leaders 
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Founded on the success of Gainesville’s law enforcement-led approach, the Initiative tested CCLP’s new model for 
supporting reforms relying on the culture of law enforcement agencies. The reform process differed from that CCLP 
historically used with courts and juvenile justice agencies, which tend to be more process-oriented, studying best practices 
and discussing changes in collaborative groups. Law enforcement’s quasi-military, top-down structure means directives 
from department leaders can quickly implement change. 

  
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR LAW ENFORCEMENT LEADERS AND THEIR NATIONAL POLICY 
PARTNERS 
 
The following recommendations reflect how law enforcement leaders and their national policy partners can best work 
within the culture of law enforcement to achieve reforms, as demonstrated by the successes and barriers Initiative 
partners experienced. 
 

 

Establish authentic community engagement and maintain it throughout the reform 
process.  
 

 
Law enforcement-led reforms that follow even the best, evidence-based practices will fall short of goals when authentic 
community engagement is not part of the process. CCLP prioritized community engagement in its planned process for the 
departments based on the centrality of community engagement to Gainesville’s success. However, Chief Jones of the 
Gainesville Police Department brought to the department’s reforms efforts pre-existing, very strong ties to the community 
and established community feedback loops. Despite some existing ‘on paper ’community engagement efforts among the 
four participating departments, they and CCLP struggled to fulfill the originally planned community accountability goals.   

 

Practical considerations for law enforcement leaders 
 

Ø Authentic community engagement in a law enforcement-led reform process looks like community members 
partnering with law enforcement leaders to identify issues and goals, share in learning about best practice and 
research, develop locally focused solutions, revise drafts during the policy development process, participate in 
training of officers, and evaluate success based on measured outcomes.  

 
Ø An Example The highest level of community engagement CCLP and a law enforcement department achieved 

featured two community meetings. At these meetings, a group of community stakeholders recommended 
changes to existing policy and proposed new policies on youth interactions. The department took those 
recommendations into consideration as it developed new policies but did not consistently engage the community 
throughout the process. When new or revised policies didn’t incorporate all of the community recommendations, 
community members did not understand the process leading to decisions or reasons behind decisions and felt 
their input had been ignored. This version of community input, especially when repeated, hurts trust, and reduces 
the likelihood community leaders will participate in future community engagement efforts. 

 
Ø Just as law enforcement leaders identify national policy partners that are “phoning it in”, community members 

know when community engagement efforts are “checking boxes.” If “checking boxes” is what law enforcement 
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agencies have accomplished in the past, law enforcement leaders should not hesitate to acknowledge that this is 
not a strength and to ask for help from grassroots community organizations. 
 
An Example: The Baltimore Police Department partners with the Mayor’s Office of Criminal Justice to facilitate its 
juvenile diversion program and conduct community outreach to develop and fine-tune diversion opportunities. 
After an attempt to shift the position responsible for this work within the department, both partners agreed to 
move the position back within the Mayor’s Office. 
 

A practical consideration for national policy partners 
 

Ø National policy partners will likely need to support law enforcement agencies to build and maintain authentic 
community engagement and should not assume agencies will have or be able to easily create those connections. 
At least one community partner reported that CCLP engaged them in reform when the law enforcement 
department would not have brought them in. 
 

Ø Likewise, national policy partners may need help establishing trusted, authentic avenues for community 
engagement and should engage partner local community-based, grassroots organizations before beginning work 
with a department. 

 
An Example: CCLP struggled to engage any community partners in two of the four sites where community 
engagement was not routine practice by the police department.  

 

 
Take the lead on reforms in their department, advocate to peer departments, and 
educate state or local policymakers.  

 
 

Law enforcement leaders seeking change must take the lead on reforms in their department, advocate to peer 
departments, and educate state or local policymakers. The hierarchical, “quasi-military” culture within law enforcement 
agencies empowers chiefs, assistant or deputy chiefs, and similar levels of command staff to drive change. Outside of 
individual departments, the voice of law enforcement leaders remains of top importance to many public officials and 
policymakers, giving them significant power to lead change. Chief Jones  ’leadership and ownership of reforms, both 
internally and externally, supported the changes Gainesville achieved. 

 

Practical considerations for law enforcement leaders 
 

Ø Leaders should ensure that others within the department join in the reform process from the beginning to avoid 
losing all progress if and when turnover occurs. Turnover occurred in all four participating departments and is 
common in many law enforcement agencies.  

 
Ø Despite the speed with which law enforcement leaders may be able to achieve internal reforms, authentic 

engagement with local partners and community is key to reforms that actually achieve intended outcomes and 
avoid unintended consequences.   



5 

 
Ø Regardless of where ideas for change arise, law enforcement leaders who take ownership of reforms and advocate 

for them with peer law enforcement leaders and government officials will increase the buy-in among these 
necessary partners.  

 
An Example: Chief Jeffrey Smythe of Burlington Police Department efficiently led CCLP’s recommended policy 
reforms within his department and at the county and state levels by publicly advocating for reforms and educating 
policymakers. In this way, he achieved reforms to internal policies, county-wide agreements among multiple law 
enforcement agencies and the school system, and state law. 

 

Practical considerations for national policy partners 
 

Ø National policy partners may receive a warmer welcome from law enforcement agencies by positioning 
themselves as partners with law enforcement leaders, but consistent external attention and pressure is also 
crucial to implementing meaningful change. Law enforcement leaders perceived CCLP staff as professional and 
bringing a positive, constructive perspective and rated the recommendations made by CCLP as more realistic than 
ambitious.  

 
An Example: The Baltimore Police Department suffered from multiple leadership turnovers while participating in 
the Initiative but also remained under a consent decree with the U.S. Department of Justice. Even an 
unprecedented level of turnover, including four chiefs in two years and an unscheduled mayoral transition, 
delayed but did not derail reforms under the consent decree’s purview. Whereas reforms outside the consent 
decree died.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

 
Ø When choosing law enforcement agencies with which to work, national policy partners should act on warning 

signs that a department’s leadership is not yet ready to own reforms.  
 

An Example: Departments in both Burlington and Lake Charles were relatively new to national policy partnerships, 
but only one department completed the Initiative and reforms. A reform-minded chief led the Burlington Police 
Department and was able lead reforms. Two chiefs helmed the Lake Charles Police Department during the 
Initiative, with neither owning reforms, and the department left the project early without reported progress to 
knowledge or beliefs within the department. 

 

 
Maintain consistent goals for law enforcement reforms over time. 
 
 
 

The goals of law enforcement reforms must remain consistent over time, but that consistency may come from various 
sources. Like all massive structures, law enforcement agencies struggle with quick course adjustments. Even with the 
potentially quick pace of law enforcement-led internal reforms, change happens slowly and can suffer from high turnover 
or knee jerk reactions. Following one consistent set of goals for reform, even if those goals arise from outside partners, 



6 

can keep the slow pace of change moving forward. Gainesville retained the same goals for reforms through a long-tenured 
chief and partnerships with multiple, consecutive national policy initiatives all focused on aligned goals. 

 
A practical consideration for law enforcement leaders 

 
Ø Frequent turnover within leadership can derail reform efforts. Law enforcement leaders can support consistent 

progress toward reforms by ensuring multiple respected department leaders all carry the same message and goal 
to front line officers and community partners. Law enforcement leaders can also maintain consistency through 
national policy partnerships following an aligned mission. 

 
An Example Despite turnover at the Chief level, Madison’s police department stayed on course with reforms 
thanks to the leadership of multiple senior level leaders. These leaders were also promoted within the department 
and continued to build respect and authority among their peers, which was likely crucial to their success 
continuing reforms.  

 

A practical consideration for national policy partners 
 

Ø Many agencies experience reform fatigue ’from participating in multiple reform efforts. However, if the efforts 
are consistent and focus on the same goals, that may not be a problem. 

 
An Example: The Madison Police Department has a history of reform efforts with national policy partners, leading 
to a sense among some department leaders of being “over task forced.” However, the multiple reform efforts 
consistently focused the department in the same direction, clearing the way for multiple reforms to happen 
relatively quickly during Madison’s partnership with CCLP. 

 
 
Review the department’s data about racial and ethnic disparities and the outcomes of 
interactions among officers and members of the community, especially youth. 
 
Law enforcement leaders should proactively review their own data about racial and ethnic disparities and 

the outcomes of interactions among officers and members of the community, especially youth. Law enforcement agencies 
already have analytic practices to determine crime ‘hot spots’ and advocate for increased law enforcement resources. 
They can use the same data capacity to support data analysis on race. Public support, education, and model policies shared 
by national policy partners, and scientific evidence evaluating the effectiveness of various law enforcement policies can 
also coalesce to support law enforcement leaders seeking to apply their data in this way. 
 

A practical consideration for law enforcement leaders 
 

Ø Law enforcement agencies should follow established best practice to routinely analyze data of officer interactions 
with the community, broken down by age, race, ethnicity, gender, location, and offense. Through its application 
process, CCLP asked departments to provide “baseline juvenile arrest, diversion and court referral data, 
disaggregated by race, ethnicity, gender and offense category” and saw three departments face challenges 
providing the data.  
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An Example: Both the Burlington Police Department and the Lake Charles Police Department identified the 
application process as eye opening for them. Both departments recognized a problem within their numbers and 
joined the Initiative to dig deeper into the issue. 

 

A practical consideration for national policy partners 
 

Ø Law enforcement agencies reported that just being asked for data sparked learning within the agencies that did 
not already collect and analyze data in evidence-based ways. National policy partners should take every 
opportunity to request data from as broad a collection of agencies as possible, including, for example, in the 
application stage of an initiative. Philanthropic and government funders can also contribute in this way.  

 
 

Proactively apply the wealth of research and evidence-based best practices to the hard 
work of internal reforms. 
 
 

Law enforcement leaders can proactively apply the wealth of research and evidence-based best practices to the hard work 
of internal reforms. Law enforcement, public safety, youth development, racial justice, and health experts, plus a myriad 
of experts from other disciplines, have studied policing at the local, state, and national levels. Robust research studies and 
public discourse on the effects of policing practices and providing evidence-based recommendations point in the same 
direction for reforms. 

 

 
Practical considerations for law enforcement leaders 

 
Ø While the reforms recommended for law enforcement may be clear, the same hierarchical structure that may 

support some reform strategies can also limit the challenging discussions and facing hard truths required for real 
change. Law enforcement leaders at multiple levels must be empowered to have those hard conversations and 
open themselves up to learning. 

 
An Example: Leaders at multiple command levels within the Burlington Police Department embraced the 
opportunity to learn from CCLP and internally had very intense conversations based on that learning. Their 
courage to face difficult truths and allow what they learned to inform change led the department to achieve 
meaningful reform steps. 

 
Ø Law enforcement leaders should avoid over-studying or repeatedly “task forcing” issues and should act on the 

recommendations, best practices, and evidence-based policies that already exist. Dedicated leaders within 
participating law enforcement agencies and community partners reported losing trust in leadership when 
collaborative, good faith efforts to implement reforms were “left on the table.” 

 
An Example: Both the Madison Police Department and Baltimore Police Department have participated in multiple 
reform efforts in recent years, both as willing partners and as a result of outside pressure. Community partners 
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and command staff grew disillusioned when reforms did not occur or meet the promise of initial goals. These 
community partners and command staff remain engaged with the departments because they must - police 
departments continue to hold the keys to reforms - but they report entering new efforts with lower expectations. 

 
 

Practical considerations for national policy partners 
 

Ø National policy partners must meet law enforcement agencies where they are and adjust to turnover or other 
shifts. Law enforcement leaders from participating sites praised CCLP’s engagement, contrasting it with previous 
experiences when partners were “phoning it in,” leading the law enforcement representatives to tune out quickly.  

 
Ø Law enforcement leaders need clear, direct guidance that mirrors the hierarchical instructions they use internally, 

e.g., “Implement this change.” It  is  the rare law enforcement leader who wants to dig into the research and 
develop a unique approach.  

 
Ø A key opportunity national policy partners can provide law enforcement leaders is time and space for law 

enforcement leaders to step back from the day-to-day issues in the department and instead think about broader 
issues and long-term solutions. 

 
Ø Law enforcement leaders also appreciate opportunities created by national policy partners for peer learning and 

to overcome the silos in which most departments operate. National policy partners should keep in mind that 
leaders from law enforcement agencies that view themselves as progressive may struggle to learn from other 
departments.  

 
Ø Law enforcement leaders remain in a constant state of crisis response and value the opportunity provided by 

consistent, especially in-person, time to connect with national policy partners to focus on reforms or next steps. 
National policy partners that provide on-the-ground support on a consistent basis and demonstrate a real 
commitment to their law enforcement partner will achieve better results.  

 
Law enforcement leaders should seek out national policy or community partners to fill 
gaps in capacity.  
 

Law enforcement agencies receive training and equipment to fill a specific role and have consistently demonstrated that 
they need partners to provide other services, such as substance abuse or mental health crisis response, school discipline 
and security, and restorative practices. 

 

Practical considerations for law enforcement leaders 
 

Ø Opportunities for local partner agencies or organizations to support law enforcement-led reforms include 
managing diversion assessment and services, serving as accountability partners, and partnering to craft 
collaborative agreements. However, law enforcement agencies must remain accountable for what they can 
control in arrest or diversion decisions.  
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An Example: The Baltimore Police Department participates in a collaborative body with other justice agencies, all 
of whom hold each other accountable. Monthly meetings require consistent progress updates.  

 
An Example: The police departments from Madison and Burlington worked with collaborative partners to develop 
and revise memoranda of understanding, following best practices and recommendations from CCLP.  

 
An Example: The Lake Charles Police Department has access to a national model juvenile assessment center, the 
Multi-Agency Resource Center (MARC). Law enforcement officers in Lake Charles see arrest and transportation to 
the MARC as their only option for all youth and cannot make alternative decisions pre-arrest. 
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