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S T R E N G T H E N I N G  P O L I C I N G
T H R O U G H  D E M O C R A T I C
G O V E R N A N C E

Publ ic safety is the f i rst  job of

government.  I t  is  essent ia l  to economic

advancement and community wel l  being.

Pol ic ing agencies cannot do their  work

without community support .  Yet,  as many

have noted in recent years,  there is a

lack of  t rust  and legi t imacy around

pol ic ing in some communit ies — often in

chal lenged communit ies that need

effect ive pol ic ing the most.  

 

The Pol ic ing Project  at  New York

Universi ty School  of  Law is a nonprof i t

organizat ion dedicated to strengthening

pol ic ing by br inging the ordinary

processes of  democrat ic accountabi l i ty  to

bear.  In part icular,  we work to ensure that

the community ’s voice and sound

decis ionmaking techniques, are part  of

pol ic ing.

J O I N  U S This is a big job,  and we welcome 

help.  You can learn more about us 

on our websi te,  www.pol ic ingproject .org.

There,  you also can of fer your thoughts,

donate,  or s ign up to receive our emai l

updates.   

 

Be sure to fo l low us on Twit ter :

@pol ic ingproject .  



THE MANUALS INITIATIVE:

Here at  the Pol ic ing Project ,  we

bel ieve that communit ies should

have a voice in how they are

pol iced — which means they

need to be informed about what

their  pol ice departments are

doing and the pol ic ies that

guide these act ions.  This is why

we’re launching the Manuals

Ini t iat ive.  

 

The Manuals In i t iat ive aims to

encourage and help pol ice

departments get their  pol icy

manuals onl ine in a way that is

accessible and understandable

to the publ ic.  Once the publ ic

understands the pol ic ies that

govern the act ions of  their

of f icers,  then they can start  to

engage on the substance. 

 

INTRODUCING OUR MANUALS

SCORECARD 

What does an accessible pol icy

manual look l ike? What

character ist ics make an onl ine

manual easier for  the publ ic to

read and understand? And why

does i t  matter?  

 

To answer th is,  we’ve

developed a guide to best

pract ices for publ ishing a

department 's pol icy manual

onl ine.  We began our work by

surveying the 100 largest U.S.

pol ice departments (based on

total  number of  sworn of f icers,

according to the Uniform Crime

Report ing program) to see

which ones have posted their

manual onl ine and how these

manuals compare.  

 

Af ter th inking long and hard

about what makes a qual i ty

onl ine manual,  we developed  

 

scoring cri teria based on six

aspects of accessibi l i ty,

transparency, and navigabil i ty. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

Each city in our survey was

evaluated and given a score, the

results of which can be found in

the scorecard below. Overal l ,

our evaluation revealed a lot of

room for improvement. A

shocking 46 departments have

not publ ished their manuals

onl ine at al l ,  and not a single

department received more than

6 of the possible 8 points on our

scorecard. 

 

In addit ion to each department's

scores, this report outl ines the

components of our cri teria, and

offers t ips for improvement, as

well  as examples of departments

we felt  exempli f ied best

practices. 

 

We want to stress that much of

what we found unsatisfactory is

easy to f ix. Our goal is for this a

source of productive feedback,

and we hope the metrics

outl ined below wil l  provide law

enforcement with a clear path

for implementing improvements

to their onl ine manuals and the

overal l  transparency of their

departments. 

 

 

 

 

 

       Of 100 departments we
surveyed, a shocking 46 have
not published their manuals
online at all. 

A GUIDE TO CREATING  ACCESSIBILITY &  
TRANSPARENCY IN ONLINE POLICY MANUALS



Our first category measures how easy it is for a member of the general public to navigate the

department’s website to access the manual. After all, a manual is not useful if members of

the community cannot easily find it. 

 

We awarded 2 points to a manual if it is posted on the department website, clearly identified,

and accessible from the homepage or one level of sub-navigation. Departments were given 1

point if the manual was difficult to find, usually due to being buried within numerous

subsections or being given a name that is not intuitive. If the manual was not posted, was

incomplete or was nearly impossible for us to find, it received 0 points. 

 

We believe it would be easy for most departments to raise their score in this category. For

many, receiving 2 points is simply a matter of moving the manual to a more visible place on

their website or giving it a name containing clear identifiers, such as “Manual” or “Policies.” 

 

For a great example, look to how the Minneapolis Police Department links to its policy

manual through top-level navigation on the uncluttered sidebar of its home page. 

#1: Is the manual easy to find?



Next, we scored departments on whether a user can search for a key phrase within the

manual. This is important because the public needs to be able to find everything relevant to

a topic they’re interested in, and this information may be spread out over many sections in

the manual. 

 

A manual received 1 point if the entire document was searchable either through Ctrl + F or,

preferably, through a built-in search function. The Chicago Police Department’s manual

provides a great example of this functionality. The public can search throughout the full

manual and see their query returned as a highlighted phrase within the policies. 

 

We gave a manual 0 points if it is impossible to search through or only possible to search

through one section at a time. This may be because the manual is broken up into multiple

.PDFs with no built-in search feature capable of searching across them. It may also be

because a web browser cannot recognize the text in the manual's .PDF due to how it was

created.

#2: Is the manual searchable?



Our third category scores whether the manual has a table of contents, which is a high

impact feature that helps readers find information quickly. A manual received 2 points if it

has a hyperlinked list of its sections with headings that provide information about where

sections are. San Antonio’s offers a great example. 

 

A manual received 1 point if its table of contents is not hyperlinked. Manuals that were

missing a table of contents or had an incomplete table of contents received 0 points.

#3: Does the manual have a
table of contents?



We also scored whether departments mark the revision dates of their policies, which

assures the public that they are reading the most up-to-date version of the manual. Manuals

were awarded 0 points if they contain no revision dates or if revision dates were only

available on some policies. 

 

The Wichita Police Department goes above and beyond by including not only a revision

date for each section, but also when the next review date will be.

#4: Does the manual have a
marked revision date?



Here at the Policing Project, we believe policing practices should be formulated with input

from the public. This is why we encourage police departments to provide an easy opportunity

to provide online feedback about specific policies. 

 

This is an area of our scorecard where we hope to see great improvement. Of the 100

departments we surveyed, only Baltimore and St. Paul offer this feature. While other

departments offered a way for the public to submit questions about the manual was posted

online, we did not feel this was in the same spirit as seeking more open-ended feedback on

the policies themselves. 

#5: Does the manual offer an
opportunity for online feedback?



Finally, we scored departments on whether they have FAQs or summaries for key policies.

This feature helps ordinary citizens gain an understanding of police practices that might

otherwise seem very technical. While not necessary for everything covered in the manual,

we believe summaries or FAQs are great for policies the community has a special interest

in, such as use of force. 

 

None of the departments we surveyed are currently offering this feature in their
online manuals. Interested in adding policy summaries to your manual? We're currently

working with the Cameden County Police Department on this very thing, and are open to

assisting other departments as well. Contact us for more information.

#6: Does the manual have
summaries or FAQs?



Research for this report was prepared by Policing Project externs Zeinab Hussen and Cynthia Long.

THE MANUALS INITIATIVE:

WHY PARTICIPATE?

Informs the community about the department;   

Demonstrates the department ’s commitment to t ransparency and

community involvement;  and 

Al lows the department to showcase new or innovat ive pol ic ies.  

I t  is  our hope that the scorecard la id out in th is report  wi l l  be useful  not

only to the departments we surveyed, but to smal ler  departments who wish

to engage in a sel f -check of  their  manual 's onl ine presentat ion. 

 

For al l  departments that  have not yet  posted their  manual onl ine,  we

encourage them to do so. Why should departments go through the trouble

of putt ing their  manual onl ine? Among other benef i ts,  put t ing a

department 's manual onl ine:  

 

 

.  

Most important,  put t ing a manual onl ine is a way of  reaching people.

Publ ishing a manual gives groups that already are looking for the

informat ion – l ike journal ists or community organizers – a place to f ind i t .

At  the same t ime, i t  makes informat ion accessible to ordinary members of

the publ ic,  who perhaps wouldn’ t  otherwise even think to look for pol ic ies

in the f i rst  p lace. 

 

Want addi t ional  guidance? Have feedback for us? Let 's stay in touch!

Reach out to us at  info@pol ic ingproject .org.  

 


