
A GUIDE FOR IMPROVING ONLINE
ACCESSIBILITY & TRANSPARENCY

 

Easy to Find
 

Why it's important: An online manual is not
useful if the community is unable to locate it.

 

A great example: We loved how the
Minneapolis Police Department links to its
policy manual through top-level navigation
on its home page sidebar.

 

THE MANUALS INITIATIVE:
 

Our manuals scorecard project aims to guide police departments through key best practices in posting their policy
manuals online. Our goal is to help make these documents easy for the public to find, read and comprehend. 

  
To that end, we surveyed the 100 largest departments in the U.S. to see what policy manuals are currently available
online, how the information is presented and how this process can be improved. Here, we'll guide you through the
rubrics we used to score the manuals and offer some tips on creating better accessibility and transparency. 

 

47
 

of the departments we surveyed 
  

 did not post their
complete manuals

online at all
 

How we scored: We consider a manual easy to
find if it's posted to the department website, is
clearly identified and is accessible from the
homepage or one level of sub-navigation.

 

Here's the factors we believe create an accessible & transparent manual:
 

Easy To Find
 

Searchable
 Contains a

table of
contents

 

#1 #2 #3
Has a

marked
revision date

 

#4
Solicits
online

feedback 
 

#5
 Contains

summaries/
FAQs

 

#6
 

What to see how individual departments scored?
Check out our full scorecard.

  

A key finding:
 

Searchable
 

Why it's important: All relevant information
for a topic (such as body cameras or Use of
Force) might not be found in one section of
the manual. 

 

were fully searchable
 

manuals we surveyed
 

How we scored: The entire document
should be searchable through either a
built-in search function or a web browser's
search feature (Clt + F)

 

21 of 100
 

Only
 

Watch out for this: Most
departments posted their

manual in sections as multiple
.PDFs or web pages. This can

make searching laborious
without a built-in search

feature to scan across the
seperate parts. 

 

A great example: We like
Chicago's built-in search

feature that allows readers to
easily find content across

multiple sections of the manual
 

A bad move: Avoid posting a
.PDF with no searchable text.

A few departments in our
survey made this mistake.

 

Table of Contents
 

Why it's important:
Though simple, a TOC is a high
impact feature for readers that
helps them find information quickly.

 

Add a hyperlink:
Hyperlinks, such as those
in San Antonio's, allow
readers to navigate the

manual with ease
 

Break it down: Adding
sub-sections to the

manual makes it easier
to find specific topics.

We especially liked the
approach used

by Worcester, MA. 
 

Be intuitive: A useless
TOC is just as bad as

not having one at all. A
TOC should be detailed
and found at the front

of the document.
 

Here's some extra tips for a better TOC:
 

Only 28 out of
100 manuals in
our survey had

a TOC
 

Marked Revision Date
 

Why it's important: Showing the date of last
revision assures the public they are reading the
most up-to-date version of the manual.

 

A great example: Wichita's
manual includes not only a
revision date for each
section, but when the next
review date will be

 
had a marked revision date 

 

manuals we surveyed
 

45 of 100
 

for all the policies in their manual.
 

Online Feedback
 

Why it's important: Providing an easy way to
give feedback encourages conversation
between the community and police, and can
help spot any issues in how the manual is
posted online. 

 

A great example: Baltimore's
built-in feedback form lets the

public easily comment on
individual policies

 

Also good: While
not as user friendly
as Baltimore's, we
love that St.Paul's

manual encourages
feedback

 

Only 2
 out of 100 departments
 had an option to provide online feedback

 

FAQs & Summaries
 

Why it's important: Summaries 
 are helpful for ordinary citizens who

want a general understanding of a
few police department practices.

 

A good tip: 
 Summaries aren't

necessary for every
policy but are great for 

ones the community has
a special interest in.

 

Keep this in mind:
Summaries complement,

but should not replace
the full policy text. 

 

Need an example?
Though not included in our
survey, we are working with

the Camden County
Police Department to add
summaries to its manual. 

  

A key finding: We think FAQs &
summaries are great but no
departments in our survey are
currently using them! 

 

Want help adding summaries to
your department's manual?

Contact us for more information.  
 

Did your department make a change based on these
recommendations? Let us know! We're happy to take

another look and update the score.
 

Don't forget to view the full scorecard.
 

More at Policing-Project.org
 Follow us @policingproject
 

http://www.ci.minneapolis.mn.us/police/policy/index.htm

