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Police Misconduct and Accountability
Although incidents of police misconduct are the exception and not the 
rule, each time they occur, they diminish policing as a whole.40 Many 
people argue that police misconduct is typically committed by immoral 
individuals, but when one of those individuals commits misconduct, it 
makes all police officers look bad. This is known as the rotten apple the-
ory because, as they saying goes, “one rotten apple spoils the barrel.” 
Other people theorize that when police misconduct occurs, it is because 
the police organization allows it to happen, consciously or unconsciously, 
and since it goes through the entire department or various units, it is sys-
temic. Hence, the alternative to the rotten apple theory is the systemic 
theory of police misconduct.

I am going to read you a list of institutions in American society. Please tell me how much confidence you, yourself, have in each one—a great deal, quite a 
lot, some, or very little? 
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The Military 43 32 18 5 1 1 75

Small Business 30 33 29 6 - - 63

The Police 26 30 28 15 1 - 56

Church/Organized 
Religion

25 19 29 22 4 1 44

The Medical 
System

20 21 34 23 3 - 41

U.S. Supreme Court 15 22 38 20 2 3 37

The President 17 20 27 32 4 1 37

Public Schools 11 18 40 28 2 1 29

Newspapers 10 15 41 29 3 2 25

Banks 9 12 42 33 2 1 21

Television News 11 10 39 34 4 1 21

Organized Labor 11 10 37 34 4 4 21

Big Business 9 12 40 34 4 2 21

HMOs 8 11 44 29 3 6 19

U.S. Congress 6   7 34 47 5 1 13
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Confidence in InstitutionsTABLE 8.1

police misconduct: Police 
behavior that is in violation 
of departmental policies and 
procedures, is a misuse of 
power and authority, or is a 
violation of the law.
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