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longer in others. Additional controversies surrounding policing included ascertaining which 
laws to enforce, how to select officers, and the role of officers in the community. Interestingly, 
these are questions that are relevant today, centuries later.

ADVANCING PROFESSIONALISM IN 
POLICING: 20TH-CENTURY REFORM

August Vollmer: The Father of American Policing
While many improvements had been made in policing since the colonial era, police 

agencies at the turn of the 20th century were still disorganized and rife with political cor-
ruption, incompetence, and brutality. Police officers continued to be underpaid, poorly 
trained, and often pressured to enforce the laws that benefited those in political power. 
This changed with the contributions of August Vollmer, the Father of American Policing.

Vollmer was elected town marshal of Berkeley, California, in 1905 and believed that 
police officers should be free from political pressure and be highly educated, trained, and 
well paid.13 Through the use of science and technology, and the education and profession-
alization of policing, Vollmer argued that officers could better protect the public and their 
property. Some of his first actions as leader of the Berkeley police force were to implement a 
code of ethics for officers, ban political corruption and gifts, and outlaw the third degree.14 
The third degree was a brutal activity used by officers to gather information from a citizen. 
Vollmer was a tireless advocate who believed that officers should function as social workers 
and do more than arrest offenders.

Technology
Vollmer was directly responsible for the adoption of many innovative police techniques 

and technologies that are still in use today. He had telephone boxes with electric flashing 
signal alarms installed throughout town that allowed headquarters to summon and dis-

patch officers more efficiently. As technology 
advanced, he outfitted officers with radios to 
further facilitate communication. Vollmer 
started patrols on bicycles (and later motor-
cycles and patrol cars), which increased offi-
cer mobility and decreased response times. 
Vollmer implemented one of the first central-
ized police records systems in the nation. His 
emphasis on well-kept police records was a 
central theme in his strategy—one eventually 
taken to the national level in the form of the 
Uniform Crime Reports. Vollmer also imple-
mented the first use of the modus operandi 
system to classify offenders and crimes, and 
facilitated the identification of crime patterns 
to solve crimes.15 Vollmer was the first to make 
use of the scientific analysis of evidence such 
as blood, fibers, and soil in crime investiga-
tion. Another significant technological inno-
vation implemented by Vollmer, in 1920, was 
a lie detector–type instrument developed at 
the University of California for use in crime 
investigations. Vollmer also introduced scien-
tifically based screening methods for hiring 
officers and weeding out emotionally unsuit-
able individuals among policing candidates.

third degree: Early (now 
outlawed) method used by 
police officers that included 
brutalizing an individual in 
order to gather information.

modus operandi: 
A system for solving 
crimes that facilitated 
the identification of crime 
patterns. This system 
was first implemented 
by August Vollmer.

Polygraphs are still used today in the criminal justice field. Leonarde Keeler 

began work on his Keeler polygraph in 1923 while helping August Vollmer 

clean up crime and police corruption in Los Angeles, where Vollmer was 

serving as temporary chief of police. The Keeler polygraph shown here resides 

in the Smithsonian Institution. What other types of technology did Vollmer 

influence?
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