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Discretion, according to policing expert Jeffery Ross, depends  
on a variety of contextual factors:

•	 Personal disposition styles: A police officer may feel 
more sympathy for a contrite suspect versus a “smart-
mouth.”

•	 Situation: An officer may ignore certain less serious 
criminal activities or avoid making an arrest at the 
end of a shift.

•	 Departmental rules: Written or unwritten organiza-
tional rules may encourage or discourage the use of 
discretion by individual officers.59

The use of discretion (or the decision not to act) can be 
positive when police are dealing with vague laws and scarce 
resources.60 In contrast, the improper use of discretion can 
result in unfair practices and discrimination.

Mandatory arrest policies limit police discretion in cer-
tain situations. These policies are frequently applied to in-
cidents involving domestic violence. Historically, domestic 
violence was seen as a private matter outside the purview of 
law enforcement. Changes in how intimate partner violence 
is viewed resulted in many jurisdictions passing mandatory 
arrest laws. Thurman v. Torrington (1984) promoted some of 
the movement toward mandatory arrests after a court ruling that extended police liability to 
acts of omission, that is, incidents when responding officers fail to take action against the pri-
mary aggressor. Additionally, the court determined that failure to protect victims of domestic 
violence could result in civil litigation against the department and the city.

Private Policing
Private policing is a large and lucrative area of law enforcement. Billions of dollars 

a year are spent on private security. As city, state, and federal resources dwindled, private 
policing expanded to address personal and company needs for protection. Private policing 
provides protection to corporate executives and other high-profile individuals. Private se-
curity companies respond to alarms and patrol gated communities. The National Associ-
ation of Security Companies represents a large group of private security companies (e.g., 
Brinks, Pinkerton, Wells Fargo) that employ more than 250,000 officers. Private security 
is used, for example, to protect airports, hospitals, retail companies, banks, and factories.  
Private policing may include proprietary services (in-house security staff) or contract services 
that employ security to provide protection to specific clients. While private policing fills a 
void, many of the officers are undertrained. The industry often is criticized for a lack of regu-
lations, and the requirements for each state vary, though most mandate minimal standards.

Social Media
Police departments across the nation are facing budget shortfalls and personnel short-

ages. One method of extracting more bang for the buck is the use of social media. Facebook, 
Twitter, and Google provide opportunities to reduce crime, communicate with citizens, and 
enhance media relations. Police departments can use social media to send crime reports, 
crime prevention tips, traffic updates, and safety advisories. Agencies are using websites and 
blogs to educate members of the public about services, take reports, and display crime data. 
Facebook pages are being used for recruitment.
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Sources: From Dunetos K-9.




