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Abstract 

Recommendations for Implementing a Successful Body-Worn Camera Policy 

Daniel G. Kloss 

Under the Supervision of Dr. Patrick Solar 

Statement of the Problem 

 After analysis of high profile police incidents in Ferguson, Minneapolis, Chicago, 

Baltimore, North Charleston, and elsewhere, law enforcement agencies across the country are 

adopting body-worn cameras for their officers at a brisk pace.  With this pace, came a variety of 

policies regarding the use of the camera and retention/retrieval of footage that brought along 

more questions than answers.  Many communities were left wondering why police departments 

followed established guidelines while some did not.  As a result, the lack of effective policies 

and quality supervision led to greater distrust after officer involved shootings were not recorded 

or stored properly in incidents across the country. 

 The purpose of any BWC (body-worn camera) program is to promote transparency, 

accountability, and trust with the community.  Further, a clear, concise, well-written policy is 

instrumental in reaching those goals.  The keys to achieving the goals of any BWC program 

would rely upon the agency’s ability to compose effective policies that would be followed by 

line staff.  The purpose of the research is to highlight key components of BWC polices that are 

supported by best practice in order to provide a template for effective policy in future BWC 

programs.  
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Methods of the Study 

 To identify the most effective BWC policies requires examination from a number of 

sources.  Secondary data consisting of information related to BWC programs will be thoroughly 

evaluated from scholarly sources.  In addition, strategies utilized to implement the technology 

will be analyzed.  The research will seek to identify BWC policies that are supported by best 

practices.  In addition, a comparison of policies will be completed to identify similarities and 

differences.  Through a comprehensive review, a pattern will emerge to key components that 

must exist in any BWC policy. 

Anticipated Outcomes 

 Police agencies are confronted with numerous administrative concerns when 

implementing a BWC program.  Appropriate policies and procedures must be in place prior to 

the implementation of the program.  It is anticipated that an effective BWC policy must include 

detailed language regarding key components supported by best practices.  Further, successful 

implementation of a program is supported by a clearly written policy that directs, guides, and 

provides transparency to the public and agency.  In addition, strong leadership skills from 

administrators, supervisors, and officers is critical to implement change in a law enforcement 

organization.  Police agencies have autonomy to run their BWC programs as they wish, however, 

the well-crafted definitions of key areas will provide a strong structure to any BWC policy. 
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I. Introduction 

 Following the intense public scrutiny of law enforcement since the summer of 2014, 

community members, politicians, and police executives alike have called for the adoption of 

body-worn camera (BWC) systems.  There have been a variety of reasons offered in support of 

body-worn cameras, all of which coalesce around advancing three potential benefits: a signaling 

benefit, a behavioral change benefit, and a documentation benefit (Stoughton, 2016).  

Furthermore, Ariel, Farrar, and Sutherland (2014) assert that the primary objectives of body-

worn cameras are: reducing police use-of-force complaints against officers, enhancing police 

legitimacy and transparency, increasing prosecution rates, and improving evidence capture by 

the police.  Nonetheless, this new technology has brought upon new challenges to departments 

who are trying to achieve these objectives.   

 In December 2014, President Obama formed the President’s Task Force on 21st Century 

Policing to identify mechanisms for enhancing trust between police and minority communities 

and improving police accountability (President’s Task Force on 21st Century Policing, 2015).  In 

May of 2015, the task force issued a final report listing 60 recommendations for change, with 

body-worn cameras as the featured tool to potentially alleviate the current crisis in policing.  As 

a result, between 2015 and 2016, President Obama pledged $95 million to support the 

deployment of BWC’s across the country (White, Herbert, & Katz, 2016).  With these awards 

came a wide array of policies and procedures regarding the implementation of a BWC program.  

Moreover, agencies were rushed to implement policies and practice that resulted in inconsistent 

practice of the technology.  Specifically, after the Michael Brown shooting, it was estimated that 
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25% of police departments across the country were using body cameras while a third of those 

departments had no policy in place to govern their use (White et al., 2016). 

 A primary push towards extensive BWC use came from the ACLU (American Civil 

Liberties Union) (Stanley, 2013).  Historically, documentary evidence of most encounters 

between police officers and the public ceased to exist with the exception of squad video.  As a 

result, events taking place off camera brought up drastically conflicting accounts of an incident. 

The ACLU touted BWCs as having the potential to be a win-win, by helping protect the public 

against police misconduct, and helping protect the police against erroneous accusations.  

However, the ACLU strongly encouraged a framework of strong policies to ensure BWCs were 

protecting the public without developing into another way to surveil the general public.  As a 

result, the absence of clearly written policy would limit the accountability benefits. 

 Law enforcement agencies were advised that implementation of a BWC program would 

be the first step in restoring public trust (White et al., 2016).  However, agencies were failed to 

be reminded that the cameras alone would not restore public trust.  The key to achieving the 

primary goals of the program of transparency and accountability would depend upon an agency’s 

ability to write effective policies and procedures.  For example, agencies who failed to 

implement clear polices could damage public trust further by not providing direction to officers 

on when/where to activate the technology or providing guidelines on the retention/release of the 

video information.  
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Statement of the Problem 

 Ineffective policies on BWCs has led to inconsistent practice from officers which lowers 

public trust of the agency. Law enforcement agencies must develop clearly written policies in 

order to maintain the trust of the community and legitimacy of the police department. 

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of the study will be to identify key components of BWC polices that have 

been proven to be effective when implementing a BWC program.  The Bureau of Justice 

Assistance (BJA) cite the importance of a clearly written administrative policy for effective 

planning, deployment, and management of a BWC program (White et al., 2016).  Furthermore, a 

policy review of five major metropolitan police departments (Seattle, San Francisco, Milwaukee, 

Denver, Chicago) will be conducted to identify strengths and weaknesses based upon the 

recommendations from the Police Executive Research Forum (PERF), Bureau of Justice 

Assistance, and the BWC Policy Scorecard research team. As a result, key trends will be 

identified that will guide an administrator into writing effective policy.  

 This study will also examine the benefits of BWCs on civilizing human behavior.  There 

is a growing body of research that suggest BWCs have some effect on behavior (Stoughton, 

2016).  The majority of the research has centered on BWCs possibly having a moderating effect 

on civilians and officers that can contribute to reductions in assaults against officers, use-of-force 

incidents, and civilian complaints (Sousa, Coldren, Rodriguez, & Braga, 2016).  Further, there is 

evidence that social surveillance makes people adhere to social norms and modify their conduct 

because of the awareness that someone else is watching (Ariel et al., 2014).  An officer declaring 

to a citizen that their interaction is being recorded has possible benefits.  Munger and Shelby 
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(1989) propose that people adhere to social norms and change their conduct because of the 

cognizance that someone else is watching.  Consequently, a clearly written policy on when to 

activate the camera and inform the citizen of the recording could have great benefits for the 

public and police. 

 Last, this study will briefly discuss the impact of BWCs on use-of-force incidents and 

citizen complaints against police.  There have been a handful of peer-reviewed studies that have 

addressed this issue.  This small body of research has consistently found that BWCs can 

significantly reduce use-of-force and citizen complaints (Ariel et al., 2014; Jennings, Fridell, & 

Lynch, 2014).  Specifically, the study completed in Rialto, CA demonstrated a drop in citizen 

complaints by 92% and use-of-force incidents by 61% (Ariel et al., 2014).  In addition, studies in 

the police departments of Mesa and Phoenix (AZ) revealed similar results. 

 Last, through a qualitative review of BWC polices across the United States, this study 

will focus on similarities in BWC polices that have been supported by research.  Further, by 

comparing these policies, trends will emerge on what components are necessary for 

organizational and community transparency when implementing a BWC program.  Furthermore, 

these trends should be used in creating a recommendation on how to structure a policy to help 

assist in a successful implementation of a BWC program. 

Methods of Approach 

 Information for this study will come from a qualitative review of secondary sources.  

These sources will be come from accredited journals, textbooks, police agency websites, and 

government reports.  Each BWC policy will be examined on an individual basis to determine 

their approach in key component areas.  The key components of the BWC polices that have been 
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determined to be successful through the review of accredited studies will be compared to 

determine if similarities exist.  This same process will be utilized for polices that have failed to 

define key components and provide clear instruction.  From this comparison, key components 

coupled with guidelines will be identified in order to implement a successful BWC policy. 

Significance of the Study 

 The Bureau of Justice Assistance (2016) report that 4,000 to 6,000 U.S. police agencies 

have implemented or plan to implement BWCs.  This anticipated growth in the utilization of 

BWCs by police brings with it the expectation and need for basic and applied research regarding 

the implementation and use of this technology by police (Sousa et al., 2016).  Further, the impact 

of the technology on police officers, agencies, civilians, and society must be considered.   

Furthermore, implementation of a BWC program can have serious and unintended effects if not 

cautiously considered, monitored, an evaluated.  As a result, a poorly written policy can lead to 

disastrous results which could jeopardize the legitimacy of a police agency. 

 Therefore, the significance of this study is to highlight the vital components of a BWC 

policy in order to create a standalone guide that is based upon best practices.  Through the 

analysis of this study, the information learned could be used as a resource for an agency when 

implementing a BWC program. 
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II. Review of Literature 

 This review is divided into six sections.  The first defines the purpose of BWCs coupled 

with their benefits.  The second discusses key considerations before implementation such as 

officer/command perceptions.  The third section provides a review of recent empirical research 

on BWCs.  The fourth section highlights the inconsistent practice and policy that leads to 

disastrous consequences for police departments.  The fifth reviews the PERF and BJA 

recommendations for implementing a BWC program.  Finally, the last section analyzes BWC 

policy for five major police departments. 

Purpose of BWCs  

 Police officer body-worn cameras (BWCs) are one of the most widely discussed 

technological developments in the policing profession today.  The BWC captures and records 

activity, creating a permanent digital video/audio recording of police encounters with citizens.  

Police departments have been interested in BWCs for years, but the recent high profile police 

involved deaths have created a national debate over police use-of-force against citizens and 

police accountability (Katz, Choate, Ready, & Nuno, 2014).  Communities throughout the 

country expect police departments to utilize the most current technology available to improve 

their overall performance.   Moreover, Stalcup and Hahn (2016) assert that policing has become 

a high visibility occupation where ambient surveillance is utilized to settle disputes. 

 The decision to implement BWCs is one that must not be taken lightly by administrators.  

First, a department that deploys BWCs is making a statement that it believes the actions of its 

officers are a matter of public record (Miller & Toliver, 2014).  Second, by developing policies 

and training officers on the use of the technology, a department creates a reasonable expectation 
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that citizens will want to review the video.  As a result, the public’s access to the video footage 

enables police departments to demonstrate transparency and openness in their interactions with 

people in the community.  Further, BWC’s offer the ability to improve professional police 

service by officers and promote legitimacy and a sense of procedural justice that communities 

have about their police departments. 

 The primary benefit of BWCs are an increase in police accountability and transparency, 

improve officer conduct and citizen behavior, reduce unwarranted complaints against police 

officers, increase officer and citizen safety, decrease use-of-force incidents, assist in 

prosecutions, facilitate officer training, and build trust between the police and community 

(Goodall, 2007; Miller & Tolliver, 2014).  Furthermore, organizational transparency and 

accountability for the police can lead to better police-community relations and increase trust in 

the police, which increases police legitimacy (White, 2014; Ariel et al., 2014).  Police 

departments are realizing that using BWCs to their advantage can strengthen community trust 

and fight crime when used appropriately. 

Key Considerations for Implementation (Officer/Command Perceptions) 

 Before implementation of a BWC program, officer buy-in is critical to obtain the 

desirable outcomes.  The buy-in is critical because officers who have negative views of BWCs 

may subvert efforts by their agencies to acquire them or undermine effective implementation 

(Jennings et al., 2014).  In contrast, officers who are supportive of BWCs have the ability to 

produce effective implementation and promote positive change.  Overall, understanding officers’ 

preconceived notions about the positive and negative aspects of BWCs can be useful for 

education campaigns within departments to increase officers’ openness to the technology. 
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 Jennings et al. (2014) conducted research on officers’ perceptions of BWCs in Orlando, 

Florida.  The research demonstrated that Orlando officers were generally supportive of the use of 

BWCs in their department.  Specifically, over 60% agreed the agency should adopt BWCs and 

77% agreed that they would feel comfortable wearing them.  However, only 18.7% believed 

BWCs would make them feel safer.  Further, the study also revealed that officers were mixed in 

their perceptions of how BWCs would impact officer behavior.  Officers were more likely to 

agree that BWCs would change the behavior of other officers than their own. 

 In the Mesa Police Department study, Katz et al. (2014) reviewed the impact of BWCs on 

officer attitudes and behavior at different points during the study.  The first survey demonstrated 

that eight out of ten officers believed that BWCs would cause officers to behave more 

professionally.  Yet, only 23% believed the department should adopt BWCs in the future, and 

less than half believed other officers would welcome the presence of a BWC at an incident.  Katz 

et al. (2014) further researched perceptions in Phoenix where the majority of officers agreed that 

BWCs provide a more accurate account of an incident and improve the quality of evidence.  

Furthermore, BWC officers also were more likely to agree that BWCs should be expanded to 

other departments, adopted throughout the city, and BWCs offer more advantages than 

disadvantages. 

 The support of command staff is critical before a department takes on a new program. 

Command staff possess a heavy influence regarding the decisions on implementation, resource 

management, and polices related to BWCs.  As a result, perception of law enforcement 

leadership is vital to understand as they can make the transition to BWCs less disruptive. 

Command staff perceptions of BWCs are important because of their ability to impact decisions 

on whether to adopt BWCs in their departments, discretion regarding the distribution of funding 
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and resources for a BWC program, input on policy development, and potential influence on 

officer perceptions and practice (Smykla, Crow, Crichlow, & Snyder, 2015). 

 Smykla et al. (2015) discovered that the majority of command staff were in favor of 

BWCs while about a third were not supportive.  Further, command staff did not strongly support 

the idea that BWCs could impact officer effectiveness, but did believe that BWCs could impact 

evidentiary issues including evidence collection and guilty pleas.  Furthermore, staff expressed 

concern over supervisors searching for disciplinary evidence against officers and were more 

likely to express concern about citizens’ privacy than officers’ privacy.  In addition, the majority 

of command staff agreed that BWCs would impact officer use-of-force and their ability to use 

necessary force.  Lastly, command staff stated that media would use BWCs to persecute officers 

and BWCs were supported by the public because they do not trust the police.  As a result, the 

data revealed that command staff believes there is strong pressure from the media to implement 

BWCs. 

 The majority of the command staff respondents were in favor of BWCs is significant for 

a number of reasons.  First, command support during policy development and the planning of 

implementation of BWCs could ease concerns of officers during this time.  Second, the input 

from command staff on issues of privacy, footage use, data management, and when cameras 

should be activated are important when attempting to balance officer and public concerns.  On 

the other hand, it is important to note the pressure command staff feel towards implementing a 

BWC program.  Ultimately, this could have an impact on officer effectiveness when a BWC 

program is launched.   

 To further highlight the importance of command support, Skogan (2008) conducted 

research into why police reforms fail by examining each level of a police department.  The 



RECOMMENDATIONS FOR BWC POLICY  10 

                                                                             

 

author found that officers will resist change if they feel the program will be more work or if the 

advantages are not easily recognized.  Further, the study found that resistance came from 

command staff that saw the change as a possible challenge to their authority.  The study 

highlighted the necessity for strong communication skills from top level administrators.  Further, 

a well-planned approach toward gaining support of all stakeholders is strategic to implementing 

new reform in any department. 

 There are a limited number of scholarly articles on officer/command perceptions towards 

implementation of a BWC program (Gaub, Choate, Todak, Katz, & White, 2016).  Future 

research should consider larger sample sizes, different geographic areas, and examining 

perceptions before and after implementation to determine effectiveness.  Last, there have been 

two studies surrounding the public’s perception of BWCs.  Organizational Development and 

Support (ODS) surveyed 700 respondents in England to find that the majority of respondents 

believed that BWCs would make their community safer and supported the use of BWCs by 

police (ODS Consulting, 2011).  The same researchers studied a smaller sample size in England 

to find that the majority of respondents believed BWCs would help reduce crime and 

recommended that all police should wear BWCs. 

Current BWC Research 

 There are currently 12 existing empirical studies of BWCs and 30 ongoing research 

projects (Ariel et al., 2016).  BWCs are not new to law enforcement, but the evidence on the 

effectiveness has only surfaced in the last few years.  Four of the studies deployed randomized 

controlled trials while others utilized less robust designs (Ariel, 2016).  The use of lesser designs 

resulted in mixed results regarding the effectiveness of BWCs.  Nonetheless, the limited amount 

of research has demonstrated strong support for BWC deployment. 
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 Arial et al. (2014) conducted the first randomized controlled trial specifically focusing on 

use-of-force and citizen complaints.  The researchers studied the Rialto, California police 

department over the course of 12 months.  The study compared 1,000 shifts during which 

officers were placed into treatment groups (record everything) or control (not to carry BWCs).  

The study revealed a drop in citizen complaints by 92% and use-of-force incidents by 61%.  This 

study for the first time presented the positive effects that BWCs can have on officer and citizen 

behavior. 

 Jennings, Lynch, and Fridell (2015) conducted a similar study on use-of-force incidents 

and citizen complaints with the Orlando Police Department.  The results indicated a 53.4% 

reduction in use-of-force incidents and a 65.4% drop in citizen complaints.  Further, the majority 

of officers were in agreement that all front line officers should wear BWCs.  The officers cited 

how BWCs changed their behavior, citizen behavior, de-escalated confrontations with citizens 

and themselves, and impacted the behavior of fellow officers.  In addition, the officers noted the 

benefits of BWCs on improving evidence collection, minimizing errors in reports, recognizing 

training benefits, and improving how they interact with the community.  The significant 

reduction in use-of-force incidents and citizen complaints are advantageous for departments by 

reducing officer/subject injuries and saving time and money investigating complaints that are 

frivolous. 

 Ready and Young (2015) conducted BWC research with the Mesa Police Department to 

analyze officer behavior and perceptions.  The findings indicated that officers with BWCs were 

less likely to perform stop-and-frisks and make arrests, however, were more likely to issue 

citations and initiate encounters.  Further, officers with BWCs were more likely to report that the 

technology was helpful for situations in which enforcement action was taken.  Ultimately, the 
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research demonstrated that officers can be more proactive without increasing the use of 

aggressive strategies that could jeopardize the trust with the community. 

Inconsistent Practice and Policy 

 Police departments confront numerous administrative concerns when it comes to 

implementing BWCs.  Appropriate training protocols should be established for the use of BWCs 

and the management of video records.  In addition, administrators must design a policy that 

meets the needs of the community, protects the rights of citizens (and officers), and conforms to 

appropriate state laws (such as public disclosure of data) (Sousa et al., 2016).  For example, there 

are concerns over the privacy of citizens versus the need for information pertinent to public 

safety goals.  Some citizens may request that they not be recorded or officers may encounter 

victims in vulnerable situations, confidential informants, juveniles, or individuals in emotional 

health crisis.  A clearly defined policy coupled with realistic training is necessary in order to 

support front line staff. 

 The issue of discretion is at the core of police work.  Specifically, the autonomy to make 

decisions can be appealing to officers.  In addition, the use of discretion can vary from one 

officer to the next, causing the effects of BWCs to vary as well (Ariel et al., 2016).  The decision 

to activate the camera can be a critical decision during a contact.  Kelling (1999) noted “police 

work is complex, police use enormous discretion, and discretion is at the core of police 

functioning” (p. 9).  Further, discretion is vague in nature due to allowing officers to decide 

whether or not, and to what extent, to follow procedures (Hirby, 2015).  As a result, codified 

rules and regulations often limit the use of discretionary powers.  Furthermore, police 

administrators direct their officers to perform certain tasks, reward them for compliance, and 

punish them for failing to comply (Klinger, 2004).  The research of Ariel et al. (2016) focused on 
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officer discretion by analyzing the data from a number of randomized control trials.  The 

researchers discovered that BWCs can reduce use-of-force when an officer’s discretion to 

deactivate the camera is minimized.   

 The failure to produce effective policies coupled with poor supervision can lead to 

disastrous consequences for an agency.  In 2014, an officer from the Albuquerque Police 

Department fatally shot a suspected car thief after a foot pursuit (Weill, 2016).  Upon 

investigation, the officer’s body camera was found to be off and the footage from other officers’ 

cameras did not provide much information.  As the case was being investigated, investigators 

discovered that footage was missing and one of the officer’s video resolution had been changed 

on the camera.  Upon further review, it was discovered that officers were deleting and/or altering 

footage from their lapel camera videos on numerous cases.  As a result, police department 

evidence personnel testified that the video had been altered and the images that had been 

captured were now deleted. 

 In July of 2016, Chicago police officers fatally shot an unarmed black teenager after a 

vehicle and foot pursuit through neighborhoods (Townes, 2016).  The department released the 

video after the shooting which only showed what happened right before and after the teenager 

was shot.  There were nine total cameras present during the incident (dash cam and body 

cameras) yet, none of them displayed what took place during the shooting.  The video displayed 

a vehicle pursuit in which officers fired at the vehicle and then cuts to five officers standing over 

the body.  The officers then gave each other a high five.  The result was a large protest 

demanding to know why officers failed to have their cameras activated.  The police 

superintendent advised that the officers were still trying to get used to them after only using them 
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for a week.  Further, a department spokesman offered up another excuse that the BWC may have 

been damaged when the officer’s airbag deployed inside the vehicle. 

 The Chicago community’s suspicions have peaked in recent months after an officer shot 

17 year old Laquan McDonald 16 times.  The department claimed that McDonald was the 

aggressor, leaving the officer with no other choice.  The investigation revealed that audio was 

missing from the incident due to the officer intentionally breaking his dash camera unit.  Further, 

it was found that intentionally destroying cameras was common practice within the Chicago 

Police Department (Balko, 2016).  A review of the Chicago Police Department revealed that 

80% of the dash-cam videos lacked audio due to what the department described as officer error 

and intentional destruction.  In comparison, in 2014, the Los Angeles Police Department found 

that half of car antennas utilized for video evidence downloading had been sabotaged by the 

officers (Balko, 2016).  Moreover, Wall & Linnemann (2014) assert that police officers conduct 

a war against cameras in which threat or force is used to crack down on the unauthorized stare of 

the public.  Furthermore, the past and present camera abuse by officers presents an evident need 

to change the status quo of training, practice, and supervision.   

 Proper supervisory role models and officer buy-in is critical in order to create a healthy 

environment before implementation of a BWC program.  Kim and Hunter (2006) conducted a 

meta-analysis of the social-psychological literature to reveal that attitudes best predict behavior 

when social norms, peer pressures, and behaviors modeled by others are consistent with the 

individuals own attitudes.  As a result, when surrounded by an environment that supports their 

attitudes, individuals appear to act in accordance with those attitudes.  Further, when confronted 

with an environment that conflicts with their attitudes, individuals are more likely to display 

behavior that conforms to the dominant norms of the environment. 
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 Through study of private industry, Komaki (1986) proved that activities of immediate 

supervisors can exert a significant influence over worker behaviors.  In addition, Komaki (1986) 

asserted that the amount of immediate supervisor guidance, monitoring, and feedback employees 

receive usually positively influences the work productivity of the employees.  The law 

enforcement field has a limited amount of evidence on the effectiveness of supervisor modeling 

on officer behaviors.  Engel (2000) found that sergeants and lieutenants that were out in the field, 

responding to calls, and making stops on their own, had the greatest amount of influence on 

officer behavior.  Further, Johnson (2011) found that occupational attitudes and supervisor 

influences significantly influenced the degree to which officers issued traffic citations.  

Ultimately, the findings emphasized the need for both the supervision of officers and the shaping 

of officer attitudes in the control of officer discretion. 

 This research is critical to understanding the importance of officer and supervisor 

participation during the implementation process of a BWC program.  Lurigio and Skogan (1994) 

assert that management can take steps to win over the hearts and minds of officers by trying to 

get them to buy-into department goals and objectives, allowing them to have voice in the 

decision making process, and explaining the reasons behind decisions made by administrators.  

Consequently, when administrators value the opinions of officers and supervisors, they are less 

likely to have disgruntled officers who may try to undermine the program before it starts. 

PERF and BJA Recommendations 

 The Community Oriented Policing Services (COPS) partnered with the Police Executive 

Research Forum (PERF) to support an extensive research project that explored the various policy 

and implementation questions surrounding BWCs (Miller & Tolliver, 2014). The goal of the 

project was to provide the best information possible to law enforcement before implementation 
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of a BWC program.  PERF and the Bureau of Justice Assistance (BJA) realized the need to 

address key areas such as privacy, community relationships, and internal department affairs. 

 BWCs bring up multiple privacy issues that have not been previously considered.  As a 

result, BWCs can simultaneously record both audio and video and capture close-up images that 

allow for potential use of facial recognition technology.  Further, since the cameras are on the 

officer, they now go inside private residences and end up filming sensitive situations.  Next, 

administrators must decide how the storage of the video will be accomplished and to what degree 

video is available to the public.  Ultimately, departments must balance privacy considerations 

with the need for transparency, accurate documentation of events, and evidence collection 

(Miller & Tolliver, 2014).   

 The greatest issue regarding privacy concerns is deciding which types of encounters 

officers should record.  The ACLU proposed that all encounters and activities an officer makes 

during a shift must be recorded (Stanley, 2013).  Attorneys from the ACLU assert that 

mandatory recording will protect the officer from allegations of tampering or discretionary 

recording.  On the other hand, PERF noted that recording every contact would undermine 

community members’ privacy rights and damage important police-community relationships.  

Further, interviews with crime victims, witnesses, and informal, non-law enforcement 

interactions with citizens, all call for affording officers some level of discretion in determining 

when to activate.   

 Consequently, an agency’s policy should clearly describe each situation and provide solid 

guidance for officers on their discretion (Moore, 2016).  Furthermore, most BWC policies 

include a list of law enforcement related encounters that suggest when to record, and when in 

doubt, the camera should be activated.  In addition, some policies give officers the discretion not 
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to record, when doing so would be unsafe or impractical.  However, some departments require 

officers’ justifications for not recording in writing or to say on camera that they are turning it off.  

BJA analyzed 54 departments in 2016 to discover that all agencies both mandated and prohibited 

activation for certain types of encounters (White et al., 2016).  Further, not a single agency in the 

study permitted full officer discretion on when to record. 

 Some police executives assert that requiring officers to record all encounters can signal a 

lack of trust in officers.  This can be problematic for administrators in wanting to show support 

for front line staff.  Specifically, a survey of officers in Vacaville, California found that 70% of 

officers were in favor of using BWCs, yet remained opposed to a policy containing strict 

requirements of mandatory recording of all police contacts (Miller & Toliver, 2014). 

 Consent to record has been an issue for some states as BWCs are being implemented.  

Some states have two party consent laws which require officers to inform subjects when they are 

recording.  This can present challenges for BWC programs, and some states have worked with 

their state legislature to have BWCs excluded from the law.  Pennsylvania realized this concern 

and successfully exempted BWCs from their two party consent law (Kampfe, 2016). 

Nonetheless, prosecutors noted that the presence of video enhances the ability to obtain 

convictions and increases the volume of guilty pleas before trial.  Moreover, 93% reported that 

video evidence is an effective tool and the majority reported a reduction in the time prosecutors 

spent in court (Ferrell, 2013).  

 There are police executives who feel it is good practice to inform people when police are 

recording even though the police are not required by law.  Specifically, Greensboro, North 

Carolina Police Department advises officers to alert citizens of the recording with the idea that 

knowledge of the camera may defuse confrontational situations and improve behavior from both 
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sides.  Furthermore, the BJA study revealed that less than one quarter of agencies mandate 

citizen notification of the BWC (White et al., 2016).  On the other hand, half of the agencies (27) 

recommend citizen notification of a BWC recording.   

 Many police executives believe that privacy concerns can be addressed through data 

storage, retention, and disclosure policies.  PERF and BJA advise departments to consult with 

legal experts to ensure compatibility with state law requirements, transparency, and data storage 

capacity and cost (Miller & Tolliver, 2014).  Policy recommendations include prohibiting data 

from being tampered with, creating an audit trail, clearly stating who is authorized to access data, 

and ensuring that a reliable backup system is in place. 

 Data retention time is an area of concern for many in the public when not addressed by 

the police department.  The longer a department holds onto camera footage, the longer they are 

susceptible to public disclosure, which can create problems if privacy concerns surface.  Videos 

are commonly labeled as evidentiary or non-evidentiary depending upon the incident. Further, of 

the 40 departments PERF consulted, the average retention for non-evidentiary footage was 60 to 

90 days (Miller & Tolliver, 2014).  PERF asserts that shorter retention times for non-evidentiary 

video, not only address privacy concerns, but also reduce the cost of data storage.  In contrast, 

administrators must retain footage long enough to demonstrate transparency and must have 

footage in case a compliant would be filed.   

 The next consideration departments face with BWC footage is deciding what video to 

release to the public.  There is a delicate balance between protecting privacy rights and being 

accessible to the public.  Video can be withheld in most states by citing an ongoing investigation.  

Departments cite the fact that releasing video could possibly jeopardize the case.  Regardless, 
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departments must be judicious in applying exceptions to the release of video to avoid the 

perception that it is hiding footage from the public. 

 Relationships with the community are essential for any police department in the country.  

The police must build trust with the community they serve and rely upon partnerships to address 

crime and other quality of life issues.  There was discussion at a PERF conference that BWCs 

could possibly damage the relationship officers have with the community and hinder the 

openness of their community policing interactions (Miller & Tolliver, 2014).  Chief William 

Farrar of Rialto, California disagrees that cameras hurt relations, citing that his department made 

3,178 more contacts with the public during the year that BWCs were deployed than in the year 

prior (Farrar, 2014). 

 PERF and BJA recognize the importance of having support from the community in any 

BWC project, but also from the front line staff that will wear them every day.  Officers may see 

the cameras as a way for supervisors to scrutinize their every move in the field.  There is some 

debate on whether supervisors should be allowed to periodically review videos to monitor officer 

performance.  On one hand, some agencies allow periodic monitoring to help proactively 

identify problems and hold officers accountable for their performance.  Further, other agencies 

permit periodic monitoring only in specific situations, such as probationary periods or if an 

officer has received a high number of complaints.  Last, some agencies prohibit random 

monitoring altogether because they believe doing so is unnecessary if supervisors conduct 

reviews when an incident occurs.   The BJA study found that almost all agencies permitted 

supervisors to review BWC footage for administrative purposes, such as citizen complaints 

(White et al., 2016).  Further, the researchers found that half of the agencies allowed for 
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supervisors to review line officers’ BWC footage to determine compliance with policy and 

procedure. 

 Some police executives suggest the agency’s internal audit unit, rather than direct 

supervisors, should be reviewing the video.  As a result, this approach allows agencies to monitor 

compliance with the program and assess officer performance without undermining the trust 

between officer and supervisor.  The Fort Worth, Texas Police Department believes that a 

random review of video footage is essential for demonstrating that an agency is serious about 

accountability (Miller & Tolliver, 2014). 

 There is a considerable amount of attention that must be given to the topic of allowing an 

officer to review video prior to making a statement.  The primary benefit in allowing officers to 

view footage is the ability to recall events more clearly.  PERF’s position allows officers to 

watch video before any statement is provided.  The BJA study found that the majority of 

agencies allow officers to review their own BWC footage for routine report writing and court 

preparation (White et al., 2016).  Some executives disagree citing that an officer’s credibility is 

best served if they are not allowed to review video.  Executives against the review assert that 

what matters is the officer’s perspective at the time of the incident and not what is on the video.  

Ultimately, those against the review believe the officer may second guess themselves, which will 

lead to credibility issues. 

 The research conducted by PERF with the assistance of the COPS Office highlighted a 

number of recommendations for police executives in composing effective policy for BWC 

programs (Miller & Tolliver, 2014).  PERF recommends that each agency develop its own 

comprehensive policy to provide oversight and direction of BWC usage.  Policies should cover 

the topics below (Miller & Tolliver, 2014, pp. 38-49). 
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 Policies should state which personnel are assigned or permitted to wear BWCs 

and under which circumstances. 

 Should specify the location on the body for which cameras should be worn. 

 Officers should note in a written report the existence of the recording. 

 Officers should have to articulate on camera or in writing if they fail to record an 

activity that is required by department policy. 

 Officers should be required to activate their cameras when responding to calls for 

service and during law enforcement related encounters that occur while on duty. 

 Officers should inform subjects that they are being recorded unless it would be 

unsafe or impractical. 

 Once activated, the BWC should remain in recording mode until the conclusion of 

an incident, or the officer has left the scene, or a supervisor has authorized (on 

camera) that it may cease. 

 Officers should get consent from crime victims prior to recording interviews.  In 

addition, officers should have discretion to keep the camera off during 

conversations with crime victims and people who wish to report crime 

confidentially. 

 Policies should state what types of recordings are prohibited (i.e. confidential 

informants, bathroom breaks, strip searches, discussion of tactics). 

 Polices should include specifics on who is responsible to download the footage 

and include measures to prevent data tampering, deleting, or copying. 

 Retention periods for the data must be stated, including time lines for non-

evidentiary data. 
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 Officers should be allowed to review video of an incident prior to making a 

statement and polices should include when a supervisor will be authorized to 

review BWC footage. 

 Policies should provide clear and consistent protocols for releasing data externally 

to the public which attention on each state’s public disclosure law. 

 BWC training should be conducted at least once a year to stay current with 

technology changes and policy revisions. 

Police Department Policy Review 

 Yu, Cook, & Yu (2016) evaluated major city police departments in the country that had 

BWCs or were in the process of implementing BWCs.  The researchers evaluated each 

department on eight different criteria: policy available, officer discretion, personal privacy, 

officer review, footage retention, footage misuse, footage access, and biometric use.  The authors 

analyzed each department on this criteria based upon their belief that these criteria were the most 

important factors in determining whether proper policy safeguards are in place to protect the civil 

rights of recorded individuals. 

 The findings of the research discovered positive steps forward, but also identified 

weaknesses in BWC policy.  First, even when departments had polices in place, almost half (24 

of 46) do not make them publicly available on the department website.  As a result, this does 

little to support transparency.  Second, departments are establishing explicit procedures that 

allow recorded individuals to view footage of their own incidents.  Specifically, Cincinnati, 

Chicago, Las Vegas, and Washington, D.C. provide specialized access to recorded individuals.  

Third, none of the departments analyzed had an absolute limitation on officer review of footage 

before filing an initial written incident report.  However, there were exceptions in place for six 



RECOMMENDATIONS FOR BWC POLICY  23 

                                                                             

 

departments regarding critical incidents.  Last, due to concerns from civil rights groups about the 

increased potential for surveillance, departments have begun to include limits on their use of 

biometric technologies like facial recognition.  In conclusion, there was not a single department 

that met all of the eight criteria, yet some adopted strong policies in one or more of the criteria. 

Seattle Police Department (SPD) 

 The SPD first published their policy on April 1, 2015, but has since updated it on July 20, 

2016 (Seattle Police Department, 2016).  The policy starts by requiring officers to have adequate 

training in BWCs that includes legal updates.  The policy advises the officer to wear the camera 

in order to best capture events, but does not specifically state the location.  Further, the policy 

clearly defines when to record by listing the activity (911 calls, terry stops, traffic stops, etc.)  

Furthermore, if the officer stops the recording prematurely, the officer must document in a report 

or in the CAD (computer aided dispatch) header indicating the reason. 

 SPD prohibits officers from intentionally recording places where a heightened 

expectation of privacy exists (hospitals, bathrooms), but does not address specific categories of 

vulnerable people.  Moreover, the policy allows for officers to view recorded footage for a wide 

variety of purposes.  In addition, the policy notes that the footage may be used for training 

purposes, but only with officer permission.  Further, the policy states that officers must cite the 

reason in the database before watching any video. The SPD does not provide any direction on 

deletion of video footage.  Further, the policy prohibits the unauthorized copying of footage, but 

does not clearly address other forms of tampering or unauthorized access.  Finally, the SPD does 

not allow those who file complaints to view footage and places no limits on the use of biometric 

technology. 
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San Francisco Police Department (SFPD) 

 The SFPD has a published policy on its website with a current policy date of May 27, 

2016 (San Francisco Police Department, 2016).  The policy directs officers to record for a wide 

variety of situations, from arrests, to when it may serve a law enforcement purpose.  Further, if 

an officer were to stop recording, a note must be made in CAD or in an incident report.  

Moreover, if a supervisor directed an officer to stop recording, the supervisor must then take 

note.  The policy prohibits recordings of sexual assault and child abuse victims, confidential 

informants, and strip searches.  In contrast of PERF recommendations, the SFPD does not allow 

officers to view recordings prior to making an initial statement if they are involved in these 

incidents: officer-involved shootings, in-custody deaths, or a criminal matter.   

 The SFPD will retain all BWC footage for a minimum of 60 days and will destroy if not 

needed in a criminal, administrative, or civil matter.  This policy is in accordance with California 

state law on retention.  Further, the department prohibits officers from deleting, tampering, 

accessing for personal use, or sharing footage unless authorization is obtained from supervision.  

In addition, the policy states that officers accessing footage must document and have a legitimate 

purpose to do so.  Last, the department does not provide footage to individuals filing complaints 

and does not place any limits on the use of biometric technologies. 

Milwaukee Police Department (MPD) 

 The MPD provides direction in a few areas, but is lacking in several others.  First, the 

BWC policy is available to the public on the department website (Milwaukee Police Department, 

2016).  The policy directs officers to record all investigative and law enforcement contacts 

through the completion of an event.  If an officer decides to stop recording during an incident, 
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they must provide justification on camera before turning it off.  However, if they fail to record an 

incident, there is no requirement to provide any justification or documentation.  Further, officers 

are prohibited from recording in places where a reasonable expectation of privacy is established.  

However, the policy provides full officer discretion when recording sexual assault victims or 

other sensitive situations.  In addition, the MPD does not require officers to inform citizens when 

they are being recorded. 

 The MPD allows officers to view footage before writing a report except in a critical 

incident.  The policy states that officers are not allowed to view footage until investigators arrive.  

The MPD has 13 different categories for labeling, storing, and retrieving video files.  For 

example, for non-evidentiary contacts or incidents without identification, the video will be 

deleted in 130 days.  Incidents involving use-of-force are kept for seven years.  Further, the 

policy prohibits unauthorized access to footage, but does not forbid modifying, deleting, or 

tampering with video data.  The policy states that officers are not allowed to make copies of 

footage without the permission of the chief.  In addition, the MPD does not allow citizens who 

file complaints to have access to footage unless there is an investigative reason and supervisor 

approval.  Last, there are no limits on the use of biometrics listed in the policy. 

Denver Police Department (DPD) 

 The DPD has its policy published on the department’s internet homepage (Denver Police 

Department, 2015).  The policy advises officers to use good judgement on activating and 

deactivating the camera.  A list of scenarios is listed from citizen contacts to gaining consent to 

search property.  The BWC does not need to be activated if it would cause undue jeopardy to the 

officer or public.  However, there is nothing in the policy articulating the procedure for failing to 

record an event.  Like most polices, the DPD prohibits officers from recording in places where a 
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reasonable expectation of privacy exists.  However, the policy provides an exception for official 

law enforcement activity.  In addition, the policy allows officers to turn off cameras at the 

request of victims but does not state that officers must deactivate the camera.  Moreover, the 

DPD advises officers to inform citizens of the recording, but does not require them to notify the 

public.  However, the policy favors notification over non-notification. 

 In terms of viewing the video before writing a report, the DPD encourages officers to 

view the footage prior to unless it involves a use-of-force or critical incident.  The officer must 

get approval from a supervisor in those circumstances.  Further, the policy fails to articulate how 

the data is stored and refers to City and County of Denver General Records Retentions schedule 

for guidance.  Furthermore, the DPD does not clearly prohibit footage tampering in the policy.  

The policy does restrict footage viewing to legitimate law enforcement matters and states that 

footage cannot be copied, released, or disseminated without approval from the chief.  Last, the 

DPD does not allow citizens who file complaints to view the footage and instead directs the 

citizen to make an open records request.  In addition, the DPD notes that officers are not allowed 

to play back footage for citizens.  Last, the policy has no remarks on the use of biometric 

technology. 

Chicago Police Department (CPD) 

 The Chicago Police Department openly publishes their BWC policy on their website and 

recently updated the policy on May 10, 2016 (Chicago Police Department, 2016).  The first 

aspect about the policy that stands out is the limits on discretion on when to record.  The policy 

provides a list of incidents that must be recorded and allows officers to turn off the cameras 

when recording no longer serves a legitimate law enforcement purpose.  However, the officers 

must state the reason for deactivation on camera before deactivation.  In the event the officer 
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fails to record an incident, a justification must be made on camera stating the reason why.  The 

CPD prohibits recordings where a reasonable expectation of privacy exists unless a reason to 

record can be explained.  Further, officers are required to inform citizens of the BWC as soon as 

practical during the contact.  They even go a step further to provide an example to officers “the 

police camera is operating and you are being audibly and visually recorded” (Chicago Police 

Department, 2016, p. 2). 

 The CPD allows officers to view footage of any incident prior to writing a report as long 

as the officer documents the fact at the beginning of the report.  Further, the policy states that any 

video that has not been flagged must be destroyed after 90 days.  This was the first policy to have 

a hard line rule in this area.  Furthermore, the CPD prohibits any footage tampering, 

modification, or deletion.  In addition, supervisors are only allowed to view footage for seven 

specific reasons (training, complaints, compliance, etc.).  All of the video footage is tracked 

internally by the computer server, which is common with all of the departments reviewed.  

Moreover, citizens who file complaints are allowed to view footage under the state’s Officer-

Worn Body Camera Act and the department’s Freedom of Information directive.  Last, the CPD 

does not limit the use of BWCs on biometric technologies 

 The policies put in place by the departments each have their own advantages and 

disadvantages.  The ideal policy is clearly written and provides excellent guidance to officers and 

captures the community’s expectations.  It must be noted however, that adequate supervision 

must be in place to ensure the policies are followed by officers.  Moreover, the lack of quality 

supervision can lead to a number of issues that results in a greater distrust of an agency by the 

community. 
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III. Theoretical Framework 

 The use of BWCs are endorsed by departments due to the civilizing effect during police 

and citizen encounters.  Further, the National Institute of Justice (2012) state “functions of the 

BWC are to record evidence of activities and behaviors relevant to a crime, deter violence or 

negative behavior against an officer, and improve the accountability of police officers and reduce 

the number of complaints against officers” (p. 1).  Two theories that revolve around the 

consistent use of BWCs are deterrence and self-awareness theories. 

Deterrence Theory 

 Deterrence theory posit that crime can be prevented when the costs of committing the 

crime are perceived by the offender to outweigh the benefits (Zimring, Hawkins, & Vorenberg, 

1973).  The criminal justice system has historically operated under the deterrence doctrine, 

which theorizes that justice system contact will serve to reduce subsequent criminal behavior 

(Ward, Krohn, & Gibson, 2014).  Further, research has indicated that when certainty of 

apprehension for misconduct is high, socially and morally unacceptable acts are dramatically less 

likely to occur (Nagin, 2013).  Furthermore, getting caught committing a moral or social wrong 

is behavior that can lead to undesirable consequences in which a rational person would tend to 

avoid.  Fehr and Schneider (2010) concluded that people tend to avoid negative outcomes and 

are compliant to the smallest cue that somebody may be watching their behavior. 

 The origin of most modern theories of deterrence can be traced back to the work of 

Enlightenment-era philosophers Beccaria and Bentham (Nagin, Solow, & Lum, 2015). They 

assert that three components were key to the deterrence process: severity, certainty, and 

swiftness of punishment.  These concepts formed the foundation of nearly all contemporary 
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theories of deterrence.  Nagin (2013) added that certainty of apprehension, not the severity of the 

ensuing consequences is the most effective deterrent. 

 The deterrence model has relevance for both the officer and citizen.  First, one must 

assume that both individuals are rational thinkers.  Second, offenders are deterred by physical 

cues around them that indicate the probability of getting caught breaking the law, while the 

officers are equally deterred by conscious signals that motivate them to comply with policies and 

procedures (Ariel, 2016).  Moreover, the last thing a rational person would want is for a 

prosecutor, jury, judge, or their family to watch them behave improperly.  Consequently, the 

BWC brings a high level of apprehension for negative behavior providing a level of deterrence 

when the certainty of getting caught for non-compliance is increased.  Further, a vivid photo 

captured on a BWC can be an important cue that inhibits criminal conduct. 

 The research work of Ariel et al. (2016) studied multiple BWC studies to conclude that 

the credible deterrent effect of BWCs rests with four points: the camera is worn by the officer, 

activated, used during the police-citizen encounter, and the suspect is aware of the official 

recording.  Subsequently, if the officer fails to notify the citizen of the recording, the deterrent 

effect will be reduced greatly.   

 The risk of apprehension for any given criminal opportunity also depends on the 

willingness of citizens to report the crime.  This willingness might be contingent on their 

perceptions of the police department and their ability to intervene and apprehend the criminal.  

Ariel (2016) conducted a six month study in Denver studying whether BWC’s could change the 

willingness of citizens to report crime.  Results demonstrated that BWCs led to a greater 

willingness to report crimes to the police compared to officers who did not wear BWCs in other 

areas.  This study was the first study to look at how BWCs on police promote legitimacy.  As a 
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result, providing officers with BWCs enhanced the sense of legitimacy which resulted in citizens 

reporting more incidents to the police. 

 A major motivation for BWCs is the reduction in use-of-force incidents.  Further, the 

theoretical basis for cameras is that being monitored changes behavior (Van Rompay, Vonk, & 

Fransen, 2009).  When police officers utilize BWCs, they increase the certainty of apprehension 

for policy violations.  By this thought, officers would use less excessive or unnecessary force 

knowing that they are being watched.  In conclusion, BWCs provide oversight of police conduct 

but also bring legitimacy.  Therefore, the enhanced sense of legitimacy brings about an enhanced 

willingness to cooperate with the police. 

Self-Awareness Theory 

 Self-awareness theory rests upon the idea that people alter their behavior once they 

become aware of being observed (Chartrand & Bargh, 1999).  An officer wearing a BWC in 

plain view who informs a citizen of the recording introduces self-awareness to the citizen and 

officer.  Both have an equal understanding that someone is watching.  Moreover, the effects of a 

BWC program are built around this theory.  Further, Munger and Shelby (1989) proposed that 

people adhere to social norms and change their conduct because of the cognizance that someone 

else is watching.  The research indicates that knowing with a high degree of certainty that our 

behavior is being recorded affects numerous social cognitive processes, such as public self-

awareness.  Thus, people become more inclined to socially acceptable behavior and feel an 

increased need to comply with rules (Gervais & Norenzayan, 2012; Sproull et al., 1996; 

Milinski, Semmaan, & Krambeck, 2002). 
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 Welsh and Farrington (2009) conducted research on the effects of CCTVs (closed circuit 

televisions) in public places.  The researchers found that cameras placed in high crime areas saw 

a reduction in crime by 16% compared to the control areas.  In addition, the study found an 

insignificant seven percent decrease in the effects on crime when the cameras were placed in city 

centers and public housing communities.  Ariel et al. (2014) assert that CCTVs are weak on 

changing offender behavior due to the level of certainty of being apprehended.  As a result, the 

certainty of getting caught is so low that the self-awareness component does not factor into the 

equation which is necessary for socially desirable behavior.  Ultimately, if cameras are expected 

to influence behavior and function as cues that social norms or laws must be followed, then the 

initial cue of awareness must be high (Farrar & Ariel, 2013). 

 On the other hand, BWCs are more mobile and visible to the citizen and officer during an 

encounter.  The cameras deliver a straight forward message to both parties that they are being 

watched and should follow the rules.  In addition, the recording ensures that if conduct is not 

appropriate, it will be caught on camera for accountability.  Further, the BWC can act as a 

neutral party during an encounter who is there to do nothing but observe.  The hope of every 

citizen, mayor, or police administrator is that the BWC will deter the police from illegal behavior 

and civilize the aggressive demeanor of a suspect.  The key to reaching these goals lies within 

the official announcement from the officer to the citizen that a recording is taking place. 

 The deterrence and self-awareness theories are the underlying core concepts of a BWC 

program.  The research has indicated positive results for changing behavior when officers wear 

BWCs.  When citizens know that a camera is recording their behavior, they are less likely to act 

out or become aggressive with the officer knowing that the certainty of apprehension is very 

high.  In addition, the officers understand that misconduct will not go undetected.  The 
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consciousness of the recording by the citizen and officer is what deters non-compliance.  Further, 

the cameras sensitize citizens to being watched and can produce socially desirable behavior.  As 

a result, police-public interactions become more public, which creates a higher degree of 

accountability for both sides. Moreover, a department’s transparency can lead to greater 

legitimacy within the community. 
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IV. Assessment 

 An effective administrator understands that policies evolve and change overtime.  

Moreover, a department’s BWC policy should be considered a living document which requires 

frequent assessment due to “rapid technological advances, best practices, issues identified in the 

law enforcement profession, changing expectations from the community, and new or changing 

legislation, and technology” (Medlock, 2016, para. 7). 

 The on-going assessment process of a BWC policy should be guided by assessing current 

industry and professional standards, reviewing state statutes, and integrating the concerns of the 

public.  Nonetheless, this process can be complicated but having valuable input from all relevant 

stake holders is critical.  In addition, involving groups and organizations considered to be 

adversarial to a department should also be included in the conversation.  Further, by allowing 

input from these organizations, lines of communication are opened and relationships can begin to 

grow.  By allowing all relevant stakeholders a place at the policy table, a culture of transparency 

is promoted and may eliminate shock when a policy is adopted or changed that affects a BWC 

incident.  Furthermore, the inclusion also promotes the development of a balanced BWC policy 

that attempts to meet competing objectives and desires (Medlock, 2016). 

 When an administrator involves the entire agency, community groups, community 

leaders, and even those adversarial to the agency in the BWC policy development process, an 

agency can promote trust and accountability, reduce anxiety, and make the implementation 

process a positive experience.  By taking all the feedback into consideration, an agency can 

demonstrate a willingness to work together with the community to develop sound policy and 

practices. 
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ACLU Updated Recommendations 

 In January of 2017, the ACLU advised changes to their BWC policy recommendations.  

The ACLU realized that complexity of the real world and understood that revisions were 

necessary to protect privacy and promote police oversight (Marlow & Stanley, 2017).  The most 

significant change involved what video is subject to public release and what is not.  The ACLU 

stated that the majority of BWC footage should not be subject to public release.  The exception is 

where there is a strong public interest in the video that outweighs privacy concerns such as use-

of-force or a complaint against an officer.  Previously, the ACLU recommended that all felony 

arrests be included for public release, but after review realized that it would encompass a wide 

variety of routine arrests that are not of public importance.  Nonetheless, they continued to 

recommend that victims of sensitive crimes or subjects whose cooperation could lead to 

retaliation not be recorded. 

 The ACLU also offered new recommendations for state legislatures to consider when 

adopting new legislation.  First, a video must be released when a BWC captures a use-of-force 

incident or a complaint is filed.  Further, when footage is captured regarding an officer involved 

shooting or in-custody death, the video must be released within five days of the public request 

due to the urgent public interest in access to the footage.  In addition, the ACLU recommends 

that all audio/video that is collected during an incident be released no matter what was captured 

in the event that the BWC falls off of the officer or simply fails to capture useful images. 

 The recommendations from the ACLU come as no surprise as the intention of the 

organization is to ensure that BWCs are not used as another surveillance tool, but serve as a 

function to check and balance police power.  Further, they realized that requests for BWC 

footage must provide some degree of specificity as to the video being sought to prevent an 



RECOMMENDATIONS FOR BWC POLICY  35 

                                                                             

 

individual from disrupting police record divisions by requesting all BWC videos.  This measure 

would save a considerable amount of time and money.  In addition, the ACLU changed their 

course on when officers should be allowed to review video.  Currently, they assert that officers 

should be allowed to watch all BWC videos prior to completing reports unless it is a use-of-force 

incident. 

 The ACLU realized that change was necessary regarding their initial policy and 

legislative recommendations that originated in 2013.  Law enforcement agencies should review 

their own policies on a yearly basis to ensure sound practice.  The officers and community are 

relying upon guidance from administration which can only come from considerable research, 

experience, and willingness to listen to all involved. 
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V.  Conclusions and Recommendations 

 The research coupled with recent events have demonstrated the importance of 

administrative policy in controlling and guiding police officer discretion when utilizing a BWC.  

A department must realize the importance of administrative policy for effective planning, 

deployment, and management of a BWC program (White et al., 2016).  After review of empirical 

research, recommendations from PERF, BJA, and examination of five major police departments, 

key trends have been identified.  These key components should be included in any BWC policy. 

Officer Activation 

 The center piece of any BWC policy is providing guidance for an officer on when to 

activate the BWC.  A policy should provide specific circumstances in which an officer shall 

activate the BWC.  Further, the research has shown that an officer should seek to record all 

contacts unless the individual has a reasonable expectation of privacy, in which case the officer 

should ask for consent.  In addition, the BWC should be required for law enforcement related 

encounters unless it would not be practical due to reasons of safety or practicality.  Furthermore, 

officers should record all interactions with the public except for a specific, well-defined 

exception applies.  Those exceptions could be recordings of sexual assault and child abuse 

victims, confidential informants, and strip searches.   

Officer Deactivation 

 The concept of deactivation is just as important as activation.  A policy should provide 

guidance on when to turn the camera off after an incident.  An example could be BWCs shall 

remain activated for the entire duration of an event/encounter/episode and shall not be de-

activated until the incident is concluded.  Further, polices must take into account the real world 
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that officers work in.  As a result, policies should include provisions for when officers end up in 

hospitals, are requested to turn the camera off, or discuss tactical decisions while on a call.  

BWCs bring about numerous privacy issues, but the fundamental idea is to find a logical balance 

between privacy and transparency. 

 Another critical finding through the examination of research and department policies is 

the significance of documentation upon deactivation.  The Chicago Police Department provided 

an excellent example in their policy by requiring officers to state the reason for deactivation on 

camera before turning it off.  In the event that the camera is not activated during an incident, the 

officer must then record a justification on camera explaining the reasons why.  Further, the San 

Francisco Police Department directs officers to include documentation in CAD or a written 

report if they were to deactivate before the incident concluded.  The point being made by these 

forward thinking policy examples is that officers are held accountable for not recording 

incidents.  In addition, it is through these accountability measures within a policy that promote 

legitimacy within a department and community. 

Citizen Notification 

 The research has indicated persuasive arguments in favor of notifying an individual that 

they are being recorded.  The advantages of announcing the recording are grounded on the core 

benefits of BWCs.  Ultimately, the increased transparency, enhanced legitimacy, and civilizing 

effect on behavior are restricted when the public is unaware or not informed of the recording.  As 

a result, a policy should require notification of recording unless doing so would be unsafe, 

impractical, or impossible.  The notification of the recording serves a dual purpose: to improve 

officer professionalism and the public’s behavior.  Further, by notifying a citizen of the 
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recording, the officer makes the BWC consciously known to both parties which motivates both 

to comply with laws and procedures.   

Officer Review of BWC Footage 

 Upon review of the research, the degree to which officers are allowed to review their own 

BWC footage is a contentious topic depending upon the incident.  A policy should allow for 

review of BWC footage to complete a general report or prepare for court testimony.  The main 

debate lies within what parameters should be set for critical incidents.  The opponents of viewing 

prior to completing a report cite that BWC footage can alter an officer’s memory of an incident.  

The review of policies supported officers to view the footage, but only after specific provisions 

were met.  The provisions included a union representative present, a command staff or 

investigator present, and the officer must make a statement or complete an interview prior to 

viewing.   

 An administrator must clearly define the situations in which viewing BWC footage is 

permissible.  The recommendations from PERF are to allow officers to view footage prior to 

making an initial statement.  In contrast, most agencies do not allow unrestricted access to BWC 

footage after critical incidents or an administrative investigation.  Some departments get into 

trouble due to the vagueness of the policy and failure to provide clear direction on the issue.  A 

department must define each situation in order to maintain the trust of the officers and 

community. 

Supervisor Review of BWC Footage 

 BWCs provide multiple benefits to a community and agency such as increased 

evidentiary value and accountability.  Supervisors should be allowed to access BWC footage in 
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response to a citizen complaint or to review a use-of-force encounter.  Further, a number of 

agencies review footage on a periodic basis to insure compliance with BWC policy and 

procedures.  The ability for a department to conduct random audits can be a fundamental 

supervisory task which can change the culture of an agency.  This random audit promotes 

accountability, enhances legitimacy, and provides opportunity for supervisors to coach officers 

on deficiencies.  The key for administrators and officers is to understand that reviewing BWC 

footage is not a witch hunt, but truly used for fundamental purposes of making the officer better 

and checking for policy compliance.  Last, through the use of BWC technology, administrators 

can track internal video audits to ensure supervisors are reviewing all of their officers and not 

just particular ones. 

Retention/Release of Data to Public 

 There is no clear cut universal rule for how long footage should be retained.  A 

department must decide on what to do with the abundance of footage that will be captured.  The 

overwhelming majority of videos will hold no evidentiary value.  Some research has suggested a 

deletion of unflagged footage anywhere from 45-90 days.  Evidentiary footage should be held 

dependent upon each state’s data retention laws.  Further, a policy should expressly prohibit 

footage tampering and unauthorized access.  In addition, any access to the footage should be 

logged or audited by the department. 

 An agency should possess a broad disclosure policy to promote transparency and 

accountability.  On the other hand, an agency must realize that some videos taken inside private 

homes or capture witnesses raise a variety of privacy concerns.  That being said, a department 

must implement a system that can handle a high volume of requests in a timely manner.  The 

process should include assigning staff to review the footage, determine which portions are 
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subject to public release, and redacting any portions that state law prohibits from disclosure.  To 

conclude, this process can be very time costly and expensive, but agencies must provide clear 

expectations on this vital process. 

 If a police department implemented BWCs without effective policies, practices, and 

training of officers to support the initiative, departments will predictably find themselves caught 

in difficult public battles that will undermine public trust in the police rather than increasing 

community support for the police.  The recommendations outlined can provide a strong core for 

any BWC policy.  Administrators and police professionals must continue moving forward by 

making policy decisions based upon best practices, existing research, and input from the 

community.  Ultimately, the success of any law enforcement agency depends upon the leadership 

from all members who are willing to make positive change in the best interests of the department 

and community. 
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