
Community Problem-Oriented Policing (CPOP): A Critical Review of Perception 

 

The process of reforming the Cleveland Division of Police (CDP) towards transformative and bias-free 

policing has been met equally with support and opposition. Those who believe it is possible, rely on a 

combination of advocacy for strengthening policies, innovative training, reflective hiring practices, and 

of course, hope for the future. Those seemingly opposed, appear to be lost in translation. They are 

unable to materialize the application of the proposed policies on the daily practices of officers or they 

have lost faith in the leadership of the CDP and the City of Cleveland, to effectively hold officers 

accountable to the community. Regardless of where you find yourself on the continuum of potential 

police reform, acceptance of one truth is necessary if progress is sought. Our perception is not THEE 

reality for everyone. Each person’s perception of their reality has validity and is rooted in their 

experience. There have been countless hours lost in debates over who owns right, rather than seeking 

understanding of the other’s circumstances and experiences. The need to be right stifles any chance at 

CPOP, because being right eliminates empathy, which is an essential aspect to CPOP. The ability to 

empathize does not equate to acceptance. It is about acknowledgement of the community’s history, a 

citizen’s life, and for officers seeking to protect and serve, it is the cornerstone of service.  

While a large portion of the issues identified in The Department of Justice’ 2014 report focused on use 

of force and potential risk to both innocent bystanders and officers, misuse or overuse of force is a 

byproduct of how officers view the community they are serving. A reasonable person would agree that 

an officer would not “fire their weapons in a manner and in circumstances that place innocent 

bystanders in danger; and accidentally fire them, sometimes fortuitously hitting nothing” in their own 

neighborhood or near their children’s school. Perceptions are inherently rooted in implicit bias and 

values. What is valued, is protected, is treated with care and concern, is responded to with empathy.  

CPOP is a philosophical approach to policing, developed on core principles rooted in community 

collaboration and partnerships to identify solutions and opportunities for local engagement. Through 

meaningful dialogue, the CDP and community members are positioned to proactively address safety 

issues, while meeting other community needs. To accomplish this, there must be trust, one of the 

primary barriers identified in both the DOJ’s report and the Consent Decree. Members of the 

community must believe the CDP is genuinely interested in their community, and more importantly, 

serving every citizen, regardless of age, race, ability, or any other identifier. Trust cannot be 

instantaneously built, simply because it is desired, it is developed slowly through confirmed outcomes. 

The move towards trust requires truth and reconciliation on the part of the CDP and the City of 

Cleveland. While there has been public validation of the need for police reform and condemnation of 

officer-involved shootings, those statements have not gone the distance to illustrate the severity of 

community-police relations in the City of Cleveland.  

For more than a year, the Cleveland Community Police Commission has held monthly public meetings 

with a public comment period providing an opportunity for citizens to voice their opinions, share ideas 

and raise concerns. Meeting after meeting, common themes emerge related to the lack of 

accountability or faith in the proposed accountability measures, frustration with the hiring of non-

Cleveland residents, and discipline. However, there is one topic above all else which garners an 

extremely passionate response, The Cleveland Police Patrolmen’s Association (CPPA), the union 

representing over 1,500 officers. The CPPA has a historical narrative which frames the perception of 



officer roles and influences the beliefs, actions and interactions with the community. Failure to give 

credence to the historical narrative results in hostility, inability to creatively problem-solve and 

perpetuates the us versus them mentality creating unsafe spaces for both citizens and officers. It is this 

dynamic plaguing progress, as well as, attempts toward healing, which is vital for the implementation of 

CPOP.  

The CPPA, like all organizations, has a proud origin story of triumph and survival, which reads,  

“Like much of the progress obtained in policing in America, the Cleveland Police Patrolmen’s 

Association was born out of the most tragic day in the history of the Cleveland Police 

Department. On July 23, 1968, in the Glenville Section of the city, rioting militants murdered 

three of our own, and a fourth officer died years later as result of his injuries inflicted that day.” 

The facts of July 23, 1968 are not to be disputed. Three officers did die that night and the fourth died 

years later. However, the facts fail to account for the social context of the city of Cleveland, in the 60’s, 

following the assassinations of several Civil Rights leaders, in a city that recently elected its’ first Black 

Mayor who was met with fervent backlash, in neighborhoods where police were openly used as tools of 

oppression targeting Black people who rebelled by advocating for increased funding for schools, access 

to healthcare, job development, and basic human rights. Without this context, we fail to recognize the 

bias in the CPPA’s history statement and the barrier to improved community relations. 

It is a myth that American policing was founded to uphold the law, in fact, policing developed to protect 

wealthy business owners, facilitate slave patrols and to violently enforce prohibition. It is a 

mischaracterization that advancements in policing resulted from a police tragedy, when in fact the first 

important reform occurred under Presidents Nixon and Kennedy, who were faced with criticism over 

state sponsored brutality and murder of Black citizens. It is inflammatory to refer to citizens advocating 

for civil rights and Black pride in a country that refused their right to vote, as militant. This is where the 

impact of perception must be evaluated. How is it possible the CPPA could write their origin story and 

never mention the racial tensions which fueled the incident? 

When Evans gave himself up, he stated, “You police have bothered us for too long.” This in no way 

serves as a justification for violence or killing. It does not minimize the loss of life, four police officers, 

three members of the rebellion and one civilian, along with almost a dozen injured. It does not change 

the facts of that fateful night, but it does provide necessary context. Agreeing with his position is 

irrelevant but choosing to understand his frame of reference has the potential to save lives. An officer 

serving Cleveland blind to the historical milieu shaping the very culture of the neighborhood, is ill-

equipped to implement the merits of CPOP. A police union representing over 1,500 sworn and brave 

officers, made up of men and women of various walks of life, yet still refers to their organization as 

“patrolmen,” still have some evolving to do. City leadership that allows July 23, 1968 to be categorized 

as a “shootout,” without mention of the civil rights violations precipitating the incident, has failed to 

make measurable steps towards truth, healing and progress. There can be no progress without trust and 

while the proposed CPOP policy is well-written with commendable ideas and goals, a policy is incapable 

of transforming a person, a community, a police department or a city. We have come a long way, but we 

still have so far to go. We can only get there, TOGETHER! 

 


