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When Neutrality Enters Police Discretion: Cognitive Dilemmas in
Frontline Police Judgment and Responsibility

Wei-Siang Chiou*
Abstract

Administrative neutrality has long been regarded as an important norm for
sustaining fairness, impartiality, and institutional legitimacy in public administration.
This study uses the term “law enforcement neutrality” to refer to the practical
expression of fairness and impartiality when these requirements enter frontline
exercises of public authority. Focusing on frontline police officers, it examines how
officers make enforcement judgments within legally permissible discretionary
boundaries while being shaped by organizational requirements and field conditions.
Using a qualitative research design, the study draws on in-depth interviews and
participant observation to analyze how officers understand neutrality, exercise
discretion, and respond to citizen challenges, organizational expectations, and ex post
accountability.

The findings show that police discretion constitutes the institutional condition
under which neutrality is judged. Even when an enforcement action is legally
authorized, officers cannot know in advance whether it will be consistently recognized
as neutral by different evaluators. Three practical responses emerge. “Proceduralized
neutrality” relies on documentation and procedural completeness to make discretionary
actions more reviewable. “Authority-dependent neutrality” uses reporting, consultation,
and supervisory confirmation to obtain organizational support and distribute
responsibility. “Strategically ambiguous neutrality” employs reserved language and
delayed positioning to preserve room for judgment when information is incomplete or
conflict is intense. Drawing on Derrida’s concept of undecidability, this study analyzes
the problem of neutral evaluation that remains after lawful discretion has been
established. It argues that neutrality is not an abstract standard outside discretion, but a
practical requirement that continues to shape how discretionary actions are explained

and evaluated, and how responsibility for those actions is understood and borne.

Keywords: administrative neutrality, law enforcement neutrality, police discretion,

undecidability, responsibility
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