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ABSTRACT 
 
In the majority of German state police forces young foreign nationals are 

eligible for police training. Since 1993 interior ministries have begun applying 

a special clause in the clause in the civil service law that permits foreign 

nationals to become German civil servants in the case of urgent requirements. 

Over the past few years, several hundred foreign national males and females 

have begun police training. In addition to this group, there are an unknown 

number with a German passport, who have become police officers, whose 

parents – one or both – are of immigrant origin. The focus of the inquiry was 

derived from Symbolic Interactionism: 

 

Do people of foreign origin succeed in synthesizing identity by balancing 

personal wishes, interests, capabilities, and biographical experiences with the 

social expectations of their environment and events in professional life? 

Fifteen male and two female officers, ranging from 19 to 41 years, having 

diverse functions and positions in different German state police forces were 

interviewed. The results indicated a number of factors that influence 

professional socialization of officers from ethnic minorities. Despite the 

difficulties of becoming a police officer the respondents succeeded in coping 

with the barriers such as fear, prejudices, and personal doubts. Entering the 

force often meant a break in biography, due to new and highly restrictive 

circumstances. Subsequent experiences were gained in large flying squads and 



patrol duty, which establish and differentiate professional identity. This self-

perception was related to the perceived role in the institution. Often, 

colleagues see officers of immigrant origin as “foreigners”, i.e. as having no 

German passport, and differing from them in several cognitive, emotional, and 

behavioural aspects. The use of a foreign language and culturally specific 

thinking and acting are usually supposed. In addition, there is the modified 

expectation “perhaps foreigner”. Moreover, officers are confronted with 

negative remarks, although their biography is well known. Some were already 

perceived as criminals. Officers often choose individual or interactive 

strategies of reaction. They internally refuse or re-define external experiences 

of non-acceptance, or they risk confrontation with interacting persons. The 

way of coping with the best chances of acceptance is not reaction, but 

“action”: The transfer of one’s own image to others, thus preventing the 

development of negative or incorrect images. The kind of action or reaction 

depends on the emotional and cognitive interpretations of behaviour in 

specific situations. It is easier to stop undesirable behaviour that to change 

the contents of expectations or their evaluation. The findings are integrated 

into a three phase model (training, acting in a large flying squad, patrol duty), 

which underlines how the degree of self-determination in professional 

contexts corresponds to increasing possibilities of applying culturally specific 

identity in the interaction with citizens and colleagues. Finally, research, 

political and practical issues for police recruitment, training and management 

are discussed. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

The present study is concerned with processes of forming identity in the course 

of police professional socialization and derives from research conducted in 

Germany on the basis of interviews on the subject of cultural identity with 

police officers from ethnic minorities. 

 

In the majority of German state police forces young foreign nationals are 

eligible for police training. Since 1993 interior ministries have begun applying a 

special clause in the civil service law that permits foreign nationals to become 

German civil servants in the case of urgent requirement. The urgency of the 

present requirement is explained politically by various arguments. It is hoped 

that police officers from ethnic minorities will improve conflict management 

between the police and people from other countries as well as better 

resolution between Germans and foreigners. A further strategic aspect 

concerns the effectiveness of police officers of foreign origin in combating 

organized crime, for example, as undercover agents. By way of contrast, a 

social perspective informs the professional integration of young people from 

immigrant families into German society. While, on the one hand, police officers 

of immigrant origin make police work more effective, on the other hand, it is 

hoped that they will promote politically desired goals. Over the past few years, 

several hundred foreign national males and females have begun police training. 

In addition to this group, there are an unknown number with a German 

passport, who have become police officers, whose parents – one or both – are 

of immigrant origin. 

  

2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

Findings from the United States, Great Britain, and the Netherlands show that 

great efforts are needed to recruit, select, and employ police officers from 

ethnic minorities. The hope that those officers lead to better conflict 



management with people from minorities has been only partly confirmed. 

Often, they do not want to be assigned to districts in which minorities from a 

high percentage of the population and in which there is violent confrontation. 

Officers from ethnic minorities often feel disadvantaged because they lack 

informal networks for promotion and positive working relations. These findings 

served as background material for the present study, although the situation in 

Germany due to differences in the political context is not comparable with that 

in other countries. 

 

Symbolic, interaction as conceptualized by George Herbert Mead and Erving 

Goffman served as the theoretical framework for this inquiry. This approach 

assumes that human behaviour results from the interpretation of others’ 

expectations in specific situations. 

 

Identity is developed and maintained when individuals succeed in balancing 

personal wishes, interests, capabilities, and biographical experiences (personal 

identity) with the social expectations of their environment and events in 

professional life (social identity). For balancing and successfully synthesizing 

identity, a person needs specific competencies: 

 

1. Role distance as the capability to interpret and refuse role expectations of 

others. 

2. Tolerance of ambiguity as the capability to tolerate contradictory or 

conflicting role expectations. 

3. Sympathy as the capability to understand the interests and needs of others. 

4. The capability to represent one’s own identity. 

 

Psychological theories define social identity through belonging to social groups 

(Tajfel, 1978, 1981). Social identity results from knowledge about the 

membership in specific social groups, (cognitive aspect), from the evaluation of 



these memberships (evaluative aspect), and feelings that are combined with 

the knowledge and evaluation of these groups (emotional aspect). 

             

 

Theoretical concepts on cultural identity arise from the following: 

 

1. Social-psychological theory underlines that cultural identity is part of 

the self-concept of an individual. Depending on the context a person can 

become conscious about characteristics or the membership in ethnic 

groups. 

 

2. Ethnological concepts define ethnicity by various biological, 

anthropological, psychological, sociological, and politico-scientific 

features. A man is born and socialised in an ethnic group. He becomes a 

culturally specific name, nationality, and religion, and learns a specific 

language. Moreover, he internalises a system of norms and values, 

history and origin of his ethnic group. 

 

3. Pedagogical concepts based on the assumption that immigrants and their 

children are different and retarded as compared to natives without 

immigrant background. It is supposed that foreign children and 

teenagers have disturbed identities because of contradicting cultural 

experiences and deficient interactive competencies. 

 

4. Conceptual approaches to competency view identity in a dynamic 

process. Men are permanently confronted with new and contradicting 

expectations and experiences. Ethnic identity is understood as a retreat 

that results from deficient interactive competencies. By way of contrast, 

a high degree of role-distance, sympathy, tolerance of ambiguity, and 

communication skills promote intercultural skills promote intercultural 

communication. 



friendly or pleasant, according to personal perceptions.  In contrast, senior 

officers are often remembered negatively.  Unfavourable circumstances are 

often endured in silence.  Strategies against grievances are not pursued.  

However, time in training was not only perceived negatively by the 

respondents. 

 

4. Large flying squads 

 

The following period in large flying squads was characterised by boredom, little 

or no possibility of participation, and violent confrontations at large 

operations.  Most officers tried to leave these units as soon as possible by 

applying for other assignments.  

 

5. Patrol duty and other assignments 

 

Most officers felt positively when they had left the large flying squads and had 

been transferred to other activities, normally to patrol service.  On the one 

hand, there were sanctioning and managing conflicts with people inclined 

toward violence. 

 

6. Professional role 

 

Professional roles and self-perceptions result from the foregoing experiences in 

professional life: 

 

• Occasionally, officers see themselves as an executive organ.  They carry 

out orders and follow the advice of senior officers.  Thus, individuals claim 

not to be ultimately responsible for their behaviour. 

• Others define themselves as officers with scopes for interpretation of 

necessary action.  Rules, laws, and orders are interpreted and 

differentiated depending on the behaviour of the citizens and the delicts. 



• Some officers see their role in defending democracy and the rule of law.  

Their behaviour is influenced by personal traits like sympathy for and 

knowledge of human nature. 

• One respondent felt that he was able to act as a co-planning subject who 

intends to convey to the citizens the image of the police force as a partner 

of the population. 

• Two persons felt that their hands were bound.  One of them is an 

apprentice the other an auxiliary police officer.  They deny competency 

when confronted with difficult questions and situations. 

 

Some respondents combined parts of different aspects.  Usually, there is a 

discrepancy between the cognitive role and function and concrete behaviour as 

a police officer.  The reasons for this should be sought in feelings, attitudes 

toward citizens, and interpretations of situations that influence behaviour.  

The respondents express feelings such ad being injured, of being physically 

attacked, of being emotionally effected, and fear of revealing weakness. 

 

The self-perception of police officers is related to the perception of the role of 

the police force as an institution.  The respondents saw the force as guarantor 

of internal security, which, however, lacks the necessary rights and resources 

for combating criminality effectively.  This is related to the self-perceived role 

as an executive organ.  Others define the police task as a fire-brigade for social 

emergencies, as helping people with sympathy and awareness of social 

problems, or as an institution that is becoming a partner of the people. 

 

7.   Senior officers and own style of leadership 

 

The respondents report that some of their supervisors in the present and past 

perceived and treated them as targets of aggression or subordinate recipients 

of orders.  Moreover, some supervisors are indifferent to the concerns of staff 

members or treat them with antipathy.  These views are usually experienced 



negatively.  By way of contrast, respondents liked to be led in a co-operative 

manner, including team-work and fatherly care for trainees in need of help.  

Extremely negative was the reaction of the respondents when their supervisors 

expected them to be “foreigners” or even “criminals”.  These respondents 

developed strategies against such expectations and behaviour.  When asked for 

their own style of leadership, the respondents declared their support for the 

co-operative leadership system. 

     

       8. Commitment 

 

Some officers of foreign origin want to affect changes in the institution.  They 

assist in recruiting and consulting foreigners who want to become law 

enforcement officers, reforming contents and methods of training, searching 

for a new role for the police, promoting serious reflections on the relationship 

between senior officers and their subordinates, increasing tolerance toward 

women and immigrants, and promoting a better understanding of the children 

of police officers living in other countries. 

 

      9. On-the-job and professional satisfaction 

 

On-the-job and professional satisfaction largely depends on the extent an 

officer can benefit from behavioural scopes.  Factors that positively correlate 

with job satisfaction are: acceptance by the people, patrol duty (especially in 

rural areas), job security, relatively high income, acceptance by colleagues, 

satisfaction with the supervisor, possibilities of participation and realisation of 

professional plans. Conversely, factors of low job satisfaction are: duty in large 

flying squads, reduction of staff and material resources, night-duty, few or no 

career opportunities, non-acceptance among colleagues, discrimination on the 

basis of nationality, being constantly patronised and annoyed by their 

supervisors, and learning difficulties in training.  Professional aims are 

enumerated as far as a person think that he or she can control his/her life and 



is not highly directly dependent on others.  The respondents pursue an 

assignment in criminal investigation or in a department in which their tasks are 

related to their ethnic, origin, more acceptance as police women, and work at 

a police station near their residence.  All respondents recount their 

professional life positively, even when some phases were not that favourable. 

 

      10. Relevance of sports 

 

The respondents’ sport activities range from high-performance sports to sport 

in clubs, or no sports at all.  Sport has different functions: Athletics can be an 

important reason for choosing law enforcement as a profession, gaining 

acceptance among colleagues and contributing to the fitness necessary for 

practising the police profession, in addition, sports hold personal and social 

relevance.    

 

      11. Ethnic identity – self-perceptions 

 

The further development of the ethnic identity of police officers depends on 

the varying factors that created (e.g. familiar socialisation) and ultimately 

changed such identity (e.g. the expectations of others at work).  In defining 

ethnic differences the respondents refer to characteristics such a language, 

ancestry, appearance (colour), nationality, education, and origin of the family 

and given names.  Such characteristics highlight diverse aspects in German 

culture and in the culture of origin related to features of appearance, 

behaviour, personality, mentality, and social system.  All elements are 

comprised in six forms of identity. 

 

a) German identity but the expectation that someone is seen as a 

foreigner persists. Stereotypes are related to name, appearance, accent, 

and positive cultural clichés. 

       



b) Identity that is bound up with the city where a person has grown up. 

 

c) Confusion of identity means a person feels that he has no real home, 

no roots. 

 

d) An identity that is based on cultural creativity results in a new 

identity by confrontation with the expectations of others and their 

conscious reflection. 

 

e)  A special form of interaction with the expectations of others 

transfers the perception of others to the self-perception. 

       

f) Finally, there exists an identity that derives from ancestry and 

feelings of emotional commitment. 

 

The more the respondents see themselves related to their ethnic origins, the 

more difficult is the abandonment of the foreign passport. In the past, several 

respondents changed nationality when they gave up the nationality of their 

parents and — or acquired a German passport additionally.  The self-perception 

of ethnic identity influences the respondents’ view of living in a multi-ethnic 

society.  Some think that it is possible for different cultures to live together, 

others stipulate special conditions, or think that integration of people from 

different countries is neither desirable nor possible. 

 

             12. Images of aliens – perceptions of colleagues 

 

Colleagues’ views and expectations of officers of foreign origin can be divided 

into three categories: 

 

a) They see officers of immigrant origin as “foreigners”, i.e. as having 

no German Passport and differing from them in several cognitive, 



emotional, and behavioural aspects.  The use of a foreign language 

and culturally specific thinking and behaviour are usually pre-

supposed. 

 

b) There is the modified expectation “perhaps foreigner”, which 

assumes that a person has a foreign nationality, or is of foreign 

origin.  This reveals a diffuse mistrust, suspicion, curiosity, or 

interest. 

  

c) Officers are confronted with negative and, rarely, with positive 

remarks, although their biography is well known. Some respondents 

reported that they have already been perceived as criminals.  A 

person with the corresponding expectation tries to hurt, harass, 

annoy, or, in a group context, to mob a colleague of foreign origin. 

 

Officers often choose individual or interactive strategies of reaction.  They 

internally refuse or re-define external experiences of non-acceptance, or they 

risk confrontation with interacting persons.  Nevertheless, the way of coping 

with the best chances of acceptance is not reaction, but “action” - The 

transfer of one’s own image to others, thus preventing the development of 

negative or incorrect images.  The kind of action or reaction depends on the 

emotional and cognitive interpretation of behaviour in specific situations.  

Interestingly, it is easier to stop undesired behaviour than to change the 

contents of expectations or their evaluation. 

 

Among the images of aliens the expectational attitude “comment of the 

language of origin” forms a special case.  One of the initial groups of 

respondents had to decline the appropriate requests, as they had almost no 

knowledge of the language in question.  A second group fulfilled the 

expectation of official use of the language of origin in exceptional cases.  A 

third group used knowledge of the language of origin uninhibitedly. 



 

    13. Ethnic identity – comparison of self-perceptions and perceptions 

of colleagues 

 

Self-perceived cultural identity is interrelated with the expectations of others: 

The expectation “foreigner” is an exception, because almost all respondents 

are confronted with it.  But the expectation “perhaps foreigner” correlates 

with a rather German identity.  Although their biography is well known, police 

officers of foreign origin are often confronted with demeaning remarks that 

have no relation to their self-perceived cultural identity.  The expectation 

“comment of the language of origin” is different in that it correlates with a 

rather foreign identity. 

 

    14. Images of aliens – perception of citizens 

 

The respondents experience images of citizens of alien origin, especially of the 

same nationality, very negatively – threats of murder on the telephone, as 

pedestrians, and at concerts.  The accusation of being a traitor to one’s 

country is a striking example of this.  The expectation with which police 

officers of foreign origin are confronted deviate in part from those in their 

professional life.  In private life such images of aliens and the corresponding 

depreciatory remarks do not exist despite the knowledge of ethnic origin  For 

this there is the extremely negative expectation of being an “enemy”, further, 

a “person of another race” and for a male “woman”. 

 

    15. Attitudes toward the employment of foreign nationals as law 

enforcement officers 

 

Attitudes toward the employment of foreign nationals as law enforcement 

officers have hardly any relationship to the self-perception of the respondents.  

They are derived in part from personal conversations, personal experiences, 



and information gained from hearsay.  As reasons for the employment of 

foreign nationals the respondents cite: the will of the person concerned; 

Germany is a multi-cultural nation; foreigners are no longer foreigners; foreign 

police officers represent a gain for society; the police force should be a mirror 

image of the society, and there is, after all, an official need for such officers.  

As reasons for not employing police officers of foreign origin the respondents 

enumerate the following: foreigners have culture that is not German culture; 

Germans may not be allowed to become police officers in other countries; the 

rights of Germans will be curtailed if foreigners are granted too many rights; 

the chance of going over when working as undercover agent against the 

organised crime.  They recognise resistance internally in the form of 

reservations and prejudices among the foreign population in the form of fear of 

the police, owing to false notions of the profession of law enforcement in 

Germany, and the lack of dedication to constitutional state as well as in the 

society.  At the same time, the respondents conceive strategies to overcome 

resistance, for example by supervision and adjustment of foreign police officers 

and increased recruitment.  On the whole, they evaluate the employment of 

foreign nationals negatively, ambivalently, or they say time will tell. 

       

Entering the force often meant a break in biography, due to new and highly 

restrictive circumstances. 

 

Subsequent experiences are gained in large flying squads and patrol duty which 

establish and differentiate professional identity.  This self-perception is related 

to the perceived role in the institution. 

 

5   DISCUSSION 

      

The results are illustrated by an abundance of material from case analyses.    

They culminate in a theory entitled “Processes of forming identity in the course 

of police professional socialisation”.  An integrating three phase model 



(training , acting in a large flying squad, patrol duty) underlines how the 

increasing degree of self-determination in professional contexts corresponds to 

increasing possibilities of applying culturally specific identity in the interaction 

with citizens and colleagues. 

  

Training is characterised by “role-taking”: The young officers are in a phase of 

orientation and try to adapt themselves to the demands of senior officers and 

the police culture.  Apprentices who do not identify with their ethnic origin are 

confronted with culture specific expectations which cause certain officers to 

continue to hide their origin.  Other apprentices who are used to these 

experiences from school and other contexts handle perceptions of others in a 

more experienced way.  Some seek to transfer the image of themselves to their 

colleagues. 

 

Acting in a large flying squad means acting in groups.  The individual feels 

discouraged because he is required only as a group member.  Here, “role-

taking” reaches its highest intensity. The officers seek to leave these units as 

soon as possible. 

 

Patrol duty implies the chance to discover one’s own scopes for interpretation 

of necessary action.  Wishes and interests of the individual can be brought into 

the interaction with citizens, senior officers, and colleagues.  Interactive 

competencies that have been suppressed up to this point are supportive of this. 

 

As a result, there is a chance to show new professional and cultural identities.  

Knowledge due to ethnic origin is used as far as the individual is capable and 

willing to speak a foreign language.  It seems that police officers of foreign 

origin add culturally specific aspects to the role of a German police officer.  

Problems rise when this is no longer an additional qualification, but leads to a 

different and interpretation of situations in professional contexts.  

 



In this sense, police officers of foreign origin are often confronted with the 

conflict of being an individual and, at the same time, being like everyone else.  

Meanwhile, the officers of foreign origin have no chance to leave the group 

“foreigner” – foreign national”, even if they have German nationality and their 

behaviour conforms to that of their German colleagues.  An undesirable effect 

of this is that such officers retreat to their identity of origin. 

 

Most police officers of foreign origin adapt to the processes of professional 

socialisation of the majority.  This expresses itself in striving to be 

inconspicuous and in adaptation to the police culture.  Seen from a gender 

perspective, behaviour that conforms to the male police culture is a possibility 

to obtain masculine gender identity and acceptance within the institution 

which implies the rejection and distancing oneself from femininity of women.  

In the present study, there are indications for interrelated sexist and racist 

structures: Men of the majority oppress men of the minority.  Men of the 

minority succeed in re-establishing masculine identity by suppressing women of 

their own group.  By this mechanism men of the minority seem to be over-

adapted to the male police culture that is reinforced in this way.  In summary, 

the assumptions of Symbolic Interactionism are confirmed: Individual 

perceptions, feels, and styles of interpretation are important factors to 

understand the processes that determine the relations between ethnic identity 

and professional socialisation in the police. 

  

6 CONCLUSIONS 

 

6.1 Practical Issues  

 

The practical implications of the present study point toward a policy of 

recognition as well as recommendations for recruitment, gaining, selecting, 

and employing male and female police officers of foreign origin. 

 



 

1. Political and social issues 

 

The results of the present study show that the situation, feelings and 

satisfaction of Police officers of foreign origin depend on social and political 

conditions. Particularly, deficits in the political and social recognition of 

immigrants lead to feelings of inferiority, refusal, and a retreat to the identity 

and nationality of origin. 

          

In Germany, a change in the sense of more acceptance and recognition would 

imply a reform of the law of naturalisation and nationality, more possibilities                    

of political participation of immigrants, more social and economic justice, and 

the protection of contexts in which cultural identity is built and experienced.   

 

Correspondingly, the recruitment of foreign nationals has to be explained by 

the argument that Germany is a multi-cultural society that should be reflected 

within the police as well.  Other strategic arguments that see in foreign police 

officers an advantage for combating international criminality should not be a 

primary motive. 

 

      2. Recommendations for recruitment, gaining, selecting and employment 

 

Efforts to recruit and select officers of foreign origin are to be reinforced:  

Personal counselling is more important than anonymous publicity.  Counsellors 

have to take into consideration that foreign nationals are interested in police 

work because of reasons that are similar to those of German nationals.  Often, 

reasons related to origin or nationalities are not relevant.  On-the-job studies 

for pupils would represent a possibility for more transparency and realistic 

insights into police work. 

  



This could also correct false images of the German police among the immigrant 

population – images originating from perceptions of the role of the police in the 

country of origin. 

 

A procedure of selection oriented toward new demands of police work should 

be practised in form of an assessment centre in which key competencies like 

communication skills and conflict management are important factors. 

 

Knowledge of a foreign language and competencies in conflict management 

with immigrants should be criteria considered in selection. 

 

Positive discrimination in the form of quotas, which is vehemently rejected by 

the respondents, should not be introduced under any circumstances. 

 

This does not exclude flexible weighting of different aspects of performance 

and qualification, while insuring equality through difference 

 

3. Pedagogical-psychological recommendations for training and 

advancement 

 

The encouragement of internal departmental intercultural processes of 

communication within the framework of continuing professionalisation is highly 

desirable, as is the subject “intercultural police work”, anti-racism/anti-

discrimination training, and a special sensitivity on the part of senior officers 

and in the choice of counsellors. Police officers of foreign origin enlarge the 

scopes for interpretation and behaviour of police in general.  This is dependent 

upon the condition that they do not feel ashamed of their immigrant origin and 

that it is up to them to decide where and when they want to bring their 

specific knowledge and skills into police work.  The subject “intercultural 

police work” would contribute to a better understanding of intercultural 

communication processes.  It should be attended by officers from all ethnic 



groups.  Last but not least, senior officers possess a key position in counselling 

and controlling the processes within professional groups of men and women 

from different ethnic origins.  They are responsible for identifying and 

combating inadequate ethnic expectations and for encouraging officers of 

foreign origin not to conceal their identity.  Privileging, over-expectations, and 

wasting of talent must be excluded. 

 

4. Implications for police officers of foreign origin 

 

Police officers of foreign origin should explain their cultural situations and life-

styles.  They are encouraged to give an active presentation of their identity.  

This might be the best protection against inadequate expectations and 

behaviour. For questions and problems like discrimination and threats within or 

outside the police, there should exist a consulting officer who can be chosen 

directly by the officers themselves and to whom they have unhindered access.  

 

The realization of the foregoing recommendations which would contribute to 

an improvement of recruiting, selection, training, and employment would not 

only mean an advance for police officers of foreign origin but also for the 

police as a culture and an institution of society as a whole. 

 

               

6.2 Research Issues 

 

Further research should link up to the following questions: 

 

1. To what extent police officers of foreign origin are accepted by the 

German population and diverse ethnic groups? For instance, how might 

German citizens react when a police officer speaks with an accent? 

 



2. What is the relationship between gender and ethnic identity? How are 

gender and ethnic aspects combined in external expectations? 

 

3. The present study showed that several respondents suffered from 

violence in their childhood.  Is there a casual relation between self-

experienced injustice and choosing a profession that is characterized 

by the confrontation with violence? 

 

4. Further research should combine the findings from the self-reported 

biographies with objective observations.  Such research would reveal 

processes of interpretation and experiences of police officers’ origin in 

more detail. 
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