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Week Three Discussion: Ethics Violation in the Court Process

1. How "The Desire to Win" Can Lead to Prosecutorial Misconduct

The desire to win can significantly influence prosecutors to engage in unethical

behaviors, such as pursuing cases that should be dropped or withholding exculpatory evidence.

The culture often fuels this competitive drive within prosecutor's offices, where success is

frequently measured by conviction rates rather than the pursuit of justice. Prosecutors may feel

immense pressure to secure convictions to advance their careers, gain recognition, or meet office

expectations.

Organizational culture plays a crucial role in shaping these motivations. In environments

where performance metrics focus on the number of convictions rather than fairness and justice,

unethical practices can become normalized. A culture that prioritizes winning over ethical

considerations can lead prosecutors to make decisions that compromise their integrity and the

principles of justice. For example, prosecutors may rationalize withholding evidence that could

exonerate a defendant if they believe it would weaken their case and harm their chances of

securing a conviction.

A notable example of prosecutorial misconduct driven by the desire to win is the case of

Michael Morton. Morton was wrongfully convicted of his wife's murder in 1987 due to

prosecutor Ken Anderson's deliberate withholding of exculpatory evidence. Anderson

suppressed evidence that pointed to Morton's innocence, including a transcript of a conversation

between Morton's son and his grandmother, which indicated that Morton was not present at the

crime scene. This misconduct ultimately led to Morton spending nearly 25 years in prison before

being exonerated by DNA evidence.
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Ken Anderson faced consequences for his actions, including a brief jail sentence,

disbarment, and the loss of his judicial position. This case highlights the severe ethical violations

arising from a prosecutor's desire to win and the critical need for accountability and ethical

standards within the justice system.

In conclusion, the desire to win can lead prosecutors to prioritize convictions over justice,

driven by organizational culture and personal motivations. Addressing these issues requires

fostering a culture of ethical integrity and prioritizing justice above competitive success.
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2. Reducing Prosecutorial Misconduct

Reducing prosecutorial misconduct requires a multifaceted approach that addresses the

root causes and establishes robust oversight and accountability mechanisms. Here are several key

strategies:

Policy Reforms: Implementing comprehensive policy reforms is essential to mitigate

misconduct. This includes establishing clear guidelines prioritizing ethical behavior and pursuing

justice over conviction rates. Policies should mandate the disclosure of all exculpatory evidence

and prohibit any actions that compromise the fairness of the judicial process.

Enhanced Accountability: Strengthening accountability measures is crucial. This can be

achieved through regular audits of prosecutorial practices, peer reviews, and the establishment of

independent oversight bodies. These bodies should be able to investigate misconduct allegations

and impose sanctions when necessary. Transparent processes ensure that misconduct is identified

and addressed promptly.

Mandatory Ethics Training: Continuous ethics education is vital for prosecutors. Regular

training sessions should focus on the ethical responsibilities of prosecutors, the importance of

justice over winning, and the legal and moral implications of misconduct. Case studies and

real-life examples can illustrate the consequences of unethical behavior and reinforce the

importance of ethical decision-making.

Legal Reforms: Legal reforms can also play a significant role. Enhancing penalties for

prosecutorial misconduct and providing protections for whistleblowers who report unethical

behavior can deter misconduct. Legal provisions should ensure that prosecutors who engage in

unethical practices face significant consequences, including disbarment and criminal charges.
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Support and Resources: Providing support and resources to prosecutors can help mitigate

the pressures contributing to misconduct. This includes access to counseling services, stress

management programs, and professional development opportunities. By addressing the

underlying factors that drive unethical behavior, prosecutors are better equipped to handle the

demands of their job ethically.

Community Engagement: Encouraging community oversight and public accountability

can also reduce misconduct. Engaging the community in the justice process through public

forums, feedback mechanisms, and collaborative initiatives fosters transparency and trust.

In conclusion, reducing prosecutorial misconduct requires comprehensive policy reforms,

robust accountability measures, continuous ethics education, legal reforms, and support for

prosecutors. By implementing these strategies, the criminal justice system can enhance ethical

standards and ensure justice is served fairly.
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3. Outlining an Ethics Policy for a District Attorney's Office

An effective district attorney’s office ethics policy should encompass critical principles

that promote justice, transparency, and accountability. Here are three essential points to include:

Commitment to Justice: The primary duty of the district attorney’s office is to seek

justice, not merely to secure convictions. This commitment should be clearly articulated in the

ethics policy, emphasizing that the pursuit of justice includes protecting the rights of the accused

and ensuring fair trials. The policy should mandate the disclosure of all exculpatory evidence and

prohibit any actions that compromise the integrity of the judicial process. By prioritizing justice

over competitive success, prosecutors are guided to make decisions that uphold ethical standards

and public trust.

Transparency and Accountability: The policy should establish protocols for transparency

in prosecutorial decisions and actions. This includes regular audits, peer reviews, and public

reporting of prosecutorial practices and outcomes. An independent oversight body should

monitor compliance with ethical standards and investigate misconduct allegations. Transparent

processes ensure that prosecutorial actions are subject to scrutiny and that any unethical behavior

is identified and addressed promptly. Accountability mechanisms, including sanctions for

misconduct, should be clearly defined in the policy.

Continuous Ethics Education: Ongoing ethics training and professional development are

essential for maintaining high ethical standards. The policy should mandate regular workshops,

seminars, and certification programs focused on ethical decision-making, the responsibilities of

prosecutors, and the legal and moral implications of misconduct. Training should include case

studies and real-life examples to illustrate the consequences of unethical behavior and reinforce
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the importance of ethical integrity. Continuous education ensures prosecutors remain aware of

ethical standards and are equipped to handle complex ethical dilemmas.

Implementation and Enforcement: To ensure the effectiveness of the ethics policy,

straightforward implementation and enforcement mechanisms should be outlined. This includes

detailing the roles of oversight bodies, processes for reporting and investigating misconduct, and

disciplinary actions for violations. The policy should also encourage community engagement and

public accountability through regular public forums and feedback mechanisms.

In conclusion, a practical ethics policy for a district attorney’s office should emphasize a

commitment to justice, establish transparency and accountability protocols, and mandate

continuous ethics education. By implementing these principles, the office can foster an

environment of ethical integrity and public trust.


