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Introduction

I arrived in Atlanta as a college student in 1982, unaware of the history and influence surrounding me. I didn’t realize I was living among people who had helped shape the United States into what it is today. I was naïve—blessed, really—and didn’t yet understand the significance of the moment or the city I had stepped into.

I went on to have one of the best law enforcement careers anyone could hope for, and I loved every minute of it. After graduating the Atlanta Police Academy in 1987 I was assigned to Zone 4 in Southwest Atlanta, where Mayor Andrew Young lived. Occasionally, I filled in to work patrol unit 3440, the detail responsible for the security of the mayor, the commissioner, and other dignitaries. I was proud to do that work because I respected the sacrifices these leaders made for people with fewer opportunities.

After I was promoted to the rank of sergeant, I was assigned to the Zone 6 Precinct as a patrol supervisor; there, I worked just steps away from a business run by Hosea Williams—another towering civil rights figure. He often parked out front and spoke with people passing by. Knowing his history, I was in awe and I never pushed myself to engage him more deeply, but his presence alone was powerful.

As a young police officer, my professional growth was shaped in part by the opportunity to personally see and hear icons such as Congressman John Lewis, Reverend Joseph Lowery, Mayor Maynard Jackson, Reverend Ralph David Abernathy, Representative Julian Bond, C. T. Vivian, Xernona Clayton, Reverend James Orange, and many others.   Their presence and influence shaped the way we policed in Atlanta. 

When I arrived in Memphis, I carried all of that with me. I saw tremendous opportunity and believed I could help replicate some of Atlanta’s success. But many people didn’t understand the level at which I was operating or the pace at which things were changing.

The lesson for me was simple: people must be prepared for change and willing to accept it.

When a community has struggled to make meaningful progress on real reform, it becomes easy to doubt that someone who isn’t native to the city can bring lasting change. Easy to dismiss their vision. Easy to underestimate their energy, strategy and commitment. What they didn’t realize was that the work already underway had placed the Memphis Police Department on the right trajectory for future success. Yes, some moves were considered radical, but they were necessary for the city’s future.

I often think back to my high school physics class:

An object in motion stays in motion unless acted upon by an outside force. An object at rest stays at rest unless acted upon by an outside force.

In Memphis, I was the outside force.

I brought with me every lesson and experience I had accumulated:

– A White House visit on criminal justice reform

– A Department of Homeland Security meeting

– Two DOJ focus groups on hiring and smart gun technology

– The influence of the civil rights movement

– Conversations with a U.S. Attorney and medical doctors         about the opioid crisis in America

– The Role of legislative liaison for the Atlanta Police Dept. (APD)

– The 1988 Democratic National Convention

– The 1996 Olympics

– Two Super Bowls

– An NBA All‑Star Game

– The Occupy Movement

– Police commander 0f Hartfield-Jackson International     Airport-post 911

– Countless media interviews and panel discussions

– And a proven crime‑reduction philosophy

All of it shaped the leader I became—and the leader I brought to Memphis.


Foreword

Policing in America stands at a defining moment. The challenges facing today’s law enforcement leaders are more complex, more visible, and more consequential than at any point in recent history. Communities expect transparency, officers need support, and organizations must evolve to meet the demands of a rapidly changing world. In this environment, leadership is no longer about rank, tradition, or tenure. It is about courage, clarity, and the willingness to confront hard truths with resolve and responsibility.

This book is grounded in a simple but powerful belief: public safety improves when leaders embrace accountability, adaptability, and purpose. Throughout my career, I have learned that effective leadership begins with an honest assessment of where we are and a clear, disciplined vision of where we must go. Data, when used with integrity and intention, provides that clarity. It reveals patterns, exposes gaps, and guides decisions that can save lives and strengthen trust. In my work rebuilding depleted workforces and driving meaningful crime reduction, transparent metrics have been my compass, not a shield to hide behind, but a tool to illuminate the path forward and measure progress honestly.

But leadership is not only about systems and strategies. It is, at its core, about people. The future of policing depends on who we hire, how we train them, and the standards we reinforce every day through our actions and expectations. Recruitment, mentorship, and professional development are not administrative tasks; they are acts of stewardship and long-term investment. They shape culture, strengthen morale, and ultimately determine whether an organization rises to meet its mission or falls short of the responsibility entrusted to it.

Communication is equally essential and increasingly critical. Leaders must be able to stand before city councils, community members, and their own officers with honesty and conviction, even when the message is difficult or uncomfortable. Trust is not built through promises or slogans; it is built through transparency, consistency, and the courage to speak plainly about what must change and why it matters.

Change management, too, has become a core competency for modern policing leaders. Policing is at a crossroads, and leaders must be prepared to shift culture, modernize systems, and navigate resistance from within and outside the organization. I have learned that change rarely begins with consensus or universal approval. It begins with clarity of purpose and the discipline to stay the course, even when the path is steep, uncertain, and demanding.

Above all, leadership is service. Every decision we make must strengthen the organization, support the people who serve within it, and improve the lives of the communities we are sworn to protect. I believe deeply that policing can evolve, that culture can change, and that leaders have a responsibility to leave their departments stronger, healthier, and more trusted than they found them.

This book is written for the emerging leaders who want to build better agencies, for the seasoned executives navigating complex and highly visible challenges, and for anyone committed to shaping the future of public safety with integrity, humility, and purpose. My hope is that the lessons, stories, and strategies within these pages will serve as both a guide and an inspiration as you take on the profound responsibility of leading others in moments that matter.

The work ahead is demanding, but it is also deeply meaningful. Leadership in policing is not defined by authority; it is defined by impact. And the impact we make today will shape the profession, the communities we serve, and the lives we touch for generations to come.

“My deepest gratitude goes to my mother, father, and godmother, whose unwavering commitment to truth and enduring values shaped the foundation of my character. Their guidance has been the compass behind my work and my determination to leave the world better than I found it.”
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Surviving a New Administration
When Talent Isn’t Enough 

Political transitions are some of the most disruptive moments in public sector leadership. When a new mayor takes office, the landscape shifts instantly; priorities change, alliances reorganize, and the definition of “success” is rewritten by someone who may have no connection to the work you have already done. Research on government transitions consistently shows that leadership turnover, especially in policing, creates uncertainty, disrupts continuity, and often sidelines even the most capable executives simply because they were aligned with a previous administration’s vision. In these moments, survival is not a referendum on competence. It is a reflection of political alignment, timing, and the new administration’s desire to signal change. I was a casualty of political transition.

In short order, my tenure with the Memphis Police Department (MPD) lasted only 2 years and 10 months.

After I accepted the assistant chief’s position for the City of Memphis, Mayor Jim Strickland had only two and a half years remaining in his term. He made that clear during my interview, and despite the limited time, I accepted the position, and he authorized the creation of a new Assistant Chief position specifically for me. This was historic, I became the first external candidate in the department’s history to serve in that role.

Not long after Mayor Paul Young took office, he convened a meeting with members of the police association. The room, by all accounts, was a mix of skeptics and quiet supporters, employees who, despite their association membership, genuinely wanted to see the department move forward. A supporter later shared the meeting notes with me, and reading them felt like watching a conversation about me unfold from behind a one-way mirror.

At one point, someone asked the mayor, “Is there a way forward where Chief Davis stays but Assistant Chief (AC) Jones leaves?” Earlier in the same meeting, the notes show they referred to me as the Chief’s Enforcer, a label that said more about their discomfort with change than anything about my leadership. The pace of reform unsettled them. Even with repeated efforts to communicate the vision, the reason why, and the path ahead, some simply could not, or would not, see it.

Still, the notes captured the mayor’s response; he was “committed to ensuring that AC Jones is not a barrier going forward.” That line stayed with me. It was the first signal that the political winds were shifting.

In the weeks that followed, rumors began to circulate, whispers that leadership changes were coming. Eventually, those whispers grew loud enough to reach me directly. After the final police department’s budget presentation and I finished writing the MPD strategic plan, Mayor Young called me in. He offered me the option to resign. I understood the nature of my role; I served at will, and separation could come without cause or explanation. But I also understood my own integrity.

So I told him plainly, without hesitation, “I did not do anything wrong, so you can separate me.”

At that moment, I had a flashback and could hear the words of former Atlanta Police Chief, Richard J. Pennington, echoing in my mind. Many young, up and coming commanders of the Atlanta Police Department (APD) wanted to become police chiefs in other agencies, and somehow, he always seemed to know it. I was one of them, and opportunities were beginning to present themselves. Although my colleagues and I were eager to explore those possibilities, none of us were truly prepared for what the job required, and Chief Pennington understood that better than anyone.

He told us, “I know a lot of you want to be a chief of police somewhere, but I caution you to wait. Many of you haven’t worked long enough to earn your full pension. So, before you leave here, get your pension. Then go become a chief if you want to. That way, you can do the job the way it’s supposed to be done. And if they don’t like what you’re doing, you can walk away without worrying about finding a new job because you didn’t secure your pension first.”

Those words stayed with me. Everywhere I have worked since retiring from the Atlanta Police Department in 2016, I have carried that lesson forward. I have approached every role with the intention of making a real difference, and doing it the right way.

Across my 37½ year law enforcement career, I never joined a union or association. I did the job the way it was meant to be done. I honored the system, upheld my oath, and maintained a clean disciplinary record, aside from two vehicle accidents decades apart. I took oaths at three different agencies, and I am proud of how I ended my career, making a difference.

I accepted the Memphis position to support a close colleague and to help set the department on a new trajectory—one that began moving forward in a remarkably short time.  I initially committed to 2½ years, but the work was intense and meaningful, and time passed quickly. As the election approached, Mayor Strickland was term limited, and a crowded field of first-time candidates emerged. At one point, Chief Davis asked if I would consider staying longer because there was still work to be done, and I agreed. But the new mayor had other plans.

Achieving positive outcomes in the face of resistance is never easy, but the results were necessary to evolve the agency. After my departure, Mayor Young said in an interview that “my name kept coming up,” and that it was time for me to go. Yet he also acknowledged that I came to work, did my job, and that the things I accomplished “needed to be done.”

So, what exactly was achieved in 2 years and 10 months?

Major Accomplishments:

Crime Reduction


	
Developed and wrote a comprehensive Citywide Crime Reduction Strategic Plan covering all nine precincts and auxiliary units 


	
Established a Fugitive Unit to augment SCSO and U.S. Marshals in locating violent felons 


	
Expanded the Violent Crimes Unit to investigate non‑fatal shootings 


	
Created the Memphis Most Wanted webpage 


	
Strengthened federal, state, and local partnerships for coordinated investigations and prosecutions 


	
Re‑established the Special Traffic Enforcement Unit (STEU) to address reckless driving, drag racing, and traffic‑related investigations 





21st Century Policing & Organizational Modernization


	
Implemented a new take home vehicle program to increase police visibility 


	
Oversaw the implementation of Power BI into COMPSTAT and daily supervisory operations for real time crime analysis 


	
Expanded Fair and Impartial Policing, De Escalation, and Crisis Intervention Training (CIT) for all new recruits 


	
Established the first Memphis Police Leadership Academy, graduating 25 commanders in a six-week leadership program, in partnership with the University of Tennessee 


	
Oversaw creation of the Auto Theft Task Force 


	
Created the Gun Crimes Unit for non-fatal shooting related aggravated assaults 


	
Reallocated officers to meet service demands, including deletion of the Delta Shift 


	
Consolidated patrol operations from four shifts to three eight-hour shifts to align manpower with peak demand 


	
Expanded the Motor Unit by nine officers 


	
Oversaw the implementation of PowerFTO, enabling paperless and efficient trainee evaluations 


	
Oversaw the implementation of PowerDMS for digital policy management 


	
Oversaw the implementation of FUSUS, a citywide camera sharing network connecting public and private systems, known as Connect Memphis 


	
Equipped all officers with Conductive Energy Weapons (CEWs) to reduce injuries and workers’ compensation costs 


	
Recruited and hired 477 new police recruits in two years 


	
Secured a new uniform vendor with faster and more efficient service 


	
Created a Strategies and Special Projects Section for CALEA, policy development, and best practice implementation 


	
Created External Relations to strengthen stakeholder partnerships 


	
Realigned Patrol Operations under a single deputy chief and relocated the division for operational efficiency 


	
Divided Investigations into Crimes Against Persons and Crimes Against Property, each led by a colonel 


	
Realigned the Grants Unit under Finance for standardized accounting practices 


	
Updated and restored the Disciplinary Matrix for consistent discipline 


	Revised the disciplinary policy to ensure officers committing felonies or certain misdemeanors could be separated quicker. 


	
Revised the Arrest Procedure Policy to include duty to intervene, duty to report, and other modern policing standards 
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