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The Scope of Racial Bias in
Policing: Behavioral Science’s
Role in a Systemic Problem
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There are substantial and persistent racial disparities in policing in the United States. Although disparities
do not necessarily indicate discrimination, there is significant evidence that racism, operating in various
forms, is a major factor. We adopt a multilevel perspective in our review and analysis of the empirical litera-
ture. We consider five levels of processes relating to racial biases in policing and public safety to identify
ways of achieving equity. These levels are the nano-level (intrapersonal), the micro-level (interpersonal), the
meso-level (organizational), the macro-level (pan-organizational, institutional, or systemic), and the mega-
level (cultural, societal, or narrative). We conclude by discussing the theoretical and practical promise of
adopting a multilevel perspective and highlighting the pressing need to reconceive policing in the United
States to meet the needs of contemporary society.
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The mission and limits of policing have been
debated since the formal introduction of mu-
nicipal policing nearly two centuries ago (Raw-
lings 2002), and those debates are still relevant.
Can an armed group of state actors help but
become an occupying army? How might abuses
of the most vulnerable be prevented? To this
end, Robert Peel, the former prime minister of

constraints, including the principle that the po-
lice only hold authority with the consent of the
governed (Gash 2011).! Yet despite these sup-
posed constraints, police treatment has never
been equal across social groups in the United
States (Loader 2000). In other words, the ques-
tion of whether policing can be unbiased has
been unresolved since the creation of policing,

and there is not sustained evidence in the af-
firmative. How then should we think about in-

the United Kingdom, allegedly suggested a set
of principles that could provide appropriate
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equity in policing? Is policing a failed experi-
ment? Is it inconsistent with the goal of equity?
Or does it simply need long-overdue reforms to
realize a vision of equitable public safety?

In this review, we examine these questions
in the context of racial and ethnic disparities
in policing in the United States. These dispari-
ties are systematic differences in the outcomes
of law enforcement based on the demographics
or social identities of those contacted by police.
There is substantial evidence of documented
differences in outcomes in policing in the
United States related to the race and ethnicity
of residents and of the communities assigned
to police services. By race we mean a human
classification system that is politically con-
structed but assumed to reflect biological dif-
ferences to distinguish between groups of peo-
ple who share phenotypical characteristics or
an imagined biological essence. By ethnicity we
mean a human classification system meant to
connote shared cultural characteristics, histo-
ries, and shared fate, but not necessarily reduc-
ible to shared biological characteristics.

Racial disparities are not necessarily or ex-
clusively the product of biases or discrimina-
tion by police officers. We define bias as a
broad term representing inaccurate (usually)
negative perceptions, thoughts, feelings, and
actions about members of a particular social
group. Bias also includes discrimination (some-
times distinguished as discrimination based
on belief, preference, or prejudice; Agan 2024;
O’Flaherty and Sethi 2019, 2024), which specif-
ically involves unfair behavior, practice, or pol-
icies toward members of a social group. It is
highly likely that multiple factors contribute to
racially disparate outcomes, but there is signif-
icant evidence that racially biased officer be-
havior and racially discriminatory policies and
systems that influence officers and residents
prior to police contact are significant contribu-
tors. In this review, we refer to racism as a set
of interwoven systems and behaviors that pro-
duce objectionable racial disparities. In the
context of policing, racism might manifest as
officer attitudes, stereotypes, and behaviors;
policing policies that, even if racially neutral,
produce systematically negative outcomes
based on race; or the accumulation of circum-
stances that produce racially disparate policing

outcomes. Racial inequities in policing repre-
sent disparate outcomes that are caused by dis-
criminatory treatment, by policing practices or
policies that unfairly disadvantage members of
minoritized racial groups, or by systemic dis-
crimination that creates the conditions for oth-
erwise race-neutral police behaviors to exacer-
bate objectionable racial disparities (for
example, poverty).

In this article, we introduce a multilevel
analysis of the literature on race, ethnicity, and
policing to provide insight into the complex
dynamics of policing and their consequences.
We then review evidence of racial and ethnic
disparities in policing. Overall, Black people
(and members of minoritized ethnic groups)
experience more negative contact with police,
including experiencing more frequent pedes-
trian and motorist stops and searches, as well
as greater use of force and more likely use of
lethal force, than do White people. We then il-
luminate how biases in policing at each of the
five levels within our analytic framework—the
nano-, micro-, meso-, macro-, and mega-levels
of analysis—produce racially and ethnically in-
equitable outcomes that contribute to racial
and ethnic disparities in policing. We also
highlight how the forces at various levels of
analyses can operate in complementary ways
to determine these inequities. We then propose
research and interventions to move toward a
fuller understanding of the causes of racial and
ethnic disparities in policing and to identify
more effective ways to address racial discrimi-
nation to help achieve equity in public safety.
Critically, these new initiatives would benefit
from recognizing confluences among various
sources of bias at different levels of analysis
and the need for interventions with coordi-
nated impact for reducing bias and discrimina-
tion at multiple levels of analysis.

The framework we propose differs from
those presented in other articles in this special
issue in our particular focus on policing and
our more extensive coverage of laboratory re-
search on intrapersonal and interpersonal bi-
ases, but our approach is compatible and con-
tributes to a more comprehensive view of racial
and ethnic bias in the justice system. Most of
the other articles also adopt a multidisciplin-
ary, multilevel perspective tailored to their top-

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES



24 RACIAL BIAS IN LAW ENFORCEMENT, CRIMINAL JUSTICE, AND INCARCERATION

ics. However, these articles vary in the number
of levels considered and the ways the levels are
delineated. For instance, Shawn Bushway and
colleagues (2025, this issue) distinguish among
“taste-based racial discrimination,” which in-
volves individual-level biases (for example, un-
fair negative attitudes or stereotypes) toward
members of a minoritized group; “statistical
discrimination,” which does not involve per-
sonal animus as a motivator of discrimination
and reflects factors that serve as relevant predic-
tors of future behavior (like likelihood of future
offense because of influence of violent street
gangs in an individual’s neighborhood); and
“structural racism,” which can inform the uni-
form application of laws or systems of resources
(for example, access to high-quality legal repre-
sentation) that produce unfair outcomes across
groups. By contrast, we describe five levels of
processes situated in different individual-level,
institutional-level, or societal-level processes.
We view these as complementary rather than
competing frameworks. They are designed to
offer insights into the dynamics of different fac-
ets of the legal system, and understanding the
complexity of the influences affecting these ele-
ments of the system benefits from analyses re-
flecting different conceptual and disciplinary
perspectives and methodologies.

There are also many similarities between
this article and other articles in the special is-
sue. We devote significant attention to intrap-
ersonal and interpersonal psychological pro-
cesses as contributors to racial inequities in the
context of policing, and other articles in the
special issue also consider the role of psycho-
logical biases with respect to other aspects of
the legal system. We also explicitly examine
how racial and ethnic inequities in other social
systems—for example, in education, labor mar-
kets, health care, and housing (see also Lee et
al. 2025, this issue)—lead to racial inequities in
policing. Moreover, like most of the other ar-
ticles in this special issue (for example, Wake-
field and Turney 2025), we recognize the impor-
tance of understanding the history of race and
ethnicity in the United States for appreciating
the contemporary dynamics racial disparities
in the legal system, and specifically in policing.
Our similarities in perspective with other arti-
cles in this special issue are not surprising

given the interrelationships among processes
across the various elements of the criminal le-
gal system and the ripple effects that racially
and ethnically discriminatory policing can
have for other facets of the justice system (for
incarceration rates, see Wakefield and Turney
2025, this issue; for release from prison, see
Nahra et al. 2025, this issue) and the role of ra-
cially biased policing on other elements of the
legal system (Ryo et al. 2025, this issue) and in
community impact (Lee et al. 2025, this issue).
We thus share the goal, as Sara Wakefield and
Kristen Turney (2025) explain, of “broadening
the analytical landscape.”

MULTILEVEL ANALYSIS: THE
BIOLOGIST, THE BULLY, THE
BUREAUCRAT, THE BILLIONAIRE,

AND THE GREAT BARD

When we consider levels of sociopolitical orga-
nization, it is easy to think in extremes. An in-
teraction between two individuals is clearly
micro-level. The global economy is clearly
macro-level. But how should we define each
level? And what is the utility of those defini-
tions? In this article, we offer a modest pro-
posal for how to distinguish various levels of
sociopolitical organization. Because someone’s
conflict with another individual is likely caused
by different factors than conflict with an insti-
tution, and because remedies for interpersonal
conflict are likely quite different from remedies
for institution-driven harms, it is useful to
identify at what level of sociopolitical organi-
zation a conflict occurs. In other words, be-
cause the ways we suffer from and fight bullies
is different from the ways we suffer from and
fight bureaucrats, we ought to know our ene-
mies. The purpose of this framing, therefore,
is to provide commonsense language for dif-
ferentiating between levels of sociopolitical or-
ganization—to separate the bullies from the
bureaucrats.

One way for behavioral scientists to think
about these levels is to consider a multilevel
statistical model used to predict outcomes.
Most behavioral scientists are taught there is
great value in specifying, in an analysis of many
schools, that each school might exist within a
neighborhood. Those neighborhoods exist
within a single municipal boundary (such as a
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city). And those municipalities exist within a
single state. By specifying that schools are
nested within these increasingly larger loca-
tions, behavioral scientists can more easily dis-
aggregate differences between schools and dif-
ferences between state education policies.
Importantly, not all schools belong to a single
neighborhood, draw on students from a single
municipality, or are governed by a single state’s
education policies. Similarly, interactions be-
tween state policy and neighborhood culture
might be significant drivers in school outcomes
for one set of schools and negligible for others.
Yet the conceptual framing makes intuitive
sense to most who use statistical methods to
advance formal tests about school differences.

Conceptually, we argue it is much the same
with racism. Table 1 describes the five levels
of sociopolitical organization we consider,
ranging from the most individual to the most
systemic. While recognizing the potential prob-
lems of oversimplifying the dynamics under-
lying racial disparities in policing and acknowl-
edging the complex interrelationships of
processes residing at different levels, in table 1
we introduce a representation of multilevel
processes that provides the structure for sys-
tematizing the extensive multidisciplinary lit-
erature for our review of racial disparities in
policing, as well as the discrimination that con-
tributes to these disparities, in the United
States. The first entry in table 1, the nano-level,
is the most individualized level of analysis, but
the order is not intended to represent a hierar-
chy of influences, in the sense that one does

not depend on another; they each can exert in-
dependent influences that produce racial dis-
parities that are rooted in discriminatory ac-
tions, practices, and policies related to policing.

Social phenomena, when studied from a
multilevel perspective, have typically been
viewed as operating at three levels: micro,
meso, and macro. These levels reflect quali-
tatively distinct processes. The micro-level of
sociopolitical organization involves interac-
tions between individuals or—at most—a small
group of people. In the context of racism, the
micro-level is best understood as interpersonal
discrimination, such as a bigot’s behavior. The
meso-level of sociopolitical organization re-
lates to how the rules within an institution pro-
duce outcomes for individuals or groups. In the
context of racism, this level is best understood
as institutional or organizational racism, such
as when a company refuses to hire individuals
who live in majority-Black neighborhoods, ar-
tificially depressing job opportunities for Black
applicants. The macro-level of sociopolitical or-
ganization reflects how the rules across institu-
tions conspire to determine outcomes for indi-
viduals or groups. In the context of racism, this
level is best understood as structural or sys-
temic racism. An example is how myriad poli-
cies and their consequences effectively locked
Black families in geographic place—excluding
them from opportunities and thrusting addi-
tional burdens onto them. Government redlin-
ing, for instance, a historical national policy
that led to the disproportionate denial of loans
to individuals seeking to buy homes in neigh-

Table 1. Levels of Sociopolitical Organization Where Racial Biases May Reside

Level Description Personification

Nano Intrapersonal processes, such as personality, psychophysiological The Biologist
functions, stereotypes, and self-concept

Micro Interpersonal processes, related to the dynamics of interactions The Bully
between individuals or small groups of people

Meso Organizational processes associated with policies and practices that The Bureaucrat
produce racially disparate outcomes

Macro Pan-organizational or institutional processes that determine outcomes The Billionaire
for individuals or groups

Mega Cultural-level narratives, ideologies, and beliefs that rationalize and/or The Great Bard

support existing systems

Source: Authors’ chart.
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borhoods where they are not the majority, ef-
fectively excluded Black residents of the United
States from the historic wealth gains experi-
enced by homeowners of other races during the
1930s through the 1960s. It also prevented Black
children from attending better-resourced
schools in wealthier school districts, excluded
them from neighborhoods with better job op-
portunities and healthier foods, and locked
them into communities with higher rates of
street violence. A young family aspiring to cre-
ate a better life for themselves and their chil-
dren need not meet with each of these difficul-
ties, but anyone confronting one such hardship
is likely to confront several (thus the term sys-
temic).

This analytical perspective gives a tidy sum-
mary of the three most common levels of socio-
political organization and considers them in
the context of racism. A bit of reflection,
though, suggests two additional levels that are
not typically included but are important in
both reality and in the study of sociopolitical
phenomena, particularly racism. We call these
last two the nano-level and the mega-level. In-
trapersonal functions reside at the nano-level
of sociopolitical organization (for example, per-
sonality, psychophysiological functions, stereo-
types, self-concept) that tend to predict micro-,
meso-, or other higher-order level outcomes. In
the context of racism, nano-level processes
have received substantial attention within psy-
chological research on social cognition and so-
cial neuroscience, two topics that have domi-
nated the psychological study of racism in
recent years. One might argue that very little in
the study of racism within psychology extends
to micro-level analysis of racism; most of it re-
mains at the nano-level.

At the mega-level of sociopolitical organiza-
tion and analysis, narratives that circulate
within and across cultures operate to justify
micro-level injustices, as well as inequities at
the meso- and macro-levels of organization. In
the context of racism, Jim Sidanius and Felicia
Pratto (1999) refer to these as hierarchy-
enhancing myths and system-justifying ideolo-
gies (see also Foels and Pratto 2015; Jost 2020).
Essentially, any broadly understood narrative
that renders the fact of racial differences good,

moral, natural, or inevitable is what we mean
by a mega-level phenomenon. Often these sto-
ries are incorrectly conflated with the ways in
which systems work together to produce nega-
tive outcomes for a group. While a conspiracy
of systems surely communicates stories that
reinforce these larger narratives, these narra-
tives are also often adjusted, directed, or in-
vented out of whole cloth to suit the purposes
of powerful individuals or groups. As such, the
stories we tell about our structures and institu-
tions deserve their own category.

Because sociopolitical organization is gener-
ally about the exertion of power, we might
think of each level as belonging to a different
kind of powerful actor. To illustrate, we person-
ify these five levels as the Biologist (nano), the
Bully (micro), the Bureaucrat (meso), the Bil-
lionaire (macro), and the Great Bard (mega).
Each title personifies how power works at par-
ticular levels—from individual-level traits as
risk factors for outcomes in the world, to an
individual treating someone unfairly, to the
rule-maker, to the multi-institution-shapers, to
the storytellers.

Although the boundaries between levels
may not always be sharply delineated, these lev-
els generally involve distinct dynamics and sug-
gest different ways that bias could occur. For
each of the five levels, we examine potential
contributors to racial bias in policing and then
discuss corresponding interventions. We con-
clude by summarizing key findings, discussing
the theoretical and practical promise of adopt-
ing a multilevel perspective, considering the
need to understand more deeply the reciprocal
influences across levels, and highlighting the
need to reconceive public safety to meet the
needs of contemporary society.

Because of the traditionally central role of
Black-White relations in the United States—
particularly in the context of state surveillance,
control, and violence—we primarily focus on
racial disparities in policing that disadvantage
Black people relative to White people. We fur-
ther consider how racism underpins, at least in
part, these disparities. Indeed, anti-Black rac-
ism has been an influence embedded in much
of policing since the origins of policing in the
United States. A significant precursor to mod-
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ern, professional police forces was slave pa-
trols, which originated in the southern colonies
as early as 1704 and spread to all thirteen orig-
inal American colonies. The objectives of slave
patrols were to prevent slave uprisings, ensure
that slaves remained on the plantations, and
capture runaway slaves. The post-Civil War ab-
olition of slavery ended slave patrols in 1865.
However, during Reconstruction, many patrol
methods were integrated within Southern po-
lice forces and adopted by the Ku Klux Klan.
Elizabeth Hinton and DeAnza Cook (2021, 261)
further identify “the multifaceted ways in
which policymakers and officials at all levels of
government have used criminal law, policing,
and imprisonment as proxies for exerting so-
cial control in predominantly black communi-
ties from the colonial era to the present.”
Among the legacies of this historical associa-
tion of racism and policing may be the “long
history of discriminatory practices and con-
temporary proactive policing strategies that are
overly aggressive and associated with racial dis-
parities” (Braga et al. 2019, 535).

Although disparities in experiences between
White people and Black people, and between
White people and other minoritized people,
can occur for multiple reasons, discrimination
remains a major factor. Racial discrimination
in policing not only causes direct harm to non-
White people but also has an individual and
social impact on vulnerable populations more
broadly. These racial disparities are a major
reason for the different perceptions Black and
White people have of the police. The results of
a Pew Research Center Survey (Desilver et al.
2020) reveal that more than 80 percent of Black
US residents believe that Black people are
treated less fairly by police officers than are
White people, and another survey found that
30 percent of Black men in the US reported they
have personally been the victim of police vio-
lence (Hamel et al. 2020). Black people are also
about four times more likely than White people
(42 percent versus 11 percent) to report that
they are “very afraid” that a police officer will
kill them in the next five years (Pickett et al.
2022).

In examining racial disparities in policing
and exploring the influence of discrimination

across all five levels, our approach is inherently
multidisciplinary. Psychology as a field has tra-
ditionally focused somewhat narrowly on intra-
personal, nano- and interpersonal, micro-level
processes involving how individuals systemati-
cally differ on traits that affect their behavior
(personality psychology), general processes
that shape the ways people think about others
(social cognition), and specific types of situa-
tions (social psychology) that influence behav-
ior. Psychology has occasionally broadened its
aperture to deal with institutional-level phe-
nomena. Systemic-level phenomena have been
almost entirely beyond the purview of social
psychology, the rare find of cultural psychology
is an exception. By contrast, the disciplines of
sociology, political science, and economics
have placed heavy emphasis on illuminating
institutional and structural influences through
the lens of social science. Criminology as a
field spans all levels of analysis (see, for exam-
ple, Fyfe 1988). We draw on the literature from
all these disciplines in our review and analysis
of racial disparities in policing.

RACIAL DISPARITIES IN POLICING
Although researchers generally observe differ-
ences in treatment and in policing outcomes
between White and non-White group mem-
bers, the gaps are often starkest between White
and Black people. Black people, for instance,
experience substantially more contact with po-
lice than do White people. Also, the experience
of police contact is quite aversive for Black peo-
ple: in fact, a recent study (Pickett et al. 2022)
reports that about half of the Black people who
were surveyed preferred to be robbed or bur-
glarized than to have contact with the police.
We next consider why Black people experi-
ence police contact as so aversive by examining
evidence of racial disparities in various specific
policing activities. Then, we consider the
longer-term consequences for Black people
who experienced police contact, observed it, or
subsequently learned about these incidents.

Policing Activities and Incidents

The evidence of racial disparities is robust,
with documented differences in outcomes oc-
curring for fatal shootings, other forms of vio-
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lence by police officers, and police vehicle and
pedestrian stops.

Fatal Shootings and Violence by Police

In the United States, police officers are more
likely to use lethal force by firearms against
Black people than against White people. An
analysis of officer-involved shooting data from
2010 to 2017 indicates that at least 30 percent of
Black people shot by the police would not have
been shot had they been White (Clark et al.
2023). The rate of fatal shootings of Black peo-
ple by the police is about two and a half times
the rate of fatal shootings of White people
(Statista 2024). One in 1,000 Black men and
boys will be killed by police over the life course
(Edwards et al. 2019). Evidence of these dispar-
ities persists when researchers control for a
range of relevant factors other than the race of
the victim (Goff et al. 2016; Ross 2015; Ross et
al. 2021). Among victims of fatal police shoot-
ings, Black, compared to White, victims are
also less likely to have been armed (Charbon-
neau et al. 2017; Nix et al. 2017).

Racial disparities in police use of force
against unarmed individuals at a nonlethal
level also occur (Goff et al. 2016). About a third
of Black men report that they have been the
victim of police violence (Pickett et al. 2022). A
US survey of Black people found that their level
of fear about being the target of police violence
is five times the level among White people (Gra-
ham et al. 2020).

Use of Nonlethal Force

With rare exception, studies investigating ra-
cial disparities reveal that police use of force,
nonlethal as well as lethal, is significantly more
likely in encounters with Black people (and es-
pecially Black men) than with White people
(Goff et al. 2016; Hollis and Jennings 2018). Po-
lice officers are generally more lenient and less
likely to use force with White than with Black
people (Kovera 2019), even when controlling for
the severity of the suspected illegal behavior.
An analysis of body-worn camera footage re-
veals that Black people are 63 percent more
likely to experience force in a police encounter
than are White people (Willits and Makin 2018).
In addition, as both the analysis of the camera

footage and a separate study of case files (Kahn
et al. 2017) reveal, Black people are more likely
to experience police use of force sooner in the
encounter than are White people.

Overall, the effects of the target’s race on po-
lice use of force typically occur over and above
the influence of a range of other factors, includ-
ing more reported resistance to police officers
(Crow and Adrion 2011; Terrill et al. 2008; com-
pare with Paoline et al. 2018) and are observed
across the country. Latine people are also tar-
gets of police use of force at higher rates than
non-Latine White people (Hoekstra and Sloan
2022), particularly with respect to high levels of
use of force (such as pointing or using a firearm
or taser, or canine; Smith et al. 2023).

The likelihood of police use of force relates
not only to the race of the target but also to the
neighborhood and cities in which the police
encounter occurs. Police officers are more
likely to use force in neighborhoods in which
non-White people represent a greater percent-
age of residents (Lee 2016). These effects over-
lap with the higher use-of-force rates observed
in cases of low socioeconomic resources and
relatively higher rates of violent crime. In addi-
tion, police officers are more likely to engage in
use of force in cities with larger percentages of
Black and Latine populations, especially when
the cities are more residentially segregated
(Smith and Holmes 2014).

“Stop and Frisk” Pedestrian

Stops and Vehicle Stops

Constitutionally, police officers in the United
States can only detain a person if they have rea-
son to believe the person has or is about to
commit a crime. However, all fifty states have
had some version of stop and frisk laws that
permit a police officer to stop and frisk a per-
son without stating a reason. For many of the
laws, all that is needed is “reasonable suspi-
cion,” which can mean the person appears sus-
picious to a police officer.

Stop and frisk laws, as originally proposed,
are typically portrayed and frequently seen as
a race-neutral way to reduce crime. However,
the racial disparities in the actual enforcement
of these laws are glaring. Between 2004 and
2012 in New York City, 4.4 million people were
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detained under this law. Although the Black
and Latine residents of New York City repre-
sented slightly over half the city’s population,
they constituted 83 percent of the people
stopped (New York Times 2013). Moreover, the
likelihood that an investigatory stop by a police
officer would escalate to use of force was sig-
nificantly greater for Black and Latine targets
than for White targets (Levchak 2017). Because
of successful legal challenges to the stop and
frisk policy in New York City, the number of
these actions by the police declined dramati-
cally. By 2017, stop and frisk incidents were only
a fraction of what they had been earlier, but 90
percent of the people stopped were still Black
residents.

With respect to traffic stops, Black and
Latine drivers are much more likely to be
stopped than are White or Asian drivers
(Baumgartner et al. 2017; Lim et al. 2024). The
disparity in traffic stops between Black and
White drivers was greater in areas in which
White residents were more racially biased (Stel-
ter et al. 2022). In addition to where a traffic
stop occurs, when a stop occurs is a significant
factor relating to this disparity. There is a large
racial disparity in traffic stops during the day-
time when a driver’s race can be easily identi-
fied (Pierson et al. 2020); this difference is often
reduced at night when it is more difficult to
identify the race of a driver (Racial and Identity
Profiling Advisory Board 2021). Black drivers
are about five times more likely than White
drivers (44 percent versus 9 percent) to report
that they have been unfairly stopped by the po-
lice, and the percentage is almost twice as high
for Black men than for Black women (59 per-
cent versus 31 percent; Desilver et al. 2020).
Black and Latine drivers are also twice as likely
to be searched following a vehicle stop (Pierson
et al. 2020). This disparity persists even though
police are more likely to find drugs on White
than Black targets. Nationwide, while Black
drivers are stopped by police and, after they are
stopped, searched at a disproportionately
higher rate than White drivers, the searches of
the vehicles of Black drivers are less likely to
discover contraband than those of White driv-
ers (that is, they have a higher “false-alarm
rate”; Meyer and Gonzalez 2024).

Extended Consequences of

Policing Incidents

Negative contact with police and the nature of
the specific incident that occurs in these en-
counters can have broad and lasting impact not
only on those directly involved in the incident
but also on members of the broader commu-
nity associated with the event (for more exten-
sive discussion, see Lee et al. 2025, this issue).
Work that tracks the consequences of police
contact with residents shows that residents
who have more police contact display higher
rates of depressive symptoms and psychologi-
cal distress (Burke et al. 2023; del Toro et al.
2019), higher rates of subsequent criminal ac-
tivity (del Toro et al. 2019), and worse physical
health (Sewell 2017; Sewell and Jefferson 2016).
Again, it is not clear what the relationships are
between the interactions, individual risk fac-
tors, and higher-order shaping of the context.
The experience of excessive force and exposure
to police violence specifically have immediate
and long-term effects on health and well-being.
For example, police victimization is associated
with psychological distress and depression
(Devylder, Oh, et al. 2017) and with suicide at-
tempts (DeVylder, Frey, et al. 2017).

Particularly in a period of ubiquitous cover-
age in popular and social media, the impact of
fatal shootings and police violence has broad,
cascading influences beyond the too-often
mortal consequences on the victims (Smith Lee
and Robinson 2019). Other contacts with po-
lice, particularly if they are invasive and per-
ceived as unjust, have enduring impact not
only on those directly targeted but also on
other members of the community who observe
or subsequently learn about the incidents (Al-
ang et al. 2017).

These broader impacts of policing are ele-
ments of the “slow violence” (Ward 2015) that
police disproportionally impose on Black peo-
ple and members of other minoritized racial
and ethnic groups. As Rory Kramer and Bri-
anna Remster (2022) explain, slow violence in-
volves harms beyond those associated with law
breaking, not only toward individuals sus-
pected of crimes but also toward relevant com-
munities that are “often unseen, by either be-
ing mislabeled as unrelated to policing or
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unacknowledged because its victims are mar-
ginalized people” (44).

Impact of Fatal Shootings and Police Violence
Exposure to police violence through the media
can have extended negative consequences,
particularly for Black people. A USA Today/
Ipsos poll (2021) found that in the month after
George Floyd’s death, trust in law enforcement
declined significantly among US residents in
general, to a low of 56 percent. One year later,
69 percent—a significant increase—said they
trusted law enforcement. However, the gap be-
tween White and Black people was particularly
large, 77 percent versus 42 percent. Also,
whereas in the month after George Floyd’s
death 60 percent of US residents reported that
they personally believed that George Floyd was
murdered, by the time Derek Chauvin (the
Minneapolis police officer who appeared in
the viral video of George Floyd’s death) was
preparing to stand for trial, that percentage
significantly declined to 36 percent. At that
later time, the racial divide was substantial:
only 28 percent of White people agreed at that
time that George Floyd was murdered, com-
pared to 64 percent of Black people. Derek
Chauvin was subsequently found guilty of
murder.

Police incidents of violence against Black
people have an enduring impact on Black com-
munities (Haile et al. 2023). For example, the
levels of anxiety and depression among Black
people increased substantially following
George Floyd’s murder (Fowers and Wan 2020).
One study looked at “poor mental health days”
among Black people over five years and found
that these days were much more likely to occur
during weeks when such acts of racial violence
received considerable attention in the media.
These incidents did not have similar effects on
the mental health of White people (Curtis et al.
2021). With respect to physical health, com-
munity residents who perceive a greater use of
force in their area by police experience higher
levels of stress, and this relationship is partic-
ularly pronounced for Black residents (Stans-
field 2022). Additionally, greater exposure to
police killings of Black people adversely affects
the cardiovascular health of Black people, in-
creasing the likelihood of stroke for Black men

and hypertension for Black women (Talbert
2023).

In addition, exposure to cases of police vio-
lence against unarmed Black men was found to
suppress citizen crime reporting among citi-
zens of Cincinnati generally, but particularly
among those living in Black and Latine neigh-
borhoods (Pearson and Timberlake 2023), and
exposure to police use of fatal force generally
suppressed people’s willingness to place 911
calls for assistance in Los Angeles, but that im-
pact was greater in Black and even greater in
Latine neighborhoods; the effect was signifi-
cant in White neighborhoods as well, but the
impact occurred to a lesser degree (Sheppard
and Stowell 2022).

Impact of Pedestrian and Vehicle and Stops

on Community Health and Action

Common encounters between police officers
and community members can also have signif-
icant negative effects on the health and actions
of the residents of areas in which police officers
are “protecting and serving.” For instance, ado-
lescents who were personally stopped by police
officers (on the street, in a car, at school) or who
observed another person stopped by police
subsequently experienced more depressive
symptoms, and this effect was particularly pro-
nounced for Black adolescents (Turney 2021;
see also Burke et al. 2023).

The character of police contacts is a critical
element of how people respond to police offi-
cers. While the number of stops in an area does
not directly relate to negative health among
residents, the incidence of stops culminating
in invasive action by police (for example, frisk-
ing) does relate to poorer health (for example,
ratings of overall health and specific conditions
such as high blood pressure; Sewell and Jeffer-
son 2016). These effects, particularly those as-
sociated with high levels of stress and psycho-
logical distress, occur not only for individuals
who have personal contact with police but also
for those who reside in highly and inequitably
policed areas. The negative effects are particu-
larly strong for Black and Latine individuals. In
addition, residents living in minority commu-
nities with higher incidences of use of force
against pedestrians have a higher risk of diabe-
tes and obesity (Sewell 2017).
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The greater stress aroused by encounters
with law enforcement, such as police stops and
arrests, has an additional consequence: adoles-
cents who experience police contact show an
increased likelihood of subsequently engaging
in delinquent behavior. In a four-wave longitu-
dinal study, contact with law enforcement in
the form of pedestrian stops by police pre-
dicted increases in Black and Latine adoles-
cents self-reported criminal behaviors across
an eighteen-month period, in part because of
the psychological distress (for example, anxiety
and depression) these adolescents experienced
(del Toro et al. 2019).

In terms of the impact on the community,
while a greater number of stop and frisk en-
counters in disadvantaged communities was
generally positively related to more calls for
service (311 calls) in those neighborhoods,
more stop and frisk encounters that involved
searches or the use of force, particularly when
they did not result in an arrest, reduced the
likelihood that community members would
seek these services (Lerman and Weaver 2020).
In general, involuntary encounters with police
reduce willingness to engage with or seek sup-
port from police or local government (Brayne
2014). In areas around Philadelphia, greater in-
cidence of pedestrian stops in which police
frisked residents predicted lower use of emer-
gency health services (Kerrison and Sewell
2020). As Vesla Weaver, Gwen Prowse, and
Spencer Piston (2020, 3) explain, “This is be-
cause people tend to engage the state only
when they have a basic trust that it will not
dominate them, humiliate them, or physically
assault them.”

Furthermore, this response is not necessar-
ily one of passive withdrawal; it also often in-
volves “collective autonomy,” in which com-
munities distance themselves strategically
from public institutions (for example, police
and government) while building community
resources to promote racial collective con-
sciousness and self-determination. An analysis
by Weaver and colleagues (2020) of conversa-
tions between Black residents from highly po-
liced areas in five US cities reveals consistent
themes of perceptions of police oppression
and consequent efforts to withdraw from en-
gagement with police and government while

developing community cohesiveness, auton-
omy, and power.

In summary, there is robust evidence of ra-
cial and ethnic disparities in policing in the
United States. This disparate treatment of
Black residents relative to White residents has
significant lasting impact on Black people,
both individuals who experience direct police
contact and those who learn about incidents
involving others. Beyond the impact of these
events in terms of psychological distress and
its consequences for mental and physical
health, these occurrences undermine trust in
the police, which reduces the likelihood that
residents of affected communities will seek po-
lice assistance or use other government ser-
vices, such as emergency medical services.

As noted earlier, racial disparities in
policing-related outcomes do not automatically
imply racial discrimination. In subsequent sec-
tions, we explore the potential role of racial dis-
crimination in policing and how it contributes
to racial disparities. The challenge of distin-
guishing the role of discrimination relative to
other potential influences in these disparities
is a complex task because of methodological
challenges in determining causality, the fact
that discriminatory influences operate in dif-
ferent sociopolitical levels, and the very differ-
ent nature of the activities in which disparities
are observed. Bias has many facets, and the cir-
cumstances and motivations involved in differ-
ent police activities (such as use of force and
traffic stops) vary widely. The actions of police
officers are also shaped by influences at mul-
tiple levels of analysis including, for example,
officer biases, situational officer discretion,
and organizational or institutional guidance
(Camp 2024). While acknowledging these com-
plexities, we attempt to triangulate from the
diverse evidence to better understand the po-
tential role of racism in racial disparities in
policing.

NANO-LEVEL PROCESSES

AND BIAS IN POLICING

We personify the nano-level of sociopolitical
organization (which involves intrapersonal pro-
cesses) as the Biologist because it is the most
molecular level of analysis within our frame-
work. This level of processes includes brain
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structures and functions that shape the social-
cognitive processes that influence the ways
people think about their social world and
respond to it. As we previously noted, much
intergroup-relations research in behavioral sci-
ence, and most of it in psychology, focuses on
intrapersonal biases as risk factors located
within the nano-level for discriminatory behav-
ior (Swencionis and Goff 2017). This includes
most of the research in psychology on preju-
dice (Dovidio 2001), implicit attitudes (Banaji
and Heiphetz 2010), stereotyping (Eberhardt et
al. 2004), and stereotype threat (Goff et al.
2008). Sometimes referred to as identity traps
(Goff 2016), in the context of psychological re-
search, these individual risk factors for dis-
criminatory behavior are often not tested in
ecologically robust settings, and the magnitude
of their effects in dyadic or small-group con-
texts under naturalistic conditions is not firmly
established. However, a significant literature
inside and outside psychology implicates these
internal, nano-level risk factors for discrimina-
tory treatment of members of minoritized
groups in policing. We review these processes
and their relevance to policing next.

Intrapersonal Influences

In this section, we examine how prejudice, ste-
reotypes, and threat may contribute to discrim-
inatory treatment that underlies racial inequi-
ties in policing and to racial disparities in
policing. Prejudice is a negative attitude toward
a group and its members; stereotypes are as-
sociations and beliefs relating to the character-
istics of a group and its members. Both preju-
dice and stereotypes can be either explicit or
implicit. Explicit prejudice and stereotypes are
attitudes and beliefs about a group and its
members that individuals know they hold and
are willing to express. By contrast, implicit prej-
udice and stereotypes are activated largely au-
tomatically, without intention and frequently
without awareness. Implicit biases are assessed
through performance on a task that does not
appear to be related to prejudice or stereotypes,
such as the Implicit Association Test (IAT; Gre-
enwald, Brendl et al. 2022). Threat, which mo-
bilizes fight-or-flight responses, is a negative
emotional state aroused by concerns that indi-
viduals or a group will cause physical or other

harm to themselves or to members of the group
(Vogel and Messner 2024). These processes
have received the most empirical attention in
psychology, and this research on racial bias in
policing has approached the issue in two dif-
ferent ways, as stable individual differences
producing cross-situationally consistent behav-
iors, and as orientations that are moderated by
situations in shaping behavior.

Individual Differences

There is evidence of stable individual differ-
ences across time in officers’ orientations in
policing. For instance, one robust predictor of
police officers’ attitudes toward use of force on
the job is their attitudes two years earlier, be-
fore they entered the police academy (Oberfield
2012). Building on the idea that police officers
differ systematically in the ways they approach
policing, one line of research on racial dispari-
ties in policing that involves discrimination by
police officers has focused on the role of “bad
apples,” or a limited number of officers whose
bias skews the statistics for unjustified dispa-
rate outcomes. Indeed, there is evidence of con-
sistent individual differences among officers in
racially biased treatment of residents and oth-
ers in the community (Terrill and Ingram 2016).
Felipe Goncalves and Steven Mello (2021) show
that the racial disparity in speeding ticket out-
comes among Florida Highway Patrol officers
can be accounted for by the actions of less than
half (about 40 percent) of patrol officers. Alle-
gations by Chicago residents of police miscon-
duct were significant predictors of future alle-
gations against those same officers (Rozema
and Schanzenbach 2019), providing additional
evidence of stable individual tendencies. How-
ever, a simulation found that replacing the top
10 percent of Chicago officers identified as at
risk for engaging in misconduct in their duties
with ones not at such risk would reduce the
overall number of use-of-force incidents by
only 4-6 percent across a ten-year period (Chal-
fin and Kaplan 2021).

Research identifies a specific individual-
difference characteristic that has important
consequences for policing with respect to dis-
criminatory treatment of members of particu-
lar racial and ethnic groups. Policing, as it has
been traditionally conceived in the United
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States, functions to enforce the existing hierar-
chical social order. Law enforcement as a pro-
fession thus appeals to individuals who value
this orientation: policing attracts people who
have characteristics (for example, in ideology
or personality) that relate to support for main-
taining the current social order. Social Domi-
nance Orientation (SDO) is an individual-
difference measure that reflects the extent to
which a person prefers hierarchical intergroup
relations over equality and desires their in-
group to dominate outgroups (Ho et al. 2015;
Sidanius et al. 2017). Although the SDO scale
does not identify specific other groups in its
items (for example, “Some groups are just more
worthy than other groups”), it predicts biases
toward multiple marginalized groups, includ-
ing Black people. People who score higher in
SDO are generally more prejudiced in their at-
titudes, hold more negative stereotypes of
other groups, and behave in more discrimina-
tory ways toward traditionally marginalized so-
cial groups (Duckitt and Sibley 2017).

SDO is particularly relevant to policing.
White police officers score higher on SDO com-
pared with members of the general public,
college students, and public defenders, even
controlling for a range of demographic charac-
teristics (Sidanius et al. 1994; see also data pro-
vided by Xu et al. 2014). This orientation is fur-
ther supported by officer experiences while
serving. Junior police officers’ perceptions of a
high level of SDO among peer officers rein-
forces their own orientation (Gatto and Damb-
run 2012). Also, specific prejudices toward a
range of groups increase with training and ex-
perience in policing (Gatto et al. 2010). With
respect to policing outcomes, Jillian Swencio-
nis, Enrique Pouget, and Phillip Atiba Goff
(2021) demonstrate across three different cities
that White officers (but not Black officers) with
higher levels of SDO have a greater number of
use-of-force incidents during “Terry” stops
(forcible stops made when an officer suspects
a crime). This set of studies, however, does not
include data to test whether the use of force is
more frequent with Black than with White tar-
gets. Overall, the findings about the role of in-
dividual differences indicate that “bad apple”
police officers do exist and that their discrimi-
natory actions can contribute disproportion-

ately to racial disparities in policing. However,
this factor accounts for only a limited amount
of variance in racial disparities in policing.

Prejudice and Stereotypes
There is converging evidence of the role of ra-
cial prejudice (an attitude or unfair preference)
and stereotyping (overgeneralized and fre-
quently inaccurate beliefs) in policing across a
range of research paradigms. Analysis of polic-
ing statistics implicates the influences of racial
prejudice and stereotyping on a range of police
activities and outcomes. Economists Brendan
O’Flaherty and Rajiv Sethi (2019, 2024) examine
the extent to which racial disparities in police
stops and searches and police use of deadly
force reflect statistically accurate beliefs that
justify these disparities (called statistical or
strategic discrimination) or represent unjusti-
fied, biased attitudes or beliefs based on race
(termed preference-, prejudice-, or belief-based
discrimination). This distinction is a critical
one in the field of economics, determining the
sources of racial disparities in policing (Agan
2024). These researchers conclude that while
statistical discrimination does contribute to ra-
cial disparities in stops and searches, preju-
diced discrimination also exerts a significant
effect (for example, Goel et al. 2016; Pierson et
al. 2020). In making such determinations of
disparities as due to unfair discrimination, ap-
propriate benchmarks are critical. Hit rate
analysis, which is a widely accepted benchmark
(Agan 2024), compares incidences of stops to
the finding of contraband in the searches that
follow. Unfair discrimination when the fre-
quency of stops is based on race (for example,
Black motorists versus White motorists) signif-
icantly exceeds the relative hit rates (for exam-
ple, finding contraband in searches).
O’Flaherty and Sethi (2024) report that com-
pared with their representation in the popula-
tion, Black people were significantly overrepre-
sented in fatal police shootings from 2015 to
2022. However, the researchers note that inci-
dences of fatal shootings of Black people by po-
lice officers were comparable to the incidence
of Black people arrested during that period.
While this analysis suggests that racial dispar-
ities in fatal shootings may primarily reflect
statistical discrimination, O’Flaherty and Sethi
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further observe that using arrestees as the
baseline may obscure the impact of prejudiced
discrimination to the extent that arrest rates
are themselves a product, at least to some de-
gree, of prejudiced discrimination. The re-
searchers also note that stereotypes Black peo-
ple hold of police officers may also contribute
to their encounters with police, which can es-
calate into use-of-force incidents and poten-
tially to fatal shootings (see also Agan 2024).

Psychological research has focused on un-
derstanding relevant aspects of racial prejudice
and stereotypes and how those biases can influ-
ence police behavior. That is, this type of re-
search has a strong emphasis on illuminating
intrapersonal and interpersonal mechanisms.
Goff and colleagues (2008) focus their research
on a critical dehumanizing element of stereo-
types of Black people: the tendency among
White participants in their experiments to au-
tomatically associate Black people with gorillas
or other kinds of apes. In a series of studies
conducted with general samples of partici-
pants, these researchers further illuminate the
implications of this bias within criminal justice
contexts. Specifically, the research demon-
strates how this association of Black people
with apes alters visual perception and attention
and increases endorsement of violence against
Black targets. One of their studies, involving
analysis of criminal cases, reveals that news ar-
ticles written about Black people who are con-
victed of capital crimes are more likely to con-
tain ape-relevant language than news articles
written about White convicts. In addition, con-
victs who are implicitly portrayed as more ape-
like in these news articles are more likely to be
executed by the state than those who are not.
These researchers directly demonstrate the
causal impact of this form of dehumanization
in the domain of policing. They subliminally
primed White male participants with words re-
lated to ape or big cat and then had participants
view a video of a Black or White target being
beaten by police officers. Participants exposed
to the ape-related words were more likely to be-
lieve the police officers’ violent actions were
justified when the victim of the beating was a
Black person but not when the victim was a
White person.

While this set of studies did not examine the

stereotypes of police officers directly, the re-
searchers report anecdotal evidence. In Los An-
geles, police officers referred to the beating of
Black targets as “monkey slapping time” and
described a Black family they had to visit as
“gorillas in the mist.” It was also common
among Los Angeles police to report incidents
in which a Black person died as “NHI”—no hu-
mans involved (Goff et al. 2008). More recently,
an analysis of text messages sent between po-
lice officers in Berkeley, California, in 2019 and
2020 finds that these officers “engage in vile de-
humanization of (Black people) and express
views that are openly racist” (Savidge et al.
2022).

Another core aspect of automatically acti-
vated (implicit) racial stereotypes directly rel-
evant to policing is the prevalent stereotypic
association of Black people with criminality
(Pickett et al. 2014). For instance, one set of ex-
periments (Eberhardt et al. 2004) demonstrates
that participants more quickly identify ob-
scured photos of crime-related objects (such as
guns) after being subliminally primed with
Black than with White faces. The speed with
which the crime-related objects are recognized
is unrelated to participants’ level of explicit ra-
cial prejudice, suggesting the distinct nature of
implicit and explicit biases. Another prominent
research paradigm examines race-related bias
toward identifying guns (compared with non-
gun objects) following brief exposure to Black
faces compared with White faces (see Payne
and Correll 2020 for a review). Research using
this paradigm has consistently shown that par-
ticipants are more likely to mistakenly identify
objects as guns when the objects are paired
with images of Black men’s faces than when
they are paired with images of White men’s
faces. This effect does not occur at the earliest
stages of perceptual recognition of the objects
but develops at later stages in ways that suggest
racial stereotypes shape how people construe
and react to the objects (Stein et al. 2023).

Researchers studying discrimination in po-
licing have often focused on simulations of de-
cisions to shoot armed or unarmed targets,
most commonly male targets. In one of the
most widely used paradigms, participants en-
gage in a “shoot/don’t shoot” computer simula-
tion in which they observe images of White and
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Black men in everyday places like parks or city
sidewalks (Payne and Correll 2020). Some of
the men are armed with guns, while others are
unarmed and carrying mundane objects like
wallets or cell phones. Participants are in-
structed to press a button to “shoot” if the man
is holding a gun or another button to “don’t
shoot” if the man is not holding a gun. In this
simulation, participants unaffiliated with law
enforcement tend to mistakenly shoot un-
armed Black men at higher rates than unarmed
White men. These participants also tend to re-
act faster to unarmed Black men than unarmed
White men (see Mekawi and Bresin 2015 for a
review; compare with James et al. 2016).

Follow-up research on the intersection be-
tween race and gender has shown that Black
women are not more likely to be mistakenly
shot than White women or White men in these
simulations, suggesting that Black men are
uniquely associated with violence and danger
(Plant et al. 2011). The racial bias does not relate
to an explicit measure of racial prejudice (Cor-
rell et al. 2002, Study 3), but it is greater among
participants sampled generally (Correll et al.
2006) and police officers (Peruche and Plant
2006) who more strongly endorse the stereo-
type of Black people as “dangerous” or as crim-
inals. In studies employing both White and
Black participants unaffiliated with law en-
forcement (Correll et al. 2002, Study 4) and po-
lice officers (Plant et al. 2005), the level of
shooter bias against Black targets is compara-
ble across participant race, suggesting that
shooter bias is perpetuated by knowledge of
cultural stereotypes rather than by an explicit
propensity to discriminate against Black peo-
ple. Experimental interventions that weaken
the stereotypic association of race and crimi-
nality, in turn, reduced racially discriminatory
responses on a shoot/don’t shoot task (Plant et
al. 2005).

Compared to the results of studies using
participants sampled from general popula-
tions, results of research using police officer
participants in decisions to shoot in this simu-
lation paradigm are more variable. Some re-
search has shown that, at least under some cir-
cumstances, police officers are more hesitant
to shoot Black targets than White targets on a
shoot/don’t shoot task (James et al. 2017). Also,

police officers’ implicit bias, as assessed using
the IAT, does not reliably predict racial biases
in decisions to shoot in this task (Andersen et
al. 2023). However, racial biases in these types
of simulated encounters are well documented
and depend on the life experiences of the po-
lice officers. On average, officers with policing
experience do not tend to show a racial bias in
decisions to shoot (Correll et al. 2007). How-
ever, officers who have less childhood contact
with Black people or are assigned to gang and
street-crime units that regularly deal with mi-
nority gang members tend to show higher lev-
els of racial shooting bias (Sadler et al. 2012;
Sim et al. 2013). New police recruits also tend
to show evidence of a racial shooting bias, sug-
gesting that certain on-the-job experiences may
be important for mitigating racial shooting bi-
ases (Ma et al. 2013).

Because the likelihood of activating a stereo-
type of a group is greater when people are ex-
posed to a more typical member of a group,
implicit stereotyping is stronger when people
are exposed to a Black individual who is more
visually prototypical of their race. Of direct rel-
evance to criminal justice, an analysis by Jen-
nifer Eberhardt and colleagues (2006) demon-
strates that when Black defendants found
guilty of a capital crime involving a White vic-
tim are perceived to have a more stereotypically
Black appearance, they are more likely to be
sentenced to death (see Kleider-Offutt et al.
2017 for a review). Laboratory research employ-
ing the shoot/don’t shoot simulation paradigm
(Kahn and Davies 2011) demonstrates that both
White and Black participants who are not em-
ployed in law enforcement exhibit a greater
propensity to shoot more phenotypically ste-
reotypic Black targets (those with darker skin,
broader noses, and fuller lips), resulting in a
more pronounced racial shooting bias. Pheno-
typic stereotypicality of White targets also mat-
ters. A further analysis of a random sample of
booking photos reveals that, controlling for
type of arrest, reported level of resistance, and
the presence of drugs and alcohol in a target’s
system, White targets who are perceived to be
more phenotypically White are less likely to be
the targets of police use of force and are treated
with less force by police (Kahn et al. 2016). How-
ever, this study does not find a significant rela-
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tionship between the phenotypic stereotypical-
ity of Black targets and police use of force.

Threat

Threat is highly salient in police work (Jamie-
son et al. 2000) and takes many forms. It often
involves a general concern about personal
safety, which leads police officers to be highly
suspicious and preoccupied with maintaining
an edge in police-resident exchanges, particu-
larly in those involving Black targets. For in-
stance, Joscha Legewie (2016) finds that police
use of force during stops of Black (but not
White) pedestrians significantly increased dur-
ing the two weeks immediately after two offi-
cers were killed by Black targets.

Police may thus develop an “us versus them”
orientation toward residents. In general, an ori-
entation of this type makes people concerned
about the motives of outgroup members, wary
of their actions, and more defensive in interac-
tions with them. In policing, it can often lead
to an animosity toward community members
generally, but this antipathy may be particu-
larly pronounced toward Black people. Expo-
sure to Black people spontaneously arouses
threat, even among Black participants who do
not harbor prejudice—either explicit or im-
plicit—against Black people (March 2023).

This threat may be generated through ele-
ments of the cultural racial stereotype of Black
people. For instance, White people, particularly
those higher in implicit racial bias, tend to per-
ceive even neutral facial expressions of Black
persons as expressing anger (Hugenberg and
Bodenhausen 2003). Other research, using a
representative sample of White participants,
shows that priming people with the race of a
seventeen-year-old male juvenile offender who
committed a violent assault affects the level of
punishment that they recommend: the juvenile
offender is viewed as more blameworthy and
more deserving of a sentence of life in prison
when he is Black than when he is White (Rattan
et al. 2012). These effects are likely attributable
to a greater cultural association of Black people
with violence. Consistent with this reasoning,
when individuals are primed with words associ-
ated with Black people, they are more likely to
perceive another person’s actions as hostile,
even where the person’s race is not known

(Devine 1989). Additional research that extends
this work to policing shows that when police
officers and juvenile probation officers are sub-
liminally exposed to words related to the Black
cultural stereotype (compared to words that
were unrelated to racial stereotypes), the offi-
cers view a juvenile offender who either shop-
lifted or assaulted a peer as more hostile and
culpable, even though the race of the offender
is not directly identified (Graham and Lowery
2004).

The activation of racial stereotypes can ad-
ditionally affect perceptions of Black juveniles
in a particular way that arouses threat, also
with direct relevance to policing. Goff and col-
leagues (2014) conducted a series of studies in
which both undergraduate students and police
officers judged the age and culpability of
youths between ten and seventeen years of age
in a criminal justice context. While both under-
graduates and police officers estimated the
ages of White youths accurately, they perceived
Black individuals suspected of committing a
misdemeanor as over two years older than they
were. Black individuals suspected of commit-
ting a felony were seen as more than four years
older. Perceptions of the culpability of the
youths for the crime showed a similar pattern.
These findings suggest that the force typically
used by police for adults may be viewed as ap-
propriate for Black youths. Other research re-
veals that people who see young Black men as
threatening are more likely to also perceive
their bodies as taller and heavier than compa-
rable young White men of the same height and
weight (Wilson et al. 2017). Overall, these re-
sults pertaining to race and threat may partially
explain why police are more likely to use force
with Black than with White targets.

Another form of threat—stereotype (or iden-
tity) threat—also contributes to racial bias in
policing (Pryor et al. 2020; also see Swencionis
and Goff 2017 and Burke 2023). Stereotype
threat occurs when a person is in a situation
that arouses concern about being judged in ac-
cordance with unfavorable stereotypes associ-
ated with a social identity that is important and
relevant to the context (Steele 2011). Marie
Pryor and colleagues (2020) explain how a
White officer may experience stereotype threat
with respect to being judged in accordance
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with a stereotype that White people are racist.
Also, a police officer of any race or gender may
be concerned that members of the community
will stereotype police officers as racist. Re-
search conducted in the southwestern United
States finds that both officers and participants
unaffiliated with law enforcement feel less pos-
itively toward law enforcement when faced with
the prospect of enforcing what they feel would
be seen as racist, and officers fear for their
safety as a result (Epstein and Goff 2011).

In encounters with police, citizens also ex-
perience threat (Olivett and March 2023). Be-
cause of this experience of threat, they display
both greater physiological reactivity and defen-
sive behavioral responses (such as a defensive
freeze reaction) in encounters with police offi-
cers than with other people. Black people, be-
cause of the high level of police surveillance
they experience, the threat of physical and psy-
chological abuse by police officers, and the
quantity of negative police encounters they
have had, are especially apprehensive and de-
fensive (Algrim et al. 2022; see also Henning
2021).

Moreover, like police officers in their inter-
actions with the community, community mem-
bers experience stereotype threat in these en-
counters. One study shows that Black people,
but not White people, report concern that po-
lice officers stereotype them as criminals be-
cause of their race (Najdowski et al. 2015). Black
men but not White men report they would ex-
perience stereotype threat in encounters with
police and anticipated anxiety, self-regulatory
efforts, and behaviors that are commonly
viewed as suspicious by police officers.

Contextual Moderators
Situational factors that heighten the risk of dis-
criminatory police behavior include cognitive
demand, salience of crime, officer inexperi-
ence, and officer discretion (Swencionis and
Goff 2017; Pryor et al. 2020; and Glaser 2024).
These risk factors for discriminatory policing
reflect the hypothesized influences of implicit
prejudice and stereotyping on behavior that
have been identified in basic psychological re-
search.

The literature on cognitive demand and ra-
cial bias reveals that when the demands of a

situation exceed the processing resources avail-
able, the resources that are typically devoted to
controlling the expression of racial bias (which
tend to be quite effortful) are otherwise occu-
pied and fail to suppress racial biases that are
automatically activated (such as implicit bi-
ases). Faced with cognitive overload, most peo-
ple, including police officers, will resort to cog-
nitive shortcuts, such as using the racial
stereotypes that associate Black people with
crime (Swencionis and Goff 2017).

Police officers have multiple, simultaneous
demands on their attention and cognitive pro-
cessing, and “they have to make life-altering
decisions under severe time constraints, often
under stressful or dangerous conditions”
(Pryor et al. 2020, 350). Moreover, interracial
contact can itself act as an additional stressor,
especially for individuals, particularly those
who score high on measures of implicit bias
(Trawalter et al. 2009). This stress can have det-
rimental effects on subsequent performance
(Richeson and Shelton 2003): following inter-
racial interactions, White participants—partic-
ularly those who scored higher in implicit ra-
cial bias—display impaired performance on
subsequent tasks requiring cognitive effort to
inhibit inappropriate responses.

Aligning with basic research on prejudice
and stereotypes, situational influences system-
atically moderate the impact of implicit biases
on actions relevant to policing. For instance,
conditions that interfere with conscious con-
trol of behavior both increase the level of police
officers’ level of implicit bias and exacerbate
the impact of implicit racial biases on behavior.
Police officers show higher implicit prejudice,
as assessed by the IAT, following nights in
which they have less sleep (James 2018), and
officers who feel tired (rather than alert) exhibit
stronger racial bias in decisions to shoot (Ma
et al. 2013).

Time pressure similarly places demands on
people’s cognitive resources, increasing the
likelihood that racial biases, particularly im-
plicit ones, will be expressed and critically
shape behavior. As discussed earlier, White par-
ticipants typically identify guns faster when
they accompany Black (as opposed to White)
men’s faces, but time pressure intensifies these
effects. When given a short response deadline,
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participants are significantly more likely to
mistake a tool for a gun when it is paired with
a Black man’s face. In other words, when par-
ticipants are faced with a split-second decision,
race influences their tendency to perceive a gun
that is not actually there (Payne and Correll
2020). The racial biases observed in the shoot/
don’t shoot paradigm are even greater when
participants must make their decision more
quickly (Correll et al. 2002).

As discussed earlier, cultural stereotypes as-
sociate Black people, and particularly Black
men, with criminal activity. A criminal focus,
in turn, exacerbates racial biases and their im-
pact. Crime is chronically salient in much of
police work and, in addition to concerns about
personal safety, other aspects of policing em-
phasize criminality as a core issue in policing.
Police performance is often assessed in terms
of its effects on crime rates, which tends to in-
centivize a focus on crime to the exclusion of
other aspects of policing, such as protecting
the public safety, providing service to the pub-
lic, having positive interactions with commu-
nity members, or being accurate (Swencionis
and Goff 2017). This focus on crime control
represents a risk factor for discrimination be-
cause it heightens the accessibility of perva-
sive stereotypes associating Black people (in
general) and Black men (in particular) with
crime-related concepts (Eberhardt et al. 2004).
Chronic and transitory factors that make crime
salient are likely to increase racially disparate
behavior by police officers that harms Black
people. For example, when police officers are
placed in situations where crime is empha-
sized, they attend more quickly to faces of Black
men than of White men and are more likely to
falsely identify Black men in lineups (Eber-
hardt et al. 2004).

The context of gangs further illustrates this
point. Between 11 percent and 27 percent of
self-identified gang members are estimated to
be White, and White gang members’ level of
criminal activity is equal to those of their non-
White counterparts. However, there is a strong
stereotypic association of gang membership
with Latine and especially Black youths and ad-
olescents. One likely consequence of this ste-
reotype is that police officers will attend more
to Black and Latine people in their activities

relevant to gangs. For example, in Chicago, po-
lice officers recorded more than 128,000 adults
and 33,000 children and youths in a database
of gang members and “gang-affiliated” persons
(Sweeney and Fry 2018). Non-White individuals
were vastly overrepresented in these databases,
with over 95 percent of the entries for adults
identified as Black or Latine. These racial and
ethnic disparities in the “gang” listings, which
likely were rooted in racial biases, had dispro-
portionate negative consequences for Black
and Latine people: the database was used for
criminal investigations, background checks,
immigration enforcement, and criminal sen-
tencing (Dumbke 2018).

Inexperience is associated with uncertainty
and has a more limited set of policing skills
that may normally be acquired over time. Per-
haps as a consequence, more inexperienced po-
lice officers are generally more inclined to use
force in their policing. Younger officers and of-
ficers with fewer than five years’ experience use
more force and are 2.5 times more likely to be
investigated for use of force (McElvain and
Kposowa 2004; Terrill and Mastrofski 2002). Of-
ficers who are twenty-five years old or younger
are over three times more likely to be investi-
gated for use of force compared with officers
over the age of forty (McElvain and Kposowa
2004).

While the greater tendency to use force, of-
ten with insufficient justification, in itself may
increase the likelihood of racial disparities in
policing, racial stereotypes further increase the
likelihood through discriminatory actions. Ste-
reotypes influence behavior more strongly un-
der conditions of uncertainty. Thus, officers
who are new to police service or who receive a
new assignment are likely to be particularly
susceptible to the racialized errors that can
arise from uncertainties and consequent reli-
ance on limited cues—such as community
members’ race, gender, or presence in a high-
crime neighborhood—to determine whether to
suspect a person of breaking the law (Willis et
al. 2010). Also, because of the role of seniority
in police assignments, newer officers are more
likely to be assigned to rotating or night shifts,
which produce sleep disturbances that (as dis-
cussed earlier) independently increase the like-
lihood of racially discriminatory behavior.
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The literature on skill acquisition and exper-
tise concludes that individuals with more prac-
tice are more likely to perform tasks accurately
and are less likely to engage in racial discrimi-
nation (see, for example, Kawakami et al. 2005;
Plant and Peruche 2005). Thus, people with less
training and experience are not only less suc-
cessful in performing tasks but also more sus-
ceptible to racial biases affecting their re-
sponses. With respect to policing, practice can
increase accuracy in weapon identification
tasks and reduce racial biases in shoot/don’t
shoot tasks. Simulations that more closely mir-
ror real-world deadly force encounters, which
provide more detailed information about the
situation and the target, generally show less ra-
cial bias in decisions to shoot (Andersen et al.
2023; Cox et al. 2014; James et al. 2013). In gen-
eral, likely because of their greater training in
firearm use and procedures for use of force, po-
lice officers are still less likely than community
members to make these racialized errors on
shooting tasks (Correll et al. 2007). Also, in sup-
port of the proposed roles of experience, train-
ing, and expertise, community members who
receive training and practice in the shooter task
demonstrate improved accuracy and dimin-
ished behavioral effects of racial bias (Correll
et al. 2007; Plant et al. 2005; Sim et al. 2013).
Even among police officers, practice with the
simulated shooting task reduces racialized er-
rors against Black targets (Plant and Peruche
2005).

As basic research has shown, ambiguity is
an important factor in the extent to which per-
sonal biases are manifested in discriminatory
behavior. When decisions or actions are gov-
erned by clear-cut rules or strong norms, a per-
son is more likely to behave in a racially unbi-
ased manner. However, when rules are
nonexistent, appropriate behavior is not well
defined, or norms are ambiguous, White peo-
ple, including White police officers, are more
likely to act in ways that favor White persons
and disadvantage non-White individuals. Am-
biguity and personal discretion are particularly
relevant factors in policing. In their day-to-day
work, police officers must contend with high
degrees of ambiguity (such as determining who
fits a suspect description or who poses a poten-
tial threat) and have high discretion (for exam-

ple, deciding whether to search during a traffic
stop). Police officers necessarily exercise a great
deal of discretion in the course of their work:
they must continually make judgments about
the meaning of others’ behavior and about how
to weigh facts, circumstances, and evidence. In
the absence of binding directives or estab-
lished protocols, officers’ reliance on discre-
tion or personal judgment can allow their prej-
udices to influence their decisions.

Furthermore, officers’ discretionary exer-
cise of their powers to stop, search, and use
force against community members is not
meaningfully constrained by the courts. The
discretion allowed under stop and frisk laws
and in traffic stops is thus a primary reason
Black and Latine people are disproportionately
targeted by police in these activities (Desilver
et al. 2020). Consistent with this proposition,
policing records show evidence of biased dis-
cretion during traffic stops and police interac-
tions in California. Officers choose to search
individuals perceived to be Black at over twice
the rates of individuals perceived to be White.
However, the probability of finding contra-
band during the search (the discovery rate) is
higher for individuals perceived to be White
(Racial and Identity Profiling Advisory Board
2021), indicating evidence of racial discrimina-
tion. Although the introduction of body-worn
cameras (as we will discuss in more detail) and
the ubiquity of cell phone recordings of police
encounters may expose officers’ behavior to in-
creased public scrutiny, it is not clear that the
availability of video recordings has systemati-
cally increased accountability for police mis-
conduct.

Nano-Level Interventions

From an individual-level perspective, interven-
tions to combat racial biases that form a foun-
dation for discrimination in policing need to
target intrapersonal influences, such as the ac-
tivation of implicit biases (for example, stereo-
types and prejudice), and the application of ex-
plicit biases that shape the interpersonal
behaviors of police officers in encounters with
targets. We consider three types of interven-
tions that could potentially reduce discrimina-
tory behavior by individual police officers
through selection procedures, antibias train-
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ing, or training that more specifically targets
particular aspects of policing.

Screening and Selection

One approach for reducing racial discrimina-
tion in policing is to reduce the likelihood that
individuals who have biases enter the policing
profession. Reflecting this direction, California
Assembly Bill 846, which became effective in
2021, requires that candidates for a position as
a “peace officer” be screened in the hiring pro-
cesses in ways to help ensure that they are “free
from any physical, emotional, or mental condi-
tion, including bias against race or ethnicity,
gender, nationality, religion, disability, or sex-
ual orientation, that might adversely affect the
exercise of the powers of a peace officer.” These
screening assessments could include measures
of candidate racial or ethnic bias. As noted ear-
lier, individuals higher in SDO, which relates to
greater prejudice against a range of minoritized
groups, are particularly attracted to policing as
a profession; police officers, on average, tend
to score high in SDO compared to the general
public (Sidanius et al. 1994; Xu et al. 2014); and
police officers higher in SDO are more likely to
use force against targets (Swencionis et al.
2021). However, current measures of explicit
prejudice and stereotyping are not well suited
to screening for bias because individuals tend
to adjust their responses to appear less biased
than they are when that is socially desirable.
Implicit measures of bias are less amenable to
such strategic control and relate significantly
to discriminatory behaviors on average (Kurdi
et al. 2019), but they do not have sufficient pre-
dictive strength for any specific individual to
justify use of such measures for employment
screening (Greenwald, Dasgupta et al. 2022; Lai
and Wilson 2021). An alternative approach is to
screen for other individual differences that pro-
mote positive relations with members of mi-
noritized groups or that tend to mitigate the
potential effects of automatically activated (im-
plicit) bias. These can include high levels of
empathy and perspective taking, which attenu-
ate the impact of implicit bias (Todd et al. 2011),
or general personality traits associated with
more positive behaviors toward people from di-
verse groups (for example, Agreeableness; see
Crawford and Brandt 2019).

Background investigations in screening pro-
cedures can also be used for prior candidate
activities that would be useful in predicting, in
combination with other materials in the review
process, the likelihood that an individual
would perform their policing duties without
bias. Engaging more frequently in positive con-
tact and having close relationships with mem-
bers of another racial or ethnic group are
among the most robust predictors of less bias
against minoritized groups, which is support-
ive of research on contact theory (Pettigrew and
Tropp 2013). People who have had more posi-
tive intergroup contact with members of an-
other racial or ethnic group or who have a
friend who is a member of that group have
lower levels of prejudice against the group and
other members of the group, and they experi-
ence less threat when they encounter members
of the group. Conversely, those who have more
negative experiences with members of another
group are more biased against the group and
feel greater anxiety and threat (Paolini et al.
2021). These latter findings suggest a possible
reason why, given the generally negative experi-
ence of interracial police-resident encounters,
police officers with greater prior contact with
Black people displayed greater racial bias
against Black people in a shoot/don’t shoot
task (Sadler et al. 2012).

Because little is known about what exact in-
dicators most reliably predict discriminatory
behavior by a police officer, further research is
needed to maximize the promise of using selec-
tion criteria to reduce police bias. However, the
largest and best apples-to-apples comparison
of officers by race and gender recently revealed
that White male officers engaged in far more
use-of-force incidents in Chicago than female
or non-White officers and that this behavior
was driven disproportionately by White male
officers’ use of force toward Black residents (Ba
et al. 2021). In other words, there is recent,
strong evidence that who is doing the policing
matters in terms of equitable policing out-
comes.

Antibias Training

While assessment for bias and background re-
views can be helpful for identifying individuals
at major risk of behaving in a discriminatory
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manner, limiting their entry into the profes-
sion, other interventions focus on those al-
ready serving as police officers. Antibias train-
ing is one such approach that has been
commonly used across a range of professional
domains. However, antibias training programs
are likely to be substantially curtailed in many
settings, including policing, because of actions
by President Donald Trump in his first days in
office in 2025. His Executive Order requires all
agencies and departments in the federal gov-
ernment to “terminate, to the maximum extent
allowed by law, all DEI, DEIA, and ‘environmen-
tal justice’ offices and positions (including but
not limited to ‘Chief Diversity Officer’ posi-
tions); all ‘equity action plans,’ ‘equity’ actions,
initiatives, or programs, ‘equity-related’ grants
or contracts; and all DEI or DEIA performance
requirements for employees, contractors, or
grantees.””

Nevertheless, many forms of antibias train-
ing are likely to continue to be available and
accessible to police departments. Antibias
training is a family of programs “aimed at fa-
cilitating positive intergroup interactions, re-
ducing prejudice and discrimination, and en-
hancing the skills, knowledge, and motivation
of participants to interact with diverse others”
(Bezrukova et al. 2016, 1228). With respect to
policing specifically, the Final Report of the Pres-
ident’s Task Force on 21st Century Policing (US
Department of Justice 2015) encourages the im-
plementation of implicit bias training for po-
lice officers (see also Fridell 2016; Swencionis
and Goff 2017). A survey of over a hundred po-
lice departments in large metropolitan areas
revealed that 96 percent had implemented
some form of antibias training program, typi-
cally with a focus on implicit bias (CBS News
2019).

While antibias training in recent years has
been a booming business that has earned bil-
lions of dollars annually, assessments of its ef-
fectiveness have yielded mixed results (Devine
and Ash 2022; Dobbin and Kalev 2022). How-
ever, findings that appear to indicate inconsis-
tent evidence of effectiveness can be reconciled

by considering the different ways effectiveness
has been assessed. Determining whether anti-
bias training is effective depends on the criteria
applied. The evidence of the impact of antibias
training is consistent for specific types of out-
comes.

One of the most common outcome mea-
sures of the effectiveness of antibias training is
evidence of prejudice reduction toward tradi-
tionally underrepresented groups. However,
there is no existing evidence that raising con-
sciousness about implicit bias can produce sig-
nificant changes in discriminatory behavior
(Swencionis and Goff 2017), and there are not
sufficient results to make the case that even
more comprehensive antibias training can re-
duce explicit or implicit bias in an enduring
way (Greenwald, Dasgupta et al. 2022; Paluck et
al. 2021). Both explicit and implicit racial biases
are deeply entrenched, often supported—in-
tentionally and sometimes unintentionally—
by images in the media and interconnected
within a web of social relationships and politi-
cal orientations and grounded in long-term so-
cialization experiences. Prejudice and stereo-
types appear to be highly resistant to change
on the basis of antibias training, which tends
to be limited in duration.

Nonetheless, when other outcomes are con-
sidered, there is consistent evidence of benefits
of antibias training. Antibias training does in-
crease people’s knowledge about concepts
such as implicit bias and topics relevant to im-
proving intergroup relations. It often piques
interest in learning more about ways to im-
prove relations between members of different
social groups and motivates people to behave
more equitably toward others (Bezrukova et al.
2016).

Regarding antibias training in the context of
policing, there is evidence that learning about
the science underlying work on implicit bias
can increase police officers’ recognition of the
potential negative impact of implicit biases on
racially equitable policing and create more pos-
itive attitudes toward antibias training (Vitriol
et al. 2024). Participation in antibias training

2. Exec. Order No. 14151, Executive Order: Ending Radical and Wasteful DEI Programs and Preferencing. https://
www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/01/ending-radical-and-wasteful-government-dei-programs

-and-preferencing/.
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can, in turn, further expand police officers’
knowledge of implicit biases and increase their
intentions to apply antibias strategies to reduce
the impact of implicit bias on their profes-
sional actions (Kochel and Nouri 2024).

However, the evidence of long-term change
in behavior directly caused by antibias train-
ing is weak: there is currently not strong or
consistent evidence that antibias training can
produce an enduring influence on police be-
haviors (Machado and Lugo 2022; Worden et
al. 2024). For example, Calvin Lai and Jaclyn
Lisnek (2023) assess the results of a large-scale
antibias training—the Managing Bias program,
which was developed by the Anti-Defamation
League—involving over 3,500 police officers.
The main goals of this daylong training were to
reduce the influence of bias in interactions and
decision-making by police officers, improve
police-community relations, and increase of-
ficer safety. Participants engaged in activities
to increase their awareness and understanding
of bias and to build skills (such as perspective
taking and individuation) to help reduce bias
in policing. The researchers find that the train-
ing increased knowledge of bias immediately
after the session and one month later. It also
increased, relative to the pretraining baseline
levels, concerns about holding biases and per-
sonally behaving in a discriminatory way, as
well as intentions to use the strategies they
learned to address bias. However, these effects
were fleeting: they were not significantly differ-
ent from baseline one month later. The re-
searchers therefore conclude that “diversity
training[s] as they are currently practiced are
unlikely to change police behavior” (Lai and
Lisnek 2023, 424). Similarly, a one-day antibias
training with over fourteen thousand New York
City police officers failed to produce any sig-
nificant changes in racial disparities in stops,
frisks and searches, summonses, arrests, and
use of force (Kochel and Nouri 2024).

Rather than dismissing entirely the poten-
tial benefits that antibias training (particularly
with an emphasis on implicit bias) can have for
reducing racial discrimination in policing, Jack
Glaser (2024) proposes tailoring such interven-
tions with police officers to focus on actions
most vulnerable to the influence of implicit

bias. Specifically, he suggests that, because im-
plicit bias tends to influence highly discretion-
ary behaviors (such as stop-and-search deci-
sions) more strongly, both the training and its
assessment might concentrate on these types
of policing activities. However, antibias train-
ing that emphasizes implicit bias may inadver-
tently undermine people’s motivation to exert
the effort needed to overcome the influence of
implicit bias on their behavior. Because im-
plicit bias reflects a high degree of automaticity
and thus limited controllability, when discrim-
ination is attributable to implicit bias people
are perceived to be less accountable for their
actions and view their discriminatory behavior
as less deserving of punishment (Daumeyer et
al. 2019).

When trainings are viewed as a cure-all,
therefore, the science is clear that any form of
training is likely to be a weak lever for change
at best. When viewed as a signal about cultural
norms, however, trainings may yet prove valu-
able. While poorly integrated diversity, equity,
and inclusion efforts can send the wrong sig-
nals about institutional norms and values (Do-
ver et al. 2020), this same research literature
holds out hope that, framed correctly, trainings
can be part of an organizational signal that
combating discrimination is important. Train-
ings, therefore, need not be dismissed if they
do not provide immediate changes in behav-
iors. Rather, they must be understood in the
context of their broader organizational context.

Focused Training

While attempts to reduce levels of explicit and
implicit prejudice through antibias training
have had limited success, training that is fo-
cused primarily on developing and practicing
skills related to specific aspects of policing
promises greater success, at least in the labora-
tory. For instance, research has shown that
with practice on the shoot/don’t shoot simula-
tion paradigm, police officers, in general, are
able to reduce their discrimination against
Black (relative to White) targets on this task
(Peruche and Plant 2006). This reduction in ra-
cially discriminatory responses on this task is
particularly strong for officers who have previ-
ously had relatively high amounts of positive
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personal contact with Black people. Other re-
search (Sim et al. 2013) also has demonstrated
that training on a shoot/don’t shoot task re-
duces racially biased errors by police officers
when race is unrelated to the presence or ab-
sence of a weapon. However, when Black peo-
ple are experimentally associated or chronically
associated with danger (for police officers who
routinely deal with minority gang members),
training does not reduce racial bias on the task
but may exacerbate it. Taken together (while
recognizing the existence of boundary condi-
tions), these findings reveal the potential for
narrowly tailored training involving activities
in which officers have opportunities to practice
their skills to reduce police use of lethal force.
However, such training requires the use of ap-
propriate scenarios and simulations to facili-
tate their application to the conditions under
which they may be enacted within the duties of
police officers (Fridell 2016).

An alternative approach involves training
police officers in new skills for effectively inter-
acting with community members to prevent
conflict escalation, thereby reducing the per-
ceived need to use force. Currently, police acad-
emies in the United States devote over three
times more hours to firearms training than to
de-escalation techniques (Horton 2021). While
there is very limited evidence concerning
whether de-escalation training works and re-
duces racial disparities in policing (Agan 2024;
Engel et al. 2020), there are techniques that may
help de-escalate conflicts between police offi-
cers and community members and reduce ra-
cial disparities in policing. George Wood, Tom
Tyler, and Andrew Papachristos (2020) tested
the impact of a one-day procedural justice
training program with the Chicago Police De-
partment. The intervention “emphasized the
importance of voice, neutrality, respect, and
trustworthiness in policing actions.” Before
making a decision, “officers were encouraged
to provide opportunities for civilians to state
and explain their case.” The officers were also
encouraged to “apply consistent and explicable
rules-based decision-making, treat civilians
with dignity and respect their status as com-
munity members, and demonstrate willingness
to act in the interests of the community and

with responsiveness to civilians’ concerns”
(Wood et al. 2020, 9815). This training provides
officers with a broader range of strategies,
grounded in a body of empirical evidence, for
handling challenging encounters more effec-
tively. It also communicates priorities and
norms of the department, which can influence
behavior in additional ways beyond the specific
knowledge and skills acquired in the training.
This training significantly decreased officers’
use of force in the community. Before training,
in a police force made up of 7,785 police offi-
cers, there were 363 use-of-force incidents per
month. After training, according to a conserva-
tive estimate, there were 8 fewer use-of-force
incidents per month; according to a more ag-
gressive estimate, there were 156 fewer use-of-
force incidents per month.

While any officer trainings that yield posi-
tive results in the field should be lauded, they
would be incapable of correcting for policies or
cultural norms that produce unequal out-
comes. Consequently, we turn our attention
next to micro-level processes.

MICRO-LEVEL PROCESSES

AND BIAS IN POLICING

We describe the influence of micro-level pro-
cesses as the Bully because these effects occur
through interpersonal encounters, which po-
tentially inflict harm on an individual with cas-
cading influences on other members of the per-
son’s social group. This literature relies heavily
on psychology research and involves samples
drawn from the general population to illumi-
nate relevant underlying dynamics that may
contribute to racial disparities in policing.
Micro-level processes in racial discrimination
in policing are more directly implicated in
studies testing these effects with police officers
in their actions toward and in interaction with
community residents that produce discrimina-
tory treatment of members of particular racial
or ethnic groups.

Interpersonal Processes

As with nano-level influences involving intrap-
ersonal processes (for example, stereotyping),
research across the behavioral sciences—in-
cluding in psychology, sociology, criminology,
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economics, and political science—implicates
the role of micro-level (interpersonal) bias in
racial disparities in policing. A variety of differ-
ent methodological approaches are used (Na-
tional Academy of Sciences, Engineering, and
Medicine 2018), but one common way of testing
for racial bias is by examining differences in
police behavior while controlling for other
likely influences. In this respect, the finding
that police are more likely to use force against
Black or Latine targets than White targets is
observed even after controlling for target de-
mographics, such as age or gender; and other
characteristics, such as intoxication, mental
impairment, or possession of a weapon; officer
characteristics, including race or experience;
features of the incident, such as time of day,
target arguing, target attempting to get away,
target directly resisting arrest, number of by-
standers, number of officers; geographic area;
and community characteristics, such as socio-
economic status, crime rate, or the percent of
non-White residents (see, for example, Lee
2016; Paoline et al. 2018). Sometimes these
studies employ quasi-experimental designs,
such as the “veil of darkness” paradigm, which
has been used for studying racial bias in vehic-
ular stops by police. The logic behind this ap-
proach is that because darkness tends to mask
the physical appearance of a driver, police ra-
cial bias is directly implicated if racial dispari-
ties in vehicle stops are lower at night than in
daylight. An analysis of ninety-five million
stops for fifty-six police agencies and depart-
ments nationwide reveals higher rates of stops
for Black motorists than White motorists dur-
ing the day, but far more equitable stop rates at
night when ambient factors (such as neighbor-
hood crime, poverty, and so forth) are included
(Pierson et al. 2020). Moreover, the reduced ra-
cial disparity in stops at night is primarily due
to a markedly lower likelihood of Black drivers
being stopped at night compared to during the
day.

The micro-level of analysis is broadly inter-
personal. It considers the action of police to-
ward residents, the orientations and behaviors
of residents toward police, and the reciprocal
relations of police officers and residents in
their interactions. The processes have been
studied by researchers across multiple behav-

ioral science disciplines drawing on a range of
different methodological approaches.

Psychology

The traditional approach in psychology has
been laboratory research using designs with ex-
perimental manipulations and appropriate
controls to form cause-and-effect inferences.
Psychological analysis is thus complementary
to the types of approaches frequently used in
other behavioral science disciplines. With re-
spect to understanding situational-level dy-
namics of racial bias in policing, the relevant
research builds on foundational interpersonal
processes identified in psychological research
and the application of these dynamics to ac-
tivities related to policing studied with samples
unaffiliated with law enforcement and, less of-
ten, directly with police samples.

One example of psychological scholarship
that leaves the laboratory to answer questions
about micro-level discrimination leverages
newly available police body-worn camera foot-
age to examine police behaviors during inter-
actions with residents. Early results provide
evidence of racial bias in the ways police speak
to citizens in their encounters. During routine
traffic stops, an analysis of interactions re-
corded on police body-worn cameras reveals
that police officers speak with less respect to
Black than to White community members
(Voigt et al. 2017) and display a more negative
tone in their communications (Camp et al.
2021). While these studies do not allow us to
determine to what degree these officer behav-
iors are driven by intrapersonal, nano-level
and interpersonal, micro-level factors or
shaped by meso- (organizational), macro- (pan-
organizational, institutional), or mega- (cul-
tural) level factors, this line of research at least
casts doubt that mere “suspect resistance and/
or non-compliance” is the only factor that es-
calates police-resident interactions, a common
argument made in both popular media and re-
search to account for racial disparities in police
violence (Terrill 2005).

The availability of body-worn camera foot-
age also potentially allows for quantitative and
time-sequenced analyses of encounter escala-
tions—the process of making interactions
more tense and likely to produce violence (Ariel
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et al. 2016). However, without the help of artifi-
cial intelligence, aggregating and coding this
footage is labor intensive. Additionally, the
footage is not available at scale, making it dif-
ficult to know what results will and will not
generalize.

Finally, some research integrates the litera-
ture on stereotype threat with concerns of be-
ing stereotyped as criminal (Najdowski et al.
2015) or as racist (Trinkner et al. 2019). As noted
in the section on nano-level processes, stereo-
type threat represents people’s concern about
being judged in accordance with unfavorable
stereotypes associated with their social iden-
tity. Stereotype threat has interpersonal conse-
quences (micro-level effects) relevant to polic-
ing, as well as intrapersonal impact (nano-level
effects). As research shows, Black participants
report higher levels of concern with being ste-
reotyped as criminals than do White partici-
pants. That elevated concern leads to higher
regulatory efforts, something previous research
has identified as producing racial disparities in
behaviors that are judged to be indicators of
guilt (Najdowski 2011). In other words, as with
other stereotype threat domains, concerns with
confirming or being evaluated in terms of a ra-
cial stereotype ironically produce behaviors
consistent with the stereotype that can have di-
rect consequences for how Black people and
police officers interact. This is also an area in
which nano-level (intrapersonal) and micro-
level (interpersonal) processes operate in tan-
dem. There are individual differences (a nano-
level influence) in the concern with being
stereotyped that reliably predict differences in
behaviors (McCarthy et al. 2021; Trinkner et al.
2019), and these behaviors influence interac-
tions between police officers and community
residents. It is further possible that processes
at the meso-, macro-, and mega-levels, such as
discriminatory policies or regional reputations,
can moderate the impact of these nano-level
and micro-level processes in influencing racial
inequities in policing.

The dynamics of stereotype threat in en-
counters between police officers and Black res-
idents can produce a reciprocal set of influ-
ences mutually increasing threat and escalating
the potential for conflict and excessive use of
force (Najdowski 2023). Indeed, footage from

police body-worn cameras offers supportive ev-
idence for this process (Rho et al. 2023). A lin-
guistic analysis of footage from 577 stops of
Black drivers finds that stops with escalated
outcomes (that is, those ending in arrest, hand-
cuffing, or a search) differ systematically from
other stops from the initial moments of the in-
teraction—even in the first forty-five words spo-
ken by the officer. For stops that escalated, of-
ficers were more likely to begin the interaction
with commands, without explaining why they
made the stop. Black men who viewed the foot-
age perceived more negative emotion, viewed
officers more negatively, worried more about
force being used, and predicted worse out-
comes after hearing only the officer’s initial
words in escalated versus non-escalated stops.
This escalation was likely the outcome of the
reciprocal responses, possibly stimulated by
stereotype threat experienced by both parties.

Ethnography

The bulk of research on police-resident interac-
tions belongs to ethnographers. For instance,
Nikki Jones’s (2014) work on interactions be-
tween police and youth in California’s Bay Area
reveals how Black youth learn the informal se-
quencing of a police stop, as well as when and
how they can voice their objections to abuses.
Similarly, Rod Brunson’s (2007) work reveals
which direct and vicarious interactions lead
Black youth to believe that “police don’t like
Black people” (from the title of Brunson 2007),
as well as how those observations create both
ideologies about policing and specific tactics
to navigate communities where those same po-
lice are omnipresent. These findings build on
a generation of ethnographic observations
about police-resident interactions. However,
while work such as Elijah Anderson’s (2013)
Streetwise paints incredibly detailed pictures of
how aggregated interactions with police shape
neighborhood mindset and praxis, the quanti-
tative tests of how these observations scale be-
yond the communities in which they are ob-
served have lagged behind considerably.

Criminology, Economics, and Political Science

Other quantitative fields have developed litera-
tures at the micro-level, particularly economics
and political science. The (mostly) economics
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literature around “hit rates” (the rate at which
officer searches yield contraband) is a notable
example. Much like the “cover of darkness”
methodology, the literature on hit rates (or
yield rates) attempts to bypass a common
methodological problem with analyzing and
determining the causes of racial disparities in
police behavior—namely, that the universe of
possible outcomes is rarely known. In other
words, it is difficult to tell whether there is ra-
cial discrimination in police use of force with-
out being able to account for all incidents
where force might have been used but was not.
Analyses of the rate at which police searches
yield contraband (“hits”) sidestep this method-
ological limitation (at least in part; see Knox
et al. 2020) and by testing the outcomes of a
conditional action—that is, a search. The result
of such tests (Knowles et al. 2001) reveals that,
even if we set aside whether a decision to
search someone is racially biased, officers are
robustly not using the same criteria for search-
ing Black residents as White residents—and
the result is less effective policing generally,
even beyond the potentially racist conse-
quences. This tendency to “over-search” Black
residents could stem from departmental poli-
cies or a broader culture in policing (see Rat-
cliffe 2004), yet there is some evidence of indi-
vidual differences.

Along these same lines, economists and po-
litical scientists have recently provided the best
test yet of the importance of micro-level phe-
nomenon. Specifically, an unparalleled match-
ing study in Chicago concluded that police de-
mographics play a major role in police use of
force, with White men accounting for signifi-
cantly higher rates proportional to the number
of Black men they target (Ba et al. 2021). While
itis not clear if or how these results generalize,
this first true apples-to-apples comparison of
officers by location, shift time, and department
suggests that individual differences may play
an underappreciated role in how interactions
with police produce community violence—a
merging of nano- (intrapersonal), micro- (inter-
personal), and meso- (organizational) level pro-
cesses.

One theme across all these micro-level lit-
eratures is that it is difficult to disaggregate
micro-level processes from processes at other

levels. Another way to frame that methodolog-
ical hurdle is this: racial discrimination exists
at so many levels and so far before a particular
police-resident interaction that it is often dif-
ficult to tell when the police are the problem or
when the outcome of the interaction is merely
a symptom of a larger issue. Dean Knox, Will
Lowe, and Jonathan Mummolo (2020) make
this point in a highly technical article by dem-
onstrating the many steps one must take to
demonstrate racial bias at the level of an indi-
vidual stop—often preventing scientists, litiga-
tors, and policymakers from making appropri-
ate inferences about racism in policing.
Importantly, they admit that getting access to
all the data necessary to conduct the ideal anal-
ysis is impossible in many cases. (The article,
notably, does not feature any analyses of police
data.)

This theme is worth noting because, ironi-
cally, while the first two levels of sociopolitical
organization (nano, involving intrapersonal
processes, and micro, focusing on interper-
sonal processes) are the levels at which it is
most difficult to tie processes to outcomes,
they are also the most commonly invoked in
national conversations about racism. In other
words, the hardest levels to prove are the most
common to be highlighted in discourse, mak-
ing broad consensus concerning when and
where racism is functioning that much harder.

Micro-Level Interventions
Previous research suggests some interventions
that can produce reductions in interpersonal,
micro-level-driven discrimination. For in-
stance, Lorraine Mazerolle, Emma Antrobus,
and colleagues (2013) found that providing of-
ficers with scripts can reduce their tendencies
to treat people unfairly. This type of research is
part of what has led many to speculate that ap-
propriate reductions in officer discretion can
reduce situational-level discrimination (Swen-
cionis and Goff 2017). Similarly, there is evi-
dence that trainings that focus on specific be-
haviors (for example, negative speech acts such
as those observed by Voigt et al. 2017 and Camp
et al. 2021) can change the desired behaviors
(Sim et al. 2013).

Oeindrila Dube, Sandy Jo MacArthur, and
Anuj Shah (2025) developed a micro-level inter-
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vention that involves reframing the way interac-
tions with community members are perceived
by police officers. The training also relies on
nano-level principles in the guidance it pro-
vides. While the evaluation of the training did
not assess differences in responses as a func-
tion of the race of those suspected of criminal
activity, the intended impacts of the interven-
tion are ones that have the potential to reduce
racial inequities in policing outcomes. In this
intervention, over two thousand officers from
the Chicago Police Department participated in
arandomized control trial in which about half
of the officers received the training, while the
other half were assigned to a control condition.
The main objective of the training was to help
officers respond effectively to ambiguous situ-
ations by “going beyond one’s first impression
and develop additional possible explanations
for what is occurring” (752-53). Specifically, in
this training intervention, officers learn to rec-
ognize and regulate their emotional and phys-
iological responses in policing-relevant situa-
tions and to develop new skills to help them
consider various ways of responding to the sit-
uation and their consequences. In this training,
officers practice applying the various elements
of the intervention in twelve simulation exer-
cises. Police officers assigned to the control
condition participated in other types of train-
ings available to them through the department.

Approximately four months after the inter-
vention was completed, participants in the
study completed an assessment involving a se-
ries of tasks measuring how they thought about
and would respond to several policing situa-
tions. Also, one year after the training was com-
pleted, the researchers analyzed administrative
data to examine potential changes in policing
outcomes. Overall, the intervention was effec-
tive in training officers to think differently
about policing situations by considering a
broader range of alternative interpretations of
the behavior of others. Officers in the training
condition, compared to those in the control
condition, were better able to adapt their inter-
pretations and responses as the situation
changed (for example, by lowering their experi-
ence of threat when the person drops a weapon
and identifying a greater variety of ways to re-
spond to the situation). The analysis of admin-

istrative data one year later revealed less use of
nonlethal force and fewer discretionary arrests
among officers who participated in the training
compared to those who did not. As previously
noted, the design and evaluation of the inter-
vention did not permit tests of the influence of
the race of the person suspected of a crime on
the impact of the training, but because the neg-
ative and relatively rigid thinking associated
with racial prejudice and stereotyping is a sig-
nificant determinant of discriminatory re-
sponses, this intervention represents a promis-
ing approach to reducing racial inequities in
policing, as well.

Another type of intervention that holds
promise for reducing racial inequities in polic-
ing relates to the role of peers in interracial in-
teractions. In our multilevel framework, we de-
fine the micro-level as involving interpersonal
processes related to the interactions between
individuals or small groups of people. Policing
activities often involve more than one police
officer, and thus micro-level influences to re-
duce racial inequities in policing can involve
interventions by police officers to prevent ra-
cial discrimination by another officer.

There is a substantial and still growing lit-
erature on the effectiveness of “bystander in-
tervention to bias” trainings in general. These
trainings aim to increase individuals’ aware-
ness, intentions, skills, and efficacy for taking
action to prevent harmful, racially discrimina-
tory acts by others. Although people generally
believe they will intervene to prevent or stop
racial discrimination from occurring if they
have the opportunity, research reveals that
when confronted with such situations they are
substantially less likely to intervene (Kawakami
et al. 2009). The case of George Floyd, who was
murdered by Minneapolis police officer Derek
Chauvin while three other police officers
looked on, is a tragic example of police by-
stander nonintervention. There is considerable
empirical evidence that bystander intervention
in bias training can reduce racially discrimina-
tory acts across a wide range of social and or-
ganizational contexts (see Goodwin et al., forth-
coming, for a review). In addition, while the
evidence of the effectiveness of this training on
the actual behavior of police officers is still lim-
ited, this kind of training has been shown to
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increase police officers’ stated likelihood in
taking actions and their confidence in interven-
ing to address peers’ or supervisors’ unethical
and potentially dangerous behaviors (Tanigu-
chi et al. 2022).

Although an objective of the micro-level in-
terventions we have discussed in this section is
to increase police officers’ knowledge of a prob-
lem, their motivation to address it, and the ac-
quisition of appropriate skills to do so effec-
tively, we acknowledge that major reductions
in racial inequities in policing would also ben-
efit from complementary initiatives at other
levels. In the case of promoting bystander in-
tervention to bias in the context of policing,
while training may help police officers develop
skills to intervene effectively, a macro-level pol-
icy intervention by the Department of Justice
is likely to stimulate the action in which these
skills can be applied. Specifically, the US De-
partment of Justice (2025) updated its policy on
use of force in July 2022 to include section 1-
16.400, Affirmative Duty to Intervene, that
states, “Officers will be trained in, and must
recognize and act upon, the affirmative duty to
intervene to prevent or stop, as appropriate,
any officer from engaging in excessive force or
any other use of force that violates the Consti-
tution, other federal laws, or Department poli-
cies on the reasonable use of force” (US Depart-
ment of Justice 2025). Coordinated initiatives
across different levels of sociopolitical analysis,
because they draw on multiple forms of influ-
ence, are likely to be more effective at produc-
ing racially equitable (and effective policing)
than are efforts concentrated in a single level
of analysis.

MESO-LEVEL PROCESSES

AND BIAS IN POLICING

We personified meso-level processes—which
are organizational influences—in our frame-
work as the Bureaucrat because meso-level pro-
cesses can create and sustain racial disparities
in policing through racially discriminatory or-
ganizational policies and practices without
conscious intention or even awareness of bias
among those who execute those policies and
procedures. That is, meso-level biases are typi-
cally implicated by discriminatory outcomes.
Our meso-level analysis of racial disparities in

policing in the United States considers poten-
tially discriminatory organizational or institu-
tional influences that can operate indepen-
dently of an individual’s attitudes or intentions.
While many police organizations revised their
policies (for example, on the use of choke
holds) following the 2020 murder of George
Floyd, there has been some backsliding, and
there is not consistent evidence that racial dis-
parities in policing generally have substantially
declined since then (PBS News Hour 2024).
Meso-level biases perpetuate discrimination by
creating rules that govern interactions. These
rules, in turn, inform beliefs, practices, and
policies of collectives. It is important to note,
here, that we distinguish the policies and prac-
tices of a single organization (meso-level) from
the policies and practices of an entire industry
(macro-level). While these processes are some-
times viewed as passive mechanisms represent-
ing vestiges of historical discrimination, they
produce “collective, supra-individual entities
[that] are indeed capable of exhibiting perspec-
tives, perceptions, and processes, much like in-
dividual organisms” (Desai, Laubscher, et al.
2023,156). Although organizations are often as-
sumed to be race-neutral bureaucratic struc-
tures, the perspectives, perceptions, and pro-
cesses embodied in organizational structures
and functions are frequently racialized. Racial-
ized organizations increase the agency of some
groups and reduce it for others, legitimatize
unequal distribution of resources, and may al-
low inequitable practices that are decoupled
from organizational rules (Ray 2019).

Even people who are motivated to be egali-
tarian may contribute to unfair outcomes be-
cause they enact policies that systematically
disadvantage one or more groups (Kovera 2019;
Yearby et al. 2020). In other words, when the
rules of a particular organization or institution
produce unequal outcomes, it does not require
individual animus for inequities that contrib-
ute to disparities to follow.

Culture, which encompasses shared knowl-
edge and beliefs and normatively acceptable
social behavior, is a central mechanism for or-
ganizing individuals into an entity. The culture
of an organization or institution reflects ideals
and beliefs that are shared across the organiza-
tion and passed along to new members and
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that provide guidance when addressing new or
ongoing problems or situations (Schein 1990).
We consider three different aspects of organi-
zational culture and their potential relation-
ships to racial discrimination in policing: po-
lice culture and prototypes, culture of justice,
and cultural levels in police organizations.

Police Culture and Prototypes

As explained by self-categorization theory (see
Reimer et al. 2022), the ideals of group culture
are represented by prototypes, which are exem-
plars that embody attributes central to the def-
inition of the collective. People within an orga-
nization are highly motivated to pursue and
conform to that ideal, and bias against mem-
bers of other groups is typically a by-product—
not necessarily the explicit objective—of this
process. Within policing in the United States,
two prominent prototypes are the “warrior”
and the “guardian.”

Warrior Prototype

As Amie Schuck (2023, 1) explains, a warrior po-
lice prototype prioritizes “the crime-fighting
mission, stresses control-focused communica-
tion approaches, and characterizes the rela-
tionship between the police and the commu-
nity as detached and guarded” (see also Balko
2021). The warrior prototype valorizes gun-
centric, aggressive masculinity. Seth Stoughton
(2014; see also Simon 2023) has observed that
police culture and training within the United
States encourage the development of a warrior
mindset and mentality in which police officers
“are taught they live in an intensely hostile
world, a world that is quite literally gunning for
them” (Stoughton 2014, 227). Beginning from
their time of training in police academies, of-
ficers are encouraged to conceptualize their re-
lationship with the public as a war, identifying
their enemy in gendered and racialized ways,
primarily as Black and male (Simon 2023). This
orientation contributes substantially to a ten-
dency for police officers to perceive a threat
from the initiation of an interaction with a res-
ident, particularly a male member of a minori-
tized groups, and therefore to respond with ex-
cessive force, leading to negative outcomes that
are more violent than the situation warrants.
Indeed, greater officer endorsement of tradi-

tional police culture—which includes distrust
of the public, distrust of community members,
a crime-fighting orientation, and concerns
about danger and bravery (Crank 2014; Paoline
2003)—relates to greater support for use of
force and less support for policing that involves
treating community members with respect and
helping residents in ways that go beyond what
is necessary to resolve a situation (that is, pro-
cedural justice; Silver et al. 2017). Adopting a
warrior mentality can contribute to racial dis-
parities in policing through processes of dis-
crimination. For instance, one study (Mum-
molo 2018) finds that across departments in
Maryland, SWAT teams are disproportionately
deployed to Black, compared to White, com-
munities—even when researchers control for
crime rates.

Guardian Prototype

In contrast to the warrior prototype, “the
guardian orientation prioritizes the service
mission of the police, values creating authentic
connections with residents and building mean-
ingful partnerships with representatives of the
community, and emphasizes using communi-
cation approaches grounded in dignity and re-
spect” (Schuck 2023, 1). While there have been
frequent calls for law enforcement to move
away from the warrior mindset to a guardian
mindset to reduce excessive use of force (for
example, McLean et al. 2020), this may not be
sufficient to achieve racial equity in policing.
One reason is that the warrior and guardian ori-
entations are not as antithetical as they might
initially appear. They can, in some forms, rep-
resent aggressive and violent policing. Indeed,
officers who are more supportive of aggres-
sively enforcing the law are also more support-
ive of the guardian orientation (Clifton et al.
2021). Moreover, both the guardian orientation
and the warrior orientation frequently reflect a
racialized image that also promotes discrimi-
natory use of force against Black people and
members of other minoritized groups. Jennifer
Carlson (2020, 399) reports, on the basis of
seventy-nine in-depth interviews with police
chiefs across the country, “Whereas the ‘war-
rior’ brand of police masculinity emphasizes
aggressive enforcement against (black and
brown) perpetrators, the ‘guardian’ brand of
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police masculinity emphasizes assertive pro-
tection on behalf of (white) victims.”

Racialized aggressive policing guided by ei-
ther warrior or guardian mentality enforces ra-
cial dominance through policing practices.
Consequently, both warrior and guardian men-
talities can perpetuate racial disparities and
discrimination in policing through meso-level
mechanisms in combination with individual-
level processes. “Over-policing” the public gen-
erally, and Black members of the public spe-
cifically, increases the frequency of contentious
police-resident contact. This contact often es-
calates into police use of forcegenerally, and
especially when officers adapt a “warrior-style”
approach “that normalizes the expectation of
unquestioned compliance with police direc-
tives and authorizes police to use physical force
in its absence” (Cobbina-Dungy and Jones-
Brown 2023, 3). As discussed in the section on
interpersonal, micro-level processes, such prac-
tices erode trust between police officers and
residents, harm members of the community
generally, and reduce community member co-
operation with law enforcement—which can
increase the crime rate in the community. A
higher crime rate, in turn, becomes a justifica-
tion for further over-policing and use of force
by police. A higher crime rate in a locality is a
strong predictor of greater use of force by po-
lice (Shjarback 2018).

Organizational Culture of Justice

The concept of organizational justice, which is
the extent to which a formal entity is perceived
to operate in a fair and equitable manner, is
important across various types of businesses
and groups. The perception of employees of
greater organizational justice relates to more
favorable attitudes toward the organization,
better performance, stronger commitment,
and less employee turnover (see, for example,
Cropanzano et al. 2007; Masterson 2001). Orga-
nizational justice is a particularly important di-
mension of police culture. Within police agen-
cies and departments, organizational fairness
is a central theme in the way police officers
think about and describe relationships within
their agency and with community groups, as
well as in how they act toward community
members (Radburn et al. 2022).

One aspect of fair treatment that is espe-
cially critical for effective policing is procedural
justice, which involves fairness in the ways that
decisions are made and disputes are resolved
(Tyler and Nobo 2022). Procedural justice in-
volves four aspects of how police agencies func-
tion internally and in their relations with com-
munities: participation (providing voice),
neutrality (treating people fairly, without bias),
treating people with dignity and respect, and
conveying trustworthy motives. The perception
of procedural justice within a police agency or
department, as well as in organizations more
generally (Ambrose et al. 2013), is associated
with several aspects related to organizational
effectiveness. With respect to police agencies
and departments, a review of the relevant em-
pirical literature finds that police officers’ per-
ceptions of procedural justice in organiza-
tional decision-making “positively influences
their views of decision outcomes, trust in the
administration, job satisfaction, organiza-
tional commitment, desire to stay with the
agency, and overall views of the agency” (Don-
ner et al. 2015, 153). A fair and just organiza-
tional police culture has a cascading impact on
police-community relations.

Greater commitment to procedural justice
relates not only to more positive internal rela-
tions with other officers in the department but
also to more favorable and cooperative external
relations with the public (“inside-out” policing;
Van Craen 2016). Research on organizations in
general has found that “employee perceptions
of procedural and distributive fairness were re-
lated to (i.e., trickled-down to) customer reac-
tions through their influence on employee
commitment and customers’ perceptions of
fairness” (Ambrose et al. 2013, 679). Within po-
licing, Rick Trinkner, Tom Tyler, and Phillip
Atiba Goff (2016) demonstrate that police offi-
cers who perceive their department as more
procedurally fair trust and obey their supervi-
sors more, experience greater personal well-
being, and endorse democratic forms of polic-
ing more strongly. Police officers who view
their organization as fairer and more just are
also less likely to adhere to “the code of si-
lence,” believe that “noble cause” corruption is
justified, and personally engage in misconduct
(Wolfe and Piquero 2011). In other research, po-

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES



THE SCOPE OF RACIAL BIAS IN POLICING 51

lice officers across four cities who perceived
their department as higher in organizational
justice had (internally) greater commitment to
their department and (externally) more trust in
the public (Carr and Maxwell 2018).

James Carr and Sheila Royo Maxwell (2018)
further find that police officers who perceive a
higher level of organizational justice (particu-
larly, procedural justice) in their department
more strongly endorse community-oriented po-
licing. Community-oriented policing promotes
police-community cooperation informally
through friendly neighborhood interactions
and formally in meetings (such as community
advisory boards; see Prowse and Goff 2023). In-
deed, even a single positive interaction initiated
by a police officer with a community member
can improve attitudes toward police and in-
crease perceptions of police legitimacy for both
Black residents and White residents (Peyton et
al. 2019). A primary goal of community-oriented
policing is to produce “partnerships and
problem-solving techniques to proactively ad-
dress the immediate conditions that give rise
to public safety issues such as crime, social dis-
order, and fear of crime” (Office of Community
Oriented Policing Services, n.d., 1).

Levels of Police Culture
Although much of the research on police cul-
ture has focused broadly on the shared institu-
tional culture of policing, which Gary Cordner
(2017; see also Ingram et al. 2018) describes as
occupational culture, police officers belong to
many different groups and thus may be aware
of and adhere to the norms of multiple subcul-
tures (see Schein 1990). These subcultures can
affect officers’ propensities to engage in exces-
sive force against Black people and to tolerate
such acts by other police officers (Micucci and
Gomme 2005). In addition to institutional cul-
ture, there are subcultures within policing at
the organizational level (reflecting the distinc-
tive orientation of each specific agency and the
community in which it is located) and within
an organization at the levels of rank (involving
cultural variation based on an officer’s position
in the organization’s structure) and unit (such
as patrol groups).

Occupational police culture, which is a cul-
ture widely shared across police organizations

(a macro-level phenomenon), is extremely re-
sistant to change because it is shaped by tradi-
tions and other influences beyond the depart-
ment or agency and outside the responsibility
and influence of police leaders, such as police
union influences and community attitudes
(Hehman et al. 2018). But reshaping local cul-
tures (which reside in the meso-level), such as
those of an agency or department (that is, at an
organizational level) or unit, is more possible.

Meso-Level Interventions

Reshaping culture and ultimately police behav-
ior at an organizational level involves changes
in beliefs, priorities, practices, and formal pol-
icies at an agency or departmental level. While
an arduous task, the potential impact is signif-
icant. Organizational characteristics are a
much stronger predictor of officer endorse-
ment of traditional police culture than are in-
dividual characteristics (Silver et al. 2017). Po-
lice leaders’ efforts to change the culture at the
level of their agency or department are more
likely to be successful when they target specific,
key aspects of the culture. People are generally
resistant to cultural change because they are
highly motivated to value cultures in which
they have been socialized, and thus they view
change as threatening. How changes are pur-
sued is as important as what aspects of culture
are being changed. Changes seen as consistent
with core values and as benefiting the group
and its members are most likely to be success-
ful. A major aspect of organizational change in
policing involves treating officers in ways that
represent how police officers should treat the
community. In this section, we consider initia-
tives for organizational culture and policy
changes.

Leadership and Organizational

Culture Changes

Within an organizational context, leaders play
a fundamental role, both formally and infor-
mally, in group dynamics, and ultimately in the
culture, of the groups that they lead (Haslam et
al. 2020). This influence is particularly pro-
nounced in formally hierarchical organizations
with a clear chain of command, such as in po-
lice agencies and departments. In organiza-
tions structured hierarchically, authority of the
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leader is explicitly acknowledged, and the
leader has the responsibility to make certain
decisions and enforce compliance with rules
and policies.

Beyond the formal bases of influence
within a group, leaders also have broad psy-
chological, and ultimately, behavioral impact.
Leaders are seen as embodying the values of a
group and thus help shape the meaning that
individuals within the group attach to group
membership. Thus, in addition to their formal
influence in making decisions and enforcing
compliance with rules and policies, police lead-
ers have broad psychological impact (Ingram
et al. 2023). A police leader is a uniquely power-
ful role model, and the values and motivations
the leader professes and the actions the leader
exhibits have enduring influence on how mem-
bers relate to each other and with the outside
community (Dubord and Griffiths 2021). As Fei-
Lin Chen and colleagues (Chen et al. 2021, 893)
note, “One of the plausible mechanisms of pro-
moting fair and accountable policing on the
street is that police agencies and supervisors
treat rank and file officers fairly and justly.”
Thus, sustained cultural change can occur
through the exchanges that police leaders
model and foster within an agency or depart-
ment.

As discussed in the section on micro-level
interventions, training programs to help police
officers develop procedural justice-related
skills in their interactions with community
members significantly reduce police use of
force incidents (Wood et al. 2020). Procedural
justice training for police officers also increases
the perceived legitimacy of the police among
community members and community mem-
bers’ trust in and willingness to cooperate with
the police (Mazerolle, Bennett, et al. 2013).
From the perspective of community members,
as the Final Report of the President’s Task Force
on 21st Century Policing (US Department of Jus-
tice 2015) emphasizes, the perceptions of the
police as fair and policing as legitimate are
foundational for effective policing.

Beyond providing the opportunity for offi-
cers to acquire specific skills, such interven-
tions also communicate the priorities of police
leadership, influencing officers’ perceptions of
organizational values and norms. In fact, the

communication of organizational priorities
and norms signaled by new training initiatives
may have more impact on organizational
change than the acquisition of particular skills
through training. For instance, Emily Owens
and colleagues (2018) developed an interven-
tion to test the influence of the behavior of su-
pervisors that communicated the importance
of procedural justice on officers’ actions in the
field. In this experimental test, police officers
were randomly assigned to a nonintervention
control condition or to an intervention condi-
tion in which the officer would meet with a su-
pervisor to discuss an incident involving the
officer and for which a report had been filed or
an arrest had been made. In this meeting, the
supervisor explained that procedural justice
was a central part of the department’s mission,
and then the supervisor modeled and dis-
cussed procedural justice in relation to the in-
cident with the officer. The outcome measure
of interest was the subsequent behavior of the
police officer. Officers who participated in the
intervention made fewer discretionary arrests
and were less likely to be involved in incidents
in which force was used. These effects were par-
ticularly pronounced among officers who
worked in areas with a modest level of risk, de-
fined as locations where other officers tended
to use force, were injured, or received com-
plaints from citizens.

Moreover, the relationship between police
agency internal functioning and engagement
with the community is reciprocal. Prioritizing
procedural justice practices internally and ex-
ternally in policing increases trust among po-
lice officers and community members, and
trust is needed to create productive police-
community partnerships (O’Brien and Tyler
2019). Collaborations between police and
community partners as part of a public safety
system that seeks to address factors that con-
tribute to crime in order to prevent it from
occurring reduce mutually experienced
threat and improve attitudes. Such condi-
tions of more cooperative and trusting police-
community relationships, in turn, can facilitate
further changes in police organizational cul-
ture. In general, groups are more open to
adopting supportive orientations toward mem-
bers of other groups in contexts that are char-
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acterized by cooperation rather than conflict
(Arendt et al. 2023).

Policy Changes

While attempts to change police culture at an
organizational level can have broad and endur-
ing impact if successful, the most direct way to
reduce racial disparities and discrimination in
policing is through strategic changes in agency
or departmental policies (Duran and Shroulote-
Duran 2021). The influence of policies restrict-
ing officer discretion in the domains of domes-
tic violence (for example, mandatory arrest),
high-speed pursuits (do not engage in them),
and treatment of juveniles (for example, when
and under what circumstances to ask ques-
tions) has been well documented in the litera-
ture, producing the commonsense consensus
that policy was the tool by which policing could
be aligned with community values. During the
late 1980s and 1990s, criminologists attempted
to extend this understanding to the realm of
police violence.

Researchers investigating what mechanisms
could reduce unnecessary or particularly brutal
police use of force coalesced around the notion
that strict regulations through policy were the
answer—an institutional or organizational re-
sponse to aggregated individual problems. As
noted earlier, allowing greater discretion in ac-
tion permits people’s racial biases to exert
more influence on their behavior. This princi-
ple is also reflected in policing practices and
outcomes (Swencionis and Goff 2017). In gen-
eral, restrictive policies, which limit officer dis-
cretion, have reduced a variety of negative con-
sequences related, for example, to high-speed
pursuits (Alpert and Madden 1994) and mis-
identification of people based on eyewitness
evidence (Kovera et al. 2022). There is strong
evidence that restrictive rules can reduce police
use of force and or killings generally (Fyfe 1988;
Geller and Scott 1992; White 2001). Neverthe-
less, while it is likely that restrictive policies
that generally reduce officer use of force may
also reduce racial disparities in lethal and non-
lethal use of force because they limit officer dis-
cretion (Swencionis and Goff 2017), there is a
relative dearth of evidence about what kinds of
policies particularly reduce racially discrimina-
tory behaviors and outcomes.

When police organizations have policies
(such as incentives, sanctions, and required in-
service trainings) that attempt to control offi-
cers’ discretionary decision-making, they re-
duce the likelihood of misconduct (Eitle et al.
2014). Regular in-service training throughout
the year can result in reductions in police mis-
conduct (Eitle et al. 2014). In terms of officer
use of force, departments that have adopted
more restrictive use-of-force policies demon-
strate lower rates of use-of-force incidents (Ter-
rill and Paoline 2017). Even policies that do not
directly restrict use of force but mainly monitor
it more closely can reduce it. For example, re-
search has shown that having a policy requir-
ing a supervisor to fill out the use-of-force re-
ports is associated with less use of force (Alpert
and MacDonald 2001) and that instituting a
policy requiring officers to report whether they
pulled their firearm and pointed it at someone
but did not fire reduces instances of overusing
firearms as a control technique (Jennings and
Rubado 2017). Given the generally much greater
use of lethal force with Black than with White
people, the personal and social impact of these
policies would likely be greater for Black than
for White people. Researchers should, however,
be cautious about any benefits observed follow-
ing discretion-restricting interventions as
nearly all police-related outcomes are recorded
by police officers. In other words, it is often a
methodologically painstaking task to deter-
mine if the outcome measure improved or
whether officers simply stopped documenting
the problem behaviors.

Another intervention that reduces discre-
tion in decision-making and action that has
been increasingly implemented across the jus-
tice system in the United States is the use of
automated decision-making technology to
achieve “algorithmic fairness.” While a promis-
ing application for policing, to the extent that
the data used to inform automated decision-
making technology incorporate unrecognized
cultural biases or inaccurate historical narra-
tives (Ugwudike 2022) or include inappropriate
assumptions in their analyses, these algo-
rithms have the potential to reinforce racial in-
equities in the justice system. Roland Neil and
Michael Zanger-Tisher (2025), for instance, cau-
tion that racial biases are likely to result when
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these procedures treat arrest data as an unbi-
ased measure of criminal offending because
evidence shows the role of prejudice-based dis-
crimination in creating racial inequities in ar-
rests.

Officer body-worn cameras are, among other
reasons, a frequently used technique for in-
creasing police officer accountability. A study
of the Los Angeles Police Department (Mc-
Clusky et al. 2019), for instance, finds that body-
worn cameras increase the extent to which of-
ficers exhibit procedural justice (for example,
showing interest, behaving respectfully) in
their interactions with community members.
With respect to use-of-force incidents, a recent
review of approximately seventy empirical stud-
ies reveals that the use of body-worn cameras
significantly decreases police use of force by 9.6
percent (Williams et al. 2021). However, while
the overall effect is significant, some research-
ers have noted that the impact of body-worn
cameras on use of force is variable across stud-
ies (Lum et al. 2019). One reason is that the pol-
icies in some departments allow officers discre-
tion to turn off the cameras (Machado and
Lugo 2022). Another reason might be that be-
cause the presumed effect of body-worn cam-
eras occurs, at least in part, by increasing offi-
cer awareness and thus compliance with rules
and norms (Ariel et al. 2017), the effectiveness
of body-worn cameras may depend on depart-
mental or agency norms and culture involving
the application of use of force. This latter in-
terpretation suggests the importance of con-
sidering the impact of culture and policy in
combination in examining police use of force
generally and particularly toward members of
Black people and other minoritized groups. Po-
lice culture can significantly blunt the influ-
ence of policy (White 2001). For the use of body-
worn cameras to have a stronger and more
consistent effect for reducing racial inequities
in policing, it may thus be valuable to couple
the use of the technology with training inter-
ventions that help police officers internalize
the principles of racially equitable policing
(McDonald 2025).

This possibility is supported by results
showing that the impact of body-worn cameras
on police behavior can be complex and is mod-
erated by factors such as neighborhood char-

acteristics. For example, in a study of the New
York Police Department, the implementation
of body-worn cameras reduces community
complaints against officers by 21 percent but
increases police stops of community members
by 39 percent (Braga et al. 2022). Other research
has found that implementation of body-worn
cameras increases police enforcement activity
in areas with a high percentage of Black resi-
dents and tends to increase these activities in
high reported-crime areas—both neighbor-
hood characteristics normatively associated
with greater police enforcement activity
(Hughes et al. 2020). Taken together, the find-
ings for the effects of body-worn cameras sug-
gest the value of further research to understand
how they influence police behavior (particu-
larly with respect to racial disparities) by con-
sidering both organizational and structural (for
example, neighborhood) factors. Understand-
ing these effects more comprehensively can
also help produce a more accurate cost-benefit
analysis of body-worn cameras (for example,
considering the effects on reducing community
complaints versus the cost of the equipment;
see Williams et al. 2021).

MACRO-LEVEL PROCESSES

AND BIAS IN POLICING

We described macro-level processes as the Bil-
lionaire because these influences involve the
control and distribution of a vast array of re-
sources in potentially discriminatory ways
across organizations. Like meso-level pro-
cesses, macro-level processes appear most evi-
dent through discriminatory outcomes. One
way to distinguish meso- and macro-level pro-
cesses in racial bias in policing is by thinking
about the difference between organizational
and systemic factors. Here, we differentiate or-
ganizational racial bias (a meso-level influence)
from systemic racial bias (a macro-level influ-
ence) by the scope of their impacts. Organiza-
tional bias relates to normative practices and
beliefs, as well as formal policies, that are es-
tablished within a particular organization (in
this case, a specific police department). Sys-
temic bias involves the normative practices, be-
liefs, and formal policies across an industry
(such as the industry of policing) or across mul-
tiple industries (for example, government
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redlining that influenced lending organiza-
tions, insurance companies, and real estate
agencies and that trapped Black residents in
high-poverty neighborhoods and ultimately
produced higher vulnerability to street crime
and subsequent police contact). Both organiza-
tional and systemic bias differ from bias involv-
ing purposeful actions by individuals to disad-
vantage or otherwise harm a group and its
members—that is, intrapersonal, nano-level or
interpersonal, micro-level biases.

The distinction between organizational and
systemic bias is relevant because of a particular
aspect of policing. In the United States, while
policing as an industry exists across the coun-
try, the structure of policing is predominantly
local. From its earliest origins, policing in the
United States has been the province of local
and state governments. The earliest profession-
ally organized police departments began in ma-
jor US cities: New York City in 1844, New Or-
leans and Cincinnati in 1852, Boston and
Philadelphia in 1854. Other cities subsequently
established their own police departments, and
within cities the authority for policing was de-
centralized to units (an organizational level)
functioning at the level of political wards and
neighborhoods. Federal police agencies also
exist, but the roles of these agencies are typi-
cally very specified. For example, the United
States Secret Services was created in 1865 to
prevent counterfeiting, and the Federal Bureau
of Investigation was formed in 1908 to investi-
gate antitrust cases, several types of fraud, and
certain crimes committed on government
property or by government officials. Thus,
while policing may share many common ele-
ments and regulations across localities (shared
institutional factors), agencies differ substan-
tially in their local circumstances, leadership,
challenges, and priorities (organizational fac-
tors).

In the previous sections, we considered
nano-, micro-, and meso-level processes and
how these processes can produce racial dis-
crimination in policing. These levels of socio-
political organization allow for interventions
that improve individual behavior or policies.
However, they do not allow for considerations
of whether the systems are set up justly in the
first place. In this section, we examine how so-

cial forces—historical as well as current—pro-
duce disparate outcomes for members of vari-
ous groups through societal beliefs, policies,
and practices. We further pursue a macro-level
analysis in the final section by considering al-
ternatives to policing, a growing area of policy
interest.

Systemic Influences
Macro-level biases in policing have multiple
sources. Elizabeth Hinton and DeAnza Cook
(2021, 261) discuss, for example, the “multifac-
eted ways in which policymakers and officials
at all levels of government have used criminal
law, policing, and imprisonment as proxies for
exerting social control in predominantly black
communities from the colonial era to the pres-
ent” and “the inequity entrenched in the ad-
ministration of criminal justice in the United
States from the top down and the ground up.”
Rory Kramer and Brianna Remster (2022) fur-
ther highlight the economic considerations
that shape policing. Policing consumes a sub-
stantial percentage of municipal budget, but it
also generates income for municipalities. As
Shannon Graham and Michael Makowsky
(2021, 312) observe, “The criminal justice sys-
tem, over the past thirty years, has become a
common means by which local governments
balance their budgets, with many municipali-
ties going so far as to become dependent on
fine and fee revenue to maintain solvency.”
The financial benefits from policing fre-
quently and disproportionately come at a direct
cost to members of minoritized groups (a form
of “racial capitalism,” see Pulido 2017). For in-
stance, many city budgets rely on fines gener-
ated by policing practices (Fernandes et al.
2019). Cities with larger Black populations tend
to focus more on collecting those fines (Sances
and You 2018), and the resources devoted to col-
lecting fines can result in fewer resolved inves-
tigations of violence (Goldstein et al. 2020).
Moreover, prioritizing revenue generation by
law enforcement can fuel discrimination
against social and financial segments of the
population (Graham and Makowsky 2021). One
study shows, for instance, that drug-related
and DUI arrests increased for Black and Latine
residents, but not for White residents, when
police were allowed to retain the proceeds from
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forfeited property in their budgets (Makowsky
et al. 2019). While increasing involvement of
law enforcement does not appear to come at
the expense of an increase in violent crime (Ma-
kowsky et al. 2019), it does undermine the trust
in police among members of the communities
most affected (Graham and Makowsky 2021).
Policing practices can also create municipal in-
come longer term by facilitating gentrification
of particular neighborhoods (Beck 2020; Lani-
yonu 2018).

Systemic processes, often reflective of
structural influences, can also contribute
more indirectly to racial disparities in polic-
ing, potentially attributable, at least in part, to
discrimination. We offer an illustrative exam-
ple that focuses on place—geographic loca-
tions in terms of communities and neighbor-
hoods and their associations with racial
disparities in policing. Place matters substan-
tially for many key aspects of residents’ lives
(such as health and healthcare; see Penner et
al. 2023), and perhaps because of the local na-
ture of policing, place particularly matters in
policing.

One robust finding in the literature on polic-
ing outcomes is that police use of force is
greater in communities that have residents
lower in socioeconomic status, a higher per-
centage of Black residents, and higher crime
rates (Shjarback 2018; see also Braga et al. 2019).
In general, policing in communities with these
characteristics tends to be aggressive in con-
trolling crime (Boyles 2015). Moreover, the ef-
fects of community characteristics on a range
of policing outcomes (such as discretionary ar-
rests, mistreatment, use of nonlethal and le-
thal force) occur independently of individual-
level officer characteristics (see, for example,
Feldman et al. 2019; Huff 2021; Zhang and
Zhang 2021). Also, community socioeconomic
standing, racial-ethnic composition, and crime
rates often exert influences that are statistically
independent of each other (and of additional
potentially relevant control factors). For in-
stance, neighborhoods in Boston with 85 per-
cent Black residents experienced fifty-three
more street-stop encounters per month relative
to neighborhoods with only 15 percent Black
residents, when researchers control for crime,
police resources, and other factors (Fagan et al.

2016). Community socioeconomic position, ra-
cial composition, and crime rates may also
have reciprocal causal relationships. Commu-
nities with high percentages of Black residents
or residents from other minoritized racial and
ethnic groups that are also economically disad-
vantaged and underresourced experience dis-
proportionately high levels of police contact
and mistreatment (see Fagan and Davies 2000).

Residential Segregation and Policing

While the associations of community socioeco-
nomic standing, composition, and crime with
racial disparities in policing are often statisti-
cally separable, these factors are correlated at
a societal level and can be traced to similar root
causes. They are the legacy of formal and infor-
mal policies producing racial residential segre-
gation in the United States (see Penner et al.
2023). A range of structural factors over time
have produced high levels of racial residential
segregation today, particularly between Black
and White people. Racial residential segrega-
tion was formally enforced through the institu-
tion of slavery, and then subsequently through
Jim Crow laws, and through laws and statutes
(such as those related to “sundown towns,”
which were towns in which Black people had to
leave at dark) into the 1960s. Even after the
landmark civil rights legislation of the 1960s,
restrictive zoning and covenants, federal poli-
cies for public housing, redlining for housing
loans, and the persistent influence of
individual-level racial bias continued to pro-
mote residential segregation.

Segregated housing has been and contin-
ues to be a major cause of racial inequities
in all facets of residents’ lives. Policies and
individual-level biases that promoted racial
segregation in housing also relegated Black
neighborhoods to geographic areas that were
less desirable, less healthy (because of more ex-
posure to toxins or less access to healthy foods,
for example), and more limited in access to
essential healthcare services. Clearly, not all
majority-Black neighborhoods are under-
resourced or have residents who are predo-
minantly of low socioeconomic status. Never-
theless, on average, the residents of most
predominantly Black neighborhoods are much
more likely to be poor than are residents of pre-
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dominantly White neighborhoods. Poor Black
people are more than three times as likely as
poor White people to live in neighborhoods
where the poverty rate is 40 percent or more.
Segregation is a major contributor to “racial-
ized concentration of poverty” (Massey 2016).

This economic disadvantage limits social
mobility. In 2020, lenders were 80 percent more
likely to deny a mortgage to Black applicants
than they were to White applicants (Glantz and
Martinez 2018); economic factors were the most
commonly cited explanation for this disparity.
Also, high school students from families lower
in socioeconomic status are less likely to attend
college, have fewer choices about where to at-
tend college, and when they do attend college,
they are more likely to attend less selective in-
stitutions (Walpole 2003). Areas higher in pov-
erty also tend to have higher rates of reported
crime (Sharkey et al. 2016). One study reveals,
for instance, that men who grew up in low-
income families are twenty times more likely
to be incarcerated than men who grew up in
high-income families (Looney and Turner
2018). Additional research has identified a di-
rect causal link between poverty and criminal-
ity, over and above other related causes such as
unemployment (Imran et al. 2018).

Such neighborhood contexts also promote
racial bias among police officers. Police officers
working in neighborhoods with higher rates of
poverty, greater crime, and a higher percentage
of Black residents have more negative attitudes
and express more negative stereotypes of ado-
lescents in the community (Fix et al. 2023). As
discussed earlier, negative attitudes and stereo-
types of police officers are a significant driver
of racial disparities in policing, including
stops, searches, and use of nonlethal and lethal
force. These biases are particularly likely to pro-
duce excessive and racially disparate use of
force in these areas because police officers tend
to behave more aggressively in places that they
consider more dangerous (Gaston and Brunson
2020).

Disinvestment in Systems of Support

Disinvestment in systems and resources previ-
ously used to respond to substance abuse (pub-
lic parks, homelessness, schools, in-patient
hospital crises, and mental health) has been

accompanied by increased reliance on policing,
substituting systems of preventive care with
systems of responsive punishment (Hinton
2016; Soss and Weaver 2017). Each produces ra-
cial disparities by dint of geography, concen-
trated disadvantage, and bias across levels.
Each is a community crisis that used to have
significant dedicated resources devoted to pre-
venting and treating it. Increasingly, policing
and the threat of incarceration have been the
response of first resort (and sometimes last re-
sort, as well). Much has been written about how
police can respond to each of these crises more
efficiently, equitably, and humanely. However,
given the history of each, the question must be
asked: why are police the responders we have
decided are best equipped to respond to these
crises? The case of mental health may be most
instructive, as there is a sizable literature on
deinstitutionalization and the corresponding
rise in policing (Lamb and Weinberger 2020).

The decline in public spending on mental
health has been precipitous since the 1950s and
parallels an increase in police contact with in-
dividuals navigating mental illness (Lamb and
Weinberger 2020). However, this apparent
trade-off from care to punishment does not
track with public opinion. Rather, the public
does not have confidence in police officers’
ability to deliver appropriate care to people
navigating mental illness (Milam and McElwee
2021), and the limited research on training of-
ficers to improve that care reveals an ineffective
standard at best (Compton et al. 2008). Simi-
larly, while officers report believing that indi-
viduals with serious mental illness should be
treated less harshly than other residents and
are less culpable for their wrongdoing than
their neighbors, a recent analysis of police use
of force toward the same population shows ma-
jor disparities, with persons with serious men-
tal illness experiencing twelve to thirty times
higher rates of police use of force than their
representation in the population would predict
(Laniyonu and Goff 2021).

Macro-Level Interventions

Understanding the systemic and structural
(macro-level) processes related to policing and
their potential relationships can inform ways
to increase the effectiveness of policing, as a
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social institution, in addressing crime and do-
ing so in a more racially equitable way. These
interventions have often involved more polic-
ing (Mello 2019), but strategies emphasizing
new ways of policing hold particular promise.
Moreover, initiatives for reducing criminal ac-
tivity related to structural-level influences may
not include policing at all or may involve a sub-
stantial reconceptualization of policing.

Problem-Oriented Policing
Anthony Braga and colleagues (2019; see also
Petersen et al. 2023) propose, with supporting
evidence, that problem-oriented interventions
generally produce larger decreases in crime
than traditional police actions in hot spots
without producing mass arrests or unnecessary
stops that undermine police legitimacy and
erode police-community relations. According
to these researchers (545-46), problem-oriented
policing is “a proactive crime prevention strat-
egy that seeks to identify the underlying causes
of crime problems and to frame appropriate re-
sponses using a wide variety of innovative ap-
proaches” using “strategies can help safeguard
against the use of overly harsh and indiscrimi-
nate enforcement tactics.” Such interventions
are most effective when they involve working
with the community to establish bi-directional
communication, facilitate joint problem-
solving, promote procedural justice, and build
resilience and collective efficacy with an endur-
ing structure for productive police-community
relations (National Academy of Science, Engi-
neering, and Medicine 2018). Braga and col-
leagues (2019, 547) explain: “Developing close
relationships with community members would
help the police to gather information about
crime and disorder problems, understand the
nature of these problems, and solve specific
crimes. Community members can also help
with key components of strategies tailored to
specific problems by making improvements to
the physical environment and through infor-
mal social control of high-risk people. In this
way, police strategies focusing on particular
people and places would cease to be a form of
profiling and instead become a generator of
community engagement projects.”

Such police-community partnerships are
also effective at increasing perceptions of po-

lice legitimacy, which contributes to more ef-
fective policing. When people see the police as
more legitimate, they are more likely to adhere
to the law and to cooperate with law enforce-
ment in reporting crime and information that
is valuable for addressing crime.

Community Organizations

While police-community partnerships can be
valuable for improving public safety, com-
munity organizations, made up of neighbors
and residents alone, can also be very effective.
Patrick Sharkey, Gerard Torrats-Espinoza,
and Delaram Takyar (2017) identify numerous
nonprofit community organizations, such as
Alianza Dominicana and the Community
League of West 159th Street in New York City,
that have played major roles in reducing crime
in their communities. Such nonprofits employ
a variety of strategies, including building af-
fordable homes and training and hiring for-
merly incarcerated residents to maintain
neighborhood spaces, but they share a com-
mon goal of addressing violence and rebuild-
ing community. Testing the often-overlooked
impact of community organizations of this
type across a sample of 264 cities and examin-
ing effects across a twenty-year period, the re-
searchers conclude that “every 10 additional
organizations focusing on crime and commu-
nity life in a city with 100,000 residents leads to
a 9 percent reduction in the murder rate, a 6
percent reduction in the violent crime rate, and
a 4 percent reduction in the property crime
rate” (Sharkey et al. 2017, 1214). Thus, these or-
ganizations can significantly reduce crime in
the absence of aggressive policing or expanded
police presence.

Neighborhood Investment

To the extent that concentrated poverty relates
to high levels of criminal activity in a locality,
alternative interventions that do not involve
policing may be effective for reducing crime by
targeting a root cause. One program intended
to do this involved creating “Opportunity
Zones” in economically distressed areas by of-
fering special tax incentives to businesses in-
vesting in these neighborhoods. Despite the
admirable aims of this program, Opportunity
Zones have had limited impact on the commu-
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nity while providing more substantial benefits
to investors (Theodus et al. 2020). However, the
Urban Institute recommended changes that
would provide a sound basis for any program
designed to infuse communities with jobs and
investments, such as prioritizing projects that
have the most immediate economic impact on
the community (such as job creation) over
those that generate the most profit for the in-
vestors and seeking more support from Com-
munity Development Financial Institutions,
which are private financial institutions that are
dedicated to providing affordable lending to
help low-income and socially disadvantaged
people and communities improve their eco-
nomic standing. In addition to bringing capital
into poor and underresourced Black neighbor-
hoods, these investments can also ameliorate
the conditions that foster criminal activity. Ad-
vocates of “placemaking” argue that unless
outside investments are directed at the causes
of a neighborhood’s problems, they will not
create any sustainable change (Adebowale-
Schwarte 2017).

Beyond the macro-level interventions that
we have identified in this section are other fun-
damental structural interventions that repre-
sent alternatives to traditional policing. These
alternative approaches may not only better ad-
dress the problems of equitably policing but
also create systems of support to better serve
the public.

MEGA-LEVEL PROCESSES

AND BIAS IN POLICING

Mega-level processes in our framework are
called the Great Bard. We chose this personifi-
cation because mega-level processes are the
stories and narratives that are told within and
about a culture that justify and perpetuate in-
equities across groups. These stories are deeply
embedded in the culture, and they influence
what is idealized within a society. Beyond the
interplay of history and the interwoven forces
that work across organizations, there are the
stories told about why the systems that a soci-
ety has built are good, inevitable, or necessary.
These stories can, for example, lead to a sig-
nificant overestimation of the progress that the
society is making in achieving racial equality
(see Torrez et al. 2024), Such mega-level pro-

cesses can also include the stories and narra-
tives about race and crime that pervade daily
life, which serve to justify institutional and
cross-institutional treatment of marginalized
groups that obscure discriminatory outcomes.

Cultural Influences

The narrative that only police can prevent
crime is an oft-repeated bipartisan mythology
that perpetuates the dominant role of policing
in the lives of people of color (Najdowski and
Goff 2022; Prowse and Goff 2023). As Eduardo
Bonilla-Silva (2021) illuminated in his influen-
tial book Racism without Racists, despite fre-
quent rhetoric in support of equality, White
people’s actions are substantially determined
by practices, beliefs, arguments, and rational-
izations that account for and ultimately justify
racial inequities. However, individuals, organi-
zations, and institutions may not be aware of
the unfair impact of these beliefs, practices,
and formal policies because they are normative
and perceived as appropriate and effective (for
example, system justification; Jost 2020).

At a mega-level, cultural stories and narra-
tives articulate a wide variety of beliefs, ideolo-
gies, and rationalizations—many of which may
be conflicting (for example, principles of equal-
ity, in which outcomes are shared equivalently,
versus equity, in which outcomes are deter-
mined proportionately based on investment)—
for individuals, organizations, and society to
adopt. The nature of cultural narratives limits
the choices available to individuals and collec-
tives, but the motives and goals of individuals
and collectives, which may be explicit or im-
plicit (Desai, Paranamana, et al. 2023), influ-
ence which of the beliefs and ideologies are ad-
opted or applied in particular social contexts.

With respect to race, two such available but
conflicting principles are multiculturalism,
which involves recognizing and respecting the
presence of multiple cultures, and colorblind-
ness, which is the belief that it is both possible
and desirable to treat people without regard to
their race. While colorblindness may some-
times be endorsed out of genuine desire to pro-
mote harmony and ultimately achieve equality,
in practice it often exacerbates intergroup ten-
sions and generally reinforces group hierarchy
as it cloaks subtly biased interpersonal behav-
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iors, organizational practices, and societal pol-
icies to perpetuate inequity across groups (Nev-
ille et al. 2013; Yi et al. 2023). Of direct relevance
to policing, an extensive ethnographic study
found that while the policies and practices of a
police department reflect “racial governance”
that produces racially disparate outcomes in
policing, there is “widespread denial or racism
in officers’ accounts of phenomena ranging
from segregation to police shootings. Officers
instead offer colorblind interpretations of so-
cial problems and narrate their work in relation
to geographic and functional subdivisions, pol-
icies, and laws” (Gordon 2024, 3377).

There is relatively little quantitative work on
the relationship between these societal-level
stories and actual policing. A time-series analy-
sis reveals that across the period from 2014 to
2019, there was a systematic, positive relation-
ship between stories in eight major news out-
lets including violent political rhetoric, defined
as “language that defames, dehumanizes, or
threatens opponents” (Zeitzoff 2023, 5), and
subsequent police violence resulting in the
death of a community member (Nugent and
Khalil 2024). Although this research did not test
for differences related to the race of the victim,
given the statistics on racial disparities involv-
ing victims of police violence and the impact of
such violence on Black community members,
it is very likely that the impact of violent politi-
cal rhetoric has a particularly negative impact
through policing on Black people.

Additional evidence linking societal-level
stories and policing appears in emerging lit-
erature on “copaganda” (for example, Rack-
straw 2023) that hearkens back to the days of
W. E. B. Du Bois (1935). In this literature, the
term copaganda refers to the tendency of both
news and entertainment media to communi-
cate stories that assume the necessity, virtue,
and effectiveness of police and their tactics.
This “positive police PR” can make it more dif-
ficult to gain political momentum for resisting
police expansion—or even challenging the sta-
tus quo.

While narratives and stories have historical
roots and are firmly entrenched in culture
through transmission across multiple genera-
tions or widespread endorsement of political,
economic, and social leaders, work on copa-

ganda highlights the dynamic and potentially
malleable influence of mega-level processes.
For example, with respect to policing, mass me-
dia, in the form of reality-television shows that
portray police officers as protagonists, high-
light a particular narrative of police-community
relations that can change the nature of that re-
lationship. In particular, police departments
featured in these shows demonstrate a signifi-
cant (20 percent) increase in arrest rates, but
mainly for low-level victimless crimes (see
Rackstraw 2023). Media influence of this type
represents a form of copaganda that could pos-
sibly have broader impact on policing and pub-
lic support for policing in ways that obscure,
tolerate, or support discrimination in policing.
Although the body of work, and particularly
quantitative research, on mega-level influences
on policing is currently more limited than in-
vestigations at other levels of analysis, research
in political science (for example, Huddy and
Khatib 2007) and cultural psychology (for ex-
ample, Hammack 2008; Markus and Kitayama
2014) does suggest there are fruitful method-
ologies available to trace the relationships
among cultural narratives, institutional norms,
and individual behaviors relevant to policing.

Mega-level Interventions

The current scholarship surrounding changing
cultural narratives is highly theoretical. While
public opinion polling can observe societal-
level changes in attitudes (for example, the
rapid decline in antigay attitudes in the United
States; Kumar et al. 2023), it is theorists like
Marx who tend to focus scholarly efforts on
how one might intervene on cultural narra-
tives. But this need not be so. Attitudes toward
policing changed rapidly in the wake of the
murder of George Floyd and, while those
changes were transitory, particularly among
White people (Williams 2021), there is still a
broader awareness of racial disparities and
likely discrimination in policing than before
2020. Because attitude change is an area of ex-
pertise among psychologists, narrative psy-
chology is an emerging subfield (Laszl6 2008),
and both political scientists and communica-
tions theorists devote significant time to think-
ing about political narratives. Similarly, the
work of political philosophers (for example,
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Adorno 2019; Stanley 2015) has long focused on
how political language produces cultural
changes on the way to group-based domina-
tion, with the work of Adorno giving birth to a
generation of political psychologists and soci-
ologists interested in the overlap of personality
and the endorsement of political systems. The
recent rise of moral psychology (for example,
Dunlea and Heiphetz 2021; Mosley and
Heiphetz 2021) provides a model for formally
testing these largely philosophical hypotheses.
In other words, it is possible to turn the tools
of behavioral science toward the problems of
structural racism. In the interim, it is at least
important to recognize that this level of socio-
political organization exists and to identify it
as a force that potentially influences racial dis-
crimination in policing.

MOVING FORWARD
The evidence of racial disparities in policing in
the treatment of Black people relative to White
people is robust and persistent. As we docu-
mented earlier, Black people are more than
twice as likely as White people to be the victims
of fatal shootings and the targets of nonlethal
force by police officers; they are also signifi-
cantly more likely to be stopped and frisked as
pedestrians and stopped and searched as driv-
ers. Substantial disparities also exist for mem-
bers of other minoritized groups (for example,
Latine individuals) relative to White people.
However, such disparities, no matter how
strong or consistent, are not direct evidence,
in themselves, of discrimination in policing.
There are multiple factors involved that oper-
ate across different levels of sociopolitical or-
ganization. In this article, we introduced dis-
tinctions across five levels of sociopolitical
organization—the nano- (intrapersonal), mi-
cro- (interpersonal), meso- (organizational),
macro- (institutional, pan-organizational), and
mega- (cultural) levels—for understanding the
diverse processes that can affect racial bias in
policing. We use this framework as a taxonomy
for organizing the vast and rapidly expanding
multidisciplinary literature in this area and
structuring our review of that literature. Our
review of the relevant research at each level
strongly implicates the roles of nano-, micro-,
meso-, macro-, and mega-level processes in

producing racial inequities through discrimi-
nation in policing.

The challenge for achieving equity in public
safety is that racial bias in policing operates
at all these levels. Even if it were possible to
make all police officers racially unbiased (nano-
level), the existence of organizational (meso-
level) biases, systemic (macro-level) biases,
and cultural narratives that normalize bias (at
the mega-level) that have effects in the absence
of animus or even awareness, there would
continue to be racially inequitable outcomes in
policing that disadvantage Black people. Con-
versely, if systemic, organizational, and
structural biases were eliminated but individ-
ual racism permeated policing, Black people
would also continue to be targets of discrimina-
tory policing. Efforts to address racial inequi-
ties in policing thus need to combat biases at
each level in a comprehensive and coordinated
way.

Understanding these dynamics more deeply
can guide the development of interventions
that not only address biases in policing associ-
ated with processes at each of the different lev-
els of sociopolitical organization but also have
broader impact by targeting unique multilevel
dynamics of racial bias in policing. While re-
search at each of the separate levels suggests
theoretically grounded interventions that can
potentially reduce racial disparities in policing,
these efforts often encounter obstacles to im-
plementation. They may also produce back-
lash. For example, antibias training—an inter-
vention aimed at changing intrapersonal,
nano-level processes—reliably increases knowl-
edge and understanding of racial disparities
but has not been shown to have an enduring
impact on police officer behavior. Antibias
training efforts may also produce reactance
among participants and encounter political re-
sistance. Increasing the priority and practice of
procedural justice with a police agency or de-
partment—a meso-level intervention—has
been shown to reduce officer use of force and
improve police-community relations. However,
organizational culture change is difficult to
achieve and sustain, particularly when the aim
of the change is at odds with traditional (insti-
tutional) police culture. Hot-spots policing—a
macro-level strategy—can reduce crime within
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a specific area, but expanding police activity
may cause community backlash and harm to
community members who have unnecessary
negative encounters with the police. Important
questions thus remain about how to best un-
derstand and address unfair racial disparities
in policing.

In the remainder of this last section, we dis-
cuss two potential ways to move forward to ad-
dress the significant and persistent problem of
racial disparities in policing. We first discuss
why and how policing, and the problems of po-
licing, need to be understood in the context of
all five levels of sociopolitical organization, and
the need to adopt an interdisciplinary and mul-
tidisciplinary approach. Then, we consider how
policing in the United States can be reimagined
to be not only more equitable but also more ef-
fective.

Multilevel Perspective

We organized our review around the research
literatures associated with the processes fre-
quently studied at each of five levels of socio-
political organization. Although this approach
maps the empirical findings in a comprehen-
sive way, pursuing the issue of racial dispari-
ties, and potential racial discrimination, in po-
licing separately at each level is limited in
illuminating the complex dynamics involved
that not only operate within each level but also
potentially interact across levels of sociopoliti-
cal organization. Thus, moving forward, we rec-
ommend a predominantly multilevel analysis
of the issue.

A multilevel analysis is also inherently mul-
tidisciplinary. We reviewed work conducted by
criminologists, economists, legal scholars, po-
litical scientists, psychologists, and sociolo-
gists with a common interest in racial bias in
policing. Multidisciplinarity offers a greater
range of resources than work within a single
discipline; it draws simultaneously on the
knowledge base, methods, and insights from
different scholarly disciplines. In fact, as psy-
chologists, we acknowledge that the individual-
level approach of psychology is inadequate to
fully understand these racial disparities.

Disciplinary boundaries can present barri-
ers, however. Scholars from various disciplines
adhere to different methodologies, theories,

disciplinary concepts and language, and pub-
lication standards that make integrated re-
search perspectives challenging (Ghamgosar et
al. 2023). These obstacles often limit analysis to
describing the processes at multiple levels as
parallel ones, much as we partitioned the cur-
rent review. Nevertheless, racial disparities in
policing are likely grounded in processes, po-
tentially racially discriminatory ones, at mul-
tiple levels jointly, for example in complemen-
tary or reciprocal fashion. We therefore propose
that the five-level framework we presented be
further developed to create a conceptual model
of how processes at these various levels com-
bine to create, sustain, and justify racial dis-
parities in policing.

As we noted when we introduced this frame-
work, despite the linear organization of these
levels of analysis, we do not consider either ex-
treme, the intrapersonal, nano-level (in a bot-
tom-up way) or the cultural, mega-level (in a top
down fashion), as distinctively foundational.
Instead, each level in the framework can have
influences that are sufficient to produce and
sustain racial biases. Racial bias can be the re-
sult, independently, of individual racial animus
expressed in thought or action (nano- or micro-
level influences) or through intraorganizational
or interinstitutional policies and practices
(meso- and macro-level processes) or embed-
ded in cultural narratives (mega-level pro-
cesses). However, it is likely that processes at
these different levels operate jointly in a variety
of different ways. For instance, racial stereotyp-
ing—generally and in the context of policing—
occurs because of the tendency of humans to
develop mental shortcuts (heuristics) and to
socially categorize individuals to cope with the
overwhelming volume of information they
must process. Whereas these nano-level pro-
cesses create a psychological tendency to form
stereotypes of salient groups, cultural narra-
tives shaped by historical and contemporary
system-justifying narratives (mega-level pro-
cesses) largely determine the specific content
of these stereotypes. Through interpersonal in-
teraction and socialization (a micro-level pro-
cess) and mass media (a mega-level process),
these stereotypes are transmitted and adapted
over time as societies evolve.

Indeed, research on policing often does con-
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sider how influences at different levels of socio-
political organization combine to influence ra-
cial bias in policing. For example, empirical
research that has adopted a multilevel perspec-
tive (Farrell 2024) has examined the effects of
the race and gender of a person stopped by a
police officer (micro-level influences) in con-
junction with the characteristics of the neigh-
borhood in which the stop occurs (a macro-
level factor) on whether or not the police officer
engages in further action (frisking, searching,
summoning, or arresting the person). That re-
search showed that the officer was more likely
to pursue further action after the stop when the
person was a man rather than a woman, the
person was Black rather than White, and the
stop occurred in a more predominantly Black
area. However, a cross-level analysis revealed
significant interactive effect. Whereas Black
people stopped were generally more likely to be
subjected to further action than were White
persons, Black persons who were stopped were
especially likely to be frisked, searched, sum-
moned, or arrested when they were stopped in
neighborhoods that had more White residents,
suggesting that they were perceived as more
“out of place.” This multilevel analysis thus
provides important information beyond and
different from the results of testing each pre-
dictor separately.

We offer additional concrete examples of the
methodological, theoretical, and practical
value (with respect to intervention develop-
ment and assessment) of cross-level analyses
of racial disparities in policing.

Methodological Refinement

One of the major methodological challenges
for understanding the bases of racial dispari-
ties in policing involves the issue of directly es-
tablishing the causal effect of race, which is es-
sential for determining the impact of racism in
policing (National Academies of Sciences, En-
gineering, and Medicine 2018). In field studies,
typically conducted by behavioral science re-
searchers in disciplines other than psychology,
techniques such as benchmarking and time-
series analysis are often used to test hypotheses
about the role of discrimination in racial dis-
parities in policing. However, depending on
how a researcher implements these techniques,

they may not produce valid inferences about
the causal role of discrimination (Neil and Win-
ship 2019).

Traditionally, particularly in psychology, the
gold standard for establishing causality in re-
search has been an experiment that tests the
impact of a manipulated independent variable
on the outcome of interest and controls for
other influences in the situation. For both eth-
ical and practical reasons, such direct experi-
mental work in the naturalistic context of polic-
ing is relatively rare. Much of the experimental
evidence in psychology we have described,
such as the shooter bias, has involved simula-
tions of police-relevant behaviors using either
participants from the general population or po-
lice officer participants. While these experi-
ments help identify underlying causal pro-
cesses (for example, the role of individual-level
biases on perceptions of threat based on the
race of another person), the external validity
(the generalizability) of such findings is lim-
ited. Quasi-experimental tests (for example, the
veil of darkness paradigm, which shows that
racial disparities in police stops of motor ve-
hicles are significantly smaller at night, when
it is more difficult for officers to discern the
race of the driver, than during daylight) are
thus particularly valuable because they comple-
ment the findings of laboratory-controlled re-
search on bias and discrimination in critical
ways.

Multilevel analysis can also help, method-
ologically, to distinguish various types of influ-
ences that could account for the same policing
outcome. For instance, the finding related to
structural-level processes that the greater inci-
dence of police stops in neighborhoods that are
predominantly Black than in those that are pre-
dominantly White (for example, Fagan et al.
2016) could be a consequence of individual-
level police bias, greater police racial bias, or
officers’ experiences with more crime in the
area (Braga et al. 2019). Time-series analyses
considering individual-level factors (for exam-
ple, increases in personal bias or perceptions
of threat) and location-related factors (for ex-
ample, changes in neighborhood composition
or crime rate) could help disentangle potential
causal influences for such associations. Deter-
mining the nature of causality is essential for
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designing, implementing, and assessing inter-
ventions to reduce racial disparities in policing.

In addition to further refinement of the
methodologies used to validly assess the influ-
ence of discrimination on racial disparities in
policing, the triangulation of findings from less
than perfect paradigms across levels of analysis
and disciplines with appropriate caution can
still contribute positively to theory develop-
ment and testing, as well as help guide practi-
cal interventions.

Theory Development

Considering multiple levels of sociopolitical
organization also generates productive theo-
retical developments. Here we offer one such
example. Ryan Hiibert and Andrew Little
(2023, 2828) describe a model of how police of-
ficers “form beliefs using crime statistics but
do not properly account for the fact that they
will detect crime in more heavily policed com-
munities.” The effect can be understood as an
example of the nano-level fundamental attri-
bution error (Ross 1977), in which people tend
to overestimate the influence of others’ ac-
tions on the personal characteristics of the ac-
tor (dispositional attributions) and underesti-
mate the influence of the context in which the
action occurs (situational or environmental
attributions). These dispositional attributions,
in turn, guide the subsequent perceptions of
community residents, generating greater sus-
picion of criminal activity by police officers (a
micro-level process) and produce organiza-
tional responses, such as intensified policing
in specified locations (a meso-level response).
This intensified policing can then yield greater
evidence of criminal activity, not because of
any increase in the individual propensity for
such activities by community residence, but
because more incidents are detected by greater
police surveillance. This process then adds to
the body of crime evidence that police officers
use to form their beliefs about racial differ-
ences in crime. The researchers conclude,
“This creates a feedback loop where officers
over-police groups that they (incorrectly) be-
lieve exhibit high crime rates. This inferential
mistake can exacerbate discrimination even
among officers with no animus and who sin-
cerely believe that disparities are driven by real

differences in crime rates” (Hubert and Little
2023, 2828).

We propose that explicitly structuring con-
ceptual analyses around the premise that dis-
tinct forms of bias reside in different levels of
sociopolitical organization and that these influ-
ences combine in particular ways can help pro-
vide more theoretical coherence to the existing
literature and offer new insights for emerging
works. Given that processes at one level may
combine with processes at any other level (or
multiple levels), one priority for the task of de-
veloping this conceptual framework would in-
volve empirically identifying which combina-
tions are most influential in practice in a given
context—in this case, the context of policing.
Understanding these dynamics more deeply
can inform the development of interventions
that not only address biases in policing associ-
ated with processes at different levels but also
have broader impact by targeting unique mul-
tilevel dynamics of racial bias in policing.

Intervention Development

Both theoretically and practically, not only does
simultaneous consideration of different levels
of sociopolitical organization promote a more
comprehensive understanding of the dynamics
underlying racial disparities in policing, but it
can also facilitate more expansive consider-
ation of solutions. Our analysis of conditions
that tend to increase the likelihood of racially
discriminatory policing through individual-
level processes (see also Pryor et al. 2020) sug-
gests changes in practice or policy to reduce
racially biased misconduct by police officers at
the individual level. As Jillian Swencionis and
Phillip Atiba Goff (2017) note, limiting officer
discretion—for example, by clarifying condi-
tions under which use of force is permissible—
would be an important step for reducing racial
discrimination in this area. This can be accom-
plished through more meso-level changes in
policies within a specific police department
(meso-level) or at a broader, macro-level. As an
example, since the murder of George Floyd in
2020, twenty states have modified their use-of-
force standards, typically clarifying that deadly
force is justified only as a last resort after ex-
hausting all nonviolent options (Subramanian
and Arzy 2021).
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As we previously discussed, a large body of
research indicates that, at the individual level,
police officers’ stereotypes of Black people (and
other minoritized groups) and other explicit or
implicit biases systematically contribute to ra-
cial disparities in police stops and searches and
in nonlethal and lethal use of force. Tradition-
ally, the recommended solutions for these ef-
fects have also been individual-level, such as
improving selection procedures or having of-
ficers participate in various forms of antibias
training. However, the scholarly evidence indi-
cates that there is not a specific type of training
intervention that can reliably reduce implicit
bias and possibly even explicit bias in an endur-
ing way (Greenwald et al. 2022; Paluck et al.
2021). A multilevel approach suggests promis-
ing alternatives to reducing discriminatory be-
havior—an ultimate goal.

We considered the role of norms as a meso-
level organizational process. Norms are the in-
formal rules and practices that define how in-
dividuals should behave within an organization.
Whereas stereotypes and attitudes are well-
established habits of mind that are difficult to
change because they are connected to multiple
aspects of social networks and attempts to
change them can create backlash, people read-
ily adapt their behaviors to the norms of vari-
ous situations they encounter. People automat-
ically activate normative guidelines in these
contexts, and these norms reliably shape ac-
tions both because people are motivated to be-
have in accordance with these guidelines as
members of the group sharing these norms
and because other members of the group will
enforce these norms when an individual’s be-
havior deviates from these guidelines.

We acknowledge, though, that there are of-
ten conflicting norms in a particular situation.
For instance, norms established within partic-
ular police agencies or departments for other
officers to intervene to prevent unjustified or
excessive use of force may be at odds with tra-
ditional norms for policing as an institution
that emphasizes strong loyalty and mutual sup-
port among line officers (Silver et al. 2017). For-
mal policy changes may therefore be needed to
achieve the desired effect (Subramanian and
Arzy 2021). For instance, since the murder of
George Floyd in 2020 by officer Derek Chauvin

while three officers watched or assisted, twelve
states and the District of Columbia have insti-
tuted laws declaring that police officers are re-
sponsible for intervening when they observe
cases of excessive or illegal force or miscon-
duct. Penalties for not abiding by these policies
range from decertification of officers to crimi-
nal liability. Even in the absence of state-level
action, agencies and departments are estab-
lishing new policies. In the past three years,
twenty-one of the nation’s one hundred largest
police agencies have adopted “duty to inter-
vene” policies (Subramanian and Arzy 2021).

Intervention Assessment
A multilevel approach offers a more valid cost-
benefit analysis for assessing impact of inter-
ventions. For example, whereas the impact of
increased police stop and frisk activity is fre-
quently assessed in terms of crime rates in a
particular location—one goal of such initia-
tives—the impacts of such actions (for exam-
ple, on the mental and physical health and per-
ceptions of police legitimacy of community
members) are also individual-level outcomes
relevant to the longer term and broader effec-
tiveness of policing. The limited impact of stop
and frisk interventions for reducing crime may
be substantially outweighed by the costs of
community health and erosion of perceptions
of police integrity (see Petersen et al. 2023).
Moreover, if researchers use a broader lens
when considering the impact of police inter-
ventions, they can stimulate new, important is-
sues to be considered empirically and in appli-
cation. For instance, Braga and colleagues
(2019, 545) observe: “The existing body of sci-
entific evidence on proactive policing pro-
grams generally does not consider how these
crime reduction and community perception
impacts might vary with the racial composition
of communities, the police department, and
police leadership.” Understanding how various
factors that have been typically studied within
a particular level of analysis operate jointly to
impact intervention effectiveness is essential
for developing and implementing new strate-
gies for reducing racial discrimination while
improving the effectiveness of policing.

A multilevel approach to understanding and
addressing racial discrimination in policing in-
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volves increasing equity and improving the ef-
fectiveness of policing as presently conceived.
The model of policing in the United States to-
day is anchored in policing tradition and in its
current structure. Therefore, even with a more
comprehensive understanding of the factors
contributing to racial disparities in policing,
change may essentially be only incremental.
Institutions and organizations, particularly
when conditions of threat are involved, tend
to resist change through both informal and
formal means (for example, through system-
justifying ideologies; Jost 2020). New models
of policing may be needed to address the chal-
lenges of policing in society now and in the
future.

Policing Reconceived

While arguments for fundamental change in
policing as an institution (for example, “defund
the police”) have generated substantial politi-
cal debate and conflict, many scholars have
proposed ways of re public safety in the United
States to address the important issues raised
both by police officers and the public. Indeed,
police officers have long asked to be relieved
from the responsibilities of addressing a range
of challenges (for example, handling situations
involving substance abuse, mental health, and
problem behaviors in schools) they regularly
face. Furthermore, given how much training is
involved in dealing with any one of them, it
seems unreasonable to expect police officers to
be adequately trained for all of them as well as
to be prepared to deal directly with a range of
criminal activities, including extreme circum-
stances such as those involving active shooters.
So, if police are ill prepared for the range of re-
sponsibilities they are asked to perform, and
the public does not trust them to do the job,
what can be done?

This quandary is why the explosion of alter-
natives to policing has continued since 2020
(Center for Policing Equity 2024). Yet, because
many of these efforts are so new, it will be some
time before the science is settled about which
ones provide the highest return on investment,
what the minimum necessary dosage of these
alternatives is to improve public safety, and
what the sequencing of investments might look
like to maximize safety and minimize the bur-

dens of our systems of punishment—especially
on Black communities.

Tailored Responsibilities

Tom Tyler (2021; see also Kramer and Remster
2022) observes that, traditionally, the focus of
policing in the United States has been on con-
trolling reported crime through force and
heightened risk of being caught and punished.
A major consequence of this approach is that
police officers are primarily “trained in one
skill set. They learn how to deploy force to com-
pel compliance” (Tyler 2021, 1393). One pro-
posed way to make policing more equitable is
to have resources be reallocated to social ser-
vices and allow police officers to focus more
narrowly on controlling serious crime. How-
ever, this work acknowledges questions about
the feasibility of that approach given the re-
sources needed to create an adequate social
service infrastructure to relieve police officers
of these responsibilities.

Legitimacy-Based Policing

Tyler (2021, 1398) also proposes an alternative
approach: that policing be more fundamen-
tally reimagined around the “question of how
people would like the police to deal with social
order in their community.” Central to this
process would be a shift in policing from a
force-based style to gain compliance to a style
oriented toward building trust and confidence
in the community by establishing legitimacy
through procedural justice practices (Chan et
al. 2023). When people view the authority of
police as legitimate, they more willingly ac-
cept and follow police officers’ directives and
abide by the laws they enforce. This model of
policing promotes the development of police-
community partnerships to prevent crime
while addressing structural factors that foster
crime by establishing “a climate of reassurance
within communities that promotes their social,
economic, and political vitality” (Tyler 2021,
1388). However, such efforts to improve the le-
gitimacy of policing in the eyes of Black people
(and members of other minoritized groups)
need to acknowledge that “policing has been
seen as racial terrorism in too many communi-
ties for too long” (Goff 2021, 678) and that help-
ing communities heal from the harms of polic-
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ing (see Prowse and Goff 2023) is a key step in
achieving the partnerships and trust Tyler envi-
sions.

Asking the Right Questions

About Race and Policing

While Tyler’s recommendation for reconceiv-
ing policing promises more effective and equi-
table policing, we offer another perspective.
Rather than framing the problem as one of how
to change bad police officers into good ones or
how to make policing that is limited in effec-
tiveness more effective, it is important to rec-
ognize that policing itself is often the problem.
Consequently, reforming it is not necessarily
the solution. We do not necessarily advocate for
the abolition of policing but rather urge a ma-
jor reimagining of public safety—one in which
policing plays a different, less intrusive, and
more appropriate role in the lives of citizens.

Gwen Prowse and Phillip Atiba Goff (2023,
528) ask, “Why do police respond to mental
health crises rather than healthcare workers?
Why does an armed first responder issue traffic
violations? What are the consequences of those
policy choices?” These questions are basic ones
to consider when evaluating policing today.
Their answers suggest important ways that po-
licing might be reimagined. For instance, po-
lice officers are currently the most common
first responders to mental health crises. In
some cases, this seems unavoidable, as mental
health crises can involve weapons and violence.
But in many—perhaps the majority—of cases,
behavioral health professionals are more
skilled and thus would be more effective at in-
tervening to protect public safety. Also, the ar-
gument behind police giving speeding tickets
is that unsafe behavior on the roads is a public
safety hazard. Why, then, are some jurisdic-
tions able to mail tickets to speeding motor-
ists? And what evidence is there that only po-
lice keep our streets safer?

Two traditional elements of policing, crisis
intervention (which includes responding to
mental health crises) and low-level traffic viola-
tions enforcement, have been the focus of in-
terventions for reconceiving policing. Several
jurisdictions, including ones in cities like St.
Louis and Oakland, have instituted policies
that include a range of non-police crisis re-

sponders. In addition, the CAHOOTS (Crisis
Assistance Helping Out on the Streets) model
is growing in popularity across the United
States. CAHOOTS is a mobile crisis interven-
tion program that, in coordination with police
departments, sends teams of professionals to
respond to calls indicating a need for services
related to mental health. The program thus of-
fers an alternative to police officers intervening
in noncriminal situations by using appropri-
ately trained personnel. Also, an increasing
number of jurisdictions are asking these ques-
tions and seeking to limit—or eliminate—
police from low-level traffic enforcement (for
example, for broken taillights or expired regis-
trations). For example, several major cities (for
example, Philadelphia and parts of Los Ange-
les) have recently ended low-level traffic en-
forcement by police, and several states (includ-
ing California, Connecticut, and Washington
are currently considering such legislation.

The intended impacts of these new pro-
grams are broad. They reduce the demand on
police officers, relieving stress and allowing
more efficient and effective deployment of per-
sonnel tailored to their professional training.
These programs also reduce exposure to the
kinds of complex situations that can lead un-
necessarily to inappropriate police behavior
(such as excessive use of force) or to racial and
ethnic discrimination in policing. The intent of
legislation that limits police involvement in
low-level traffic enforcement in Connecticut,
for example, is to reduce racial and ethnic in-
equities relating to these policing incidents
and the escalation of such stops into these in-
cidents (Chacko 2024). However, we are not yet
aware of definitive findings concerning the ef-
fectiveness of these changes related to support-
ing policing with additional mental health ser-
vices (for example, the CAHOOTS program) or
relieving police from pursuing low-level traffic
violations.

A major consequence of using “police” as
the answer to questions about who should re-
spond to a broad range of public safety situa-
tions, including those that police officers are
not fully equipped to address, is that an intru-
sive police presence becomes a problem in it-
self. The core question guiding the future of
policing from this perspective thus becomes,
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“When is policing the right tool, and when is it
the problem?” (Goff 2021, 677). If the rules of
policing have always unfairly produced group-
based disparities that reinforce social hierar-
chies, and individual officers are not free of in-
dividual risk factors—in fact, they are worse for
officers (Pryor et al. 2020; Swencionis and Goff
2017)—and few, if any, trainings are effective in
combating individual biases, are there any con-
ditions where police are the best response we
can imagine for communities in crises? While
this approach inevitably leads to a more lim-
ited role for police in society—when it is the
right and best tool—the objective is not to pun-
ish police as an institution but rather to pre-
pare police officers, who are currently overbur-
dened with multiple demands, to be better
equipped to meet the challenges facing officers
and society, to serve equitably, and to prioritize
the skills that police officers need most. More-
over, considering the multilevel impacts of po-
licing in its current form, the answer to the
question of whether policing is the right tool
requires full consideration of the question, for
whom?

While this may seem a radical framing for
some, the question of where to solve problems
with policing is, again, as old as the profes-
sion, and concerns about the likely problems
with using an armed force domestically to reg-
ulate public safety date back to the first West-
ern police institutions. In other words, ques-
tioning whether to use police is no older nor
less fundamental to the project of formal po-
licing than the question of how best to prevent
their excesses. And perhaps returning to these
formational questions will help provide an-
swers that have been missing for the past two
centuries of less-than-stellar results of the ex-
periment of providing organized policing with-
out unjust outcomes for those vulnerable com-
munities whose safety is most precarious.
More importantly, it forces us to ask the ques-
tion: if two hundred years have left us without
justice in this first stage of the criminal legal
system, was it ever designed to do otherwise?
We ask this question in good faith, under-
standing that a failure to ask it may seem to
belittle the injustices shouldered on the backs
of Black and Brown communities over the past
two centuries.

CONCLUSION

This article has explored the role of the behav-
ioral sciences in determining how racial bi-
ases—in individual police officer attitudes, ste-
reotypes, and behavior; organizational and
institutional policies and practices; and soci-
etal and cultural influences—can produce ra-
cially and ethnically inequitable outcomes.
There are substantial and persistent racial and
ethnic disparities in multiple elements of polic-
ing, including, for example, pedestrian and mo-
torist stops and searches and the use of nonle-
thal and lethal force. We note, however, that
these disparities, which are differences in fre-
quencies or rates of outcomes, are not neces-
sarily reflective of unfair discrimination. Deter-
mining the role of unfair racial or ethnic
discrimination is a challenging process given
the complex, multidetermined nature of polic-
ing outcomes. We have therefore proposed and
applied a multilevel analysis framework for un-
derstanding the causes of racial and ethnic dis-
parities and for developing interventions to ad-
dress inequities.

While other articles in this special issue also
posit multiple levels of analysis, the framework
that we propose delineates five levels: nano, in-
volving intrapersonal processes (for example,
stereotyping); micro, relating to interpersonal
processes (for example, potentially reciprocal
responses between a police officer and a com-
munity member); meso, including norms and
formal policies within a particular organiza-
tion); macro, representing pan-organizational
or institutional influences that shape out-
comes); and mega, reflecting cultural-level nar-
ratives or ideologies. Inequities are often the
result of the confluence of influences across
more than one level. For instance, negative ra-
cial stereotyping (a nano-level process) may lead
to a higher rate of unjustified pedestrian stops
and searches of Black people when department
policies (a meso-level influence) permit greater
officer discretion or less documentation of ac-
tivities, particularly in neighborhoods in which
residents are lower in socioeconomic status (a
mega-level influence). Such multilevel analysis
is also inherently multidisciplinary, bridging
theoretical perspectives across the behavioral
sciences. Methodologically, triangulating ef-
fects across different methods (for example,
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laboratory research, analyses of administrative
data that may be limited, or statistical analyses
controlling for variables representing alterna-
tive interpretations for disparities) can increase
confidence in concluding that a significant
amount of disparity represents policing inequi-
ties that are the result of racially or ethnically
discriminatory policing.

Understanding the complex dynamics that
underlie racial and ethnic disparities (and po-
tentially inequities) in policing is also critical
for developing appropriate, coordinated, and
effective interventions to address the conse-
quences of racial and ethnic biases and unfair
discrimination in policing. Inequities in polic-
ing will result even if all officers act in unbiased
ways, but the policies and practices of institu-
tions, which may appear race-neutral, have in-
equitable negative impacts on members of mi-
noritized groups or cultural narratives that
justify discriminatory treatment. If policies are
fair but police officers are biased, the scales of
justice will still be unbalanced. Successfully ad-
dressing racial and ethnic bias and discrimina-
tion in policing is important because of the
substantial negative and inequitable psycho-
logical, physical, and behavioral impact such
discrimination has on its victims, on the com-
munities whose members identify with vic-
tims, and, as the response to the murder of
George Floyd vividly revealed, on the core val-
ues of society endorsed by citizens across all
races and ethnicities.
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