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n this essay, we respond to Justin Nix, Bradley Campbell, Edward Byers, and Geoffrey
Alpert’s (2017, this issue) study and offer several evidence-based policy recommen-
dations for reducing police bias in the use of deadly force. We begin by referring to
some historical facts concerning American policing as it pertains to race and police use
of force, followed by a critical assessment of Nix et al.’s findings. Next, we offer several
policy recommendations and close by delineating the next steps to achieving these policy

objectives.

The Enduring Significance of Race in American Policing

A decade ago, in this journal, Jerome Skolnick (2007) encouraged us to situate discussions
of modern policing within the broader socio-historical context of U.S. race relations. He
reminded us that policing in the Jim Crow South often operated as a form of racialized
social control, designed to keep “the Negro in his place” (p. 65). Moreover, Skolnick noted
that in 1966 nearly 3 out of 4 police officers expressed “extreme” or “considerable” prejudice
against African Americans. Not surprisingly, then, the “police were exceptionally biased” in
their treatment of racial and ethnic minorities during this period (Skolnick, 2007: 65). And
as a result, the 1960s and 1970s were characterized by severely strained police—community
relations and massive protests stemming from concerns about racialized policing practices.
In the 1980s and 1990s, the killing of Arthur McDuffie, the Rodney King beating, and

related incidents led to protests and calls for policing reforms. Skolnick’s assessment of this
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policing history reveals the constitutive relationship between policing practices and race
relations in any given era.

Fast forward to 2017. Since the 1990s, U.S. policing has undergone significant change,
yet fundamental questions remain about the equitability of policing. These concerns reached
a boiling point in 2014 after several high-profile police killings of young Black suspects,
giving birth to the Black Lives Matter movement. So, in many ways, the past is prologue.
Once again, the deaths of Black men at the hands of police have sparked considerable
debate and consternation about the state of American policing. As this exceedingly brief
historical account reminds us, concerns about racial bias have been central to discussions
about American policing, and will likely continue to be. Given the severity and complexity
of this problem, quality research is essential for understanding and responding to it in a
thoughtful and effective manner.

Nix and colleagues (2017) examine fatal officer-involved shootings across the United
States in 2015. Their results indicate that officers are more likely to use deadly force against
Latino and Black suspects than against White suspects, even after controlling for various
situational factors that should influence police use of force. They reach these conclusions
after analyzing fatal police shootings from The Washington Post’s “Fatal Force” database,
which was compiled from Web-based news articles, public records, Internet databases, and
civilian reports. Although this data set is limited and possibly flawed in some respects,
it is superior to what has been available previously. For instance, the data set does not
represent all police shootings because it is limited to fatal incidents, and it may be biased
toward including more newsworthy events. Furthermore, information on the dependent
variables—whether the suspect was armed or attacked the officer—was in part obtained
from news accounts, some of which are notorious for incorrectly reporting these facts (e.g.,
see U.S. Department of Justice [DOJ], 2015). Of course, these limitations cast some doubt
on the strength of their findings and on the actual magnitude of racial bias present in the
data. Despite these shortcomings, however, they advance the literature on police use of
force by examining police shootings across a wide range of jurisdictions and controlling
for important situational characteristics often neglected in prior studies. And although the
results of additional research may yield relationships that are stronger or weaker than those
found here, we doubt that the implications for social policy will significantly change given
the racialization of policing throughout American history. As such, it is prudent to translate

these findings into public policies aimed at reducing racial disparities in the use of force.

Policies for Reducing Racial Bias in Officer-Involved Shootings

Developing a National Database of Police Shootings

Despite growing concern about officer-involved shootings, there is no comprehensive na-
tional database of officer-involved shootings. Recognizing that governmental data sets may
underestimate officer-involved fatal shootings by as much as half (Williams, Bowman, and

Jung, 2016), some researchers have turned to local police data (Klinger, Rosenfeld, Isom,
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and Deckard, 2016) or data sets compiled by media outlets (Nix et al., 2017). Although
these analyses offer useful insights about officer-involved shootings in certain jurisdictions
or time periods, a national database of officer-involved shootings is necessary to understand
fully the scope of police use of force in the United States (Nix et al., 2017).

But what would a national database look like? We argue that it should contain in-
formation on all incidents in which police officers discharge their firearms at citizens,
regardless of whether the suspect is killed, so that researchers can compare fatal with
nonfatal incidents to understand better the lethality of officer-involved shootings. For all
officer-involved shootings, data should be collected on (a) officer/suspect characteristics,
(b) social-ecological context, (c) situational circumstances, and (d) incident outcome. Data
on basic officer/suspect demographics (e.g., sex, age, and race/ethnicity) and officer occupa-
tional characteristics (e.g., rank, number of prior shootings, and administrative complaints)
are necessary for understanding the extent to which officer-involved shootings vary across
different segments of the population and police force. Geographic identifiers (e.g., state,
county, city, and jurisdiction) should also be collected so that researchers can better pin-
point social-ecological predictors. Moreover, the database should include information on
whether the suspect possessed a weapon or resisted arrest. Finally, each injury sustained by

the suspect(s)/officer(s) should be coded based on severity level.

Professionalizing the Police

Departments should implement formalized use-of-force policies and promote practices that
improve residents’ confidence in the police to help reduce these shootings. The results of
research indicate that agencies with more restrictive deadly force policies and those that
require supervisors to complete use-of-force forms have lower rates of deadly force (Fridell,
2015). Moreover, agencies should train officers to defuse situations quickly and effectively
to prevent officer force from being used in the first place (Fridell, 2015). According to
procedural justice theory, individuals are more likely to obey the law and cooperate with
legal authorities (including police) when they view these institutions as fair and equitable
(Tyler, Goff, and MacCoun, 2015). Indeed, high levels of legal cynicism in predominately
minority areas have been linked to lower levels of arrest, crime reporting, and cooperation
with the police. Procedural justice training not only decreases the likelihood that an officer
will use force (Owens, Weisburd, Alpert, and Amendola, n.d.), but it can also help to
improve police-resident interactions (Wheller, Quinton, Fildes, and Mills, 2013).

In addition, departments should implement policies to help reduce implicit racial
biases among their officers. The findings from experimental analyses indicate that officers
are more likely to shoot Black suspects, even if the suspect is unarmed, highlighting the
role of implicit racial biases (Correll, Hudson, Guillermo, and Ma, 2014). Agencies should
encourage officers to take an implicit bias test because awareness of implicit biases can
help to mitigate their effects (Staats, Capatosto, Wright, and Contractor, 2015). Moreover,

departments should employ various implicit bias reduction protocols. For example, shooting
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simulations that involve a greater number of armed White targets versus armed Black targets
can help to reduce racial disparities in officer-involved shootings (Park and Glaser, 2011;
Plant and Peruche, 2005). More broadly, agencies should encourage perspective taking,
stereotype replacement, and stereotype countering, all of which have been shown to reduce
the use of stereotypes (Hall, Hall, and Perry, 2016).

Strengthening Early Intervention Systems

Scholars have long recognized that a few officers are responsible for most police miscon-
duct. Early intervention systems, which seek to identify these problem officers and hold
them accountable, should include performance indicators (e.g., complaints, use of force,
etc.), identification and selection mechanisms, multiple intervention strategies, and post-
intervention monitoring. Once problem officers are identified with the use of peer-to-peer
officer comparisons, they should be subject to supervisory advisement, additional training,
professional counseling, and post-intervention monitoring. Despite implementation con-
cerns, early intervention systems remain a best practices approach, and when paired with
other reforms, they can help to reduce officer use of force and citizen complaints (Walker,
2015).

Diversifying the Police Force

Increased representation of minority officers may help to reduce officer-involved shootings
by bolstering the public’s confidence in the law and reducing implicit racial biases among
officers. Diverse police departments, especially those that match the racial composition of
the communities they serve, have lower rates of fatal officer-involved shootings (Legewie and
Fagan, 2016). In line with the notion of symbolic racial representation, a greater presence
of minorities within law enforcement agencies increases minority citizens’ confidence in
the police by conveying a shared sense of values and experiences (Theobald and Haider-
Markel, 2009). Moreover, departments with greater racial diversity are more successful at
using community-policing techniques (Schuck, 2014) and will likely experience improved
police—community relations because Black officers tend to exhibit less bias toward Black
citizens (Fagan, Braga, Brunson, and Pattavina, 2015). Finally, increased contact between
minority and White officers can help to reduce implicit racial biases among White officers
because intergroup contact minimizes the use of stereotypes (Pettigrew and Tropp, 2006).
Despite these benefits of diversity, many police departments remain largely White (Legewie
and Fagan, 2010).

Empowering Civilian Review Boards

Since the 1970s, civilian review boards have become increasingly common. In 2005, nearly
80% of police agencies with 1,000 or more officers had a civilian complaint review process
(McDevitt, Farrell, and Andresen, 2005). Police administrators often believe that civilian

review boards help to improve police—community relations and hold officers accountable
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(Finn, 2001). Moreover, consistent with procedural justice theory, both officers and citizens
frequently feel “heard” and “validated” by civilian review boards, regardless of the even-
tual outcome (De Angelis and Kupchik, 2007; Finn, 2001). Given the need to maintain
perceptions of procedural legitimacy, civilian review boards should be housed outside of
police departments and should have the subpoena powers necessary to conduct their own
investigations into both systemic problems and individual complaints of police misconduct

(Walker and Archbold, 2013).

Expanding the Use of Body-Worn Cameras

Despite growing interest in body-worn cameras, only 25% of police agencies use them and
few studies have been conducted to examine their efficacy (Miller and Toliver, 2014). The
outcomes of the limited research to date suggest that body-worn cameras can reduce rates
of police use of force, citizen complaints against officers, and stop and frisk (but see Ariel,
Farrar, and Sutherland, 2015; Ariel et al., 2016; Jennings, Lynch, and Fridell, 2015; Katz,
Choate, Ready, and Nufio, 2014; Ready and Young, 2015). In addition, body-worn cameras
may have procedural justice benefits as some officers believe they improve their interactions
with civilians (Jennings, Fridell, and Lynch, 2014; Jennings et al., 2015; Ready and Young,
2015). Notwithstanding these potential benefits, several legal, technological, financial, and
administrative challenges are associated with their implementation (White, 2014). For
instance, federal law prohibits videotaping citizens where there is a reasonable expectation
of privacy and some states require a two-party consent agreement before recording private
conversations. And even if these privacy concerns are addressed, departments will still need
to train officers on how to use body-worn cameras, upload recorded videos onto a server,

and download videos at a later point.

Implementing and Expanding Evidence-Based Policies

Racial inequality casts a long shadow on the history of American policing, underscoring the
continued importance of research on police use of force. Although more research is needed
on police bias in the use of deadly force, it would be prudent to accelerate evidence-based
efforts to reduce officer-involved shootings currently. Given the racialized history of policing
and the need for more equitable policing practices, we should continue to implement and
expand policies we already know will help to reduce bias in policing.

Many police departments already have implemented some or all of these policies
aimed at reducing racial bias in police shootings. We applaud these departments and
encourage them to continue to implement and improve on these policies. Unfortunately,
not all departments have embraced such policies, and many departments that have made
these changes have done so half-heartedly or only in form. We realize that many smaller
departments may not have the funds to initiate some of these changes, and that even when the
funds exist, there are significant implementation barriers because police departments (like

any organization) usually resent outsiders’ attempts to reduce their autonomy. Overcoming
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these challenges will require new funding sources for smaller departments who cannot
afford to implement them and cultural shifts in larger departments considering their usage.
Despite these obstacles, we believe the stakes are too high to become apathetic. Departments
should employ a broad spectrum of evidence-based policies aimed at reducing police bias
in the use of deadly force in an effort not only to deal with the current racial climate but
also to reconcile with the racialized history of policing in America. This means that policies
and programs already present will need to be strengthened, while working toward full
implementation. A lot of work remains to be done, yet it is encouraging that many police
departments are implementing policies to reduce racial bias in officer-involved shootings

and are establishing greater officer accountability.
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