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Minority racial and ethnic groups often view themselves as targets of abusive
treatment at the hands of the police. Although racial variation in public
assessments of the police in the United States has been amply documented in
past research, less research has explored the sources of these differences at
the intersection of demographic, interactional, and ecological levels. This
article examines the role of each factor in shaping citizens’ perceptions of
police misconduct, racial differences in these perceptions, and the reasons
underlying them. The locus of the study is also important. Most research on
police–community relations has been conducted in cities whose populations
and police departments are majority White in composition, despite the grow-
ing number of minority-White cities. The present study draws on data from
residents of a majority-Black city with a majority-Black police department:
Washington, DC. The findings contribute to our understanding of policing in
such underresearched cities.
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The earliest American studies of race and policing focused on cities with
majority-White police departments because that was all that existed at

the time (e.g., Bayley and Mendelsohn 1969; Hahn 1971; Jacob 1971).
Racial composition was therefore taken as a given in the early literature.
But two multicity analyses were suggestive of the possible importance of a
police department’s racial complexion. A study of 14 cities in 1968 found
that Black residents of cities with higher numbers of Black police officers
held somewhat more positive views of the local police department than did
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Black residents of cities with low numbers of Black police officers (Decker
and Smith 1980), and a 1975 survey of 13 cities found that the difference
between White and Black attitudes toward the local police department was
less marked where Black representation on the force was higher (Skogan
1979). Both samples were confined, however, to majority-White cities with
majority-White police departments. Today, there are several majority-Black
and majority-Hispanic cities in America, yet research on these two contexts
is too sparse to draw any firm conclusions regarding the effects of racial
composition on residents’ views of the police (Frank et al. 1996; Howell,
Perry, and Vile 2004; Murty, Roebuck, and Smith 1990; Weitzer 2000b;
Welch et al. 2001). The majority of the public view the diversification of a
police department positively (Weitzer and Tuch 2006), but the effects of
diversification remain opaque.

The present study contributes to this literature by examining police mis-
conduct in one majority-Black city. We examine the extent to which
members of the public view selected types of misconduct as problems in
their residential neighborhoods, as well as the factors shaping such percep-
tions. Public perceptions of police misconduct can be just as important as
actual misconduct. Citizens’ beliefs and expectations can affect their
demeanor in encounters with police officers, their compliance with officer
demands, and their willingness to assist the police by reporting crimes and
serving as witnesses, and it can affect larger political and racial tensions in
a city and the very legitimacy of the local police department. In other
words, it is in the interest of every police department to not only reduce
officer misconduct but to also be perceived as doing so, because this makes
police work less contentious and more effective. Citizen satisfaction with
the police can pay dividends in facilitating police crime control efforts, and
it can enhance the general legitimacy of a department.

Theoretical Background

Years ago, Lawrence Sherman (1983) hypothesized,

A department with more Black officers behaves differently from a depart-
ment with fewer Black officers. As Blacks comprise a larger portion of a
police department, they may become less isolated and more influential in
shaping the values and culture of the entire police department. (P. 221)

He implied that this would result in better treatment of the inhabitants of
such cities, but it might also have distinct effects on different racial groups.
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Relevant to assessing the efficacy of this argument is the group position the-
sis (Blumer 1958), which emphasizes the role of intergroup relations in
influencing individual perceptions and behavior: Dominant-group attitudes
toward other racial groups are shaped by a sense of superiority over racial
others and by a desire to defend dominant-group interests against threats,
whether real or perceived. The subordinate group, however, is motivated by
a sense of unfair and exclusionary treatment at the hands of the dominant
group and by a desire to secure a larger share of scarce resources.
Extending the thesis to group relations with institutions such as the police,
individual orientations are arguably influenced by one’s racial group and its
general relations with the police (Weitzer and Tuch 2006:8-16). At the
interactional level, citizens may interpret police behavior in terms of “the
[White] officer’s own ethnic group’s superordination” (Sykes and Clark
1975:590). In other words, minority individuals may construe their encoun-
ters with police less in terms of the immediate circumstances and more in
terms of their group’s societal position. Similarly, at the symbolic level,
they may view the police as a “visible sign of majority domination” (Bayley
and Mendelsohn 1969:195).

The thesis would predict that in cities where the formerly subordinate
racial group gains political power and control over the police department
and where the formerly dominant racial group experiences diminished
power, “the racial polarization we normally observe in evaluations of the
police should disappear or reverse in majority Black settings” (Howell et al.
2004:50). In other words, the group position thesis would predict that when
racial groups trade places in a particular city, their traditional orientation to
the local police may be inverted, with Blacks being more inclined toward
favorable views of the police and with Whites being less favorably disposed
(Howell et al. 2004). If a group’s position in the racial hierarchy shapes its
orientation to the police, then changes in the relative positions of racial
groups may lead to changes in the way that they relate to the police
(Weitzer and Tuch 2006:8-14).

The present study examines one city—Washington, DC—where both
the population and the police department are majority Black in composi-
tion. Previous research on this city is limited to an in-depth study of three
neighborhoods (Weitzer 1999, 2000a, 2000b). Our study builds on this
prior work in the context of the city as a whole. We cannot directly test the
proposition that racial composition influences police–community rela-
tions—that would require systematic, comparative analysis of several care-
fully matched cities—but our research does add to the emerging literature
on cities where non-Whites are the majority population and so control local
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government and the police department. Such cities are important theoreti-
cally because they depart from the traditional model where Whites control
the levers of power.

Explaining Citizen Perceptions of the Police

Individual Demographic Characteristics

Research on the factors that shape citizens’ attitudes toward the police
usually begins with personal characteristics. The most important of these
measures reflect fundamental cleavages in American society and so distin-
guish between those groups that generally have a stake in the established
order and those that do not. Empirically and politically, race is the most
important fault line along which Americans divide over policing, and three
decades of research have documented racial and ethnic differences in
assessments of the police and in patterns of police–citizen interactions.
Blacks and Hispanics are more likely than Whites to believe that the police
frequently engage in misconduct, and when compared to Whites, minority
groups tend to view instances of officer misconduct as being more serious
and disturbing (Weitzer 2002), partly because the victims are dispropor-
tionately minority group members.

Age is another consistent predictor of police perception. Compared to
older-age groups, young people have greater contact with police officers,
report more personal experience with mistreatment by officers, and hold
more critical views of the police (Hurst, Frank, and Browning 2000; Leiber,
Nalla, and Farnworth 1998). Gender is often insignificant by itself, but
when examined in combination with age and race, it gains explanatory
power. In the few studies that contain interactions of age, race, and gender,
young Black men stand out. They are significantly more likely than older
Black males, young White males, and young Black females to view the
police negatively and to report having had bad encounters with officers
(Weitzer and Tuch 2002, 2006). A parallel pattern has been found for young
Hispanic males, at least on some policing issues (Skogan 2005; Weitzer and
Tuch 2006).

The role of social class is less clear. In some studies, class has no effect
on attitudes toward the police; in other studies, it is significant for Blacks
or Hispanics but not for Whites; and in those studies where it is a predictor,
the results are mixed. Regarding the last point, some studies have found that
middle-class Blacks are more satisfied with the police than disadvantaged
Blacks are, whereas other studies have found the opposite (e.g., Alpert and
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Dunham 1988; Hagan and Albonetti 1982; Smith, Graham, and Adams
1991; Weitzer and Tuch 1999, 2002; Wortley, Hagan, and Macmillan 1997).
One explanation for these discrepant findings is issue specificity: A polic-
ing issue may have differential salience among members of various social
classes. To gain clarity on the conditions under which social class shapes
police–citizen relations, it is important to include this variable in explana-
tory models.

Neighborhood Crime, Disorder, and Policing

Recent research suggests that in addition to demographic factors, neigh-
borhood context is important in explaining police–citizen relations.
Neighborhoods differ in the amount and quality of policing that they
receive (Klinger 1997; Smith 1986), and these differing police practices
likely shape, at least to some extent, residents’ perceptions of the police.

The opportunity structure is an important variable: Opportunities for
police misconduct are far greater in communities with high rates of crime
and social disorder than they are elsewhere. The sheer number of officers
patrolling these neighborhoods is typically greater than that in quieter
areas, whose residents rarely see the police, thus increasing the frequency
of police–citizen contacts and the potential for acrimonious encounters.
Some high-crime neighborhoods experience saturation patrolling, but even
the more routine proactive police practices in high-crime and disorderly
areas may amplify friction between officers and residents—with a cumula-
tive adverse effect on residents’ opinions of the police. In addition, the
street crime typical of some of these communities offers far more opportu-
nities for police corruption and other abuses of power—namely, robbing
drug dealers, planting evidence, and otherwise mistreating residents
(Mollen Commission 1994).

That police typify certain neighborhoods as being troublesome leads
officers to stereotype residents as those who are uncooperative, hostile, or
crime prone—thereby resulting in their tendency to approach residents with
greater suspicion, to behave more aggressively, and to act more punitively
than they do in other kinds of neighborhoods (Smith 1986). Studies based
on police records and field observations indicate that police officers’ verbal
and physical abuse, unjustified street stops, and corruption are more preva-
lent in disadvantaged and high-crime areas (Fagan and Davies 2000; Kane
2002; Mastrofski et al. 2002; Smith 1986; Terrill and Reisig 2003).

In addition to greater opportunities for police officers’ mistreatment of
people in such communities, the residents typically lack the capacity to
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constrain such behavior by holding officers accountable. The same conditions
that foster crime in a neighborhood may also loosen some of the bounds con-
trolling police conduct. In other words, neighborhood disorganization may be
associated not only with residents’ incapacity to organize against crime and
disorder—a key tenet of social disorganization theory—but also with their
powerlessness in the face of abusive police practices (Kane 2002; Kubrin and
Weitzer 2003). In socially disorganized neighborhoods, residents lack the
capacity to mobilize against police mistreatment, whereas residents of more
affluent communities have connections to local elites who can be mobilized
to hold officers accountable (Weitzer 1999, 2000a).

Neighborhood crime is also salient. If residents’ dissatisfaction with the
police in disadvantaged communities is in part a function of greater oppor-
tunities for and fewer constraints on police misconduct and if these oppor-
tunities and constraints are related to the level of crime and disorganization
in those communities, then it is reasonable to expect that citizens’ opinions
of the police will be lower in neighborhoods with high levels of street crime
or in places where residents perceive a great deal of crime (Brown and
Benedict 2002). Communities whose residents believe that crime is a seri-
ous problem in their neighborhoods are more likely than residents of other
areas to be critical of the police (Huebner, Schafer, and Bynum 2004;
Jesilow, Meyer, and Namazzi 1995; RAND 2005; Weitzer and Tuch 2006),
and the same is true for those who report that a violent crime occurred in
the neighborhood in the past year (Weitzer and Tuch 2002). The same pat-
tern is evident when the measure is the official crime rate: Areas high in
violent crime register lower levels of approval of the police (Murty et al.
1990; Reisig and Parks 2000; Sampson and Bartusch 1998; Schafer,
Huebner, and Bynum 2003). Interestingly, one study found that in shaping
attitudes toward the police, residents’ perceptions of neighborhood crime
are more important than official crime rates (Huebner et al. 2004). As such,
this leads to our first hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: Police misconduct will be viewed as a larger problem in commu-
nities whose residents also perceive crime as being high in the locale.

If this hypothesis is supported for the general population, we examine
whether residence in such communities differentially affects Blacks’ and
Whites’ views of police misconduct.

Neighborhood disorder may have a similar effect. Social disorder
includes public drinking, panhandling, loitering, vandalism, truancy, and
unsupervised youth. Neighborhood social disorder is substantially correlated
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with street crime (Sampson and Raudenbush 1999; Skogan 1990), and in
popular perceptions, the two are closely related. Research indicates that dis-
order undermines residents’ confidence in the police: Citizens appear to
“hold the police at least partially responsible for the disorder” in their com-
munities (Cao, Frank, and Cullen 1996:13; cf. MacDonald et al. 2007;
Reisig and Parks 2004; Xu Fiedler, and Flaming 2005). Pressure from the
public to “do something” about disorder can be interpreted as pressure to
“do anything,” and the constitutional complexity of responding aggres-
sively to problems such as loitering and panhandling creates further oppor-
tunities for police misconduct. Disorder may therefore be a part of the
ecological context conducive to police misconduct in disadvantaged neigh-
borhoods. The argument is that neighborhood disorder, like street crime,
creates greater temptation for abuse of power, with the result being that
high-disorder neighborhoods will have worse relations with the police,
when compared to other neighborhoods:

Hypothesis 2: Police misconduct will be viewed as a larger problem by residents
who perceive their neighborhood as having a high level of social disorder.

If this hypothesis is supported for the general population, we examine
whether residence in such communities differentially affects Blacks’ and
Whites’ views of police misconduct.

Community Policing

Police conduct on the street may also be related to the prevailing style of
policing employed in the community. Residents in areas where community
policing is practiced might be expected to have better relations with the
police when compared to those in areas policed in a traditionally disen-
gaged and reactive fashion. In principle, community policing encourages
residents and officers to work together to identify and resolve local prob-
lems. Such collaboration may foster improved relations between the par-
ties, increase public understanding of local policing strategies, and perhaps
reduce the incidence of police abuse of citizens. What remains an open
question is whether police–community relations are indeed better in such
neighborhoods than in areas where traditional policing predominates
(Weitzer 2005). Studies of some community policing programs have found
that they do not significantly improve residents’ relations with the police,
either because they are defined as being intrusive and unwelcome or because
officers are seen as lacking a real commitment to community engagement
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(Grinc 1994; Williams 1997). Other studies, however, document positive
outcomes associated with foot-and-bike patrols, community meetings, and
other types of community policing (Reisig and Parks 2004; Skogan 2006b;
Weitzer and Tuch 2006). This literature is inconclusive, but the thesis lying
behind community policing predicts that it should make a difference in
public assessments of the quality of police service. Indeed, it was the need
to establish a legitimacy in minority and immigrant communities that
impelled many police departments to adopt community policing in the first
place (Skogan 2006b). In the present study, public perception of commu-
nity policing is operationalized by citizens’ beliefs that officers are working
with residents to deal with neighborhood problems and are responsive to
residents’ concerns:

Hypothesis 3: Police misconduct will be seen as a lesser problem in neighbor-
hoods where police are viewed as implementing an effective community
policing program.

If this hypothesis is supported for the general population, we examine
whether Blacks and Whites are differentially affected by residence in such
neighborhoods.

Police–Citizen Encounters

Citizens’ encounters with police officers may also influence their larger
attitudes toward the police. Some early studies reported that citizens’ prior
contacts with officers influenced their general views of the police (Dean
1980; Scaglion and Condon 1980), and more recent research has indicated
that the quality of treatment that people receive during encounters makes a
difference. People who feel that they have been treated courteously and
fairly, that they have been addressed without racial animus, and that they
have been informed of both their rights and the reasons behind police
actions are more likely to be satisfied—even when the outcome is not favor-
able toward them as citizens, such as receiving a traffic ticket or getting
arrested (Skogan 2005; Stone and Pettigrew 2000; Tyler and Huo 2002).
The kind of treatment that people receive from police officers is important
regardless of one’s racial background (Tyler and Huo 2002), yet race con-
tinues to play a role: Blacks are more likely than Whites to report that they
have received unfair or disrespectful treatment from officers, thus contribut-
ing to their more critical views of the police (Engel 2005; Skogan 2005;
Tyler and Huo 2002; Weitzer and Tuch 2006). Indeed, some demographic
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correlates of attitudes toward the police, such as race and age, may indi-
rectly reflect the effects of experiential factors that are highly differentiated
by race and age.

The type of contact also makes a difference. The literature distinguishes
between positive and negative contacts and between citizen-initiated (or
voluntary) contacts and police-initiated (involuntary) contacts (Decker
1981). Findings are mixed regarding the consequences of different kinds of
contacts. Some studies have found that citizen satisfaction is higher when
the encounter is citizen initiated (Cheurprakobkit 2000; Jesilow et al. 1995;
Reisig and Parks 2000). This finding is consistent with the assumption that
police-initiated contacts are not only unsought but more often inquisitorial
or adversarial from the outset. Other research, however, has found that pos-
itively rated encounters (irrespective of who initiates them) do nothing to
enhance overall satisfaction with the police (Dean 1980; Reisig and Parks
2000; Schafer et al. 2003). That is, police get little or no credit for good per-
formance, whereas poor performance increases negative assessments—
hence, a striking asymmetry in the impact of encounters (Skogan 2006a).
This dynamic is consistent with a broader negativity bias that is well docu-
mented in the psychological literature: Negative experiences have greater
cognitive and emotional salience and longevity than do positive ones
(Baumeister et al. 2001; Rosin and Royzman 2001).

In short, there is considerable evidence that police-initiated contacts
negatively affect citizens’ opinions of the police, and we expect that this
will remain true in a city with a majority-Black police department: The vol-
untary or involuntary nature of the contact will determine citizens’ reactions
irrespective of the police department’s racial composition:

Hypothesis 4: Police-initiated contacts will heighten perceptions of police mis-
conduct among both Blacks and Whites.

The consequences of citizen-initiated contacts, however, are somewhat less
clear from the literature. As such, we predict the following:

Hypothesis 5: Citizen-initiated contacts will not affect perceptions of police mis-
conduct among either Blacks or Whites.

It is important to recognize that there are qualitatively different types of
citizen-initiated contact as well as different types of police-initiated con-
tact, though most of the literature fails to draw these distinctions. Each sub-
type deserves to be examined in its own right because it may involve citizen
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experiences different from those of other subtypes. Consequently, we sep-
arately examine the impact of two types of citizen-initiated contact (crime
related and noncrime related) and two types of police-initiated contact
(vehicle and pedestrian stops).

The present study analyzes popular assessments of police misconduct in
several ways: through a comparative analysis of the views of Blacks and
Whites; through the interaction effects of race, age, and gender on percep-
tions; through the impact of multiple types of police–citizen contacts; and
through the role of citizen-reported neighborhood conditions in shaping
assessments of police misconduct.

The Setting

As indicated above, virtually all city-level studies of police–citizen rela-
tions in the United States have examined only one type of context: cities
with majority-White police departments and/or majority-White popula-
tions. Very little is known about other contexts. We know that minority
opinion of the police is less positive than White opinion in majority-White
cities and at the national level, but are minorities equally critical of the
police in cities with majority-Black or majority-Hispanic populations and
police departments? Unfortunately, studies of these types of cities are so
rare that the question cannot be answered at present (Frank et al. 1996;
Howell et al. 2004; Murty et al. 1990; Weitzer 1999, 2000a, 2000b; Welch
et al. 2001).

Washington, DC, presents an ideal case for examining this issue. The
city’s Metropolitan Police Department (MPD) is majority Black, and the
racial composition of the department roughly matches the racial composi-
tion of the city. At the time of the study, African Americans composed 58
percent of the city’s population and 66 percent of the MPD (Bureau of
Justice Statistics 2004). The MPD is also unique in having the highest
number of Black officers in supervisory positions of any large majority-
Black city in the country (53 percent in 1992—and probably higher by the
time that our surveys were administered at the end of the decade; Walker
and Turner 1992). Moreover, at the time of the study and for many years
preceding it, Washington’s mayors and police chiefs were African
American. The impact, if any, of such key elites on police practices or
police–citizen relations is unknown, but it is possible that they have a pos-
itive symbolic effect on the department’s image and/or some diffuse effect
on aggregate police practices. A recent study of 170 cities found that the
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presence of a Black mayor reduced police killings, after controlling for
other factors (Jacobs and O’Brien 1998).

The MPD has had its share of problems. In recent years, these have
included inadequate resources, poor training, and mismanagement (Human
Rights Watch 1998; Kappeler, Sluder, and Alpert 1998). In a 1998 exposé,
the Washington Post reported that during the 1990s, MPD officers shot and
killed more people per capita than any other large American police force
did. Subsequently, the MPD reformed its use-of-force procedures, and fatal
police shootings substantially declined (Washington Post 2000, 2001).

Traditional reactive policing is the norm in Washington, DC.
Community policing is less institutionalized than it is in cities such as
Chicago (Illinois), San Diego (California), and Savannah (Georgia), but
Washington does have one longstanding community policing mechanism:
It holds regular police–community meetings, under the rubric of Citizen
Advisory Councils, in each of the city’s seven police districts. These meet-
ings are open to the public and are held every month; they have existed in
one form or other since 1968. Around the time of the present survey, simi-
lar neighborhood-based meetings were held in each of 83 newly created
beats—called patrol service areas. At the time of our survey, 58 percent of
respondents reported that they were aware of a meeting in their neighbor-
hood on crime issues, a view shared equally by Whites and Blacks.

The MPD also conducts foot-and-bike patrols in selected neighborhoods
and periodically sponsors other community-oriented programs (house-to-
house meet-and-greet contacts, programs for schoolchildren). A 1998 sur-
vey found that 40 percent of city residents had observed (directly or via
media reporting) police officers attending community meetings; 39 percent
had seen foot-and-bike patrols; 20 percent had seen officers working with
residents to address problems; and 15 percent had seen police officers par-
ticipating in youth programs (Bureau of Justice Statistics 1999). However,
the survey also found that only 3 out of 10 city residents believed that the
police were “doing anything new to cooperate with the community” (p. 29).

Method

The data for this article were collected in two citywide surveys of adult
residents (18 years of age or older). The surveys were conducted by Macro
International, a public opinion research firm in Burlington, Vermont, under
the supervision of the third author. The first survey was conducted between
June 1998 and August 1998 and the second between December 1999 and
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January 2000. Both surveys addressed respondents’ attitudes toward and
their reported contacts with the police, as well as their perceptions of and
experiences in their neighborhoods and elsewhere in Washington. Question
wording for all variables analyzed in this article were identical in the two
surveys, which are combined here to increase the total sample size. Because
there were no publicized incidents of serious police misconduct in the city
during the 1.5-year period between the two surveys nor any other events
that might significantly influence public opinion of the police, there is no
reason to suspect any confounding effect of survey year. Nonetheless, we
include in our model a term for year of interview.

Sampling

Both surveys were conducted using random-digit-dial computer-assisted
telephone interviews.1 This sampling frame consisted of hundred-series, or
banks, of numbers in which the first two digits of the last four numbers are
common; these banks constituted the sampling frame. Each sampled
number was screened for household eligibility to verify that the number
reached was the intended number, that the call connected to a private resi-
dence located in the city, and that someone 18 years of age or older lived
there. If any of these conditions was not met, the household was deemed
ineligible, and the interview was terminated. The interviewer completed a
brief household roster to randomly select an adult respondent from those
who were eligible. Response rates were 60 percent for the 1998 survey (n
= 2,216) and 48 percent for the 1999 survey (n = 2,420) for a total of 4,636
respondents: 2,640 African Americans, 1,495 non-Hispanic Whites, 176
Hispanics, and 185 others (140 respondents did not identify their race).
Because Hispanics are so few in number in our sample and the other cate-
gory is undifferentiated, the analyses reported below are based on data for
Whites and African Americans only. After further eliminating cases with
missing data on any of the study variables (see below), 2,731 respondents—
1,816 African Americans and 915 Whites—remain for analysis.2

Dependent Variable

Perceived police misconduct is measured by responses to questions ask-
ing “how big a problem” selected issues are in the respondent’s neighbor-
hood: police officers “stopping too many people on the streets without good
reason,” “being too tough on people they stop,” and “being verbally or
physically abusive to people.”3 These items reflect some of the standard
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types of police misconduct toward citizens. Respondents were asked
whether each type of behavior was a big problem, some problem, or no
problem in their neighborhood. Responses were scored so that higher val-
ues reflect more negative respondent perceptions of the police who are
serving their neighborhoods.4

A misconduct scale based on respondents who expressed an opinion on
every question had high internal consistency: It was strongly single-
factored (with all factor loadings above .85 and with an eigenvalue of 2.213);
the average interitem correlation was .62; and it had an alpha reliability of
.83. However, to represent the views of as many respondents as possible,
we created an index for those who replied to two items, as well as to all
three, by averaging each respondent’s responses. This was appropriate
because responses to all three questions had approximately the same means
and standard deviations. This procedure still excluded 15 percent of all
respondents.

Independent Variables

Several independent variables were included in the analysis. Race was
divided into White (coded 1) and African American (coded 0). Education
was measured as years of schooling completed, ranging from none (coded
0) to PhD (coded 18). Young respondents (under the age of 30) and older
respondents (60 and older) were differentiated from those aged 30 to 59,
who were the omitted reference category in the multivariate analyses.
Males (coded 1) were distinguished from females (coded 0), married
(coded 1) from unmarried (coded 0), and those having children living at
home (coded 1) from those who did not (coded 0). The year that the survey
was conducted is another variable: 1998 (coded 1), 1999 (coded 0).

Survey instruments are not well suited to measuring objective neighbor-
hood conditions, but they do permit documentation of the perceived extent
of neighborhood crime, disorder, and community policing. The literature
indicates that perceived conditions are important ingredients in residents’
assessments and that perceived and objective neighborhood conditions both
shape residents’ attitudes toward the police (Jesilow et al. 1995; RAND
2005; Reisig and Parks 2000; Sampson and Bartusch 1998; Weitzer and
Tuch 2006). Indeed, what arguably matters most is how residents view their
neighborhoods, given that reality is filtered through these perceptions. As
one study found, “citizens’ perceptual views of their neighborhood [includ-
ing amount of crime] were often more important than actual neighborhood
conditions” in explaining views of the police (Huebner et al. 2004:132).5
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Respondents’ reports of the extent of neighborhood crime problems
were combined to create a six-item index reflecting questions on shootings
and gang violence, drug dealing, vandalism, stolen cars, breaking and
entering, and robberies in the neighborhood (alpha = .82). A second index,
measuring the extent of neighborhood disorder, included responses to ques-
tions concerning public drinking, prostitution, “groups of people hanging
out” on the streets, cars running stop signs and red lights, and panhandlers
“really giving people a hard time” (alpha = .72). In both instances, respon-
dents were asked whether each issue was a big problem, some problem, or
no problem in their neighborhood. The scales were scored so that higher
values reflect greater perceived crime and disorder; as such, both indices
were standardized.6

The perception that there was effective community policing in the neigh-
borhood was measured by responses to questions asking about police
responsiveness to community concerns and how good a job police are doing
in working with residents to solve local problems. Neither item taps beliefs
about specific community policing programs; our interest focused on larger
perceptions of community policing in respondents’ neighborhoods—hence,
the use of these generic measures. Police were rated on 4-point response
categories, ranging from very responsive to very unresponsive and from
very good job to very poor job working with neighborhood residents.
Higher scores on the resulting scale reflect a perception of effective com-
munity policing (alpha = .74). The community policing index was also
standardized.

Citizen contacts with officers were distinguished by those that were
police initiated and those that were citizen initiated. In the police-initiated
category, we differentiated between police-initiated vehicle stops and
police-initiated pedestrian stops. Respondents were asked if they had been
stopped by an MPD officer in the past year in a car or motorcycle (police-
initiated vehicle stop) and if they had been stopped in the past year “when
[they] were out walking” (police-initiated pedestrian stop). Both variables
were coded 1 for yes and 0 for no. Overall, 19 percent of Washingtonians
recalled being involved in a traffic stop in the past year, and 5 percent
reported being stopped while walking. There was some overlap in the mea-
sures—namely, 2 percent of city residents reported being stopped while dri-
ving and while on foot.

The extent of citizen-initiated encounters with the police was assessed
by responses to four screening questions concerning crime-related contacts
and five concerning other, noncrime-related matters. To establish a crime-
related contact, respondents were asked whether, in the past year, they had
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reported a crime to the police, a “suspicious person who [they] thought
might be connected to a crime,” “suspicious noises,” and “any other event
that [they] thought might lead to a crime.” We used a count ranging from
0 to 4 for the number of crime-related contacts initiated by respondents.
Spanning all four questions, 38 percent of respondents reported contacting
the police about crime in the past year. There was a moderate positive cor-
relation (average r = .32) between reports of these various reasons for con-
tacting police. Contacts concerning noncrime matters were measured by
responses to five questions—namely, about reporting a traffic accident or a
medical emergency, asking for advice or information, giving the police
information, reporting “any other neighborhood concern or problem,” and
reporting any other problem or difficulty. We used a count ranging from 0
to 5 to represent the extent of respondents’ noncrime contacts. Spanning all
five questions, 44 percent of respondents recalled contacting the police. The
average correlation between these five measures was .25. One quarter of
Washingtonians (26 percent) initiated both a crime-related contact and a
noncrime contact with the city’s police department in the previous year.7

Taken together, these measures of prior experience with the police capture
a range of both negative and potentially supportive contacts.

Findings

Demographic characteristics. Blacks were about twice as likely as
Whites to believe that the city’s police stop too many people without good
reason, that they are too tough on people whom they stop, and that they are
verbally or physically abusive toward citizens (i.e., seeing each type of
abuse either as a big problem or as some problem in their neighborhoods).
Nearly 30 percent of Blacks hold these views, as compared to 11–15 per-
cent of Whites. We also report results for a fourth type of misconduct—
police corruption—that is not part of our multivariate analysis below
because it did not load with the other types of misconduct. Corruption was
defined in the survey as “police taking bribes or getting involved in the drug
business in [one’s] neighborhood,” and it was defined as a neighborhood
problem by more Blacks (27 percent) than Whites (19 percent).

In conjunction with race, age and gender matter. Young Black men (aged
18–29) were about twice as likely as their older counterparts (60 and older)
to report that police in their neighborhood stop people without good reason
(43 percent versus 18 percent of young and older Blacks, respectively), that
they are unnecessarily tough on people (41 percent versus 19 percent),
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engage in verbal or physical abuse (34 percent versus 15 percent), and are
involved in corrupt practices in one’s neighborhood (30 percent versus 14
percent). Young Black men were also 2 to 3 times more likely than young
White males to hold these negative views. At the same time, the percentage
of young Black men perceiving each problem was similar to that of young
Black women.

Are Blacks more likely than Whites to be subjected to police-initiated
stops, either in vehicles or as pedestrians? Among city residents, Blacks
were slightly more likely than Whites (20 percent versus 17 percent) to
report being stopped while driving in Washington in the past year. These
stop rates are similar to those reported for Chicago in 2001, where 21 per-
cent of Blacks and 13 percent of Whites said that they had been stopped
in the past year while driving in the city (Skogan 2005). Relatively few
Washingtonians reported being involved in a pedestrian stop, but racial dis-
parity is nevertheless evident: 7 percent of Blacks and 2 percent of Whites
said that they had been stopped in the city while on foot (compared to 9 per-
cent and 4 percent, respectively, in Chicago). When vehicle and pedestrian
stops are combined, about one quarter of all African Americans in
Washington reported being stopped in the past year.

Young Black men were more likely than others to report that they had
been stopped by the police, both while driving and as pedestrians.8

Regarding vehicle stops, fully 43 percent of 18- to 29-year-old Black males
(compared to 18 percent of young White males and 17 percent of older
Black males) reported such a stop in the past year. Pedestrian stops are less
common, but 18 percent of young Black males (4 percent of young White
males, 5 percent of older Black males) reported being stopped as pedestri-
ans. Young Black women were significantly less likely than their male
counterparts to be stopped while driving (24 percent) or while on foot (8
percent), but they did not differ much from young White women (21 per-
cent and 3 percent, respectively). Clearly, young Black males are the group
most susceptible to being stopped, both in vehicles and on foot (cf. Brunson
and Miller 2006). In the span of just 1 year, 61 percent of young Black
males in Washington, DC, reported being stopped by the city’s police either
in cars or as pedestrians—and this figure is about 3 times higher than that
for young White males. Although this triple-jeopardy pattern has been doc-
umented in some other studies (Weitzer and Tuch 2002, 2006), it is note-
worthy that it exists in a majority-Black city with a majority-Black police
force. In terms of street stops, the racial composition of a city and its police
department may not substantially reduce police suspicion of young Black
males.9
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Does social class influence the probability of being stopped? Blacks
with more education were hardly immune from police scrutiny: 26 percent
of Blacks with a high school education or beyond, compared to 18 percent
of similarly educated Whites, reported being stopped either while driving
or on foot. Not only were higher-educated Blacks more likely to be stopped
than similarly situated Whites, but they were also more likely to be stopped
than lesser-educated Blacks: 26 percent versus 19 percent, respectively,
reported stops of any kind. The comparable figures for Whites were 18 per-
cent and 12 percent. In other words, higher class position does not insulate
people from police scrutiny.

The bivariate patterns described above tell only part of the story and may
or may not persist when other factors are incorporated into a multivariate
model. Table 1 displays ordinary least squares regression estimates for the
effects of the individual, neighborhood, and contact predictors on percep-
tions of police misconduct.10 One column shows the coefficients for the
total sample (Whites and Blacks combined); two other columns display the
coefficients separately for Whites and Blacks, as well as tests for the sig-
nificance of the White–Black slope differences.11

Consistent with most previous research and net of the effects of other
variables, Blacks are significantly more likely than Whites to see police
misconduct as a problem in their neighborhoods (see total sample column).
Based on the magnitude of standardized regression coefficients (labeled
beta in the table), race was one of the most salient factors shaping views of
police misbehavior. Respondents who were married and those with more
education reported less concern about police misconduct in their neighbor-
hoods. Having children living at home was another matter. Respondents
with children living at home were more concerned about police misconduct
in their neighborhood. These are households with additional members—
particularly, young people—who are at risk of encountering officers in their
community. As shown below, this effect was almost entirely contributed by
African American respondents.

Most surveys find that age is among the most reliable predictors of atti-
tudes toward the police, with the young perennially dissatisfied. Young
people are more likely to get into trouble with the police, including being
stopped and arrested. When age is considered alone, it is a predictor in the
current study. The sample average on the three-item police misconduct
index was 1.29; among respondents 18 to 29 years old, however, the mean
was 1.38, indicating more negative perceptions of police misconduct. For
respondents aged 30 to 59, the mean was 1.32; for those 60 and older, 1.21.
However, these age effects disappear once the interactions among age, race,
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and gender are taken into account. Table 1 reports the results of including
in the analysis two-way interaction terms separately identifying young and
old Blacks, young and old males, and Black males. The individual factors
described in the table are measured as dichotomies; as such, their unstan-
dardized regression coefficients (labeled b in the table) are comparable. The
coefficients for three of the interaction terms—Young × Black, Old ×
Black, and Young × Male—are among the largest on the list; any main
effects of being young or male disappear once membership in these key
groups is taken into account. Being young and Black and young and male
significantly heightens perceptions of police misconduct.

The large effects of race and race–age interactions on views of the police
raise the question of whether the individual factors that shape perceptions
operate in similar fashion for Blacks and Whites. Table 1 presents findings
separately for Whites and Blacks and shows that individual factors do play
a race-specific role. The effects in the total sample of being married and
having children who live at home were all contributed by Blacks; neither
factor influenced Whites’ perceptions. Marriage reduced the chances of
perceiving police misconduct, whereas having children at home increased
perceived misconduct. Regarding the latter, it is worth noting the demogra-
phy of Washington: In our survey, 42 percent of African American house-
holds reported having children living at home, compared to only 14 percent
of White households. Having children at home arguably reflects Blacks’
ongoing concern about their treatment by the city’s police. The fact that
Black youth are particularly vulnerable to having an adverse encounter with
police officers, which is well known in the Black community (Brunson and
Miller 2006), may explain why having children increases African
Americans’ belief that police misconduct is a problem in the city.

Other demographic factors have a uniform effect across the two racial
groups. A relatively strong age effect—that of young people being more
concerned about police misconduct—characterized Whites and Blacks.
Education also has the same effect among Whites and Blacks: In both
groups, those with more education were less likely to perceive any prob-
lems with misconduct in their community. This is consistent with an earlier
study of Washington, which found that discontent with the police was
higher in a disadvantaged Black neighborhood than in a middle-class Black
neighborhood (Weitzer 1999, 2000a).

Perceived neighborhood characteristics. The selected features of our
respondents’ neighborhoods, as perceived by residents, had a somewhat
more uniform effect on their views of police behavior there. We argued that
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neighborhood crime and disorder are linked to police misconduct through
their effect on officer typification of residents, patrolling strategies, oppor-
tunities for corruption and other abuses, and residents’ inability to mobilize
to curb police misconduct (with this last point drawing on social disorgani-
zation theory). Empirically, the indices of perceived crime and disorder
were among the strongest bivariate correlates of perceived police miscon-
duct. In the multivariate analysis, where neighborhood crime was viewed as
a problem, residents were also more likely to report problems with police
misconduct. All of this effect was contributed by Blacks; among Whites
there was no significant effect of perceived crime on police misconduct.
Perceived neighborhood disorder, however, increased both groups’ percep-
tions of police wrongdoing.12 The hypothesis was that pressure for more
aggressive order maintenance in disorderly places can lead to policing prac-
tices that are seen by many community members as being excessive and
even illegitimate. The empirical link between the two measures held in
remarkably similar fashion for both Blacks and Whites.

The strongest factor in this cluster was the perceived effectiveness of
neighborhood police at pursuing a community-oriented agenda. Overall
and among Blacks and Whites, this was the strongest correlate of confi-
dence in the police. Respondents who believed that police in their neigh-
borhood were doing a good job responding to local concerns and working
with neighbors to solve crime problems were less likely to believe that they
were involved in misconduct. The influence of these views was somewhat
stronger among Blacks than among Whites, but in both instances this view
was the most important determinant of perceptions of police misconduct. In
both groups, confidence that the police were community oriented was about
twice as influential as the reported extent of crime and disorder. Perceptions
of community policing in one’s neighborhood therefore exerts a robust and
strong influence on residents’ opinions of the police, especially among
Blacks—thus, reducing the chances that misconduct will be viewed a local
problem.

Police–citizen contacts. Finally, recent encounters with officers shaped
popular views of misconduct, contingent on the nature of the contact and
the race of those involved. Responding quickly when called and taking
appropriate action when victims report a crime are among the most impor-
tant duties of the police, and many residents of Washington have initiated
contact with the police. Among our respondents, 40 percent of Blacks and
34 percent of Whites reported contacting police about a crime in the past
year. Net of other factors in the model, these effects were quite salutary for
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African Americans: Black residents who initiated a crime-related encounter
with police were more positive as a result. Whites, however, recorded no
differences in their views that were linked to this experience.

By contrast, initiating contact with the police about some noncrime
matter had no appreciable influence on confidence in the police. Overall, 45
percent of Blacks and 42 percent of Whites recalled calling the police for
information, to report an accident, or for other routine matters in which the
police might get involved. Perhaps because noncrime contacts are generally
more mundane and less contentious than others, they had no effect on either
group’s assessments of officer misconduct.

Police-initiated contacts are quite another matter, however. Being
involved in a police-initiated traffic stop had strong and uniform effects on
members of both groups. Net of other factors in the model, Washingtonians
who were stopped were more likely to report that officers were abusive
toward residents of their neighborhood, and it did not matter whether they
were driving and Black or driving and White. In fact, for Whites this was
the second-most influential factor in the model. For African Americans,
being pulled over had about the same influence as being under the age of
30, having children living at home, and living in a neighborhood with social
disorder problems. Police-initiated pedestrian stops, however, are conse-
quential for Blacks only: Being stopped as pedestrians was strongly pre-
dictive of negative affect toward the police for Blacks but not for Whites.

It is also worth noting that the R2 for Blacks is nearly twice as large as that
for Whites. We attribute this to the larger context of racialized policing in
America. For African Americans—much more so than for Whites—police
misconduct is not an abstraction; on the contrary, it is an issue that resonates
powerfully because of African Americans’ long history of conflict with the
police. The greater explanatory power of the model may reflect the special
salience of the predictors for Black citizens. At the same time, Blacks were
more divided than Whites over policing. The variance in the dependent vari-
able for Whites (.12) was less than half that among Blacks (.29).

The findings support most of our hypotheses. The view that crime is a
serious neighborhood problem was linked to perceptions of more serious
police misconduct among Whites and Blacks (Hypothesis 1), and the same
was true for perceived neighborhood disorder (Hypothesis 2). Assessments
of effective community policing were associated with lower levels of per-
ceived police wrongdoing, especially among Blacks (Hypothesis 3).
According to Hypothesis 4, police-initiated contacts of all types exacerbate
citizens’ unfavorable views of the police, regardless of citizens’ race. With
the exception of police-initiated pedestrian stops of Whites (which are
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extremely infrequent), this hypothesis was supported. Hypothesis 5 pre-
dicted that citizen-initiated encounters would not affect perceptions of police
misconduct for either Whites or Blacks. We found that race and the type of
contact did make a difference. For Blacks but not Whites, crime-related con-
tact ameliorated perceptions of police misconduct. Yet, routine noncrime
contacts were unrelated to views of police misconduct for either group.

Conclusion

Our findings document the continued division among Blacks and Whites
over policing. Net of other factors, African Americans were more likely
than Whites to perceive police misconduct in Washington. But there is
much more to the story than race differences alone. First, class matters. As
indicated earlier, the literature is inconclusive regarding the effects of social
class on citizens’ perceptions of the police. Here we found that class shaped
views of police misconduct among Whites and Blacks, with less-educated
respondents more likely than their better-educated counterparts to believe
that police misconduct is a problem in their local areas. This finding is con-
sistent with that of another Washington study, which found that residents of
a low-income Black neighborhood were between 4 and 7 times more likely
than residents of a middle-class Black community to say that the police had
stopped people on the street unjustifiably, verbally abused residents, or used
excessive force against them (Weitzer 1999). The present study corrobo-
rates these results for the city as a whole. In Washington, DC, the lower
one’s social class position, the greater the perception that police wrongdo-
ing is a problem in one’s neighborhood—and this applies to Blacks and
Whites alike.

A great deal of research has focused on demographic correlates of citi-
zens’ attitudes toward the police. The limits of this research are apparent
once additional factors are incorporated into the analysis. At the experien-
tial level, a growing body of recent studies (e.g., Skogan 2005, 2006a; Tyler
and Huo 2002; Weitzer and Tuch 2006) highlight the importance of per-
sonal interactions with police officers in shaping larger attitudes toward the
police. Similarly—and this is our second major conclusion—we find that
views of the police are strongly influenced by experiential and situational
factors. At the street level, police–citizen contacts play a mixed role. When
officers stop residents in vehicles or on foot, people more frequently
come away from the experience with the view that police misconduct is a
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problem in their locale. Traffic stops (which involved almost one fifth of
adults in Washington) and pedestrian stops (which were much less fre-
quent) increased perceptions of police misconduct, and pedestrian stops
resonated particularly strongly among Blacks. Unlike street stops, however,
professional handling of crime-related contacts seemed to enhance the
image of the police among African Americans.

Third, among Blacks, living in neighborhoods that were reportedly rife
with crime or disorder was associated with more negative views of the
police. Among Whites, there was the same pattern for perceived neighbor-
hood disorder but not for crime. The latter difference may have been due to
the fact that there was less variance in perceptions among Whites of neigh-
borhood crime problems (most of whom live in low-crime areas of the city),
whereas Blacks reportedly live under more diverse neighborhood condi-
tions. It is also possible that when crime is perceived as a big problem in pre-
dominantly Black neighborhoods, it is a higher order of seriousness than
what Whites defined as big problems in their neighborhoods (Liska and
Bellair 1995; Logan and Stults 1999). The link between neighborhood crime
or disorder and residents’ relations with the police is an important one, sug-
gesting that enhanced police performance in crime control may help to
reduce negative views of the police, which may in turn increase residents’
willingness to report crimes and cooperate with police investigations.

Fourth, we hypothesized that the existence of community policing, as
perceived by residents, would dilute the perception that police misconduct
is a problem in one’s neighborhood. Advocates of community policing have
long claimed that it has the potential to yield dividends in reducing crime
by addressing criminogenic neighborhood conditions and that it will also
improve police–community relations. As indicated earlier, the literature
finds mixed support for these predictions, but our findings lend credence to
the proposition that community policing (or at least the two types examined
here) can help improve residents’ relations with the police. Community
policing decreases the chances that citizens will view police misconduct as
a problem in their neighborhood, and this was especially true for African
Americans. It is important to note that the finding pertains to residents’ per-
ceptions of community policing in their neighborhoods, rather than actual
police practices; but again, perceptions of reality matter greatly in shaping
residents’ confidence in the police, as the literature reviewed earlier indi-
cates (e.g., Huebner et al. 2004).

A caveat should be made here: Important recent research concludes that
the effects of demographic characteristics are reduced once neighborhood
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characteristics are factored into the equation (Reisig and Parks 2000;
Sampson and Bartusch 1998; Schafer et al. 2003). Although we could not
measure contextual factors directly and so relied instead on residents’ per-
ceptions of ecological conditions (which, again, can be as consequential as
objective conditions), our findings are consistent with the literature that
includes objective conditions. Like these studies, our work cautions against
focusing on just one dimension (demographic, experiential, contextual) and
instead lends support to a framework in which police–citizen relations are
conditioned by a combination of factors.

This caveat points to one limitation of the present study. Another is that,
as in all single-city case studies, the findings should not be generalized to
other locales. As such, it is important to consider the possible impact of cer-
tain characteristics of Washington and comparable cities. Most of the liter-
ature over the past four decades has been confined to research on cities with
majority-White police departments. This raises the intriguing question of
whether police–citizen relations differ appreciably in cities with majority-
Black or majority-Hispanic police departments. Data drawn from a single
city cannot address this question directly, but they can be provisionally
compared to some other cities, as a prelude to more systematic comparative
analyses in the future.

Although Blacks in Washington were more critical of the police than
Whites, it is noteworthy that only a minority of Black residents (26 percent
to 29 percent) perceived any of the types of police misconduct to be a prob-
lem in their neighborhood. Fortuitously, a survey taken at the same time,
using identical questions, found that Chicago’s Black population was much
more critical of the police than were their counterparts in Washington—
with half of Chicago’s Blacks seeing each of the three types of misconduct
(and police corruption as well) as a problem in their neighborhoods
(Skogan and Hartnett 1998).13 Chicago and Washington differ in composi-
tion. Washington is a majority-Black city with a majority-Black police
department (66 percent Black in 1997), whereas Chicago has a majority-
White police department (63 percent White in 1997) and the city has rela-
tively equal numbers of Blacks, Whites, and Hispanics.

The disparate racial composition of the two cities’ police departments
may account, at least in part, for differences in police–community relations.
It has been hypothesized that a police department’s racial composition
influences citizens’ confidence in the police (Frank et al. 1996).14 Our
Washington findings lend support to this hypothesis, but research on a few
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other majority-Black cities with majority-Black police departments sug-
gests that the racial composition thesis requires further testing. In Detroit,
Michigan, Blacks and Whites were found to be “massively dissatisfied”
with the police (Welch et al. 2001:147). And another study of Detroit and
New Orleans, Louisiana, found that the majority-Black character of the
cities and their police departments did not improve Black residents’ views
of the police, although it appeared to diminish Whites’ confidence in the
police (Howell et al. 2004). These results suggest that police diversification
does not necessarily live up to expectations—perhaps because police prac-
tices have not sufficiently improved, because officers of all races tend to
behave similarly (Riksheim and Chermak 1993) or because other factors
trump racial composition.

However, the dependent variables in the Washington and Chicago stud-
ies and those in Detroit and New Orleans differ substantially. Welch et al.
(2001) questioned Detroit residents on their overall satisfaction with police,
how satisfied they were with police protection in their neighborhoods,
whether officers respond equally quickly to calls from Blacks and Whites,
and whether police discriminate against Blacks in stops and searches—with
only the last item being roughly comparable to an item in the Washington
and Chicago studies. Similarly, Howell and colleagues study (2004) of New
Orleans and Detroit combined five items into a scale (police courtesy,
response time, effectiveness in apprehending suspects, excessive force, and
overall quality of police protection), only one of which (excessive force) is
comparable to a question in the Washington and Chicago surveys. In addi-
tion, Howell et al. sampled registered voters, whereas the Washington and
Chicago samples were drawn from the larger population. These differences
complicate comparisons among the three cities.

The advantage of the Chicago study is its use of questions identical to
those used in Washington, which facilitates direct comparisons between
the two. That residents of Washington are considerably more confident
than their counterparts in Chicago in the belief that city police officers are
not involved in misconduct may have something to do with racial com-
position, but at this stage, we must regard this as an intriguing hypothesis
in need of further, systematic investigation. The contribution of the pre-
sent study is the light that it sheds on police–citizen relations in a type of
urban context that has rarely been examined—a minority-White city—a
context that is becoming increasingly common throughout the United
States.
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Appendix: Means (and Standard Deviations)
of Study Variables

Total 
Variable Sample Whites Blacks
Variable (N = 2,731) (n = 915) (n = 1,816)

Race (1 = Black) 0.66 (0.47) — —
Education 13.55 (2.79) 15.36 (2.02) 12.63 (2.67)
Gender (1 = male) 0.46 (0.50) 0.56 (0.50) 0.41 (0.49)
Children living at home (1 = yes) 0.32 (0.47) 0.14 (0.35) 0.41 (0.49)
Married (1 = yes) 0.29 (0.45) 0.33 (0.47) 0.27 (0.44)
Age 18–29 (1 = yes) 0.23 (0.42) 0.28 (0.45) 0.21 (0.40)
Age 30–59 (1 = yes) 0.58 (0.49) 0.57 (0.50) 0.58 (0.49)
Age 60+ (1 = yes) 0.19 (0.39) 0.15 (0.35) 0.21 (0.41)
Perceived neighborhood crimea 1.63 (0.53) 1.61 (0.47) 1.64 (0.56)
Perceived neighborhood disordera 1.66 (0.52) 1.59 (0.46) 1.69 (0.55)
Perceived community policinga 2.97 (0.77) 3.02 (0.69) 2.94 (0.81)
Citizen-initiated crime contact (count) 0.64 (0.99) 0.55 (0.92) 0.69 (1.03)
Citizen-initiated noncrime contact (count) 0.81 (1.15) 0.73 (1.05) 0.85 (1.20)
Police-initiated vehicle contact (1 = yes) 0.19 (0.39) 0.17 (0.38) 0.20 (0.40)
Police-initiated pedestrian contact (1 = yes) 0.05 (0.22) 0.02 (0.13) 0.07 (0.25)
Perceptions of police misconduct 1.29 (0.50) 1.15 (0.35) 1.36 (0.54)

a. Standardized for analysis, based on the total sample.

Notes

1. According to the 2000 U.S. Census, 99.2 percent of home owners in Washington, DC,
had telephone service, compared to 96.3 percent of renters. The nationwide figures are 98.8
and 95.1, respectively (see U.S. Census Bureau, 2008).

2. We compared several demographic factors—education, marital status, number of
children living at home, age, and gender—before and after eliminating cases with missing data
on the other predictors. Attrition had no appreciable impact on the demographic composition
of the sample.

3. We recognize that verbal and physical abuse differ in seriousness, but the survey instru-
ment combined them. The item “being too tough” on people who are stopped is somewhat
vague, but it implies a kind of harsh or aggressive treatment and may thus overlap with the
item measuring verbal and physical abuse, although the latter is not restricted to the context of
a stop.

4. As is typical in surveys, there was a fair amount of missing data in responses to each
question. At the low end, 14 percent of respondents did not have an opinion about unwarranted
stops, and at the high end, 18 percent had no opinion about verbal or physical abuse.
Nonresponse was generally more common among respondents who had little experience with
the police. This included older and retired people, those who did not have any children living
at home, and respondents who reported that they had not contacted the police nor been stopped
by them in the past year.
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5. Although prior research has found that objective measures of neighborhood conditions
shape citizens’ attitudes toward the police over and above the influence of perceptual factors (for
a discussion, see Weitzer and Tuch 2006), the amount of variance typically explained by the for-
mer, as well as the magnitude of their effects, is not substantial (Liska 1990). Thus, the lack of
measures for objective neighborhood conditions should not significantly bias our results.

6. A factor analysis of these 11 items revealed a two-factor solution, thereby justifying
their separate measurement. Moreover, treating perceptions of neighborhood crime and disor-
der as being conceptually distinct is consistent with the majority of previous research.

7. Because we have no data on the race of officers involved in these citizen contacts, we
do not assume a priori that our respondents’ contacts were with Black officers. But because
two thirds of officers in Washington are Black, there is a high likelihood that many of the
encounters involved Black officers. Other research indicates that citizens vary considerably in
their perceptions and reported experiences with officers of different racial backgrounds, with
some people holding positive views of Black and Hispanic officers and with others viewing
them as being no different than White officers (Weitzer and Tuch 2006).

8. Of course, stops are not necessarily unwarranted (i.e., an instance of police misconduct),
but the greater the number of stops, the greater the possibility of unwarranted stops and the
greater the opportunity for other types of police misconduct (verbal abuse, excessive force, etc.).

9. It is possible that an even larger percentage of the Black population in Washington—
young Black males in particular—would be stopped if the police department was majority
White, but it is noteworthy that the figures on Chicago (whose police department was 63 per-
cent White in 1997) are similar to Washington’s. In Washington, 61 percent of 18- to 29-year-
old Black males reported being stopped in the past year, compared to 64 percent of 18- to
25-year-old Black males in Chicago (Skogan 2005).

10. The use of ordinal measures as dependent variables in ordinary least squares models is
common in social science research because the error distributions of ordinal variables tend
toward normality in large probability samples, such as those used here (see Neter et al. 2004),
especially when the number of dependent variable categories exceeds five (Achen 1982).

11. See the appendix for descriptive statistics on all study variables.
12. Perceptions of neighborhood crime and disorder, though highly intercorrelated

(r =.66), are not collinear. Moreover, tolerance tests on the regression coefficients in the model
show no problems with collinearity.

13. The two cities are similar, however, in Whites’ perceptions of police misconduct (few
Whites consider it a problem) and in Blacks’ reports of being stopped by a police officer in the
past year.

14. Frank et al. (1996) found support for this proposition in a Detroit study, but their study
was limited to four neighborhoods in the city.
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