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Some Surprising Findings About What Shapes People’s View of the Police

Common sense would suggest that experience with the policeis akey factor in
determining how citizens perceive the police. Some researchers have argued that
involuntary contacts with the police (for example, stops on the street) are particularly
likely to generate negative reactions among citizens.* Police experts and civil rights
leaders have believed that minority youth in the United States are especialy likely to be
disrespected verbally, threatened, or shoved by the police and that this leads to antipathy
toward the police, particularly among African-Americans.

But a1997 survey | conducted revealed that, while peopl€e' s feelings about the
police are affected by direct experience, they depend even more on culturally transmitted
norms and beliefs. The survey was done in a multi-ethnic neighborhood in a
predominantly middle-class section of Jackson Heights, New Y ork. Thisis one of the most
ethnically diverse neighborhoods of the city, with some deep-rooted ethnic communities
but also many ethnic communities consisting largely of newcomers. We targeted six ethnic
groups—African-Americans, Italians, Indians, Colombians, Dominicans, and
Ecuadoreans. Using census data to identify high concentrations of the six communitiesin
Jackson Heights, we used a scientific sampling procedure to interview representative
samples of roughly 200 residents from each community.

Two of the ethnic groups—African-Americans and Italians—were well-
established. The vast mgjority of residents in these communities were native-born, and
they felt a strong sense of political empowerment. That is, residents tended to believe that
their ethnic communities were represented in local politics and that politicians were
responsive to their needs. The other four communities were composed largely of foreign-
born residents who had a much weaker sense of political empowerment.

We found that being stopped by the police did play arole in shaping people’'s
perceptions of police misconduct. But it was arelatively small role. Moreover, involuntary
contacts with the police did not affect respondents’ perceptions of police effectiveness or
their willingness to report crimes. Instead, peopl€e s views of the police seemed to be
largely derived from cultural influences. The most important factor in shaping how people
viewed the police was the ethnic community to which people belonged. People who
belonged to ethnic communities that experienced alow sense of political empowerment
were less likely than others to believe that the police were effective and more likely to
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believe that the police engaged in misconduct. This same pattern carried over to behavior:
people from communities low in political empowerment were less likely to contact the
police to report crimes, discuss concerns about the neighborhood, or just stop to talk to an
officer walking a beat.

In sharp contrast to current thinking among many U.S. experts, African-
Americans were one of the two communities with the most positive views of the police.
That position was shared by Italians who, like the Jackson Heights African-American
community, had a strong sense of political empowerment. We concluded that it is not race
that conditions attitudes toward the police, but rather membership in alocal ethnic
community. People' s attitudes are affected more by neighborhood values and beliefs than
by membership in larger social groups.

Findings like these suggest that, in order to change public perception in a positive
way, police must change more than the way that officersrelate to the public. They also
need to work closely with community organizations—particularly within ethnic groups
whose members fed palitically weak—to change prevailing ideas about policing. By
engaging in a close dialogue with ethnic communities and encouraging the participation of
community membersin setting priorities and devel oping strategies, police may begin to
alter culturally transmitted beliefs about law enforcement.

Findings from Early Survey Work in the United States and United Kingdom

The use of surveys as atool to assess police-citizen interactions dates back to the 1970sin
the United States and the United Kingdom. Early surveys in these countries consistently
showed that most people are supportive of the police and satisfied with the way they
perform their duties.”

Although U.S. and British surveys have found that most people feel positively
about their local palice, they have also demonstrated that some segments of the population
are far less satisfied than others. In general, younger Americans are less satisfied with the
police than older Americans. For example, one study found that among respondents aged
18 to 26, nearly 20 percent felt that police use of excessive force was abig problem in
their community, while only five percent of respondents aged 40 and over felt it was a big
problem. ®
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Surveys also have found consistently that race is an important factor in shaping
how people view the police. Studies reaching back to the 1960s have found that African-
American citizens evaluate the police more negatively than white citizens. One study
reported that Mexican-Americans as well as African-Americans gave the police lower
ratings than whites.”> Some researchers have attributed the less favorable evaluations of the
police among African-Americans to that group’ s experience of more insulting language,
unnecessary frisks, and police use of force. However, more recent surveys have called into
guestion whether it israce per se that affects attitudes or whether race is a proxy for other
factors. As mentioned earlier, our work in Jackson Heights found that a middle-class,
politically empowered African-American community held the most positive fedings for
police of six ethnic groups studied. Class distinctions also mediate citizen perceptions of
the police. Two other recent investigations have noted that perceptions of police
misconduct were quite different among African-Americans in middle-class neighborhoods
than among African-Americans in lower-class neighborhoods.®

Current Use of Surveys in the United States

In the latter part of the 1990s, surveys of citizen attitudes toward the police gained new
life. Well-publicized incidents of police misconduct galvanized minority communitiesto
demand fair treatment by the police. A lack of reliable data on the use of reasonable and
excessive force prompted the U.S. Congress, through the Violent Crime Control and Law
Enforcement Act of 1994, to instruct the Attorney General to develop a national system
for collecting data on police use of force. Thisled to a series of government studies
designed to obtain information on the prevalence and nature of citizens encounters with
the police.” And, indeed, these studies found evidence that police were more likely to use
force against African-Americans and Latinos than whites with whom they came into
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contact.? The U.S. Justice Department has since decided to make people’ s experience with
the police a part of itsannual National Crime Survey.

Recent surveys of attitudes toward the police have a so been used to evaluate
federal efforts to promote community policing. Studies conducted in Indianapalis, Indiana
and St. Petersburg, Florida have attempted to determine whether this new working
relationship with residents leads to favorable attitudes towards the police.® In San Diego, a
city whose police department is believed by many experts to offer the best example of
community policing in the United States, the police commissioner instituted annual citizen
surveys to measure the success of the program. By far the most extensive effort to evaluate
alocal community policing program has been undertaken in Chicago by Skogan and his
associates.’® Those researchers have conducted a series of surveys over afive-year period
to assess the success of community policing and its effects on citizen perceptions of
neighborhood conditions and the police.

The Chicago work is an excellent example of how surveys can be used in the
process of police reform. The researchers did not set out to do a“hands-off” study. Police
and city administrators made clear that they did not want abook coming out in five years
telling the world what they had done wrong. Rather, the officials wanted to get continual
feedback on the results of the evaluation in order to make mid-course changesin the
community policing program. The researchers agreed to this principle. Rather than seeking
to grab newspaper headlines, they attempted to give strategic advice to stakeholdersin the
program. This was done through memos and private briefing sessions with the mayor, the
police chief and other top administrators, police district commanders, community
organizers, and rank-and-file police officers who contacted researchersto learn what they
were finding. The researchers also made detailed reports and presentations of findings
through various forums.

The evaluators documented that policing did, indeed, change in the prototype
districts selected for the community policing experiment. Police officers' jobs were
restructured and teams of officers were assigned to particular beats for at least a year.
Officers had time to engage in community-oriented work and responded mostly to calls
from their own beats. Each district held beat meetings regularly, which gave community
members a chance to interact with officers. Residents were able to ask questions of their
beat officers or the district commander and to make their concerns known. The evaluators
were pleasantly surprised to find that the beat meetings were better attended in poor, high-
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crime precincts than in districts where improved policing was not as urgently needed.
(Thisisin contrast to most studies of citizen anticrime organizations, which have found
that participation in poor, high-crime neighborhoods is generally lower than in other
areas.)

The evaluation documented a number of achievements of the Chicago community
policing experiment. Police officers, many of whom resisted the change to community
policing initialy, became more positive over time. Community residents surveyed in the
prototype districts said that they saw police officers more frequently and saw them doing
community-oriented work more frequently than residents of comparison districts that did
not have community policing. There was aso evidence that community policing improved
neighborhood conditions. There were positive changes, according to residents surveyed in
each of the prototype districts. In some of the districts, residentsindicated that crime was
down; in others, drug and gang problems were down; and in still others, signs of physica
decay (abandoned buildings, trash-strewn lots) were down relative to comparison districts.
Across the board, survey respondents in community policing districts were more likely to
view the police as responsive than residents in comparison districts.

The work of Skogan and his associates stands as an excellent model of how
citizen surveys can be used to diagnose problems, measure program success, and interact
with police administrators to make mid-stream corrections to improve the success of a
reform program.The same type of approach—integrating research into the program
development process— has been used successfully in England. For example, in an effort
to reduce hate crimes in a London housing estate, researchers helped program planners
identify the location and nature of the incidents. The researchers then assessed changesin
the volume of incidents before and after the program was implemented.™*

International Democratization of Policing
Over the past two decades, there has been an unprecedented movement of governments
worldwide toward democratic principles. Unfortunately, policing practices have often not
changed as rapidly as other aspects of government in the transition to democracy. Police
administrators under new democratic regimes often include many of the same individuals
who abused civilian populations when they were acting as agents of control under
authoritarian governments. Democratization has frequently been accompanied by dramatic
increasesin crime rates and calls for police tactics that the public thinks will bring down
crime, even at the expense of civil liberties.

Still, police reforms, including community policing, civilian complaint review
boards, and efforts to facilitate reporting of violence against women, are springing up all
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over the world—from Brazil to Uganda to Hungary.™ As reformers continue to advance
their agendas, it isimportant to know whether their efforts are bringing about true change.
In other words, are police agencies being transformed into organizations to protect citizens
and to be accountable to them? Or do they remain instruments to control the populace and
to maintain power by those who possess it? One powerful way to assess the rate of
progressis to conduct surveys that gauge citizen experiences with the police and their
opinions of the paolice. The same kinds of surveys that have been so valuable in the United
States to uncover ethnic and class differencesin confidence in the police could also serve
as a scorecard for determining whether policing abroad is moving toward a democratic
ideal.

Such an approach has been taken by the Vera Institute, members of the Russian
Academy of Sciences, and the Ford Foundation in St. Petersburg, Russia. Last year, a
representative sample of 2,400 residents of the city were surveyed. The questionnaire,
developed jointly by Vera staff and members of the Russian Academy of Sciences, used a
set of core guestions from Skogan’s Chicago community policing survey and added to
these questions of local interest. This effort represented the first time that Russian citizens
had been polled about their experiences with police. Survey responses were analyzed to
determine how frequently St. Petersburg residents had voluntary or involuntary contacts
with the police, whether those experiences were positive or negative, and how they felt
about police effectiveness and police misconduct. Special analyses were also carried out to
identify which police districts were viewed especially favorably or unfavorably by citizens.

The results of the survey were discussed with local police administrators and a
press conference was held at which researchers, human rights activists, and police
representatives were present. The survey project sought to identify areas of police
deficiency and police districts that performed significantly worse than othersin the city,
and thereby encourage police administrators to take corrective measures. A second survey
was conducted in spring 2000 to assess what changes may have occurred.

Skogan’ s survey will also be used in 2000 to gauge citizen-police interactionsin
Washington, D.C. and London. Russian members of the St. Petersburg team are working
to implement similar surveys in another Russian city and a German city.

Surveys as a Tool for Promoting International Police Reform

From the experience of conducting surveysin the United States and Great Britain, we can
abstract a number of ways that citizen surveys can promote the cause of police reform
around the world. First, surveys can assess the current state of police-citizen relations.
Most countries have some forum in which dissatisfied citizens can file complaints against
the police. But citizen complaint agencies, often for good reason, do not always have the
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confidence of citizens. If citizens do not perceive the agency to be impartial and powerful
enough to bring about disciplinary action in cases where it is warranted, they are unlikely
to file complaints. Unfortunately, impotent citizen complaint agencies are most likely to be
found where police abuses are worst.

Citizen surveys offer away to gauge the degree of police misconduct in places
where other reliable sources are not available. Surveys can provide a snapshot of how the
police interact with citizens. Unlike citizen complaints, which measure only gross
misconduct, surveys can also assess whether police are doing their jobs well. They can
gauge whether people are satisfied with how the police respond to calls for service, with
the job they are doing fighting crime, or with the way that police interact with the
community.

Citizen surveys can also measure how the police are perceived by subgroups
within the general population. Surveys have been instrumental in documenting the racia
gap in the United States between how African-American and white citizens feel about the
police. They also helped to suggest that differential treatment of African-Americans by
law enforcement officersis one of the reasons for this group’ s lower confidence in the
police.

Asthey are doing in St. Petersburg, Russia, citizen surveys can also pinpoint
police districts that are performing significantly better or worse than others, according to
residents. In the case of high-performing precincts, researchers and police administrators
can make an effort to understand what police are doing right. In an earlier paper in this
series, for example, we investigated two New Y ork City police precincts that had been
successful in reducing both crime and citizen complaints. Our investigation revealed
management practices shared by the two precincts commanders that accounted for their
success.® In the case of precincts identified as performing below par by surveys, local
commanders or central administrators can take corrective action.

As surveys are done in more and more cities around the world, it will become
possible to compare results across countries. We have already analyzed some preliminary
comparisons between the first Russian survey donein St. Petersburg and the U.S. surveys
donein Chicago and New Y ork. We had expected to find that more residents of St.
Petersburg would be stopped by the police than in Chicago or New Y ork. But that
expectation was disproved: the rate of involuntary contacts with the police was somewhat
higher in St. Petersburg than in the U.S. cities, but the differences were small. Instead we
found a big difference in voluntary contacts with the police. Residents of St. Petersburg
were far less likely to initiate contact with the police than were residents of Chicago or
New Y ork. The 2000 survey in St. Petersburg is exploring the reasons residents are
reluctant to use the police in instrumental ways and what they do instead of calling the
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police when confronted with a neighborhood problem.

Citizen surveys can also be used to promote democratic policing by measuring the
success of reforms. Aninitial survey can assess the state of police-citizen interactions prior
to introducing areform or demonstration program. Thisis called a“baseling” measure. At
some point following the introduction of the reform, a second survey using the same
guestions can be administered. If citizen evaluations of their encounters with the police or
citizen attitudes toward the police change significantly from the first to the second survey,
that would be reason to believe that the reform had an effect.

Of coursg, it is also possible that other changes may have occurred between
surveys as well, and that those changes might be responsible for the observed change in
citizen attitudes. To be sure that observed changes are due to the reform being studied and
not to other factors, it is useful to include one or more comparison areas. The comparison
areas are chosen to be similar to the target areain as many respects as possible, except that
they do not get the reform or demonstration program. Surveys are done in both the target
and comparison areas prior to introducing the reform in the target area and again after it
has been introduced. If the reform has an effect, then we would expect to see a changein
attitudes from the first to the second survey in the target area but no change in the
comparison area.

Take as an example a community policing program. It will be introduced into
police district A. The promoaters of the program believe that it will reduce crime by
stimulating residents to participate in neighborhood watch and other anticrime programs.
Before the program isintroduced, program evaluators choose a second police district
(district B) that matches district A as closaly as possible in terms of population, crime
rates, and community demographics. Citizen surveys are administered to residents of both
districts A and B, measuring attitudes toward the police and citizen involvement in
policing activities. Following the introduction of the community policing program in
district A, surveys are again administered in both districts.

In our example, imagine that there was no drop in crimein district A following
the introduction of the community policing program. However, looking at survey results,
the evaluators find that citizen attitudes toward the police became more positive in district
A dfter the program was introduced. No change is observed in attitudes toward the police
among residents of district B. Program promoters rightfully argue that the community
policing demonstration had a positive effect because citizens gained more confidence in
the police. If they had relied only on crime rates to determine program impact, evaluators
would have incorrectly concluded that the program had no beneficial effect.

A final way that citizen surveys can be useful in promoting democratic policing is
by helping to conduct a“post-mortem” on demonstration programs that didn’t work. In
our community policing example, evaluators might well wonder why crime rates didn’t
improve as well as confidence in the palice. A well-constructed survey might have shown



that people had heard about the community policing program, and that enhanced the
image of the police. But the survey might also have found that participation in the
anticrime activities sponsored by the police was low. Further, it might have shown that the
principal neighborhood organizationsin which people tended to participate were church-
sponsored groups. This could suggest that the police might have had better successiif they
had worked through church organizations to promote participation in anticrime programs.

Some Considerations in Conducting Citizen Surveys

Up to now, we have argued that surveys can play a useful role in efforts to promote
democratic policing. But they will be most useful if survey administrators keep severa
pointsin mind. Surveys are conducted on a sample of people, usually numbering in the
hundreds, but survey administrators almost always intend to apply the results to the
population from which the sample was drawn. That population may include all residents
of apoalice district, an entire city, or other geographic unit. In order to apply the sample
results to the population from which it was drawn, the sample needs to be representative.
The sample must be drawn in such away that everyone in the population has an equal
chance of being picked. Usually this means using a plan to select households
systematically—for example, selecting streets at random and then knocking on every
fourth door on the selected streets. Choosing a representative sample normally would
preclude interviewing people at afair, raly, or other place where certain types of people
are likely to attend and other types are not.

Survey administrators also need to keep in mind that using the same questions that
surveysin other countries have used is a good idea, but results need to be interpreted
carefully. It can be very enlightening to compare resultsin one country or city to resultsin
another, especially when the two places have similar characteristics. But the same
guestions may be interpreted differently from one culture to the next. When we conducted
the first survey of residents of St. Petersburg, Russia, we were disturbed to find that as
many as four in ten respondents declined to answer questions about police misconduct. (In
the United States, the nonresponse rate was under 10 percent for the same questions.) We
did not know whether this was because people feared recriminations or whether
respondents were simply declining to answer questions about which they had no direct
knowledge. Fortunately, we were able to evaluate these two alternatives in the pretest to
the second wave of the St. Petersburg survey. It turned out that Russians were far less
likely than Americans to venture an opinion on topics about which they did not have
personal knowledge. Thus, a nonresponse in St. Petersburg to a question about whether
the police take bribes meant essentialy the same asa“No” response in the United States.

Finaly, in order to promote the cause of reform, survey administrators must have
police buy-in. This means that the survey designers bring police administrators into the
planning process. The police need to be convinced that the survey will be of value to them
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by pointing out ways they can improve or by identifying districts that are outperforming or
underperforming the average. Survey administrators need to give the police the
opportunity to participate in the design process, by allowing them to suggest topicsto be
covered or fine-tune questions. Most important, the police need to be reassured that the
survey administrators are not out to capture headlines at the expense of the police. Survey
administrators must convince the police that the effort is a partnership and that problems
identified through the survey will be discussed within the partnership, not in the media. In
exchange, the police give tacit agreement that they will take the results of the survey
serioudly and work to find solutions to problems the survey highlights.

The Chicago survey provides a good example of how this process can work
effectively. From the start, researchers worked cooperatively with city and police
administrators. Survey administrators did not try to publicize findings that reflected badly
on the police. Rather, results were discussed in a variety of forums with members of the
community policing implementation team. Officials used the results to make
improvementsin their implementation of the community policing experiment. Ultimately,
the survey contributed substantialy to our understanding of whether the demonstration
was successful, why it was successful, and what aspects could have worked better.

Conclusions

For several decades, researchers have used citizen surveysto test hypotheses about police-
citizen interactions. In recent years, surveys have also come to be used as atool for
promoting police reform. As a barometer of the state of police-community relations,
citizen surveys can provide amore reliable snapshot of police performance than citizen
complaints. Surveys not only can gauge misconduct, but can also assess what is right
about police-community relations. They can measure citizen satisfaction with the policein
areas such as crime-fighting effectiveness, response timeto calls for service, and
responsiveness to neighborhood concerns.

We may be witnessing the beginning of the use of citizen surveys as an interactive
tool in the implementation of reform programs. Surveys can measure the state of police-
citizen relations prior to the implementation of areform, can suggest mid-stream
corrections during the implementation process, can gauge the impact of the reform, and
can suggest reasons why the reform effort was or was not successful. As citizen surveys
are used in conjunction with police reforms, we will develop a body of research that will
contain lessons about what works, what doesn’t work, and why.
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