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EXPLAINING POLICE BIAS

A Theory of Social Conditioning 

and Illusory Correlation

MICHAEL R. SMITH

GEOFFREY P. ALPERT
University of South Carolina

Although recent empirical research has shown that Blacks and Hispanics are consistently overrepresented among police

stops, searches, and arrests, few criminologists have attempted to provide a theoretical explanation for the disparities

reported in the research literature. This article proposes a theory of individual police behavior that is grounded in social–

psychological research on stereotype formation and that assumes a nonmotivational but biased response to minority citizens

by the police. Accordingly, stereotype formation and its consequences are largely unintentional and are driven by social con-

ditioning and the illusory correlation phenomenon, which results in the overestimation of negative behaviors associated with

minority group members. After specifying the theory, the article presents a research agenda for empirically testing and 

verifying its propositions.
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In recent years, racial profiling or racially biased policing has been a locus of inquiry,

both for the media and for scholars. The two terms are used interchangeably to refer to

the conscious or unconscious use of race by police in discretionary decision making.

Researchers and practitioners have addressed these issues and provided suggestions for the

collection and analysis of police-stop and other relevant data. Many research projects have

reported findings showing disparities in police treatment of Black and White citizens.

Although the results of the research and many of the recommendations that accompany

them are both useful and interesting, a significant gap remains in the research to date.

Little research exists that addresses the causes of biased policing or provides a theoreti-

cal explanation for the discrepancies reported in the research literature (Engel, Calnon,

& Bernard, 2002). The lack of a coherent theory of police behavior to help explain the

disparate treatment of minority citizens is perhaps the most crucial gap in the current lit-

erature on racial profiling. The primary purpose of this article, therefore, is to construct

a theory of individual police behavior that combines knowledge garnered from racial pro-

filing research and social psychology to offer an explanation for why analyses of aggre-

gate police-stop data consistently reveal patterns of harsher treatment by police of certain

minority groups.
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POLICING, OFFENDING, AND RACE

Recent empirical research has shown that the police treat members of certain minority

groups differently than Whites in discretionary encounters involving the invocation of police

authority. Most studies have found that Blacks and Hispanics are overrepresented among

stops when compared to the chosen benchmark population for those racial groups (Farrell,

McDevitt, Bailey, Andresen, & Pierce, 2004; New York Attorney General’s Office, 1999; 

W. R. Smith, Tomaskovic-Devey, Zingraff, Mason, Warren, & Wright, 2003). Although all

benchmarks used in racial profiling research have limitations (Alpert, Smith, & Dunham,

2004; Lange, Johnson, & Voss, 2005), the overrepresentation of Blacks and Hispanics among

persons stopped is consistent across methodologies and represents a typical finding in this

field of research. Likewise, once stopped, Blacks and Hispanics are, on average, more likely

than Whites to be searched or arrested and are sometimes more likely to receive harsher treat-

ment or citations following a traffic stop (Alpert Group, 2004; Engel & Calnon, 2004; Farrell,

McDevitt, Cronin, & Pierce, 2003; M. R. Smith & Petrocelli, 2001).

The research findings regarding the differential treatment of minorities by the police are

remarkably consistent across the nation and are apparent in studies of law enforcement agen-

cies of all different types and sizes. Studies of federal agencies, municipal police forces,

county police and sheriff’s departments, and highway patrol and state police agencies

reflect, to varying degrees, similar disparities in the discretionary treatment of Black and

Hispanic citizens. An often-cited explanation for these disparities, particularly on the part of

law enforcement officials, is that higher overall offending rates among Blacks and Hispanics

result in higher stop, search, and arrest rates among these groups. This argument makes intu-

itive sense: Blacks and Hispanics commit disproportionately more crime—or at least certain

types of offenses that are routinely counted in national crime data—and they are, therefore,

more likely to be stopped, searched, and arrested by the police.

Most of the studies to date, however, have focused on racial disparities in police traffic-

stop practices, the vast majority of which are made for minor traffic infractions and not for

suspected criminal activity (Alpert Group, 2004). The few studies that have controlled for

the differential involvement of minorities in crime, or for race and crime at the neighborhood

level, have found that stop, search, and arrest disparities for Blacks and Hispanics remain

after crime rates are held constant, albeit at lower levels (Alpert Group, 2004; New York

Attorney General’s Office, 1999; Petrocelli, Piquero, & Smith, 2003). The New York

Attorney General’s Office (1999), for example, found that Black and Hispanic pedestrians

in New York City were stopped more often than Whites, even after controlling for the greater

involvement of minorities in crime at the precinct level. Similarly, an analysis of traffic-stop

outcomes in Miami–Dade County (Alpert Group, 2004) indicated that Black drivers were

more likely to be the targets of police suspicion despite holding constant the residential

Black population and crime rates of the areas where stops occurred.

Consequently, we can conclude either that an acknowledged higher crime rate among

Blacks and Hispanics is an irrelevant consideration, as in the case of most traffic stops made

for minor infractions, or that it does not fully account for the differences in treatment

received by members of these groups in comparison to White citizens. Although there are

very few studies that take differences in group criminality into account when assessing

police-stop outcomes, the available evidence suggests that harsher police treatment of some

minority groups is not simply an expected byproduct of higher levels of minority-group
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1264 CRIMINAL JUSTICE AND BEHAVIOR

criminality, a conclusion that forces us to question whether or not stop outcomes are in any

way connected to race.

If differences in offending rates do not explain the disparate treatment of Blacks and

Hispanics by the police, then what might account for the largely consistent findings that the

police treat these groups more harshly than Whites in discretionary stop encounters? Our

theory, which is grounded in social–psychological research on stereotype formation, assumes

a nonmotivational but biased response to minority citizens by the police. From this perspec-

tive, stereotype formation and its consequences are largely unintentional. We recognize,

though, that the purposive use of race in police decision making likely plays some role in

observed aggregate disparities. In some cases, the intentional consideration of citizen race 

by the police may be driven by racial animus, whereas in other cases, officers may use race

volitionally but for strategic rather than hate-based purposes. Therefore, before specifying a

theory of unconscious racial profiling, we review the evidence both for a racial-animus-based

explanation for the disparate treatment of minorities by the police and for a strategic but

affect-neutral use of race in discretionary police decision making.

RACIAL PROFILING AND RACIAL ANIMUS

In his classic treatise The Nature of Prejudice, Allport (1954) viewed attitudes, beliefs,

and behaviors as separate but interrelated components of prejudice. In this section,

we address whether, and to what extent, police officers who have negative feelings (Allport’s

attitudes) toward a racial group may use their discretionary authority to act on those feelings

and knowingly treat members of the group in a punitive manner. We use the term racial 

animus to describe the negative feelings that may be associated with race and discuss

whether observed disparities in stop outcomes may be a product of such racial hatred 

(see G. Wilson, Dunham, & Alpert, 2004).

In the past, overt racism among America’s police was officially tolerated and, in some

cases, encouraged. From southern slave patrols, to the use of violence against peaceful civil

rights protesters, to the now infamous “gorillas in the mist” comment taken from Los

Angeles Police Department computer-message transcripts surrounding the Rodney King

incident, the history of police racism mirrors that of the larger society from which police offi-

cers are drawn. History attests to the fact that for much of their first 150 years, American

police forces were home to racist attitudes and policies that disenfranchised Blacks while

maintaining the White hegemony and all that it entailed—principally, a self-perpetuating eco-

nomic and social superiority (Walker, 1977; Williams & Murphy, 1990). Indeed, what would

be identified today as unconscionable racial profiling would have been an accepted and

expected strategy of policing in many areas of the country, even as late as the 1960s.

The history of minority police officers in America provides further evidence of the offi-

cially sanctioned racism that existed in many police departments until the 1960s. Although

Black police officers were hired in northern cities as early as the 1870s, they were assigned

exclusively to Black neighborhoods, and many were not permitted to arrest Whites. In

Philadelphia and many other American cities, large and small, Black officers were even seg-

regated from their White counterparts (Williams & Murphy, 1990). After the passage of civil

rights legislation, which eliminated many of the legal barriers to the hiring and advancement

of minority officers, institutionalized policies and a dominant White hierarchy within many
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law enforcement agencies continued to place minority officers at a disadvantage within orga-

nizational bureaucracies (Fogelson, 1977).

Notwithstanding the history of racism surrounding the law enforcement function in the

United States, though, tolerance for racial discrimination within the police ranks has declined

dramatically during the past 30 years. At least outwardly, contemporary police culture stresses

egalitarian values and professes intolerance for prejudice and discrimination. Indeed, evi-

dence is beginning to emerge that indicates that there has been a positive change in police

beliefs about racism and the role of race in decision making. In 2001, for example, the Police

Executive Research Forum (PERF) surveyed administrators from a stratified random sample

of more than 1,000 U.S. law enforcement agencies about their perceptions and responses to

the problem of racial profiling (Fridell, Lunney, Diamond, & Kubu, 2001). Although most

administrators questioned (60%) believed that racial profiling was not a problem in their com-

munities, more than half had engaged in activities indicating their sensitivity to, and aware-

ness of, the issue. More than one third had held formal, internal discussions about racial

profiling, and another third had modified or adopted administrative policies to prohibit

racially biased policing. Seventeen percent had even initiated data collection to track the race

of citizens stopped.

The PERF survey is now several years old, and in that time, public and police concern

about racial profiling has continued unabated. In 2005, the Center for Public Safety at

Northwestern University sponsored its fourth annual Symposium on Racial Profiling, a gath-

ering that was attended by police officials from all sections of the country. This is one of

many such symposia, conferences, and meetings devoted, either entirely or in part, to the

issue of racial profiling. Law enforcement agencies of all sizes now routinely collect and

analyze racial data on traffic stops to examine aggregate and individual patterns of biased

policing. In a similar vein, at least 20 states have adopted statutes that prohibit racial profil-

ing and require data collection by state and local law enforcement agencies. Similar legisla-

tion has been introduced several times in Congress, which, if adopted, would require data

collection by all law enforcement agencies receiving federal financial assistance. In the

courts, almost 50 opinions have been authored by federal judges adjudicating claims of

racial profiling in criminal and civil cases (M. R. Smith, 2005). Hardly a week goes by that

a newspaper, television station, or other mass media outlet does not report on some com-

munity or police effort to address a perceived problem of racial discrimination by the police.

An intuitive gauge of this ongoing and growing concern is the public’s general awareness

of the terminology used to describe racial profiling. Ten years ago, the term racial profiling

was virtually invisible in the American lexicon. Today, it is part of an ongoing national con-

versation and is routinely discussed and debated in the public arena and in police circles. The

rise of racial profiling as a social, legal, and mass media issue makes it increasingly unlikely

that true racial animus by individual police officers will go undetected and unpunished for

long. As the rise of profiling-related lawsuits against the police demonstrates (M. R. Smith,

2005), citizens are aware of their rights to equal treatment and are increasingly willing to

seek legal redress when they perceive that those rights have been violated. Similarly, law

enforcement agencies have become sensitized to the issue of racial profiling and are unlikely

to tolerate openly racist attitudes or behaviors by their officers. Improved background inves-

tigations and the widespread use of polygraphs and psychological testing of police recruits

has also made it more difficult for racist individuals to make it through the police hiring

process. The sum of this considerable evidence suggests that racial animus probably plays a
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1266 CRIMINAL JUSTICE AND BEHAVIOR

role in the decision making of only a small percentage of officers and cannot fully account

for the consistent racial disparities observed in traffic-stop outcomes across different types

of law enforcement agencies.

Furthermore, this conclusion is not inconsistent with the view that historical and struc-

tural inequalities in American society create disadvantages for people of color or that police

deployment and other strategic decisions can exacerbate minority disadvantage (Barlow &

Barlow, 2000). Clearly, decisions by policy makers to concentrate police resources in minor-

ity neighborhoods or to use aggressive stop-and-frisk tactics against certain populations may

contribute to disparities in traffic-stop outcomes and to perceptions of racial profiling among

minority citizens (Weitzer & Tuch, 2002). However, ours is a theory to help explain the

behavior of individual officers rather than the organizational or structural determinants of

inequality. For the reasons outlined above, we find it unpersuasive that racial animus under-

lies the behavior of the thousands of officers whose traffic-stop data have been subjected to

dozens of analyses with highly consistent results.

Finally, our conclusions about the relatively small role that conscious prejudice plays in the

decisions of individual officers is further supported by the available evidence on the relation-

ship between officer race and traffic-stop outcomes. Although the number of reported studies

that have analyzed officer race as an independent variable in the racial profiling context are

limited, each of them has reached the same conclusion: The race of the officer does not pre-

dict the race of the driver stopped, searched, or arrested (Alpert et al., 2006; Alpert Group,

2004; Lovrich, Gaffney, Mosher, Pickerill, & Smith, 2003; Novak, 2004; M. R. Smith &

Petrocelli, 2001). If individual officers routinely make conscious decisions based on racial

animus, then the minority officers in these studies must have rejected their racial and ethnic

identities entirely and adopted the same racist attitudes toward minority citizens as their

White counterparts. Of course, one mechanism that might help explain such a rejection of

racial identity is the socialization process that officers undergo when they become part of the

police subculture (Crank, 2004). However, in light of the available research on social identity

and the importance of race to one’s sense of self (see discussion below), we think that it is

unlikely that minority officers routinely make decisions based on conscious prejudice.

THE STRATEGIC USE OF RACE IN POLICE DECISION MAKING

Even if explicit racism by the police is relatively rare today and has little to do with the

racial disparities seen in stops made by the police, officers may still make discretionary deci-

sions based on racial considerations that ultimately contribute to an overall pattern of racial

disproportionality. In other words, the police could consciously, but without racial animus,

take race into account when making stop-related decisions. From this perspective, the police

may not dislike or hate minority groups, but they may nonetheless base their decisions on

beliefs about group criminality and who is most likely to be involved in crime.

Harris (2002) adopted this viewpoint when arguing that police officers rely on faulty

training and folk wisdom to profile criminal suspects. He contends that the police use race

as a criminal “shorthand” that leads them to be more suspicious of racial minorities. The

result, he maintains, is that the police stop and search minorities proportionately more often

than Whites. Although Harris and most other legal commentators who have written about

profiling believe that the police use race intentionally, they typically stop short of accusing
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them of racial hatred (Alschuler, 2002; Fagan & Davies, 2000; Gross & Barnes, 2002; Gross

& Livingston, 2002; Harris, 1999, 2002; Russell, 1999). Instead, they argue that the police

are racial gamblers, albeit not very good ones, who mistakenly play the odds of group crim-

inality to increase their chances of stopping and arresting those involved in crime.

An objective review of the available data on criminal propensity shows that Blacks com-

mit more violent crime per capita than do Whites. Arrests for homicides, for example, are

widely believed to closely approximate the pool of actual homicide offenders. This being

the case, in 2003, Blacks composed 48.5% of those arrested for murder and nonnegligent

manslaughter even though they composed only about 13% of the U.S. population (Federal

Bureau of Investigation [FBI], 2003). Arrest figures for other violent offenses reveal simi-

lar racial disparities for Blacks. In almost every category of reported crime, Blacks are

arrested at higher rates than Whites. However, because racial bias may influence arrest sta-

tistics, criminologists also rely on the National Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS) for

information on crime, victims, and offenders in the United States. The NCVS uses a repre-

sentative sample of more than 42,000 U.S. households. It reports, among other things, the

race of offenders as perceived by victims of violent crime. In 2002, Blacks were the per-

ceived offenders in approximately 23% of violent crimes, a figure that is almost twice their

expected proportionate offending rate given the percentage of Blacks in the U.S. popula-

tion (U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics [BJS], 2002a, 2002b).

The police, of course, are aware of the general trends in street crime and form impressions

of the relative likelihood that persons belonging to various racial groups will commit certain

types of offenses. Sometimes the impressions held by the police are accurate, as in the case

of violent crime; in other instances, however, police beliefs about the connection between

race and crime are manifestly incorrect. For example, Harris (2002) and others (Tonry, 1995)

fault the war on drugs that began in the late 1980s with an increased and erroneous focus by

the police on minority involvement in drug crime. From this perspective, the widely held

belief by the police that racial minorities are disproportionately involved in the drug trade

leads to racial profiling, which has the effect of creating a cycle of profiling and arrests that

is inevitably problematic.

Studies of stop patterns by police special-enforcement units are consistent with the argu-

ment that the police may, under certain conditions, intentionally target minority citizens for

stops, searches, and arrests based on perceptions of criminal involvement. In one of the largest

and most comprehensive studies of traffic stops by a highway patrol agency, researchers from

North Carolina State University compared the search practices of North Carolina state troop-

ers assigned to routine patrol duties to those assigned to a criminal enforcement team (CIT)

that was tasked with interdicting drug trafficking on the interstate highways (W. R. Smith 

et al., 2003). Comparing the ratio of African Americans searched to Whites searched, W. R.

Smith and colleagues (2003) found that African Americans were searched at higher rates

across all eight state police districts. However, in 1997, the first year of the data analysis

period, African American search disparities by the CIT were greater than for any of the reg-

ular highway patrol troops. In fact, CIT troopers searched more than 4 times as many African

American drivers as White drivers. After the search practices of the CIT came under public

scrutiny in 1997, search disparities of African Americans dropped dramatically in the next

year—to about half the level of 1997—indicating that CIT troopers consciously altered their

behavior in response to public scrutiny.
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The 1999 report of the New York Attorney General on the stop-and-frisk practices of the

New York Police Department (NYPD) likewise revealed significant differences in stops

made by the NYPD’s Street Crime Unit (SCU) and those made by officers assigned to rou-

tine patrol duties. The SCU is a specialized unit created by the NYPD to combat weapons

offenses and violent street crime. Although it is a relatively small unit, its officers made more

than 10% of the 174,919 stops catalogued and analyzed by the researchers who conducted

the NYPD study. Even after controlling for precinct crime rates, the SCU stopped Blacks at

a higher rate than their proportion in the population and also at a higher rate than patrol offi-

cers and other specialty units within the NYPD. In addition, the SCU stopped more Blacks

and Hispanics than Whites for every arrest made—an indication of stops based on weak 

evidence—and, furthermore, this rate of disparity was greater than the city-wide average or

the average at the precinct level.

Special police units tasked with controlling drug or violent crime, such as the North

Carolina Highway Patrol CIT and the NYPD SCU, make large numbers of discretionary

stops that disproportionately involve minority citizens. Officers from some of these units

aggressively target minorities in ways that differ from regular patrol officers and in ways that

reflect a perception on the part of these officers that minorities are more likely than Whites

to be involved in drug offenses and violent crime. In some cases, and for certain offenses,

those perceptions may be accurate; however, in other cases, those beliefs may be inaccurate

and may reflect nothing more than racial stereotyping and faulty police “folk wisdom”

(Harris, 2002). The examination of the stop practices of these types of units in particular,

though, leaves little doubt that officers assigned to them use race as a mechanism (rightly or

wrongly) to increase their chances of identifying and arresting law breakers.

In addition to studies of specialized street-crime units, other evidence also supports the

proposition that some law enforcement agencies may refer to the race of a citizen deliberately

in an attempt to ferret out crime. In State v. Soto (1996), a New Jersey Superior Court held

that the Moorestown barracks of the New Jersey State Police maintained a de facto policy of

targeting Black motorists for investigation and arrest based in part on significant disparities

in Black stop-and-arrest data. Specifically, an observation study and statistical analysis of dri-

vers and traffic violators in the Moorestown area found that although Blacks composed only

13.5% of drivers, they constituted more than 46% of the stops made between Exits 1 and 3 on

the New Jersey Turnpike, resulting in a comparative disparity of 242%. Following the Soto

decision, the New Jersey Attorney General ordered an investigation into the stop practices of

the state police. Examining the stops that occurred from April 1997 through February 1999,

and including most of 1996 and a few months from 1994, the Attorney General’s team found

that of the 627 searches recorded in the database, 77.2% involved Black or Hispanic

motorists. Yet, during the same time period, only 33.9% of the total traffic stops made in the

two districts were of Blacks and Hispanics (New Jersey Attorney General’s Office, 1999). The

Attorney General’s report clearly showed that Black and Hispanic motorists were subjected

to significantly higher search rates than were Whites.

Similar search disparities were found by Lamberth (1997) in his study of the stop-and-

search practices of the Maryland State Police (MSP). In a visual survey of traffic violators

along the I-95 corridor through Maryland, Lamberth found that 17.5% of the speeding vio-

lators were Black, whereas 74.7% of the violators were White. However, of the 823

motorists searched along I-95 from January 1995 through September 1996, 600 (or 72.9%)

were Black. In other words, Blacks were stopped and searched far more frequently than the
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rate at which they were observed speeding along the interstate and at rates far in excess of

Whites. At the same time, contraband was recovered as the result of searches at almost iden-

tical rates for Blacks and Whites, suggesting that the disproportionate stop-and-search rates

for Blacks were not justified by higher drug-possession rates among Blacks who were

searched. Interestingly, the extraordinarily high search rates of minorities by the MSP were

largely driven by the activities of only a handful of state troopers. Only 13 troopers con-

ducted 10 or more searches, and of those, all searched more minorities than Whites. Together

these 13 troopers (out of more than 100) accounted for 700 of the 823 searches recorded on

I-95 north of Baltimore.

This point is underscored by a subsequent analysis of a broader sample of MSP stop data.

Analyzing MSP data from January 1995 to June 2000, Gross and Barnes (2002) found that

although “hit rates”1 were lower for minorities than for Whites, significant differences existed

in the amounts of drugs seized from minority drivers. Blacks, and especially Hispanics, were

far more likely than Whites to be found in possession of large amounts of drugs, indicating a

significantly increased probability that minorities were acting as wholesalers or dealers.

According to Gross and Barnes, the best explanation for the troopers’ behavior was that “they

searched innocent Hispanic drivers 7 times as often as Whites—and more than twice as often

as Blacks—in an attempt to find a few major Hispanic drug traffickers” (p. 709).

Although some existing studies of racial profiling strongly suggest the existence of a

strategic selection bias by police based on race, others show little or no disparities in stops

or stop outcomes and provide little indication that police intentionally use race as a decision-

making criterion based on assumptions of group criminality. Researchers in Washington, for

example, found no evidence of disproportionate stops of minority drivers by the Washington

State Patrol (WSP) after analyzing more than 1 million WSP traffic-stop records during a 

2-year period (Lovrich et al., 2003). Although some racial disparities were initially found in

WSP citations and searches, these were either eliminated or greatly reduced once the seri-

ousness and the number of violations were controlled through multivariate analysis.

Although we agree that some law enforcement agencies and their officers engage in racial

odds making by choosing drivers and pedestrians for increased scrutiny based on general-

ized perceptions of group criminality, we do not believe that all or even most racial dispari-

ties in stops can be explained by this rationale. Such an approach ignores the overwhelming

experimental evidence from social psychologists, which points to a nonvolitional explana-

tion for the disparate treatment of minority groups by the police. In the following sections,

we review this evidence and propose an unconscious, stereotype-based theory of decision

making to further advance our understanding of why police tend to treat minorities more

harshly than Whites.

UNCONSCIOUS RACIAL STEREOTYPING

Social psychologists have long sought to measure how and why people respond to others in

different ways according to their perceived group membership. As a result, an extensive body

of literature has developed that examines the formation of stereotypes and attempts to link the

existence of stereotypes to prejudiced attitudes and discriminatory behaviors. Stereotypes

are cognitive structures contained within the mind of the perceiver, and they are made up of

the perceiver’s knowledge, beliefs, and expectations regarding an identifiable social group
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(Mackie, Hamilton, Susskind, & Rosselli, 1996). As such, stereotypes are formed as the result

of both social and individual cognitive processes (Allport, 1954; Aronson, 1992; Mackie et al.,

1996). In the discussion that follows, we first examine the collective basis for stereotypes

before turning to a discussion of how the cognitive processing of individual experiences under-

lies the formation of racial stereotypes among police officers.

SOCIAL AND CULTURAL FOUNDATIONS OF STEREOTYPES

American police officers are typically native-born citizens who have been exposed since

infancy to the American social and cultural milieu. In fact, most were born and raised

within the small towns and cities that make up the bulk of the America that they police. The

structure of policing in the United States is unique among other nations of the world; the

United States contains more than 17,000 law enforcement agencies, more than half of

which have 10 or fewer officers, making policing in America largely a local, small-town

affair (Reaves & Hickman, 2002).

According to the cultural perspective on stereotype formation, stereotypes represent a

society’s collective knowledge and beliefs about the social groups of which it is constructed.

Thus, the society that produces America’s small-town police officers also contains within it

shared stereotypes about minority groups, ingrained perceptions, and beliefs that have been

passed down by parents, teachers, political and social leaders, and the mass media (Stangor

& Schaller, 1996). By 5 years of age, children have begun to exhibit clearly identifiable racial

attitudes, which tend to resemble those of their parents and friends (Goodman, 1952; Patchen,

Davidson, Hofmann, & Brown, 1977). In fact, Hirschfeld (1995) believed that children learn

verbal labels and stereotypes associated with groups before they learn to recognize the groups

to whom the labels apply. This is consistent with the evidence that language provides the pri-

mary mechanism through which social groups are categorized and by which stereotypes are

transmitted to others (Allport, 1954; Fishman, 1956).

In contemporary society, the mass media serves as an important transmitter of racial stereo-

types and labels. Television shows, newspapers, magazines, films, and popular songs all play

a role in the creation and perpetuation of stereotypes. Many studies have documented the exis-

tence and manifestations of stereotypes through content analysis of various forms of mass

media (Bell, 1992; Stinton, 1980; C. C. Wilson & Gutierrez, 1985). These widespread and

socially transmitted stereotypes reflect commonly accepted social norms. Moreover, adher-

ence to such social norms plays a role in the perpetuation of stereotypes. Pettigrew (1958),

for example, found that those who showed the greatest conformity to social norms also

demonstrated the highest levels of prejudice against outsiders.

Social identity theory offers another powerful explanation for the social foundations of

stereotypes. Social identity theory maintains that group membership serves to bolster self-

esteem, and thus, individuals have an incentive to favor the in-group (their own) over out-

groups (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Preference for the in-group is prevalent and has been

demonstrated by a variety of experimental studies involving the random assignment of subjects

to groups and their resulting evaluations of positive group qualities (Brewer, 1979; Hinton,

1993). In essence, people create positive social identities that are linked to group membership.

As a result of these identities, people tend to view their own social groups more positively than

other groups. When social identities center around race and ethnicity, the result can be nega-

tive racial stereotypes that are reinforced by group beliefs and interactions.
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Social–structural and economic competition also can foster and perpetuate the existence of

stereotypes. For example, negative stereotypes may increase when competition for jobs and

economic resources pits social groups against one another. In his anthropological study of a

small town in the South, Dollard (1987) documented how native Whites, who initially showed

no prejudice toward newly arrived German immigrants, later became aggressive and expressed

scornful and derogatory opinions of the Germans after competition increased between the

groups for scarce jobs at local woodworking plants. Similarly, changes in economic conditions

contributed to vastly different opinions of Chinese immigrants in the 19th century, with opin-

ions running favorably toward the Chinese when their labor was needed on the railroads but

against them when they were competing with Whites for gold in California (Aronson, 1992).

As representatives of the cultures and communities from which they come, police officers

no doubt arrive on the job with the full panoply of stereotypes and biases that exist in con-

temporary American society. Although overtly racist attitudes among police recruits may be

uncovered during the hiring process, police applicants who labor under the influence of

more subtle, socially driven racial stereotypes are unlikely to be screened out of hiring on

the grounds that they are prejudiced and thus unfit for the law enforcement profession. As a

result, police officers largely reflect the society from which they are drawn, and as is the case

with society as a whole, many will adhere to a worldview that includes racial stereotyping.

In addition to the social and cultural biases that new police officers may bring with them to

the job, however, we contend that the nature of police work itself creates an environment

wherein experientially based but unconscious racial stereotyping exists. We now turn to a

discussion of two likely mechanisms for the formation of experientially based racial stereo-

types among police officers.

POLICE WORK AND EXPERIENTIALLY BASED STEREOTYPE FORMATION

In many ways, law enforcement officers are uniquely situated within society. They carry

with them the authority of the state to intervene in the lives of private citizens, to curtail free-

doms, and to use force in nonnegotiable and often coercive ways (Bittner, 1970). The nature

of their business brings them into routine contact with criminals, substance abusers, the men-

tally ill, and persons in crisis. As a result, police officers, like other front-line responders and

social service workers, must frequently interact with poor, minority, and socially disadvan-

taged groups that are disproportionately afflicted with the very social problems that the

police are expected to handle (Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2003; Skolnick, 1994). Indeed,

the emotional and psychological toll of dealing with danger and intractable social problems

on a day-to-day basis is an occupational hazard among U.S. police officers that produces

high rates of stress (Crank & Caldero, 1991; He, Zhao, & Archbold, 2002), divorce, alco-

holism, and according to many researchers, suicide (Arrigo & Garsky, 2001).2 In addition,

psychological research on the development of stereotypes indicates that police officers may

develop stereotypes based on repeated exposure to negative social stimuli involving minor-

ity groups. This is especially true for officers who work in high-crime minority neighbor-

hoods or who, by virtue of their job assignment, repeatedly come into contact with minority

groups involved in crime or violence.

Cognitive theorists recognize that learning involves the acquisition or reorganization of

information or observations and that the relative power of learning varies according to the

degree of familiarity with the subject and the number of repeated associations with that
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subject to which one is exposed (Good & Brophy, 1990). From this perspective, scripts, or

cognitive schema, develop as shorthand for categorizing events in memory. They often start

as simple and loosely organized networks but can evolve into systematic and complex rela-

tionships. Research findings provide evidence that these schemas form a mental model that

plays a key role in predicting a person’s responses to other individuals, places, and things in

future encounters or events (Bower, Black, & Turner, 1979; Brehm, Kassin, & Fein, 2002;

Read, 1987). Once formed, persons, places, or things that have familiar characteristics or

properties activate these cognitive schemas. For example, it is likely that these schemas or

biases will be triggered when judging the behavior of a person that accords with one’s pre-

existing mental image for the group to which the person belongs, especially when the

observed behavior is ambiguous (Darley & Gross, 1983; Sagar & Schofield, 1980). An indi-

vidual may, therefore, respond in a learned way to another individual who is a member of a

particular group with which he or she has experiences or a history. Once a person has iden-

tified another individual or a group by an assumed role, future behavioral patterns will be

predicted on the previously developed schema. In other words, otherwise-unbiased police

officers can “learn” to be biased and acquire and accumulate prejudicial attitudes and beliefs.

The role of stored information in decision making, including cognitive schemas, has been

the subject of a great deal of research on social cognition. The accessibility of information,

or the ease with which it can be recalled, is a strong predictor of how people make judgments

about people and events and ultimately how they behave (Sherman, Judd, & Park, 1989).

Furthermore, accessibility is directly related to the number of specific instances that can be

brought to mind (Tversky & Kahneman, 1973). In the realm of attitudes and their influence

on behavior, attitudes are most accessible when they are based on direct experience with the

object of the attitude in question (Fazio, Chen, McDonel, & Sherman, 1982; Fazio, Zanna,

& Cooper, 1978), and they influence behavior in proportion to the amount of attitude-

specific information that can be retrieved from memory (Kallgren & Wood, 1986).

Taken together, this body of literature suggests that attitudes, beliefs, and stereotypes are

most likely to develop when police have repetitive contacts of a similar type with persons from

the same group. Furthermore, stereotypes act as organizational scripts for social memory and

thus guide perceptions of future encounters (Noseworthy & Lott, 1984). Once triggered,

stereotypes result in an ecological fallacy (Robinson, 1950) as perceived group generalizations

are applied to individuals regardless of their individual characteristics (Grant & Holmes, 1981).

Thus, if the police repeatedly encounter Whites and minorities under differential conditions of

criminality, they likely will begin to develop cognitive scripts that associate criminality and

violence with minorities. This, in turn, makes it more likely that the police will process new

situations through the filter of existing schemas, which are easier to recall because of the larger

number of crime- and violence-related contacts with minorities among officers who are

assigned to high-crime minority neighborhoods. The result of these multiple contacts is likely

to be biased or incorrect assumptions about members of the minority group.

A recent study of gender influences on police suspicion in the traffic-stop context lends at

least indirect support for the proposition that police behavior may be driven by differential

exposure to group criminality that leads to the development of stereotypes. M. R. Smith,

Makarios, and Alpert (2006) examined more than 66,000 traffic stops in Miami–Dade

County, Florida, and found that police were more suspicious of men than of women and that

suspicion played a significant role in the decision to arrest. Although race was not the focus

of their analysis, they also found that suspicion had an even greater influence on the decision
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to arrest Black drivers than it did female drivers. They concluded that their theory of differ-

ential suspicion based on exposure over time to higher levels of crime and violence by men

required modification in the race context. Most Miami–Dade officers worked in areas that

were not heavily populated by Blacks, and thus, the increased probability of arrest for Blacks

could not be explained solely on the basis of differential exposure to higher rates of crime

among Blacks, even if such higher rates existed. They suggested that other cognitive mecha-

nisms might also help explain the disparate treatment of minorities by police, including the

phenomenon of illusory correlation.

THE ILLUSORY CORRELATION PHENOMENON

In addition to cognitive schemas that may develop among officers who have disproportionate

contact with minority offenders, another cognitive process may explain the existence of racial

stereotypes among a broader group of police officers. Among social psychologists, the concept

of illusory correlation refers to a purported correlation between two classes of events that are

either not correlated or are correlated to a lesser degree than reported (Chapman, 1967).

Hamilton and Gifford (1976) were among the first to document the existence of an illusory cor-

relation between distinctive behaviors and minority group membership. In their experiment,

they examined the ability of research subjects to accurately recall the frequency of occurrence

of desirable and undesirable behaviors attributed to two arbitrarily created groups. One of the

groups was a designated “majority” group and contained 26 different, hypothetical, stimulus

persons engaged in 26 unique behaviors (e.g., visiting a sick friend in a hospital). The “minor-

ity” group contained a smaller number of hypothetical, stimulus persons (13) engaged in 

13 different behaviors. Despite the differences in group size, desirable and undesirable behav-

iors were described within both groups according to the same 9:4 ratio.

When asked to recall how many statements had described undesirable behaviors within

each group, the 36 student research subjects overestimated the occurrence of the undesirable

behaviors among the minority group. Likewise, when asked to subjectively rate the groups

on social and intellectual desirability, the research subjects rated the minority group signifi-

cantly lower than the majority group, despite the fact that members of both groups had

engaged in desirable and undesirable behaviors at exactly the same rates. Hamilton and

Gifford (1976) repeated the experiment by reversing the ratio of good to bad behaviors (i.e.,

more bad behaviors than good) and produced similar results: Research subjects overattrib-

uted the desirable behaviors to the minority group in the second experiment, which led to

higher trait ratings for the smaller group. Thus, the research subjects in both experiments

developed an illusory correlation by overestimating less frequently occurring behaviors

among minority group members. Hamilton and Gifford suggested that this individual, cog-

nitive basis for the formation of group stereotypes may reinforce existing socially learned or

culturally transmitted stereotypes.

Hamilton and Gifford’s (1976) findings with respect to illusory correlation and stereotype

formation have been reproduced in a variety of experimental settings. For example, Hamilton,

Dugan, and Trolier (1985) replicated Hamilton and Gifford’s original findings among a dif-

ferent group of research subjects (N = 24) using a substantially similar methodology. To fur-

ther test whether illusory correlations formed as the result of lowered evaluations of the

minority group, or elevated evaluations of the majority group, the researchers used a free

recall exercise and found that the subjects recalled a higher proportion of negative behavior
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sentences associated with the minority group than for any other behavior and/or group 

combination. This suggests that illusory correlation formation indeed results from the differ-

ential retention of negative behaviors that co-occur with minority groups.

At this point, the existence of the illusory correlation phenomenon is a robust and well-

documented finding that can contribute to the formation of group stereotypes (McConnell,

Sherman, & Hamilton, 1994). It comes as no surprise, therefore, that in their meta-analysis of

17 illusory correlation experiments, Mullen and Johnson (1990) found the illusory correlation

effects to be both moderately strong3 and highly significant. Overall, and because of an

unconscious anomaly in the processing and encoding of information, experimental subjects

will routinely overestimate the occurrence of negative behaviors among minority group

members and will subsequently evaluate those groups on likeability and trait indices more

negatively than majority groups. In the racial profiling context, this research suggests that

when they are exposed to negative behaviors by minority citizens, police officers will over-

estimate the prevalence of such behaviors, which will reinforce preexisting racial stereotypes,

at the very least, and may even cause the development of such stereotypes when they did not

previously exist.

Taken together, the research findings on cognitive schemas and illusory correlations have

significant implications for the development of a cognitive-based theory of racial profiling.

Conventional views on racial profiling focus on discriminatory intent. In fact, proof of pur-

poseful discrimination is a necessary component of an Equal Protection-based claim of racial

profiling (United States v. Armstrong, 1996). However, the available social–psychological

research suggests that if racial profiling is occurring, it is most likely the result of subcon-

scious attitudes resulting either from differential exposure to group criminality or by the illu-

sory correlation phenomenon, which causes police officers to overestimate the prevalence of

negative behaviors among minority group members. Still missing from the puzzle, though, is

a link between stereotype formation and profiling behavior. Assuming for a moment that

police officers are predisposed to develop negative stereotypes about minority groups through

subconscious psychological mechanisms, will they act on those stereotypes? Does the exis-

tence of racial stereotypes among the police translate into an increased probability that they

will stop, ticket, search, or arrest minority citizens disproportionately to Whites? We now turn

to these questions and review what we know about the connection between stereotypical atti-

tudes and discriminatory behavior.

CONNECTIONS BETWEEN STEREOTYPES AND BEHAVIOR

Despite the significant volume of literature on the formation of racial stereotypes, surpris-

ingly little is known about the relationship between stereotypes and actual discriminatory

behavior. When examining this relationship, it is important to remember that police officers

operate in a highly discretionary environment (Brown, 1981; Davis, 1975; Muir, 1977). On the

street, where decisions are typically made, police officers possess significant discretionary

authority that is largely unchecked by immediate supervisory oversight; it is rare, for example,

for a supervisor to be present at the scene of a traffic or pedestrian stop. In such settings, offi-

cers may choose to stop a citizen or allow him or her to pass without intervention. If the offi-

cer chooses to make a stop, then he or she is presented with a range of possible actions that

will determine the outcome of the stop: If a violation was observed, the officer can issue a
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citation and, in doing so, can often decide on a greater or lesser charge—speeding as opposed

to reckless driving, for example. In some cases, the officer can decide between issuing a cita-

tion and making a custodial arrest. Alternatively, the officer could allow the citizen to proceed

with a written or verbal warning. Similar choices may exist with respect to conducting

searches, running computer-record checks, or towing a vehicle (Alpert Group, 2004), all of

which reveal the level of discretion that lies with the officer.

Research that has attempted to examine the relationship between police officer attitudes

and behavior is rare and generally produces null findings (Worden, 1989). For example,

Worden’s (1989) analysis of Police Services Study observational data failed to find a clear

connection between officer attitudes (as measured by a questionnaire) and observed behav-

iors (stops, arrests, or other dispositions). Importantly, however, his attitudinal indices did

not include measures of racial stereotyping or prejudice, and so questions remain about the

role that such stereotypes may play in police decision making or whether they may have a

more powerful influence on behavior than officer attitudes about role orientation, legal

restrictions, citizen respect, discretion, or the like. 

In fact, at each of the traffic-stop decision points that show evidence of racial disparities,

the possibility remains that unconsciously held racial stereotypes could influence the choices

that police officers make and, in the aggregate, produce measurable disparities among White

and minority drivers. However, research that has examined the linkage between stereotypes

and discriminatory behavior is likewise rare and inconsistent (Dovidio, Brigham, Johnson,

& Gaertner, 1996). For example, in a simulated performance-evaluation exercise, Feldman

and Hilterman (1977) found no relationship between Whites’ stereotypes of Blacks and their

evaluations of Black workers. Brigham (1971), however, found a correlation (albeit a weak

one) between cognitive stereotypes and the evaluation by Whites of hypothetical Black juve-

nile offenders.

In a similar and more recent experiment, Graham and Lowery (2004) employed subliminal

racial priming to test the effect of unconscious racial stereotypes held by police and juvenile

probation officers on their evaluations of hypothetical adolescent offenders. A sample of 105

police officers and 91 juvenile probation officers was primed with words related either to the

racial category of Black or to a race-neutral condition. The priming took place through words

flashed on a computer screen that appeared too quickly to register in conscious awareness.

Once primed, the research subjects were presented with two vignettes involving crimes com-

mitted by hypothetical juvenile offenders whose race was deliberately left ambiguous. In the

first experiment, the police officer subjects were asked to rate the delinquents according to per-

sonality traits, perceived culpability, and expected recidivism. They were also asked to indicate

how they would handle the situation if called to the scenes represented in each vignette: Let

the suspect off with a warning, arrest the suspect on misdemeanor charges, or arrest the sus-

pect on felony charges. In the second experiment, the juvenile probation officers were asked to

rate the delinquents in the same manner but were given the following choices as potential

hypothetical responses: Let the suspect off with a warning, place the suspect on informal pro-

bation, cite the suspect to juvenile traffic court, or refer the suspect to a district attorney.

In both experiments, the police officers and juvenile probation officers who had been

racially primed rated the hypothetical delinquents as more mature and gave them higher 

negative-trait ratings related to violence and bad character. They also judged them to be more

culpable and deserving of harsher treatment. Structural equation modeling showed that the
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racial priming affected judgments about culpability both directly and indirectly through trait

inferences. The researchers concluded that unconscious racial stereotypes can be activated

in actual criminal justice decision makers and that, once activated, those stereotypes can

influence judgments and behavioral intentions.

Traditionally, racial stereotypes, prejudice, and discrimination have been considered closely

related phenomena (Dovidio et al., 1996). Dovidio and colleagues’ (1996) meta-analysis of the

existing research on the linkages among these concepts reveals some support for this supposi-

tion. Across studies, these researchers found a moderate relationship between racial attitudes

and discrimination (r = .32) but note that their conclusions must be viewed with caution

because of the limited number of studies that have directly explored the connections between

racial attitudes and discriminatory behavior. Graham and Lowery’s (2004) more recent work

on subliminal racial priming—which was not reviewed by Dovidio et al.—provides additional

evidence that unconscious racial stereotypes may indeed influence decision making by crimi-

nal justice actors. The work of these researchers helps point toward a general theory of racial

profiling that includes a hypothesized connection between stereotypical beliefs about racial

groups and subconscious disparate treatment of minority citizens by the police.

SPECIFYING A THEORY OF RACIAL PROFILING

Our theoretic approach begins with the axiom that police officers view themselves first and

foremost as crime fighters—soldiers in a “war” on crime with battle lines drawn between us

(the police) and them (criminals; see Betz, 1988; Crank, 2004; Kraska, 2001; Kraska &

Kappeler, 1997). From this perspective, officers quickly learn to become suspicious of 

anyone who does not wear a police uniform. Suspicion, however, is not uniformly applied.

Van Maanen (1996, p. 163) noted the differences in how police treat those whom they sus-

pect of having committed a crime (suspicious persons) compared to those who do not accept

the police definition of a situation (“assholes”) or those who fall into neither of the other two

categories (“know-nothings”). Furthermore, police beliefs about which citizens are likely to

be involved in crime are based on a variety of individual, behavioral, and situational cues,

including race and gender (Bittner, 1970; Rubinstein, 1973; Skolnick, 1994).

As a result, police in some communities have a long and ill-famed reputation for racial dis-

crimination and increased suspiciousness of minorities (D. Smith, Visher, & Davidson, 1984;

Walker, Spohn, & DeLone, 2004; Williams & Murphy, 1990). In the area of pedestrian stops

or traffic enforcement, these views may result in the differential treatment of minority, pow-

erless, or disrespectful citizens (Lundman, 1979). By the same token, police are not immune

to the unpleasant reality that crime is unevenly distributed in American society (M. R. Smith

& Petrocelli, 2001). African Americans, for example, commit more violent street crime on 

a per-capita basis than do Whites and Asians (FBI, 2003; U.S. BJS, 2002b). Similarly,

poverty (Block, 1979; Taylor & Covington, 1988), age (Hirschi & Gottfredson, 1989), and

gender (FBI, 2003; U.S. BJS, 2002a) are strong and consistent predictors of criminality.

Overlaid with the predisposition of the police toward suspiciousness and the skewed dis-

tribution of crime in society is a cognitive perspective on stereotyping that suggests that

repeated contacts with groups that demonstrate disproportionate levels of crime or antisocial

behavior may result in the development of scripts that can influence how police perceive

 distribution.
© 2007 International Association for Correctional and Forensic Psychology. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized

 at PENNSYLVANIA STATE UNIV on September 1, 2008 http://cjb.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://cjb.sagepub.com


Smith, Alpert / EXPLAINING POLICE BIAS 1277

members of such groups in street-level encounters (Bower et al., 1979; Brehm et al., 2002;

Read, 1987). Once these cognitive schema are formed, they are easily recalled and likely

will influence future attitudes and behavior. Such scripts are most likely to develop among

officers assigned to high-crime minority neighborhoods or who otherwise serve in positions

that bring them into repeated contact with mostly minority offenders.

Likewise, the well-documented cognitive phenomenon of illusory correlation suggests

that even police officers who do not routinely come into contact with minority offenders

will likely overestimate the prevalence of negative behaviors among minorities, which in

turn, can lead to the formation of race-based stereotypes. These stereotypes serve to rein-

force socially learned and culturally transmitted beliefs about race that police officers fre-

quently bring with them to the job. Indeed, more than 100 studies have demonstrated that

Whites in American society hold automatic negative associations with Blacks and other

minority groups (Blair, 2002).

However, police work provides a fertile environment for the creation of negative racial

stereotypes beyond those that the society at large produces. Because of their unique role in

maintaining social control, police officers must routinely contact and intervene in the affairs

of those who violate the law and other social norms. Either through learned cognitive schemas

or the mechanism of illusory correlation, police officers are at high risk for developing racial

stereotypes about the people with whom they interact in the course of their duties. Although

the traditional view of racial profiling holds that police officers intentionally target minority

citizens for disparate treatment during traffic or pedestrian stops (Harris, 2002), a growing and

persuasive body of literature suggests that such stereotypes can be activated and used outside

of conscious awareness (Graham & Lowery, 2004; Greenwald & Banaji, 1995).

We propose that such unconscious racial profiling is the most plausible explanation for

the widespread empirical findings of disparities in traffic- and pedestrian-stop outcomes.

This aversive form of racism (Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000) operates predominately through

nonpurposive discriminatory decision making that manifests itself in the ambiguous and dis-

cretionary-laden world of street-level police work. As Gaertner and Dovidio (2000) have

suggested, bias is most likely to occur within the aversive paradigm when norms governing

appropriate behavior are ambiguous. Police stops of citizens are highly discretionary, largely

unsupervised, and governed by only minimal evidentiary requirements (Delaware v. Prouse,

1979). As a result, traffic and pedestrian stops provide a perfect environment for unconscious

racial bias to occur. It is no surprise, then, that a large and growing body of empirical liter-

ature documents disparities in the treatment of White and minority citizens who are stopped

by the police.

Recognizing that racial profiling, where it exists, is largely nonvolitional does not dimin-

ish the fact that, in some cases, police treat minorities differently from Whites either out of

racial animus or as part of an intentional strategy to attack crime or disorder. Thus, we do

not reject the arguments of those who believe that police do profile minorities on purpose

in some cases. Instead, we have attempted to demonstrate that unconscious racial stereo-

typing and its influence on decision making is the most likely explanation for the racial dis-

parities observable in the stop patterns of most law enforcement agencies that have been the

subjects of empirical studies. Neither racial hatred on the part of the police nor their strate-

gic use of race as a decision-making criterion is a convincing explanation for the patterns

evident in the available data.
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A RESEARCH AGENDA

Our theory of unconscious racial stereotyping is based on our review of the available

empirical literature on racial profiling and on the results of related social–psychological

research. At this point, the theory needs empirical verification, which is especially challeng-

ing given the inherent difficulties in distinguishing conscious from unconscious attitudes and

behaviors. Thus, this final section proposes two distinct but related strands of research: The

first uses stop data to examine the relationship between racial demography and officer

behavior, and the second uses laboratory methods from social psychology to disentangle

officers’ motives.

As to the first strand of the proposed research agenda, the current literature on racial pro-

filing gives comparatively little attention to the relationship between officer characteristics

and the race of citizens stopped. Those studies that have examined the influence of officer

characteristics on stop outcomes have focused primarily on officer race or job assignment

(drug interdiction or street crimes unit) as predictor variables of interest (Engel & Calnon,

2004; New York Attorney General’s Office, 1999; M. R. Smith & Petrocelli, 2001; W. R.

Smith et al., 2003). However, our theory suggests the importance of examining where an

officer works and how the demographic characteristics of those with whom the officer

interacts on a repeated basis may influence the officer’s discretionary choices.

Specifically, research is needed to determine whether officers who are differentially

exposed to minority criminality—by, for example, working in high-crime minority neigh-

borhoods—treat minority citizens differently from officers who work in mostly White

neighborhoods. The conditioning component of our theory suggests that differential expo-

sure of officers to high levels of minority criminal involvement may result in more punitive

treatment of minority citizens. To examine this issue, researchers could employ a quasi-

experimental design to compare the stop activities of officers who work in high-crime

minority neighborhoods to officers who work in lower crime White areas. The results from

this study would provide indirect (but critical) evidence that social conditioning may be

occurring at differential rates in these different areas.

To test the illusory correlation component of our theory, another study could be designed

to compare the stop activities of officers who work in mostly minority cities to those who

work in majority White cities. According to our theory, officers who work in cities with

clear majority and minority populations would be expected to overestimate the prevalence

of crime among the minority population and may treat that group more punitively than the

majority population. Because the theory of illusory correlation is “color-blind,” officers in

majority–minority cities (e.g., Detroit) would be expected to treat Whites more harshly than

the dominant minority group, whereas officers who work in mostly White cities (e.g.,

Spokane, Washington) would demonstrate an opposite pattern of behavior.

Once research findings have established (or rejected) these patterns, a second strand of

research is needed to identify whether the differential treatment of citizens is the result of

conscious or unconscious processes. In other words, even if actual stop patterns are con-

sistent with our theoretical predictions, those patterns may not mean that officers are act-

ing unconsciously. Officers could still be acting out of conscious bias; thus, the second

strand of research would use various social–psychological research strategies in experi-

mental settings to see whether officers’ responses differ based on whether they work in

minority or White neighborhoods or minority or White cities.
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Along these lines, we first suggest using the Implicit Association Test (IAT, or similar

instrument), which examines subjects’ automatic associations between given attitude objects

and attributes. The IAT, administered by paper and pencil or electronically, measures how

closely associated a given object such as lightness or darkness is with an evaluative attribute

(e.g., good or bad). The more closely related the objects are to the evaluative attributes, then

the stronger is the implicit attitude. Implicit attitudes control people’s repeated or automatic

reactions to objects and people and help to shape their subsequent interactions (see Olson

& Fazio, 2003).

An example from prior research illustrates the utility of this test. Olson and Fazio (2003)

examined White students’ attitudes toward race by providing pictures of faces of Blacks and

Whites and having the subjects maintain a mental image of the pictures’ attributes before

assigning pleasant and unpleasant adjectives to them. Subjects demonstrated prejudice

against Blacks, leading to the conclusion that they are construed more negatively as a group

and, consequently, perceived more negatively on an individual level even in instances when

no individual interaction occurred on which to base a judgment.

In addition to the IAT or similar instrument, researchers could use subliminal priming to

examine unconscious attitudes and behaviors among officers who work in neighborhoods or

cities with different dominant populations. Building on the work of Graham and Lowery

(2004), for example, researchers could employ subliminal priming to test the differences in

how officers make discretionary decisions when they are differentially exposed to various

racial groups based on the neighborhood or city characteristics of where they work. If differ-

ential treatment can be identified based on racial exposure in the first strand of research, then

this second line of inquiry can help pinpoint whether the cause of such treatment is conscious

decision making or unconscious stereotyping. Not only would this second line of research

serve as a direct test of our theory, but it also could lead to a significant change in how racial

profiling is perceived. More important, it could lead to planned interventions that in turn could

help reduce or eliminate the unconscious influence of race on police decision making.

CONCLUSION

We have developed a general theory of police behavior that explains why police officers

treat minority group members more harshly than they treat White citizens. Although officers

who treat minorities differently from Whites could be acting out of racial animus, it is far

more likely that they possess unconscious biases toward minority citizens that are created

through either differential exposure to groups involved in deviant or criminal behavior

(social conditioning; Kowalski, 2003; Laviolette & Silvert, 1951) or through illusory corre-

lation mechanisms (Hamilton & Gifford, 1976). As we have argued, stereotypes most likely

develop through repeated contacts with a minority group and subsequently guide percep-

tions in future encounters. The result is that future contacts with members of these groups

will be driven by existing or yet-to-be formed schemas. Beyond these cognitive schemas, the

phenomenon of illusory correlation offers an important and as-yet-unconfirmed explanation

for the harsher treatment of minority group members by the police in comparison to their

treatment of White citizens.

Once our theory has been subjected to empirical testing and validation, future researchers

and policy makers can address how best to minimize the influence of unconscious racial

 distribution.
© 2007 International Association for Correctional and Forensic Psychology. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized

 at PENNSYLVANIA STATE UNIV on September 1, 2008 http://cjb.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://cjb.sagepub.com


1280 CRIMINAL JUSTICE AND BEHAVIOR

stereotypes on police behavior. Because our theory explains that biased policing is based on

unconscious stereotypes, policies that focus on breaking down the cognitive scripts on which

stereotypes are based can be key to changing officer attitudes and behavior. For example,

officers assigned to predominantly minority, high-crime areas for an extended period of time

may develop scripts that make them suspicious of minorities in general. Regularly changing

officers’ beat assignments based on crime characteristics and neighborhood demographic

factors could help to prevent the development of those scripts. Similarly, officers who work

in specialty units (e.g., gang or juvenile) that bring them into disproportionate contact with

young, male, minority offenders may also develop these scripts. Rotating officers out of

these units at regular intervals may help to reduce the development of racial stereotypes.

Before any such policy changes are implemented, however, our theory must first be sub-

jected to empirical study and validation.

NOTES

1. Hit rates typically refer to the proportion of searches that actually produce contraband. Lower hit rates for minorities

are often viewed as evidence of racial bias, as they suggest that minorities are searched under lower evidentiary standards

than Whites, which produces greater numbers of “false positives” (Ayres, 2001).

2. Loo (2003) conducted a meta-analysis of reported police-suicide studies and found lower rates of suicide among police

in the Americas (which included Canada) when compared to national or regional suicide rates. Loo argues that suicide

researchers should pay closer attention to a host of methodological issues when reporting results.

3. The r2 for combined group estimation tasks was .211 when the distinctive behaviors of the minority group were negative.
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