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/Abstract

~

Claims of racial profiling by police services have prompted many states to collect demographic data on those with whom
police have contact in both traffic stops and regular patrol. However, the possibility for police officers to disengage, or
depolice, when faced with data collection policies that are viewed as lessening the officer’s discretion is real. Depolicing
can include police officers refusing to patrol minority populated neighborhoods for fear of data reflecting over-represen-
tative minority contacts. As an unintended consequence, data tracking policies may negatively impact the very minorities
they are designed to protect. This exploratory study analyzes the correlation found between police officers’ decisions to
stop or not stop a speeding motorist identified as a racial or ethnic minority and four related factors; 1) Statutory racial
data tracking, 2) frequency of contacts data reviews, 3) officer’s length of service and 4) any history of discipline for
violating racial profiling policy. A sample of regular duty police officers from Midwest states were surveyed using their
responses to a traffic stop scenario presented as a vignette. Results of a logistic regression model showed the only signifi-
cant predictor of a police officer’s decision was the presence of a state statute requiring the collection of racial identity in
contact data. Findings offer a potential explanation of individual officer minority contact ratios, and may prompt policy

revision to effect equal treatment of all citizens regardless of race or ethnicity.

J

Introduction

In the mid-1980s, the United States Drug Enforcement Ad-
ministration (DEA) engaged in a narcotics trafficking venture
entitled “Operation Pipeline” with the goal of identifying drug
couriers engaged in narcotics trafficking along major highways
within U.S. borders [1]. The problem, according to [1] was the
identification of such couriers involved the use of race and ethnic-
ity. The training program implemented during Operation Pipeline
specifically outlined certain indicators, such as race and gender,
to identify would-be drug traffickers [1]. What followed were the
filings of civil suits in which police were accused of using race in
an inappropriate manner when deciding to conduct investigatory,
as well as probable cause, stops [1]. Consequently, racial profiling,
defined roughly as targeting minorities for disparate investigatory
practices based on the belief that their race or ethnicity suggests
a greater potential for criminality, was brought to the forefront of
American legal proceedings [2].

Barnum and Perfetti [3] observed that the foundation of the
racial profiling legal battle can be identified in two notable court
cases: Wilkins vs. Maryland State Police (1993) and The State of
New Jersey vs. Soto (1996). In each of these cases, the plaintiffs,
minority citizens, alleged that police officers used their race as a

primary motivating factor in the decision to conduct a traffic stop
as opposed to any observed violation, traffic or criminal [3]. Be-
tween the years of 1991 and 2006, approximately 135 cases were
heard on the federal level that directly addressed the issue of racial
profiling. Furthermore, in regard to the Wilkins (1993) decision,
the State of Maryland was required to start a data collection cam-
paign to track demographic information of every traffic stop con-
ducted in the state; this represented the beginning of data tracking
campaigns across the country [2].

As Congress failed to pass any comprehensive racial profil-
ing legislation, several individual states were successful in passing
bills that addressed law enforcement’s use of race as an indicator
of criminal activity, some calling for the mandatory collection of
demographic data that characterized each police/citizen contact.
However, as Laney [4] noted, with such an ambiguous definition
of what constitutes racial profiling, any accurate measurement of
the phenomenon could be difficult. Schafer, Carter, Katz-Bannis-
ter, and Wells [5] further added such data collection policies may
show a problem when, in fact, a problem does not actually exist.
The result of such a policy, as noted by Cooper [6] and Miller [7],
could be a phenomenon known as depolicing, or the systematic re-
fusal of police to engage in pro-active policing. It is this depolicing
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that could potentially keep police out of minority populated neigh-
borhoods, which according to Capers [8], often have the highest
crime rates and the greatest need for police presence.

The research of Ingram [9] and Novak and Chamlin [10],
amongst others, addressed the numerous variables that play into
a police officer’s decision to stop a motorist. What was missing
from the existing literature is an analysis of how racial profiling
policies impact proactive policing.The purpose of this exploratory,
quantitative, cross-sectional study was to identify and analyze the
possible relationship between racial profiling policy, state statutes,
and a police officer’s decision to stop or not stop a motorist when
that motorist is observed to be a racial or ethnic minority. Fur-
thermore, this study utilized a vignette to address police officer
behavior in a hypothetical situation. As noted by [11], vignettes
can be used to identify behavioral patterns not identified through
other data collection methods.

Literature Review

Racial disparity in traffic stops is a troubling issue facing
many law enforcement agencies. Researchers of racial profiling
have addressed multiple variables that play a part in an officer’s
decision to stop a motorist. Officer behavior is not an understudied
topic by any means, but there is less research on policy influence
as it relates to both officer decisions and racial profiling, which is
a notable gap in current research.

Mendias and Kehoe [12] observed that discretion employed
by police officers must reflect the ideology, current social struc-
ture, and current paradigm espoused by the department with which
they are employed. This suggests that police officers have not only
drawn on departmental policy to guide their behavior but the po-
lice culture may have had an influence as well [13]. Reinforced
the impact of police culture on individual officer discretion and
stated that it is an organizational variable that should be taken into
account when attempting to understand police officer behavior.
However, police behavior and decision-making processes may
not be an easily understood phenomenon [14]. Noted the different
variables that impact an officer’s decision to stop or not stop a mo-
torist. Phillips further identified issues such as vehicle characteris-
tics as significant in influencing the decision to stop as opposed to
driver characteristics, which were found to be not significant in the
decision-making process [15]. Asserted that in making their deci-
sions, police officers managed the information presented to them
by using similar clues ascribed to similar people, stereotypes of
sort.

Kennedy [16] Identified racial profiling as the conscious
identification of race as an indication of potential criminality. As
such, Kennedy delineated two primary groups, police and mem-

bers of racial minorities, as key players in the practice of racial
profiling. The issue arises as to whether or not racial profiling is
an acceptable tactic used by police officers. Risse and Zeckhauser
[17] noted that while racial profiling can have its uses from a utili-
tarian perspective, ignoring one’s individuality is a damaging prac-
tice. The damage, according to Kennedy, is monumental and has
historically resulted in violent outbursts from racial minorities.

Identifying the damaging effects of using race as an indica-
tor of criminality as [16] noted, many police departments created
policies that ban the use of race as a proxy for criminality [7].
These policies, as noted by [4], often include the practice of track-
ing data to identify whether or not an officer is, in fact, engaging in
the practice of racial profiling. Some police departments chose to
implement racial profiling policies on their own while others were
mandated by statutes adopted through legislation in their respec-
tive states [4]. Upon implementing such policies, however, police
departments needed to ensure compliance, and as [18] noted, con-
trol over an employee comes by watching the employee and either
rewarding desirable or punishing undesirable behavior. It is at this
point that the decisions made by an employee are directly affected,
according to Rowe et al. [19], by the control mechanisms chosen
by an employee’s supervisor. Improper application of organiza-
tional control mechanisms result in negative behavior from

The employee [12] in the case of police officer behavior, this
negative behavior may manifest itself in the form of depolicing
[20].

Racial profiling policy, as noted by [6], may result in a po-
lice officer’s decision to under police neighborhoods populated
predominately by minorities. According to Cooper, this practice
of depolicing serves two purposes: (a) By under policing minor-
ity populated neighborhoods police avoid antagonizing any racial
tensions and (b) Depolicing challenges police critics. In addition,
Cooper noted that by engaging in depolicing, police officers get
the chance to exert their autonomy and discretion in such a way
that policy makers would have trouble controlling the action. The
author further noted that the message conveyed with depolicing
was, “Criticize our policing and you will get no policing” [6].
While Cooper addressed the urge to avoid antagonism, there was
no mention of how an officer may fear disciplinary proceedings, or
worse, receiving a label such as “racist.”

Historical Analysis

Extant racial profiling literature has tended to focus on the
social harms associated with using race as a proxy for criminal be-
havior. According to Tomaskovic-Devey and Warren (2009) [21],
the Drug Enforcement Administration’s (DEA) Operation Pipeline
prompted modern interest in racial profiling. The DEA trained of-
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ficers to profile drug couriers, and this profile included race; spe-
cifically young males with dark skin [21]. From this point forward,
police officers were believed to use the drug courier profile, which
included race, as an indicator of criminal activity in the War on
Drugs [2]. Research focused on the drug courier profile and its
impact on the minority community while civil rights organizations
condemned its use [21]. Meanwhile, law enforcement agencies
continued to engage in the tactic with full support from the United
States Department of Justice [21].

Research in racial profiling changed significantly after the
terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. According to [1], instead
of concerns revolving around Black and Hispanic drug courier pro-
files, “new questions and concerns have been raised about racial
profiling of Arab and Muslim Americans” (p.1197). Consequently,
the topic of racial profiling jumped to the forefront of American
homeland security as claims of racial profiling skyrocketed in both
airport security checks and traffic stops [1]. Research into public
approval of racial profiling as a police tactic also emerged, with
results indicating a public propensity to approve of the tactic to
prevent terrorism, but low approval ratings for crime prevention
[22].

On the state level, according to [3], data collection policies
began to emerge in the 1990s after the Wilkins (1993) and Soto
(1996) decisions. However, Barnum and Perfeti, as well as [23],
noted a recurring problem with racial profiling research founded
in racial profiling data collection: the lack of a clear baseline for
minority drivers in a given jurisdiction. The conundrum, according
to [24], is that “the current literature suggests that police contact
should be proportionate to population demographics and ignores
all other intervening variables” (p.274). In addition, just because
disproportionate stop ratios may be identified, that does not neces-
sarily indicate disparate treatment at the hands of police [3]; there
is just the assumption that the minority distribution identified in
stops should be representative of the community [25].

Laney [4] noted the issue of accountability in racial pro-
filing claims, stating that public sentiment varies concerning the
proper response for officers found to have engaged in racial pro-
filing. Some people feel that an officer found to be in violation
of racial profiling policy should be subject to additional training,
intense monitoring, or even removal from his or her position as an
officer; others wanted the individual police officers subjected to
civil litigation [4]. [26], in referring to public reaction to racially
charged police-involved shootings in Cincinnati, called the reac-
tion “a war against the defenders of law in Cincinnati, and in par-
ticular, against the defenders of law in the impoverished Cincinnati
neighborhoods” (p.224). However, as a response to the public re-
action, police administrators implemented control mechanisms in

the form of policy to address the issue of racial profiling.
Control

Discipline, as it relates to policy implementation, was the
focus of Shane’s research, stating that “the intent conveyed by
the organization when its disciplinary practices are perceived as
unfair is that the employees are expendable and are not valued”
(p-66) [12]. Noted, officer discretion must be employed in such a
way that it agrees and meets organizational standards set forth in
policy. Furthermore, controlling employee behavior must be done
in such a way that meets organizational goals as well as promotes
the proper responses in various situations calling for discretionary
decisions [19].

Officer discretion is at the heart of the concept of depolicing
[20]. Miller [7] noted Depolicing’s relation to policy implementa-
tion, stating that data collection policies may backfire, resulting in
a police officer engaging in the practice of depolicing or the inten-
tional misrepresentation of actual minority contacts. In addition,
Cooper [6] suggested police officers may ultimately disengage
from patrolling minority populated neighborhoods. This practice,
as noted by Cooper, serves to both address critics of racial profil-
ing practices and to send the message that police will “allow crime
to go unchecked”.

Decision Making

As a behavior exhibited by police officers, depolicing might
be viewed as an individual officer’s attempt to establish solidarity
or exhibit his or her authority to employ discretion when he or she
sees fit, as was the case when [27] referenced the practice. How-
ever, an analysis of police behavior revealed a multi-faceted ap-
proach to the decision-making process. Citing Wilson, [28] noted
the differential policing styles of service, watchdog, and legalistic
orientation, but suggested that officers differ in the way they ap-
proach problems and those behaviors cannot be attributed solely to
the municipality’s political culture. Stroshine, Alpert, and Dunham
[29] noted how individual interpretations of people and places
have a direct influence on officer behavior and decision making
processes. Notably, much of the existing literature has focused on
a police officer’s decision-making process during a traffic stop.

Vito and Walsh [30] stated that the decision to make a traf-
fic stop involved a conscious decision- making process on the of-
ficer’s part and understanding the thoughts and motives behind
those decisions are of the utmost importance. In analyzing mul-
tiple variables associated with such a decision, [31] addressed the
relationship of numerous variables such as sex, age, and race, age,
and so on, on an officer’s decision to arrest or stop and question a
person. Pollock et al. discovered that race did not have a significant
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relationship to an officers’ decision to stop and question or arrest
a person. It was noted that their findings are consistent with much
of the current body of knowledge addressing the insignificance of
race and police contacts [31].

As politics may play a part in an officer’s decision mak-
ing process [32], or the organizational leadership may influence
police action [33], officers conduct themselves according to their
descriptive perspectives of organizational justice [34]. According
to Wolfe and Piquero [34], officers who view their departments as
just in enforcing departmental guidelines are less likely to engage
in undesirable behavior otherwise known as police misconduct.
Shane echoed this assertion in noting the trend of increased desir-
able performance by employees when they felt connected or em-
braced by the organization. Conversely, Wolfe and Piquero cited
research indicating that those who view their departments as treat-
ing their employees unjustly are more likely to engage in deviant
behavior. Wolfe and Piquero utilized regression analysis in seeking
their understanding perceptions of organizational justice as it ef-
fects officer attitude and beliefs in noble-cause or code-of-silence
attitudes. What was learned was as officers felt their organizations
were just, their rate of citizen complaints decreased. Wolfe and
Piquero noted the importance of policy development that appears
fair and just while explaining the importance and allowing for the
officer to voice concerns about the policy.

In summary, researchers have shown the numerous other
variables that may influence a police officer’s decision making pro-
cess, and while race is typically the focus of traffic stop research,
it is not always significant in the officer’s decision. Nonetheless,
police administrators, often by the direction of new legislation,
implement data tracking policies addressing the potential use of
race as the single factor in decision making. These data tracking
policies, as noted by Phillips [14], fail to identify the legal factors
that play into an officer’s decision to stop a motorist. In addition,
With row (as cited in Phillips [14]) suggested that data collection
efforts fail to address those instances where officers choose to not
stop a motorist, making comparisons between who was stopped
and not stopped less valid. Furthermore, Phillips noted one of the
problems associated with racial profiling data collection is the
mere nature of self-reported data on a controversial topic, and ac-
cording to Lundman [20], police officers have several reasons to
inaccurately report data pertaining to racial profiling. Regardless
of whether or not officers are accurately reporting their stops after
it has already occurred, it is imperative that policy makers and
administrators understand

What the officer is thinking prior to the stop. This study ad-
dressed the issue of race and not only the decision to stop, but the
decision not to stop based on the officer’s observations.

Methodology

For this study a survey was conducted of a purposive sample
of 412 sworn police officers in the Midwestern United States who
were invited to respond to a descriptive traffic stop scenario pre-
sented as a vignette. Binary logistic regression was utilized to ana-
lyze the relationship between the dependent variable; an officer’s
decision to stop or not stop a motorist for a minor traffic violation,
when the race of that motorist is observed to be that of a racial
or ethnic minority, and four predictor variables measured in the
survey: 1) The presence of a statutorily implemented data track-
ing program, 2) years of service in policing, 3) previous discipline
for violating the department’s racial profiling policy, and 4) the
frequency of discussion relating to racial profiling data between an
individual officer and his or her supervisor.

Variables

Defining predictor variables for this study involved an-
ecdotal understanding of police officer behavior combined with
analysis of existing research resulting in the identification of four
predictors. Although not a predictor variable used in this study, the
perceived race of the driver must be addressed as it was analyzed
as an influential variable in the decision to stop or not stop the
motorist in the vignette. Visible racial or ethnic minority, as termed
in this study, will include the remaining population that do not fall
into the category of White.

The first predictor variable was defined by the statutory re-
quirement calling for the collection of data identifying the race of
those with who police contact either via traffic stop or voluntary
contact. According to Laney [4], several state governments passed
legislation requiring police department’s to track demographic in-
formation as well as contact disposition to identify if officers are
utilizing race as a primary factor in decision making or are engag-
ing in disparate treatment of minorities. Some states, such as Mis-
souri and Kansas, allow for police to be disciplined if found to be
engaged in racial profiling or disparate treatment of minorities [35].
Other states, such as lowa, have not passed any legislation forbid-
ding the practice [36]. In the analysis this was coded as either Yes,
for the existence of a statute, or No for no existing statute.

The second predictor variable in this study was that of time
in policing. The number of years as a sworn officer can be an im-
portant variable in an officer’s behavior, and the use of race in
discretionary decision-making may be no different. This study will
analyze the correlation between how long an officer is employed
in policing, by years, with his or her decision to stop or not stop a
visible ethnic or racial minority. In the analysis this was coded in
completed years of service and was the only continuous variable
included in the study.
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The third predictor variable involved any prior discipline or
consultation, one or more, for violating bias-based policing poli-
cies within the individual officer’s police department. As noted
by legislation in both Kansas and Missouri, officers can be sub-
ject to discipline if found to be engaging in racial profiling [35].
Consequently, as noted by [19] applications of behavioral control
mechanisms such as disciplinary procedures may be an important
variable. In the analysis this was coded as either yes for prior disci-
pline or consultation or No for no prior discipline or consultation.

The fourth predictor variable identified for this study was
the frequency of discussion relating to racial profiling statistics. In
other words, any notification to the officer from their supervisor as
to the current status of their racial profiling statistics was included
as a predictor. In the analysis this was also coded as Yes for prior
notification or No for any prior notification. These discussions
may come in the form of formal or informal periodic evaluations
or even as part of a disciplinary procedure.

Four research questions were created addressing the vari-
ables selected for this study, each one addressing a police officer’s
decision making process as it relates to racial profiling policy. The
study was geared to identify a correlation, if any existed, between;
the presence of data collection policies, an officer’s years as a
sworn police officer, any prior discipline for violating the depart-
ment’s racial profiling policy, the frequency of supervisory

Discussion pertaining to the individual officer’s racial profil-
ing statistics and that officer’s decision to stop or not stop a racial
or ethnic minority when the race is observed prior to stop.

Sampling

Data were collected from a purposive sample of 412 sworn
police officers in the Midwestern United States. Police depart-
ments were chosen based on their similarities in size and their
representativeness of varying levels of data collection policies. In
addition, each department selected represented a varying level of
racial profiling data collection, meaning one department was not
required by statute to collect data, one was required to collect on
traffic stops only, and one was required by law to collect data on
traffic stops while encouraging data collection on voluntary pedes-
trian contacts.

This study employed binary logistic regression with demo-
graphic data collected from a self-administered survey that includ-
ed as scenario presented as a vignette. Tabachnick and Fidell [37]
noted that a simple rule in computing sample size is N > 104 + m
with m being the number of predictor variables in the model. This
study employed a minimum sample size of N> 104 +4 or N > 108.
The alpha level for this study was set at (o) = .05, a power level of
.80, and a medium observed effect size of .50.

Participation and Data Collection

Prior to data collection, letters of cooperation were collected
from each respective chief of police. An original survey was cre-
ated that included questions about routine practices and a single
vignette describing a hypothetical scenario commonly encoun-
tered by police officers on patrol. According to Jenkins et al. [11],
vignettes can be used to collect data that represent collective group
behavior. This vignette presented the officer with a scenario in
which he or she observed a vehicle traveling just above their indi-
vidual allowance for speeding, but as they prepared to turn around
and stop the motorist, they observed the race of the driver to be
that of a racial or ethnic minority. This officer had also recently
been informed that their minority contact ratios were close to the
expected representative contact ratios for their jurisdictions.

The survey was composed of nine questions, two of which
addressed a vignette describing a routine traffic stop scenario in
which the officer observed the race of the driver prior to initiating a
stop. These categorical questions were coded as a yes/no response
with allowable open-ended responses to explain the respondents
answer. The other seven questions were related to the police envi-
ronment; policy, statutes, years of service, and demographic data.
Each participant was sent an email with a survey link. The email
included an informed consent letter that explained the study as
well as the rights of each participant. A range of dates, exactly
two weeks, was scheduled with each participating agency during
which the officers could complete the survey at their own free will
if they chose to do so. At the end of the time frame provided, data
was collected and exported into SPSS. There was no debriefing
of the participants nor was there any follow-up questionnaire or
survey conducted. In addition, there was no payment for participa-
tion. Of the 412 potential respondents, 176 actually completed the
survey (a response rate of 43%). During the two week data collec-
tion period, only one reminder was sent out to participants.

Results

Following are the results of this quantitative analysis. Fre-
quencies and percentages are reported as well as 2 statistics and
correlation coefficients as appropriate. In addition, results of the
binary logistic regression analysis are included.

Descriptive Statistics

The demographic information collected pertained only to an
officer’s years of sworn service. For the 176 officers who com-
pleted the survey, the range of experience was between 1 year and
34 years sworn service. Table 1 contains the mean and standard
deviation for the officers’ years of experience.
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Survey Question M SD
13.73 7.28

How long have you been a police officer?

Table 1: Mean and Standard Deviation for Years of Service

Officers were asked whether or not they would stop an ob-
served racial or ethnic minority for a minor traffic violation after

Analysis

The results of the chi-square tests are presented in Table 3.
To test the relationship between an officer’s years of service and
their decision to stop or not stop a motorist, we ran a point biserial
correlation, and those results are presented in Table 4.

being recently told by their supervisor during a routine evaluation Would you stop the vehicle?
review that their minority contact/stop ratio was slightly higher than Predictor Yes | No 2(1) p
acceptable by department standards. Further, officers were asked Prosence of Racial profilin
what influenced their decision if they chose to not stop the driver. law in s tatep g 10.9 | <.001
Of the 176 respondents, 104 chose to go ahead and stop the vehicle
(59%) and 72 chose to not stop the vehicle (41%). Sixty-seven No law 281201 | S[13]
of the officers who chose to not stop the vehicle (93%) reported Law present 76 [84] | 66[58]
either the observed race or a departmentally implemented policy Prior discipline 1.73 | 0.188
prompted their decision. Frequencies and percentages of questions Yes 6 [8] 8 [6]
relating to the independent variables are included in Table 2. These No 98 [96] 63 [65]
frequencies and percentages account for the 176 officers surveyed - — -
(35%) of the total population for these jurisdictions. Racial statistics discussion 172 | 0.19
Survey Question 0 % Does not discuss 46 [42] 24 (28]
Based on the scenario above, would you stop this Does discuss 58 [62] 46 [42]
vehicle? Table 3: Chi square analyses of categorical predictors and decision to stop
Yes 104 59 or not stop
No 72 41 Note: Parenthetical values represent expected counts.
Was your decision to not stop this vehicle influ- Evaluation of the chi square statistics revealed only one sig-
enced by your understanding of any state law nificant relationship between the predictors and an officer’s deci-
addressing racial profiling? sion to stop or not stop a vehicle, and that was the presence of a
Yes 23 14 state law requiring the collection of racial profiling data, ¥2(1) =
No 53 32 10.90, p <.001. An officer receiving prior discipline, 2 (1) = 1.73,
Does not apply 38 54 p =.188, and frequency of discussion, 2 (1) = 1.72, p =.190, were
Was your decision to nof stop this vehicle influ- not foupd to be statistically s1gn1ﬁc§nt: Fmally, an ofﬁcer.’s years
enced by your department’s racial profiling policy? of service were not found to be statistically significant with their
decision to stop or not stop a motorist rpb(170) <.01, p =.969.
Yes 67 93
No 5 7 Predictor Decision to stop or not stop
Have you received discipline for violating your Years of service -0.003
department’s racial profiling policy? ) L. . . ..
Table 4: Point Biserial Correlation between Years of Service and Decision
Yes 14 8 to Stop or Not Stop
No 159 90 , o
Does not apply 5 N . .We addre.ssed resea.rch questions 1, 2, 3, and 4 using bm.t:lry
logistic regression analysis. The presence of a state law mandating
Are your personal racial profiling stats discussed collection of racial profiling data, prior discipline for violating the
with you? department’s racial profiling policy, the frequency of discussion
Discussed 104 60 of racial profiling data with supervisors, and an officer’s years of
Not discussed 70 40 service were used as predictors in the outcome officer’s decision

Table 2: Frequencies and Percentages for Participant Survey Responses

Note: Not all percentages may equal 100% due to rounding.

to stop or not stop a motorist based on the given scenario. Of these
four predictors used in the logistic regression model, only one, the
presence of a state law mandating the collection of racial profil-
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ing datay2 (4) = 13.21, p = .010, was found to be statistically sig-
nificant. Evaluation of the odds ratio shows that holding all other
independent variables constant, respondents who are in a state that
has a statutorily mandated racial profiling data collection policy
are 4.30 times more likely to not stop a minority motorist if they
are slightly exceeding their departments’ expected minority con-
tacts. The results of the binary logistic regression are reported in
Table 5.

Predictor Log Reg Wald Sta- P Exp(B)1
Coefficient tistic
Years of Service -0.01 0.202 0.653 0.99
Prior Discipline 0.735 1.434 0.231 2.086
Mandated Policy 1.459 7.474 0.006 4.303
Stat Discussion 0.087 0.061 0.804 1.091
(Constant) -0.381 0.392 0.531 0.683

Table 5: Logistic Regression: Predicting Stop or Not Stop

We identified one constant variable between each depart-
ment surveyed, and that is the presence of a departmental policy
that addresses racial profiling or bias-based policing that cites dis-
cipline for violating the policy. In order to evaluate the influence of
having such a policy on the decision to not stop a minority motor-
ist, we asked respondents who did not stop the vehicle based on the
scenario if their knowledge of the policy had any influence on their
decision. Of the 72 officers who did not stop the vehicle based
on the given scenario, 52 (72%) stated that their understanding of
their department policy was influential in their decision making
process to avoid the stop.

Finally, we allowed officers to fill in their own, open-ended
response on what influenced their decision to not stop the motor-
ist in the given scenario. Of the 72 officers who did not stop the
vehicle based on the scenario, 67 (93%), cited either fear of violat-
ing the policy or race itself as the basis of the decision to avoid
the stop.

Discussion and Interpretation

The results of this study indicated that the presence of a state
law requiring data collection policies implemented in every police
department can significantly (Exp(B) = 4.303) impact police of-
ficer decision making when it comes to conducting traffic stops
on racial or ethnic minorities, which is a new contribution to the
existing literature. Those officers who chose to avoid stopping a
racial or ethnic minority stated they were influenced by the very
department policy that was mandated by their state’s legislators.
Other potential predictors, such as years of service, prior discipline
for violating the policy, and the frequency of statistic discussion
were found to not be significant.

Respondents in this study were asked to respond to a scenario in
which they were presented a hypothetical situation that would not
be uncommon for many police officers and were asked if they
would stop or not stop the vehicle based on the information giv-
en. Of the 176 sworn police officers responding to this survey, 72
stated they would let the driver go. Ninety-seven percent of these
officers stated that would let the driver go because of skin color or
because of the policy in place addressing minority contacts.

This current study was geared toward identifying factors that
influence a police officer’s decision to stop, or not stop, a motorist
when the race of that motorist was observed to be a racial or ethnic
minority. The identification of a statute that requires data collec-
tion as a significant influence in a police officer’s discretionary
decision making process raises concern. The potential for police
officers to choose to avoid heavily minority populated neighbor-
hoods that may, in reality, need police patrol is notable. In this
study, 72 police officers out of the 176 surveyed stated they would
not stop a visible racial or ethnic minority if their minority contacts
were slightly above what was expected. If an officer wants to avoid
any associated labels with having a disproportionate number of
minority stops, then action must be taken to rectify the numbers.
There really is no other choice in the matter as if the numbers do
not equal out, discipline is looming on the horizon.

Officers who chose to not stop the vehicle in the given sce-
nario were allowed to explain why it was they chose to avoid the
stop. Officers explained they were afraid of being “terminated”
from their employment, afraid it would “skew my numbers the
wrong way,” or simply “the fact that the motorist is a minority.” In
fact, one officer reported the following: “We are routinely told to
look at the race of the driver, and if they are a minority, let them go
and stop a white driver.” If there is a risk of discipline for violating
an ambiguous policy then it might be best to avoid violating the
policy by any means.

The responses given by officers confirm that there is more
involved in their decision making process than the mere observa-
tion of a violation. Officers are thinking about policy, what might
be the repercussion of this stop, and whether or not they will be
labeled erroneously based on their actions. All of these thoughts, in
this study, impacted the decision to make a traffic stop on a visible
racial or ethnic minority and, as such, were fresh on the minds of
these officers.

The only significant variable identified in this study was that
of a law being present that mandated racial profiling data collec-
tion. As officers worked in a state with a law mandating such prac-
tice, the odds of not stopping a visible or racial ethnic minority
increased by 4.30 times holding all other independent variables
constant. Stroshine et al. [29] noted how an officer’s individual
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interpretation of his or her surroundings can influence their de-
cision making. Analysis of the data collected in this study rein-
forces this assertion. Even though the majority of officers did not
specifically cite the state law as being significant in their decision
making process, the fact that it was there proved to be statistically
significant. One interpretation of this significance might be that an
officer’s knowledge of this statutory requirement is influencing his
or her discretion whether he or she consciously knows it or not.
Another interpretation could be that the officers were simply not
willing to share this information in their responses for any number
of reasons.

It is apparent that the tone is set within each jurisdiction, per-
haps each department, as to how a department will handle certain
actions. Take for example, the handling of search incident to ar-
rest after [38]. Some police officers began to tow every vehicle in-
volved in a custodial arrest as it was a way around the warrantless
search of the vehicle that had just been deemed in violation of the
fourth amendment. When a vehicle is towed, an “inventory” must
be completed of the vehicle to identify the suspect’s belongings in
the vehicle. Police administrators either supported this decision,
making it common practice, or they did not and issued unwrit-
ten directives informing their officers that they will not be towing
every vehicle based simply on an arrest. The same interpretation
falls from department to department when it comes to racial profil-
ing policies. Some departments are going to take into account the
demographic makeup of the officer’s district, or even surrounding
districts, and hold him or her accountable accordingly, or they are
going to take the total demographic makeup of the entire city and
hold everyone to the same standard. Much like the search incident
to arrest interpretation, neither one is technically wrong, but one
is a perversion of the law’s intent and, with scrutiny, may even be
deemed as violating someone’s rights.

The problem, as noted by [3], is that disproportionate minor-
ity contacts do not equate to racial profiling. The officers respond-
ing to this survey were keenly aware of their policies forbidding
the practice of racial profiling, but the majority of those who chose
to not stop the motorist believed that higher numbers did equate
to a policy violation, at least in the eyes of their supervisors. The
fear of discipline or termination was observed numerous times as
a reason chose to disengage.

A large portion of the research surrounding racial profiling
addressed how race influences the decision to stop [7, 24]. In fact,
the focus tends to be on those variables that play into an officer’s
decision when making stops; race is just one of the many variables.
However, the influence of policy had not been included in any pre-
vious studies that we could find. Of the officers participating in
this study who chose to not stop the vehicle, 97% stated that their

department policy was influential in their decision. This variable
was analyzed for frequencies and percentages only. Officers who
responded to this question were only prompted to do so if they stat-
ed they were not going to stop the vehicle, and due to the follow-up
nature of the question, the variable was not included in the logistic
regression analysis. It is difficult to find a police agency of any size
that does not have a policy banning the use of race as an indicator
of criminal activity, and understandably so. This makes analysis of
the policy’s influence somewhat problematic, but we cannot ignore
the large number of officers who are citing its influence in this
study. Again, the influence of policy in a police organization is
proven to be quite strong and reflective of the organizational goals
of the department.

Limitations of the Study

As with any survey addressing sensitive topics, honesty of
the respondents is a concern. While there were some officers who
did not hold back, the data reveals some discrepancies in what the
responses in the survey were and what the actual outcome of the
analysis was. The presence of a state law mandating data collection
policies was the only variable found to be statistically significant
in the study. However, when asked directly about the influence of
this state law, only 14% responded that they were influenced by
the law. I am unsure as to why the discrepancy is identifiable. One
interpretation could be that the officers were simply not willing to
share this information. Alternatively, the officers may have not un-
derstood the question. At any rate, there is a concern with response
bias due to the nature of the question. Anonymity was promised
and explained in the informed consent document, but that promise
comes with no concrete guarantees. The officers would have to
take that promise for what it is worth in their own minds.

Generalizability is an issue. For the current study, the results
should only be generalized to the departments from which data was
drawn. Application of this data to outside agencies should be done
with caution. These cities were predominantly urban with mixed
races and cultures common in the Midwest. While I believe this
data can be used to characterize the majority of police officers in
the United States, there is no evidence to support such an assertion
and the study was not constructed in such a way to be interpreted;
as such, policies and laws were analyzed only to characterize the
departments chosen.

Conclusion

We found it quite troublesome that a respondent reported
that his or her supervisor ordered them to seek out White drivers
and stop them. A suggestion like this does not do little to promote
proactive policing, nor does it bode well for the police department
when this sort of order becomes public knowledge. Racial profil-
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ing laws are intended to eradicate the police use of race as the pri-
mary factor in stopping or investigating disproportionate members
of any particular race, and that includes Whites whether they are at
the heart of the policy or not. These policies are most certainly not
intended to bring about what some call “reverse racial profiling,”
which is nothing more than racial profiling. There must be an un-
derstanding on what constitutes racial profiling and we must move
away from strict data analysis to identify the phenomenon.

With the lack of common agreement in defining racial profil-
ing, policies implemented to combat its existence tend to be am-
biguous. We use the term ambiguous because there is no agree-
ment on what constitutes racial profiling amongst scholars [4], yet
there are laws passed that are left open to interpretation and that
interpretation typically falls into the category of numbers and only
numbers. It typically makes no difference whether or not there was
an actual violation that prompted the stop. All that matters is the
race of the driver. [39-43] Noted that at least half of the time, race
is not even noticeable to the officer due to the veil of darkness.
Time of day, actual violation observed, and whether or not the race
of the driver was even noticeable prior to the stop are amongst the
many variables that should be taken into account when labeling
behavior as problematic [44,45].

So much attention has been given to studying what factors
go in to making a traffic stop that we have ignored the numerous
reasons why an officer chooses to not make a stop. It is not feasible
to stop every violation. There are many factors influencing an of-
ficer’s decision to stop, or not stop, a vehicle, and research must
include the possibility that the officer is allowing stops to pass as
opposed to vilifying their actions as based on observed race or
ethnicity.
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