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the police are significantly related to perceptions of the
police use of excessive force, and have a moderately strong
linear relationship among themselves. Investigation of the
original relationship between race and the police use of
excessive force showed that when other factors were taken
into account, past findings that race is the strongest
predictor of attitudes toward police performance did not
hold true.

While race remained significant, police~citizen contact
and confidence in the police were found to have the greatest
support as an explanation of attitudes toward the police use
of excessive force. In both regression Model IV and V shown
in Table 7, confidence in the police was the most important
factor explaining perceptions of the police use of excessive
force. These results clearly demonstrate that satisfaction
with police contact and confidence in the police interact in
their effect on perceptions of the police use of excessive
force. That is, perceptions of the police use of excessive
force is conditioned by the level of satisfaction with
police contacts. 1In turn, satisfaction with police contact
determines the level of confidence individuals have in the
police. Therefore, according to the findings in the present
study, regardless of race, individuals who experience
negative contacts with the police are more likely to have

less confidence in the police. These results are also in
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support of cognitive consistency theory. Results of this
analysis show that research on public’s attitudes toward

police performance is incomplete.

CONCLUSION

The present study re-analyzed data from a 199@ National
Opinion Survey collected by Flanagan and Longmire. Despite
the observed significance of race in all of the regression
models, findings in the present study indicate that it is
the contact with the police, in general, that explains more
variation in the public’s perceptions of the police use of
excessive force. Adding confidence in the police to the
equation increased the variation in the perceptions of the
police use of excessive force to 19 percent. Therefore,
perceptions of the police use of excessive force is
conditioned by the type of contact perceived by the public
whether (involuntary/dissatisfied or voluntary/satisfied)
which determines their confidence level in the police.
These findings of perceptions toward the police use of
excessive force are consistent with past studies (Jacob
1971; Smith and Hawkins 1973; Scaglion and Condon 1980;
Huang and Vaughn 1996) pertaining to the evaluation of the
police in general.

Interestingly, while minorities only represented 15.5

percent of the sample, and Whites represented 84.5 percent
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of the sample, there was a high level of Whites as well as
minorities reporting dissatisfaction in their encounters
with the police. Jacob’s (1971) findings can help to
explain that phenomenon. He found that while Blacks have
the most severe contacts where they are threatened,
sanctioned, or arrested, working class Whites also
experience many of those circumstances. Perhaps these
individuals [working class Whites] are beginning to report
their negative experiences which are similar to those of
Blacks and Hispanics. 1In addition, lack of media attention,
and lack of advocates against police brutality to represent
poor or working class Whites can help to explain the
findings in this study. These findings suggest that race,
by itself, is not enough to explain the public’s perception
of the police use of excessive force, and that additional
factors need to be taken into account.

Another observation in the analysis is the difference
in the significance of the socioeconomic status variables.
Results showed respondents without a high school education
were more likely to perceive the police use of excessive
force as a serious problem than those with a college or
graduate education. But these contributed only one (1)
percent of the variance and had no effect on racial
differences in perceptions of the police use of excessive

force.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



94

Comparing the characteristics of the respondents may
help to explain this observation. Of the 55.9 percent of
respondents who did not perceive the police use of excessive
force as a problem, almost half of them (23.7 percent) had a
college education, and 6.3 percent had education at the
graduate level. A similar trend was also observed from the
analysis of annual household income. Of the 55.3 percent of
respondents who did not perceive the police use of excessive
force as a problem, 21.1 percent had annual household income
between $30,000 and $60,000, and 10.9 percent have income
over $60,000. The data show that a significant amount of
minorities along with Whites are representative of the
higher socioeconomic class who may have fewer encounters
with police, and thus, fewer unsatisfactory contacts with
the police. On the other hand, minorities and Whites in the
lower socioeconomic class who have frequent negative
contacts with the police, may hold more negative views of
the police use of excessive force. Therefore, socioeconomic
status, by itself, cannot determine the public’s attitude
toward the police use of excessive force. 1In essence, the
public’s perceptions of the police use of excessive force
are formed by a number of factors, most importantly, the
type of contact experienced with the police.

While conflict theory received some support, the

observed trends suggest that Quinney’s conflict theory that
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“systematic actions” create inequalities among race, sex,
and economic status (1977:52) is insufficient in the
explanation of perceptions of the police use of excessive
force. However, since respondents’ gender was not analyzed
in the present study, to completely disqualify the
theoretical approach will be erroneous on the researcher’s
part. In all reality, it appears that as minorities attain
higher levels of education, higher incomes, and a change in
socioeconomic status, they are better treated by the police,
thus their views of police brutality change, and the
opposite holds true. What needs to occur then, is an
integration between conflict and cognitive consistency
theory of attitudes based on an argument that people in
certain groups will experience more negative contacts with
the police than people in other groups, and based on those
experiences, they will have less confidence in the police.
It is, therefore, concluded that findings in the
present study give some important insights for future
investigation of the public’s attitudes toward police

performance, and enhancement of police-community relations.

IMPLICATIONS
“Police brutality has been with us forever” (Maple,
1999:67). While police brutality continues to be a

widespread problem, studies have focused on the police
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general performances, limiting their focus on issues that
affect police-community relations. Findings in this study
suggest that a vast number of individuals, other than
minorities, experience negative or unsatisfactory contacts
which influenced their views on the police use of excessive
force. These findings suggest that there is a fundamental
need for improvement in police-community relations at both
the police, and the community levels.

As noted by Smith and Hawkins, on the one hand “a
negative and hostile public makes the enforcers job
extremely difficult” and “a hostile citizenry also increases
the probability that police will use physical or verbal
abuse” (1973:147). On the other hand:

Police often view citizens as holding more hostile

attitudes than is in fact the case... This shared

misunderstanding can have self-fulfilling conseguences.

Police expect a hostile citizen reception and hence

take a more authoritarian attitude in order to assure

that actions will be seen as legitimate and authority

will not be questioned (Thomas and Hyman 1977:307).
Police departments have to implement a number of policies
and adopt methods that might help to reduce citizens’
negative attitudes toward the police, to enhance community
satisfaction, and provide a strong relationship between the
community and the police.

First, officers must obey the same rules expected of

the community they serve. Repeated publicity of police

corruption, brutal force, and other wrongdoings by police
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increase the tension between the police and the community.
When police officers respect themselves, rid themselves of
corruption and brutality, and become positive role models in
the communities (especially minority communities) in which
they serve, people are likely to have heightened confidence
in them and this might minimize confrontations between
residents and police officers.

Second, continued efforts in the direction of community
policing with the implementation of neighborhood watch
programs, community assistance programs, community advisory
panels, and strong citizen involvement may reduce the
public’s fear of the police, fear of crime, and efforts to
gain the community trust. As argued by O’Brien (1978),
police need an understanding of the differences between 1)
community relations: the day to day relationship between
police and the public; 2) public relations: any attempt to
improve the image of the agency; and 3) human relations: the
awareness of officers that the mission of the police is
dependent upon “a solid community relations program
permeated by the positive human relations of each officer”
(1978:307). While a solution to end unjustified brutal
force may be difficult to achieve, police departments need
to continue in their efforts of improving relations and

attitudes between the police and the public.
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Third, police and minority groups need to narrow the
gap of cultural knowledge of each other. “The objective
each group should strive for is reciprdcity through
knowledge rather than dominion through assertion” (Carter
1985:499). The 100 Blacks In Law Enforcement Who Care
(1998) has produced a manual entitled What To Do When
Stopped By The Police. This manual provides instructions
for the public in the following areas: what to do when a
police knocks at your door; when stopped by police in the
streets; how to interact with a police in the occurrence of
an incident; how to interact with a police if stopped while
driving. On the other hand, as recommended by the Kerner
Commission’s report in 1967, police need to be taught how to
deal with the sensitive issues of minority communities.
This can improve race relations between citizens and police,
and assist in building the public’s trust in the police.

Fourth, police departments must not create conflicting
interest among officers in their efforts to reform. Smith
and Hawkins (1973) argue that police departments that set up
special units, and patrolmen to act as public relations
agents create a conflict of interest among police officers
and their duties. A patrolman on the street tends to feel
that the special units are responsible for the police-
community relations work, while they [patrolman} are

responsible for police work. This creates the basis for
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police officers to oppose their own department’s community-
relations efforts.

Finally, the United States Police departments should
consider adopting several features from the Japanese style
of policing which is reported for having very limited
occurrences'of police brutality (Terrill 1999). First, the
Japanese Police’s one year intense educational training in
law, police procedures, sociology, psychology, history, and
literature; and a “year in the field for on-the-job
training” (1999:371) for recruits who only possess a high
school diploma. Second, the Japanese’s koban or chuzaisho
(as an officer is known) system that provides permanent
stationed police in neighborhoods that patrol on bicycle or
by foot, offer citizens benefitting information, and
maintain law and order (Fenwick 1982; Reichel 1999; Terrill
1999). And third, the Japanese’s biannual visitations by
police to each household within his jurisdiction to conduct
a household survey (Fenwick 1982; Reichel 1999). This
process allows the officers to acquaint themselves with
news, problems, concerns among the people and assist in
their fight against crime (Reichel 1999). As part of their
efforts in engaging the community in crime control,
volunteer crime control organizations are formed in many of

their neighborhoods, and annually, a festive get-together is
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organized whereby residents are reminded of their

cooperation in crime control efforts (Fairchild 1993).

FUTURE RESEARCH

The findings in the present study have given some
important insights on the public’s perceptions of police
brutality and help explain the influence of race. Results
show that several guestions still need to be answered.
Further explanations of racial differences are needed.
Analyzing factors such as age, gender, media, and so forth,
may add additional information. In addition, observational
research of police brutality may be appropriate in finding

interactive factors.
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