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Abstract

Police are under increased public scrutiny due to particularly newsworthy officer-involved shootings that garner
significant concern. This concern undoubtedly shapes the public’s global perceptions of police legitimacy, but does
it influence one’s attitudes towards police in their local area? This paper examines the relationship between global
perceptions of police in the United States as a whole and citizen satisfaction with local police. This is a notable
addition to the existing literature on citizen perceptions of police, which largely assesses global perceptions at a
neighborhood or organizational level. Instead, we distinguish perceptions of police as an institution from perceptions
of police as individuals and as a localized organization. We explore the relationship between these attitudes using
data collected from individuals who had personal encounters with their local law enforcement agency. Consistent
with prior studies, we control for race, age, education, sex, and perceptions of officer bias. We find that global
perceptions of police in the United States has a significant effect on satisfaction with local police. This suggests that
future studies of citizen perceptions of police could benefit from assessing general attitudes about police as an
institution. Overall, these findings have important implications for law enforcement agencies who are working to
improve their relationships with the community, particularly in a time of ongoing protests over police brutality.
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Introduction

Police across the United States are increasingly under
the microscope due to significant events garnering the
national spotlight. The officer-involved deaths of
Black men in Ferguson, Missouri, and Baltimore,
Maryland, led to protests of police brutality in 2014
and 2015. This civil unrest spurred the development of
the Black Lives Matter movement and protests of the
national anthem at NFL football games led by Colin
Kaepernick. At the same time, leading police scholars
publicly encouraged police administrators to—among
other things—enhance efforts to assess citizen
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satisfaction and meaningfully address their
community’s concerns (Lum and Nagin 2016). A few
years into this post-Ferguson era, these scholars are
joined by many other voices pushing for substantive
and even radical police reform (Nagin, Lum, and
McGuire 2020). Professional associations such as the
American Society of Criminology and the American
Sociological Association have issued statements
condemning racism across the legal system and the
United States more generally (American Society of
Criminology ~ 2020;  American  Sociological
Association 2020). These calls follow from a series of
acts of racialized violence and police brutality,
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influenced largely by the officer-involved killings of
George Floyd in Minneapolis and Breonna Taylor in
Louisville, Kentucky in 2020. Whereas Ferguson and
Baltimore fueled the Black Lives Matter movement,
new protests throughout the United States are bringing
forth a new era characterized by calls to defund or even
abolish the police in a manner similar to Alex Vitale’s
call in The End of Policing (2017).

These calls extend beyond the academy, however.
Minneapolis and Los Angeles announced plans to cut
police funding or disband the police force to build
something anew, and similar efforts have been made
in over 20 other major cities, as of September (Local
Progress 2020). These momentous events will surely
impact how Americans view police, both as a general
institution, and as public servants in their own
communities. With more citizens vocalizing their
desire for reform, and more politicians working to
enact it, it has perhaps never been more important for
law enforcement and cities more generally to
“accurately measure community levels of trust and
confidence [and]... overall community reactions to
actions of the police” (Nagin, Lum, and McGuire
2020).

Literature Review

Citizen Perceptions of Police Legitimacy

Police and police scholars have assessed and studied
citizen perceptions of police for decades, as a product
of the advent of community policing and earlier
demands for police reform (Mazzerole et al. 2013b;
Reisig and Parks 2000; Worden and McLean 2017).
Sometimes referred to as community-oriented
policing, this overall policing strategy consists of a
wide range of different techniques and programs.
Community policing seeks to build “police-citizen
partnerships to address community problems... and
improve citizen’s views... in order to establish a
firmer foundation for cooperation” (Brandl, Frank,
Worden, and Bynum 1994:131). If cooperative efforts
are achieved, in theory, police should not have to use
physical force to enforce the law. This makes
community policing approaches attractive to
advocates of police reforms.

A key determinant of the public’s willingness to
cooperate is their perception of police legitimacy.
Tyler advanced a commonly accepted and utilized
conceptualization of police legitimacy, arguing that
“when people feel that an authority is legitimate, they
authorize that authority to determine what their
behavior will be within a given set of situations”
(2004:87). In essence, those who support the police
and feel a sense of obligation to obey them are likely
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to cooperate. Empirical studies validate the concept
and importance of police legitimacy, but scholars do
not universally agree on the best means to define and
assess it (Worden and McLean 2017). With regard to
Tyler’s initial conceptualization, studies tend to focus
on understanding support for police moreso than the
obligation to obey. Support has been defined and
assessed in terms of confidence or trust, but
perceptions of satisfaction or effectiveness may be
assessed as well (Mazerolle et al. 2013b; Worden and
McLean 2017).

Another key concept related to police legitimacy
is procedural justice, or perceptions that police act
fairly and impartially, listen, and treat members of the
public with respect (Gau 2014; Hinds, 2009; Tyler,
Fagan, and Geller 2014). More generally, being
friendly and courteous increases positive perceptions
of police (Bradford, Jackson, and Stanko 2009; Frank,
Smith, and Novak 2005; Lai and Zhao 2010;
Lockwood and Wyant 2014), particularly when the
interaction is citizen-initiated (a call for help) rather
than officer-initiated (being stopped or approached by
police) (Rosenbaum et al. 2005). That being said,
Mazzerole and colleagues found that procedurally just
stops influenced attitudes about police; “a little bit of
nice goes a long way” encapsulates how influential a
positive encounter can be (2013a:55). Police have
much to gain from positive interactions with the
public. Studies demonstrate that people who think
highly of the police and find them trustworthy,
respectful, and impartial are more likely to cooperate
with them, to call police to report crimes, and to obey
the law themselves (Hinds 2009; Rosenbaum et al.
2011; Tankebe 2013). Conversely, when residents
perceive police injustice, they question officers’
motives or intentions and report negative attitudes
towards them, which erodes their willingness to
cooperate (Mastrofski, Snipes, and Supina, 1996;
Mazerolle et al. 2013a; Schuck and Rosenbaum 2005;
Tyler and Fagan 2008; Wells 2007).

Disentangling Perceptions of Legitimacy and
Procedural Justice

Though a number of studies, discussed above,
understand procedural justice as a precursor to police
legitimacy, scholars have yet to fully disentangle the
various dimensions of police legitimacy and
procedural justice. Hawdon (2008) sees legitimacy as
distinct from trust for police. Bradford and Jackson
(2009) posit that trust, confidence, support,
satisfaction, and legitimacy are all different but still a
part of one larger construct, as “people tend to
subscribe to a single outlook about the police that
shapes their judgments” (Worden and McLean
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2017:483). Tankebe (2013) argues that procedural
justice is a part of police legitimacy, as are perceptions
of effectiveness. Programs and trainings designed to
improve police legitimacy and/or procedural justice
have framed goals and assess outcomes in terms of
satisfaction, effectiveness, trust, or confidence
(Mazzerole et al. 2013b).

The literature appears to be more consistent in
distinguishing perceptions about specific encounters
with individual police officers from more global
perceptions about police (see Worden and McLean
2017). Many employ a cross-sectional design which
does not allow the causal ordering of these constructs
to be determined. A few do utilize longitudinal designs
or panel surveys, however, and find that global
perceptions change over time in response to police
encounters that take place within that time frame
(Brandl et al. 1994; Gau 2010; Tyler, Fagan, and
Geller 2014). These studies find a stronger effect for
global perceptions on satisfaction with or perceived
legitimacy in a specific encounter than the reverse.
However, these studies and others consistently assess
global perceptions at the neighborhood level or
organizational level (Gau 2014; Worden and McLean
2017). In other words, respondents are asked about
police in their neighborhoods or about their local law
enforcement agency as opposed to being asked about
police nationally or in general. As Hoban (2016)
explains, this narrow conceptualization of global
perceptions does not account for more abstract and
general understandings of police as an institution. This
may be an important oversight, given the recent
protests and calls to defund the police after the deaths
of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor.

Although major organizations such as The Urban
Institute, The Cato Institute, and The Pew Research
Center conducted large-scale surveys of these general
perceptions of police in the post-Ferguson era, these
studies overlook any comparison between the global
attitudes they assess and attitudes about local police
(Ekins 2017; LaVigne, Fontaine, and Dwivedi 2017,
PEW Research Center 2016; Rosenbaum et al. 2015;
Rosenbaum et al. 2017). This paper presents findings
of a citizen satisfaction survey that does such a
comparison. Similar to the studies discussed above, we
distinguish perceptions about specific encounters with
local law enforcement from perceptions about the law
enforcement agency itself but, uniquely, we also
assess perceptions about police across the United
States as a whole. In other words, we assess
perceptions of local police at an individual and an
organizational level and we assess perceptions of
American police as an institution. As with most of the
hundreds of studies of citizen perceptions or police
legitimacy interventions (Mazerolle et al. 2013b), the
primary aim was to help a particular law enforcement
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agency understand how they were viewed by the
residents and citizens they serve. The current study
also accounts for perceptions of officer bias on the
basis of race and sex, and other factors that studies
show to shape these attitudes. The next section of this
paper will review that literature.

Demographic and Other Influences on
Citizen Perceptions

A range of other factors influence citizen perceptions
of and satisfaction with police. Perceptions vary
depending on one’s direct encounters with police and
one’s indirect or vicarious experiences (Rosenbaum et
al. 2005). The appearance of officers (plain clothes or
uniforms) and their methods of transportation to patrol
and interact with the public (by car, on foot, by bike,
or horse) also shape these perceptions (Simpson
2017). One’s sense of safety in their neighborhood has
influence (ibid.; Reisig and Parks 2000) as does the
means by which individuals develop that sense of
safety, including their knowledge of police and
policing activities (Adams, Rohe, and Arcury 2005)
and the methods police agencies use to communicate
information to the public (Tat-Kei Ho and Cho 2016).
Beyond what police intentionally communicate, media
shapes perceptions as well but in nuanced ways. For
instance, the type of media and patterns of
consumption matters, as does the content itself. Some
studies show less favorable attitudes toward police
among those who primarily rely on local television for
news, as opposed to internet (Graziano and Gauthier
2018). Others find less favorable perceptions among
those who consume more media that focuses on police
misconduct (ibid.; Lee and Gibbs 2015). Interestingly,
Graziano and Gauthier (2018) find that perceptions of
procedural justice have a stronger effect than media.
Other factors that shape citizen perceptions are
attributional rather than attitudinal—sex, age, and race
and ethnicity. Race is arguably one of the most
important and most commonly studied of these
factors. Although men tend to have more negative
views than women (O’Connor 2008) and older
individuals tend to have more favorable views than
younger people (Adams, Rohe, and Arcury 2005;
O’Connor 2008), race is a major factor. Most studies
find that people of color have less favorable
perceptions of police than whites; this includes
Hispanic or Latinx and Asian individuals, but is
especially pronounced among Black people (Adams,
Rohe, and Arcury 2005; Ekins 2017; Garcia and Cao
2005; Hoban 2016; Lai and Zhao 2010; Lee and Gibbs
2015; PEW Research Center, 2016; Rosenbaum et al.
2005; Weitzer and Tuch 2005; Weitzer, Tuch, and
Skogan 2008). The effect of race and ethnicity vary,
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too, depending on various factors including age, sex,
social class, whether one speaks English, how long
one has lived in their neighborhood, prior contact with
police, how positive or negative those prior
experiences were, and how long standing any negative
attitudes are in a particular neighborhood context
(Hinds 2009; Reisig and Parks 2000; Rosenbaum et al.
2005; Weitzer, Tuch, and Skogan 2005). “The
problem is more deeply rooted in the social fabric of
the community” and therefore police perceptions
among communities of color may be difficult to
change (Rosenbaum et al. 2005:360). The words of
Rosenbaum and his colleagues here is an important
reminder that, as Hawdon (2008) also argues, one’s
impressions of police tend to form long before one
makes any contact with them. Police “draw legitimacy
from both the force of the government whose laws it
enforces and the nature of the mythology and norms
surrounding it” (Hoban 2016:64).

Though it may be difficult to capture the influence
of this mythology, the current study offers a new
means to attempt it by assessing global perceptions of
police not only at a neighborhood or organizational
level, but at the national, institutional level. The
current study is based on a survey of citizen
satisfaction that also assessed a humber of the factors
discussed above, including age, sex, race and
ethnicity, neighborhood characteristics, and media
habits. It also assessed educational background. This
paper, however, does not attempt an exhaustive
analysis of all relevant variables discussed above.
Rather, it focuses on understanding the extent to which
citizen satisfaction with local police is associated with
(1) global perceptions of police as a national
institution, (2) specific perceptions of local police as
individuals, (3) perceptions of local officer bias, and
(4) demographics of age, sex, race, and education. The
next section of this paper will explain the methods
utilized to conduct this study.

Data and Methods

The data utilized to answer these questions was
collected over three cycles, as part of a larger effort to
assist local law enforcement’s assessment of citizen
satisfaction. The first cycle was collected in summer
2015, the second in spring 2016 and the third in spring
2017. Each cycle had unique features due to ongoing
efforts to increase the response rate. Each will be
described individually and compared below. After
this, we will describe the composition of the survey
and the variables utilized in analysis.

The first cycle was a sample of convenience to test
the web-based survey instrument. Participants were
recruited via an email to current and former students,
faculty, and staff of the authors” academic department.
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This email was accompanied by a post on the
department’s social media page and 82 individuals
completed the survey. Given the methods used to
recruit participants—the number of individuals who
were reached by these recruitment efforts is
unknown—a response rate is not available.

The second cycle collected in spring 2016 started
with a list provided by the local law enforcement
agency including all adults listed on incident reports
between November 1 and November 15, 2015 as
victims, witnesses, complainants, or those who
received a traffic citation. After removing duplicate
entries, businesses, and individuals with missing or
incomplete addresses, recruitment letters were sent to
each of the 2,399 individuals on the list; 367 returned
as undeliverable. After removing returned letters from
the sample frame, postcard reminders were mailed to
those who had not responded to the survey.
Participants could complete the web-based survey
online or call in to the research office to complete the
survey live over the phone. The profile of those who
did not respond to the survey are noted in Table 1. The
non-respondents were 60 percent Black and about 50
percent male and female; around 40 percent were
traffic stops. In the end, we received 55 completed
surveys for cycle two with a response rate of 2.6
percent.

To shorten the timeframe between contact with
law enforcement and survey recruitment for the third
cycle, the local law enforcement agency provided a list
of adult victims, witnesses and complainants listed on
incident reports once per month for three months in
December 2016, January 2017, and February 2017.
After cleaning the data as previously described,
recruitment letters were mailed to a random sample of
525 individuals per month. Approximately three
weeks after the letters were mailed, we began phone
follow-ups. We divided the list among our research
assistants and used a dedicated phone line to call
participants. We noted if the number was no longer in
service, if a message was left, if there was no answer
with no voicemail, and if an assistant spoke with an
individual. After the follow-up over the next three
months, we received 55 completed surveys for cycle
three with a response rate of 3.5 percent. Table 1
outlines the demographic information of those who did
not respond to the survey. Approximately 62 percent
were Black, 56 percent were female, and 46 and 48
percent were victims and complainants, respectively.

While these response rates are low, it should be
noted that many large-scale studies have encountered
the same issue. For instance, the National Police
Research Platform at the University of Illinois at
Chicago’s Center for Research in Law and Justice
achieved less than a 7 percent response rate in
implementing the Police-Community Interaction
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Survey in over 50 jurisdictions in the United States
using very similar methods to implement the survey by
phone (Rosenbaum et al. 2017). Another study by the
same group did not surpass a 20 percent response rate
using a telephone survey, a web-based survey, and an
interactive voice survey by phone (Rosenbaum et al.
2015). While the Urban Institute’s recent study
achieved a 34 percent response rate, 90 percent of the
respondents completed a face-to-face survey after
someone came to their door; they achieved a similar 3
percent response rate when they left a recruitment
letter at homes who did not answer the door (LaVigne,
Fontaine, and Dwivedi 2017).

Table 1: Demographics of Non-

Respondents
Cycle 2 Cycle 3
Mean Min Max Mean Min Max
Age 38.31 18 88 41.69 18 100
% %
Race
White 347 36.2
Black  60.4 62.8
AAPI 06 0.7
AIAN 0 0.1
Other 4.3 0.2
Sex
Male 49.4 436
Female  50.6 56.4

Overall, data collection concluded with 192
surveys with sufficient data to include in analysis. The
overall sample (See Table 2) is 66 percent female, 34
percent male, 65 percent white and 25 percent Black,
with 10 percent identifying as bi-racial, multi-racial,
Asian, or Native American. The average age of
respondents is 41.79. Approximately 10 percent of the
sample has a high school education or less, while 48
percent has some college education and 36 percent has
completed a college degree. Table 3 breaks down each
cycle into their respective descriptive statistics to
better understand differences between the cycles.
While the cycles differ somewhat with regard to
demographics, they are notably similar in terms of
their perceptions—the variables of interest.

Conceptualizing and Constructing Variables
The survey itself consisted of a combination of items
from existing citizen satisfaction surveys from the

New Orleans, Milwaukee, Manchester, Anne Arundel
County, and Kentucky police departments, along with
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items from Reisig and Parks (2000), Reisig and
Stroshine Chandek (2001), Rosenbaum et al. (2011),
and Durose, Smith, and Langan (2007). Each cycle of
the survey assessed citizen perceptions of (1) police
throughout the United States (global perceptions); (2)
the local law enforcement agency (local satisfaction);
and (3) views related to personal encounters with local
police (local encounters). For the latter, respondents
answered questions regarding the specific encounter
that resulted in their inclusion in the sample (for cycles
two and three) or, for the first cycle’s pilot test,
regarding their most recent encounter with the local
law enforcement agency. Residents of the local county
received specific questions regarding perceptions of
local officer bias on the basis of sex and race. The
survey concluded with demographic items such as sex,
race, age, and education.

Independent Variables

The current study examined three main
independent variables, as indicated in Table 2. The
main independent variable is the global perceptions
scale, regarding perceptions of police in the United
States. The scale consists of items that assess
confidence in and respect for police, and perceptions
of how honest, respectful, fair, and effective police
are. The scale is additive based on responses to the
previous questions (See Appendix A for all questions
in scales). Responses were based on a five point Likert
scale—1-strongly disagree to 5-strongly agree
(Cronbach’s alpha=.922). A higher number indicates a
more favorable outlook. The scale ranges from six to
30 with a mean score of 21.54. This means our sample
has a more favorable outlook on police globally.

Table 2: Descriptives for the Full Sample

Mean  Min Max St Dev
Satisfaction with Local Police  18.22 5 30 5.52
Global Police Perceptions Scale  21.54 6 30 512
Perceptions of Local Encounter 27 7 4 7.9
Perceived Officer Bias 4.4 2 10 1.86
Age 4179 18 64 17.3
Race %
White  60.6
Non-White  39.4
Sex
Male 337
Female 663
Education

<High School  10.5
Some College  48.1
College 359
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The second independent variable is the specific
encounter scale, which is composed of seven questions
asking about attitudes regarding their encounter with
the local law enforcement officer. These questions
assessed the officer in terms of trustworthiness,
fairness, courteousness, knowledge and confidence,
professional demeanor, and respectfulness, and
assessed the respondent’s overall satisfaction with the
officer. The scale is additive based on the responses to
the previous questions. Responses were based on a
five point Likert scale (1-strongly disagree to 5-
strongly agree; Cronbach’s alpha=.944). A higher
number indicates a more favorable outlook. The scale
ranges from seven to 42 with a mean score of 27. This
means our sample has slightly more favorable
perceptions of their encounter with local police.

The third independent variable assesses perceived
officer bias by combining two separate measures of an
officer’s objectivity with regard to race and sex. The
statement reads “Police in my neighborhood treat
people objectively without considering their sex or
gender/race.” Responses were based on a five point
Likert scale (1-strongly disagree to 5-strongly agree;
Cronbach’s alpha=.938). The measure ranges from
two to ten with a mean score of 4.4. This measure is
only used to assess cycles two and three as the
questions were not asked in cycle one.

Dependent Variable

Our dependent variable (local satisfaction) measures
satisfaction with the local police. The scale is
composed of five variables added together asking
about  satisfaction, professionalism,  honesty,
cooperation, and attitude (1=strongly disagree;

5=strongly agree), with a range of 5-30 and a mean
score of 18.22, with a higher score indicating greater
satisfaction (Cronbach’s alpha=.957). The questions
ask “How satisfied are you with the [law enforcement
agency] office overall? With their honesty and
integrity? With their professionalism as a department?
With their ability to cooperate with the public to
address their concerns? And with their general
attitudes and behaviors towards citizens?”

Global perceptions, then, is a meaningfully
different construct from local satisfaction, and not
only because the focal point—police in the United
States as a whole versus local police—differs. Global
perceptions relies on perceived effectiveness rather
than “satisfaction.” We argue that satisfaction is
appropriate given that the respondents received
service from the local police, but less appropriate to
assess perceptions of an institutional entity which
respondents may not feel they have direct, literal
experience with. Additionally, global perceptions
relies on respondents to assess their own levels of
confidence  and respect  towards  police.
Comparatively, the specific encounters scale and the
local satisfaction scale focus on the behavior of
individual officers and the characteristics of the local
organization.

Control Variables

Control variables include race, coded as a dummy
variable (1=white); sex, coded as a dummy variable
(1=male); age as a continuous variable; and education,
coded as two dummy variables comparing to a
category of high school or less (1=some college and
1=college).

Table 3: Demographics by Cycle

Cyck 1 Cycle 2 Cycle 3
Mean Min Max StdDev Mean Min Max StdDev Mean Min Max Std Dev
Satisfaction with Local Police 17.62 5 30 6.18 18.2 5 30 5.1 19.2 5 30 4.81
Global Police Perceptions Scale 19.77 6 30 5.45 232 6 30 5.54 2255 6 30 5.65
Perceptions of Local Encounter 2692 7 42 7.54 27.04 7 42 8.92 2985 7 42 7.1
Perceived Officer Bias 431 2 10 1.76 4.49 2 10 1.96
Age 3299 18 64 135 48.83 20 85 17.6 48.26 24 86 16.67
Race % % %
White 77.6 57.7 549
Black 158 28.8 333
Other 6.6 13.5 11.8
Sex
Male 303 35.3 37.3
Female 697 64.7 62.7
Education
<High School 3.9 17.3 327
Some College 468 57.7 40.4
College 494 25 26.9
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Results

We first examined correlations (See Appendix B)
between our dependent and independent variables to
see if there are significant relationships between the
variables. Global perceptions is significantly
associated with local satisfaction (.714) and the more
positive the perceptions of local encounters, the
greater the perceptions of local satisfaction (.793).
When bias is perceived in an officer’s behavior,
however, less favorable perceptions of local
satisfaction are found (-.514). We ran a test of
multicollinearity to ensure the relationship between
the variables is not too strong (Allison, 1999). All
collinearity statistics are below 10, indicating the
assumption that no strong multicollineraity is present
(Global Attitudes 1.859; Encounter 1.629; Perceived
Bias 1.427).

Table 4. OLS Regression Models

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
(Cycle Lonly) (Cycles2and 3) (All Cycles)
B SE B SE B SE
038 ** 0104 0357 ** 0074
0428 *¥** 0069 0319 *** 0047

Global Perceptions
Local Encounter

0402 *** 0,053
0.349 *** 0,036

Perceived Officer Bias -03% * 0.8

Age 0.035 0035  -0026 0019 -003 004
White -0.92 104 -1292* 0631 087 0482
Male -0.34 0920 1315 * 0645 0687 0474
Some College -5.314 3030 012 0703 -0.657 0.641
College 5192 302 0847 084 084 0670
N 59 69 148

R 0.700 0.760 0.750

Using a linear regression analysis to understand
local satisfaction, we created three models presented
in Table 4. Model 1 looks at the relationship between
local satisfaction and global perceptions of police and
perceptions of local encounters. This model includes
only cycle 1 data. For this sample only, we find that
for every one point increase in global perceptions,
local satisfaction of police increased .385 (p=001). In
addition, for every one point increase in perceptions of
local encounters, local satisfaction of police increases
428 (p=.000). Model 2 uses only cycles 2 and 3 to
assess the impact of perceived officer bias on local
satisfaction with police. For every one point increase
in global perceptions, local satisfaction of police
increases .357 (p=.000). For every one point increase
in perceptions of their local encounter, local
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satisfaction increased .319 (p=.000). For every one
point increase in perceived officer bias, local
satisfaction decreases .396 (p=.039). When compared
to non-whites, whites have a decreased satisfaction of
local police (1.29 p=.045) whereas compared to
females, males have an increased satisfaction of local
police (1.32 p=.046). In Model 3, we bring all three
cycles together and test global perceptions and
perceptions of local encounters for any association
with satisfaction with local police. The associations
continue: for every one point increase in global
perceptions, local satisfaction increases .402 (p=.000).
With every one point increase in perceptions of the
local encounter local satisfaction with police .349
(p=.000). Models 1, 2, and 3 explain 76, 74, and 79
percent of the variance between the variables,
respectively.

Discussion and Conclusions

Our findings are largely consistent with prior studies
of citizen satisfaction with police, particularly those
that examine the influence of one’s prior experiences
with police (e.g. Hoban 2016; Mazerolle et al. 20133;
Mazerolle et al. 2013b; Lockwood and Wyant 2014;
Reisig and Parks 2000; Rosenbaum et al. 2005;
Rosenbaum et al. 2011; Schafer, Heubner, and Bynam
2003; Worden and McLean 2017). Our study suggests
that people who view police as acting objectively and
without racial or gendered bias, and those who report
more positive encounters with police, have higher
levels of satisfaction with police. These findings
remain even when accounting for potential differences
in the sex, race, age, and education level of the
respondents. Race itself does have some influence on
satisfaction, but this was small, perhaps due to the
composition of the sample. The direction of the racial
influence indicates whites having less satisfaction than
non-whites, which conflicts with much prior research.
This could be due to the demographic composition of
the sample and of the county in which the local law
enforcement office is located—just over half of
residents in the jurisdiction are Black, as compared to
a quarter of the sample.

The public’s views of police in general,
throughout the United States, are also relevant here.
Our study is unique in differentiating between
perceptions of local law enforcement and perceptions
of police more globally—as an institution. The data
suggest that global perceptions are associated with
local levels of satisfaction, even when accounting for
the influence of local encounters, perceived biases of
local officers, sex, race, age, and education. Those
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who view police throughout the United States more
positively are more satisfied with their local police.

Of course, these findings are limited in
generalizability. We look at perceptions of police in
only one jurisdiction, as part of a larger effort to assist
the local law enforcement agency in assessing
individual officer performance. This agency has had
no national attention due to any officer-involved
shooting, either. Protests and marches after the killing
of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and Ahmaud
Arbery were relatively few, small, and quite peaceful.
This may all play a role in explaining local
satisfaction. The law enforcement agency itself is mid-
size, serving a metropolitan city and the surrounding
county in the southern United States. The racial
composition of the county is 55 percent African
American, as compared to 25 percent of the survey
sample. The sample is more representative of the
larger metropolitan area, however, and was not limited
to those who reside in the county itself. The small
sample size is an additional limitation. Despite
utilizing several different tactics to increase the
response rate, including phone follow-ups, postcard
reminders, and phone- and web-based survey options,
we could not increase our response rate past 4 percent.
Additional research is needed within this community
to understand this issue. Similar research by much
larger organizations, as previously discussed,
encountered the same problem (LaVigne, Fontaine,
and Dwivedi 2017; Rosenbaum et al. 2017,
Rosenbaum et al. 2015).

Despite these issues, our findings have important
implications for future research, for law enforcement
agencies, and for the communities they serve. Firstly,
the study has implications for survey implementation.
The low response rate demonstrates the difficulty in
assessing satisfaction from individuals with recent,
known contact with police—these assessments are
often conducted with a sample of members of the
general public instead. We do not wish to discourage
scholars and/or practitioners who wish to understand
how individuals feel about recent interactions with
police, however. We suggest considering how survey
access could be made available to individuals at
natural points of contact. For instance, the link to the
web-based survey and a phone number for the phone-
based survey could be made available to those who
receive citations at the time when they make payment
or appear in court. Similarly, and ideally, survey
access information could be provided to individuals
directly by the responding officer. Though this would
take substantial buy-in from the rank and file officers
themselves and/or a directive from command staff, we
believe this would substantially reduce the time
between the incident and the survey invitation and thus
increase the response rate. The process of generating a
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sample from police reports and sending out survey
invitations can be time consuming, particularly if there
is not a dedicated staff member (within the law
enforcement agency or the academic institution) to
handle the data. Overall, we suggest following up
within one to no more than two weeks after the
incident. If resources allow, paper copies of the
surveys could be made available in order to be more
inclusive of those with limited access to web-based
surveys.

Secondly, this study has implications for future
studies of police legitimacy. It offers a framework for
assessing legitimacy at the local, organizational, and
national or institutional level. The findings suggest
that perceptions of police as a national institution may
impact views of local police organizations; for that
matter, local perceptions may impact global views.
Future research with larger, more representative
samples—ideally with longitudinal methods—should
investigate this relationship and examine changes over
time to better understand its directionality. Police
administrators can benefit from understanding this, as
it can provide a basis for new conversations and means
of cooperating to solve local problems. This is at the
heart of community-police relationships, after all, and
particularly important during a time of increasing calls
for significant police reform. Positive perceptions of
local police may drive change in global perceptions—
making the work local agencies do to cultivate trust
and legitimacy more impactful. Conversely, negative
global perceptions, resulting in part from high-profile
national events, have the potential to erode local
perceptions of legitimacy over time. This would make
the work local agencies do to facilitate positive
community relationships that much harder. New
techniques and strategies at all levels are likely
necessary to remedy the current crisis of confidence in
the United States, especially if the scrutiny
characteristic of the post-Ferguson—and now post-
Floyd—era continues.
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Appendices
Appendix A: Survey Items Comprising Scale

Survey Items Comprising Scale

Perceptions of Local Encounter

The officer behaved professionally.

| perceived the officer to be trustworthy.

The officer respected my rights as a citizen.

The officer was fair.

The officer was courteous.

The officer was knowledgeable and confident.

I was satisfied with how officer handled my situation.

Local Satisfaction

How satisfied are you with [this law enforcement agency]?

With their honesty and integrity?

With their professionalism as a department?

With their ability to cooperate with the public to address their
concerns?
With their general attitudes and behaviors towards citizens?

Global Perceptions

I have confidence in the police.

I have great respect for police.
Police in the United States are generally honest in the way they deal

with

people.

Police are concerned with respecting a citizen’s individual rights.
Police treat citizens fairly and equally.

How effective or ineffective do you perceive American police officers
to be overall?

Appendix B: Correlation Matrix of Dependent and Independent Variables

Police Global
Satisfaction Attitude Encounter Bias
Local Pearson 1 714" 793" -.514""
Satisfaction  sjg. (2- 0.000 0.000 0.000
tailed)
Global Pearson 7147 1 615" -.476™"
Perceptions Sig. (2- 0.000 0.000 0.000
tailed)
Local Pearson 793™ 615" 1 -.386™"
Encounter Sig. (2- 0.000 0.000 0.000
tailed)
Perceived Pearson -5147" -.476"" -.386™" 1
Officer Bias  sjg. (2- 0.000 0.000 0.000
tailed)
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