Racial Bias in the

Decision to Sh

‘En 2002 Cc::te]lmd others pubhshed
B2 paper ifled, “The Police Officer’s
rection to fhe death of Amadon Diallo,
- an unarmed black man who ‘was shot and

killed by New York-police, who:fhought he

had a weapon. In fhie media and in the public
at large, this tragic incident raised questions
about:whether race influences police use.of
force, particularly whether police are. more
likely to shoot.a black suspect than a white
suspect. These questions have long been of
interest:to criminologists and sociojogists?

 Bias Stutlies at the University of Chicayo
Since 2000, investigators in the Stereo-

typinig and Prejudice Research Laboratory . .

in the Psychology Departmentat the Tini- |
versity of Chicago have.been working to

develop and refine a first-person-ghooter
video game, which presents a series- of
images of young .men—some armmed,

some unarmed—set against realisticback- ;

grounds such as parks or city streets.? The
player's goal is to shoot any and all armed
targets but not to:shoot tmarmed targets.
Half'of the targets are black, and half are
white. The Jaboratozy is using this game
to investigate whether decisions.to shoot
at a potentially hostile targef can be influ~
~ enced by, the target’s race.

Dilemma.”? The paper was, in part,-a.

students:or residents in Tilinois:and Colo-
rado T the study; participants are instructed
. to press.one of two buttons whenever 2 pér-
son appears on-the screen.‘Participants are
instrueted ‘that-if the person, or target, 'is
armed, they should press asbution labéled
“Shoot” If the target is unarmed;ithey.are

. told to press a buttori Jabeled “Dort'tshaot”
In either case, participarits.are-instructed to
respond as quickly as ible. To increase
participants’attention during the task;.and
o motivate ‘appropriate behavioy, partick-

. and Jostpoints for erxors. . . 2

The study showed that pelee of-
fisers were no more jike'y o shool
anlaciktargetthan a wane 1argst

LA e

vy mp——
study.show clear patterns of ias by

college. studexts and community:sesidents
Bitst, community participants showed bi

. in the speed with which they could res
.comectly to the targets. -Comuunity; par -
ticipants were faster to press. “Shoot” in
response to anarmed targetif that targetwas

black rather than white, whereas they were  moted raclsm

. "This community studly has been ongoing “faster'to press “Dor't shoot” in response'to
since 2000, and ‘the participants are college  an mmarmed target if-thatitarget-was white' -
rather. thean “black: “Second,  community -

‘the mistakes

sionally made a mistake by:pressing“Don't
:shoot.” They were more likely.to rske such

o riistake 'ifsthe sarmed :target was -white
rather.han blagk By contrast, the commu-

. piity participantsweremore likely to mistak-
enly shootan unarmedtarget ifhe wasbladk -

rathersthan white. In essence, community
participants were faster ' ‘
whenresponding fo targets
of stereotypes that : F
prevalentin S society: {(armed blacks and

that fitthe kinds

amammetl whites), butthey wexre slower'and * -

and more accuxate

more likely 15 make mistakes ift response o °

' (unarmed'blacks ani armed whites).*

In some ways, these resiilis riised more
questions than they answered. Foremost on
that"list:was, would firained police officers
ghow aisimilar patiemnof bias? ¥

‘ Tarlier sociological researchthad, in some

unbissed il ‘their treatment” of black and
X T hers .

‘suggested thit police wére effectively

siggesied-that police e acully pro-

among iridividdal officers.?

e ormrmy b e winn

b s L}




e e i e i

T e i ey

Considerations for Laboratary Experiments
»' lege students and ¢ ity residents
-obust evidence of Tacial bias by

-+t rietessary to state clearly fhit thie au

henomenon it seeks to understand.

the offcer could be kiled. No
‘tecteats i nfensity ofsuch

xwearch Dn officer-involved shootings
I the world outside the laborato
ple; black and white'criminal stspects

ties, poverty Jevels, the prevalence of violent:
speech; and.acti

o shoot. The authors

~hélps to create
i -affect$behavior,

”Ex'pa.r.l.siuﬁ omeﬂytnPullce Dfﬁc;er:s -

tp&ernivemityprhicagowrepﬁmte,m
" of potential xacial bias in decisions to shoot.
offrcers with members of the Denwver
interesttothe department, - -
J Community .members and Denver
" important ‘comparison because they live an
~ environment. These two groups inhabit the
' and encounter the same-
_ distributions,
- between the police and the cormunity; then,
" differences in the cultural environment. -
- First Denver Study S
' In the mmitial phase of this research

" the DPD, 127 members of
. 'This last group was labeled as the
~ diversity of its origins, :

gets, which appeared on the sereen one
were black, ‘and some were white, Jn

- The Iaboratory’s video gameresearch, in which thousands of col-
participated, has provided . £
‘this group in decisions to shook.
* Witk this data set, it-would be appropriate to assess if police officers -’

- ognize thak this sort of computer task s poorsimulation of fhe
: A officer’s encounter with a."

potentially hostile suspect i a complex; emotional. everit in which
psychological experiment

an experience. Nonethiekess, this work

7. encounters with black st
neighborhoods thatdiffer in terms of social and-economic opportim- - -

disadvantage Suspects of different races

By contrast, a. computer-based experiment allows resaarchers 10 re
;. control cavefullysthe information available to _
++ -comstemtthe ‘nature ‘of the environment in which the encounter: .-
oceus, “the wisibility of the weapans, sand even the :position and |

Orfier e targets’ bodies, ‘As & vesult, this kind of research. erfo
canidsdlate the unigue influence Of race oniparticipanits’ decisions . ined
certainly do not believe that an experimen- '
.+ tal approach canever provide.a substitute for the careful
;- ofdata from ' real-world-encounters Rather both A '

 ‘correlational investigations..cortiibute ‘valuable informationthat
I more complete inderstanding of the way race -

- The Denver, Calorade, Police Depariment (DPD) reached oub

comrmumity was of particular .
police officers provide an .

population demographics (including racial
poverty rates, crime rates, and so on). Differences. was examined. An analytic téchmigue called signa? detaction theory

(Denver study 1), three dis-
~tinct groups of participants were studied: 124 police officers fromi™ %
/ &eDmveccommﬁt;;andﬁnaﬂy;._ i
group of 113 officers drawn from 14 states across the. Unitedista .

“national officers” to feflect: e avii

memepresenmdaseﬁespﬁmmagm_“
by one. Some of these fargets
addiﬁon,sometatgetswe;e :
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thors of this stud rec:

will ever

Figure 1. The cmount oftim pariicipmnts i ench simple o6k o respond tothefour. ..
gt types i3 depicted. All hret suimples shovwed signfarstbias, shooting armsd. -

Blac torgets more quickly thirs avomed whites and choesing mot fo shoot urarmed
whites ore guickly thmunermed biacks. - . -

may-also respond o - tial Chicago experiment;, participants were asked 0 press a button - .
“Do ’tShwt”:ﬂleywere.givm&SOmﬂlsemndswmke&xsdedﬁ.v "

Jparticipants. It holds:

: ared targets and preissing the Do’ tshoof.”buﬂnnwhenmlauned s i

trgetsappeared (see figure 1), - v fL
study found that all, three groups—
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d expand;’its studies  faster to pressthe “Don‘t shoot” button for an unarmed ’v'ir}:itew‘iarj_r :
Comparing its police  get, relafive to an unarmed black target. Officers and community
memmbers alike, it seemed, responded more quickly to targets that

. Brror Index: The second index of performance concerned the
- likelihood of an error, As with the reaction' imes, the: frequency -
participant made a mistake—either shooting -

d work in the same.
same neighborhoods 3

shquld_nutbe dueto  allowed wesearchers to calculate the criteria used in_this study$
. Ipwercﬁtedasuggestﬂmtparﬁdpanisarem“dlﬁngtoshoot
- {favoring the shoot nse), whereas higher eriteria suggest an
1 3 ne a e the F ohx ).Egure2 ’

i

. Ina follow-up study (Denver study 2), which investigated
only Denver community members and Denver police officers,
- the task of deciding whether to shoot was made more difficult
by forcing participants to respond more quickly. Fn ‘this study,
participants hiad only 630 milliseconds (2 bit over half a sec-
ond) to react to the targets: This change was desighed to reveal
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Figuure 2. The eriterion to shoot while and black targels depicter, Commumity
nigmbers showed significant bins: a lower, tnore lenient criterion for bladk targels

... than for white targets. Police did nqtéhow_'sig,*m)’iaﬁ@ bias
equivalent criteriafor bothwhites avd baks.

whether the police officers iri
- apparent lack of bias only ‘becau

too easy for them. - e .

. -~ By making the task sufficiently challeriging,  researchers.
hypothesized that police might show racial bias, just like the :

. community. A group of 31 officers and & group of 45-commu-

. .nity members were recruited to. perform
Bias was assessed by examining the ’
to shoot. Interestingly, the second study yiélded results simi=.
lar 4o the first: althougH community members showed clear

ge the video game was simply”

. 5F White targets, police sh
“in thelr criteria fo shook - —
Z-ddifional enalyses, based on Denver studies 1 and 2, revealed -
that police outperformed community members in 2 variety of ways:
First, police were faster to make correct decisions (shooting armed
targets or choosing not to shoot tmarmed targets). Second, they were
* more likely to make correct 1
more conservative in
meinbers were rather trigger-happy; police were relatively cautious.

The study demonstrated that ths oi cers’
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decisions about whether or not 1o shoot
unaffected byihetargets rece.

Resuits of the Studies

* . In summary, both the
demonstrated that" comumunil
 dénce of bias. Although Denver police officers, like the community
‘memabers, showed evidence of bias in terms of their reaction times, .
" the similaxities between. their pexformance and that of comnaunity -
" members ended there. Unlike the co:

Chicago shﬂy and fhe Deriver studies-

of undergraduste studenis who have participated in this research
their ultimate deci-

since 2000), Denver officers showed 1o bias in
sions. In other words, the presence of a counterstereotypic target
(such as a black man with a cell phone) may have delayed a Denver
officer’s response, but it did not cause the officer to make a mistake. .
Ultimately; officers’ decisions about whether or not to ghoot wen;

umaffected by the target's race, :
' The results of any single study must be treated with cautio
* and a degree of skepticism. Although these studies suggest that
police officers are not affected by 2 target's race, the limitations
of this work must be acknowledged. By performing a laboratory
study of the decision to shoot, researchers fund tally change
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.- vide amore, compreh
* _race affects police use of force.
..+ Despite these limitations and
' the data from these studies offer
.. police offi

@ variety of
* Second, officers showed no evi

shey used satstclly
. 7. the influence of 2
residents simply could notdo. © .

the first study demonstrated.an ..

the ‘computer task. : et
-ment commimity, an

the criterion for the decision - ‘

—=viderce-of-bias,SEEIRE a much Jower coiterion for black tar- »{,m'odem police traiming. O S
owed no evidence of bias T R T

. Dl'samh'guateP & ]]y

- and Police Shooting,” Journal of Police
decisions. Third, police were generally . Y
their decisions to shoot. Whereas commurity - -
’ PsydmlogyDeparm\enl:atﬂreUmveraty of Chicago is devoted
;, and of self. The labaratory
¥~ forracial outgroups to trigger a sensg.
s aningmuptoﬁjsterasenseofmmmm'pzlrposé
| izboratory’
F | and the psychological processes th s 4 R
bmlg&uskrmnrledgewbearonrea]-woﬂdm (suchas apoliceafficer’s . . - L
"+ .decision to shof e L

tity members showed consistent evi-:-

rrrnumity (and uriike thousands -
"~ Angeles Policz Depariment (Darby, P
. JohnE. Teahan, ;

. E.Teahan, “Role Playing and Group

Ffhe nature of & shoot/don’t shoot situation, Unlike officers on
* the street, the participants in these studies know that' they -are

B safe—that tnex: lives dre not in actual jeopardy—and. they know
rthat “shooting”. .

targel causes no real harm; it is just a sort of |
game. These data must therefore be viewed ag part of a body
evidence, inciuding laboratory experiments, case studies; and -
sociological investigations of police behavior in th real world:
Each of these approaches provides valuable. informatior;, Gng. ». -
Siece of the puizzle, and in combination they may ultimately pro- .
ahensive and effective understanding 0fhow

] a recognized need for further stady,
j some grounds for optimism. First, .
cors dramatically outperformed community residents on U
-petformiance heasures (such as speed and accuracy). L7
dence of racial bias in the decisionto
shoot, even when the task was made more difficult This suggests, = -~
_at a minimum; that the officers were ittimately able to overcome ; -
~ce 6f race in this inriulation, something that commuinity * ¢ "]

.. Itmust be acknowledged that the officers in these studies did
show pronouiced Tacial bias in their reaction times. Even with
extensive traifing and experience; police still seem to call ste-: >
reotypes to mind when they see a black target on the computer .~
screen; however the officers-were uttimately dble to override
those associations and respond in ar unbiased fashion. This per-’
of stereotypes serves as a reminder fo the Jaw enforce-'.

‘sistence O

d to. U.5. residents more generally, of the
el in subtle ways, Tace can have, None- .
dings clearly offer optimism about the state of
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%Signal detection theory states thatnearly all reasoning and

ecision making takes place in the presence of some uncertainty.
Signal detection theory provides a precise language and graphic
rotakon for analyzing decision making in the presence of '
eral approach of this theory has direct

uncertainty. The gen

application for researchers in kerms of sensory experiments such as

the Denver studies. ' '
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