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Although the conventional wisdom holds that increasing the number of
minority officers will enhance residents’ perceptions of police and the crimi-
nal justice system, further systematic investigation of this hypothesis may be
needed. Building on the group-position thesis, the representative bureau-
cracy theory, and prior research, this study investigates whether perceived
minority police presence within residents’ neighborhoods affects residents’
perceptions of criminal injustice, whether this effect is more pronounced for
minority residents and in minority neighborhoods, and whether perceived
minority police presence has a stronger effect on perceptions of criminal
injustice for minority residents in more integrated and white neighborhoods
than minority residents in minority neighborhoods. Analyses of data col-
lected from Los Angeles, CA, show that residents perceive a lower level of
criminal injustice when they report that officers in their neighborhoods are
not white-dominated, and this finding is not dependent on the respondent’s
race/ethnicity or the racial/ethnic composition of the neighborhood. In addi-
tion, perceived minority police presence seems to have a weak to no effect
on residents’ perceptions of criminal injustice for Hispanic communities. We
discuss these findings and their implications for theory, research, and policy.

A racially and ethnically diverse police force is nowwidely accepted
and positively viewed in American political and law enforcement cir-
cles (Weitzer and Tuch 2004a: 397; see also President’s Task Force on
21st Century Policing 2015). Although the conventional wisdom holds
that increasing the number of minority officers will enhance residents’
perceptions of police, only a small number of studies have directly
examined this hypothesis. Such studies, when using aggregate data,
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have found that black residents in cities with higher numbers of black
officers held more positive views of the local police department than
their counterparts in cities with low numbers of black officers (Decker
and Smith 1980; see also Skogan 1979). More recently, several studies
have examined the effect of minority police presence on residents’
complaints of police and produced mixed findings.1 For example,
although Hickman and Piquero (2009) found that minority represen-
tation of police officers did not significantly affect the rate of residents’
complaints about police use of force and the percentage of force com-
plaints that are sustained (see also Cao and Huang 2000), Cao et al.
(2000) found that percentage of black officers increased the rate of
residents’ complaints and Hong (2017a) reported that increasing the
representation of ethnic minorities in police departments in England
andWales reduced the number of residents’ complaints against police
misconduct. Overall, usingmacrolevel data, prior studies not only pro-
duced mixed findings but also suffered from a lack of individual-level
controls, thus rendering the results regarding group- or individual-
level processes ambiguous (Quillian 1995: 590; see also Theobald and
Haider-Markel 2009).

Using individual-level data, several studies have found that offi-
cer race has limited significance for residents’ attitudes (Brunson
and Gau 2015; Lasley 1994; Weitzer 2000). Furthermore, studies
examining the interaction effect between officer race and resident
race on attitudes about police actions have produced inconclusive
findings: although some did not find the officer-driver race interac-
tion had a significant effect (e.g., Engel 2005; Langan et al. 2001),
others reported that minority residents were more likely to perceive
police actions as legitimate if there were minority officers present
(Novak et al. 2012; Theobald and Haider-Markel 2009). Moreover,
several single-city case studies conducted with majority-black police
departments have generated mixed findings regarding the potential
effect of minority police on residents’ attitudes toward police. Specifi-
cally, Frank et al. (1996) found that black respondents had more
favorable attitudes toward police than white respondents in Detroit
and explained this “unconventional” finding by highlighting that
nearly 50 percent of the police force in Detroit is black, “as are the
Chief and a substantial number of administrators in the department”
(Frank et al. 1996: 332). However, other single-city case studies indi-
cate that the majority-black police departments may not improve
black residents’ views (see Howell et al. 2004; Welch et al. 2001).
Overall, prior individual-level studies produced inconclusive findings

1 Scholars have conceptualized residents’ complaints as an indicator of police perfor-
mance (Wagner and Decker 1993) or the quality of police–public interactions (Hickman and
Piquero 2009). Most relevant to this study, residents’ complaints have also be viewed as an
importantmeasure of public perceptions of the police (Cao et al. 2000; Cao andHuang 2000).
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and failed to allow researchers to directly assess the effect of minority
group representation in police force on individual perceptions of
criminal injustice (Ward 2006).

Most recently, using individual-level data, Riccucci et al. (2018)
examined whether varying the representation of black officers in local
agencies influenced how black and white respondents viewed the
police. Specifically, by using an online survey experiment that varies
the representation of black officers (85 percent black officers and 15
percent white officers vs. 15 percent white officers and 85 percent
black officers) in a hypothetical police department and also varies the
agency’s complaints of police misconduct, Riccucci et al. found that
perceived police performance, trust, and fairness improved among
black respondents when the police force was composed ofmostly black
officers. Although this study andother prior studies are very insightful,
a number of questions remain. First, extant studies primarily consist of
analyses using objective measures of department-level minority police
presence, so we know little about the effect of minority police presence
within residents’ neighborhoods. This oversight is significant because
residents exposed to a racially and ethnically diverse police force in
their own communities are more likely to observe it, which in turn
may generate a greater impact on their perceptions. Furthermore, it is
important to investigate perceived minority police presence, because
minority representation can bemore consequential for individual per-
ceptions if individuals situated in the circumstance are aware of and
concerned about it (Chiricos et al. 2001: 323), and “human percep-
tions of situations have real importance even when perceptions might
be wrong” (Theobald and Haider-Markel 2009: 411). A number of
studies have found that perceived, not objective, racial composition
has consequences for individual perceptions and attitudes
(e.g., Chiricos et al. 1997; Semyonov et al. 2004; Wang 2012). Second,
it is unknown as to how minority police presence, perceived or actual,
would affect Hispanic residents’ perceptions of criminal injustice. This
oversight is notable because, per the 2010 census, Hispanics are the
largest minority group in the United States, representing 16 percent
of the population. Moreover, Hispanic residents have increasingly
been the focus of searches for immigration violations, which might
shape their views of police and foster distrust in the justice system
(Martinez 2007). Third, limited attention has been paid to assessing
the interactive effects between minority police presence, perceived
or actual, and residents’ race/ethnicity or neighborhood
racial/ethnic context, and it is unknown about the effect of minority
police presence for minority residents in more integrated and white
neighborhoods versus its effect for minority residents in minority
neighborhoods. This is a significant oversight, because differences in
racial and ethnic orientationsmay need to be conceptualized in terms
of “cognitive landscapes” (Sampson andBartusch 1998: 800).
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The goal of this article is to contribute to research aimed at under-
standing how perceptions of minority group representation of crimi-
nal justice agents influence residents’ perceptions of criminal injustice.
It is vital to consider how to improve individual perceptions of criminal
justice, especially among minority residents, because perceptions of
criminal injustice are “so consequential for both the frequency of crime
and the collective efforts among neighborhood residents to control
crime” (Kirk and Matsuda 2011: 466–67), and these perceptions can
also affect racial and larger political tensions. Furthermore, “Given that
departments are under relatively strong political pressure (and also
legal pressure) to diversify as a matter of policy, research demonstrat-
ing any effect of minority representation on police performance or
public perception of police performance is important” (Hickman and
Piquero 2009: 22). Our main theoretical contribution is to assess to
what extent the group-position thesis and the representative bureau-
cracy theory are supported when investigating the main and interac-
tive effects of perceived minority police presence on residents’
perceptions of criminal injustice. Consistent with the group-position
thesis, the representative bureaucracy theory, and prior research, we
use “minority” in this article to refer to people of color.

Background

The issue of how individuals perceive legal authorities has gar-
nered considerable attention from researchers. In particular, Sampson
andBartusch (1998) first used legal cynicism to describe distrust of the
law and legal authorities, but research on legal cynicism has primarily
paid attention to criminal justice, especially policing (Bell 2016).
Research has consistently found that black andHispanic residents hold
lower levels of trust and confidence in the police and perceive a lower
level of police legitimacy thanwhites (Engel 2005;Kochel 2017;Novak
et al. 2012; Theobald and Haider-Markel 2009; Tyler 2004, 2005,
2011; Weitzer et al. 2008; Weitzer and Tuch 2006). In a 2016 study
conducted by the Pew Research Center, Morin and Steple (2016)
found that 75 percent of white respondents, compared with 35 per-
cent of black respondents and 58 percent of Hispanic respondents,
indicated that the local police department did an excellent or good job
in treating racial and ethnic groups equally. The sources of legal cyni-
cism may be complex (Bell 2016: 319). For example, differences in
racial and ethnic orientationsmay be rooted in experiential differences
associated with neighborhood context and thus conceptualized in
terms of “cognitive landscapes” (Sampson and Bartusch 1998: 800).
In addition, legal cynicism may be due to lack of racial diversity in
police force because for many black residents, “police have come to
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symbolize white power, white racism and white repression” (National
Advisory Commission onCivil Disorders 1968: 10).

Meanwhile, social psychology has contributed to this research
largely through the procedural justice perspective which maintains
that police legitimacy is related to public evaluations about the fair-
ness of the processes through which the police make decisions and
exercise authority (Sunshine and Tyler 2003: 514; see also Tyler
2004, 2011). A number of studies have examined the influence of
general evaluations of police use of procedural justice on individual
perceptions of police legitimacy, finding that when police are per-
ceived to exercise their authority fairly in a general manner, they are
viewed as more legitimate (e.g., Elliott et al. 2011; Murphy et al.
2008; Reisig et al. 2007; Tyler and Wakslak 2004).2 Although this
perspective is highly insightful, it has focused little on neighborhood
context (Bell 2016: 319) or racial diversity in police force.

The Group-Position Thesis and the Representative Bureaucracy
Theory

The group-position thesis contends that intergroup relations are
largely driven by group competition and conflict over resources,
power, and status (Blumer 1958). Criminal justice institutions, includ-
ing the police, are considered instrumental in serving the interests of
the dominant group, and they are viewed as “key mechanisms in the
control of subordinate groups and in the protection of dominant-
group interests” (Weitzer and Tuch 1999: 495; see also Unnever and
Cullen 2005, 2007a, 2007b). Thus, black and Hispanic residents may
bemore inclined to view the criminal justice system as a “visible sign of
majority domination” (Bayley andMendelsohn 1969: 195).

Furthermore, if a group’s position relative to the dominant group
shapes its members’ attitudes, Weitzer and Tuch (2006: 8–14) argued
that when the police force is not white dominated, black and Hispanic
residents may have more positive attitudes toward police as they may
feel that their group interests could be advanced by greater control
over the criminal justice system (Weitzer and Tuch 2004b: 306). In
addition, greater presence of minority officers may be “symbolically
significant to the appearance of system legitimacy” (Ward 2006: 69)
and legitimize “the apparatus of social control” (Barlow and Barlow

2 Our conceptualization of criminal injustice is very similar to distributive injustice,
or distributive unfairness, which reflects public judgments that police resources and ser-
vices are allocated unfairly across individuals (see Sunshine and Tyler 2003). Police legiti-
macy, however, is conceptualized as the “belief that legal authorities are entitled to be
obeyed and that the individual ought to defer to their judgments” (Tyler and Huo 2002:
xiv). Whereas some argue that distributive injustice is exogenous to the procedural justice
model (see Reisig et al. 2007), others argue that it is an element in the legitimacy model
(see Tankebe et al. 2016). Although the measurement of legitimacy is extremely impor-
tant, this issue is beyond the scope of this article.
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2000: 246). Weitzer’s (2000) research, for example, indicates that both
black and white residents view the entire police department as more
legitimate as police agencies are diversified. Also relevant to this study
is the representative bureaucracy theory that contends when minori-
ties are better represented in state institutions (e.g., police), feelings of
inclusion may lead them to view the actions of the institutions as more
legitimate (Theobald and Haider-Markel 2009: 414; see also Man-
sbridge 1999;Ozkan et al. 2016; Riccucci et al. 2018).

An alternative mechanism by which minority police presence
affects perceptions of criminal injustice is through objective policing
(Sherman 1983; Ward 2006). Research on the relationship between
officer race and policing has generally yielded mixed findings. For
example, the National Research Council’s Committee to Review
Research on Police Policy and Practices (Skogan and Frydl, 2004; see
also Alpert and Dunham 1998, 2004; McElvain and Kposowa 2004)
found no evidence of a relationship between officers’ race and their
decision to arrest or use force. However, a few studies found that
white officers were more likely to conduct a search (Close and Mason,
2007; Rojek et al., 2012), ticket traffic-law violators (Gilliard-Matthews
et al. 2008), make arrests (Brown and Frank 2006; Close and Mason,
2006), or use deadly force (McElvain and Kposowa 2008; but see
Geller and Karales 1981). Furthermore, although some found that
black officers were less biased toward black residents (e.g., Antonovics
and Knight 2009; Anwar and Fang, 2006; Fagan et al. 2016), others
found the opposite (e.g., Brown and Frank 2006; Novak et al. 2012;
Sun and Payne 2004). Moreover, prior research has reached no con-
clusion regarding the effect of a diverse police force (Legewie and
Fagan 2016; Weitzer 2015), which is not surprising because of similar-
ities among officers in their policing activities resulting from their
similar training and on-the-job socialization (see Forman 2002, 2017).
Specifically, Smith (2003) found that more diversified departments
did not have significantly lower levels of police-caused homicides (see
also Legewie and Fagan 2016) or lower black order-maintenance
arrests (Sharp 2014), whereas Hong (2017b) reported that minority
representation in police significantly reduced racial profiling in
England andWales or deadly force in large U.S. cities but not in small
cities (Willits and Nowacki 2014). Most recently, using data on police-
involved homicides in 2014 and 2015 in large U.S. cities, Nicholson-
Crotty et al. (2017) found that an increase in black officers reduced
the number of homicides of blacks by police officers but only once
the proportion of black officers was sufficiently large.

Hypotheses

Building on the group-position thesis, the representative bureau-
cracy theory, and prior research, we develop four hypotheses. In
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particular, we hypothesize that perceived minority police presence will be
associated with lower levels of perceptions of criminal injustice (hypothesis 1).

The logic of the group-position thesis suggests that in places
where black and Hispanic residents gain power and control over
criminal justice resources, their views toward the criminal justice sys-
tem may be more positive (Barlow and Barlow 2000). In addition,
the representative bureaucracy theory suggests that when minorities
are better represented in police, feelings of inclusion may lead them
to view police actions as more legitimate (Theobald and Haider-
Markel 2009). In fact, black residents were significantly more likely
than white residents to report that increasing the proportion of
minority officers would improve police trust (Kochel 2017). Thus,
we hypothesize that perceived minority police presence will be more strongly
associated with perceptions of criminal injustice for black and Hispanic resi-
dents than their white counterparts (hypothesis 2).

Furthermore, perceived minority police presence may have a
more pronounced effect for residents in neighborhoods with large
concentrations of subordinate-group members. Residents in those
neighborhoods may have very limited or no ability to influence the
structures of power that constrain their lives, which may foster nega-
tive views of the criminal justice system (Sampson and Bartusch
1998: 783; see also Kirk and Matsuda 2011; Kirk and Papachristos
2011).3 Meanwhile, perceiving greater minority police presence may
produce perceptions of greater balance in power and influence
(Ward 2006), which may alleviate the pernicious effect of neighbor-
hood disadvantage on residents’ perceptions of criminal justice.
Thus, we hypothesize that perceived minority police presence will be more
strongly associated with perceptions of criminal injustice for residents in
minority neighborhoods, regardless of their race/ethnicity, as compared with
residents in white neighborhoods (hypothesis 3).

Last, perceived minority police presence may be especially
useful in promoting positive perceptions of the police for

3 Although scholars have paid more attention to poor minority neighborhoods, less
attention has been paid to middle-class and affluent minority neighborhoods (Pattillo
2013). Thus, we may not know if residents in those neighborhoods also have very limited
ability to influence the structure of power. That said, a small body of research has found
that middle-class and affluent black neighborhoods, usually contiguous to areas of con-
centrated poverty, are often characterized by “resource deficits” (Pattillo 2005: 317) and
“more poverty, higher crime, worse schools, and fewer services than white middle-class
neighborhoods” (Pattillo 2013: 3; see also Adelman 2004). “Even the most affluent blacks
are not able to escape from crime, for they reside in communities as crime-prone as those
housing the poorest whites” (Alba et al. 1994: 427; see also Logan and Stults 1999). As a
result of the resource deficits and socioeconomic diversity, black middle-class neighbor-
hoods may have difficulty in “coalescing around particular interests to advance policy ini-
tiatives or to elect representatives in large numbers,” thus they may not have control over
“many of the important power levers” (Pattillo 2005: 315; see Ginwright 2002; Johnson,
2012). Overall, minority residents, even in middle-class and affluent minority neighbor-
hoods, may still have limited ability to influence the structure of power.
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minority residents in more integrated and white neighbor-
hoods. Sampson and Bartusch (1998: 800) used “cognitive
landscape” to describe the ecological structuring of neighbor-
hoods where “institutions of criminal justice are mistrusted.” As
further explained by Hagan et al. (2005: 385), black and His-
panic residents’ perceptions of criminal injustice may be
influenced by their level of exposure to other and more
advantaged groups in a surrounding neighborhood. Specifi-
cally, black and Hispanic residents in minority neighborhoods
may be more inclined to restrict their frame of references to
their immediate community where police attention is frequent
and familiar, whereas black and Hispanic residents in more
integrated or white neighborhoods may develop multiple refer-
ence groups, which allows them to compare their experiences
to white and other racial groups and observe and experience
racial biases, so that they may be even more inclined to view
police negatively (see also Brooks 2000). Therefore, we hypoth-
esize that perceived minority police presence will be more strongly asso-
ciated with perceptions of criminal injustice for black and Hispanic
residents in more integrated and white neighborhoods, as compared
with their black and Hispanic counterparts in black and Hispanic
neighborhoods (hypothesis 4).4

Data and Methods

We use household survey data collected in Los Angeles,
California, to test our hypotheses for two reasons. First, Los Angeles
is characterized by extensive racial and ethnic diversity. According to
the 2000 census, black, Hispanic, white, and Asian residents repre-
sent 11.2 percent, 46.5 percent, 46.9 percent, and 10 percent of the
population, respectively.5 Second, Los Angeles has a racially and eth-
nically diverse police force, partly due to two consent decrees, one in
1981 and the other in 1992, that required the Los Angeles Police
Department (LAPD) to recruit more minority officers and ensure
fair practices in their training and promotion (Stone et al. 2009). In
2000, 53.9 percent of full-time sworn personnel in LAPD were

4 The difference between hypotheses 3 and 4 has implications for the analysis. To
test hypothesis 3, we split the full sample to respondents in minority neighborhoods ver-
sus respondents in white neighborhoods. To test hypothesis 4, we split the black
(or Hispanic) sample to black (or Hispanic) respondents in black (or Hispanic) neighbor-
hoods versus black (or Hispanic) respondents in white and integrated neighborhoods.

5 We present the 2000 statistics as our survey data were collected in 2001. The sum
of these percentages is over 100 percent because the 2000 census treats race and ethnicity
as being separate and distinct, and Hispanic residents are defined also as white or black.
Per the 2010 census, black, Hispanic, white, and Asian residents represent 9.2 percent,
48.3 percent, 27.2 percent, and 14.6 percent of the population, respectively.
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minority, including 13.6 percent black and 33.1 percent Hispanic
(Reaves and Hickman 2002: 11).6

The survey data were collected using a multistage cluster sample
of households in the City of Los Angeles in 2001. Specifically, clusters
of block groups that contained over 80 percent white households,
over 80 percent Hispanic households, or over 80 percent black
households were identified separately, and from each of the clusters,
a random sample of 20 block groups was selected.7 From each of
these 60 block groups, a random sample of 25 households was
selected, resulting in a sample of 1250 adult residents. Due to bound-
ary changes between 1990 and 2000 census, 60 block groups in 1990
were expanded to 241 block groups. So our analysis is based on 1250
residents nested in 241 block groups.8

To conduct telephone interviews using computer-assisted tele-
phone interviewing, contact information for the sampling frame was
derived in a two-stage process. First, ArcView GIS software was used
to identify all addresses within each of the selected block groups. Sec-
ond, a computerized reverse telephone directory was then used to
identify the phone numbers for each selected block group. The house-
hold survey contained questions inquiring about respondents’ demo-
graphic, social, and economic characteristics, the frequency and nature
of their encounters with police in the past year, and their perceptions
of criminal injustice. The telephone interview took an average of
20 minutes to complete. The response rate for the survey was 46%.9

6 Individual perceptions of neighborhood minority police presence are different from
these department-level objective statistics. In fact, whereas the department-level statistics indi-
cate that over half of full-time sworn personnel in LAPD were minority and thus the depart-
ment was actually not mostly white, only 63 percent of our respondents described the
officers in their neighborhood as not mostly white. As our findings suggest, variations in
perceptions of neighborhood minority police presence are consequential for perceptions of
criminal injustice. Thus, it is important to examine the perceptual measure of
neighborhood-level minority police presence and factors shaping these perceptions.

7 The 1990 census data were initially used to determine the racial and ethnic char-
acteristics and population density of all block groups as the 2000 census data were still
unavailable when the survey was conducted.

8 We compared our sample with the general population in Los Angeles, based on
the 2000 census, with respect to several sociodemographic characteristics (see Supporting
Information Appendix A). Our sample consists of a larger proportion of female, black,
and Hispanic respondents and households that made less than $25,000 than the Los
Angeles population. Male and white respondents, respondents of other racial minority,
and households that had more than $25,000 annual income are under-represented in
our sample. Age distribution is largely similar. Overall, our sample seems to be modestly
representative of the Los Angeles population.

9 Response rates for telephone interviews have declined since 1979 (Curtin et al.
2005). McCarty et al. (2006) found that the modal response rate of 80 surveys was 25
percent. Furthermore, several studies found little evidence for a relationship between
response rates and nonresponse bias in random digit dialing telephone surveys (Curtin
et al. 2000; Keeter et al. 2006).
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Dependent Variable

Our dependent variable, perceptions of criminal injustice, is
comprised of four indicators. Respondents were asked whether
they strongly agree (=1), agree (=2), disagree (=3), or strongly
disagree (=4) with the following four statements:

1. The police in your neighborhood treat people of all races equally.
2. In similar situations, the police are more likely to stop people who

are not white for a traffic violation than people who are white.
3. In similar situations, the police are more likely to use force against

people who are poor than against people who are not poor.
4. In similar situations, the police are more likely to use physical force

against people who are not white than against people who are white.

We reversed the coding for the last three statements so that, for
each item, higher scores indicated that respondents perceived a
higher level of criminal injustice.10 Following Hagan et al. (2005:
388), we added the responses across these four items to compose a
scale on perceptions of criminal injustice (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.84).

Perceived Minority Police Presence

Perceived minority police presence is measured by a dummy
variable and coded as “0” if the respondent describes officers in
his or her neighborhood as mostly white and “1” if the respon-
dent describes officers as not mostly white. We select this dichot-
omy for two reasons. First, the group-position thesis, the
representative bureaucracy theory, and prior research suggest
that residents in places patrolled by more racially mixed police
may perceive a lower level of injustice than their counterparts in
places patrolled by white-dominated (i.e., mostly white) police,
thus the dichotomy of mostly white versus not mostly white offi-
cers may be most consequential for perceptions of criminal injus-
tice. Second, it may be a more clear distinction for residents to
determine whether officers are mostly white or not rather than to
decide on continuous gradations of racial composition.11

Control Variables

We include a number of controls that are potentially corre-
lated with perceptions of criminal injustice. Race is a dummy

10 We include a class component in the construction of perceptions of criminal
injustice, because “race and class conflict exist with regard to issues of criminal injustice,
and neither kind of conflict can properly be understood without consideration of the
other” (Hagan and Albonetti 1982: 329).

11 That said, future research may want to include additional survey items that cap-
ture perceived minority police presence.
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variable and coded “1” if the respondent defines him or herself as
black or African American. Ethnicity is also a dummy variable and
coded “1” if the respondent defines him or herself as Hispanic or
Latino. We also construct an “other race” variable comprised of
Asian and other racial and ethnic respondents. Whites are the ref-
erence group in the full sample analysis.

Prior research suggests that youth and men are more likely to
embrace negative views of the police (e.g., Brunson 2007; Brunson
and Miller 2006), so we control for age (in years) and male (1 = yes,
0 = no). Because the respondent’s income and employment status
may be related to perceptions of criminal injustice (e.g., Hagan and
Albonetti 1982), we control for self-reported income (1 = less than
$10,000, 2= between $10,000 and $25,000, 3= between $25,000 and
$40,000, 4 = between $40,000 and $60,000, 5 = more than $60,000)
and include unemployment (1=notworking, 0=otherwise). In addi-
tion, we control for length of time the respondent has been living at
the current address and the frequency of attending religious services,
because these factors may impact perceptions of criminal injustice
(e.g., Unnever et al. 2011). Furthermore, we include police visibility
because neighborhoods may differ in the overall amount of policing
that they receive (Klinger 1997), which may influence residents’ per-
ceptions of the police. Police visibility is measured by responses to the
following question: “Do you see police officers in your neighborhood
(1) not at all, (2) a few times a year, (3) about once a month, (4) about
once a week, (5) a few times a week, or (6) every day?” Last, we control
for the frequency of involuntary police contacts (see Brown and Bene-
dict 2002; Decker 1981; Scaglion and Condon 1980) and voluntary
police contacts (see Huebner et al. 2004; Reisig and Parks 2000).
Respondents were asked: “In the past year, howmany times have you
been stopped by the police while driving in L.A.?” and “In the past
year, howmany times have you been stoppedby the policewhile stand-
ing or walking in a public place?” We added responses of these two
items and constructed an ordinal variable to reflect the frequency of
involuntary police contacts (0 = never, 1 = 1–2 times, 2 = 3–5 times,
3 = more than 5 times). We constructed voluntary police contacts
based on a question asking the respondent how many times he or she
called the police to report a problem in his or her home or neighbor-
hood in the past year (0 = never, 1 = 1–2 times, 2 = 3–5 times,
3=more than 5 times). Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics for all
the study variables and Supporting Information Appendix B provides
the bivariate correlations.

Analytic Strategy

Of the 1250 respondents, 37 did not provide a valid answer to
any of the four indictors used to construct the dependent variable
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and were excluded from the analysis. Unfortunately, 22.8 percent of
our survey data have missing values on one or more variables
included in the analysis. Because multiple imputation is “one of the
most attractive methods for general-purpose handling of missing
data in multivariate analysis” (Allison 2000: 301), we performed mul-
tiple imputation in Mplus 7 to address the missing data problem.
We used all the variables included in the subsequent analysis for
multiple imputation, including all four indicators used to construct the
dependent variable. In addition, in accordance with recommended
approaches to multiple imputation (see Acock 2005: 1026), we incor-
porated a number of supplementary variables, such as a variable
reflecting if anyone else in the respondent’s household called or was
stopped by the police in the past year, a variable indicating if the
respondent owns his or her home, and a variable reflecting if the
respondent or any of his or her family or friends are sworn police offi-
cers. Ten imputations in total were performed because “unless rates of
missing information are unusually high, there tends to be little or no
practical benefit to using more than five to ten imputations” (Schafer
1999: 7).

Next, we use ordinary least square (OLS) regression to assess
the effect of perceived minority police presence on individual per-
ceptions of criminal injustice. We conduct our analysis with the
multiply-imputed datasets in Mplus 7 and obtain robust standard
errors computed using the sandwich estimator to take into
account the nonindependence of respondents within the same
block groups (see Muthén and Muthén 1998: 251).12 To investi-
gate if the effect of perceived minority police presence is more
pronounced for minority residents (hypothesis 2) and in minority
neighborhoods (hypothesis 3) and whether this effect is stronger
for minority residents in more integrated and white neighbor-
hoods than for minority residents in minority neighborhoods
(hypothesis 4), we perform a set of z-tests. A z-test is used to assess
the statistical significance of the difference between regression
coefficients that have been estimated in two independent samples
(Paternoster et al. 1998). For example, when we test whether the
relationship between perceived minority police presence and indi-
vidual perceptions of criminal injustice is of the same magnitude
for white versus black respondents, we use the formula below,

z=
b1 b2ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi

SEb21 +SEb22

q

12 The number of respondents nested in the respective block groups averages
5, and approximately 40 percent of the block groups include only one respondent. Thus,
too few respondents per block group precludes the use of hierarchical linear modeling.
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where b1 represents the effect of perceived minority police pres-
ence within the white sample, b2 is the effect of perceived minority

police presence within the black sample, and SEb21 and SEb22 are
the coefficient variances associated with b1 and b2, respectively.
This hypothesis test follows the structure of a significance test
between two sample means and is a z-test when the sample is large
(Paternoster et al. 1998).

Results

We conducted multicollinearity diagnostics, and the results of
bivariate correlations (Supporting Information Appendix B), variance
inflation factors, and condition indices indicated that multicollinearity
was not a problem. Then we begin first by presenting results of ana-
lyses aimed at testing themain effect of perceivedminority police pres-
ence on residents’ perceptions of criminal injustice.

Review of the full sample analysis in Table 2 shows that per-
ceived minority police presence is negatively and significantly
associated with respondents’ perceptions of criminal injustice,

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics

Mean (s.d.)

Full White Black Hispanic
(N = 1213) (N = 326) (N = 275) (N = 562)

Dependent Variable

Perceived Criminal Injustice
10.63
(2.26)

9.95
(2.27)

11.80
(2.37)

10.47
(1.99)

Main Variable of Interest
Perceived Minority

Police Presence
0.63
(0.48)

0.65
(0.48)

0.56
(0.50)

0.65
(0.48)

Controls

Black
0.23
(0.42)

Hispanic
0.46
(0.50)

Other
0.04
(0.19)

Age
42.76
(18.57)

47.89
(19.22)

49.92
(19.98)

36.78
(14.99)

Male
0.44
(0.50)

0.55
(0.50)

0.41
(0.49)

0.39
(0.49)

Unemployed
0.15
(0.35)

0.09
(0.28)

0.11
(0.31)

0.20
(0.40)

Income
2.73
(1.36)

3.55
(1.34)

2.85
(1.34)

2.13
(1.05)

Number of Years Living at the
Current Address

3.15
(1.68)

3.27
(1.77)

3.64
(1.82)

2.84
(1.49)

Frequency of Attending
Religious Services

2.77
(1.43)

2.11
(1.27)

3.37
(1.34)

2.90
(1.40)

Police Visibility
4.61
(1.53)

4.12
(1.58)

4.88
(1.40)

4.80
(1.47)

Involuntary Contacts
0.34
(0.68)

0.31
(0.51)

0.47
(0.87)

0.29
(0.67)

Voluntary Contacts
0.29
(0.61)

0.28
(0.58)

0.31
(0.60)

0.28
(0.63)
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suggesting that residents perceive a lower level of criminal injus-
tice when they describe their neighborhoods as having greater
minority police presence. Thus, we find support for hypothesis
1. Meanwhile, we find that black and Hispanic respondents and
those who had more involuntary contacts with police perceive a
higher level of criminal injustice; respondents in the “other” racial
category are no more likely than white respondents to perceive
criminal injustice. Given that Asian residents make up a significant
proportion of the Los Angeles population, it is reasonable to
expect that the other racial category primarily consists of Asian
respondents. Thus, our finding is consistent with other research
indicating that Asian respondents are no more likely to perceive
criminal injustice than white respondents (e.g., Wortley 1996). We
also find that older respondents and those who see police officers
in their neighborhood more often perceive a lower level of crimi-
nal injustice. Furthermore, income is positively and significantly
related to perceptions of criminal injustice, which we will discuss
in more detail in the Discussion and Conclusion section.

Minority police presence may improve individual perceptions of
criminal justice by producing more objectively just outcomes, such as
reduced involuntary police contacts. If so, examining the effect of
minority police presence on perceptions of criminal injustice, while
including involuntary police contacts, will only capture the direct effect
of minority police presence, thus ignoring its indirect effect via invol-
untary contacts and in turn underestimating the total effect ofminority
police presence on perceptions of criminal injustice. However, as we
focus on perceivedminority police presence, it is not logical to hypoth-
esize that perceived minority police presence affects involuntary con-
tacts, especially when it is unknown to what extent perceived minority
police presence is correlated with the objective measure. That said, we
run a pathmodel in ancillary analysis and find that perceivedminority
police presence affects frequency of involuntary police contacts, which
in turn affects individual perceptions of criminal injustice.13 The effect
of perceivedminority police presence on perceptions of criminal injus-
tice is primarily direct as indirect effect of perceived minority police
presence via involuntary contacts only accounts for 6 percent of its total
effect. This finding is not surprising because the relationship between
perceived minority police presence and perceptions of criminal injus-
tice should be primarily direct, rather than through involuntary con-
tacts. Thus, the extent to which our findings are affected by objective
differences in policing that may result from perceived minority police
presence is very small.

13 We also assessed if perceived minority police presence affected police visibility
and found that the effect of perceived minority police presence on police visibility was
not statistically significant.
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To test hypothesis 2, which anticipates that the effect of per-
ceived minority police presence will be more pronounced for
black and Hispanic residents, we divide the sample into white, black,
and Hispanic subgroups and perform OLS separately for each.
Inspection of the analyses for the white, black, and Hispanic sub-
groups in Table 2 suggests that for each subgroup, perceiving
greater minority police presence significantly reduces respondents’
perceptions of criminal injustice. Furthermore, we perform a set of
z-tests, which reveal that the effect of perceived minority police pres-
ence is not significantly different for white versus black respondents
(z = −0.63, p > .10) or Hispanic respondents (z = 1.45, p > .10).14

Thus, we fail to find support for hypothesis 2.15

Notably, although involuntary police contacts increase percep-
tions of criminal injustice for black and Hispanic respondents,
they do not significantly affect white respondents’ perceptions
(see also Wortley et al. 1997). Z-tests further suggest that the effect
of involuntary police contacts is significantly different for white
versus black respondents (z = −2.07, p < .05) or Hispanic respon-
dents (z = −2.44, p < .05). The differential effect of involuntary
police contacts for white versus minority respondents may be due
to different types of police stops they experienced—investigatory
stops versus traffic-safety stops (Epp et al. 2014). Whereas traffic-
safety stops are based on legal evidence about whether a serious
traffic violation has occurred, investigatory stops are often justi-
fied by weak or no evidence, and officers commonly use relatively
minor infractions as a pretext for investigating vehicles and peo-
ple whom they consider suspicious. Race plays little role in traffic-
safety stops, but black drivers are disproportionately stopped for
investigatory stops which are “racially framed, institutionally
supported” practices that “grow from and reproduce negative
racial stereotypes” (Epp et al. 2014: 12). As white drivers almost
exclusively experience traffic-safety stops and black drivers often
experience investigatory stops, white residents are generally more
positive about the stops that they have experienced and black resi-
dents commonly view stops that they have experienced as unfair
(Epp et al. 2014: 8). Thus, investigatory stops may fuel distrust of
police among those who experience this type of stops, primarily

14 The effect of perceived minority police presence on individual perceptions of
criminal injustice is significantly different between black respondents and Hispanic
respondents (z = −2.37, p < .05).

15 The group-position thesis may also predict that white residents’ perceptions of
criminal injustice will increase as they perceive police as not mostly white, because a
larger number of minority officers may threaten white residents’ control over the police.
However, our questions measuring perceptions of criminal injustice only ask about the
treatment of minorities and do not capture the possibility that the system is biased against
white residents.
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people of color, and different types of stops may explain why
involuntary police contacts have differential effects on perceptions
of criminal injustice for white versus minority residents.

Next, we test hypothesis 3 which anticipates that perceiving
greater minority police presence will be more strongly related to
perceptions of criminal injustice in minority neighborhoods. Fol-
lowing Peterson and Krivo (2010: 47), we create five types of
ethnoracial neighborhoods based on 2000 block-group-level racial
and ethnic composition, including white neighborhoods (if a block
group has 70 percent or more white residents), black neighbor-
hoods (if a block group has 70 percent or more black residents),
Hispanic neighborhoods (if a block group has 70 percent or more
Hispanic residents), minority neighborhoods (if a block group has
70 percent or more black and Hispanic residents), and integrated
neighborhoods (if a block group has any other racial-ethnic
combinations).16 Supporting Information Appendix C presents
descriptive statistics for all study variables in each type of ethno-
racial neighborhoods. We perform OLS separately for each type
and present the results in Table 3.

Inspection of Table 3 suggests that the effect of perceived
minority police presence is negative in all five types of neighbor-
hoods and statistically significant in all except Hispanic neighbor-
hoods. Furthermore, we perform a set of z-tests, which reveal that
the effect of perceived minority police presence is not significantly
different in white neighborhoods versus black neighborhoods
(z = −0.56, p > .10), or Hispanic neighborhoods (z = −1.26,
p > .10), or minority neighborhoods (z = −0.72, p > .10).17 We
conduct another set of z-tests to compare if the effect of perceived
minority police presence is significantly different in integrated

16 Here, we use 70 percent cutoff, instead of 80 percent that was used in the sam-
pling strategy, because doing so allows us to include more respondents in different types
of ethnoracial neighborhoods. Recall that 60 block groups that had 80 percent whites, or
80 percent blacks, or 80 percent Hispanics in 1990 were expanded to 241 block groups
due to boundary changes between 1990 and 2000 census. Thus, our respondents were
dispersed into 241 block groups that had a wider range of density and using 80 percent
cutoff would significantly reduce the number of respondents in different types of ethno-
racial neighborhoods. For example, whereas there were 142 respondents within 24 black
neighborhoods when we used 70 percent cutoff, there were only 69 residents within
12 black neighborhoods when we used 80 percent cutoff. Consequently, using 80 percent
cutoff would significantly limit our ability to conduct analysis in different types of ethno-
racial neighborhoods. For this pragmatic reason and to be consistent with Peterson and
Krivo’s (2010) premier research in creating five types of ethnoracial neighborhoods, we
use 70 percent cutoff.

17 We ran a set of ancillary analysis by splitting the sample to respondents in neigh-
borhoods with large concentrations of subordinate-group members (black neighbor-
hoods, Hispanic neighborhoods, and minority neighborhoods) versus those in integrated
neighborhoods and white neighborhoods. Our z-test indicates that the effect of perceived
minority police presence is not significantly different between these two types of neigh-
borhoods (results available upon request).
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neighborhoods versus black neighborhoods, Hispanic neighbor-
hoods, or minority neighborhoods and find no significant differ-
ence. Thus, hypothesis 3 is not supported.18

Last, we test hypothesis 4 which anticipates that perceiving
greater minority police presence will be more strongly related to
individual perceptions of criminal injustice for black and Hispanic
residents in more integrated and white neighborhoods than black
and Hispanic residents in black and Hispanic neighborhoods.
Review of Table 4 indicates that perceived minority police presence
significantly reduces black respondents’ perceptions of criminal
injustice in black neighborhoods. Because very few black respon-
dents lived in integrated and white neighborhoods (N = 13), we
could not assess the effect of perceived minority police presence on
black respondents’ perceptions of criminal injustice in integrated
and white neighborhoods, and it is unknown if the effect of per-
ceived minority police presence is stronger for black respondents in
integrated and white neighborhoods than black respondents in black
neighborhoods. Furthermore, we find that perceived minority police
presence is not significantly associated with Hispanic respondents’
perceptions of criminal injustice in either Hispanic neighborhoods
or integrated and white neighborhoods. Thus, we find no support
for hypothesis 4.

Discussion and Conclusion

Building on the group-position thesis, the representative bureau-
cracy theory, and prior research, we developed and tested a series of
hypotheses using household survey data collected in Los Angeles.
The main findings can be summarized as follows. First, perceived
minority police presence significantly reduces residents’ perceptions
of criminal injustice, suggesting that perceived minority police pres-
ence may promote residents’ perceptions of criminal justice. Second,
the effect of perceived minority police presence is not significantly dif-
ferent for white versus black or Hispanic respondents and for respon-
dents in white neighborhoods versus black neighborhoods, or
Hispanic neighborhoods, or minority neighborhoods, indicating that
the effect of perceived minority police presence is not more pro-
nounced for black and Hispanic respondents and for respondents in
minority neighborhoods. Third, the effect of perceived minority
police presence is similar to Hispanic respondents in Hispanic neigh-
borhoods versus Hispanic respondents in white and integrated
neighborhoods, suggesting that the level of exposure to other and

18 The effect of perceived minority police presence on perceptions of criminal injus-
tice is significantly different between black and Hispanic neighborhoods
(z = 2.14, p < .05).
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more advantaged groups in a surrounding neighborhood does not
seem to moderate the effect of perceived minority police presence on
Hispanic respondents’ perceptions of criminal injustice.

Two additional findings bear discussion. First, all the findings
related to Hispanic respondents or Hispanic neighborhoods in
Tables 2–4 suggest that perceived minority police presence has a
weak to no effect on perceptions of criminal injustice for Hispanic
communities. Instead, involuntary police contacts consistently have
the largest effect on perceptions of criminal injustice for Hispanic
communities as involuntary contacts have the largest standardized
coefficient in models of Hispanic respondents, Hispanic neighbor-
hoods, and Hispanic respondents in Hispanic neighborhoods (see
Tables 2–4). Why? We speculate that Hispanic residents, who are less
familiar with police harassment than black residents, may fear that
their contacts with the police place them in a similar risk status as
black residents (Hagan et al. 2005). Thus, for Hispanic residents,
police stops are more likely to provoke perceptions of injustice than

Table 4. Regression of Perceptions of Criminal Injustice for Black and
Hispanic Respondents in Black and Hispanic Neighborhoods Versus
Integrated and White Neighborhoods

Black
Hispanic

Black
Neighborhoods

Hispanic
Neighborhoods

Integrated
and White

Neighborhoods

B β B β B β

Perceived Minority
Police Presence

−1.21**
(0.37)

−0.27 −0.23
(0.24)

−0.06 −0.40
(0.69)

−0.09

Age
−0.02
(0.02)

−0.18 −0.01
(0.01)

−0.09 −0.04
(0.02)

−0.24

Male
0.49

(0.47)
0.11 0.21

(0.22)
0.05 −0.53

(0.64)
−0.12

Unemployed
0.04

(0.98)
0.00 0.12

(0.27)
0.02 −0.38

(0.59)
−0.06

Income
0.16

(0.20)
0.09 0.03

(0.13)
0.02 0.13

(0.23)
0.08

Number of Years
Living at the Current
Address

0.07
(0.15)

0.06 0.03
(0.08)

0.03 −0.02
(0.21)

−0.01

Frequency of Attending
religious Services

0.20
(0.16)

0.11 0.14
(0.10)

0.10 0.26
(0.20)

0.17

Police Visibility
−0.07
(0.17)

−0.04 −0.10†
(0.06)

−0.08 0.15
(0.15)

0.09

Involuntary Contacts
0.26

(0.26)
0.10 0.58**

(0.18)
0.21 0.03

(0.44)
0.01

Voluntary Contacts
0.84*

(0.41)
0.19 0.27†

(0.16)
0.09 −0.07

(0.35)
−0.02

Intercept
11.91**
(1.39)

5.29 10.66**
(0.44)

5.57 10.70**
(1.54)

4.83

R2 .26 .10 .10
N 109 357 82

†p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01 (two-tailed test).
Note: Because very few black respondents live in integrated and white neighborhoods (N = 13), we
could not assess the effect of perceived minority police presence on black perceptions of criminal
injustice in integrated and white neighborhoods. Thus, we only present OLS for black respondents
in black neighborhoods. B, unstandardized coefficient; β, standardized coefficient.
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any other factors. This finding is consistent with prior research
suggesting that Hispanic residents’ attitudes toward police are posi-
tive until they have experience with them (e.g., Carter 1985; Skogan
et al. 2002).

However, perceived minority police presence has a statistically
significant effect in black neighborhoods, and its effect in black
neighborhoods is significantly greater than that in Hispanic neigh-
borhoods (see note 18). Similarly, perceived minority police pres-
ence has a significantly stronger effect for black respondents than
Hispanic respondents (see note 14). In addition, perceived minor-
ity police presence consistently has the largest influence on
residents’ perceptions of criminal injustice for black communities as it
has the largest standardized coefficient in models of black respon-
dents, black neighborhoods, and black respondents in black neigh-
borhoods (see Tables 2–4). These findings combined suggest that due
to long-standing tensions between police and black communities,
black residents may be in a heightened state of sensitivity to minority
police presence, and other factors may not matter as much. That said,
we find that involuntary police contacts have a statistically significant
effect on perceptions of criminal injustice for black respondents but
not in black neighborhoods or for black respondents in black neigh-
borhoods. Given that involuntary contacts do not provoke black
respondents’ perceptions of criminal injustice in black neighbor-
hoods, we speculate that black residents in black neighborhoods, a
more homogeneous racial environment, may be familiar with police
harassment and in turn conditioned to expect more police stops. The
experience of police stops thus results in less outrage and a weak
effect on perceptions of criminal injustice for black residents in black
neighborhoods. However, black residents in other racial environ-
ments may develop multiple reference groups, which allows them to
compare more easily their experiences to white residents and other
racial groups (Brooks 2000: 1219). Observing differential treatments
for other racial groups may lead involuntary contacts to be perceived
as more outrageous in other neighborhoods than in black neighbor-
hoods where involuntary police contacts are familiar and expected
experiences. Therefore, involuntary contacts may have a strong effect
on black perceptions of criminal injustice in other neighborhoods. To
assess this possibility, we run a model predicting black perceptions of
criminal injustice in other neighborhoods and found that the effect of
involuntary contacts is positive and statistically significant (b = .86,
s.e. = 0.22, p < .01). A z-test indicates that the effect of involuntary
police contacts in other neighborhoods is significantly greater than
that in black neighborhoods (z = 1.76, p < .05, one-tailed test). Over-
all, there may be significant differences in Hispanic and black
residents’ experiences with the police that should be taken into
account in making comparisons (Hagan et al. 2005). Future research
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may further examine how and why the effect of minority police pres-
ence, perceived and actual, on perceptions of criminal injustice differs
for differential racial and ethnic groups and neighborhoods of differ-
ent racial and ethnic contexts.

Second, we find that income is positively related to residents’
perceptions of criminal injustice in the full sample analysis; in ana-
lyses separately conducted for white, black, and Hispanic respon-
dents, income is positively and significantly related to perceptions
of criminal injustice for black respondents alone. Thus, the signifi-
cant effect of income for the full sample might be largely driven
by the black subsample, and high-income black respondents per-
ceive more criminal injustice than low-income black respondents
(see also Brooks and Jeon-Slaughter 2001; Hagan and Albonetti
1982; Peek et al. 1981). Using a comparative perspective (Brooks
2000), we speculate that low-income black residents work and live
in racially segregated communities where police scrutiny is more
common, and thus they may have lower expectations from the
police. However, high-income black residents can move “widely in
the mainstream of the American life”, and in turn “may be caught
off guard when their status does not protect them from police
harassment” (Hagan et al. 2005: 385; see also Vega 2016). Future
research may investigate how and why income has differential
effects on perceptions of criminal injustice for different racial and
ethnic groups.

Several implications emerge from this study’s findings. First, our
findings suggest that improving perceived minority police presence
may produce more trust and legitimacy among residents, which may
be a key step in “creating greater harmony between the police and
the citizenry in the United States” (Riccucci et al. 2018: 516). In par-
ticular, given the long history of tensions between minorities and the
police, enhancing perceived minority police presence may improve
the relations of law enforcement agencies and minority communities,
especially black communities. In addition, given how consequential
individual perceptions of criminal injustice are for violence and crime
control efforts (Kirk and Matsuda 2011), increasing perceived minor-
ity police presence may also reduce crime and improve neighbor-
hood conditions in minority communities.

Second, our findings reaffirm Tyler and Wakslak’s (2004) assess-
ment suggesting the value of psychology as a framework within which
to approach issues of policing. In this article, we focus on perceived
neighborhood minority police presence, not the objective measure.
Whereas it may be highly likely that perceiving more minority police
presence is related to the actual minority police presence, this is not
necessarily the case, and the objective and perceptual measures are
not fully interchangeable, because individuals’ estimates of the minor-
ity presence may be inaccurate and the degree of imprecision may
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not be constant across individuals (Pickett et al. 2012). However, to
expect minority police presence to have a direct effect on individual
perceptions of criminal injustice, minority police presence needs to
be first perceived, or misperceived, by residents. It is therefore critical
to investigate the factors that affect individual perceptions of minority
police presence.

In particular, residents may base their perceptions on their direct
observations of encounters or officers passing by in a marked vehicle.
They might have systematic bias in the way they perceive the race/
ethnicity of officers who patrol their neighborhoods, and it is possible
that residents form their perceptions based on secondary sources
(Rosenbaum et al. 2005). Moreover, a range of factors, such as time
spent away from one’s neighborhood, the race of a person’s most
proximate interaction with the police, how often one sees the police,
the type of neighborhood that a person lives in, and an individual’s
racial attitudes, may play a role in shaping their perceptions of minor-
ity police presence. Furthermore, future research may examine how
actual minority police presence affects individual perceptions of crim-
inal injustice and if it affects perceptions of criminal injustice through
objective police behavior. If an objective measure at neighborhood
level is not available, future research may want to collect data from
different cities, conduct multilevel analysis, and assess if and how
actual minority representation in local police departments and
residents’ perceptions of minority police presence, independently
and interactively, affect their perceptions of criminal injustice.

Third, our findings suggest that the group-position thesis and
the representative bureaucracy theory may be extended to explain
the effect of perceived minority police presence on individual percep-
tions of criminal injustice.19 This finding, however, must be inter-
preted with caution because, when based on cross-sectional data,
causal ordering must be assumed. Based on the logic and reasoning
intimated by the group-position thesis and the representative bureau-
cracy theory, we assume that perceived minority police presence
affects individual perceptions of criminal injustice, but the opposite
causal ordering is not implausible. For example, respondents who
perceive a higher level of criminal injustice may be more likely to per-
ceive nonwhites as composing a small share of the police force. This

19 To integrate conventional measures that capture the definition of the group-
position thesis through a multilevel approach, we aggregated block groups to census
tracts and found that census-tract-level racial and ethnic composition, a measure com-
monly used as a proxy when testing this thesis, did not significantly affect perceptions of
criminal injustice (results available upon request). We argue that when applied to individ-
ual perceptions of criminal injustice, the definition of the group-position thesis might be
better captured by minority representation of criminal justice agents than aggregate mea-
sures of minority composition. Future research may assess if aggregate measures of
minority composition affect minority representation of criminal justice agents (both actual
and perceived), which in turn affect perceptions of criminal injustice.
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possibility may operate simultaneously with the causal ordering
assumed in this study. To test this possibility, we estimate a non-
recursive model, treating frequency of attending religious services,
employment, block-group-level percent black, and percent Hispanic
as instrumental variables.20 This nonrecursive model indicates that
perceptions of criminal injustice do not significantly predict percep-
tions of minority police presence. Future research should further and
fully explore the possibility that perceptions of minority police pres-
ence and criminal injustice simultaneously affect each other. Ulti-
mately, experiments may be needed to test the causal sequence
outlined in this study.

In addition, future research may extend beyond this study by
investigating a series of related questions. For example, how does
the heterogeneity of the nonwhite category in our key independent
variable—perceived minority police presence—affect perceptions of
criminal injustice? We find that perceiving officers in their neighbor-
hood as not mostly white, thus diversity of any type, improves per-
ceptions of justice. However, it is unknown the extent to which
diversity in this category across neighborhoods influences the results.
Furthermore, it is unknown if perceiving mostly black officers will
impact Hispanic residents’ perceptions of criminal injustice or if per-
ceiving mostly Hispanic officers will influence black residents’ per-
ceptions of criminal injustice. Although extremely important, these
questions may be beyond the scope of this paper. To assess these
questions, we will need to collect new data. Moreover, we will need
to draw upon other perspectives and likely other disciplines, such as
social psychology, because the group-position thesis seems ill-
equipped to do so. For example, in extending Blumer’s group-
position model to interethnic attitudes, Bobo and Hutchings (1996:
956) maintain that members of a racial group who feel alienated and
oppressed are more likely to view other racial groups as competitive
threats to their own group’s social position, and “feelings of racial
alienation emerge from historical experiences and the current social,
political, and economic niches that are typically occupied by mem-
bers of a racial group.” They further find that black respondents,
closely followed by Hispanic respondents, are most likely to see
other groups as competitive threats, and non-Latino white respon-
dents are the least likely. Therefore, a higher proportion of officers
of their own race, actual or perceived, may promote higher levels of
perceived justice among minorities, and this effect may be stronger

20 Whereas causation flows in only one direction in recursive models, nonrecursive
models “allow for the estimation of relationships between variables in which each is
hypothesized to have a direct impact on the other” (Finch and French 2015: 416). Non-
recursive models, which require the use of instrumental variables to achieve identifica-
tion, have been used to model outcomes in diverse fields, such as sociology and health
(Finch and French 2015: 416).
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for black respondents than Hispanic respondents. Future research
may empirically examine these questions using appropriate data,
and researchers may conduct in-depth interviews on residents’ atti-
tudes toward officers of different racial and ethnic background and
their attitudes toward teams of mixed-race officers. These inquires
can provide insights into the possible mechanisms linking minority
police presence and residents’ perceptions of criminal injustice.

Fourth, researchers may need to draw upon a range of theoreti-
cal perspectives and mechanisms in explaining the effect of minority
police presence on individual perceptions of criminal injustice. We
derive this implication for two reasons. The first reason is that we find
limited support for the group-position thesis and the representative
bureaucracy theory. Although we find that perceived minority police
presence affects residents’ perceptions of criminal injustice,
supporting the group-position thesis and the representative bureau-
cracy theory, we do not find significantly greater effects of perceived
minority police presence for minority respondents or minority neigh-
borhoods, which is contrary to what the group-position thesis and the
representative bureaucracy theory would have expected. Future
research may further assess to what extent the group-position thesis
and the representative bureaucracy theory are supported. The sec-
ond reason is that the amount of explained variance for perceptions
of criminal injustice is relatively small (R2 ranging from .08 for His-
panic respondents to .20 for black respondents and from .10 for
white neighborhoods to .28 for black neighborhoods) but consistent
with earlier findings (see, for example, Hagan et al. 2005: table 2).
Although our current model does a better job in explaining percep-
tions of criminal injustice for black residents and residents in black
neighborhoods in Los Angeles, a large amount of variance in
residents’ perceptions of criminal injustice remains unexplained.
Future research may further explore what additional factors predict
perceptions of criminal injustice. For example, police misconduct,
whether experienced directly or heard about secondhand, may
impact perceived injustice. Also, the effect of involuntary contacts on
perceptions of injustice may be conditioned by the degree of miscon-
duct and/or intrusiveness (Tyler et al. 2014). In addition, our study
lacks the important correlates to perceptions of criminal injustice,
such as measures of procedural justice and legitimacy. Although we
could not include these important correlates because they were not
present in the data, future research may include them when
explaining perceptions of injustice.

Fifth, scholars may also want to examine the effect of minority
police presence, perceived and actual, using data collected in more
recent years and from other cities. In this study, we addressed a highly
relevant and contemporary problem with old data that are unique in
providing a perceptual measure of minority police presence.
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Furthermore, our datawere collected after theLAPDhad experienced
a decade of policing crises, beginning with the beating of Rodney King
in 1991 and culminating in the Rampart police corruption scandal in
1999, which resulted in the LAPD entering a consent decree in 2000 to
adopt various reform measures (Stone et al. 2009: i). Similarly, since
the fatal shooting of 18-year-oldMichael Brown in Ferguson,Missouri,
in August 2014, there have been renewed calls for local police depart-
ments to recruit more minority officers. Police departments in a num-
ber of cities where high-profile police killings of black residents
happened entered consent decrees with the Justice Department and
agreed on various reform efforts. Thus, if we did not find a significant
relationship between perceived minority police presence and individ-
ual perceptions of criminal injustice in our data, it may suggest no sig-
nificant relationship today in other places. Regardless, the use of old
data precludes us from informing recent police sentiments, which
remains a limitation. Recent police shootings may have significantly
impacted the hypothesized effect of minority police presence on
residents’ perceptions of criminal injustice, especially forminority resi-
dents and minority communities. Beyond this speculation, we suggest
that future research collect new data across a wide range of cities to
address recent police sentiments. Moreover, our household survey
data do not include those who may have the most critical views about
police, such as the homeless and incarcerated. Since perceptions of
criminal justice may be even more consequential for their interactions
with police, future research may want to find ways to include the
homeless and incarcerated in surveys that assess perceptions of crimi-
nal justice and especially focus on what factors could improve their
perceptions.

One policy intervention derived from this study is to assess
whether actually putting more minority officers on the street will
alter individual perceptions of minority police presence. Future
research may compare what residents perceive about minority
police presence to the reality, using perhaps dispatch records that
also document back-ups or systematic social observation, which can
be compared with what residents report in follow-up surveys about
those incidents. Such an analysis might help law enforcement agen-
cies to design strategies that they can adopt to affect residents’ per-
ceptions of minority police presence. For example, if a mixed-race
team of officers tends to generate a higher level of perceived minor-
ity police presence, then police chiefs may want to spread out their
minority police presence by ensuring that all police patrol patterns
or teams are mixed race. Ultimately, recruiting more minority offi-
cers and optimizing patrol assignments of minority officers to vari-
ous neighborhoods, especially in places where recent police
shootings have significantly damaged the relationship between
police and local communities, may be able to affect individual
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perceptions of minority police presence, which in turn may improve
individual perceptions of criminal justice. That said, reforms should
not simply focus on improving perceptions of justice, which, in the
absence of improving objective measures of police practices, is not
sufficient. Given the problems in those places, such as police depart-
ment engaging in a pattern of unconstitutional use of force, reforms
should also focus on improving objective policing, such as adopting
use of force practices that minimize the use of force, implementing
policies and developing training to improve interactions with vul-
nerable people, implementing a robust system of true community
policing, and ensuring that officers police fairly and compassionately
in all neighborhoods (see U.S. Department of Justice, Civil Rights
Division 2015; U.S. Department of Justice, Civil Rights Division,
and U.S. Attorney’s Office Northern District of Illinois 2017). These
should be important policy goals because if a police force is unjust,
improving perceptions of minority police presence in order to pro-
mote perceptions of justice would be counterproductive to the goal
of organizing community members to effectively challenge the
objective problems in that police force.

In conclusion, our findings suggest that perceived minority police
presencemay help to build trust and confidence in police for residents
of different race/ethnicity and residents in different types of ethno-
racial neighborhoods. Although this study overcomes important limi-
tations from previous research by examining perceived neighborhood
minority police presence and its effect for residents of different race/
ethnicity, especially Hispanic residents, and by investigating “cognitive
landscapes” (Sampson and Bartusch 1998), our findings may be lim-
ited due to the use of the relatively old, observational data collected in
Los Angeles. Future research may use experimental designs and col-
lect newdata across a wide range of cities to examine the role ofminor-
ity police presence, perceived and actual, for individual perceptions of
criminal injustice and other outcomes, such as procedural justice and
police legitimacy.Ultimately, as reliable evidence accumulates, the ben-
efits of racial diversification on improving objective policing practices
and bridging the racial gap in police trust will be more than just
assumed (Legewie and Fagan 2016).
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