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The Force of Fear: Police Stereotype Threat, Self-Legitimacy, and Support
for Excessive Force

Rick Trinkner
Arizona State University

Erin M. Kerrison
University of California, Berkeley

Phillip Atiba Goff
John Jay College of Criminal Justice

Researchers have linked police officers’ concerns with appearing racist—a kind of stereotype threat—to
racial disparities in the use of force. This study presents the first empirical test of the hypothesized
psychological mechanism linking stereotype threat to police support for violence. We hypothesized that
stereotype threat undermines officers’ self-legitimacy, or the confidence they have in their inherent
authority, encouraging overreliance on coercive policing to maintain control. Officers (n � 784) from the
patrol division of a large urban police force completed a survey in order to test this hypothesis.
Respondents completed measures of stereotype threat, self-legitimacy, resistance to use of force policy,
approval of unreasonable force, and endorsement of procedurally fair policing. Structural equation
models showed that elevated stereotype threat was associated with lower self-legitimacy (� � �.15),
which in turn was associated with more resistance to restrictions on force (� � �.17), greater approval
of unreasonable force (� � �.31), and lower endorsement of fair policing (� � .57). These results reveal
that concerns about appearing racist are actually associated with increased support for coercive polic-
ing—potentially further eroding public trust.

Public Significance Statement
This study links police officers’ concerns with appearing racist when interacting with community
members to diminished confidence in their legitimate authority and greater support for coercive
policing. In this respect, negative stereotypes of police officers can potentially undermine officer
morale and public safety.

Keywords: police, stereotype threat, self-legitimacy, use of force, procedural justice
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The “racist police officer” stereotype is one of the most enduring
stereotypes of law enforcement in America, irrespective of officer
race (Cochran & Warren, 2012; Skolnick, 2008; Tyler & Wakslak,

2004). A simple Internet search reveals millions of hits highlighting
racism in law enforcement. Links between racism and policing can be
seen throughout our cultural narratives (e.g., Edelman, 2016), news-
papers (e.g., Owen, 2017), academic books (e.g., Rios, 2011), and
media portrayals (e.g., Haggis et al., 2004). Over the last few years
this social representation has become even more salient amid con-
tinuing racial disparities throughout the criminal justice system (Goff,
Lloyd, Geller, Raphael, & Glaser, 2016; Mustard, 2001; Travis,
Western, & Redburn, 2014) and a seemingly unending string of
highly publicized controversial incidents involving police officers
shooting (sometimes unarmed) non-White community members, par-
ticularly young Black men. Despite this salience, relatively little is
known about how awareness of this stereotype influences officers and
how they approach members of the community. This article examines
how officers’ concerns with appearing racist plays an ironic and
underexplored role in support for coercive and aggressive policing.

Why would concerns with appearing racist be linked to greater
officer violence? Drawing from the stereotype threat literature,
Richardson and Goff (2014) argue that concerns about confirming
the “racist officer” stereotype diminishes officers’ sense of moral
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authority, resulting in a greater reliance on coercive tactics to
establish and maintain control when policing individuals, espe-
cially within non-White communities. Their hypothesized link
between the undermining of officers’ moral authority and greater
support for coercive tactics is consistent with recent criminological
work linking officers’ self-legitimacy—that is, their confidence in
the power imbued within their role as police officers (Bottoms &
Tankebe, 2012)—and support for nonaggressive policing strate-
gies (Bradford & Quinton, 2014; Tankebe & Meško, 2014). Rich-
ardson and Goff’s (2014) perspective directly contradicts the ar-
guments from those who stipulate that officers’ fear of being
caught engaging in purportedly racist behavior leads to the with-
drawal of police officers from their duties (i.e., de-policing, Sutton,
2015). If true, then the undermining of self-legitimacy due to
stereotype threat is not only problematic to officers and their
institutions, but also presents pernicious risks to the communities
they police.

However, to date there has been almost no research examining
the relation between officers’ concerns over appearing racist and
support for coercive policing. Moreover, no study has empirically
examined Richardson and Goff’s (2014) argument that officers’
sense of moral authority mediates this relation. The goal of the
present article is to address this gap by testing their argument using
data from a survey of patrol officers and sergeants in a large urban
police department. In doing so, we also provide the first theoretical
integration of the stereotype threat (Steele, 1997; Steele, Spencer,
& Aronson, 2002) and police legitimacy (Bottoms & Tankebe,
2012; Tyler, 2006) literatures.

Chronic Stereotype Threat and Social Identity

Stereotype threat refers to concerns with being evaluated in
terms of or confirming a negative stereotype relevant to a valued
group of which one is a member (Steele, 1997; Steele et al., 2002).
Importantly, individuals do not actually have to endorse the ste-
reotype to experience threat from it. Instead, it can arise whenever
a person believes they will be evaluated in terms of the negative
stereotype. For example, in their landmark series of studies, Steele
and Aronson (1995) showed that Black students experience greater
apprehension when they feel others are evaluating their test per-
formance in terms of the stereotype that Blacks are intellectually
inferior. Ironically, those students perform worse on a verbal
ability test of “intellectual ability” than their similarly situated
White student peers. However, in situations where they were told
that the test was nondiagnostic of ability, Black students performed
as well as their White counterparts. This finding highlights a
malicious aspect of stereotype threat: Concerns about confirming a
negative stereotype can elicit precisely the stereotypic behavior
one is trying to avoid. Since their original study, hundreds of
studies have found similar effects across a range of stereotypes,
domains, and performance tasks (Pennington, Heim, Levy, &
Larkin, 2016).

Importantly, while stereotype threat in educational settings has
traditionally been studied as a situational phenomenon, it should
also be understood in terms of the chronic effects it has on
individuals’ social identity. To the extent that social identities are
an expression of self-concept (Branscombe, Ellemers, Spears, &
Doosje, 1999), stereotype threats in valued domains represent
challenges to self-image and self-worth (Steele, 1997; Trinkner &

Goff, 2016). At the same time, they also represent challenges to
one’s social group, as confirming a negative stereotype affects the
way people view the group itself and other members (Steele et al.,
2002). As a result, people are especially motivated to reduce the
conflict associated with identity threats, often by aggressing
against or avoiding the source altogether—both immediately and
over time (Branscombe et al., 1999; Goff, Steele, & Davies, 2008;
Major & O’Brien, 2005).

When individuals experience stereotype threat, they can respond
by distancing themselves from the domain in which they are
stereotyped, either momentarily disengaging or disidentifying with
the domain more broadly (Steele, 1997; Steele et al., 2002). If
individuals distance themselves from that domain in a given situ-
ation, a negative stereotype is less threatening. For example, Steele
and Aronson (1995) showed that Black students avoided express-
ing preferences for activities typically associated with Black cul-
ture (e.g., jazz, hip-hop, basketball) during episodes when they
experienced stereotype threat. Similarly, if an individual distances
their social identity from a stereotype-relevant domain, then they
are less susceptible to chronic stereotype threat. For instance, using
longitudinal panel data, Woodcock, Hernandez, Estrada, and
Schultz (2012) found that highly motivated Latinx college science
students were more likely to shed their identity as scientists the
more they experienced stereotype threat, depressing their interest
in pursuing scientific careers. Taken together, the literature sug-
gests stereotype threat poses both situational and chronic risks to
individuals’ self-concept.

Stereotype Threat in the Police Context

Scholars are increasingly utilizing stereotype threat theory
within law enforcement contexts (Kahn, McMahon, & Stewart,
2018; Najdowski, 2011; Najdowski, Bottoms, & Goff, 2015). To
date, this literature has exclusively focused on community mem-
bers’ experiences of stereotype threat, particularly among Black
individuals, and how these experiences can potentially influence
the way officers respond to them. For example, research by Naj-
dowski, Bottoms, and Goff (2015) found that Black individuals
reported more concern than White individuals that police officers
would respond to them unfairly because of the stereotype that
Black people are violent and criminal. Moreover, they also found
that chronic stereotype threat among Black individuals was asso-
ciated with behaviors that police find suspicious.

Less attention has been given to the ways in which officers’
experience of stereotype threat may influence their responses to
members of the community. Although stereotype threat within
police officers can be induced by the application of any negative
stereotype associated with the profession, the focus in this article
is on the threat that arises when officers are concerned about
confirming or being evaluated in terms of the “racist police offi-
cer” stereotype (Richardson & Goff, 2014; Trinkner & Goff,
2016).

Two important things need to be noted about the nature of this
stereotype threat that distinguish it from other stereotype threats
identified in the social psychological literature more broadly. First,
in contrast to work in nonpolicing contexts showing that Whites
are particularly susceptible to concerns of being judged as racists
(e.g., Goff et al., 2008; Richeson & Shelton, 2007; Shelton &
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Richeson, 2006), officers of all races have been shown to be
equally susceptible to the racist police officer stereotype (Goff &
Martin, 2012; Goff, Martin, & Gamson-Smiedt, 2012). Indeed, it is
fairly common for officers of all races to report being called racist
by same-race community members (Goff & Martin, 2012; Goff et
al., 2012).

Second, the racist police officer stereotype threat functions at
both an episodic/situational level and at a dispositional/chronic
level. Officers are most likely to be confronted with a stereotype
threatening event in situations when they are interacting with
non-White community members. These instances are akin to those
studied in the traditional stereotype threat literature (e.g., a Black
student taking an aptitude test). Officers are also likely to encoun-
ter the stereotype many times throughout their careers, constituting
a chronic condition that is not solely dependent on immediate
encounters with non-White community members.

Despite the salience of the “racist police officer” stereotype,
relatively little is known about the effects that awareness of it has
on officer behavior. To date, only two studies have examined
officers’ concerns about confirming the stereotype, with both
coming to similar conclusions as the broader stereotype threat
literature: officers concerned about appearing racist are also more
likely to engage in behaviors that confirm the stereotype. Goff,
Martin, and Gamson-Smiedt (2012) examined the relation between
stereotype threat and officers’ use of force in the previous 2 years
among 99 officers from the San Jose Police Department. In this
study, officers completed measures of stereotype threat, as well
as implicit and explicit racial bias. They found that the more
officers reported concern about confirming the racist officer ste-
reotype, the higher the proportion of their uses of force occurred
against Black residents. Importantly, this positive association
emerged controlling for implicit/explicit racial bias and officer
demographics (i.e., age, ethnicity, length of service, education
level, and income).

A second study of 196 officers from the Las Vegas Metropolitan
Police Department found similar results (Goff & Martin, 2012).
Here, officers completed measures of stereotype threat, explicit
prejudice, and general anxiety toward non-White racial and ethnic
groups. Their analyses showed that higher levels of stereotype
threat were associated with greater disparities in the severity of use
of force against Black residents during the previous year. How-
ever, similar relations did not emerge in terms of disparities in the
severity of use of force against Latinx or White residents. Again,
these findings emerged even after controlling for officers’ explicit
racial biases and anxiety toward non-White racial and ethnic
groups, as well as officers’ age, race, ethnicity, and length of
service. Together, these findings are consistent with the stereotype
threat literature that individuals do not actually need to endorse the
stereotype (i.e., be racist) in order to experience the negative
consequences of simply being aware of it (Steele et al., 2002).

To explain these findings, Richardson and Goff (2014) argue
that the experience of stereotype threat undermines officers’ con-
fidence in their moral authority to control situations in noncoercive
ways. As they note, officers have two broad forms of authority
they can rely on in order to maintain control of an encounter (see
also Alpert & Dunham, 2004). The first is the unchallenged moral
or legal authority that is afforded to law enforcement. The second
is the coercive or physical authority they are allowed to use in
situations they see as potentially dangerous. Typically, officers are

trained to use their moral authority whenever possible to resolve
conflicts (Sunshine & Tyler, 2003). However, when officers be-
lieve that community members will judge them as racist, they may
be more likely to believe that community members will not respect
them or recognize that moral authority (Goff, Epstein, Mentovich,
& Reddy, 2013; Nix & Wolfe, 2017; Richardson, 2015). If officers
feel they cannot draw from their position as moral authorities to
control situations, they may be more likely to exert control in more
forceful ways. As a result, authority-threatening stimuli may pro-
duce greater reliance on physical coercion. Thus, the fear of being
perceived as racist may implicitly facilitate the use of coercive
behavior.

The argument put forth by Richardson and Goff (2014) maps
onto Steele’s (1997; Steele et al., 2002) notions of disengagement
and disidentification. Steele and colleagues argue that individuals
can respond to stereotype threat by diminishing the importance of
that aspect of their social identity, thereby making them less
susceptible to the application of the negative stereotype. A core
part of police officers’ moral authority comes from their identity as
representatives of a legal system built on principles of justice and
equality (Bradford & Quinton, 2014; Jackson, Bradford, Stanko, &
Hohl, 2013). In situations where this foundation is threatened
through the potential application of the negative stereotype that
police officers are racist, a natural response can be to disengage
from that aspect of their identity (Goff et al., 2013). Naturally,
these stereotype threatening situations are most likely to arise
when officers are interacting with non-White community mem-
bers, which would explain the links between racially disparate use
of force and officers’ experience of stereotype threat found by
Goff and his colleagues (Goff & Martin, 2012; Goff et al., 2012).

Given the pervasiveness of the racist police officer stereotype,
officers likely have both situational and chronic reactions to it.
This means that, in a given interaction, an officer may not be able
to rely on the moral authority of policing. Similarly, over time,
officers may distance themselves from the strict moral code of
lawfulness and fairness that are most closely challenged by the
negative stereotype. This disidentification is consistent with pre-
vious research on officer cynicism (Richardsen, Burke, & Marti-
nussen, 2006). Left without that moral authority as a buffer,
officers experiencing stereotype threat should increase thier sup-
port for the use of coercion more generally.

Self-Legitimacy as Normative Moral Authority

The argument put forth by Richardson and Goff (2014) con-
cerning the influence of officers’ moral authority on coercive
policing is consistent with recent theorizing in criminology exam-
ining officers’ perceptions of the legitimacy of their own authority.
In its broadest sense, legitimacy signifies that an authority is
consistent with a group’s norms, values, beliefs, and practices
(Zelditch, 2001). Applied to policing, legitimacy represents a
moral binding between the public consent to be policed and legal
authority, where community members believe it is their moral duty
to obey the directives of the police and the police view it as their
moral duty to maintain social order and protect members of society
(Bradford & Quinton, 2014; Jackson et al., 2013; Sunshine &
Tyler, 2003). Typically, police legitimacy is thought of in terms of
community members’ perceptions of legal authority. The more
they view the legal system and its agents as legitimate, the more
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likely they are to support (Tyler, 2006), follow (Reisig, Tankebe,
& Meško, 2014), and cooperate (Tyler & Fagan, 2008) with the
law.

However, Bottoms and Tankebe (2012) provide an alternative
view of police legitimacy, arguing that legitimacy arises from
negotiated engagement—a dialogue—between those that hold
power and those that do not hold power. Essentially, power holders
make claims on the ability to use the power in their station to
regulate society, to provide a moral social order. Nonpower hold-
ers either recognize those claims and internalize a duty to obey or
reject them and feel no duty to cooperate with power holders. In
this way, legal authorities can obtain a normatively justified mo-
nopoly on the power to regulate behavior. From this perspective,
police legitimacy can be separated into two distinct constructs.
First, there are community members’ views of whether the police
occupy a special place of authority in society that entitles them to
deference and obedience (i.e., audience legitimacy) which is the
focus of most police legitimacy research. Equally important,
though widely understudied in comparison, are officers’ own
views on the justifiability of their position in society and their
confidence in using the power inherent in that role—that is, self-
legitimacy.

According to Bottoms and Tankebe (2012), legitimacy is not
just a function of how others view police officers but must also
come from within the officers themselves (see also Tankebe,
2014). Officers have a fundamental need to cultivate the belief that
they have the legitimate right to hold power. In this respect,
self-legitimacy is a cornerstone of officers’ identity because it
represents their own internal beliefs about their role within society.
Like any other aspect of one’s self-concept, self-legitimacy is
self-constructed, in this case through the internalization of the
belief that an officer occupies a special and distinct place in society
(Bradford & Quinton, 2014; Tankebe, 2014). In liberal democra-
cies such as the U.S., this comes from the belief that officers are
representatives of a just and equitable legal system tasked with the
neutral application of laws that represent the shared values of
society (Bradford & Quinton, 2014; Jackson et al., 2013). To
self-legitimated officers, the power they wield as agents of formal
social control is both morally right and normatively appropriate.

Due to the scarcity of research on self-legitimacy, the sources of
officers’ self-legitimacy are not well understood (Bottoms &
Tankebe, 2012; Bradford & Quinton, 2014; Tankebe, 2014). To
date, most of the work has examined organizational factors. Work
exploring sources outside of the organizational context has high-
lighted that officers are more likely to see themselves as legitimate
when they believe residents think they are legitimate (Tankebe &
Meško, 2014) and support them (Bradford & Quinton, 2014).
Cynical officers who believe community members are apathetic
toward the police are less likely to see themselves as legitimate as
well (Trinkner, Tyler, & Goff, 2016). Low self-legitimacy is also
associated with exposure to negative media portrayals in the news
(Nix & Wolfe, 2017). Although none of these studies examined the
impact of stereotype threat specifically, they are consistent with
the underlying arguments of Richardson and Goff (2014) that
officers’ apprehension about being negatively evaluated by com-
munity members’ can diminish their sense of moral authority.

Legitimacy scholars have argued that officers’ self-legitimacy
will influence the way they approach, interpret, and react to
encounters with residents (Bottoms & Tankebe, 2012; Bradford &

Quinton, 2014; Tankebe, 2014). In order to justify to community
members the legitimacy of the power vested in them, officers must
wield power in a way that mirrors their self-beliefs about their
position in society as fair and equitable agents of the rule of law.
To do otherwise would be inconsistent with their self-concept as a
legitimate agent of social control upholding the moral social order.
Moreover, reliance on brute force would be incongruous to their
claims as rightful power holders because it would communicate to
community members that police officers occupy their position
simply because they can cause harm to the community rather than
because they represent the shared values of society. If police
officers’ claims of legitimacy to community members are based on
their belief that their power is ethically justified and morally
appropriate, then self-legitimacy should be associated with greater
support for less coercive policing. As Bradford and Quinton (2014)
argued:

Greater self-legitimacy may make [police officers] more assured;
more able to engage in difficult decisions in constructive ways; more
willing to allow members of the public a say during processes of
interaction and, crucially, inclined only to use force as a last resort to
reestablish order . . . By contrast, officers who have a weaker sense of
their own legitimacy may be more timid and less willing to interact
with the public because this might throw up difficult questions or
challenges to their authority. Moreover, when they do interact, these
officers . . . may be more sensitive to problems and provocations, and
quicker to use physical force, because they lack the self-belief to
assert and maintain their authority in other, less confrontational, ways.
(pp. 1027–1028)

In part, research has supported these assertions. Officers’ self-
legitimacy has been linked to more commitment to fair treatment,
more respect for suspects’ rights, greater support for community
policing, and a greater willingness to work with community stake-
holders to solve neighborhood problems (Bradford & Quinton,
2014; Meško, Hacin, Tankebe, & Fields, 2017; Wolfe & Nix,
2016). Moreover, when officers are not confident in the justifi-
ability of their power, they have difficulty maintaining control over
situations, particularly those in which force is an available re-
sponse option (Bottoms & Tankebe, 2013).

To date, only a handful of studies, mostly outside the U.S., have
examined the relation between self-legitimacy and the use of force
specifically. In a 2011 study, Tankebe found that self-legitimacy
was unassociated with support for the use of force net of officer
(e.g., commitment) and organizational (e.g., corruption) controls.
However, in a later study, Bradford and Quinton (2014) found that
officers higher in self-legitimacy were less supportive of using
force. Similarly, Tankebe and Meško (2014) asked officers how
they would respond to a situation involving a belligerent intoxi-
cated person, finding that officers high in self-legitimacy were also
more likely to resolve the situation by issuing a verbal warning
instead of threatening the use of force. In the only study to date of
officers in the U.S., Trinkner, Tyler, and Goff (2016) found a
negative association between officers’ self-legitimacy and their
support for using force against community members.

Current Study

Richardson and Goff (2014) argue that for police officers,
stereotype threat around racism promotes coercive police tactics
via its effects on their sense of moral authority. To date, the
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hypothesized mechanism linking stereotype threat to coercive po-
licing has not been tested empirically. However, the argument is
consistent with prior research positing that individuals can respond
to stereotype threat by psychologically distancing themselves from
the stereotyped aspects of their identity (Steele, 1997; Steele et al.,
2002). Richardson and Goff’s (2014) argument is also consistent
with recent developments in police legitimacy theory showing that
officers’ beliefs in the legitimacy of their own authority is intri-
cately tied to their self-concept (Bottoms & Tankebe, 2013), that
self-legitimacy is tied to officers’ views about how community
members judge them (Bradford & Quinton, 2014), and that self-
legitimacy influences how officers approach and evaluate their
encounters with community members (Tankebe & Meško, 2014).

We provide the first empirical test of Richardson and Goff’s
(2014) hypothesized mechanism linking stereotype threat to coer-
cive and noncoercive policing styles with survey data from a large
metropolitan police department. Following their argument, we
expected that (a) stereotype threat would be negatively associated
with self-legitimacy; (b) self-legitimacy would be negatively as-
sociated with support for coercive police behavior and positively
associated with support for noncoercive policing; and (c) that
self-legitimacy would mediate the relation between stereotype
threat and support for coercive and noncoercive tactics.

To assess noncoercive policing, this study measures partici-
pants’ support for procedurally just policing. Endorsement of
procedurally just policing was included as an alternative way to
assess the relations among stereotype threat, self-legitimacy, and
coercive policing tactics. Coercive policing tactics are rooted in an
instrumental view of human nature whereby individuals behave in
ways that maximize rewards and minimize punishment (Mastrof-
ski, Snipes, & Supina, 1996). From this perspective, control over
a situation can be maintained by officers through the warning of or
actual use of force to secure compliance from the public. Proce-
durally just policing, on the other hand, is rooted in a value-based
understanding of human nature which assumes that behavior is
best motivated by individuals’ internalized beliefs about what
constitutes proper authority and their duties as community mem-
bers to support the legal system (Jackson et al., 2013; Tyler, 2006).
In this approach, the law and its agents utilize their power in
socially normative ways (e.g., in a respectful, neutral, and benev-
olent manner) to instill a sense of shared values and feelings of
obligation to obey police directives. Here, the police maintain
control over the situation not through the application of coercive
force, but rather by reminding individuals of their obligations as
law-abiding community members. In this respect, procedural jus-
tice has been positioned as an alternative policing strategy to more
coercive styles (Schulhofer, Tyler, & Huq, 2011; Tyler, Goff, &
MacCoun, 2015; Tyler & Trinkner, 2018). If stereotype threat
undermines officers’ confidence in their normative authority—
their self-legitimacy—which is associated with reliance on using
force to maintain control of situations, then the diminishment of
self-legitimacy should also blunt their endorsement of a policing
style that eschews the use of force to secure compliance.

In addition, all the analyses discussed below control for officers’
cynicism toward community members and their perceptions of the
risks associated with their job. These control variables were in-
cluded to provide a more robust test of the relations among
stereotype threat, self-legitimacy, and coercive policing. Officer
cynicism is characterized by apathy toward the job, distrust of

community members, and a negative worldview (Bennett &
Schmitt, 2002; Gilmartin, 2002; Loftus, 2010). Cynical officers
have a low regard for their job and the institution of policing itself.
Prior work has linked officer cynicism to lower levels of self-
legitimacy (Trinkner et al., 2016). At the same time, they are also
more suspicious of community members, believing that the public
is actively working against them and has little respect for law
enforcement. Greater cynicism in officers has been associated with
more hostile interactions with community members (Regoli,
Crank, & Rivera, 1990). A measure of officers’ perceptions of risk
was added because officers are more likely to use coercive police
tactics when they work in more dangerous neighborhoods (Terrill
& Reisig, 2003). We did not have access to neighborhood-level
measures of violence, so officers’ perceptions of danger in their
work environment was used as a proxy.

Method

Participants

This study used a convenience sample drawn from patrol offi-
cers and sergeants from the patrol division of a large urban police
force. Over an 8-week period, researchers attended each patrol roll
call (i.e., morning, afternoon, and night shifts) at every individual
station in the department. Approximately 1–2 weeks after the first
visit, researchers returned to each roll call to remind officers about
the survey and to distribute additional survey packets to those
officers not present at the first visit or had lost their survey.
Additionally, some stations that had a low response rate after the
first two visits were visited a third time. For each usable survey
returned, a $20 donation was made to a local police memorial
foundation.

Seven hundred eighty-four usable surveys were returned. While
we are unable to provide an exact response rate because of the
possibility that such information will jeopardize the identity of the
police department studied, we can confirm that the officers came
from one of the 15 largest state and local law enforcement agencies
in the United States. According to the most recent data available
(Reaves, 2011), the fifteenth largest department had 2,181 total
full-time sworn officers, while the second largest department had
13,354 officers. We removed the largest department (New York
Police Department) because it is almost three times the size of the
second largest department and we can confirm that our sample was
not drawn from there. Using those two numbers as the denomina-
tors, we can say that the response rate in this study was between
5.8% and 25.7%. It should be noted that those endpoints are
underestimates given that we only targeted officers in the patrol
division to complete the survey. Unfortunately, Reaves (2011)
does not provide the size of the patrol division for the 50 depart-
ments included in that list.

Of those that returned the survey, 507 officers provided com-
plete data for this analysis. Further examination revealed that in a
majority of cases with missing data, officers completed the psy-
chological measures, but withheld basic demographic information
(see Table 1). For those officers that did provide complete data,
most of them were men (80%), patrol officers (90%), and individ-
uals that completed some form of postsecondary education (79%).
A little over half the sample (55%) reported being White. Sex,
race, and rank of the sample were representative of the overall
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demographic makeup across the entire patrol division of the de-
partment. On average, officers were 43-years-old with 14 years of
job experience.

Measures

Unless otherwise noted, all items used a 5-point unipolar re-
sponse scale (1 � not at all; 5 � completely/always) and were
coded so that higher scores indicated a greater amount of the
measured construct. Descriptive statistics for all measures, includ-
ing scale reliabilities, are presented in Table 1. For those items not
displayed in the tables below, see the supplemental appendix
(available online at www.researchgate.net/profile/Rick_Trinkner).
Except for the measure of stereotype threat, all items were used by
Trinkner et al. (2016) in their study of organizational fairness
within police departments.

Stereotype threat. Stereotype threat was measured with six
items assessing officers’ concerns about confirming a racist ste-
reotype when interacting with community members. These items
have previously been used by Goff et al. (2012).

Self-legitimacy. Self-legitimacy was measured with three
items assessing the degree to which officers were confident in their
authority and their position within society as formal agents of the
law.

Resistance to use of force policy. The first measure of offi-
cers’ support for coercive policing assessed officer’s resistance to
the department’s use of force policy. Five items were included
assessing officers’ beliefs about the restrictiveness of the depart-
ment’s policy and how tolerant they were to violations of the
policy. At the time data were collected, the police department’s use
of force policy could be characterized as restricting officers from
using force except in situations where force was objectively rea-
sonable to prevent injury or death; necessary to prevent injury,
death, or compel compliance with a legal command; and propor-
tional to the physical resistance or threat represented by the sus-
pect. This language is paraphrased from the department’s “Main
Use of Force Policy.”

Approval of unreasonable force. The second measure of
officers’ support for coercive policing tapped the approval of
unreasonable uses of force. Two items were included asking offi-

cers how much they approved of striking a resident for saying
vulgar things to officers and striking a suspect being questioned as
a suspect in a murder case.

Procedural justice endorsement. The final measure of offi-
cers’ support for coercive policing assessed officers’ support for
engaging with the public in a procedurally just manner. This
19-item measure was designed to tap into five areas of procedur-
ally just officer behavior: voice (e.g., When interacting with com-
munity residents, how important is it to allow community residents
to voice their opinions when you make decisions that affect them?),
respect (e.g., When interacting with community residents, how
important is it for people to be treated with respect, regardless of
their respect for the police?), accountability (e.g., How much of a
waste of time do you think it is to explain your decisions to
community residents?), benevolence (e.g., When interacting with
community residents, how important is it to show them that you
care about their problems?), and neutrality (e.g., When interacting
with community residents, how important is it to be impartial with
them?).

Control variables. Two control variables were included to
provide a more robust test of the relations among stereotype threat,
self-legitimacy, and coercive policing. The first control was cyn-
icism toward community members. To measure cynicism, 14 items
were included assessing officers’ cynicism toward the job (e.g., In
a typical day, how much of your time is spent dealing with people’s
petty problems?) and the community (e.g., How often do you have
reason to be distrustful of community residents?). The second
control was officers’ perceptions of the risks associated with their
job. This measure consisted of seven items asking officers how
often their current assignment puts them in situations involving
risk (e.g., How often does your current assignment put you in
situations that present a serious danger of you being physically
injured?).

Procedure

Data collection procedures were reviewed and approved by the
Institutional Review Board at the University of California, Los
Angeles. At each roll call session, researchers from the Center for
Policing Equity (CPE) explained the mission of the research or-

Table 1
Descriptive Statistics and Sample Demographics

Variables Completed % Missing M SD Min Max �

Stereotype threat† 775 1.4 1.99 .98 1 5 .90
Self-legitimacy† 767 2.4 3.79 .80 1 5 .65
Resistance† 776 1.3 2.60 .73 1 5 .63
Unreasonable force† 768 2.3 1.39 .74 1 5 .68
Procedural justice endorsement† 782 .50 3.64 .64 1.11 4.95 .93
Cynicism† 782 .50 3.28 .52 1.79 4.86 .84
Risk† 774 1.5 3.50 .76 1 5.00 .93
Age 590 24.9 43.15 8.56 25 63 —
Experience 679 13.6 14.34 7.86 0 40 —
Sex 720 8.4 Men: n � 579, 80.42% —
Rank 714 9.2 Sergeant: n � 73, 10.22% —
College graduate 742 5.6 Graduate: n � 587, 79.11% —
White 690 12.2 White: n � 378, 54.78% —

Note. n � 784; Sex: 1 � man, 0 � woman; Rank:1 � sergeant, 0 � line officer; College graduate: 1 � yes, 0 � no; White: 1 � White, 0 � non-White.
† Observed scales constructed by averaging the measure’s respective items.
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ganization they represented and that they were conducting a survey
examining officers’ views about different aspects of their job and
department. It was stressed that completion of the survey was
voluntary, all surveys would remain anonymous, and raw data
would not be released to the public or command staff. This is in
keeping with the CPE’s collaborative agreement with law enforce-
ment that allows individual departments to remain anonymous in
exchange for access to their data (see policingequity.org for more
information). Researchers then addressed any officer questions and
distributed the survey packets. Each survey packet contained a
description of the goals of the study, contact information for the
research team, the questionnaire, and a postage paid return enve-
lope. If officers could not complete the survey immediately, they
were told to complete it whenever they could and mail it back.
Extra survey packets were left for officers that were not in atten-
dance.

Results

All analyses were conducted using Stata 15 (StataCorp, 2017).
Results from additional analyses that are discussed, but not pre-
sented, are available in the supplemental appendix.

Officer Race

Prior research in the general stereotype threat literature shows
that Whites tend to be more susceptible to concerns with appearing
racist (Richeson & Shelton, 2007; Shelton & Richeson, 2006). On
the other hand, prior studies of racist stereotype threat in police
officers have shown that White and non-White officers do not
significantly vary in their concerns over appearing racist (Goff &
Martin, 2012; Goff et al., 2012). However, those findings may
have been due to a power issue given the comparatively smaller
samples used in both studies. Despite the findings of Goff and
colleagues, we wanted to examine the extent to which officer race
predicted stereotype threat for three reasons. First, the large sample
in the present analysis addresses the potential power problem from

previous studies. Second, given the well-established findings from
the general stereotype threat literature and the comparatively few
studies examining racist stereotype threat among officers, it
seemed premature to assume that officer race would have no
association with stereotype threat. Third, the conflicting findings
between the general stereotype threat literature and the police
stereotype threat literature have important ramifications for our
modeling strategy described below (i.e., whether officer race
should be positioned as a predictor of stereotype threat or as a
control variable when assessing the association between stereotype
threat and self-legitimacy).

For this analysis we used multiple regression. Results are shown
in Table 2. Cynicism (� � .23) was the only significant predictor
of stereotype threat with more cynical officers reporting a greater
concern with being stereotyped as racist. Officer race was not
significantly associated with stereotype threat, indicating that
White and non-White officers were equally susceptible to stereo-
type threat. This finding also suggests that it is unlikely that officer
race is associated with self-legitimacy via its influence on officers’
experience of stereotype threat. None of the other control variables
were significantly related to stereotype threat.

Although no significant differences in the experience of racist
stereotype threat was found between White and non-White offi-
cers, one could argue that the association between stereotype threat
and self-legitimacy varies as a function of officer race. For exam-
ple, it may be that while non-White officers are just as concerned
about appearing racist when interacting with community members
as White officers, that concern does not negatively affect their
self-legitimacy in the same way as White officers. While this
possibility has not been explored empirically or theoretically in the
police officer stereotype threat literature (Trinkner & Goff, 2016),
we wanted to explore it further to assess if any moderating effect
between officer race and stereotype threat needed to be accounted
for in the model test below. For this analysis we again used
multiple regression. Results are shown in Table 2. As expected,
stereotype threat (� � �.16) was negatively associated with

Table 2
Estimates From Multiple Regressions Examining the Relations Among Stereotype Threat, Self-Legitimacy, Controls,
and Demographics

Stereotype threat Self-legitimacy

Predictors � b [95% CI] SE � b [95% CI] SE

Age �.004 �.000 [�.02, .02] .01 .20�� .02 [.01, .03] .01
Experience �.08 �.01 [�.03, .01] .01 �.18�� �.02 [�.03, �.003] .01
Rank .01 .03 [�.27, .33] .15 .11� .28 [.05, .51] .12
Sex .01 .04 [�.18, .26] .11 .01 .02 [�.15, .19] .09
College graduate �.04 �.11 [�.32, .11] .11 �.04 �.06 [�.22, .11] .09
White .05 .11 [�.07, .28] .09 .11 �.25 [�.54, .05] .07
Cynicism .23��� .45 [.26, .64] .10 �.30��� �.46 [�.61, �.31] .08
Risk .05 .07 [�.05, .20] .06 .25��� .24 [.15, .34] .05
Stereotype threat — — — �.16� �.13 [�.23, �.03] .05
Stereotype threat � White — — — .11 .07 [�.06, .20] .07
Constant — .46 [�.48, 1.40] .48 — 4.18 [3.46, 4.92] .38

F(df) 5.83 (8, 517)��� 7.46 (10, 512)���

R2 .08 .13
n 526 523

Note. Sex: 1 � man; College graduate: 1 � yes; White: 1 � White; Rank: 1 � Sergeant.
� p � .05. �� p � .01. ��� p � .001.
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self-legitimacy. Officer race was not associated with self-
legitimacy, nor was there a significant interaction between stereo-
type threat and officer race on self-legitimacy. Older officers (� �
.20) and those who thought policing was riskier (� � .25), were
more likely to see themselves as legitimate authorities, while more
job experience (� � �.18) and cynicism toward the community
(� � �.30) were associated with less self-legitimacy.

Measurement Model

Next, data from the five primary variables of interest were
subjected to a confirmatory factor analysis using Stata’s structural
equation modeling (SEM) package. The model used full informa-
tion maximum likelihood (FIML) estimation to account for miss-
ing data. This model included five latent variables: stereotype
threat, self-legitimacy, resistance, unreasonable force, and proce-
dural justice endorsement. All latent variables were allowed to
correlate. With the exception of procedural justice endorsement,
all items were entered as indicators of their hypothesized latent
variable. For the procedural justice endorsement variable, items
were put into five parcels of procedurally fair behavior that were
included as indicators of the latent outcome. Each parcel was
constructed by averaging the responses for each component of

procedural justice. We used parceling for two reasons. First, the
primary interest in our analysis was in assessing the structural
relationships among the latent variables, rather than the measure-
ment portion of the model (Little, Cunningham, Shahar, & Wida-
man, 2002). Second, including a second-order factor in which the
five procedural justice endorsement components were entered as
latent variables would dramatically increase the complexity of an
already complex model. To guard against possible bias, we ran
five separate models in which the procedural justice endorsement
latent variable was replaced with one of the parcels that was
entered as a latent construct with its respective items as indicators.
The results were similar to the confirmatory factor analysis pre-
sented below.

Factor loadings and fit statistics for the final confirmatory model
are presented in Table 3; correlations among the latent variables
are presented in Table 4. With respect to model fit, the chi-square
value was significant, although this is a common occurrence with
large samples (Hooper, Coughlan, & Mullen, 2008). The RMSEA
was within acceptable parameters at .07 (Steiger, 2007). The CFI
indicated marginally good fit at .92. Unfortunately, Stata does not
provide SRMR when using FIML estimation; however, if the
model is run with only complete cases (available upon request), the

Table 3
Standardized Factor Loadings for Measurement Model Assessing Relations Among Stereotype Threat, Self-Legitimacy, Resistance,
Unreasonable Use of Force, and Procedural Justice Support

Factor
loadings

Stereotype threat
How much do you worry that people may think of you as racist because you are a police officer? .75
How much do you worry that people you deal with on the job might misinterpret something you say as racist? .76
How much do you worry that because you are a police officer you may get negative reactions from people who are minority group

members? .84
How much do you worry that being a police officer makes it harder for you to be friendly with people from minority groups? .78
How much do you worry that you being a police officer influences what people who are minority group members think of you? .82
How much do you worry about whether you come across as racist when you deal with people from minority groups? .72

Self-legitimacy
How much do you, as a police officer, feel you represent the values of the public in areas where you work? .59
How confident are you in using the authority that has been given to you as a police officer? .66
How much do you believe that, as a police officer, you occupy a position of special importance in society? .64

Resistance to use of force policy
How restrictive are the department rules regarding the use of force? .35
How justifiable are violations of the department’s use of force policies? .29
How often are you in situations where it is necessary to use more force than allowed by department policy? .74
How tolerable is it to sometimes use more force than what is necessary? .66
How much are the police restricted from using as much force as is often necessary? .52

Approval of unreasonable use of force
How much would you approve of a police officer striking a community resident who had said vulgar or obscene things to the officer? .72
How much would you approve of a police officer striking a community resident who was being questioned as a suspect in a murder

case? .71
Procedural justice endorsement†

Voice .94
Respect .83
Accountability .74
Benevolence .92
Neutrality .64

Chi-square (df) 774.78 (179)
Chi-square sig .000
RMSEA [90% CI] .07 [.06, .07]
CFI .92
Number of observations 783

† Individual items available in the supplemental appendix.
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SRMR is .06 indicating good fit (Hooper et al., 2008). All items
loaded on their respective factors and all latent variables were
significantly correlated with each other in the expected directions.

Model Test

We used structural equation modeling to test Richardson and
Goff’s (2014) argument that officer’s confidence in their authority
(i.e., self-legitimacy) mediates the relation between stereotype
threat and coercive policing. For this model, stereotype threat,
self-legitimacy, resistance, support for unreasonable force, and
procedural justice endorsement were entered as latent variables
with self-legitimacy positioned as a mediator between stereotype
threat and the three measures of coercive policing. The error terms
for the three outcomes were allowed to correlate to account for
other factors that might influence coercive policing but where not
included in the model. Age, experience, rank, sex, college educa-
tion, officer race, cynicism, and job-related risk perceptions were
added as observed control variables. Once again, we used FIML
estimation to account for missing data.

Bootstrapping (3,000 samples) and 95% bias-corrected confi-
dence intervals were used to test the significance of the indirect
associations of stereotype threat and the outcomes via self-
legitimacy. Traditional significance testing of indirect effects is
problematic because it assumes a normal sampling distribution of
the indirect effect (Preacher & Hayes, 2008). However, calculating
an indirect effect by multiplying two coefficients produces a
non-normal sampling distribution, even in situations where the two
coefficients are normally distributed (Allison, 2018). Bootstrap-
ping is used to address this problem by repeatedly sampling the
dataset and calculating the indirect effect. Doing this thousands of
times allows for the construction of an empirical approximation of
the sampling distribution which is then used to construct standard
errors to establish confidence intervals for the indirect effect that
are corrected for non-normality.

Parameter estimates from the model are presented in Table 5.
The model accounted for 17% of the variance in officers’ self-
legitimacy. As expected, stereotype threat (� � �.15) was nega-
tively associated with self-legitimacy with officers more con-
cerned about being perceived as racist also reporting less
confidence in their authority. Additionally, older officers (� � .20)
and sergeants (� � .10) had higher self-legitimacy than younger
officers and patrol officers. On the other hand, more experienced
(� � �.17) officers reported lower self-legitimacy. More cynical
officers (� � �.33) were associated with lower self-legitimacy,
while officers’ perceptions of risk (� � .28) were associated with
higher self-legitimacy.

Table 4
Correlations Among Latent Variables in Confirmatory Factor
Analysis Model

Variables 1 2 3 4 5

1. Stereotype threat —
2. Self-legitimacy �.19��� —
3. Resistance .27��� �.22��� —
4. Unreasonable force .20��� �.36��� .56��� —
5. Procedural justice endorsement �.11�� .62��� �.31��� �.40��� —

� p � .05. �� p � .01. ��� p � .001.
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The model accounted for 23% of the variance in officers’
resistance to the department’s use of force policy. As expected,
officers that were less confident in the legitimacy of their authority
were more likely to be resistant toward the use of force policy
(� � �.17). Additionally, stereotype threat had a significant
indirect association (� � .03) with resistance via its association
with self-legitimacy. However, stereotype threat also maintained a
direct association (� � .19) with resistance in that officers more
concerned with appearing racist were also more likely to resist the
department’s use of force policy. Sergeants (� � �.14) and White
officers (� � �.14) were less resistant to the use of force policy
compared with patrol officers and non-White officers. Finally,
both cynicism (� � .19) and risk perceptions (� � .15) were
positively associated with resistance.

The model accounted for 18% of the variance in approval of
unreasonable uses of force. Higher self-legitimacy (� � �.31) was
associated with less approval of unreasonable force. Once again,
stereotype threat had an indirect association (� � .05) with un-
reasonable force via self-legitimacy, while at the same time main-
taining a significant direct association (� � .13) whereby officers
more concerned about appearing racist also indicated more ap-
proval of unreasonable uses of force. Older officers (� � �.21),
sergeants (� � �.10) and White officers (� � �.10) were less
approving of unreasonable force than younger officers, patrol
officers, and non-White officers.

The model accounted for 45% of the variance in support for
procedurally just policing. Officers that were less confident in their
authority were also less likely to endorse procedurally just policing
(� � .57). Stereotype threat also had a significant indirect asso-
ciation (� � �.09) with procedural justice support with officers
higher in self-legitimacy reporting greater endorsement of engag-
ing with the public in a procedurally just manner. Unlike resistance
and unreasonable force, stereotype threat did not maintain a sig-
nificant direct association. Additionally, male officers (� � �.09)
were less likely to support procedurally just policing than female
officers. Finally, more cynical officers (� � �.19) were also less
likely to support procedurally just policing.

Post Hoc Analyses

Power assessment. Given the lack of prior research examin-
ing the relations among police officers’ experience of racist ste-
reotype threat, self-legitimacy, and coercive policing, we were
unable to conduct an a priori power analysis based on previously
established effect sizes. However, we examined power post hoc
following the recommendations of Wolf, Harrington, Clark, and
Miller (2013). They provided estimates of minimum required
sample sizes and power for SEM using Monte Carlo methods.
They present results for observed power of direct and indirect
effects given a range of path magnitudes (R2), sample sizes, latent
factor loadings, percent missing data, numbers of indicators per
factor, and whether or not the model is a mediation model. The
percentage of variance explained in the structural equation model
presented above ranged from 17% to 45%. Wolf et al. (2013)
suggest that power for latent mediation models is sufficient
(�80%) to detect indirect effects, and more than sufficient to
detect direct effects with R2 � .45 when the sample size is 180 or
greater, and with R2 � .17 when the sample size is 440 or greater.
Thus, for our observed effects we have more than the minimum

sufficient sample size (n � 784). However, this does not supplant
the need to replicate the present results given that it is the first
study to explore self-legitimacy as a mediator between stereotype
threat and coercion.

Robustness checks. We ran multiple variations of the analy-
ses above to assess the robustness of the present findings. First,
because there were multiple stations within the department, we
used clustered robust standard errors to examine if the results
changed when adjusting for within station similarity. The prelim-
inary analyses (i.e., the analyses of officer race and the measure-
ment model) using clustered standard errors were identical to those
presented above. With respect to the structural equation model
tested in the primary analysis, clustered standard errors did not
change the relations among the main variables of interest: stereo-
type threat, self-legitimacy, resistance, unreasonable force, and
procedural justice endorsement. There were only two discrepan-
cies once clustered standard errors were used: White was no longer
significantly associated with support for unreasonable force, and
college education was significantly associated with more proce-
dural justice endorsement. Despite these minor discrepancies, we
present and interpret the findings without the use of clustered
standard errors for two reasons: The results among the primary
variables of interest are substantively identical and Stata does not
provide fit indices when using clustered standard errors with FIML
estimation.

Second, as was the case in the measurement model discussed in
the Results section above, we used parceling to model the support
for procedurally just policing. To address possible bias, we again
ran five separate models in which the procedural justice support
latent variable was replaced with one of the parcels entered as a
latent construct with its respective items as indicators. Across the
five models, substantively similar results were found with respect
to the prediction of self-legitimacy, resistance to the department’s
use of force policy, and approval of unreasonable uses of force.
With respect to the prediction of the procedural justice parcels,
there was some variability in terms of the associations between the
control variables. However, and more importantly, the relations
among the primary variables of interest were substantively similar.
Across all models, stereotype threat was negatively associated with
self-legitimacy and self-legitimacy was positively associated with
each of the procedural justice parcels.

Discussion

This study explored Richardson and Goff’s (2014) argument
that the experience of racist police officer stereotype threat by
police officers can promote coercive policing by reducing officers’
belief in the normative justifiability of their power, their self-
legitimacy. Drawing on stereotype threat (Steele, 1997; Steele et
al., 2002) and police legitimacy (Bottoms & Tankebe, 2012; Tyler,
2006) literatures, we predicted that officers’ chronic concerns with
appearing racist would be negatively associated with officers’
self-legitimacy. We further predicted officers’ self-legitimacy
would be negatively associated with their resistance toward their
department’s use of force policy and support for unreasonable
force and positively associated with support for procedurally just
policing tactics. Finally, we predicted that self-legitimacy would
mediate the relationships between chronic stereotype threat and
each of the beliefs about using coercion when interacting with
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community members. Our results provided broad support for these
predictions with one exception. Self-legitimacy only partially me-
diated the relation between stereotype threat and resistance toward
the use of force policy and support for unreasonable force.

Few differences between White and non-White officers emerged.
Both groups were equally likely to experience stereotype threat
and had similar levels of self-legitimacy. Moreover, the associa-
tion between stereotype threat and self-legitimacy did not vary
between White and non-White officers. Taken together, these
findings suggest race may not be as important to the experience of
racist stereotype threat among officers as one might expect.
Rather, the potential negative influence of stereotype threat should
be of concern to all officers. This pattern was not unexpected given
that prior work has not found race differences in officers’ experi-
ence of stereotype threat (Goff & Martin, 2012; Goff et al., 2012)
and police acculturation tends to socialize all officers to exhibit
solidarity across officer characteristics (Crank, 2004; Skolnick,
2008). However, this is in stark contrast to the broader stereotype
threat literature examining interracial interactions that indicates
that Whites are more concerned with appearing racist (Richeson &
Shelton, 2007; Shelton & Richeson, 2006). In light of this discrep-
ancy, this area of work deserves more attention in future research.
One intriguing possibility to explore is whether the nature of the
stereotype threat in this instance means the same thing for White
and non-White officers. For example, unlike White officers, non-
White officers may have experienced racism in their lived expe-
riences within their communities and might experience racist of-
ficer stereotype threat in fundamentally different ways (e.g., as
reflective of their turning against their community). Unfortunately,
the data collected here cannot speak to this issue.

Although officer race was not associated with the experience of
stereotype threat or officers’ self-legitimacy, it was associated with
coercive policing in unexpected ways. Generally, diversity within
police departments has been positioned as a means to produce
better policing, particularly with respect to the use of force and
racial disparities in police outcomes (e.g., Hong, 2016). In con-
trast, in the present analysis White officers were less likely to
support coercive policing in that they reported less resistance to the
department’s use of force policy and less support for unreasonable
force than non-White officers. We hesitate to draw any strong
conclusions based on these results given that the relation between
police officer diversity and quality of policing is a complex issue
involving nuances that are likely not captured in the present
research. However, this study underscores the need for scholars to
explore this comparatively understudied issue more extensively.

Other officer attributes had important associations with self-
legitimacy and/or coercive policing as well. Older officers were
associated with higher self-legitimacy and less support for unrea-
sonable uses of force. With respect to the latter finding, it is
noteworthy that after self-legitimacy, age was the strongest pre-
dictor of support for unreasonable uses of force. This is not too
surprising given the negative association between age and violence
once individuals reach their 20s (Steffensmeier & Ulmer, 2002);
however, it does suggest that older officers may be especially well
positioned within a department to act as role models for younger
officers, both as exemplars of the normative authority of police
officers and as a source of restraint.

Interestingly, officer experience was actually associated with
lower levels of self-legitimacy. Nix and Wolfe (2017) found a

similar negative relation in their study of officers’ self-legitimacy;
however, it did not reach significance (see also Tankebe, 2014). It
is important to note that work experience and self-legitimacy are
not related at the bivariate level (see supplemental appendix), but
rather the association emerges only after other demographic fac-
tors are accounted for such as officers’ age, rank, and so forth. Nor
does this appear to be a multicollinearity issue as tolerance levels
were all within acceptable limits. It is not immediately obvious to
us why this finding would emerge. Officers are often confronted
with situations in which they need to break the law in order to
uphold the moral values of society (e.g., the so-called “Dirty
Harry” problem; Klockars, 1980) or the opposite (e.g., enforce
laws that are morally ambiguous in society; Trinkner, Jackson, &
Tyler, 2018). Such events may serve to eat away at their self-
legitimacy over time. On the other hand, officers often report that
they routinely deal with the same “trouble makers” while on patrol
(Gilmartin, 2002). Such experiences could serve as a reminder that
regardless of their actions, there is little they can do to fix the
problems in their community thereby reducing their confidence in
their authority. Alternatively, the current sample was largely made
up of patrol officers. It might be the case that more experienced
officers who have not obtained higher ranks in their career have
had their self-legitimacy eroded over the years as they have been
passed up for promotion. Regardless of the reason, more work
should explore these hypotheses and the limiting conditions of the
observed effects.

In another interesting finding, female officers were more likely
to support procedurally just policing than male officers. On its
face, this would support calls from some scholars that a greater
infusion of female police officers would increase the quality of
policing (Bergman, Walker, & Jean, 2016). This is especially
important with respect to procedural justice, as it has been posi-
tioned as one of the major reforms to improve relations between
law enforcement and communities (President’s Task Force on 21st
Century Policing, 2015). However, research on gender differences
in policing styles is often mixed with some showing few differ-
ences between men and women (e.g., Archbold & Schulz, 2012).
Again, future research should explore these questions more ro-
bustly.

Officer cynicism was also a key variable in the present study.
Cynicism has long been identified as a problem in policing (Nei-
derhoffer, 1967). The present results echo this work, finding that
more cynical officers were less likely to see themselves as legiti-
mate authorities, more likely to resist the department’s use of force
policy, and less likely to endorse a procedurally just style of
policing. That cynical officers are less confident in their moral
authority as police officers is hardly surprising, given a core
component of officer cynicism is apathy toward the job (Marti-
nussen, Richardsen, & Burke, 2007). Moreover, cynical officers
are more likely to distrust the public (Gilmartin, 2002) and engage
with community members in hostile ways (Regoli et al., 1990). In
this respect, one would not expect them to support the depart-
ment’s use of force policy or engaging with the public in a fair and
respectful manner to the same degree as less cynical officers.

Finally, officers’ perceptions of risk in their daily duties was
positively associated with both self-legitimacy and resistance to
the department’s use of force policy. It seems that officers who
believe their job is more dangerous are more likely to be confident
in their authority as agents of the law and be more likely to believe
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that interactions require more force than dictated by department
policy. The relation between risk perceptions and self-legitimacy is
consistent with Bradford and Quinton’s (2014) argument that
self-legitimacy can be enhanced by the belief that officers repre-
sent the “thin blue line” between social order and societal chaos.
Officers ascribing to this ideology are likely to see their job as
especially risky as they alone are there to protect the public from
dangerous criminals that want to cause harm. On this account, they
occupy a special position in society, imbued with moral authority
given their status as protectors of the public trust. At the same
time, one would expect that such officers may balk at rules and
policies restricting their ability to meet that dangerous world head
on with a superior level of force.

Implications

These results raise the possibility of a particularly vicious cycle
of stereotype threat, police force, and public trust. Coercive polic-
ing strategies that feature aggression and dominance have been
shown to erode community members’ trust in the police over time
(Desmond, Papachristos, & Kirk, 2016; Kerrison, Cobbina, &
Bender, 2018; Trinkner & Tyler, 2016). Police departments de-
pend on community trust and cooperation in order to manage
social disorder and crime effectively (Tyler & Fagan, 2008).
Because stereotype threat is more likely to be activated when
interacting with non-White community members (Goff et al.,
2008), concerns with appearing racist may be associated with
racial disparities in unnecessary police violence, further eroding
trust within communities that can least afford it (Brooks, 2000;
Jones, 2015; Trinkner & Goff, 2016). In other words, it is easy to
imagine how an erosion in public trust could lead to increased
unreasonable force, further eroding public trust. Importantly, this
cycle could persist regardless of which direction the causal arrow
points (e.g., from stereotype threat to unreasonable force or from
unreasonable force to stereotype threat).

When the public discusses stereotypes within the police context
it is typically focused on the prejudice officers bring with them
while on patrol. There is no question such stereotypes exist (Smith
& Alpert, 2007). However, this discourse should be expanded with
the recognition that the police–community relationship is bidirec-
tional in nature (Tyler & Trinkner, 2018), encompassing not only
the stereotypes that officers hold about community members but
also stereotypes that community members hold about officers. As
shown here, officers’ concerns about the latter category are tied to
their beliefs about the appropriate way to interact with community
members. This can potentially be the difference between a mutu-
ally beneficial encounter that increases the trust of both parties or
a coercive encounter in which negative stereotypes are reinforced.

Future Research

Given the scant research on stereotype threat among police,
there are multiple areas that need further examination. First, re-
searchers should examine stereotype threat among police officers
at the situational level, rather than at the chronic/dispositional level
(as was done here). This level of analysis would make experimen-
tal manipulation more feasible, which would help to establish the
causal direction among stereotype threat, self-legitimacy, and co-
ercive policing. Moreover, this would allow for a greater exami-

nation of the factors that can initiate stereotype threat among
officers as they go about their daily activities, while at the same
time shedding light on how officers may respond to stereotype
threatening events. For example, studies examining stereotype
threat in other organizational contexts (e.g., negotiation skills)
have shown that stereotype-confirming behavior is more likely to
occur when stereotype threats are implicitly activated (Kray,
Thompson, & Galinsky, 2001). On the other hand, when stereo-
type threat is explicitly activated, individuals are more likely to
respond with stereotype-disconfirming behavior. This would sug-
gest that officers may respond in a qualitatively different manner
if the racist police officer stereotype is explicitly activated (e.g., a
community member calling an officer racist) versus implicitly
activated (e.g., an officer having a gut feeling that a community
member is making such an attribution).

Additionally, if the relations revealed in the present article prove
robust, it will be important to examine ways to reduce the negative
influence of stereotype threat on officers. Previous research has
demonstrated that using standardized scripts both attenuates ste-
reotype threat (Avery, Richeson, Hebl, & Ambady, 2009) and
promotes perceptions of legitimacy (Mazerolle, Antrobus, Bennett,
& Tyler, 2013). Allowing officers to use scripts may also attenuate
the potentially negative role that cognitive depletion (common to
stereotype threat) may play in officer decision-making—though
the role of cognitive depletion in the decision to use force deserves
its own line of future research. Another possibility is to examine
the fairness of the police department. Stereotype threat represents
a threat to officers’ identities and the democratic values underlying
the police profession (Trinkner & Goff, 2016). Organizational
fairness is a means by which institutions can impart their values
onto workers (Tyler, 2011). Hence, increasing organizational fair-
ness within the police department may reduce apprehension over
appearing racist by buttressing the democratic values that such
apprehension undermines.

Third, given prior research finding that stereotype threat de-
pletes cognitive resources and hampers social fluency (Goff et al.,
2008; Richeson & Shelton, 2007), future research should examine
the degree to which stereotype threat depresses individuals’ use of
social skills to achieve their interaction goals. In particular, the
depletion of cognitive resources may undermine officers’ social
“soft skills,” or the ability to interact productively with others who
hold interest positions that are different from their own (Lareau,
2015; Moss & Tilly, 1996). In this case, that means the soft skills
necessary to avoid conflict will elude officers, resulting in an
overreliance on force—even in situations where it is not war-
ranted. Our understanding of this soft skill degradation among
officers who feel threatened by the potential application of a
negative stereotype would benefit from research explicitly aimed
at measuring its presence (or absence).

Finally, our results are consistent with the hypothesis that self-
legitimacy mediates the relation between stereotype threat and
deleterious behaviors. Over the years, multiple mechanisms have
been proposed to explain stereotype threat effects (Pennington et
al., 2016). The present results introduce an additional mechanism
that may explain such effects, particularly when examining stereo-
type threat in contexts where there are clear and strong power
differentials as is the case in police–community interactions. How-
ever, the present analysis indicates other mechanisms should be
explored in the policing context given that relations among ste-
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reotype threat, resistance to policy, and unreasonable force were
only partially mediated by self-legitimacy. Perhaps there are other
aspects of police officers’ identity beyond their role as moral
authorities that are undermined by stereotype threat.

Limitations

Because this was a cross-sectional study, it cannot address
issues of directionality. For example, low self-legitimacy may lead
to more susceptibility to stereotype threat. Alternatively, the rela-
tion between self-legitimacy and stereotype threat could be recip-
rocal whereby stereotype threat undermines self-legitimacy, which
in term increases the propensity to experience stereotype threat in
a continuous downward spiral. Experimental and/or longitudinal
methodology is needed to disentangle these issues. However,
given the paucity of research in this area, the present results are an
important step forward in broadening our understanding of the
psychological underpinnings of coercive policing.

While the present study also supports the mechanism proposed
by Richardson and Goff (2014), we were unable to examine if the
race of suspect moderates these effects. Similarly, we were not
able to account for officers’ explicit/implicit racial attitudes.
Whether accounting for such attitudes would change the model is
unclear because previous research has not found a moderating
effect of prejudice on stereotype threat (Goff et al., 2008). In
addition, there was a low response rate. It is possible that the
results might not generalize to the broader population of police
officers in this department and beyond.

Finally, the use of self-report measures rather than behaviors
limits the findings of the present study. This is a widespread
problem in research examining policing given apprehension from
both officers and police organizations with providing or collecting
identifiable information. Indeed, officers reported to researchers
that this was the reason why they left demographic questions
unanswered. While behavioral intention measures are not ideal,
intention is predictive of behavior (Fishbein & Ajzen, 2011).
Moreover, stereotype threat has previously been associated with
objective indicators of police behavior (Goff et al., 2012).

Conclusion

The present study reveals the first empirical evidence that offi-
cers’ concern with appearing racist is associated with their atti-
tudes about unreasonable police use of force and the rules that
govern it. This suggests a previously underexplored route to police
abuse worthy of further scientific and practical exploration. Addi-
tionally, by integrating the literatures on stereotype threat and
police legitimacy, this research suggests a new theoretical land-
scape for exploration by providing evidence that stereotyping the
moral character of a group can be associated with immoral behav-
ior. Most importantly, however, the present research emphasizes
the findings of a recent National Academies of Science (2018)
consensus report: We know too little about what leads to abuses of
police power, and psychological science has yet to engage the
issue as seriously as it can.
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