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Director’s Letter
Colleagues:
Recent years have seen a diminution of trust between many African American communities and
law enforcement officers charged with protecting them. This lack of trust in turn could discourage
members of those communities from seeking law enforcement careers, and the resulting underrepresentation widens the gulf of understanding between them. Many communities have facilitated
forums and outreach programs to bridge this divide to improve trust and communication between
community members and law enforcement.
African American college students, however, have often been left out of these community efforts,
despite being at the forefront of movements protesting the tragedies that arise from police use of
force—and despite being the target of recruitment campaigns from law enforcement agencies seeking their next generation of officers.
In 2016, the Ronald W. Walters Leadership and Public Policy Center at Howard University, led by
Dr. Elsie L. Scott, convened focus groups at the campuses of four Historically Black Colleges and
Universities and Predominantly Black Institutions to talk about student perceptions of policing,
police-community relationships, and law enforcement careers. Three additional convenings between
students and representatives of law enforcement were held at Howard University. This report details
those meetings and their findings and compiles the students’ suggestions for mending and strengthening police-community relations and for recruiting dedicated young people to the profession.
While the COPS Office has published reports discussing the African American experience with law
enforcement, that experience has rarely been the focus of a publication, as it is here. We appreciate
the students, facilitators, and researchers who made it possible.
Sincerely,

Rob Chapman
Acting Director
Office of Community Oriented Policing Services
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Executive Summary
In the fall of 2015, Howard University’s Ronald W. Walters Leadership and Public Policy Center was
notified that it would receive a Community Policing Development grant from the U.S. Department
of Justice Office of Community Oriented Policing Services (COPS Office). The grant was awarded
for a study of police-community relations using college students to help drive the discussion on diversity and inclusion and how best to transform recruitment strategies for law enforcement agencies
in the 21st Century.
Data for this study were collected through two methods: focus groups and convenings between
college students and law enforcement managers and supervisors. The focus groups were conducted
in four regions of the United States—Midwest, East, South, and West Coast—during the summer
and fall of 2016. The focus groups were conducted at Historically Black Colleges and Universities
(HBCUs) and Predominantly Black Institutions (PBIs) to ensure that most of the students included
in the focus groups were African American. In addition to the discussion, focus groups were given a
demographic survey that included a few questions about their experience with the police. The focus
groups provided insight into how college students perceive police officers and how they believe
relations between police and the Black community can be improved. Some of the key findings were
as follows:
• Close to half of the participants had had a negative experience with the police.
• Half stated that they would consider a career in law enforcement.
• The ones who would possibly consider law enforcement as a career were interested in a service career, one where they could make a difference.
• Participants would like to see the community involved in recruiting police
• There is concern that the police need a way to weed out racist recruits and police officers.
The three convenings between students and police officials were held on the campus of Howard
University. The first two convenings concentrated on the subject of Youth and Police: Finding Common Ground. After interest was expressed in the focus groups and the first two convenings, a third
convening was added that concentrated specifically on gender diversity. Some of the conclusions
and recommendations from the convenings were as follows:
• All officers should be trained to be culturally competent.
• Police officers must demonstrate that they want to mend the relationships with
the community.
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• Law enforcement and youth should continually engage in discussions about the prevailing
issues in their relationship to promote more positive experiences between them.
• Women officers, especially Black women, need to be more visible so potential female recruits
can see them making a difference in the community and have role models.
• Police departments need to be modernized by appealing to youth through technology and
the use of social media (e.g., Twitter, Facebook, Snapchat, Instagram).
• Professional development sessions on aspects of sexual harassment should be conducted routinely to help minimize the amount of sexual harassment and misconduct complaints.

Introduction
In August 2014, a Black teenager, Michael Brown, was shot and killed by a police officer in Ferguson,
Missouri, a suburb of St. Louis. Demonstrators from the St. Louis area and from other parts of the
country took to the streets during the days following the shooting. Part of the outrage from the Black
community seemed to have been related to the conflicting accounts of his killing, the fact that his
body was left in the street for four hours, and the lack of information released by the Ferguson Police
Department. Another factor was that the death of Michael Brown came close on the heels of the
death of Eric Garner at the hands of the New York City Police Department in July. These two deaths
sparked demonstrations, not only in the cities where they occurred, but also in cities around the
country. African American citizens raised doubts about the impartiality of the police toward people of
color. The demonstrators not only asked for justice in the two cases, but also asked for police reform.
The Michael Brown and Eric Garner cases and other police-involved shootings were the impetus for
an executive order from President Barack Obama. The order, issued on December 18, 2014, established the Task Force on 21st Century Policing, which was charged with identifying best practices
and making “recommendations to the President on how policing practices can promote effective
crime reduction while building public trust.” It was envisioned by some that the report from the
task force would be a cross between President Johnson’s Crime Commission report (President’s
Commission and N. D. Katzenbach 1967) and the Kerner Commission report (Kerner and Wicker
1968). Johnson’s establishment of the Crime Commission was the first time crime had been viewed
as a national issue, not just a state and local problem. The commission presented recommendations
to the president designed to modernize the approach to fighting crime, especially using new technology. Perhaps the most important long-term result of the implementation of the commission’s
recommendations was the increased professionalization of police agencies.
The Kerner Commission, formed to study the inner-city uprisings primarily during the summer of
1967, was more narrowly focused. It was charged with looking at the causes of the “riots” and presenting recommendations for preventing similar occurrences in the future. Since the uprisings took
place in predominantly Black neighborhoods, much of the focus was on racial conflict. The diversification of police agencies, especially urban departments, was probably the most significant result of
the implementation of the Kerner Commission recommendations. In the years since the release of
the Crime Commission and Kerner Commission reports, police associations and civil rights organizations had urged U.S. presidents to appoint a commission to provide leadership in addressing criminal justice problems that were national in scope. Before the Task Force on 21st Century Policing,
other national commissions were appointed to study specific aspects of crime and offending such as
the Attorney General’s Task Force on Family Violence (1984).
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Historically, the foundation for African American mistrust of the police can be traced back to the
slavery era, when police officers in certain areas of the country were employed to maintain the institution of slavery through methods such as slave patrols. Sally Hadden’s book Slave Patrols: Law and
Violence in Virginia and the Carolinas (2003) provides historical data on patrols that existed between
the 1700s and 1865 when slavery was abolished. Journalists, historians, eyewitnesses, and others
have documented many stories of police officers participating in extralegal activity against Black
people during this time period. After slavery was abolished, some northern cities such as Chicago
and Philadelphia hired Black police officers to win Black votes, but the positions were temporary
(Dulaney 1996). Once Black men were admitted into police departments, many were given inferior status and were not allowed to adequately use their skills. Because of the unequal treatment of
Black officers in these departments an opportunity was lost to demonstrate a new era of unbiased
policing. In some jurisdictions, especially throughout the South, Black officers were not allowed to
arrest White people, to wear their uniforms to work, or to drive a patrol car (Mullens 2017).
The advent of social media and cell phone cameras has caused some of the most profound changes
in policing since the 1967 uprisings. Instantly, citizens can now capture police-citizen interactions
and post pictures and videos to social media. Police-involved shootings and use of force against
Black citizens are being shown on television and through social media, causing the relationship
between police and the Black community to reach an all-time low (Williams and Fedorowicz 2019),
even in cities without such incidents. This poor relationship represents a significant challenge to law
enforcement in numerous ways. Police departments must take steps to improve the Black community’s trust in the police system. One important way to do this is by recruiting persons of color,
specifically African Americans, to serve as police officers. Extraordinary methods and measures are
needed to find and recruit persons who understand these communities; enacting these measures,
however, presents a tremendous challenge for communities.
In addition to finding service-minded persons of color interested in becoming police officers, there
is also a need to find ways to facilitate police-community dialogue to begin the process of building
trust between police officers and communities of color. There has been much dialogue about trust
building, especially through community-oriented policing programs. Although many police executives and officers who serve on special community projects have embraced community-oriented
policing, there has been less success with making community policing the underlying philosophy of
police departments (Chappell 2009). In urban communities, young Black people, especially Black
men, are the persons most likely to be affected by police shootings and other negative confrontations. Despite this, the young Black students attending the focus groups and the convenings of this
study reported that they had not been invited to participate in dialogues about police-citizen encounters, which are usually held with older adults.

Introduction

Although many college students may be unengaged in local community meetings, they have
assumed leadership roles in protesting police-involved injuries and deaths of African Americans.
These students feel the police unfairly target Black people for stops, whether on foot or in a vehicle.
They are frustrated, and some are in constant fear that they will be the next victim (Henning 2017).
Nevertheless, this study found that many want to be part of the change: They want public officials
and police leaders to listen when they speak and act on their concerns.
For police departments to bring about long-term change, rather than seeking a one-time solution to
a specific crisis, it is necessary for them to have broader and more focused discussions with young
people. It has been proposed that police recruiters should hear directly from students who have
never considered policing as a career choice but who care about what happens in their communities—to cultivate relationships. As part of this project, the Walters Center brought these two groups
together to discover common ground, identifying factors, practices, and actions that transcend jurisdictional boundaries and can be used to attack the core of the problem.
One of the recommendations from the Task Force on 21st Century Policing established by President
Barack Obama called for the creation of a diverse workforce “to improve understanding and effectiveness in dealing with all communities” (Recommendation 1.8). Action items contained in this
recommendation include a “Law Enforcement Diversity Initiative designed to aid communities to
diversify.” Other action items focus on aiding localities so that they can learn best practices for recruitment, training, and outreach to improve diversification. It is essential to highlight agencies that
have been successful in recruiting diverse officers, integrating them into the agencies, and having
their officers work effectively with diverse populations.
The specific objectives of the Howard University project were to
1. identify factors and strategies that can help to increase racial diversity in police agencies;
2. provide data, information, and assistance to law enforcement agencies to help them improve
their racial diversity and engagement of citizens who are more likely to distrust the police;
3. increase the capacity of law enforcement agencies to implement community-policing strategies that promote greater engagement of citizens who are more likely to distrust the police;
4. facilitate the engagement of college students in improving relations between the police and
communities of color;
5. help to build trust in law enforcement by facilitating dialogue and interaction between youth
of color and police officials.
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This project was also designed to advance Recommendation 4.7 of the Task Force Report, “Communities need to affirm and recognize the voices of youth in community decision making, facilitate
youth-led research and problem solving, and develop and fund youth leadership training and life
skills through positive youth/police collaboration and interactions.” The Walters Center used its position at Howard University, the landmark Historically Black College, to provide a forum to hear the
voices of young people who have a lot to say and would like to be heard on police-related issues.
The director of the Walters Center used her background as a police civilian executive and her relationship with police leaders and managers in police organizations to bring police officers and youth
together for meaningful dialogue and problem-solving.
The Task Force on 21st Century Policing addressed police relations with all communities, but its
report singled out race, gender, language, life experience, and cultural background as areas of concern. The Howard University project was initially focused primarily on racial diversity for several
reasons, most importantly that police relations with Black residents contribute greatly to distrust
issues. Shooting incidents involving White police officers and Black citizens generated the greatest protests and negative reactions. It should also be noted that the racial makeup of most police
departments does not reflect the racial makeup of the populations they serve (Ashkenas and Park
2015). An article in the New York Times cited a survey that found “the percentage of Whites on the
force is more than 30 percentage points higher than in the communities they serve” (Ashkenas and
Park 2015). While increasing the racial diversity of police agencies will not in and of itself solve the
problem of distrust, it can be one of the measures that can help to reduce racial tensions.
After focus groups were conducted, two convenings of students and law enforcement officials were
held, emphasizing racial diversity. The scope of the project expanded to include gender diversity
after this was mentioned in the focus groups and at the convenings, especially by the young women in the groups. A third convening was held to specifically focus on gender-related issues. There
was some sentiment that women brought distinctive qualities to law enforcement and that special
efforts should be made to recruit more women police officers.

Literature Review
Minority recruitment
Law enforcement agencies and minority populations have a longstanding, complex relationship.
Historically, traditional American policing practices were established in the 17th century to control
slave populations, retaliate against slave insurrections, return fugitive slaves, and generally preserve
the overall privilege and safety of slave owners and other White Americans (Wagner 2010). As a
result, many policing procedures and practices, especially in the South, were rooted in the maltreatment of African Americans and the suppression of their fundamental rights as American citizens
(Hadden 2003). The friction between the two groups did not stop with the passage of the Reconstruction Amendments—13, 14, and 15—which ended the institution of slavery and gave citizenship rights, including enfranchisement, to formerly incarcerated peoples (Farrand 1913).
The Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s brought the relationship between the police and minority populations back into the spotlight. The civil rights marches and urban uprisings that took place
brought attention and awareness to the practices of segregation and unjust treatment of African Americans (Shapiro and Sullivan 1964). Police officers were used to uphold segregation and enforce inequitable laws and practices in the South, even using police dogs to attack children who were demonstrating
for their rights in Birmingham, Alabama. In the North, allegations of police brutality by African Americans living in segregated urban areas led to demonstrations and riots in several cities. The protests and
riots were frequently met with excessive and prejudicial policing of those involved in the demonstrations (Shapiro and Sullivan 1964). The loss of life, injuries, and damage to buildings and businesses owing to these riots led to declarations of states of emergency, the use of martial law, and the involvement
of the National Guard to assist with restoring order to the cities affected (Graham 1980).
In response to these incidents, President Lyndon B. Johnson established the National Advisory
Commission on Civil Disorder (Kerner and Wicker 1968). Later referred to as the Kerner Commission, after its chair, Illinois Governor Otto Kerner, the commission was established to investigate
these events and provide recommendations for improving relations between minority communities
and law enforcement agencies (Kerner, and Wicker 1968). One of the Kerner Commission’s recommendations was that law enforcement agencies across the United States adopt and enforce policies
designed to recruit and promote ethnic and racial minority officers, as well as develop community
programs to attract inner-city youth to the field of law enforcement (Paoline, Myers, and Worden
2000). In Newark, New Jersey, where one of the worst riots took place, Black officers made up only
11 percent of the police department, but Blacks made up approximately 50 percent of the population (Rojas and Atkinson 2017).
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The importance of diversity in the workforce has been supported by the literature; for example, a
link has been shown between the racial diversity of an organization’s employees and both its longterm and short-term performances (Richard, Murthi, and Ismail 2007). Even more so than many
other professions, law enforcement officers must interact with a diversity of people with different
racial, ethnic, religious, and cultural backgrounds. A diverse police department is more likely to
have officers who can communicate with and understand people who live or work in their jurisdiction. In addition, people are more likely to trust people who look like them and share similar
cultural backgrounds.
Because of the lack of diversity in law enforcement workplaces prior to the 1960s, the recruitment
of individuals from racial and ethnic minority groups into law enforcement positions has often been
in the spotlight, as the field has worked to remedy this problem. Some of the most impactful affirmative action programs implemented in the United States were court-ordered racial hiring allocations imposed on municipal law enforcement agencies, requiring departments to hire more African
Americans and other minorities (Doerner 1995). For example, the cities of Boston and Cambridge
in Massachusetts are both still subject to hiring quotas that were implemented in 1973 (Brohé
2007). It is estimated that this court-ordered affirmative action hiring program created a 14-point
gain in the percentage of newly hired African American municipal police officers in the region
(Brohé 2007).
Affirmative action hiring programs were implemented in the United States in part because the public image of a Caucasian workforce did not reflect the country’s ethnically diverse society. (McIntosh
1988). According to the 2010 Census, 37 percent of the U.S. population reported their race and
ethnicity as something other than “non-Hispanic White” (Humes, Jones, and Ramirez 2011). People
in various racial and ethnic minority groups constitute 50 percent or more of the total population
in approximately one-tenth of all counties in the U.S. (U.S. Department of Commerce 2012). The
Census Bureau estimates that the population of racial and ethnic minorities will continue to grow
and by 2060 will account for nearly 60 percent of the country’s population (U.S. Department of
Commerce 2012)—increasing the need for more minorities in the workplace, especially in sectors
with a history of discord amongst workers and those served, such as the police.
According to the Bureau of Justice Statistics, in 2009, approximately 27 percent of law enforcement
officers in all local police departments were racial or ethnic minorities (Bureau of Labor Statistics,
2012). For comparison, before 1990, only 17 percent of law enforcement officers were racial or
ethnic minorities (Carter and Sapp 1990). However, despite increases like this around the country,
the representation of racial and ethnic minorities has not reflected the proportion of minorities in
the general population, which is about 38 percent (U.S. Department of Commerce 2012). Of that 38
percent, 13.4 percent are Black or African American and 18.1 percent are Hispanic or Latino (U.S.
Department of Commerce 2012). According to a recent Law Enforcement Management and Admin-
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istrative Statistics (LEMAS) survey from the Bureau of Justice Statistics, local police departments
hired about 477,000 full-time officers in 2013 (Bureau of Justice Statistics 2016). Of those hired,
racial and ethnic minority individuals comprised about 27 percent.
An additional analysis of demographic congruence by Governing the States and Localities (2015)
based on 269 jurisdictions demonstrates that the racial disparities between law enforcement officers
and the communities they serve remain a problem. Results indicated that when African Americans,
Asians, or Hispanics comprised the largest racial or ethnic group within a jurisdiction, its racial or
ethnic minorities were underrepresented in the police force by an average of 24 percentage points
when compared to Census population estimates (U.S. Department of Commerce 2012). While the
number of Hispanic local police officers increased by 16 percent from 2007 to 2013 (Governing the
States and Localities 2015), Hispanics were still underrepresented by 11 percentage points below
Census population estimates (U.S. Department of Commerce 2012). Asian law enforcement officers
were most underrepresented, with an average of 33 percentage points below Census population
estimates in seven jurisdictions in which they accounted for the single largest demographic group
(Wilson and Grammich 2009). These numbers indicate the likelihood of a call from a civilian being
answered by a minority officer is extremely low (Bolton and Feagin 2004).
The Task Force on 21st Century Policing issued several recommendations on improving minority
recruitment (President’s Task Force 2015). Their findings showed that despite years-long efforts to
create diverse police departments throughout the country, minority officers remain woefully underrepresented (Cook 2015). This is particularly true in jurisdictions experiencing rapid demographic
shifts, such as California, Connecticut, Nevada, and New Jersey, where police officers do not reflect
the racial or ethnic makeup of their communities on an exceedingly large scale (Cook 2015).

Barriers to minority representation in law
enforcement
The history of discrimination and segregation looms large over American policing (Hadden 2001),
and police departments eager to hire minorities in some cities still may face structural hurdles
that make it difficult to diversify their departments (Doerner 1995). Those hurdles vary by state
and city, making any single solution or blanket policy change particularly elusive. In many cities,
well-intentioned policies that were not initially meant to discriminate have become obstacles to hiring
a diverse police force (Matthies, Keller, and Lim 2012). Nevertheless, Oliver (2017) argues that departments looking to diversity their agencies cannot rely exclusively on general recruitment strategies.
Women and men of color do not apply for law enforcement jobs at the same rate as their White
counterparts (Wilson et al. 2010). According to a recent survey, there are three possible primary
factors that may contribute to this problem (Matthies, Keller, and Lim 2012). First, the target pop-
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ulation may be disproportionately unaware of employment opportunities, suggesting inadequacies
in law enforcement agencies’ outreach efforts, such as agencies not recruiting in racial and ethnic
minority neighborhoods in their cities. Second, the target population may be unqualified for those
law enforcement positions that are hiring. Finally, members of the target population, in this case,
racial and ethnic minorities, may be uninterested in these positions.
The first step to increasing minority representation in law enforcement is making the career path
seem more appealing to potential applicants. One way to do this is to project a more positive image
(Wilson et al. 2013). Agencies that hold their law enforcement officers to high standards of professionalism and morality while effectively policing the community, establish community partnerships,
and mentor or guide youth within the community through outreach programs have been shown to
decrease crime rates in their communities and increase positive attitudes among community members (Wilson et al. 2013). The establishment of good relationships with leaders in minority communities, as well as with organizations such as the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) and the
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), has also been proven to aid
in police recruitment of minority applicants (Wilson et al. 2013). Law enforcement agencies that do
not use these practices have been negatively affected (Tyler and Fagan 2008).
The hiring requirements of law enforcement agencies pose a serious barrier to diversifying recruitment and the introduction of racial and ethnic minority individuals. Many agencies have strict
education, medical, physical fitness, background, and residency requirements. Some of these
requirements negatively impact lower economic status ethnic and racial minorities. Disparities of
educational attainment are immense, and statistics show the graduation rate of ethnic and racial
minorities is significantly lower than that of Caucasian individuals, decreasing the number of racial
and ethnic minorities who meet the educational requirements of law enforcement agencies (Matthies, Keller, and Lim 2012).
Other barriers to the recruitment and successful hiring of racial and ethnic minorities include physical fitness and medical requirements (Cossrow and Falkner 2004), as well as citizenship and residency status (Raganella and White 2004) and cost of living in certain areas (Baro and Burlingame
1999). Racial and ethnic minorities have a higher rate of obesity, diabetes, high blood pressure, and
cardiovascular disease (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 2012). These health disparities
can impact performance on physical fitness tests, serving as medical clearance barriers that can
disqualify ethnic and racial minority recruits and applicants (Cossrow and Falkner 2004). Residency and citizenship requirements are significant barriers to recruiting and hiring ethnic and racial
minorities as well. In the United States, it takes a significantly long time for foreign-born residents
to become citizens (Batalova and Terrazas 2010), and as many law enforcement agencies require
officers to be citizens (Raganella and White 2004), this creates yet another barrier for those wishing
to become police officers. Some law enforcement agencies have a residency requirement, meaning
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an officer must reside in the city in which they are serving or in surrounding areas (Wilson, Wilson,
and Gwann 2016). In some instances, the cost of living within the required locations produces a
burden on potential law enforcement recruits (Baro and Burlingame 1999), especially on racial and
ethnic minorities, who tend to have lower incomes than their White counterparts (Baro and Burlingame 1999).
Another portion of the hiring process that specifically affects the hiring of minorities is background
checks and criminal history requirements of applicants (Raganella and White 2004). Background
investigations that reveal any history of problematic behaviors or felony convictions are immediate employment disqualifiers in most cases (Chivers and Rashbaum 2008). Juvenile involvement
in minor drug-related offenses and violent crime offenses is two to five times more likely to show
up on the background check of African American than of Caucasian applicants (Office of Juvenile
Justice and Delinquency Prevention, 2011). Indications of financial problems highlighted during the
background investigation process can also lead to the disqualification of otherwise qualified minority applicants (Matthies, Keller, and Lim 2012). Hispanics and African Americans have been found
to have lower average credit scores than Whites (Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System
2007), meaning that minorities are more likely to be hindered by their finances during the recruitment process. Furthermore, the rate of unemployment and dismissal from jobs is higher in minority
populations (Rugh and Masey 2010), decreasing the likelihood of successful hiring for jobs in general, not only in law enforcement. Additionally, some law enforcement agencies require applicants to
pay for and successfully pass hiring exams that they may not be able to afford (Matthies, Keller, and
Lim 2012), once again placing an inordinate financial burden on potential hires.
Given the hiring barriers posed by these educational, health, and employment disparities, effective
outreach and recruitment of qualified minority applicants are imperative (Baro and Burlingame
1999). While hiring barriers cannot be fully eliminated, it is necessary to assess which standards and
processes best ensure quality recruits from diverse backgrounds (Pearsall III and Kohlhepp 2010).
Careful consideration of recruitment processes and hiring requirements to determine whether any
requirements unnecessarily disqualify minority candidates would aid in eliminating the unnecessary disqualification of racial and ethnic minority applicants. Recruitment teams can also conduct
orientation sessions (Bennett, Hess, and Orthman 2004) for applicants who show interest in a law
enforcement career. There are also recruitment methods aimed directly at college campuses, high
schools, and minority neighborhoods (Reaves 2013). While these methods have been shown to be
successful in increasing awareness among minorities and in increasing the number of applications
received from minorities, the aforementioned requirements must still be modified and monitored to
ensure that there are no unnecessary systemic impediments to successful hiring of minorities.
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Diversity in law enforcement recruitment
Some law enforcement agencies appear to be better at recruiting and maintaining a diverse and
representative police force than others (Zhao, He, and Lovrich 2005). While there is no evidence
that police departments with representative populations are less likely to face claims of excessive
force or discrimination (Zhao, Herbst, and Lovrich 2001), civil rights activists, police executives,
and community members alike say it is important for these forces to resemble the communities in
which they serve (U.S. Department of Justice, Office of Justice Programs 2015). To highlight this
claim, data on police and community demographics for the country’s 75 largest departments were
collected and ranked according to how well the demographics of the police community matched the
communities in which they served (U.S. Census Bureau 2013).
The results showed that Jersey City and Newark, both in New Jersey, had very high overrepresentation of Whites in their police departments (U.S. Census Bureau 2013). Some cities have better demographic matching between the city’s population and that of the police department, but very few departments have an overrepresentation of minorities (Maguire and King 2004). Among the fifty largest
departments, only Atlanta, Georgia; El Paso, Texas; Miami, Florida; and Washington, D.C. reflect the
racial and ethnic makeup of the populations they serve (United States Census Bureau 2013).
Departments that already have high levels of community trust and have a diverse workforce may
find it easier to recruit minorities (Reaves 2013). Large cities also have the advantage of being able to
operate their academies and recruit nationally; whereas many smaller agencies require a recruit to
be recertified before being hired, recruits in larger cities attend agency-sponsored academies, where
they receive pay during their training period (Reaves 2010), aiding those cities’ recruitment efforts.
As a way of attracting racial minorities into its applicant pool, the Los Angeles Police Department
(LAPD) sponsors test-taking events and provides workshops to support individuals in their preparation for recruitment tests, as well as hosting seminars throughout the city to help prepare recruits
for interviews (U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics 2008). These efforts at recruitment could potentially explain Los Angeles’ larger than average percentage of minority officers.
In some agencies, minority officers are also strongly encouraged to identify potential recruits in
their communities (Wilson et al. 2010) through a referral program; the aim here, once again, is to
increase the diversity among law enforcement recruits and officers. Studies have often found that
having a family member or friend in law enforcement represents a significant factor in convincing
young people to become police officers (Lester 1983; Raganella and White 2004). In cities such as
Cleveland, Ohio, and Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, the wide demographic gaps between the police
departments and the minority populations, specifically African Americans, may have exacerbated
tensions after racially charged protests over police actions. (Federal Bureau of Investigation 2012).
In Savannah, Georgia, the police department advocates for minority recruits internally throughout
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the application process, placing ads in minority publications and establishing relationships with
Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCU) (Wilson and Grammich 2009), which could
account for their relatively high rate of minority officers.
One of the most common police recruitment methods is advertising in publications geared toward
individuals of majority racial backgrounds as an effort to increase minority recruits (Streit 2001).
Additionally, word of mouth and brief visits to specified venues such as local college campuses or
job fairs have also been shown to aid in the recruitment process (Wilson et al. 2013). Having a diverse recruiting team is important in recruitment efforts (Milgram 2002). Having recruitment teams
made up of racial and ethnic minorities that mirror the community and their target population can
improve agencies’ recruitment efforts.
Various studies have shown racial and ethnic minority applicants are hired at a greater rate by hiring agents who are also ethnic and racial minorities (Stoll, Raphael, and Holzer 2004). Successful
minority recruitment strategies emphasize the community engagement aspect of the roles, job security, and the opportunity for advancement (Raganella and White 2004). The same findings show
that having more minority officers in charge of hiring new officers and emphasizing the upsides of
law enforcement positions would increase the number of minority recruits to these positions.
Research also indicates that partnerships between law enforcement agencies and urban organizations and cultural institutions can improve recruitment within ethnic and racial minority communities (Taylor, Chatters, and Jackson 2007); specifically, for the African American community, the
church is one such core institution that can be targeted. Church and religion, in general, have represented a significant factor in the political, social, cultural, spiritual, and educational development
of African Americans in the United States (Smith et al. 1999). Approximately 62 percent of African
American families attend religious services at least once per week (Taylor, Chatters, and Jackson
2007). By engaging with African Americans in these locations and events, law enforcement agencies can increase the number of recruits from this group.
Hair salons, barbershops, and other gathering locations such as shopping malls also serve as sources
of formal and informal information for ethnic and racial minorities (Linnan and Ferguson 2007),
as well as social and recreational meeting places for youth and adults. As such, these environments
are also ripe for the recruiting of diverse applicants. The Task Force on 21st Century Policing recommended that organizations such as the NAACP and the Urban League can serve as key partners
for recruiting racial and ethnic diverse recruits. African American and minority fraternal and professional organizations can also connect agencies to the racial and ethnic minority communities in
which potential candidates can be found (President’s Task Force 2015). A recent study found that
only 46.2 percent of municipal agencies and 35.7 percent of state agencies surveyed reported contacting citizen or neighborhood groups to notify them of recruitment events. Only 23.1 percent of
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law enforcement municipal agencies reported efforts to contact local Urban Leagues, whereas 28.6
percent of state law enforcement agencies made such attempts (Wilson et al. 2013). Increasing communication with community organizations could aid agencies in minority recruitment.

Conclusions
Successful recruitment strategies use a mixture of methods to ensure that information reaches
potential applicants. Recruitment methods must target members of minority communities by taking
advantage of the full range of resources available within that community. When attempting to
recruit minorities, recruitment officers must have a presence where such candidates are likely to be
found, such as community fairs and events and schools with a high percentage of minority students
(Streit 2001). Church leaders and attendees of meetings of the Urban League, NAACP, and other
prominent organizations in racial and ethnic minority communities are all important constituencies
that may help to reach specific groups of people (Wilson et al. 2013).
In choosing venues for distributing and disseminating information to potential minority recruits, it
is imperative for law enforcement agencies to be creative and use every method at their disposal if
they wish to increase their number of minority applicants and retain them as employees. Placing
recruiting information in places such as restaurants, gas stations, shopping malls, fitness centers,
beauty salons, and barber shops, as well as distributing it digitally via social media, could significantly assist in diversifying the applicant pool (U.S. Department of Commerce 2010). Placing employment advertisements in news publications that are not read by minority communities and in
communities minority individuals do not frequent or reside in will not suffice (U.S. Department of
Commerce 2010).
Social advocacy organizations, professional and fraternal associations, and news and media groups
that cater specifically to the Black community are important stakeholders within those communities (Smith et al. 1999)—stakeholders that may greatly assist and enhance the flow of information
to community members. Law enforcement agencies should use these organzations’ connections to
the community to help diversify their pool of officers. Lastly, law enforcement agencies must also
acknowledge the retention and promotion challenges of minority candidates and officers (Doerner
1995). It is imperative that law enforcement agencies eliminate discriminatory attitudes and practices in order to create an environment in which minorities wish to work (Wilson and Grammich
2009). In conjunction with their recruitment efforts, law enforcement agencies must focus on and
devote resources to developing effective strategies for fostering a positive and supportive environment for minority law enforcement officers (Streit 2001) if they wish to be successful with those
groups in the long run.

Literature Review

Throughout the United States, the racial composition of local police forces is significantly incongruent with the demographics of the communities they serve (U.S. Department of Justice, Office of
Justice Programs 2015)—an artifact of many years of issues with recruiting and retaining minorities
(Wilson et al. 2013). Racial and ethnic minorities opinions of and beliefs about law enforcement are
increasingly negative; highly publicized incidents of minority individuals being subject to excessive
force by law enforcement officers intensifies this perception and has a negative impact on community members and potential recruits (Wilson et al. 2016).
Commonly used recruiting methods have not been successful enough in attracting diverse law enforcement officer applicants that reflect the demographics of the communities they serve. Through a
review of the literature, it is evident various changes to recruitment efforts and policies are required
in order to increase diversity in the law enforcement workforce (Wilson et al. 2010). Importance
needs to be placed on creating easy-to-follow and appealing recruitment materials for potential
minority applicants (Zhao, He, and Lovrich 2005). Preliminary testing that recruits are put through
must be made culturally unbiased, as racial and ethnic minorities already face disparities in the
realms of education, health, and mental health (U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission,
2007).
While there are still significant gaps in the research on recruiting diverse law enforcement officers
(Cook 2015), multiple studies acknowledge the need for policy changes that could aid in making
law enforcement agencies mirror the populations that they serve. There is a need for more research
on recruiting African American police officers, especially since the advent of the Black Lives Matter Movement and the increase in publicized police killings such as those of Michael Brown and
Philando Castile. Have police minority recruitment methods changed? If so, in what ways have
they changed? Which new methods are effective? These are some of the questions that need to be
answered in the literature. Such research would be helpful in designing and implementing police
recruitment programs that will increase diversity within law enforcement.

13

Women in Law Enforcement
While women of lower socioeconomic status, particularly racial minorities, have always worked
outside the home (Glenn 1985), the proportion of women in the workplace has significantly increased since World War I (Thom 2000). In 1890, there were 4 million women listed on the census
as “gainful workers,” making up about 17 percent of workers in general (Social Security Administration 1942). As of 2010, that number of women workers had risen to 47 percent of the work
force (U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics 2011). Yet, none of these women were
working as uniformed police officers with the same powers as male officers.
Even with this great increase of women in the workplace, the numbers in some occupations are
still strikingly unequal. Women make up extremely high percentages of registered nurses (91.1
percent), elementary and middle school teachers (81.8 percent), and medical and health services
managers (72.5 percent) (U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics 2011). Nevertheless, in traditionally male-dominated industries and occupations, only about 6.6 percent of workers
were women in 2017 (Hegewisch and Williams-Baron 2018). A variety of factors can explain why
representation for women in these occupations is so low. This literature review analyzes the current
role of women in the specific male-dominated law enforcement field and attempts to answer the
following questions: Why is the number of women so low? Why does the number of women in law
enforcement need to increase to better meet the needs of the communities served?

State of women in law enforcement
Women were initially hired by police departments to assist with juvenile defendants and incarcerated women. These women, called matrons, primarily engaged in social work without arrest powers. Even after being labeled policewomen, most departments restricted them to separate divisions
called women’s bureaus. In 1968, the Indianapolis Police Department assigned the nation’s first two
female patrol officers (National Center for Women and Policing 2000). But it took federal legislation
and lawsuits before most departments hired women to work patrol duties like male officers.
In 2018, according to statistics compiled by the FBI, only 26.8 percent of all law enforcement employees and only 12.5 percent of officers were women (Federal Bureau of Investigation 2018). Even
these numbers are after “dramatic increases in the employment of women over the past 50 years”
in law enforcement (Cordner and Cordner 2011). According to the FBI’s Uniform Crime Reports
(Federal Bureau of Investigation 1972, 1981, 1991, 2001, 2010), the proportion of women in state
and local sworn police throughout the United States almost tripled from 1971 to 1980, then more
than doubled by 2000. However, the proportion of women in this field has increased by less than 10
percent since 1997, creating a plateau (Cordner and Cordner 2011).
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As women make up about 51 percent of the total population and 47 percent of the workforce, one
could argue that the percentage of women in law enforcement should be within that range (U.S.
Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics 2011). There are several factors that could influence the low rate of women in law enforcement. One is historical employment discrimination. The
Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Equal Employment Opportunity Act of 1972 both prohibit discrimination against women in the workplace (Gregory 2003). These federal laws, as well as the Pendleton Civil Service Reform Act and subsequent merit systems, all have reduced the opportunity for
discrimination in the workplace (Naff 1994).
It has been up to individual departments to implement and enforce these federal rules and regulations unless they were under a federal consent decree. Data collected by Tazinski P. Lee (2005)
suggest that there has been an extreme lack of enforcement of affirmative action plans/initiatives by
some departments, and that these departmental oversights have had a large impact on women in
the industry. For example, in Pittsburgh, the percentage of women officers went from 1 in 1975 to
27.2 in 1990 due to court-ordered affirmative action hiring quotas. When the 50 percent mandatory quota for female new hires was lifted in 1991, the percentage of new female hires shrank to 8.5,
and has continued to decline (Sklansky 2005).

Issues pertaining to women in law enforcement
The hiring process
When they are followed, these aforementioned federal laws and merit systems reduce the likelihood and opportunities for overt gender discrimination in the workplace. However, these are not
the only constraints on the law enforcement hiring process. Some large law enforcement agencies
are mandated to hire directly from a list of qualified candidates (Cordner and Cordner 2011). These
police departments have little to no control over these lists. The lists are produced by city, county,
or state human resources departments or by the civil service system, through a testing process that
most hiring managers do not control. “The opportunity for overt discrimination might be greater in
smaller agencies, however, where the police chief, sheriff, or agency personnel head often still has
considerable discretion in hiring decisions” (Cordner, and Cordner 2011).
Women were not eligible to be police officers before the early 1900s and if employed by law enforcement agencies they usually were assigned to clerical roles, or those roles that required working
with women and children (Hale 1992). Although women are now allowed in the police force as
officers, policing is still perceived by some to be male-dominated and hostile to women and more
traditional feminine values (Rabe-Hemp 2008). The police academy itself, with its paramilitary
structure, can lead to an “all boys club” atmosphere (Prokos and Padavic 2002).

Women in Law Enforcement

Another explanation for women’s underrepresentation in law enforcement that is frequently suggested is that the overtly male-dominated culture in law enforcement discourages women from
seeking police employment to begin with, which of course would negatively affect recruitment
(Martin 1990). This culture also affects the retention of those women who do make it past the hiring process. They are more likely to feel uncomfortable and leave the law enforcement field (Hale
and Wyland 1999).

Barriers to women in law enforcement
Aside from the hiring process, there are other reasons why women might not seek law enforcement
careers or may choose to leave those careers. The most frequently cited reason that law enforcement recruits gave as to why their peers did not want to enter law enforcement was the threat of
injury or death (Castaneda and Ridgeway 2010). This RAND Survey found that almost four times as
many respondents indicated these were deterrents for their peers than for themselves.
On the other hand, according to recruits surveyed, issues of greater concern for female recruits than
for their peers included the family members’ negative views regarding law enforcement and perceived favoritism within law enforcement agencies. Dissatisfaction with the salary, health insurance,
and other benefits was not cited as a significant factor for recruits or their non–law enforcement
peers. This suggests that agencies are mostly battling other factors, most notably career interests,
trends in physical fitness, and negative views of the police (Castaneda and Ridgeway 2010).
Women recruits were more likely to state that their peers were discouraged from pursuing a career
in law enforcement due to their lack of physical fitness and law enforcement’s incompatibility with
family obligations (Castaneda and Ridgeway 2010). This could simply be because women are more
likely to consider other women their peers (Ibarra, Ely, and Kolb 2013). In addition, women tended
to state that long hours and shift work were disadvantages to their peers at a higher rate than male
recruits—as they did about abuse of power and excessive force (Castaneda and Ridgeway 2010).
The differences between women’s and men’s responses were especially large regarding favoritism
and physical fitness requirements (Castaneda and Ridgeway 2010). Physical fitness requirements
affect the initial application process as well as affecting recruits themselves. Most agencies use
standard fitness tests as part of the hiring process for those seeking law enforcement careers (Lonsway 2003). Women are more likely than men to fail the tests, particularly the upper body strength
portion (Birzer and Craig 1996).
Supporters of universal physical fitness testing practices argue that these tests are created to measure the physical requirements required for the job, and that all officers should be able to complete
the tasks (Berner and Kohls 1982). Critics, however, question the scientific validity of the tests.
They also point out that, if a high level of fitness was absolutely necessary to perform day to day
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functions as a police officer, departments would require their officers to maintain their physical
fitness throughout their careers, not just during the hiring and recruitment stages. Few agencies
actually require annual fitness testing as they do firearms readiness testing (Brown 2005; Gaines,
Falkenberg, and Gambino 1996).
After women officers are hired, the traditional routines of police work and careers often clash with
family responsibilities that tend to fall more on women than on men (Cooper and Ingram 2004). As
first responders, police are required to work non-traditional hours such as nights, weekends, and
holidays, regardless of their place in the law enforcement hierarchy. Most police departments in
the United States “do not offer flexible hours, part-time positions, leaves of absence, job sharing, or
other accommodations designed to help parents (especially mothers) balance competing demands”
(Hale and Wyland 1999). This means that women who are mothers face more challenges in law
enforcement careers than in careers where a more traditional workday remains the norm. This may
contribute to more resentment, stress, and overall a higher turnover rate among women in law
enforcement than for their male counterparts, in addition to deterring women from applying to law
enforcement careers in the first place (Cooper and Ingram 2004).
The male-dominated workplace culture of law enforcement is likely one reason for the historically
low number of women in law enforcement in general, if not for the recent plateau of women in the
field (Castaneda and Ridgeway 2010). Such cultures are not limited to the field of law enforcement;
however, the widespread perception of law enforcement as a male-dominated field may make
women especially wary of seeking law enforcement careers. Surveys of working women suggest
that about half of women will be harassed at some point during their academic or working lives
(Fitzgerald 1993). The data indicate that harassment in the workplace is “degrading, frightening,
and sometimes physically violent; frequently extending over a considerable period; and can result
in profound job-related, psychological, and health-related consequences” (Fitzgerald 1993). One
study showed that while most women experienced behaviors that could be considered sexual harassment, few filed complaints out of fear that they would suffer negative personal or professional
consequences (Lonsway, Paynich, and Hall 2013).
Between the risk of injury or death, long hours, fitness test requirements, the incompatibility with
home and family life, and the risk of sexual harassment, it is not completely inconceivable as to
why women are less likely to seek out law enforcement careers and why the turnover rate is so
high amongst women. “The truth is, women haven’t come nearly as far as we predicted 25 years
ago. Somewhere along the line, especially in recent years, progress for women has stalled” (Lipman
2009). This stagnation can most definitely be witnessed in women in law enforcement careers.

Women in Law Enforcement

Cordner and Cordner conducted a study in three counties in Pennsylvania in which the number of
women police officers was particularly low (2011). Both women officers and police chiefs they surveyed agreed on three possible reasons for this: (a) women in the region have other employment
options that are more attractive, (b) women in the region are not very interested in police employment, and (c) physical fitness tests tend to eliminate women or push them down the eligibility list.
The women officers felt that the culture in the particular areas contributed to the low level of women’s law enforcement employment in ways that the chiefs could influence, but the chiefs felt that it
was beyond their control. If chiefs feel that women are not interested in law enforcement, they will
not implement programs to recruit them.

The case for women in law enforcement
While the above reasons have been explored under the lens of cons to women in law enforcement,
there are reasons that women seek out law enforcement careers. In the RAND study, women were
less likely to cite other career interests and insufficient salary as key barriers to law enforcement
careers (Castaneda and Ridgeway 2010). This could mean that women who join law enforcement
are fully aware of their career choices and therefore more committed to the career and the pros
and cons that come with it. Women were also less likely than their male counterparts to report that
salary was a deterrent for their peers—men were more likely to say that both insufficient salary and
criminal records were reasons that their peers did not seek law enforcement careers (Castaneda and
Ridgeway 2010).
In early research on police recruiting, job security was cited as the primary reason for entering law
enforcement careers (Lester 1983). In newer literature, it has been listed as a primary rationale,
for instance in the Raganella and White study (2004), which found that job security was the second highest-ranked reason cited by a New York City Police Department (NYPD) recruiting class.
Recently, helping people in the community has become a strong motivation for pursuing a career
in law enforcement. This reason has been shown to have an even more powerful effect on recruits
than job security, especially among women. Both Lester’s study (1983) and Raganella and White’s
(2004) find that helping those in the community was a high-ranking factor. However, the 2008–
2009 RAND Law Enforcement Recruitment Survey results suggest that public service may not be as
attractive to male applicants, who constitute more than 80 percent of new recruits, as it is to female
applicants. This disparity could potentially point to a significant difference between the rationales
behind joining law enforcement for women and men.
Competitive retirement packages and health benefits were also regarded as important reasons for
working in law enforcement, and again, this reinforces results from previous studies (Castaneda
and Ridgeway 2010). In the past two decades, low salaries have been blamed for causing significant challenges to the recruitment process, specifically in San Diego (San Diego Police Department
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and Buck Consultants 2006) as well as in New York (Baker and Greenhouse 2008). Castaneda and
Ridgeway (2010) found that 87 percent of new recruits felt that the good salary was an important
reason for them to pursue a policing career. In fact, Casteneda and Ridgeway found that women felt
that way more strongly than men.
Echoing the findings of all these studies, a 2007 national survey of women police officers showed
that public service was one of the principal motivations for entering a career in law enforcement,
but job security was the primary reason for staying in the job (Seklecki and Paynich 2007). The
RAND survey also found that reasons such as the power and authority that come with law enforcement jobs and law enforcement’s military structure were less likely to be motivating factors for
women than for men. Additionally, women recruits regarded opportunities for advancement and a
good salary as more important reasons to join law enforcement than did male recruits (Castaneda
and Ridgeway 2010).
Despite the barriers to hiring and retention discussed in this section, there are several reasons police organizations should want to have women officers. Results from studies into the effectiveness of
female versus male officers in various law enforcement agencies indicate that men and women are
equally capable of successful performance as patrol officers (Martin and Jurik 2006). Research also has
shown that there is no meaningful difference between female and male officers’ patrol productivity
(Snortum and Beyers 1983) or their academic and on-the-job performance evaluations (Jones 1987).
While there is no significant difference between male and female officers’ responses to violent
confrontations with citizens (Grennan 1987), it has been shown that woman officers “utilize a
less authoritarian style of policing that relies less on physical force” than male officers (Grennan
1987). Whether this difference is attributable to variations in physical force and strength or to other
factors, it is imperative to note that it is difficult to find documented cases of a negative situation between a citizen and officer that has been directly attributed to the lack of strength or aggressiveness
on the part of a female police officer (Charles 1981), nor has physical strength been shown to predict police effectiveness in men or women (Sherman 1973), or officers’ ability to successfully handle
dangerous situations on the job (Bell 1982). Studies continue to show that women officers tend
to be less likely to use excessive force than male officers (Lonsway 2002; Schuck and Rabe-Hemp
2005). Lonsway (2002) found that a policeman is “over eight and a half times more likely to have
an allegation of excessive force sustained against” him, and is “two to three times more likely to
have a citizen name him in a complaint of excessive force.” Similarly, a 2017 Pew Research study
found that female officers were less likely than male officers to feel that aggression is more useful
than courtesy in certain parts of the city (Stepler 2017). Women officers have also been shown to
be more likely to provide support to citizens involved in domestic violence than their male counterparts (Sun 2007).

Women in Law Enforcement

Another benefit to having women officers in law enforcement is that women officers have been
shown to better implement the modern law enforcement trend of community-oriented policing
(Lonsway 2000). Women officers receive fewer complaints and more favorable reviews than their
male peers from the citizens with whom they interact (Bartlett and Rosenblum 1977). Women officers also have been shown to have more empathy and less cynicism towards others (Worden 1993);
unlike male officers, they are not perceived as having something to prove (Lonsway 2000). With
these advantages, it is difficult to see why women officers are not viewed in a higher regard within
law enforcement agencies in the United States.

Conclusions
Underrepresentation of women in law enforcement is a longstanding issue that will not be solved
quickly or easily. Many of the issues identified here (the male-dominated police culture, lack of
advancement opportunities, the need for family-friendly policies, etc.) are highly complex and
systematic problems that are embedded deeply in the entire criminal justice system. The average
woman does not grow up with law enforcement as her desired career. Women must be exposed to
the benefits of the occupation, not just the financial benefits of the job. Recruiters must see the value that women bring to the job so they will not approach recruiting women as a box that the police
department is trying to check for public relations purposes.
It should be noted that there is a need for more research on the women in law enforcement, especially on women officers in the United States. Many of the studies cited are more than twenty years
old because of the dearth of recent research studies. As the number of women in the profession in
general has increased in many larger agencies and the number of women in supervisory, management, and executive positions has increased, studies of the effectiveness of women need to be conducted. The findings from such studies will be useful in developing and implementing recruitment
and retention programs.
According to the Federal Bureau of Investigation, only 12.8 percent of full-time law enforcement
officers in the United States were women in 2019. There are law enforcement agencies in the
United States with 20 percent or more women officers (Langton 2010), but this is not the national
average. Some other countries, including Canada, Australia, and the United Kingdom, have outpaced the United States in hiring women officers (Prenzler and Sinclair 2013). As early as 2007, Beattie and Moles reported that 19 percent of Canada’s officers were women, and Australia reported
23 percent by 2009 (Irving 2009). Adopting the policies or recruitment practices of countries with
higher rates of women police officers could increase the number of women in law enforcement in
America. A study of their retention strategies could possibly help U.S. agencies improve their retention rates.
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Bringing women police officers on board—and retaining them—has been shown to provide a wide
range of advantages to law enforcement agencies. According to Lonsway (2000), research conducted in the United States, as well as internationally, shows the following:
• Female officers are as competent as their male counterparts, and even excel in certain areas
of police performance.
• Female officers are less likely to use excessive force.
• Female officers are more likely to implement community-oriented policing.
• More female officers will improve law enforcement’s response to violence against women.
• Increasing the presence of female officers reduces problems of sex discrimination and harassment within a law enforcement agency.
• The presence of women can bring about beneficial changes in policy for all officers.
Research, as well as practical experience from officers in the field, shows that hiring and retaining
more women in law enforcement careers “will yield benefits not only to women within the police
profession but also to their male counterparts, the larger police organization, and the communities
in which they serve” (Lonsway 2000).

Focus Groups
This study relies heavily on findings from four focus groups convened in the summer and fall of
2016 at different universities across the continental United States—one each from the Midwest,
East Coast, South, and West Coast. The aim of the study was to gain insight into the views of Black
college students on law enforcement issues, e.g., recruitment, selection, and building trust between
the police and the communities they serve. By conducting focus groups, the study was able to collect qualitative data on the attitudes, experiences, and beliefs of participants and their perceptions
of police officers and relations between the police and the Black community. The primary topic of
discussion for these focus groups was the recruitment and selection of minority officers.
The Walters Center hired coordinators from each site to recruit students to participate in the focus
groups, select a venue for them on campus, and serve as the on-site logistics coordinator. A focus
group facilitator was also hired, after a nationwide search for a person with experience working
with law enforcement and African American college students who had the ability to engage groups
in candid discussion. The facilitator selected was a sociologist with an academic specialization in
policing as well as experience in working in the human relations division of a large police department. In addition to her related experience, she was also chosen for her ability to connect with the
college students in the focus groups. She is a young Black woman who received her doctorate from
a historically Black university (HBU) and has taught Black college students.
This facilitator designed and conducted the focus groups. She was responsible for drafting the discussion questions in consultation with the Walters Center project team members, traveling with the
team to each of the colleges to facilitate the discussions, and directing and controlling the dialogue
to ensure that the discussions stayed on topic and that there was engagement from all participants.
She also ensured that all participants completed consent forms and demographic surveys.
Transcriptions and notes from the proceedings were used to analyze the focus group discussions.
In addition to the focus group discussion, additional data were collected through a two-page,
12-question survey that was administered to participants prior to the beginning of each focus group
session. The purpose of the survey was to capture basic demographic data and information concerning the positive and negative experiences subjects had had with the police.
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During each the focus group convening, the facilitator asked the student participants eight in-depth
questions related to five main topics:
•

The participants’ feelings about the word “police”

•

Their thoughts on why Blacks are reluctant to become police officers

•

Their opinions on methods that should be used to recruit youth for positions on the police
force

•

Qualities they would like to see in the officers that police their communities

•

Reasons they believe tension exists between the police and the Black community, as well as
how these two groups might be able to overcome the challenges posed by that tension

Demographic findings
The four focus groups were held at Howard University in Washington, D.C.; Dillard University in
New Orleans, Louisiana; Chicago State University in Chicago, Illinois; and Merritt College in Oakland, California. As mentioned above, the schools were selected to represent each region of the
country, and each college is either a predominantly Black institution (PBI) or a historically Black
college or university (HBCU), meaning the Black student population was the largest racial or ethnic
group. Howard University and Dillard University are HBCUs with student populations that were
respectively 84 and 89 percent Black at the time of the study. Chicago State University, with 75 percent Black students, and Merritt College, with 28 percent, are classified as PBIs.
A total of fifty-four students participated in this study across the four campuses. As shown in table
1, most students participating were between 18 and 20 years of age, with only about 13 percent of
participants being 27 years old or older.
Table 1: Age of Participants
Age

Number

Percent

18–20

27

51.9 percent

21–23

8

15.4 percent

24–26

10

19.2 percent

27–30

4

7.7 percent

Over 30

3

5.8 percent

Total

52

100 percent
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The inclusion of perspectives from both genders was significant in this study, because most college
campuses have populations that are majority women, whereas most police agencies are predominantly male. A lack of gender diversity among study participants could have inhibited the inclusion
of various perspectives—many of which possess the potential to yield valuable insight and knowledge. Gender balance among participants was essential, because 21st century policing must be
inclusive in the viewpoints reflected in its policies, procedures, and practices. Because most college
campuses are predominantly female, while most police agencies are predominantly male, the study
sought a roughly equal balance of male and female participants. Slightly more women than men
participated, as shown in table 2.
Table 2: Gender of Participants
Gender

Number

Percent

Male

25

46.3 percent

Female

29

53.7 percent

Total

54

100 percent

Most focus participants identified as Black or African American—the study was designed to give
voice to African American college students (table 3). Of the participants that did not identify as
African American or Black, three identified as Hispanic, three indicated being mixed race (Hispanic/
Black/Filipino and White/Native American) and one person did not specify their race. Most of the
focus group participants were college freshmen, sophomores, and juniors, which aligns with the age
ranges previously discussed (table 4).
Table 3: Race/Ethnicity of Participants
Race/Ethnicity

Number

Percent

Black or African American

43

81.1 percent

Other

10

18.9 percent

Total

53

100 percent
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Table 4: Academic Status of Participants
Classification

Frequency

Percent

Freshman

13

26 percent

Sophomore

12

24 percent

Junior

13

26 percent

Senior

4

8 percent

Graduate

5

10 percent

Other

3

6 percent

Total

50

100 percent

In the demographic survey, focus group participants were asked to indicate if they had ever had
negative or positive encounters with the police (tables 5 and 6). Some research has shown that negative encounters with the police have more of a lasting effect than positive encounters (Maguire,
Lowrey, and Johnson 2017). Over half of participants stated that they had experienced a negative
encounter with police officers. Nonetheless, the overwhelming majority of participants reported
having had a positive encounter with police officers as well. These findings are consistent with research on the complicated experiences of Black people, especially Black men, with the police. Even
though studies have shown that negative encounters tend to have more of a lasting effect, the fact
that participants had also experienced a positive encounter could suggest a potential avenue for
repairing relations between police and the Black community.
Table 5: Participants with Negative Encounters with Police Officers
Negative Encounter

Number

Percent

No

23

42.6 percent

Yes

31

57.4 percent

Total

54

100 percent

Table 6: Participants with Positive Encounters with Police Officers
Positive Encounter

Number

Percent

No

4

7.7 percent

Yes

48

92.3 percent

Total

52

100 percent
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Close to one-third of the focus group participants had a family member (including aunts, uncles,
and cousins) in law enforcement (table 7). These participants were exposed to first-hand knowledge
of law enforcement from the perspective of a family member, which could have helped shape their
overall opinions of the police. This could also account for the large number of participants indicating
positive experiences with the police.
Participants were also asked if they had ever considered or would consider a career in law enforcement and the reasons for their answers (table 8). This question was vital to the study, as it gives
decision-makers valuable insight into what college students are thinking and what, if any, changes
agencies need to make in order to attract more African American recruits to their police departments. Over half of the students stated they would consider a career in law enforcement.
Table 7: Participants with Family Members in Law Enforcement
Family Member in
Law Enforcement

Number

Percent

No

36

66.7 percent

Yes

17

31.5 percent

Total

53

100 percent

Table 8. Would Consider a Law Enforcement Career
Would Consider a Law
Enforcement Career

Number

Percent

Yes

32

59.3 percent

No

12

22.2 percent

Not Sure

10

18.5 percent

Total

54

100 percent

When asked why they would consider careers in this field, the reason given by most students was
their desire to help people. This was followed by the desire to change law enforcement from the
inside, the excitement that came with the job, and the benefits, salary, and job security that accompany law enforcement careers.
The main reasons why students would not consider a career in law enforcement were the availability of better career options, the social status of police officers, and negative experiences with police.
The perceived danger of the job and family influence were also cited as reasons for not considering
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a career in law enforcement. There was also a sense among some study participants that the police
are seen as oppressors in their communities, and students did not want to be associated with the
police and labeled as sell-outs.
When asked to select the law enforcement agency they would most want to work for, close to half
of the participants chose federal agencies, while most other respondents selected local agencies or
did not indicate a preference (table 9). The overwhelming preference for federal law enforcement
may be related to the lack of contact, especially negative contact, with federal agents or to their
perceived job status, salary, and benefits. None of the participants selected county-level law enforcement. Eleven participants would not consider law enforcement as a career.
Table 9: Preferred Law Enforcement Agency for Participants Looking for
Law Enforcement Careers
Preferred Law Enforcement
Agency

Frequency

Percent

Local City Police Officer

11

25.6 percent

State Law Enforcement

1

2.3 percent

Federal Officer (FBI)

20

46.5 percent

No Preference

11

25.6 percent

Total

43

100 percent

Focus group discussion
During the focus group convenings, the facilitator directed the discussion using a list of questions
directed to participants at each site. The questions were as follows:
•

What is the first thing you think about when you hear the word “police”?

•

What would make you interested in a law enforcement career?

•

Why do you think some Black/African Americans are reluctant to become police officers?

•

What methods could be used to entice millennials and/or college students to join law enforcement?

•

Should the methods for recruitment be different for Blacks and Whites?

•

What do you think should be an automatic disqualifier when applying to become a police
officer? (For example, drug use, poor credit, an arrest record, criminal record as an adult or
juvenile.) Should these things be automatic disqualifiers or taken on a case-by-case basis?

Focus Groups

•

What qualities would you like to see in police officers that serve in your community?

•

What do you think causes tension or distrust between the community and law enforcement? How can this change? How would you go about changing it?

•

Would you like to see more African American police officers in your community? Do you
feel that having more African American police officers would help build trusting relationships in the community? In what way?

The negative encounters the participants had had with police officers were reflected in the
focus group discussion. None of the participants described feelings of happiness or comfort
when asked about the first thing that came to their mind when they heard the word ‘police.’
The image of “Officer Friendly” presented to elementary students has long left the minds of Black
college students.
In all the groups, the students expressed distrust of the police based on their personal experiences
and experiences and stories shared by family members and friends. Their parents did not encourage
them to pursue careers in law enforcement but urged them to become doctors or lawyers. Some
said their friends would consider them to be “sell-outs” if they became police officers. Some said
they had not been exposed to the different aspects of policing, or that they did not become exposed
until recruiters came to their college.
Participants agreed that police officers need to stop racial profiling if they are to attract Black college
students to law enforcement. They also spoke about the need for better screening of police candidates to ensure persons who harbor racist values do not get hired. There was also agreement among
participants that police departments need to do greater outreach in minority communities and that
law enforcement agencies need to hire more people that come from the communities they serve,
rather than recruiting from external locations where officers are unfamiliar with the lifestyle and
culture of the people they serve.
When attempting to recruit more diverse personnel, the focus group participants stated that recruiting campaigns needed to consider the diversity of the community they serve, ensuring that their
campaigns focus on acquiring candidates who reflect community diversity. Nearly all the participants stated they would like to have more African American officers in their communities, even as
some questioned whether some African American officers were not as sensitive as the participants
had hoped.
During the group discussion, the participants again expressed an interest in the service aspect
of law enforcement. Many participants stated they were interested in a career where they could
bring about positive change. Some felt that they might be able to bring about change in police departments by being on the inside, and that they could become role models for young children
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in their communities. Male participants were more likely to be interested in law enforcement
because it would give them new experiences and the opportunity to be engaged in different tasks
every day.
Several participants at different campuses suggested that finding a way to pay off or reduce student
loan debt would be a great incentive for considering a law enforcement career. They mentioned that
other professions, such as the teaching and medical professions, have enticed graduates to work in
impoverished areas in exchange for loan forgiveness. Participants also mentioned tuition incentives.
They also suggested that more college students might become interested if they saw more positive
images of the police and saw more people who looked like them in ranking positions.
When asked about recruitment methods, some respondents stated that recruiting campaigns need
to consider the diversity of the community they are serving and ensure that candidates reflect that
diversity. They felt that recruiters should help the potential applicants understand what the job will
be like, so that persons afraid to work in certain communities will be less likely to take the job.
There was lively discussion about what should qualify and disqualify a person for police work. The
participants gave a range of responses to the question of what factors should be automatic disqualifiers. There was, however, agreement that mentally ill persons1 and persons who use drugs such as
cocaine should be disqualified. But there was no agreement on whether the use of marijuana should
disqualify a candidate. There was discussion about the fact that marijuana was now legal in some
states, though not legal on a federal level, and therefore that restrictions on the use of marijuana
would depend upon the jurisdiction of the agency—federal, state, or local—and its specific rules.
They struggled with the concept of automatic disqualifiers, and some participants felt that a poor
driving record or bad credit should not be automatic disqualifiers. Some stated that membership in
a group like the Ku Klux Klan should be a disqualifier. There was a concern that having a lot of automatic disqualifiers instead of evaluating candidates on a case-by-case basis would result in police
departments losing out on good officers.
Participants agreed on qualities they would like to see in the officers who serve their communities.
They want officers who are fair, honest, compassionate, approachable, respectful, knowledgeable,
friendly, good decision-makers, unbiased, and who make every effort to get to know the people in
their community by name.
Social media messages, stories and pictures, fear among officers, and lack of respect for Black people
were identified as causes of tension and mistrust between the community and the police. There
was strong agreement that tension is generated by racial bias and racial profiling, and by what the
students perceive as unnecessary stops by the police.
1.

The facilitator did not provide a definition of mental illness or probe for specifics on what the students meant by “mentally ill persons.”

Focus Groups

Nearly all the participants stated they would like to have more African American officers in their
communities, but that the African American officers need to present positive images and be kind
and compassionate. They felt that Black officers were more likely to be knowledgeable of African
American culture, and that this would help them to be more community-minded.
More than any other focus group, Chicago State students were more likely to express doubt about
the ability of Black police officers to make a difference. Some of them attributed this doubt to the
high rate of crime in their communities. Others stated that Black officers are intimidated by their
White colleagues into being rude or disrespectful to Black people.
Even though there was not a question about the need for women officers in the list of questions
used by the focus group facilitator, when one participant in the Merritt College session brought it
up, several others echoed the sentiment. They stated that they felt that female officers were more
understanding than their male colleagues.

Conclusions
Improvements in the police recruitment and selection processes are believed to be key factors in
building trust in the police. One of the recruitment improvements demanded by community activists is the recruitment of more community-minded police officers and more police officers who
come from the same cultural background as the communities that they serve. Many police agencies,
however, say they cannot find many African Americans who are interested in law enforcement.
This study was designed to uncover some of the reasons why police agencies are struggling to
reach hiring goals, and what is required to generate interest in police work among African American college students. There are some African American college students with an interest in law
enforcement, but agencies must work to break down barriers that impede them from actively
seeking jobs in the field. Agencies must develop different recruitment methods to attract African
American applicants.
If agencies want to attract young, African American recruits, they must stress that they are looking
for recruits who want to help change policing in the African American community. The recruitment
literature, ads, and other messaging must promote the service aspect of law enforcement.
Community leaders and activists must be invited to participate in the recruitment process. This
study has shown that potential recruits are influenced by their parents and members of their
community. If potential recruits think that people in their community will not accept them in the
position of a police officer, they are unlikely to apply, regardless of their views of law enforcement
as a service organization.

31

32

Engaging College Students in 21st Century Law Enforcement

FINAL REPORT

Law enforcement agencies must find a way to shorten the hiring process if they expect to be somewhat competitive when it comes to recruiting college students. This factor affects the recruitment
of college students of all ethnicities. It is acknowledged that applicants should be fully screened and
investigated before being hired for a job that legally allows them to use deadly force against human
beings. Nevertheless, agencies should explore methods of starting the screening process before students graduate by establishing programs such as cadet corps or internships.
By 2045, the United States will no longer be a majority-White country. Law enforcement agencies
must adopt new recruitment material and methodologies and devise new recruitment strategies to
attract persons who will be the majority population in the future. Law enforcement agencies must
address the deficiencies in the present recruitment, selection, and training systems and find ways to
bridge the gaps in race relations that negatively impact the ability of the police to establish trust and
deliver efficient services to all citizens.

Convenings
Overview
During the course of the project, three convenings between students and police officials were held
on the campus of Howard University. The convenings were designed to help advance Recommendation 4.7 of the Task Force Report: “Communities need to affirm and recognize the voices of youth
in community decision making, facilitate youth-led research and problem solving, and develop
and fund youth leadership training and life skills through positive youth/police collaboration and
interactions.” The Walters Center’s goal was to use its position at Howard University, the landmark
HBU, to provide a platform for young people to voice their opinions on police-related issues. The
convenings brought police officers and college students together to engage in meaningful dialogue
and problem solving related to project goals four and five:
4. facilitate the engagement of college students in improving relations between the police and
communities of color.
5. help to build trust in law enforcement by facilitating dialogue and interaction between youth
of color and police officials.
The first session was held on October 5, 2016, with the title “Youth and Police: Finding Common
Ground.” The second session, with the same theme, was held on April 5, 2017. A third convening
was added in lieu of the originally planned survey of law enforcement agencies. After many female students in the focus groups and participants in the first two convenings expressed an interest
in gender diversity issues, a third convening focused specifically on gender diversity was held on
March 1, 2018. Each convening was designed to have approximately 30 participants, with about
equal numbers of students and police officials. Most of the police officials were executives, with a
few chiefs of police participating in each session. Students were invited from Howard University
and from the University of the District of Columbia, but most of the students who attended were
from Howard. The students were instructed to use the opportunity of having the ears of some of the
leading law enforcement officials in the country to honestly discuss issues and concerns they had
about trust and addressing the divide between police and the African American community.

First Convening: “Youth and Police: Finding
Common Ground,” Part 1
The initial convening took place on Wednesday, October 5, 2016, on the campus of Howard University, and it consisted of two parts. The first part was a roundtable discussion between students from
Howard University and the University of the District of Columbia and law enforcement officials
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from across the country, including Seattle, Washington; Dallas, Texas; Memphis, Tennessee; Richmond, Virginia; and Durham, North Carolina. The second part was a town hall meeting with U.S.
Attorney General Loretta E. Lynch.
The morning session was an open discussion between law enforcement officials and student
leaders. The discussion, roundtable style, was divided into four subtopics: (1) Finding Common
Ground on Defining the Problem: Diversity and 21st Century Law Enforcement; (2) What Do
Young Adults Want from Law Enforcement: Moving from Adversaries to Allies; (3) Qualities and
Attributes Needed for 21st Century Law Enforcement: Engaging College Students in Policing; and
(4) Finding Common Ground on Addressing the Problem: Moving from Ideas to Action Using a
Data-Driven Approach.

Finding Common Ground on Defining the Problem: Diversity and 21st
Century Law Enforcement
The facilitator introduced the first subtopic of the day: Finding Common Ground on Defining the
Problem. The consensus of this discussion was that Black communities do not have to be policed
by Black police officers to receive good policing. It was mutually agreed, however, that the officers
have to care about the community, regardless of their skin color. Nevertheless, there was agreement
that Black community residents want to have Black officers assigned to their communities. Participants also favored a large push to hire African American officers and select African American chiefs
as change agents. They suggested reviewing the recruitment process and having more recruiters
who can relate to the applicants.

What Do Young Adults Want from Law Enforcement?
This discussion was interactive, with students very vocal regarding their feelings about, and interactions with, police officers. The majority of student participants agreed that they want respect,
transparency, and accountability from law enforcement officers. Often, a sense of fear is instilled
when officers interact with Black residents. To combat this, students recommended that officers
should change their approach. One participant stated that “we have to stop separating the police
from the community. Instead of threatening the community, they should be a part of it.” Students
also explained that they do not want to feel dismissed during their interaction with law enforcement. Exclaimed one student: “You put a badge on, so we know you are willing to lose your life for
your job, but are you willing to lose your job standing up for your people?” Students also wanted to
know why officers who kill someone are given administrative leave. Officers explained how administrative leave is applied in that situation.

Convenings

Qualities and Attributes Needed for 21st Century Law Enforcement
COPS Office Director Ronald L. Davis started the conversation with a discussion about the importance of having police officers understand Black communities and Black culture. He explained
that part of the lack of understanding between police and the Black community stems from police
officers lacking a knowledge of Black history. He suggested that trips to African American museums
should be part of the training curriculum to help officers better understand history and the role police officers played in the slavery and segregation eras. A chief explained to the students that agencies have implicit bias training, but the training will not be effective unless it changes behavior.
Ability to communicate across all cultures and age groups was one of the important attributes
members of the group felt necessary for 21st century policing. There was discussion of the need to
effectively use social media to communicate with younger persons in the population.

Finding Common Ground on Addressing the Problem
There was not enough time to discuss this topic because the group had to assemble for the town
hall with the attorney general.

Town hall discussion with the U.S. Attorney General
After the closed roundtable discussion with student leaders and law enforcement officials, participants were invited to participate in a town hall with U.S. Attorney General Loretta Lynch. The Attorney General was introduced by the President of Howard University, and she addressed members
of the student body, faculty, staff and some special guests. She began by explaining the importance
of interaction between law enforcement officials and the communities they police. She also talked
about what individuals can do to improve the state of community policing and improve diversity in
law enforcement.
Attorney General Lynch was only able to take a few questions before leaving the campus. Following
her appearance, a panel discussion was held. The panelists were COPS Office Director Davis, Walters Center Director Elsie Scott, Howard University students Tabias Wilson and Asiyah Frank, Seattle
Deputy Chief of Police Carmen Best, and Richmond Police Chief Alfred Durham. The questions
discussed were
• Why is there the need for diversity in law enforcement?
• What would attract college students to law enforcement as a career?
• What are some strategies that police departments can implement to attract more African
Americans?
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• What is it about the police culture that may repel college students?
• How can law enforcement officials create more allies among African American young people?

Second Convening: “Youth and Police: Finding
Common Ground,” Part 2
On Wednesday, April 5, 2017, a second convening was held as a follow up to the Youth and Police:
Finding Common Ground event. Part Two of the convening allowed the previous participants to
meet again to further discuss police-related issues and next steps for community policing. Many of
the law enforcement officials and students who attended the first convening returned to continue
their discussion on how to find common ground. During the opening session, previous participants
were able to reflect on the first convening and share any changed perceptions they had about community policing. Some common themes included students’ desires to enact and sustain change and
cohesion, have a voice, and collaborate with police leadership, and for an acknowledgement from
law enforcement organizations that they care about hearing the people’s voices, especially the voices of young adults. Additional themes throughout the day included police transparency, accountability, public service, community safety, personal experiences with police brutality, and addressing
national and local challenges. Overall, participants felt youth need to have more of a presence and
voice in community policing, including through attending town hall meetings, which are usually
attended by senior citizens, parents, and grandparents.
As an icebreaker, attendees had the opportunity to witness a role-play between a chief of police
and a college student. The chief played a young Black woman, who encountered an aggressive law
enforcement official played by the student. The role-play exchange became very heated and intense
emotions were stirred, but to positive effect. The student explained that he felt as if he had a firsthand insight from a police officer’s perspective. Another student explained her frustrations with the
lack of White officers at meetings such as this convening. She felt that in order to get to the root of
the problem, conversations had to involve those by whom the students felt oppressed. One chief
suggested that officers should “hear the narratives” from the students, but one student urged him
not to forget young people who do not attend college.
It was recommended that police departments use social media to reach youth, by increasing their
presence on Snapchat, Instagram, Twitter, and Facebook. It was noted that traditional approaches to
community policing are no longer effective in society. An officer explained that law enforcement officials are often so driven by metrics for driving down crime that they abandon the people who are
directly hurt by these “effective policies.” It was stated that officials are not properly training and
educating their officers on the communities they serve, sometimes leading to combative situations.
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The conversation shifted to the topic of moving from being adversaries to becoming allies. This
portion of the discussion featured Dr. Bahiyyah Muhammad, a Howard University Sociology professor. She has partnered with the International Association of Chiefs of Police (IACP) to develop a
15-week course entitled Policing Inside Out: Building Trust through Transformative Education. Dr.
Muhammad gave a brief overview of her course and shared a few testimonials. The course consists
of students, law enforcement officials, and community leaders. Through class lectures, discussions,
field trips, group projects, and student ride-alongs with police officers, both students and officers are
able to engage in intense dialogue so both sides can gain a deeper understanding of the other and
of police-community issues in the 21st century. Dr. Muhammad developed the course in response
to students voicing frustrations with the current injustices at the hands of police. “Should I fight or
flee? Should I protest or read a book?” her students questioned. “I got here because I was listening
to my students. They came to me as adversaries, they did not like the police. They wanted to know
what they can do,” Dr. Muhammad explained. By the end of the semester, communication barriers
are broken because of the transformative experiences in and outside the classroom.
Deputy Chief Melron Kelly of the Columbia, South Carolina Police Department addressed the group
during lunch. He shared his story of wanting to be a police officer since the age of thirteen and how
this dream was realized when he became the youngest deputy chief of the Columbia Police Department.
During the second half of the day, the group was divided into three breakout sessions: (1) Recruitment and Retention; (2) Building Trust; and (3) Race and Gender Issues in Law Enforcement. It
concluded with next steps and a call to action for all.

Breakout session: Recruitment and Retention
New York Police Department Assistant Chief Kim Royster opened the discussion with a question
about recruitment and retention: “Recruitment, retention, are they the same thing and if not,
why not?” Each participant shared their perspective on the difference between recruitment and
retention. The common response from the group was that while there may be some connections
between the two, there are some subtle differences. Chief Shahram Fard from Alexandria, Virginia
noted that when he first joined law enforcement twenty-two years ago, there was not a big demand
for recruitment because people would willingly join the police department. Now, this younger generation seems to be less interested in law enforcement at the local level and tends to gravitate more
towards the side of law enforcement that is showcased by the media—for example, in programs
such as the CSI franchise and NCIS. Many recruits only stay for the minimum five years needed to
qualify to join the FBI. These jobs seem to be more exciting and capture younger recruits’ attention.
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There was discussion concerning why young people do not want to become police officers. One
student stated this is because police officers “aren’t doing good in the public eye right now. . . every
shooting, outcry that happens is big, it lasts, impacts people and people remember these types of
things.” The influence of rap music, some of which conveys an anti-police message, was mentioned.
Social media plays a major role in the recruitment and retention process. Many negative incidents
between police officers and community members are recorded for the world to see. This particularly impacts the younger generation because they communicate with one another through social
media. If they constantly see negativity regarding the police, participants suggested, it will start
to affect their way of thinking about police officers. There may be “good” police officers, but they
are overlooked or overshadowed due to the constant bad publicity. Consequently, participants
suggested that police officers should engage more on social media to showcase the good that is
happening with police departments in every state. This creates an opportunity for young people
to see another side of the police and rebuild those relationships and create something positive. If
more people viewed law enforcement in a positive light, it could improve recruitment and retention as well.
A stronger presence on social media must also have an interactive aspect. It is not enough to just
have a Facebook or Twitter page and periodic posting—agencies must engage with youth to meet
them at their level to get results. To recruit Black youth, they need to ensure those youth see someone who looks like them moving up in the ranks, all the way to chief, and doing something positive
in law enforcement.
The group discussed recruitment advertisements, since these are the first images that people get of
the police department. Accordingly, it is important that recruitment flyers convey a positive and
inclusive message. Assistant Chief Royster passed out a different flyer to each member of the group
and asked them to describe what they saw and their feelings about the advertisement. A student
objected to the first flyer discussed because the picture used looked as if the officer was in the process of giving a ticket—in other words, it was more intimidating than inviting. It was hard for her to
even pay attention to the words because of the picture. Another flyer received a different response
from the group because of the diversity portrayed in the picture. This flyer had a photo of a Black
male officer and a Black female officer with the words, “Be the positive change.” This would be an
ideal flyer because it sends a positive message, and it promotes diversity.
Government funding of recruitment efforts and community involvement in the recruiting process
were discussed. Most of the group agreed that there should be funding for police involvement in
cultural events. There was support for community involvement with recruitment. The group concluded that police departments should work at building trusting relationships with the communities
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from which they are recruiting. There should be police officers living in the community, not just patrolling there. Recruiters should be humanized so they can relate to potential applicants and create
the transparency which the community and youth are seeking.

Breakout session: Building Trust
The conversation began with one police official sharing the story of a mom who called him directly
to turn her son in after he committed a homicide. This mom did not know the chief personally but,
because she knew a young man in the chief’s community youth group, she only wanted to speak
with him. This was an example of trust between community and the police—a rare occurrence at
the time of this occurrence, although the community was saturated with police officers. The official
suggested that before talking about building trust, there must be talk about truth and reconciliation,
the policing issues that disproportionately affect the lives of young African Americans.
The group leader asked the Black police officials how they feel as Black law enforcement officers.
“Do you feel like you have trust within your own agency?” she inquired. She wanted to understand
if they felt they were ever apologizing for their White male counterparts. One participant responded, “It’s a double-edged sword—yes and no. If you’re talking about public safety and you’re talking
about violence in the community, you must talk about the word ‘race.’ I am not saying racism, but
race, and this includes talking about race within our departments.“ He explained that it is all right
to take a position, but officials must work on changing the culture by teaching their White male
counterparts. He further stated that police officers must not neglect the fact that there is fear on
both sides, the police and the community. A student shared her perspective from having been raised
in the inner city. She stated that growing up, there was always a sense of fear or discomfort whenever a police presence was around. This naturally conditioned her to not trust any police officers,
and it was not until she began working on the Howard University project and meeting various law
enforcement officials that her opinion shifted. It helped humanize the officers, and she no longer
saw “blue” but individuals—people who had their own stories and put their life on the line to protect and serve their communities. Having open discussions helped shift her perspective.
The group was asked how the narrative should be changed. It was suggested that police departments adopt modern approaches that would appeal to young people, such as leveraging word of
mouth, social media, or even casual conversations. Police officers must show young people that
they are humans and not just officers. A Howard University doctoral student explained that attitudes that were the foundation of policing in the sixties still pave the way for contemporary policing today. She stated, “some of those trends are still prominent and these problems do not get
addressed.” She emphasized that it should not take a crisis to address these issues.
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The group leader asked what responsibility can be placed on local and federal government to create
a call to action on policing and trust. One official stated that he does not think it is the responsibility
of the federal government to intervene in a local municipality or city, but rather the responsibility
of the community to fix the issues at hand. A police executive noted that the last report on police
released by the President prior to the Task Force Report was in 1967; it took more than fifty years
for the government to develop another one. The Task Force Report states 991 persons were shot
and killed by law enforcement in 2015 and that 25 percent of those killed showed a sign of mental
illness or some type of crisis. This is another issue that needs to be addressed: How do we identify
the conditions of police shooting victims before a crisis?
The session wrapped up with suggestions on how we as a collective can build trust, and everyone
agreed it starts with building and creating genuine relationships. If officers become more involved
in their communities, their presence will be less of a threat. Other suggestions included using social
media to appeal to the younger generation, community-based activities organized by the local
police department (e.g., basketball tournaments, street festivals), more town hall meetings to hear
from the community, and education (key officers must be educated on the communities they police). Police and community must focus on changing the culture together.

Breakout session: Race and Gender Issues in Law Enforcement
The group facilitator for this breakout session stated that police departments must acknowledge
areas that need improvement. Specifically, he noted law enforcement’s continued lack of racial
representation of minorities and the negative effects of this lack on law enforcement interactions
with minorities. The facilitator asked the students and law enforcement representatives to share
their thoughts on whether the race, gender, and sexual orientation of police officers reflect the
communities they serve. Student group members noted that the ratio of female and Black officers is
off, and that this is upsetting to the community and leads to disrespectful and tense interaction with
law enforcement officers. A student shared his experience of being pulled over by the police and his
automatic hope that the officer will be a racial or ethnic minority or a woman, as he feels more at
ease when communicating with these officers.
Recurring comments were made regarding the lack of understanding of what a woman experiences
working within a traditionally male-dominated field. Some female officers may not feel that they have
the ability to make certain changes, and navigating the organizational culture as a minority (woman
and Black) is a difficult task. Group members expressed the thought that the more empathetic approach taken by a female officer results in less tense interactions with the community. A female chief
discussing her experiences as a high-ranking female officer stated, “I see gender being important for
organizations to create a different kind of balance in our approach. A difference that everyone has
something to bring to the table. And our creativity sometimes is a different kind of creativity.”
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Consideration of racial and gender minorities for promotions was also discussed. Law enforcement
members noted that historically it has taken a Black chief to persistently enforce the diversity of
hiring lists to ensure that women and people of color are promoted through the ranks. It was stated
that Black officers and higher-ranking individuals in law enforcement feel the need to support and
nurture each other to ensure the retention and furthering of officers of color in the field. As a result
of the lack of commissioners and chiefs of color, the recruitment efforts toward hiring Black or
female officers were stated to be much less intense than those targeting members of racial or gender
majority groups.
The facilitators delved deeper into these issues by opening the discussion to the group’s feelings and
thoughts on racial and gender discrimination within police departments. Group members identified
that there are layers at which this type of discrimination occurs. Specifically, discrimination occurs
at the level of promotions, which can be very slow, depending on the agency. It can also occur
within the informal social groups that officers form, such as sports teams, and participate in during
off-duty hours. Civil rights issues and discrimination were perceived as being embedded in the
culture, which requires recalibration even on the national level. They felt that conversations about
race issues related to policing need to be supported more by upper management.
It was observed that it is hard to penetrate these discrimination issues, and it is difficult to cope
with and combat discrimination within law enforcement. One must be strategic in efforts to avoid
backlash. Instead of protecting the officer of color who endured the discrimination, the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission process can be more protective of the department. Subsequent
complaints or unwanted policing assignments can be enforced as a means of reprimanding an officer for making a complaint against the department. Ultimately, the complainant must be committed
to taking the complaint all the way, even at the cost of their career.
The group also discussed how Black ranking police officers can improve the quality of police services in Black neighborhoods and the special qualities these individuals bring to law enforcement.
The group agreed, however, that the special qualities Black officers bring to a department depend
on the person. The presence of Black ranking officers can make other Black officers feel good, but
the officers want to see action. Some participants felt that Black chiefs are often judged by higher
standards than their counterparts.

Conclusions
The law enforcement officials tried to reassure the students that they do not have to be afraid of
law enforcement. They wanted the students to know that they were trying to mend the relationship between the community and their respective police departments. Overall, the convening was
a chance for participants, both law enforcement officials and students alike, to further examine and
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candidly discuss the current climate of community policing in the 21st century. Participants reexamined topics that were discussed in the first convening, including trust, recruitment and training, an
understanding of the culture, transparency, and accountability, as well as officers building genuine
relationships with their community instead of solely policing. Because this was a follow-up convening in which most participants were returning, the conversations were more fluid, as people felt
comfortable and were excited to see familiar faces.

Recommendations
Because of the small-group format, the second convening allowed participants more of an opportunity to engage in healthy conversations on the current state of community policing in the 21st
century. Both college students and law enforcement officials were able to propose recommendations
that would address areas of concern including trust, transparency, public service, accountability,
community policing, and community safety. These are some of the recommendations proposed:
•

Police departments should become more active in schools by identifying and developing
appropriate programs for both law enforcement officials and students.

•

Community policing should be modernized to appeal to youth through technology and the
use of social media (e.g., Twitter, Facebook, Instagram).

•

Youth should be invited to have a seat at the table to participate in community relations
events such as town hall meetings.

•

More White law enforcement officials should engage in candid discussions with Black
youth.

•

Mandated training sessions should be provided to help officers become familiar with the
cultures and communities they are assigned to police, especially for police officers who are
assigned to communities of color.

•

Outside influences that promote crime in inner cities, including poor education, limited
health care, and extreme poverty, should be addressed and identified.

•

Police agencies should provide transparency during times of public outcry within the community, especially after shooting incidents occur.

•

Officers should be retrained to assess specific crises or situations before reacting.

Convenings

Third Convening: Addressing Gender Diversity in
Law Enforcement
Overview and keynote
The Ronald W. Walters Center for Leadership and Public Policy, in partnership with the Office of
Community Oriented Policing Services (COPS Office), hosted its final convening on Thursday,
March 1, 2018, at Howard University. Unlike the previous convenings, this one focused on gender
diversity, rather than racial diversity, in law enforcement. Accordingly, the panelists and attendees
were mostly women of color who have held or currently hold high positions in law enforcement.
The attendees included Chief Vera Bumpers from the Houston Metro Police Department in Texas, Chief Gina Hawkins from the Fayetteville Police Department in North Carolina, Deputy Commissioner Tracie Keesee from the New York Police Department, and LaVerne Hibbert, an assistant
special agent for the Drug Enforcement Administration. All these women and others were able to
connect with the students and allow for organic conversation during the convening.
After the focus groups and the first two convenings, the researchers decided to widen the scope of
the project to include gender diversity, a topic which had surfaced a few times in the focus groups
and the other convenings. There was some sentiment in those discussions that women bring distinctive qualities to law enforcement and that special efforts should be made to recruit more women.
The keynote address was delivered by Chief Vera Bumpers. Chief Bumpers has been with the Metro
Police Department for more than 30 years, where she became the first woman to be promoted to
every rank within the department, holding leadership roles along the way in several units, including Patrol, Internal Affairs, Training, HOV Operations, and Homeland Security. She was sworn in as
Chief of Police in 2014. At the time of the convening, Chief Bumpers was also the national president of the National Organization of Black Law Enforcement Executives (NOBLE).
Chief Bumpers shared with the audience her journey and how she came to pursue a career in law
enforcement. As a child growing up in the south, she witnessed the unfair treatment of people of
color. As her family would travel to and from Texas to Mobile, Alabama, she knew that there was
always a chance she and her family could be stopped arbitrarily or denied the use of bathrooms or
service at restaurants. She shared the story of an incident involving her father and a state trooper in
Louisiana where he was stopped for no reason. Witnessing this exchange between her father and the
state trooper, Chief Bumpers questioned her father about why he said nothing to the officer during
the ordeal. Her father’s reply—“You don’t understand, I have to protect my family”—ignited a spark
in Chief Bumpers. She knew then that her purpose was to help people. Although she was unsure of
what “helping people” meant or what her calling was, Chief Bumpers was dedicated to figuring it out.
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During her college career, she majored in social work but ultimately ended up pursuing a career
in law enforcement. She knew that this would offer her an opportunity to help people by working with youth, helping them to get their lives back on track, and showing them that they have an
opportunity to succeed. After graduating college, a friend hired her to work with the Job Corps in
San Marcos, Texas, and when this friend moved to Houston, she offered Bumpers an opportunity to
work with the Houston Metro police.
Once she began working, Bumpers quickly realized that a career in law enforcement would not be
easy because not only was she a woman, but she was also a Black woman. She was only the second woman hired to the department, and after about six months, the first woman left to go to law
school, leaving Bumpers as the only woman in the department for several years. It was evident
that the men did not want her there, but she pressed on and continued to excel in her department,
eventually becoming Chief of Police.

Defining the problem: Gender diversity and 21st century law enforcement
Dr. Sophine Charles, a psychologist and retiree from the New York Police Department, was the
convening facilitator. At the time Dr. Charles was the Director of Preventive Services, Policy and
Practice at the Council of Family and Child Caring Agencies (COFCCA) and an adjunct professor at
John Jay College of Criminal Justice in the Police Executive and Leadership Programs.
Dr. Charles began her presentation by asking the audience, “Why do we need diversity?” She presented data showing that women comprise about 46 percent of the total workforce, but only about
13 percent of the law enforcement workforce. African American women make up only about 5 percent of the law enforcement workforce, and as of 2013 only 3 percent of police chiefs were women.
Participants considered why these numbers have remained so low, and what can be done to change
them.
While the challenges of women in sworn law enforcement positions are well known, Dr. Charles
also highlighted challenges that women face in civilian or nonsworn law enforcement positions,
such as crime analysts, civilian investigators, training personnel, legal counsel, and human resources and employee relations personnel. Civilian positions are often viewed as pink-collar roles, paying
less and carrying less influence than uniformed positions.
Dr. Charles described the situation of Black women in law enforcement, listing some of the particular challenges Black women have reported to her. Many of these challenges involve their peers and
leadership pitting Black and White women in law enforcement against each other.
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•

Feeling that they must demand respect, while White women are put on pedestals.

•

Police executives who do not send White women into high-crime areas but do send Black
women, or who will transfer White women but not Black women to indoor work such as
the switchboard on cold nights.

•

Having none of the ‘hooks’ or connections their White peers have to help them secure desired assignments, special training sessions, or promotions.

•

Online racial insults.

•

Greater racial discrimination from other cops than from the public.

Career options for women in law enforcement
Dr. Charles’ presentation was followed by a panel discussion about career options, sworn and
non-sworn, for women in law enforcement. The panel consisted of Assistant Director Stephanie
Hampton from the Office of Professional Responsibility at the U.S. Department of Homeland Security (DHS), Deputy Commissioner Tracie Keesee from the New York Police Department (NYPD),
and Assistant Special Agent in Charge (ASAC) LaVerne Hibbert from the Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA). Each discussed career options for women in law enforcement as well as their
career journeys.
Commissioner Keesee retired as a management-level officer in the Denver Police Department and
returned to law enforcement as a civilian executive with the NYPD. She came to law enforcement
after originally wanting to be a fashion designer. Having to find a way to support her daughter, the
law enforcement benefits were attractive to her.
ASAC Hibbert is a native New Yorker who witnessed the opioid crisis in her own neighborhood.
She knew from the beginning that she wanted to be in law enforcement, even though policecommunity relations were not the best. She credits her network and her support system for making
sure that she was well equipped to move through the various agency levels and make the impact
she wanted in the community.
Balancing work and family life was one of the issues discussed. “It is tough,” Hibbert stated. She
discussed the struggles of having a spouse who shares the same career and how difficult childcare
was because departments were not offering it. They were able to make it work because they support
each other and understand the profession. Keesee responded that she and her husband live in separate states because of their careers. In the end, “you have to have someone that is there to support
you and that gets it,” she said.
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The importance of self-care and making time for self were mentioned by panelists and the audience
as they talked about how stressful it is trying to juggle a demanding career and a family life. Commissioner Keesee recommended meditating, doing yoga, and regularly visiting your mother—things
she did not do before. Dr. Charles emphasized the importance of taking time from the job to make
sure your physical and mental health are in good condition, and stressed the high rates of suicide,
alcoholism, stroke, divorce, and drug abuse among police officers.
Following the panel discussion, there were two more speakers: Naya Young, a graduate student at
Howard University and a research assistant on this project, and Myesha Braden from the Lawyers
Committee for Civil Rights Under Law.
Young offered her perspective as a Black woman and a millennial on the current state of law enforcement and trust issues in communities of color. Through a tearful and passionate speech, she
discussed her grandfather’s untimely death after his encounter with police officers in her hometown
of Tampa, Florida. It was this incident that propelled her to become involved in the Ronald Walters Center’s project. She described her work on this project as healing for her. Since beginning her
research, she has seen examples of how working together and sharing dialogue can create a more
positive experience and understanding between police and young people.
Myesha Braden from the Lawyers Committee discussed how to engage with law enforcement from
the outside through advocacy and research. Prior to working for the Lawyers’ Committee, Braden was a federal prosecutor for 13 years. She expressed the importance of collaboration between
external law enforcement agencies and prosecutors when trying to build a case. Myesha explained
how her focus has switched to law enforcement collaborating with the community since she began
working for the Lawyers’ Committee, where she represents the voice of the community.
She stated that the increase in police brutality cases and in police shootings has created an “us
against them” environment which makes it harder to accomplish police-community collaboration,
but it must be done if progress is to be made. If the principles of law enforcement that are part
of the COPS Office smart policing collaboration principles are adhered to, the police, at all times,
would maintain a relationship with the public. That gives reality to the historic tradition that the
police are the public and the public are the police.
Following these presentations were three breakout sessions.
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Breakout discussions
The breakout sessions served as more intimate roundtable discussions between law enforcement
officials and students. The breakout sessions allowed for each person to speak more freely about the
subject matter. They also created an opportunity for students and law enforcement officials to build
relationships that could potentially lead to careers or mentorships, which was one of the goals for
having these convenings.

Sexual harassment and sexual misconduct
One of the breakout sessions focused on sexual harassment and sexual misconduct in law enforcement. Dr. Charles started the conversation by asking participants what some of their thoughts about
sexual harassment were in general—a timely question, given the “MeToo” movement that has
drawn attention to sexual harassment in media, academia, and other sectors of society. Conversations about sexual harassment in law enforcement, however, still commonly take place behind
closed doors.
The group discussed how to identify or recognize sexual harassment. Sexual harassment comes in
different forms: A person can be sexually harassed verbally, physically, or by gestures; aggressors
and victims may be of any gender. It is important for victims to understand the different types of
harassment; this topic should be covered in entry-level and reinforced during in-service training.
One participant stated that interactive training is more effective than online, because online training results in officers simply taking the training to get it done instead of understanding what sexual
harassment is and how to identify it within their departments.
Another topic discussed was challenges that victims face after speaking up about sexual harassment.
Often women who file complaints of being sexually harassed are retaliated against by peers, supervisors, and managers. One officer, however, provided an example from her department where a colleague made a complaint of sexual harassment, and the department immediately took the necessary
steps to remove the accused officer. There was no fear of retaliation within the department because
the situation was handled properly.
Sexual harassment policies must be continually reinforced because as Dr. Charles explained, “gains
are made, or gains are erased,” meaning one step forward or two steps back. It was emphasized that
the executive leadership of an agency can take the organization forward or backward, but supervisory personnel help to establish the culture of police agencies. Officers have more contact with their
sergeants than they do with their chiefs, so it is important that agencies ensure that supervisory personnel not only understand the definition of sexual harassment, but that they reinforce the training
in the field.
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The session ended with some suggestions about how to educate others about sexual harassment
and misconduct. Suggestions included the following:
•

Two-hour sexual harassment training

•

In-person, interactive annual training

•

Training should include sexual harassment prevention

Moving up in the ranks
The moving up in the ranks breakout session gave participants the opportunity to engage in friendly
dialogue with one another. The participants were eager to learn about each other and about what
led the participating officers to join law enforcement. The discussion began with a question: “What
are some barriers you think women face when trying to move up in rank?” One executive shared
that one thing she personally encountered was the assumption that she was not supposed to be a
member of the administrative team, which she called the “you’re not supposed to be here” mentality. She stated that it starts at the academy and follows through your career: people see a Black
woman and automatically assume that she is there to help with reports. She recommended that
students stay focused on what they want to do and to let their reputations precede them. Another
executive stated that women must be exceptional to reach the upper ranks.
A graduate student asked a female police chief what message she hopes her leadership conveys to
staff. The chief responded that she hopes the officers in her agency learn that they must be supportive and encouraging of each other. In her opinion, “you should never be able to treat others
wrong internally, because that becomes reflective of how you treat the community.” If officers treat
each other with respect, regardless of gender, age, or ethnicity, that behavior will be translated to
the community, leading to better policing. Participants agreed that officers who treat other officers
respectfully will be better suited to serve the communities where they work.
The facilitator asked, “What are your thoughts about the difference between how men in leadership are viewed, versus women in leadership?” The consensus among the students was that women
have a more difficult time, as men are more intimidated by women in leadership and women have
to combat the perception of incapability. Women in law enforcement are often negatively stereotyped for doing the same thing that their male counterparts would be praised for. The only male
in the group agreed; he explained that he had witnessed men approach women in ways that they
would not approach another man.
A student asked the officials about jealousy and envy between female officers. The women officers
acknowledged that envy and jealousy between women does exist, but they did not let this negatively affect their work or prevent them from striving to become leaders within their agencies.
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Recruiting women for law enforcement
The topic of the third breakout session was recruiting more women for law enforcement positions.
The first topic discussed was the benefits of recruiting women. One suggestion was that women
tend to be adept and proficient at de-escalating hostile situations. One participant stated that men
seem to have one-track minds, while women can multitask and get things done more efficiently. A
law enforcement agent stated that recruiting more women in law enforcement brings diversity and
different perspectives to the department. Another official explained the feeling of empowerment for
girls when they see a successful woman.
The students were asked what recruitment methods would or could entice more women to pursue
a career in law enforcement. A graduate student stated that seeing successful Black women executives could help entice women to join law enforcement. She stated that having visible women is
helpful because young people do not see a lot of Black women police officers who are making a
difference in the community. Students suggested that having law enforcement officials who can
serve as mentors helps with the recruitment process because students have someone they can go to
if they have questions or concerns about the process or about law enforcement in general.
One student said that all her life she has had a negative image of the police because of where she is
from. She stated that “many times, in low-income neighborhoods, there is a lot of police presence,
so children grow up believing that police are bad.” The solution she offered for this was to have
more internships for students who share a similar story to teach them to view police in a neutral
way. Creating opportunities such as internships and programs in heavily policed neighborhoods can
help children and students form a different image of law enforcement.
Other recruitment methods mentioned were career fairs, recruiting in high schools, and hosting
mentoring sessions in colleges. One of the police officials generated a lot of interest when she talked
about retiring young from one agency and starting a new pension at another agency. She talked
about helping young people understand the importance of pensions and how they can retire at 41
and start a whole new career, if that is their interest.
Another topic covered in the session was the impact that negative feedback or comments about law
enforcement from family members and peers can have on the recruitment of women. “You can
really kill someone’s dreams with a negative comment,” one official stated. Participants agreed that
young people from lower income Black communities are often viewed as traitors if they pursue careers in law enforcement. Parents who find the money to send their children to college like feel that
their children can use the degree to obtain a “higher status” job than being a police officer.
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Conclusions
The idea of law enforcement being a “boy’s club” is fading away, and more departments are beginning to see the benefits of gender diversity in policing. Most women, especially Black, collegeeducated women, do not grow up desiring a career in law enforcement. They must be recruited,
and the recruitment methods need to be tailored to their interests and goals. They must feel that
there are opportunities for growth and advancement if they join law enforcement. Black women
officers, especially Black women managers and executives, must be featured at career fairs and
through speaking opportunities on college campuses to share their stories. Women recruits and
potential recruits must feel that they will not be subjected to sexual harassment or that if they are,
their agency will take swift and deliberate action to address it and put measures in place to prevent
future harassment.
The goal of the three convenings was to start a conversation across the board and create an environment where millennials and law enforcement officials could exchange ideas and engage in dialogue that might not have happened otherwise. This convening and the other two were steps in the
right direction. The conversation must not stop here; it should continue until there are no longer
issues of gender diversity in police departments.

Recommendations
As a result of this convening, students and law enforcement officials had the opportunity to engage
in open and candid conversations about gender diversity in law enforcement. These conversations
in this convening allowed students and officials to offer recommendations to address gender diversity in law enforcement. The proposed recommendations would address issues such as recruitment
and retention, sexual harassment and misconduct, building trust, promotional barriers for women,
and community policing. Some of the proposed recommendations are as follows:
•

All officers in a police department should be familiar with the community they are serving.

•

Women law enforcement officers should always make sure that they are taking care of
themselves, because balancing work and family life can be exhausting.

•

Law enforcement officers and millennials should constantly be engaging in dialogue around
trust to create a more positive experience between both parties.

•

More sexual harassment training and training reinforcement is needed.

•

Having mentors could help entice women to join law enforcement.

•

Women officers, especially Black women, need to be more visible so potential female recruits can see them making a difference in the community and have role models.

Convenings

•

More internships and programs in low-income neighborhoods can help with recruitment.

•

Using women officers to recruit at career fairs, high schools, and colleges could entice more
women to consider a career in law enforcement
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Presentation of Study Findings
With the purpose of sharing the findings of the project’s research, our project staff made presentations to law enforcement groups. Presentations were made to national conferences of the International Association of Chiefs of Police (IACP) and the National Organization of Black Law
Enforcement Executives (NOBLE). Feedback was received from chiefs and other law enforcement
executives who helped with the creation of the recommendations included in this report. We
shared slides with law enforcement executives who said our findings were going to help them with
their more diverse recruitment efforts. This is the list of presentations:
•

Workshop: Issues of Trust between Millennials and Law Enforcement
July 31, 2017, NOBLE Conference, Atlanta, Georgia

•

Workshop: Success in Recruiting, Hiring and Training in the Age of Millennials
and Generation Z
October 23, 2017, IACP Conference, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

•

Workshop: Addressing Gender Diversity in Law Enforcement
July 29, 2018, NOBLE Conference, Hollywood, Florida

•

Workshop: Recruitment and Hiring Practices to Advance Community Policing
October 6, 2018, IACP Conference, Orlando, Florida

•

Presentation: Recruiting African Americans for Law Enforcement Careers
August 9, 2019, NOBLE Summer CEO Symposium, New Orleans, Louisiana

The principal investigator and a graduate student also presented some findings during a workshop
at the Annual Legislative Conference of the Congressional Black Caucus Foundation in September
2018. The Fayetteville, North Carolina chief of police invited the principal investigator to make a
presentation to a regional conference on diversity that she hosted in January 2018.
Additionally, staff members met with the chief of the U.S. Park Police and some of his senior staff to
discuss the study’s findings. The chief reached out after hearing Naya Young, a graduate assistant on
the project and Dr. Scott, the principal investigator, present at the IACP Conference.

Project Conclusions and Recommendations
Conclusions
Police departments will have to make extra efforts to recruit and retain African American police
officers. They face a number of challenges in doing so. First, many young African Americans have
experienced negative encounters with the police that have left scars that do not heal easily. Those
who have not had negative personal encounters often have friends or family who have had such
experiences. These friends and family members will place pressure on young people not to become
one of “them.”
Almost all the focus group participants had had a positive experience with police; negative encounters, however, tend to have more of a lasting impression. These impressions can prevent young
people from wanting to pursue law enforcement as a profession.
Negative media portrayals of the police create negative social perceptions of the law enforcement
profession. With the advent of phone cameras and police body cameras, videos of police-citizen
encounters have been broadcasted on news programs and social media outlets. Instead of a onetime showing on the evening news, videos are re-broadcasted, texted, emailed, and retweeted. The
videos become indelible images that many people cannot erase. Commentary added to the images
can sometimes exaggerate an incident or make the incident more vivid to the viewer. Police officers
come to be seen as “oppressors” of Black people, and Black people who join police departments are
viewed as “sell-outs.”
Participants in the focus groups and in the convenings spoke about being exposed to anti-police
messages in the music of some of their favorite artists and in some of their favorite movies. Unless
they had family members or friends who were police officers, they seldom saw the Officer Friendly
that they learned about in elementary school.
The recruitment programs of their local law enforcement agencies use unappealing recruitment
methods and messages that do not capture the attention of Black college students. The recruitment
flyers and brochures do not include pictures of diverse racial, ethnic, and gender groups or messaging that convinces them that they will be an integral part of the agency. They do not feel a connection to the recruiters and feel that some recruiters are only interested in reaching a quota of Blacks
or women. Recruiters make assumptions about certain colleges or places and therefore do not send
recruiters there.
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Young people feel that law enforcement should reevaluate selection requirements to make them
more realistic for the 21st century. The college students who participated in the focus groups and in
the convenings felt that there should be changes in requirements such as a good credit record. With
many students coming out of college with big debt from student loans, they suggested police departments should work with their local and state governments to develop loan forgiveness programs
such as those in place to recruit doctors and teachers to work in underserved areas.
Present requirements related to marijuana usage cause confusion, especially since marijuana use
has been legalized in some states and decriminalized in others. If applicants have legally used marijuana, they do not feel they should be automatically disqualified from a law enforcement career in
a state where pot has not been legalized or from working for a federal agency. Concerns were raised
about marijuana drug testing. Should applicants be automatically disqualified for a positive reading
of marijuana in the system? Should an applicant whose drug test reveals evidence of any type of
drug usage in their system be disqualified? These and other questions were raised by participants
during this study. There was disagreement on most, but there was agreement that human resources
managers should be listening to young people as they design selection guidelines for the 21st century officers.
The college students expressed support for changing policies that automatically disqualify applicants
who have an arrest record regardless of the nature of the offense. In fact, they would like a review
of most of the automatic disqualifiers with more emphasis on case-by-case reviews. They feel that
because law enforcement is so static and not readily open to change, the field will miss out on innovative recruits who may work well with the changing demographics of the United States.
Some of the unappealing aspects of a law enforcement career cited by students who participated
in this study were risk of death or injury on the job; low salary that does not allow for repayment
of student loan debt; slow, tedious hiring process; job too structured without much flexibility; not
enough work-life balance; and the job not being seen as attractive by their parents. Law enforcement recruiters and executives should not throw in the towel when they read this list. If they are
serious about diversity, they should focus on the things Black college students find attractive about
the job.
Young people, especially African American college students, are interested in careers that allow
them to serve their communities and bring about positive change. Law enforcement is a service organization that will probably attract more young Black people if they believe that their ideas about
change will be accepted and valued. Many potential applicants, aware of the history of policing in
the United States, feel that the system was set up to arrest and incarcerate Black people and that
they will only survive in the system if they oppress Black people.

Project Conclusions and Recommendations

Applicants who report negative encounters with the police should not be summarily dismissed as
police-haters. Some young people who have been frustrated trying to positively change the police
from the outside may be interested in trying to be change agents from the inside. Former community activists may get more cooperation and respect from the community than recruits brought in
from other cities with little knowledge of the communities they will be serving. The unpredictability
of a human services field where the work can change from day to day or from one assignment to
the next may be attractive to young people who would be bored with a desk job.
Some young people may be interested in a job with security, steady pay, fringe benefits, and early
retirement. As more jobs in the private sector disappear, eliminate pensions, and reduce benefits,
young people, especially those with children, may be attracted to law enforcement. If agencies add
childcare services to their lists of benefits offered, the recruiting of women and single parents will
become easier.

Recommendations
After spending time listening to African American college students, a number of recommendations
have been developed for organizations that are interested in increasing the number and caliber of
African Americans and women recruited. Additionally, a few recommendations for changes in law
enforcement procedures and culture are also offered.
If law enforcement agencies want to diversify the profession, more must be done to promote the
service aspect of the job. Police departments should get the community involved in the recruiting
process, not just the NAACP and ministers, but community activists. Recruiters should use visits to
HBCUs, PBIs, and community colleges to recruit more socially aware young people. Police departments located near HBCUs, PBIs, and community colleges with large African American enrollment
should have recruiters develop relationships with professors who can help with recruitment.
Law enforcement agencies must improve their messaging to make it more appealing to African
Americans. In addition to highlighting the service aspect of the job, personal testimonies from African American officers should be used. Focus groups of college students can be used to help prepare
messages that will appeal to African Americans.
Focus groups can also help departments develop creative and targeted recruitment methods to
include diverse multimedia ads, brochures that display diversity in the department, and effective
social media strategies. Too much of recruitment literature has displayed the adventure side of policing and not the service side.
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Research has shown that racial and ethnic minority youth are influenced by family members in selecting their career choices. Recruiters may have to develop plans to appeal to the needs and interests of the family members of potential recruits.
Officer safety was a concern of college students. They watch the news and read the statistics on the
number of police officers who are shot or otherwise injured on the job. They also read about police suicides and the need for mental health services for officers. Officer safety is important to their
parents, who often see this as the major reason they do not want their children to become police
officers. Government entities and law enforcement agencies must do more to protect the lives and
health of law enforcement officers.
The focus of recommendations for this study was on law enforcement recruitment, but the students offered some important recommendations related to changing law enforcement procedures
and culture. Many of their concerns were general ones expressed by young people across racial and
ethnic groups, but they were more pronounced when race, ethnicity, and gender were added to the
equation. The students felt that law enforcement will have to reduce some of its rigidity and eliminate rules they consider unreasonable, unnecessary, or discriminatory if they are going to attract
and retain millennials and Generation Zs. Supervisors and department leaders will have to explain
why certain rules are in place if they want compliance. For example, African Americans are sensitive about rules that try to regulate their hair styles. Unless a public-safety benefit can be explained,
they are likely to file a union complaint or a lawsuit challenging rules that they feel are discriminatory.
Agencies may have to flatten organizational structures because young people are impatient and
may be unwilling to spend years climbing the ranks when they feel that they have the skills and
ability to do a job with fewer years in the agency. Civil service rules and police unions will be major
obstacles to making this change, but local and state governments may have to find a middle ground
if they want to retain young college-educated officers, especially African Americans and women,
who have other career options.
Focus group and convening participants felt very strongly that police departments must do more
to eliminate racism, bigotry, sexism, and misogyny within their ranks. They urged better screening
to prevent racists from becoming police officers and more effective procedures for removing them
from the ranks. They are not interested in joining agencies where they will have to spend as much
time fighting internally as they do fighting crime externally. They want to feel that police leadership
will not tolerate bias and discrimination.
They want strong in-service training programs, as well as diversified recruitment practices, to help
guard against bias and discrimination. They are interested in mandated cultural competency, sexual
harassment, racial profiling, and unconscious bias training. While the students were not detailed

Project Conclusions and Recommendations

on the vast subjects to be covered, or the method of the training, they wanted to convey that it was
important to include a wide array of topics so that officers could be experienced and knowledgeable
about the vast cultures that they would be serving within their communities. They assume that
most urban police departments include those courses in their entry-level training, but they feel that
they need to be reinforced throughout the careers of officers.
Finally, they want to see agencies invest more in establishing community trust. This statement from
the COPS Office was supported by the discussion during the project’s convening groups: “Sound
conduct by police improves community interactions, enhances communication, and promotes
shared responsibility for addressing crime and disorder.” If communities of color believe that police
agencies will practice unbiased enforcement in their communities, they are more likely to support
the police.
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Afterword
After this report was drafted, thousands of young people took to the streets to initially protest the
killing of a Black man, George Floyd, by a White Minneapolis police officer. Protests on this scale
had never happened before. With some other civilian deaths, there were local and state protests
and some in other parts of the country; however, the death of Mr. Floyd led to Black Lives Matter protests around the globe. As of June 13, 2020, over 2,000 cities in the United States had seen
peaceful protests, expanding to acts of civil disobedience and riots in some places (Burch 2020).
According to the BBC, not only has there been an expansion of Black Lives Matter chapters around
the globe, but there have also been substantial protests across Europe, the United Kingdom, and
Canada (Maqbool 2020).
What was unique about Floyd’s death? Many people were under stay-at-home orders due to the
coronavirus pandemic, and they saw the footage of Floyd’s death. They watched the nine-minute, 29-second video of a White police officer with his knee on a Black man’s neck nonchalantly
ignoring cries from the Black man that he could not breathe and from bystanders screaming “you
are killing him.”
People who had never paid much attention to complaints about excessive use of force by police on
Black people now began to listen and read about other cases. Politicians condemned the killings and
young people started raising issues about the no-knock shooting death of Breonna Taylor by Louisville, Kentucky police; the death in custody of Elijah McClain in Aurora, Colorado; and other cases.
We felt compelled to add a postscript to this report because one of the findings of the study was that
negative encounters with the police and negative images of the police on social media and television are challenges to the recruitment of Black police officers, especially Black college students. Our
study also found that many of the participants in the study had problems with the police culture,
and some talked about the need to identify biased police candidates during the selection process.
This study includes conclusions and recommendations regarding overcoming some of these recruitment issues. We pointed out that it will be difficult recruiting African American college students,
but we found that despite some of the past negative encounters with the police, some students
would still consider law enforcement as a career. During the convening, we heard from Black police
officials who stated that a bad encounter with the police was a motivating factor for them becoming
police officers.
This study was primarily focused on recruitment, but it was also a study on building trust
between the police and African Americans. Most of the recommendations focus on improving
the recruitment processes, but the students also offered suggestions related to police structure and

62

Engaging College Students in 21st Century Law Enforcement

FINAL REPORT

culture. If a convening were to be held at this time, student would probably demand that we talk
about police department budgets, social work and mental health training, and use of force policies
and procedures.
The climate has changed since we wrote the conclusions and recommendations. The increase in
scrutiny of law enforcement agencies, not just in their use of force, but also their responses to protests, will provide even more challenges to the recruitment of Black college students, as well as any
college recruits. The public view from the widening lens on police behavior, policies, funding, and
culture could have a negative impact on recruitment. Instead of talking about police reform, protestors are demanding cuts in police budgets, asking for defunding the police and in some rare instances, eliminating the police. One reaction is to dismiss the demands by saying they are unrealistic, and
the demonstrators do not represent the mass of law-abiding citizens. Yet, police agencies and public
officials should view this as an opportunity for positive change—an opportunity to address some of
the structural issues that have kept a wedge driven between the police and Black citizens since the
slavery era.
If cities and other municipalities continue to investigate, invest, and overall take a holistic look at
their roles and functions, the input of young people, especially young people of color, would be
quite beneficial for these agencies in the long run. The engagement of these young people in the
drafting and formulation of new policies that take a more community-based approach could give
young people an investment in their communities. This investment could result in increased numbers of Black, brown, and women law enforcement officials and fewer barriers to trust between
people of color and police officers.
Elsie L. Scott, Ph.D.
Director
Ronald W. Walters Leadership and Public Policy Center
Howard University
Principal Investigator
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