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Every era presents the police, and the legal system more generally, with distinct issues.  We are 
emerging from an historical period during which a key law enforcement concern was the control 
of violent crime.  We should first remind ourselves that the backdrop of current policing models 
lies in the high levels of crime in the 1970’s and 1980’s, and the feelings of disorder and fear that 
these crime levels created in many American communities.1 

Over the years the level of violent crime has declined2, at least in part due to the police, while at 
the same time the police have generally become more professional and effective, as documented 
in the 2004 report of the National Academy of Sciences.3  There is a lot to be proud of in 
American policing and in the role the police played in meeting the challenges of this earlier era. 

Today, violent crime is at historically low levels and there is an opportunity to rethink the goals 
of policing as we move forward in the 21st century.  In rethinking these goals, I believe that it is 
particularly important to focus attention on building public trust in the police, i.e. on issues of 
police legitimacy.  

Why should police legitimacy be a central concern?  During the same decades in which crime 
declined, public trust in the police has not generally increased in America.  It has remained about 
the same, with only 50-60% of adult Americans expressing trust and confidence in the police.  
Further, there has been a large and persistent racial gap in trust, with African Americans 20-30% 
less likely to express trust in the police.  This gap has not disappeared as the crime rate has 
fallen.4  These low levels of trust have contributed to a series of racially tinged controversies 
about the actions of police officers, in incidents ranging from the Rodney King case in Los 
Angeles to the Eric Garner case in Staten Island.5 

Given the currently low crime rates and resulting public feelings of greater safety, this is an ideal 
time to address the issue of police legitimacy and to make building trust and confidence a core 
objective of 21st century police policies and practices.  Such a focus on public trust and 
confidence in the police need not undermine control crime efforts.  Instead, building police 
legitimacy can be a different and, studies suggest, an equally or even more effective way to 
manage crime.  Recent research reviews make clear both that aggressive, force based policing is 
at best minimally useful as a crime management strategy6 and that building trust in the police, 
the courts and the law is more effective as a long-term crime control approach.7  When people 
have greater trust in the police, they are more likely to both obey the law and cooperate with the 
police.8  Legitimacy facilitates crime control both directly, because it lowers people’s likelihood 
of committing crimes, and indirectly, because it increases public cooperation, which allows the 
police to achieve higher clearance rates.  
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A focus on legitimacy is not a new one for policing.  During his early efforts to organize the 
police in London, Robert Peel famously talked about “policing by consent” and argued for the 
virtues of public support for police activities.9  This theme has been a part of policing ever since 
that time.  It was particularly prominent in America during the 20th century, when community 
policing policies were developed.10 

Legitimacy based policing is further valuable because it facilitates the achievement of a broader 
set of community goals. One is to provide a framework for reshaping police forces to help 
address the current challenges facing American cities.  As crime has ebbed, the need for a large 
and insular police force has declined, providing an opportunity to rethink the structure of police 
forces. Promoting legitimacy is first a path to building the type of cooperation with the public 
that allows for the co-policing of communities to maintain social order.  Working closely with 
the community will allow police officers to more efficiently maintain the gains in crime control 
that have already been achieved, freeing up scarce public resources to meet other challenges. 

Finally, models of policing for the 21st century should be based upon the recognition that “you 
cannot arrest your way out of crime.”  Crime control is dependent upon economic and social 
development.  And a trusted police force is central to providing the background of reassurance 
that encourages the people in communities to join together to revitalize themselves socially and 
economically by motivating people to work in them, shop in them, go out for entertainment in 
them and otherwise actively participate in community life.11  Fear of crime undermined 
communities in an earlier era; but today the police can help build communities by projecting 
safety and reassurance. 

Fortunately, we know a lot about how to strengthen trust in the police.  Research findings make 
it very clear that when the public’s evaluations focus on whether they feel that the police - either 
police departments or individual police officers - are exercising their authority fairly.12  This 
procedural justice finding has been widely replicated and suggests that people care both about 
whether the police make decisions fairly and whether they treat members of the public 
respectfully.13 

In terms of fair decision making, the public wants to be listened to when policies are being 
created, as well as wanting to have an opportunity to state their case when dealing with 
individual police officers. They also want explanations for police actions that allow them to see 
that the police are acting in unbiased ways and in accordance with policies that connect to 
understandable and shared objectives. 

In the case of quality of treatment people look for an acknowledgement of their needs and 
concerns and for evidence of sincere efforts to act on behalf of the community on the part of the 
police. The issue of respect has been particularly central to recent public controversy regarding 
the police, with people believing that the police treat members of the public, especially those 
belonging to minority groups, in demeaning, discourteous, and disrespectful ways.  If people 
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believe that the police are fair, they trust them and they defer to their authority.14  They also 
cooperate by reporting crime and criminals.  And they are less likely to react to incidents such as 
those recently experienced in Ferguson and Staten Island with outrage and violence.15  If the 
police are trusted, people are more likely to give them the benefit of a doubt, allowing the police 
time to investigate and respond to contentious police actions.  Overall the public is willing to 
give trusted police greater discretion in their efforts to enforce the law. 

These findings have clear policy implications.  They suggest that policing can gain when every 
policy and practice implemented by the police is evaluated not only in terms of its crime control 
utility but also in terms of its perceived fairness.  Every encounter with the public is a teachable 
moment, and police departments and officers should ask what they are teaching the public about 
the police. 

This approach matters because it provides a new perspective on a series of issues that have 
created ongoing controversy, including racial profiling, broken windows policing, aggressive 
street stops, and police use of force.16  In each case the public perception of and reaction to what 
the police are doing has become an issue in and of itself, beyond actual police actions.  In today’s 
media climate this appears inevitable, so the police need to ask in advance how their actions are 
likely to be viewed by the public, both those likely to have contact with officers and people in 
the community at large.  The answer to this question should shape both what the police do and 
how they do it. In particular, when the police have reasons for taking actions that impact upon 
peoples’ lives, they need to focus on taking those actions in ways that the public will experience 
as being fair. 

Police officers need to be trained to recognize the importance of fair treatment as well as being 
provided with strategies for achieving the goal of strengthening public trust. Police training can 
enable commanders to identify policies that build trust and help officers on the street to know 
how to conduct themselves in ways that achieve the same goal.  Such training is not only for the 
benefit of the public. Officers better trained in tactics for deescalating conflict and building trust 
are less likely to encounter resistance and hostility on the street, less likely to need to resort to 
the use of force and therefore more likely to be safe.   

We need to evaluate policies themselves and think about how they are experienced by the public. 
For example, being repeatedly stopped by the police on the street or in a car leads people to 
question police policies, no matter how fairly the police officers involved are acting.17  Again, 
the point is that when policies and practices are being evaluated the evaluation should include 
not only a consideration of the immediate impact of a policy on crime, but also the impact of that 
same policy on trust in the police, something which has a long term impact on crime. 

Understanding the impact of police policies has become a particularly central issue in recent 
years because the police have increasingly sought to prevent crime through proactive policing.  
This approach brings the police into more frequent contact with the public, either through broken 
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windows approaches that focus on arrests for minor crimes or broad practices of police stops of 
citizens in search of drugs and guns. Research findings suggest that a long term consequence of 
these broader proactive police practices has been to undermine trust, and build hostility toward 
the police. This is especially true when the police engage of widespread stops of people who are 
not committing crimes. Additionally, arrests for minor crimes draw people into further contacts 
with the criminal justice system and those further contacts have the general effect of 
undermining people.18 

The nature of police contacts is particularly important when the police are dealing with young 
people. Unfortunately, such contacts are frequent because young people are involved in a large 
number of the crimes that occur.19  We know from research on adolescent development that 
young people lack the cognitive and emotion management skills needed to make good judgments 
about rule breaking.20  Fortunately, almost all the adolescents who commit crimes go on to 
develop into law abiding adults if left alone.21  On the other hand, contact with criminal justice 
authorities such as the police, the courts and the prison system diminishes the likelihood of such 
positive development and increases the probability of future criminal conduct.22  Conversely, fair 
treatment builds legitimacy.  Hence we particularly need to focus on the nature of police contact 
with adolescents. 

These findings are counter to the arguments of the broken windows approach, which argues that 
minor crimes are the gateway to future major crimes.23  However that argument itself ignores the 
literature on adolescent development, much of it aided by recent findings in neuroscience, which 
shows that adolescents’ cognitive and emotional regulation abilities are not fully developed.  As 
these individual capacities develop through maturation the frequency of law breaking behavior 
declines. This occurs irrespective of what the police do in response to crime. 

Beyond juveniles there are several other groups who are important for the police.  One is the 
general population of high crime neighborhoods.  A key finding of recent research on crime is 
that even within high crime areas most violent crime is concentrated in a small proportion of the 
people who can be identified through techniques such as network analysis.24  This means that in 
any area there is a large group of residents whose cooperation can be engaged through trust 
building strategies, while a small group of violent offenders is managed through surveillance and 
sanctioning. In such situations targeted strategies against violence are the most productive.  
Targeted police activity can lower the rate of particular crimes in chosen neighborhoods in the 
short term.25 

Finally efforts to change the culture of policing need to focus on addressing police officers job 
related concerns.26  Two such concerns are safety and health.  As everyone in this room is aware, 
policing is a dangerous job and not only dangerous out on the street.  The stress of policing leads 
to high levels of suicide, alcoholism, divorce and physical and mental health maladies.  Being 
shot is unfortunately not the only risk that policing poses, although it may be the most visible.  
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The daily task of policing under sometimes dangerous and hostile conditions promotes stress 
which has broad negative consequences for the lives of officers.27 

Interviews with police officers suggest that the same types of fairness that the public wants from 
them, police officers want from their commanders.28  And, like members of the public, officers 
often feel that they do not receive basic fairness within their own station houses.  Hence, it is also 
important to rethink the organization of police forces to give field officers more opportunities to 
express their views, better explanations of the goal of department policies, more transparent 
procedures for discipline and promotion, and more respectful treatment. If officers experience 
these types of fairness in their station houses they are then more likely to display them on the 
street.29 

Why?  Studies show that police officers who feel fairly treated do their jobs better30; have fewer 
of the symptoms of stress that medical studies link to problems with physical health and to 
alcoholism, divorce, and suicide31; are less likely to use force in their everyday interactions with 
the community; and are generally more likely to treat people in the community fairly.  This style 
of policing, in turn, minimizes conflict and promotes both the acceptance of police authority and 
officer safety.32 

In making the points that I have today, I have often referred to research findings.  One of the 
most important recommendations that I have for the task force is that it endorse the argument 
that public policy should be evidence based. This argument is an important one in all areas of 
government but it is particularly important within policing.  Evidence based criminology 
provides a research basis for evaluating policies and practices related to crime and to policing.  
In the case of legitimacy based policing there are a number of studies that support the points I am 
making today.  But beyond the ideas discussed here, I strongly endorse the principle that policing 
be informed by empirical studies that tell us what works. The argument that a medicine has to be 
proven to work before it can be prescribed applies equally to a model of policing, regardless of 
who is advocating it. But for such research to be most useful we need to have a broader focus 
than just the crime rate.  We also have to study what shapes legitimacy. 

Beyond research the Federal government needs to support innovations in policing.  Just as it 
promoted community policing during that era, the Federal government should promote 
legitimacy based policing by providing funds for training and for the additional costs associated 
with initiating such program, for example, costs associated with embedding officers in 
neighborhoods to create mutual trust and support.33 

There is a much cited saying that a crisis is also an opportunity.  While this is a turbulent time for 
American policing, it is also an occasion for rethinking the mission of our police in a 21st century 
society. Thank you for allowing me to provide you with ideas about how to achieve that goal. 
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