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RACE, CLASS, AND PROCEDURAL JUSTICE DURING TRAFFIC STOPS 

Richard Wylie Riner PhD 

The University of Texas at Dallas, 2017 

ABSTRACT 

Supervising Professor:  Dr. Nadine M. Connell 

This is a study of public perception of face to face encounters with the police during the most 

common type of police contact, the traffic stop. Using the latest iteration of the Police-Public 

Contact Survey, (ICPSR 34276), this study examines the public’s perception interactions of law 

enforcement, the effect of enforcement action in the form of a citation, officer behaviors, and 

citizen behaviors on the reported perception of the traffic stop. Perception of the face to face 

encounter with law enforcement is measured using survey responses to items regarding their 

encounter with police. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The relationship between the police and citizens of color has been a topic of interest in 

academic circles for decades (Jacob, 1971). Many questions have arisen regarding the treatment 

of people of color by the police and the perceptions of the police held not just by people of color, 

but the public in general. Questions concerning the perception of differential treatment by police 

officers based on a citizen’s race/ethnicity (Gau and Brunson, 2010), income level (Hagan and 

Albonetti, 1982), and neighborhood context (Gau and Brunson, 2013) permeate the national 

discussion among academics and policy makers alike. The issue of differential treatment on the 

part of police persists in law enforcement (President’s Task Force on 21st Century Policing, 

2015) despite repeated attempts by practitioners to improve the experiences of minority citizens 

over time. 

  Additionally, the issue of law enforcement and race relations has been thrust into the 

national spotlight in recent years due to several high profile police shootings of unarmed suspects 

(Kaleem, 2016).
1
 These are indicators that the concerns regarding the relationship between law 

enforcement and those they police warrant further study and continued attention from all those 

who are affected by that relationship, if there is to be a feasible plan to improve what is widely 

perceived to be a tenuous relationship.  

                                                 

1 Philando Castile in Minnesota, Alton Sterling in Louisiana, Walter Scott in South Carolina, LaQuan McDonald in Illinois, 

Terence Crutcher in Oklahoma, and Mike Brown in Missouri are a few of the more highly publicized events involving 

unarmed Black men being shot by officers. 
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 There have been numerous studies of policies and procedures that may help improve 

police/race relations (Brunson, 2007; Schuck, Rosenbaum and Hawkins, 2008; Gau and 

Brunson, 2015), improve public perception of law enforcement in general (Leiber, Nalla and 

Farnworth, 1998; Brown and Benedict, 2002), and increase the perception of the police as a 

legitimate authority (Tyler and Wakslak, 2004; Gau and Brunson, 2010; Bradford, Jackson, and 

Hough, 2013). There is one set of practices that seems to hold promise that has been introduced 

in the last thirty years: procedural justice. Procedural justice theory states that if a person feels 

like they have been treated fairly by an authority, they will view the authority as more legitimate 

and be less concerned with what the end result of a process might be (Tyler, 2006 p.272-274). 

Procedural justice is comprised of four factors: voice, neutrality, respect, and, trustworthiness. 

Incorporating these factors into everyday interactions is designed to make the citizen feel as if 

they are heard (voice), that the officer is making his or her decisions fairly (neutrality), that the 

officer treats them well (dignity or respect), and that the officer’s goals in making decisions do 

not have ulterior motives (trustworthiness) (Tyler, 1997).  

A basis for continued study has to do with the fact that there are an immeasurable number 

of possible factors that might influence a person’s perception of the police. It is an impossible 

task to seek to identify every potential factor in one study. Some studies examine a single factor 

and measure the effect that procedural justice has on that factor and how it might relate to police 

legitimacy. Examples of factors that have been studied as stand-alone influences on police 

legitimacy are race (Gau, and Brunson, 2010), type of contact (Wells, 2007), neighborhood 

context (Gau and Brunson, 2015), the training of officers in procedurally just practices (Wheller, 

Quinton, Fildes and Mills, 2013; Skogan, Van Craen, and Hennessy, 2015), and citizen 
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complaints (Terrill and Paoline, 2015).  There are fewer studies that examine multiple possible 

factors in conjunction with each other (i.e. Jonathan-Zamir, Mastriofski and Moyal, 2015), only 

one that examines race, income and citizen perception of traffic stops (Engel, 2005), and none 

that include officer behavior while also examining race and income in the specific context of the 

traffic stop, which is one of the most common types of police-public interaction (Bureau of 

Justice Statistics, 2015).  

The current study adds to the knowledge base concerning the relationship between the 

police and the public by filling this gap in the literature. It examines the relationship between a 

citizen’s race, individual economic status, citizen’s perception of the traffic stop, and the 

officer’s behavior during traffic stops. In doing so, this study answers several questions 

regarding the nature of the relationship between police and the public within the context of 

traffic stops. First, is there a difference in the perception of the police regarding legitimacy 

across race? Secondly, does economic status have an effect on an individual’s perception of the 

police as a legitimate authority? Third, does the individual’s race and/ or economic status affect 

the behaviors police display towards them? Fourth, when an officer engages in behavior that 

would violate the precepts of procedural justice, what effect does it have on citizen’s perception 

of the traffic stop? By answering these questions this study contributes to a more complete 

understanding regarding race, class, traffic stops, and procedural justice.  

 The current study can be best understood within a broad theoretical and historical 

context. Two particular areas of literature stand out as being especially important: our knowledge 

of race and police perceptions and the state of the empirical evidence for procedural justice.  The 

first area of literature is about the perceptions of the police among differing racial and economic 
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groups; these studies examine how people from different racial and ethnic backgrounds interpret 

their interactions with the police. Some studies also examine the possible effect that economic 

status may have on a person’s perception of an encounter with the police. Neighborhood 

characteristics, the nature of the police-public interaction, and the practice of profiling are 

examined in this set of literature. Studies also discuss the various contexts in which police come 

into contact with the public: traffic stops, voluntary contacts, and being a victim of a crime. 

 The second area of literature deals with empirical testing of the effects that procedural 

justice practices have on the public’s opinion of the specific encounter with the police and the 

police in general. Early tests are broad in their approach and over time the tests become more 

complex and context specific. Each test represents another “brick” in building a case for the 

validity of procedural justice theory. Since the empirical tests focus on slightly different aspects 

of procedural justice, the second area of literature review is broken down into four categories 

based on what it is that procedural justice is hypothesized to effect. These categories are: 

legitimacy, compliance/ cooperation, satisfaction/ confidence, and perceived procedural justice. 

This study builds measurement scales of officer behavior and citizen perception of the 

traffic stop that, along with a measure of citizen behavior that is used to test a path analysis, 

model of the effect of age, sex, race, income, officer behavior, and citizen behavior on citizen 

perception of being stopped by the police for a traffic offense. Results are followed by a 

discussion, policy implications, and directions for further research.
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CHAPTER 2 

THEORETICAL DEVELOPMENT OF PROCEDURAL JUSTICE THEORY 

 

Procedural justice theory has its roots in social psychology and was brought to the 

forefront in 1990 (Tyler, 1990). According to Tom R. Tyler, the history of the theory really 

begins with a book by Thibault and Walker in 1975. Tyler calls their book, Procedural Justice: A 

Psychological Analysis, the seminal work in the development of procedural justice (Lind and 

Tyler, 1988). In 1988, Lind and Tyler expanded on the work of Thibault and Walker (1975) in 

their book, The Social Psychology of Procedural Justice. There, they addressed some of what 

they saw as methodological issues surrounding the experiments reported by Thibault and Walker 

(Lind and Tyler, 1988 p.6).  

There were two limitations of Thibault and Walker’s work specifically addressed by Lind 

and Tyler. The first limitation mentioned was the fact that while Thibault and Walker laid the 

groundwork for what would become procedural justice, their original theory was not focused 

upon subjective justice, but rather the identification of what procedures work best in a particular 

set of circumstances. Second, Lind and Tyler posit that, according Thibault and Walker, the 

“fairness of a set procedures is determined by the outcome they produce, rather than the 

perception of fairness of the process by those involved” (Lind and Tyler, 1988 p.39) 

At the time Lind and Tyler’s 1988 book was published, “law and order” policing and the 

war on drugs dominated the policies and procedures used by police departments (Kraska, 2007). 

The concept of procedural justice was, at the time, a major paradigm shift with regard to how 

authorities approached decision-making when dealing directly with members of the public. The 

suggestion that legal authorities shift the focus from outcome based to process based decision-
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making was ground breaking in legal circles (Lind and Tyler, 1988 p.241-242; Thompson, 2003 

p.261).  

Procedural justice theory was further refined when the criteria that were used by 

individuals when evaluating legal proceedings were outlined. There are seven issues that 

contribute to whether a person feels they have been treated fairly by the legal system. They are: 

(1) the degree that the authorities were motivated to be fair; (2) whether they felt the authorities 

were honest; (3) how ethically they felt the authorities acted; (4) the extent they felt represented; 

(5) the quality of the decisions made; (6) whether there were opportunities for error correction; 

and, (7) whether they felt the authorities were biased (Tyler, 1988).  

Later, Tyler identified two reasons why people obey the law (Tyler, 1990). One has to do 

with the nature of the law itself and the other has to do with the nature of the authorities. People 

will obey the law if they feel the law itself is just. Their own sense of morality tells them the law 

is fair and therefore they obey it. People will also obey the law if they feel the authority is 

legitimate, meaning they feel the governing body has the right to govern behavior. Individuals 

recognize that right by obeying the law, regardless of how they might feel about the fairness of 

the law. A very good example of this mindset involves the ingesting of marijuana. Judging this 

law from a strictly moral standpoint, people may not see the harm in engaging in the use of 

marijuana, and decide to use based on their own moral code. However, if that same person 

recognizes the legal authorities as being legitimate, or having the authority to regulate behavior, 

they will not use marijuana due to what they feel is an obligation to obey the law (Tyler, 1990 

p.4). This perspective differs from rational choice and deterrence theories in that the motivation 
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for behavior originates from within the person’s own moral compass, apart from any perceived 

threat of punishment for failing to obey the law (Tyler, 1990 p.3). 

Tyler and others (see Bradford, 2010; Mazerolle, Antrobus, Bennet and Tyler, 2012; Gau, 

2015; and Murphy, 2009) have conducted multiple studies on the relationship between police 

behavior and perceptions that continue to refine our understanding of procedural justice. In 2001 

Tyler used the results of four studies and identified elements that are key to judgements made by 

the public. Those elements are trust in the legal system, neutrality on the part of the legal 

authorities, treatment with respect by the legal authorities, and ease of participation in the legal 

system (Tyler, 2001).  

A 2003 study widened the applicability of procedural justice to forms of justice other 

than the normal adversarial proceedings. Tyler found that the concept of procedural justice could 

be applied to restorative justice programs that seek to ‘restore’ offenders to law abiding behavior, 

putting them in touch with their moral compass that drives lawful behavior, and community 

oriented policing that emphasizes fairness in the way that officer deal with the public, 

broadening the scope of the theory (Tyler, 2003; Tyler, 2006).  

In 2008 a study examined the application of procedural justice theory to different aspects 

of law enforcement (Hawdon, 2008). This study proposed that there were additional factors that 

influenced the public’s perception of the law and those who enforce it. Hawdon suggested that 

social capital could play a part informing opinions, and that neighborhood context combined 

with a person’s individual social capital could dictate which policing style would be more 

effective in a particular area. He also posits that service oriented policing most closely fits the 

four elements of procedural justice Tyler had previously described (Hawdon, 2008). 
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Hough, Jackson, Bradford, Myhill and Quinton (2010) outlined a plan to study 

procedural justice processes in non-English speaking countries that do not use a common law. 

The results show the central aspects of procedural justice theory, especially the desire for 

fairness, to be applicable in a truly internationally diverse setting (Hough, Jackson and Bradford, 

2013). The implications of this study are that the desire for fair and respectful treatment by the 

authorities is global, meaning policy makers worldwide stand to benefit from the development of 

the theory. According to the results of this study, the direction policy makers around the world 

need to go, if one of their goals is to improve the perceived legitimacy of their police forces, 

would be to implement policies that help to ensure fair treatment of the public by officers.  

Procedural justice concepts have also been applied to efforts to combat international 

terrorism. Schulhofer, Tyler and Huq (2011) posit that the time is right for a major paradigm 

shift in the law enforcement community, citing years of “tough” policing that they say has 

eroded the public trust and substantially lowered the willingness of the public to cooperate with 

law enforcement. In the post 9/11 world and its focus on terrorism, the authorities are more 

dependent than ever on the cooperation of the public with regard to detecting terrorist activities. 

The authors cite the importance of procedural justice in gaining cooperation from the public to 

combat terrorism, adding additional contexts to which the theory applies. 

Despite the ever widening scope of procedural justice theory since 1990, the theory is not 

without is critics. Bottoms and Tankebe (2012) take the position that it is not enough for figures 

of authority to provide fair treatment to ensure their position of legitimacy. Using a dialogical 

approach, they examine the concepts of procedural justice in the context of previous researchers 

and writers such as Max Weber and David Beetham. Bottoms and Tankebe conclude that there 
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must be a willingness on the part of the public to receive the treatment. In short, legitimacy is a 

two way street. They make the claim that legitimacy is a dialogue between the power holders 

(legal authorities) and the audience (the public). It may well be that the authorities feel secure in 

their claims of legitimacy and even engage in procedurally just practices to enhance their 

position. However, if the audience does not agree with the claim of legitimate authority, can the 

authority still be considered legitimate? The dialogue of legitimacy between the authorities and 

the public is a little examined concept (Bottoms and Tankebe, 2012). 

Harkin (2015) argues that the procedural justice theory does not account for the 

intricacies of organization operations, such as a police department, and the theory, as outlined by 

Lind and Tyler (2008) and Tyler (1990), depends too much on the idea of uniformity. He 

suggests that system-justification theory be considered to illustrate the effects of authority 

relations and how ideology shapes both attitudes and behavior. He points out there will be those 

within the ranks of law enforcement that will not follow the ideals of procedural justice and some 

of those officers will escape any consequences of ignoring it. Procedural justice theory does not 

address situations like that one he describes. Harkin also proposes that authority is not simply a 

product of legitimacy but that authority also can create legitimacy. His view of legitimacy is 

more complex than that of Tylerian legitimacy, as he argues that there are many complexities of 

the idea of legitimacy that have yet to be explored. 

Procedural justice theory is becoming one of the more widely applied concepts in the 

criminal justice world, and it is not difficult to see why. The growing body of literature of 

empirical tests showing support for the theory (see Mazerolle, Bennet, Antrobus and Tyler, 2013; 

Murphy, Tyler and Curtis, 2009; and Engel, 2005 as examples) and the policy implications that 
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accompany such a track record of results warrants the attention of policy makers and scholars 

alike. The present study further expands the application of the theory by testing the effect of 

procedural justice practices on those of different races and income levels and the interaction of 

those characteristics on the perception of a common type of police public interaction. A review 

of the literature regarding procedural justice follows. International studies are also explored and 

in doing so we see that the U.S. is not the only country that struggles with issues of legitimacy of 

the police, particularly among minority populations. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Perceptions of Police among Different Racial and Economic Groups 

The issue of tensions between people of color and law enforcement is not a new one. In 

1971, Herbert Jacob interviewed people in a poor Black neighborhood, a working class White 

neighborhood, and a middle class White neighborhood in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, and asked 

them about their experiences with legal authorities. Those in the Black neighborhood reported 

higher levels of injustice than did the White neighborhoods (Jacob, 1971). In a nationally 

representative survey, Hagan and Albonetti (1982) collected data about perceived injustice from 

people of various racial and economic backgrounds and also found that Blacks reported higher 

levels of perceived injustice, although being from a higher level of social class mitigated the 

effects. 

Perceptions of injustice by racial minorities are not simply a case of Black versus White. 

In the 1980s, Carter (1985) examined perceptions of the police among Hispanics throughout 

Texas. Using a sample of 500 Hispanics living in various locations in Texas, he found that 
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perceptions of the police were significantly less favorable among those who had any interaction 

with law enforcement. Another key finding was that respondents believed there should be less 

discrimination against Hispanics, meaning that a significant proportion of those interviewed felt 

Hispanics were targeted by police. Many felt like the police should be investigating crime more 

and spending less time stopping Hispanics (Carter, 1985).  

It is not only in the U.S. that people of color report being unfairly targeted by police. A 

1992 study in London found that Black drivers were two and a half times more likely to be 

stopped by the police than would be expected based on their proportion of the population. The 

largest disparity was among young Black males (Norris, Fielding, Kemp and Fielding, 1992). 

For this reason, it is important to include international studies in a review of procedural justice. 

The legal authorities in other countries are struggling with the issue of how to improve the 

relationship between the police and the public, especially minority populations. 

Events that garner national media attention have been influential in shaping perceptions 

of the police. This is a phenomenon we are seeing at this point in time. The Rodney King 

incident of 1991 was one such incident. A 1994 study examined the effect of the event on 

attitudes toward police by comparing survey results from before and after the incident (Lasley, 

1994). Attitudes toward police were significantly less favorable after the incident, especially 

among African-Americans. The effect lasted one and a half times longer for African-Americans 

when compared to Whites. Tuch and Weitzer (1997) further advanced the idea of publicized 

events affecting attitudes towards the police by examining survey data that asked respondents 

about how they perceived the police before and after three different events: the 1979 killing of 

Eulia Love in Los Angeles; the Rodney King beating in Los Angeles in 1991; and, the 1996 
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beating of two Mexican immigrants in Riverside County in California who allegedly evaded an 

immigration checkpoint and led officers on a 70 mile high speed pursuit. The chase and 

subsequent beating by deputies with batons was captured on video by a news helicopter. The 

results suggested that each event was followed by an erosion of attitudes toward police by all 

population groups, and not just in the areas in which the event occurred, but nationally as well. 

There were also racial differences in the reactions of the public along racial lines. Blacks’ 

opinions were more strongly affected by the events than were Whites or Hispanics, and the 

negative effect lasted longer: approximately four years for Whites and approximately five years 

for Blacks (Tuch and Weitzer, 1997). 

Some studies have been able to expand their focus on race to that of race and ethnicity. A 

1995 study reported that race and ethnicity were not the most significant predictors of attitudes 

toward the police. Jesilow, Meyer, and Namazzi (1995) found that people’s perceptions of where 

they live, and the crime rate in that area specifically, were the most significant predictor of 

attitudes toward police. Several other studies during the 1990s found similar results regarding the 

importance of neighborhood context as being important to attitudes towards the police.  Cao, 

Frank, and Cullen (1996) found that confidence in the police is not based on race per se, but 

rather as a citizen’s confidence in their neighbors increases, so does their confidence in the 

police.  A 1999 study examined the differences in perceptions of the police in racially diverse 

middle class neighborhoods and poor neighborhoods. The results showed that residents of the 

middle class neighborhoods were less likely to perceive or experience police abuse in their 

neighborhoods when compared to the poor neighborhoods (Weitzer, 1999).  
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Another 1999 study produced a result that is not in line with the previously mentioned 

studies in that while middle class residents, both Black and White, reported fewer incidence of 

feeling singled out by police, middle class Blacks had a more negative opinion of police than did 

poor Blacks (Weitzer and Tuch, 1999). One possible explanation given was that middle class 

Blacks are acutely aware of racial bias due to the feeling that their economic position should 

shield them from such bias.  

Perhaps serving as a prime example of context having an effect on perceptions of the 

police, a 1996 study in Detroit found that Blacks actually reported having a higher opinion of 

law enforcement than did Whites (Frank, Brandl, Cullen, and Stichman, 1996). They attribute 

this to the shift in the majority status to the Black population and nearly all positions of power, 

including the mayor, many municipal office holders, and almost half of the police force, 

including administrators within the department, being occupied by Blacks. 

As the 2000s began, neighborhood context was a topic of continued study as an important 

predictor of attitudes toward police. Race was still a significant predictor of negative attitudes 

towards the police but the effects of race were mitigated by being in a higher social class. Reiseg 

and Parks (2000) analyzed data from 5361 surveys collected in 58 neighborhoods as part of the 

Project on Policing Neighborhoods. These neighborhoods were located in Indianapolis and St. 

Petersburg, respectively. They found that, at the neighborhood level, quality of life issues, 

including the relationship with police, was a strong mitigator of the effect of race with regard to 

the perception of the police.  

Schaffer, Huebner, and Bynum (2003) examined surveys collected from 2058 telephone 

surveys administered in a city in the Midwestern United States. They found that while race was a 
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significant factor in predicting the level of satisfaction with police services, as more factors 

accounting for neighborhood context were introduced, the significance of race was diminished, 

indicating that there are other powerful factors that account for citizen perception of police 

services besides race. 

Weitzer and Tuch (2002) utilized Gallup poll data to study differences in perceptions of 

racial profiling. They found that race and feeling like you have been profiled due to your race 

were strong predictors of a person’s attitude toward the practice of racial profiling. They again 

found the effect of class to be inconclusive on attitudes towards police, but did say class was a 

factor regarding some issues. Weitzer and Tuch (2005) took another look at racially biased 

policing to determine if Blacks and Hispanics shared a minority group status with respect to 

perceptions of racially biased policing. There were significant differences between Blacks and 

Hispanics in that Blacks were more likely to perceive an action as racially biased against 

Hispanics than Hispanics were. 

 MacDonald and Stokes (2006) used the Social Capital Benchmark Survey to examine 

the effect of social capital on people’s perception of the police, and found that social capital only 

provided a partial explanation of the level of distrust of the police by Blacks. A 2007 study 

surveyed 3000 resident of 53 different neighborhoods in Cincinnati. The results showed race to 

be the strongest predictor of attitudes of the police even when neighborhood context was 

accounted for (MacDonald, Stokes, Ridgeway and Riley, 2007).  

Reitzel and Piquero (2006) used data from a random telephone survey of 721 residents of 

New York City to examine citizens’ attitudes towards racial profiling.  Profiling is seen as a 

threat to the legitimacy of the police in that those that feel like they have been profiled by the 
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police do not feel respected or that the police are acting with trustworthy motives. Race was a 

significant predictor of whether a person believed profiling was widespread and whether they felt 

they had been profiled. Somewhat unexpectedly, race was not a factor in whether a person felt 

the practice of racial profiling was justified. The researchers also found that a person’s attitude 

toward the NYPD affected whether they felt profiling was widespread and/or justified. People 

who generally approved of the NYPD were less likely to say profiling was widespread and more 

likely say it was justified. 

While many studies focused on race as an issue of Black versus White with citizens of 

Hispanic heritage seemingly an afterthought, Reitzel, Rice and Piquero (2004) focused solely on 

the experience of Hispanics in New York City and racial profiling. They found that Hispanics 

were more likely than non-Hispanics to believe that profiling was widespread and unjustified and 

that they had been profiled by the police.The term Hispanic is an indicator of ethnicity, not race, 

and few studies have tackled that issue directly. However, Rice, Reitzel and Piquero (2005) 

examined intra-ethnicity differences in perceptions of racial profiling. They found significant 

differences between Black and non-Black Hispanics in terms of their perceptions of how 

widespread profiling was, whether it is justified, and whether they themselves had been profiled. 

Black non-Hispanics were more likely to report feeling that racial profiling was widespread than 

both non-Black Hispanics and Black Hispanics. Black non-Hispanics were also more likely to 

report that they felt profiling was justified under certain circumstances than were non-Black 

Hispanics or Black Hispanics. 

The most common type of encounter between the police and citizens is the traffic stop. 

According to the Bureau of Justice Statistics, 42% of all face to face contacts with police officers 
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were on traffic stops, with an estimated 26.4 million people reported their most recent contact 

with the police was on a traffic stop (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2011). Several studies have 

examined the perceptions of the stop based on race. One well-known example is the Lundman 

and Kaufman (2003) study that used the 1999 iteration of the Contact Between Police and Public 

Survey. They came to five conclusions. First, African-American males are stopped more 

frequently than other groups. Second, both male and female African-Americans and Hispanic 

males are less likely to report that the police had a legitimate reason for stopping them. Third, 

African-American and Hispanic males are less likely than White males to report that the police 

acted properly. Fourth, there is a stark polarity between African-Americans and Whites regarding 

beliefs in the legitimacy and propriety of police actions in that Whites are more likely to view the 

enforcement actions of the police as legitimate whereas African-Americans are more likely to 

view enforcement actions of the police as targeting them (Lundman and Kaufman, 2003). 

It may be that procedurally just policing encounters may not be enough to combat the 

stereotypes people may have regarding the police. Rosenbaum, Schick, Costello Hawkins and 

Ring (2005) published a study of interviews with 2500 randomly selected citizens of Chicago. 

Their findings indicate that vicarious knowledge, either positive or negative, is an important 

predictor of attitudes toward the police, and the effect between positive and negative vicarious 

encounters was not symmetrical. Negative vicarious knowledge is not as strong as positive, a 

counterintuitive finding in that the common assumption is that bad news will travel faster and 

further than good news. 

 A 2011 study examined the role that vicarious experiences play in the formation of an 

opinion of the legitimacy of a traffic stop (Warren, 2011). Using survey data from North 
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Carolina Highway Traffic Study, the results showed that preconceived opinions based on 

vicarious experiences with law enforcement regarding the police in general significantly 

influence a person’s opinion of the stop in which they were involved. This is important to note as 

this finding indicates that it is not simply the officer’s behavior during the stop that drives 

citizens’ opinion of the legitimacy of the encounter. The feelings that citizens have towards the 

police prior to any face to face encounter play a significant role in their perception of the 

encounter itself.   

 The stop and search is another enforcement action that had been shown to affect 

perceptions of the legitimacy of the encounter of the police in general. In a study published in 

2004, researchers examined the characteristics of a traffic stop that led to a search of the vehicle 

by police (Lundman, 2004). When controlling for legal factors (i.e. probable cause for the stop) 

and extralegal factors, race, ethnicity and gender were all significant concerns in whether the 

police decided to search a vehicle, but none of those factors are indicators of whether or not the 

police will find something illegal during that search. This seems to indicate that despite the 

apparent use of demographic characteristics in the decision making process of whether or not to 

search a vehicle, police are no more likely to find illegal substances in the vehicles of minority 

drivers than they are White drivers (Lundman, 2004). 

However, disparity does not necessarily mean discrimination. Much like there is in the 

United States, there are areas in the U.K. where tensions between minority populations and the 

police run high, and racial bias on the part of the police is reported to be a problem. A 2004 study 

in the U.K. that used observational data (dashcam footage and ride alongs by observers) in two 

areas known for their high incidence of stop and search tested for four types of racial 
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disproportionality: “available population,” visibility, concentration of use (of the area), and arrest 

rates (Waddington, Stenson and Don, 2004). All four tests of racial disproportionality, which 

compared population characteristics of the area to the proportions of the populations that were: 

1) subjected to stop and search; 2) easily identifiable as being a from a minority population; 3) 

experienced greater frequencies of police activity; and, 4) were ultimately arrested, concluded 

that there was little evidence that the officers were targeting citizens for searches based on their 

race. The next sections review empirical tests of various aspects of procedural justice theory. 

Empirical tests of procedural justice theory  

Empirical tests of procedural justice theory are many and wide ranging in their focus. For 

this reason the studies described here have been grouped according to their outcome measures. 

They are: Perceived Legitimacy, Compliance and Cooperation, Satisfaction and Confidence, and 

Perceived Procedural Justice. This strategy regarding the classification of procedural justice 

studies mirrors the one used by Bennett, Denning, Mazerolle, and Stocks (2009) in their 

technical report to the National Policing Improvement Agency. By doing so, it will enable the 

reader to more easily explore the scope of studies that test aspects of procedural justice, by 

discussing studies of similar focus in chronological order. Also, by including international 

studies that examine similar issues as the U.S. with regard to the relationship between police and 

citizens, it will enable the reader to track the progress of theory testing. 

Perceptions of Legitimacy 

  In one study that tested the effect of procedural justice on citizens’ support for the police, 

Sunshine and Tyler (2003) examined the results of two surveys administered in New York City 

and found that a key factor of legitimacy was the fairness displayed by the police during 
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encounters with the public. Fairness was measured using survey items that reflected the citizens’ 

perceptions regarding the quality of the decisions made by the police. Fairness of treatment was 

reported to be more important than the efficiency in fighting crime.  

 Another test of the effect of procedural justice on support for the police examined the 

results of four different surveys. One survey took place in California using telephone interviews, 

and the other three took place in New York City, with different sampling techniques (one youth 

survey, one mail survey and one phone survey). The combined results of those surveys indicated 

support for utilizing procedural justice, specifically with regard to ensuring the decision officers 

make are fair, to combat the feeling of being profiled by police, thus increasing the perception of 

the police as a legitimate authority (Tyler and Wakslak, 2004). 

 Gau and Brunson (2010) conducted a population specific study in their work on inner city 

youth and perceptions of police legitimacy. This study highlighted the tension between 

proponents of order maintenance policing and supporters of procedural justice. Ultimately they 

found that engaging in order maintenance policing has a negative impact on perceptions of police 

legitimacy. Interviewees felt that it was more than what the police were doing that negatively 

affected their view of the police; it was how they were doing it. Officers were described as rude 

and disrespectful, the opposite of how Tyler describes procedural justice. 

 An Australian study that relied on a mixed methods analysis of in-depth interview of 110 

people who had reported a crime took place in 2011 (Elliot, Thomas and Ogloff, 2011). A 

quantitative analysis of recurring descriptions/terminology within the interviews found that 

fairness of process was the strongest predictor of fairness and satisfaction of outcome than was 

the realization of a desired outcome. The qualitative analysis of respondent answers to follow up 
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questions asking them to explain their reasoning for rating an item yielded recurring themes in 

the interviews that showed support for the quantitative findings. 

 A 2012 study looked at the effect of asking drivers for consent to search their vehicles as 

a threat to procedural justice and police legitimacy (Gau 2012). Using the Police Public Contact 

Survey 2008 iteration, evidence supported the idea that when officers asked to search a driver’s 

vehicle, it damaged the driver’s perception of the encounter with regard to procedural justice and 

legitimacy of the police. Gau, Cosaro, Stewart and Brunson (2012) conducted a study to 

determine whether neighborhood conditions of concentrated disadvantage potentially 

outweighed any effect procedurally just practices might have on perceptions of police 

legitimacy. Surveys of 531 individuals residing in areas experiencing economic distress were 

analyzed. While neighborhood conditions (economic status, quality of schools, conditions of the 

infrastructure) had a marginally significant effect on perceptions of legitimacy of the police, 

procedural justice held as the strongest indicator of police legitimacy. 

 In another study, Gau and Brunson (2012) examined the effects of requesting consent to 

search a vehicle during a traffic stop on citizen’s perceptions of legitimacy of the police by race. 

They found that such a request significantly damaged the perceptions of White drivers, while 

there was a marginally significant finding of damage to the perceptions of Black drivers but no 

significant damage to the perception of Hispanic drivers. These results seem to indicate a certain 

level of expectation of being targeted for searches by Blacks and Hispanics, whereas Whites 

were not expecting to be asked for permission to search their vehicle (Gau and Brunson, 2012). 

 In what was part of one of the first randomized controlled trials testing procedural justice 

practices by police officers, Mazerolle, Bennet, Antrobus and Tyler (2013) conducted a study 
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utilizing random breath testing operations in Queensland, Australia. Two separate groups of 

breath testing operations were set up (60 in total). Both sets of breath testing sites were 

conducted during the same time period. One type of breath testing site, comprised of 30 

locations, was staffed with officers trained in procedurally just practices (ensuring officers were 

polite, explained the process fully, and gave drivers opportunities to be heard), and the other 30 

locations were staffed by officers who were directed to perform the random breath tests as they 

normally would. This was one of the first direct comparisons of procedurally just practices to 

“business as usual” policing in similar circumstances. Researchers found that drivers who 

experienced the procedural justice based encounter not only rated the experience higher than the 

control groups, but also improved their opinions of the police in general. 

 The European Social Survey served as the data source for an empirical test of procedural 

justice in 2013. Hough, Jackson, and Bradford (2013) used the 2010 wave of the survey to 

examine perceptions of legitimacy of the police in different countries, and identify what factors 

had the greatest effect on perceptions of legitimacy. After analyzing over 54,000 responses from 

26 different countries, they determined that trust in the police is a crucial element of cooperation 

and compliance. They also determined that utilizing procedural justice practices was a key factor 

in influencing people’s perceptions of the police. Procedural fairness was identified as being 

more important than effectiveness or distributive fairness with regard to being morally aligned 

with the police, trust in the police, and perceived obligation to obey in all 26 countries. 

 In a test of the generalizability of the effects of procedural justice, Wolfe, Nix, Rojek and 

Kaminski (2015) administered a mail survey in the southeastern United States. Testing the effect 

of procedural justice across demographic categories, prior experiences with law enforcement, 
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and neighborhood conditions, they found that the effects of procedural justice were largely 

invariant across categories. Perceived procedural fairness on the part of the police was associated 

with legitimacy across all categories of race, age, gender, education levels, prior contacts with 

police, and neighborhood conditions. Procedural justice had its largest effect on perceptions of 

trust with victims of crime, whereas distributive justice had a greater effect on those who 

reported the greatest fear of crime, namely residents of poor neighborhoods and the elderly. 

 Police attitudes that generate citizen complaints are also hypothesized to negatively affect 

citizen attitudes towards the police. Citizen complaints, in the form of formal grievances filed 

against a department or an officer, were viewed as formal expressions of procedural injustice and 

thus a threat to police legitimacy (Terrill and Paoline, 2015). They examined the number and 

type of complaints filed against the police and then matched the officers involved in the 

complaints to responses given by those officers in a survey measuring officer attitudes toward 

their job. The study was conducted in several U.S. cities; the results showed that officers with 

negative attitudes towards top ranking officers were more likely to generate formal complaints 

regarding discourteous treatment. Officers who viewed their role as a crime fighter were also 

more likely to generate complaints, but for excessive force (Terrill and Paoline, 2015). 

 In another study that examined improper or procedurally unjust practices by the police as 

a threat to legitimacy, Gau and Brunson (2015) performed in depth interviews of 45 male 

adolescents in inner city neighborhoods. They found that rude and aggressive behavior by the 

police, particularly during street stops, was especially damaging to the perception of the police as 

a legitimate authority. Many of the respondents reported a decreased likelihood of contacting the 

police for help.  Instead they developed self-help methods amongst themselves to deal with 
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situations that arise within the neighborhood. One example of a self-help methods mentioned 

was an incident where one member of a group of friends was physically attacked by another 

young man, and that group of friends did not call the police to report it. Instead they banded 

together to locate and exact retribution on the perpetrator on their own in the form of a beating. 

 In a study utilizing the data collected from the randomized controlled trial procedural 

justice at random breath test locations in Australia, researchers focused on a driver’s ideas 

concerning the public’s obligation to obey police, as measured by survey items that asked about 

a person’s moral obligation to obey the police and the number of community groups to which 

they belonged (Antrobus, Bradford, Murphy and Sargent, 2015). Researchers found that 

procedurally just policing had an effect on the propensity to obey police on drivers across 

categories, but the greatest effect was experienced by those drivers that believed others in the 

community see police as less legitimate than they do. 

Compliance and Cooperation 

 In one of the earliest tests of procedural justice and its effect on compliance with law 

enforcement officers, Reisig, Bratton, and Gertz (2007) tested Tyler’s assertions that 

procedurally just policing will enhance perception of legitimacy and in turn increase cooperation 

and compliance with the police on the part of the public. While they took issue with the 

construction of the some of the scales that Tyler used to measure his variables of interest, they 

found that his assertions held, even using what they asserted were more accurate scales for 

measuring the constructs of legitimacy and compliance.  
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 Testing of procedural justice continued to expand with regard to the role that procedural 

justice plays involving citizen’s willingness to aid the police in fighting crime. Murphy, Hinds, 

and Fleming (2008) administered a survey to residents in an Australian town to determine how 

perceived fairness of the police affected the willingness to cooperate with the police. This was a 

different concept than some studies that focused on compliance with rather than perception of the 

police. The results showed that higher levels of perceived legitimacy led to higher probabilities 

of cooperation with police efforts, and the key factor is determining level of legitimacy was 

procedural justice. 

The difference between compliance with the law and cooperation with officers was again 

studied using panel data gathered in New York City (Tyler and Fagan, 2008). The results showed 

some overlap between the two constructs, and that they were highly correlated. Even so, there 

were some differences that could be parsed out and examined independently. The results also 

showed that perceptions of legitimacy affected both compliance and cooperation, and again 

perceptions of legitimacy are significantly affected by the utilization of procedural justice. 

Murphy, Tyler and Curtis (2009) examined three Australian studies that explored the 

effect of procedural justice when people feel the law is unjust. The researchers determined that 

procedural justice is even more important in gaining compliance when dealing with a law that 

citizens see as unjust. This finding holds special importance for those who find themselves 

having to enforce unpopular or unjust policies, and it provides a framework within which 

authorities can act to have a greater chance of gaining compliance, and keeping situations under 

control. 
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While many previously discussed studies rely on survey results for their conclusions, Dai, 

Frank, and Sun (2011) used observational data to study the effect of procedural justice on 

encounters between citizens and police in Cincinnati. Based on 2671 observed encounters, there 

was limited and inconsistent support for procedural justice practices. Only two types of 

procedurally fair behavior by the police were significant in gaining cooperative behavior from 

citizens during face to face encounters- Police demeanor and consideration of citizen voice. 

What makes this study important is the fact that it is the one of first studies that did not rely on 

surveys, and it is one of the first to produce anything other than clear support for procedural 

justice practices. 

Survey data from 1203 Australian residents provided data regarding opinions of 

institutional and legal legitimacy from people of diverse cultural backgrounds. What is important 

about the findings of this study is that it brings to light that the “starting point” of the perception 

of the police matters. In cultures that possess an inherent distrust of the police, procedural justice 

can improve willingness to cooperate with police among non-minorities, but in this case, it 

appeared that procedural justice tactics had the opposite effects for minority group members 

(Murphy and Cherney, 2011). 

In an effort to understand how interactions with the police affected the way young 

Londoners identify with social institutions the police represent, Bradford (2014) analyzed the 

responses of 1017 Black and minority ethnic men between the ages of 16 and 30. The survey 

asked the respondents if, based on how they had been treated by the police, they felt like they are 

a part of London and the U.K. The results showed that when procedural justice practices are 

utilized; those surveyed that self-identified as being multi-national reported a stronger sense of 
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identity with social institutions, like the police, and a greater propensity to cooperate with 

officers. However, this effect was not seen in those who identified as only British and did not 

identify as multi-national. 

Barkworth and Murphy (2015) conducted a study that focused on factors that affect the 

impact that procedurally just policing has on the perceptions of the police: negative emotions. 

Using a mail survey of registered Australian voters (n=1190) and experimental data using 

vignettes (n= 148), they measured the emotional state of the respondents of the survey. They also 

measured the emotional states of the experimental and control groups in the vignette study. They 

examined the effects of negative emotions on the person’s perception of the encounter with the 

police in both the survey respondents and the experimental subjects. Negative emotions, often 

brought about by the nature of the interaction with the police, have a mediating effect on 

procedural justice and the reported likelihood of compliance by the respondents. 

In a study conducted in Scotland, Bradford, Hohl, Jackson and MacQueen (2015) utilized 

data from the Scottish Community Engagement Trial to examine questionnaires from the 816 

respondents to determine what factors played a role in a future decision to comply with the 

traffic laws. They found that the two factors that had the most effect on a future decision to 

comply with the law were the associated risk of sanctions and the desire to avoid potentially 

harming others within the community. In this particular data set, social identity- the feeling that 

you are part of the community- and not the legitimacy of the police was the driving force behind 

the decision to comply with the law. 
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Satisfaction and Confidence 

A phone survey of 1653 New Yorkers in 2005 was used to examine two aspects of how 

trust is related to the public’s interaction with the police. First, trust in the police was linked to 

the public’s willingness to cooperate with the police. The study found that the public’s feelings 

regarding how fairly the police treated them were linked to the level of trust in the police they 

expressed. Furthermore, the public’s feelings toward how fairly they were treated outweighed 

any perceptions of how effective they felt were in preforming their duties or the distribution of 

services (Tyler, 2005). Another study examined the importance of the behavior of the police in 

their face-to-face encounters with the public with respect to how satisfied the citizen was with 

the encounter (Skogan, 2005). Using the responses from 2513 surveys collected in Chicago, 

researchers determined that how the officer conducted himself on the scene to be the most 

important factor regarding the level of satisfaction felt by the citizen. Behaviors like being polite, 

fair, attentive, and willing to explain what was going on were the most effective in shaping 

citizen opinion of the encounter (Skogan, 2005) 

 An Australian study, one of the first empirical tests in that country examining the role of 

procedural justice and public satisfaction, reviewed the responses of the 2611 respondents of a 

postal survey. Results indicate that policing strategies that emphasize procedural justice will 

enhance the perception of legitimacy and effectiveness of the police, and therefore increase 

citizen satisfaction with the police (Hinds and Murphy, 2007). 

In another Australian study, the effect of procedural justice on citizen satisfaction was 

tested with the police across two types of encounters: citizen initiated and police initiated. In this 

study, procedural justice was found to be most important in police initiated contacts, but police 



 

28 

 

performance (the results of the encounter) was most important in citizen initiated contacts 

(Murphy, 2009).   

DeAngelis (2009) examined the effect of procedural justice on the process of filing a 

complaint with the police in a mid-sized city in the western United States. The introduction of a 

citizen oversight agency was included in the study to determine what effect the formation of the 

agency might have on citizen satisfaction with the complaint process. He found that while the 

formation of the citizen oversight agency did have a positive effect on certain parts of the process 

involved with filing a complaint with the police, it did not have a significant effect on the citizen 

satisfaction with the complaint process as a whole or in the outcomes of the process. Procedural 

justice, however, did have a significant and positive effect on satisfaction levels. 

A study from the U.K in 2010 dealt with the issue of defining “trust” of police and how 

to foster it (Jackson and Bradford, 2010). Based on the 2008-2011 Public Service Agreement and 

the London Metropolitan Police Safer Neighbourhoods Survey, the results show that citizens’ 

value procedural justice as a main component of their trust and confidence in the police. 

Researchers found that an enhanced level of trust and confidence in the police could manifest 

itself in greater levels of public cooperation and compliance with the law. 

Mazerolle, Bennet, Antrobus and Eggins (2012) conducted a study utilizing data from a 

previously conducted randomized controlled trial of procedural justice involving random breath 

testing operations, this time analyzing the responses drivers gave regarding their satisfaction with 

the experience and their likelihood to comply with the laws in the future. Drivers who were 

stopped at an experimental group location reported they were 1.24 time more likely to change 

their view concerning drinking and driving. Those drivers also reported slightly higher level of 
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compliance and satisfaction with the police than did those who experienced an encounter at a 

control group location. A 2014 study that reexamined the data gathered for the previous study 

measured the direct effect of the experimental manipulation on driver’s viewpoints. Researchers 

found that drivers who experienced the experimental treatment did have an increased opinion of 

the police, but it did not translate into an increase in the obligation to obey or cooperate with law 

enforcement (Murphy, Mazzerolle and Bennett, 2014). 

Perceived Procedural Justice 

 Tyler (1989) undertook one of the first empirical tests of perceived procedural justice in 

1989. In the study, he used a telephone interview of 652 randomly selected citizens of Chicago 

that had recently experienced an interaction with legal authorities. He found that the issues of 

neutrality, trust, and standing, and whether or not the person representing legal authority is 

authorized to do so, matter when a citizen is making judgements about their experiences with 

legal authorities (Tyler, 1989). 

 Engel (2005) utilized the 2005 iteration of the Police Public Contact Survey to test 

concepts central to procedural justice theory, specifically that during contacts with police, the 

public will care more about how fair they perceive the process to be rather than how the outcome 

directly affects them (Engel, 2005). After analysis of the questionnaires, the results supported the 

proposition that people care about issues of fairness about the process and not just about the 

fairness of the result.   

 A 2007 study tested the effect of procedural justice practices across three types of police 

public encounters in Lincoln, Nebraska (Wells, 2007). Examining the data from the Lincoln, 
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Nebraska Quality Service Audit, Wells analyzed 3,719 questionnaires and learned that drivers 

that were issued citations, drivers involved in accidents, and crime victims all considered how 

the officer went about his job as the most important factor in evaluating officer performance. 

This study was important because of its inclusion of crime victims along with those who had 

contact with the police as part the patrol function of the police, either as a driver or pedestrian 

stopped by the police for investigatory purpose. 

 A study from the U.K. looked at the quality of the interaction of the police and crime 

victims in London. Bradford (2010) found that when crime victims felt they were being treated 

fairly by the police and other legal authorities, they valued the process (how their case was being 

handled) over the outcome (any eventual arrest and prosecution of the offender). This is 

important because the police officers that have direct contact with victims often have little 

control over the result, but they do have control over the initial process. 

 The research team of Nix, Wolfe, Kaminski and Rojek (2016) studied the effect of 

people’s perception of their neighborhood context on their level of trust of the police. Using the 

results of a mail survey administered in a metropolitan area from which they received 1681 

responses, they found that while procedural justice practices did increase people’s level of trust 

in the police, the respondent’s perception of the level of collective efficacy in their neighborhood 

was also a significant factor with regard to how much trust they were willing to give to outsiders, 

like the police (Nix, Wolfe, Kaminski, and Rojek, 2016). 

 An excellent piece of literature on the subject of procedural justice is a meta-analysis 

performed in 2013. Mazzerolle, Bennett, Davis, Sargent and Manning (2013) performed a 

systematic review of the body of literature regarding procedural justice and police interventions. 
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They selected 28 studies that met the criteria of inclusion in the study: examining a police led 

intervention, must contain a comparison group, contain comparative data, must report on an 

outcome of interest, and have data collected at the individual level. They also divided the studies 

in term of focus. Four studies measured legitimacy, six measured procedural justice, five 

measured compliance and cooperation, and the most commonly measured outcome was 

satisfaction and confidence with fifteen studies. Some studies measured more than one outcome 

of interest and were included in more than one category. The results show that the relationship 

between procedurally just practices and every one of the outcomes of interest was positive, and 

that the only one that was not significant was legitimacy.  

 

Current Study 

 This study adds to the body of literature on procedural justice by examining the effects of 

race, income, enforcement action in the form of a citation, officer, and citizen behavior on the 

citizen’s perception of traffic stops. While other studies have examined the effects of these 

factors independently or in various pairs, no studies to date have examined the combined effects 

of all of the aforementioned factors together to determine the relative strength of each factor in 

influencing driver perception of the traffic stop. By using survey items from the Police-Public 

Contact Survey of 2011, scales to measure citizen perceptions of the traffic stop and negative 

behaviors by the police were used in conjunction with items regarding whether or not the driver 

received a citation during the stop, and whether the citizen argued with the police during the stop 

to test the following hypotheses: 
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H1. Perceptions of the stop will be less favorable among non-Whites compared to Whites 

H2. Perceptions of the stop will be less favorable among Hispanics when compared to 

non-Hispanics 

H3. Perceptions of the stop will be more favorable among those with higher incomes 

H4. Negative officer behaviors will be more likely to be reported by non-Whites than 

Whites 

H5. Negative officer behavior will be more likely to be reported by Hispanics than non-

Hispanics 

H6. Negative officer behaviors will be more likely to be reported by those with lower 

income 

H7. Negative officer behavior will be stronger predictor of citizen perception of the stop 

than enforcement action in the form of a citation. 
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CHAPTER 3 

DATA AND METHODS 

 

 The data for this study come from the Police Public Contact Survey of 2011 (ICPSR 

#34276), the latest iteration of this survey. The Police Public Contact Survey (PPCS) is a 

supplemental survey administered to all residents over the age of 16 in all households sampled 

for the NCVS.  The survey was made available to 62,280 households that participated in the 

National Crime Victim Survey (NCVS); 49,246 elected to complete the survey. The PPCS was 

updated in 2011, and significantly changed the questions asked in the survey. To gauge how 

differently respondents would answer the new questionnaire when compared to the prior 

versions, the participating households were split into two groups. One group, representing 85% 

of the total number of households, was offered the 2011 updated survey and the other group, 

representing 15% of the total households, was offered the 2008 version of the survey. Once  all 

of the surveys were administered and a count was made, it was determined that 15.7% of the 

interviewees completed the 2008 version (7,732) and 84.3 % completed the 2011 version 

(41,514).  

 The PPCS 2011 update was substantial, and very few questions remained unchanged 

between the 2008 and 2011 versions. As a result, this study utilizes only the 2011 questionnaire, 

which consists of 41,514 respondents. Of the respondents who completed the questionnaire, only 

9,271 reported having any face-to-face contacts with the police in the previous year.  Four 

hundred eighty-three individuals reported being stopped by the police in a public place while not 

in a vehicle, 4,184 people reported being stopped by the police for a traffic stop, and 4,991 

people reported having voluntary contact with police officers. The total number of police 
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contacts adds up to more than 9,271 due to the fact that some respondents reported having more 

than one type of contact with the police in the 12 months prior to the survey’s administration. I 

utilized the data regarding the traffic stop, the most common type of interaction between the 

police and the members of the public. 

Endogenous Variable 

 The endogenous variable for the study is the citizens’ perception of the traffic stop. This 

was measured by combining the scores of six items on the survey that asked respondents their 

opinions concerning different characteristics of the stop. Scales of this type have been 

successfully used to measure legitimacy (Gau and Brunson, 2010). Respondents were asked if 

the stop took an appropriate amount of time, if the officer had a legitimate reason for stopping 

them, if the officer’s actions during the stop were needed, it the officer actions during the stop 

were excessive, if the officer behaved properly, and if the officer treated them with respect. All 

items were scored 0=no and 1=yes, except for the question regarding if the officer’s actions were 

excessive. That item was reverse coded 0=yes and 1=no to maintain consistent directionality of 

the items (see Table 3.1 below). 
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Table 3.1. Endogenous variable 

Variable Frequency Percent 

Citizen perception   

Time of stop ok 3,082 89.31 

Stop was legitimate 2,889 83.57 

Officer actions needed 41 21.03 

Officer actions excessive 136 66.67 

Officer behaved appropriately 3,690 90.07 

Officer was respectful 3,746 91.01 

 

Demographic Variables 

 The final sample consisted of 4,184 respondents who reported having been stopped for a 

traffic stop in the previous year. From this sample, five control/ exogenous variables were 

created. Two thousand three hundred forty-eight respondents (56.12%) were male and 1,836 

(43.88) were female. Age of the driver ranged from 16-90, with an average of 41.33 (S.D. 

=15.62).  The distribution of income yielded 1,245 (29.76%) respondents reporting having an 

annual income of less than $20,000; 1,041 respondents reporting having an annual income 

between $20,000 and $49,999; and 1898 (45.36%) respondents reporting having an annual 

income greater than $50,000. With regard to ethnicity, four hundred eighty-six (11.62%) 

respondents reported a identifying as Hispanic. Race was consolidated into two categories, White 

and non-White, due to small numbers in most of the racial categories reported within the survey. 

Three thousand four hundred sixty-five (82.82%) respondents identified as White and 719 

(17.18%) identified as non-White (see Table 3.2 below). 
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Table 3.2. Demographics 

Variable Obs. Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 

Age 4184 41.33 15.62 16 90 

      

Sex Freq. Percent    

Male 2348 56.12    

Female 1836 43.88    

Race/ ethnicity      

White 3465 82.82    

Non-White 719 17.18    

Hispanic 486 11.62    

Income      

Less than $20k 1245 29.76    

$20k-$49,999 1041 24.88    

Above $50k 1898 45.36    

 

Exogenous Variables 

 Exogenous variables were created to measure the following three constructs: enforcement 

action, citizen behavior, and officer behavior. Enforcement action was measured using the 

survey item that asked respondents to report whether or not they were issued a citation as a result 

of the traffic stop. Of the respondents that answered, 1,834 (51.36%) respondents reported 

receiving a citation at the conclusion of the traffic stop. Citizen behavior was measured using the 

survey item that asked respondents to report whether they argued with the officer during the stop. 

Of the respondents that answered, 79 (2.22%) reported having argued with the officer. Negative 

behavior by the officer was measured by combining the scores of six items (alpha .67) from the 

survey. Respondents were asked if the officer shouted at them during the stop, cursed at them 

during the stop, threatened to arrest them during the stop, threatened to use force against them 

during the stop, pushed or shoved them during the stop, or handcuffed (but not arrest) them 

during the stop.  Similar measures for police behavior have been used to assess the quality of the 
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police-public interaction (Skogan, 2006). All items were scored 0=no and 1=yes (see Table 3.3 

below). 

Table 3.3. Exogenous variables 

Variable Frequency Percent 

Citation 1,834 51.36 

Argue 79 2.22 

Negative behavior   

Shout 77 2.16 

Curse 21 .59 

Threat of arrest 56 1.57 

Threat of force 19 .53 

Push 11 .31 

Handcuff 39 1.09 

 

Scale Development 

 The analysis plan called for three scales to be developed to provide a way to measure 

three constructs of interest: citizen’s perception of the traffic stop, negative behavior displayed 

by the officer, and negative behavior by the driver. The first scale is a six item scale measuring 

the citizen’s opinion of the traffic stop. All items are dichotomous, with 0=no and 1=yes. The 

scores on these items are combined to create an additive scale that has possible scores ranging 

from 0-6 (mean=5.50 S.D. =1.06). There are items on the scale that directly correlate with three 

of the four elements of procedural justice. There were two items relating to neutrality (stop 

length and whether the officer’s action were needed), two items that related to respect 

(appropriate officer behavior and respectful officer behavior), and two items that related to 

trustworthiness (whether the stop was for a legitimate reason and whether the officer’s actions 

were excessive). 
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This scale was validated using the following process. First, a correlation matrix showing 

the significance of the correlations between the items was created (Table 3.4). 

 

 

Table 3.4. Correlations: citizen perception 

Pairwise correlations (significance) 

 STOPTIMEOK STOPLEGIT TSNEEDED TSEXCESSIVE BEHAVE RESPECT 

STOPTIMEOK 1.00      

STOPLEGIT 0.3214(.000) 1.00     

TSNEEDED .3685(.000) .3475(.000) 1.00    

TSEXCESSIVE .4058(.000) .2351(.001) .3243(.000) 1.00   

BEHAVE .3644(.000) .3305(.000) .3550(.000) .6086(.000) 1.00  

RESPECT .3872(.000) .2912(.000) .4290(.000) .5419(.000) .7119(.000) 1.00 

 

Next confirmatory factor analysis was performed to ensure all the items loaded on the 

same factor. See Tables 3.5 and 3.6 below. 

Table 3.5. Factor analysis: citizen perception 

Factor analysis 

Factor Eigenvalue Difference 

Factor1 2.73806 2.54335 

Factor2 0.19272 0.21403 

Factor3 -0.02131 0.05658 

Factor4 -0.07789 0.02509 

Factor5 -0.10299 0.09934 

Factor6 -0.20232 . 

 

 

 

Table 3.6. Factor loadings citizen perception 

Factor loadings 

Variable Factor1 Factor2 Uniqueness 

STOPTIMEOK 0.6356 0.0725 0.5907 

STOPLEGIT 0.4783 0.2715 0.6975 

TSNEEDED 0.5370 0.2276 0.6598 
TSEXCESSIVE 0.7177 -0.2142 0.4390 

BEHAVE 0.8282 -0.0964 0.3047 

RESPECT 0.7847 -0.0823 0.3775 
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Once I was sure that all the items selected for the scale were loading on the same factor, I 

performed a Cronbach’s alpha test for reliability, which gave a result of alpha = .81. This scale 

measured citizen perception of the traffic stop and served as the outcome variable. 

The second six-item scale developed measured the officer’s actions during the stop.  

Previous research has shown that how an officer acts towards the people he is dealing with has a 

significant effect on how the citizen is likely to perceive the interaction (Mastrofski, Reisig, and 

McCluskey, 2002; Sampson and Bartusch, 1998; and Wietzer and Tuch, 2006). Again all items 

were scored 0 if the officer did not engage in the behavior listed and 1 if the officer did engage in 

the behavior.  

1. Did the officer shout at you during the stop?  

2. Did the officer curse at you during the stop?  

3. Did the officer threaten to arrest you during the stop?  

4. Did the officer threaten to use force during the stop?  

5. Did the officer push or shove you during the stop?  

6. Did the officer handcuff you during the stop?  

 

There were other actions that the survey asked about that could have been included in this 

scale: kicking or hitting the driver, using pepper spray, deploying a TASER, and using a kind of 

force that was not previously listed. These items were not included because none of the 

respondents reported that an officer engaged in any of those actions during a traffic stop. The 

scores for the included items were combined to create a scale (action) with possible scores 

ranging from 0-6 (mean= .101 S.D. =.519). 

The same process was used to validate this scale as the previous scale. The pairwise 

correlations with significance, the factor analysis, and factor loadings are shown in Tables 3.7, 

3.8 and 3.9 below. A Cronbach’s alpha was calculated as well (.67) 
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Table 3.7. Pairwise correlations: officer behavior 

Pairwise correlations (significance) 

 Shout Curse Threat arrest Threat force Push Cuff 

Shout 1.00      

Curse .4424(.000) 1.00     

Threat arrest .2937(.000) .3145(.000) 1.00    

Threat force .3072(.000) .2964(.000) .3411(.000) 1.00   

Push .2353(.000) .3262(.000) .2777(.000) .2043(.000) 1.00  

Cuff .1349(.000) .2062(.000) .4043(.000) .0674(.001) .3390(.000) 1.00 

 

 

Table 3.8. Factor analysis: officer behavior 

Factor Analysis 

Factor Eigenvalue Difference 

Factor1 1.66549 1.37771 

Factor2 0.28778 0.24674 

Factor3 0.04104 0.11656 

Factor4 -0.07551 0.11923 

Factor5 -0.19474 0.07304 

Factor6 -0.26777 . 

 

 

Table 3.9. Factor loadings: officer behavior 

Factor Loadings 

Variable Factor1 Factor2 Factor3 Uniqueness 

Shout 0.5319 -0.2299 -0.0448 0.6623 

Curse 0.5967 -0.1677 -0.0782 0.6097 

Threat arrest 0.6010 0.1342 0.1139 0.6078 

Threat force 0.4604 -0.1635 0.1121 0.7381 

Push 0.5034 0.1340 -0.0845 0.7215 

Cuff 0.4472 0.3652 -0.0156 0.6664 

 

The third scale to be developed involved citizen behaviors during the stop. As was the 

case for the other scales, each item was coded 0 if the respondent did not report engaging in the 

behavior about which the survey asked, and 1 if the respodent did engage in the behavior. There 

were five items that were considered for use in the scale, listed below: 
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1. Did you try to leave the traffic stop?  

2. Did you disobey the officer’s directions?  

3. Did you complain to the officer about the stop?  

4. Did you argue with the officer?  

5. Did you insult the officer during the traffic stop 

 

The items selected for this scale appeared to have face validity, so those items went 

through the same process of scale creation and validation. Four of the selected items had 

significant correlations in the same direction (Table 3.10). 

 

Table 3.10. Correlations: citizen behavior 

Pairwise Correlations (significance) 

 Argue Complain Leave Disobey 

Argue 1.00    

Complain .3941(.000) 1.00   

Leave .0769(.000) .0935(.000) 1.00  

Disobey .1063(.000) .1047(.000) .2349(.000) 1.00 

 

A factor analysis of those four items showed that there were possibly two factors within 

the set of four variables (Table 3.11) 

 

Table 3.11. Factor analysis: citizen behavior 

Factor Analysis 

Factor Eigenvalue Difference 

Factor1 0.65709 0.46018 

Factor2 0.19691 036778 

Factor3 -0.17087 0.06363 

Factor4 -0.23450 . 

 

When the factor loadings were examined it showed that Argue and Complain loaded on 

one factor and Disobey and Leave loaded on another factor (Tables 3.12), which was clear once 

the factors were rotated orthogonally using the default varimax setting in Stata (Table 3.13). 
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Table 3.12. Factor loadings citizen behavior 

Factor Loadings 

Variable Factor1 Factor2 Uniqueness 

Argue 0.5034 -0.1518 0.7235 

Complain 0.5085 -0.1425 0.7211 

Leave 0.2558 0.2833 0.8543 

Disobey 0.2822 0.2707 0.8471 

 

Table 3.13. Rotated factor loadings citizen behavior 

Rotated Factor Loadings 

Variable Factor1 Factor2 Uniqueness 

Argue 0.5196 0.0809 0.7235 

Complain 0.5201 0.0915 0.7211 

Leave 0.1081 0.3661 0.8543 

Disobey 0.1373 0.3661 0.8471 

 

Argue and Complain had the strongest correlation and the highest factor loadings, but 

creating a two item scale with those two items yielded a Cronbach’s alpha = .4, which is well 

below the acceptable standard (Gliem and Gliem, 2003). Argue was used as a measure of driver 

behavior partly because it was the strongest performing item that dealt with driver behavior, and 

partly because it can be used to show the absence of the fourth element of procedural justice, 

voice. 

At this point in the process there were measures created to capture all four aspects of 

procedural justice: respect, voice, neutrality, and trustworthiness, something that few studies 

have done (Zamir, Mastrofski, and Moyal, 2015). Once these measures were developed the next 

step is to run path analysis structural equation models to test the relationship between the 

constructs.  
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Analysis Plan 

Path analysis is utilized as the statistical analysis strategy here for several reasons. First, 

path analysis allows for the researcher to specify and test structural models that represent 

assumed direct and indirect effect between observed variables (Kline, 2011 p.121), making it an 

appropriate strategy for theory testing. Secondly, Lind and Tyler utilized path analysis in the 

formulation of procedural justice theory when testing the relationships between factors that were 

hypothesized to influence perceptions of fairness (Lind and Tyler, 1988 p.55), and using it here 

will allow my tests of certain aspects of the theory to maintain a level of consistency. Third, path 

analysis continues to be successfully utilized in current empirical testing (see Gau, 2014; 

Bradford, Hohl, Jackson & MacQueen, 2015; & Gau, 2015 as examples). 

With respect to the current study, path analysis is an appropriate analysis technique for 

testing hypotheses in that this study will also be testing certain components of the theory, and 

will allow for the determination of the causal path of the relationships that are assumed to exist 

within the data. Utilizing path analysis will also allow for the comparison of the goodness of fit 

statistics of the models to determine which models more closely represent the relationships found 

in the data. Path analysis will also allow for the comparison of the relative strength of the effects 

of factors included in the models (Kline, 2011 p. 121). This is especially important in that one of 

the main hypotheses involves testing the relative importance of enforcement action, officer 

behavior and citizen behavior with respect to perceptions of a traffic stop. To make this 

comparison possible, I report both the unstandardized and standardized coefficients of each 

model. 
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This study tests several hypotheses regarding interactions with the police on the part of 

the public and what factors influence the perception of that encounter. The first hypotheses to be 

tested relate to perceptions of the traffic stop of those of differing racial/ethnic categories and 

income levels. Those hypotheses are: 

H1. Perceptions of the stop will be less favorable among Non-Whites compared to 

Whites. 

 

H2. Perceptions of the stop will be less favorable among Hispanics when compared to 

Non-Hispanics. 

 

H3. Perceptions of the stop will be more favorable among those with higher incomes. 

 

 

The second set of hypotheses tested deals with officer behavior and what racial/ ethnic 

groups report experiencing negative officer behaviors during the traffic stop. These hypotheses 

are: 

H4. Negative officer behaviors will be more likely to be reported by Non-Whites than 

Whites. 

 

H5. Negative officer behavior will be more likely to be reported by Hispanics than Non-

Hispanics. 

 

H6. Negative officer behaviors will be more likely to be reported by those with lower 

income. 
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The final hypothesis to be tested involves the relative strength of the relationships 

between officer behaviors, enforcement action, and citizen behaviors to the citizen’s perception 

of the traffic stop. Specifically it is: 

H7. Negative officer behavior will be stronger predictor of citizen perception of the stop 

than enforcement action in the form of a citation. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

In the first set of models, the relationship between demographic variables and the 

perception of the traffic stop experience will be examined. The first model (Model 1) tests 

hypotheses H1: Perceptions of the stop will be less favorable among non-Whites compared to 

Whites; H2: Perceptions of the stop will be less favorable among Hispanics when compared to 

Non-Hispanics; and H3: Perceptions of the stop will be more favorable among those with higher 

incomes. Goodness of fit statistics are not reported because the model is just identified and 

goodness of fit statistics report an unrealistic perfect model fit (Raykov and Marcoulides, 2012 

pp.35-37). Model 1 and the results are shown in Figure 4.1 and Table 4.1 respectively below. 

 
Figure 4.1. Model 1 
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Table 4.1. Control variable perceptions 

Perception of the stop 

  b S.E. β p 

AGE .005 .001 .079 .000* 

SEX (f) .039 .037 .018 .293 

NONWHITE -.197 .050 -.069 .000* 

HISP -.119 .059 -.036 .043* 

INCOME .052 .091 .042 .015* 

   * p< .05 

 

As expected, many of the control variables do have a significant effect on a person’s 

perception of the traffic stop. With respect to H1, non-Whites (β=-.069, p<.001) report less 

favorable opinions of the traffic stop. With respect to H2, Hispanics (β=-.119, p<.05) report less 

favorable opinions of the traffic stop.  With respect to H3, people with higher incomes (β=.042, 

p<.05) tend to view the stop in a more positive light. Older people (β=.079, p<.001) also tend to 

view the stop in a more positive light.  

Model 2A (Figure 4.2) tested the relationship between the control variables and whether 

the driver received a citation. Three of the control variables are seen to have a significant effect 

on whether or not the driver reported receiving a citation during the stop (see Table 4.2). Older 

people report getting a citation less, while non-Whites and Hispanics report receiving a citation 

more than Whites and non-Hispanics respectively, in keeping with previous research. Also, sex 

was expected to yield a significant relationship (Tillyer and Engel, 2013), and it was expected 

that those with greater incomes would likely be shown greater deference by the police and thus 

be less likely to receive a citation during the traffic stop; however this was not the case within 

this sample.  



 

48 

 

 

Figure 4.2. Model 2A 

 

 

 

Table 4.2. Control variable citations 

Citation 

 b S.E. β p 

AGE -.002 .001 -.060 .000* 

SEX (f) .004 .017 .004 .825 

NONWHITE .057 .022 .043 .011* 

HISP .079 .026 .051 .003* 

INCOME .007 .010 .012 .481 

 

 

Model 2B tested H4: Negative officer behaviors will be reported more often by non-

Whites than Whites; H5: Negative officer behavior will be reported more often by Hispanics than 

Non-Hispanics; and, H6: Negative officer behaviors will be reported more often by those with 

lower income (Figure 4.3). The results are found in Table 4.3. The results show us that with 

respect to H4, non-Whites (β= .017, p<.05) did not report experiencing negative officer 

behaviors significantly more than Whites. However the results show a finding of support for 
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hypothesis for H5 regarding the reported treatment of Hispanics (β= .063, p< .001) by the police 

in that they reported experiencing negative officer behavior more often than non-Hispanics. The 

results also require us to fail to reject the null hypothesis for H6 regarding the treatment of lower 

income citizens (β= -.044, p<.01) by the police. 

  

Figure 4.3. Model 2B 

 

Table 4.3. Control officer behaviors 

Officer Behavior 

 b S.E. β p 

AGE -.002 .001 -.075 .000* 

SEX (f) -.075 .017 -.072 .000* 

NONWHITE .024 .023 .017 .306 

HISP .101 .027 .063 .000* 

INCOME -.027 .010 -.044 .009* 

  * p<.05 
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Model 2C tested the relationships between the control variables and whether or not the 

driver reported having argued with the police officer during the stop (Figure 4.4) and the results 

are reported in Table 4.4 below. 

 

Figure 4.4. Model 2C 

 

Table 4.4. Control Driver behavior 

Driver Behavior 

 b S.E. β p 

AGE -.001 .001 -.062 .000* 

SEX (f) .004 .005 .012 .475 

NONWHITE .010 .006 .027 .115 

HISP -.001 .008 -.006 .727 

INCOME -.001 .012 -.045 -0.45 

   * p<.05 

  

In this model, older respondents reported having argued with the police during the stop 

less often than younger drivers (β=-.062 p<.001). This finding is important when we examine the 
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effect of arguing with the police (being denied voice) and citizen’s perception of the stop in the 

context of procedural justice.
2
  

Model 3A examines the relationship between the control variables and the endogenous 

variable dealing with enforcement action, and the enforcement action on the driver’s perception 

of the stop (Figure 4.5); the results are reported in Table 4.5. Goodness of fit statistics are 

reported for this model because there are available degrees of freedom for the program to utilize 

when analyzing goodness of fit (Raykov and Marcoulides, 2012 pp.35-37). 

 

Figure 4.5. Model 3A 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 

2 For Models 4.1 through 4.4, the consistency of the models was tested by running them using Generalized Structural Equation 

Modeling (GSEM) in addition to SEM. The results were identical, indicating consistency in the relationships modeled. 
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Table 4.5. Citation to perception 

 Citation Perception of the stop 

 b S.E. β p b S.E. β p 

AGE -.002 .001 -.065 .000*     

SEX (f) .003 .017 .003 .882     

NONWHITE .043 .023 .032 .067     

HISP .071 .028 .046 .009*     

INCOME .010 .043 .016 .353     

Citation     -.194 .037 -.091 .000* 

GOF: 𝜒2 (5) 48.66, RMSEA .051, CFI .525, SRMR.02     * p<.05 

  

 When we examine the results of this model we can see that while being older maintains it 

significance, as does having a decreased likelihood of receiving a citation, we see that the non-

White category is not significant in this model. We also see that receiving a citation has a 

negative effect on the driver’s perception of the stop (Table 4.5). When examining the goodness 

of fit statistics for this model, we see that the RMSEA and SRMR are within acceptable range, 

but the CFI value is not, indicating that this model may be an acceptable fit for the data, but not a 

particularly good one (Hu and Bentler, 1999). 

 Model 3B examines the relationship between the control variables and officer behavior, 

and officer behavior and citizen perception (Figure 4.6). The results of the analysis are reported 

in Table 4.6 
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Figure 4.6. Model 3B 

 

Table 4.6. Officer Behavior to citizen perception 

 Officer Behavior Perception of the stop 

 b S.E. β p b S.E. β p 

AGE -.003 .001 -.089 .000*     

SEX (f) -.062 .017 -.063 .000*     

NONWHITE .029 .023 .022 .217     

HISP .075 .027 .049 .006*     

INCOME -.019 .010 -.032 .065     

Officer Behavior     -.805 .035 -.374 .000* 

GOF: 𝜒2 (5) 28.35, RMSEA .038, CFI .959, SRMR.017    * p<.05 

  

When the results of Model 3B are examined we see that in this model, income level is not 

significant as a predictor of reporting negative behavior by the police. Non-White remains an 

insignificant indicator of experiencing negative behavior by the police (Table 4.6). In keeping 

with procedural justice theory, having experienced negative behavior by the police during a stop, 

behavior that could be described as procedurally unjust had a negative effect on the driver’s 
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perception of the stop. The goodness of fit statistics for this model indicate that it is a good fit for 

the data using the RMSEA, SRMR, and CFI statistics. 

 Model 3C examines the relationship of driver behavior in the form of arguing with the 

police (Figure 4.7).  Older respondents continue to report having argued with the officer during 

the traffic stop less often than younger drivers. Also, reporting having argued with the officer 

during the traffic stop has a negative effect on the driver’s perception of the stop (Table 4.7).  

 

Figure 4.7. Model 3C 

 

 

Table 4.7. Citizen Behavior to citizen perception 

 Citizen behavior Perception of the stop 

 b S.E. β p b S.E. β p 

AGE -.001 .000 -.060 .001*     

SEX (f) .001 .005 .004 .808     

NONWHITE .011 .007 .030 .095     

HISP -.004 .008 -.008 .647     

INCOME .001 .003 .001 .957     

Citizen behavior     -2.18 .046 -.634 .000* 

GOF: 𝜒2 (5) 53.22, RMSEA .054, CFI .973, SRMR.019        *p<.05 
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 The final model, Model 4, combines the elements of the previous models to provide a 

better understanding of relationships between whether or not a driver received a citation, whether 

or not they experienced negative behavior on the part of the police and whether they felt the need 

to argue with the officer during the stop shapes their perception of the stop. The model (Figure 

4.8) and the results (Table 4.8) are found below.    

 When we examine the final model we see that the goodness of fit statistics are well 

within the acceptable range, indicating that this model fits the data reasonably well. We also see 

that the receiving a citation, experiencing negative officer behavior, and having argued with the 

officer all show to be significant with regard to the driver’s perception of the stop. We also see 

that the nature of the previously described relationship between the age, sex, race, being 

Hispanic, and income remains the same.  

 Once the final model was run, I asked Stata to check the model for modification indices 

that would identify additional parameters that might result in a more complete model. The results 

of that check indicated that the model would be more complete with the addition of direct effects 

of age, being non-White, and income on the driver’s perception of the stop. These parameters 

were added and the model re-run (Figure 4.9) and the results of the model are reported in Table 

4.9 below. When the results of Table 4.9 are compared to the results reported in Table 4.8, we 

see that the addition of three additional parameters did little to influence the strength of the 

relationship between receiving a citation, officer behavior and driver behavior to the perception 

of the stop. However, we also see that the direct effects of being non-White and age are still 

significant, indicating the mediating variables of receiving a citation, officer behavior and driver 

behavior are doing little to influence those relationships. This means what happened during the 
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stop had very little effect on how non-Whites and older people perceived the stop. With regard to 

non-Whites especially, it appears that the perceptions of the interactions with law enforcement 

are present before the encounter and are not influenced by the nature of the encounter. 

What is important about these results within the context of procedural justice theory is 

that when we compare beta scores showing the relationship between the endogenous variables 

and citizen perception, we see that while all three matter; how the officer behaves on the stop, 

and whether the driver felt he needed to argue during the stop matter more than whether or not 

the driver received a citation. This gets to the heart of procedural justice theory. We see here that 

in this sample of drivers it appears officer behavior and being able to converse with the officer 

matter more than whether or not the driver received a citation during the stop. 
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Figure 4.8. Model 4  
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Table 4.8. Final model 

 Citation Officer Behavior Citizen Behavior  

 b S.E. β p b S.E. β p b S.E. β p      

AGE -.002 .001 -.065 .000* -.003 .001 -.089 .000* -.001 .001 -.060 .001*      

SEX (f) .001 .017 .001 .942 -.062 .017 -.062 .000* .001 .005 .004 .806      

NONWHITE .045 .024 .033 .059 .028 .023 .022 .217 .011 .007 .029 .096      

HISP .072 .028 .046 .009* .075 .027 .048 .006* -.004 .008 -.008 .641 Perception of the stop 

INCOME .010 .010 .015 .371 -.019 .010 -.032 .065 .001 .003 .001 .966 b S.E. β p z 

Citation             -.161 .031 -.076 .000* -5.22 

Officer 

Behavior 

            -.644 .032 -.300 .000* -20.87 

Citizen 

Behavior 

            -2.93 .111 -.391 .000* -28.11 

GOF: 𝜒2 (5) 21.44, RMSEA .032, CFI .988, SRMR.010           * p<.05 
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Figure 4.9 Model 4 with modifications
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Table 4.9. Final model with modifications 

 Citation Officer Behavior Citizen Behavior Perception of the stop 

 b S.E. β p b S.E. β p b S.E. β p b S.E. β p z 

AGE -.002 .001 -.065 .000* -.003 .001 -.089 .000* -.001 .001 -.060 .001* .002 .001 .025 .084 1.73 

SEX (f) .001 .017 .001 .942 -.062 .017 -.062 .000* .001 .005 .004 .806      

NONWHITE .045 .024 .033 .059 .028 .023 .022 .217 .011 .007 .029 .096 -.123 .042 -.044 .002* -3.06 

HISP .072 .028 .046 .009* .075 .027 .048 .006* -.004 .008 -.008 .641  

INCOME .010 .010 .015 .371 -.019 .010 -.032 .065 .001 .003 .001 .966 .041 .018 .032 .025* 2.24 

Citation             -.161 .031 -.076 .000* -5.22 

Officer 

Behavior 

            -.644 .032 -.293 .000* -20.87 

Citizen 

Behavior 

            -2.93 .111 -.388 .000* -28.11 

GOF: χ^2 (5) 2.25, RMSEA .006, CFI 1.00, SRMR.0.30           * p<.05 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

As previously discussed, the goal of this study is to examine the relationship between a 

driver’s race and reported income to what kind of treatment they received from officers during 

traffic stops, and also to determine what kind of effect receiving a citation, experiencing negative 

behavior from the police, and feeling the need to argue with officers has on the driver’s 

perception of the traffic stop. While the results of this study may seem simply confirmatory of 

what other studies have previously reported regarding procedural justice theory, very few studies 

have examined the importance of more than one element of procedural justice theory. Fewer still 

have measures of all four elements of procedural justice as outlined by Tyler (1990), making this 

study unique and in many ways a more complete examination of procedural justice, or the lack 

thereof, and its effect on drivers’ perceptions of the traffic stop experience.  

We see from the statistical analysis of the models that as people get older they report 

receiving a citation, experiencing negative officer behavior, or arguing with the officer when 

stopped less often than younger drivers. Older respondents also have a more favorable perception 

of the police. We also see that gender is only a significant predictor in one instance, with females 

being less likely to report having experienced negative officer behavior than males. Race was 

significant in that non-Whites report less favorable perceptions of the traffic stop than do Whites, 

but being non-White was not significant with regard to receiving a citation, experiencing 

negative officer behavior, or arguing with the officer. However, Hispanics were more likely to 

report receiving a citation and experiencing negative officer behavior as well as have less 

favorable perceptions of the traffic stop experience. Those that reported lower income levels 
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were no more likely to receive a citation or experience negative officer behavior than those that 

reported higher levels of income. 

Among the more interesting findings is that while non-Whites rate their perception of the 

traffic stop experience lower than Whites, they are not more likely to report being issued a 

citation, experience negative behaviors from the police, or argue with the police during the stop. 

When direct effects were added to the final model, we see that getting a citation, officer behavior 

and driver behavior had little effect on the overall perception of the stop. One possible 

explanation of this is that prior experiences with the police may affect the overall perception of 

the police, and thus an individual’s perception of the stop (Lundman and Kaufman, 2003; Webb 

and Marshall, 1995; Peck 2015).  

Another interesting finding is that income does not appear to significantly influence 

whether the driver received a citation, experienced negative behavior by the police, or argued 

during the stop, yet those with higher incomes rate the perception of the stop higher than those in 

lower income brackets. One possible explanation for what we are seeing the effect of conditions 

outside of the stop itself influencing perceptions of the stop, although the empirical evidence 

regarding the effect of income on perceptions of police is mixed (Brown and Benedict, 2002). 

One additional element that would be interesting to add would be that of the 

intersectional relationships between age race and sex to examine the simultaneous effects of 

being young, male and non-White and comparing them to the effects of being older, female and 

White. It is not possible to model this within the current analysis plan, however the data are 

available. One could surmise that the experience of a face to face encounter with law 
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enforcement during a traffic stop would be different for those that possess differing combinations 

of age, sex and race. 

The most salient finding of this study is the finding that although distributive justice, 

measured by the issuance of a citation, is important, being treated with respect, and feeling that 

the police officer is acting in a trustworthy and neutral way by the police is more important, as is 

feeling like you have a voice during the encounter with the police. Based on the results from this 

sample, if officers can manage to not come across as rude and listen to the driver’s side of the 

story, they stand to improve the driver’s perception of the stop significantly. 

 

POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

This study offers multiple avenues for policy makers who are interested in applying the 

findings to issues related to policing and procedural justice. Training officers to be more 

sensitive to the people they serve on a daily basis, particularly in economically disadvantaged 

areas and areas populated primarily by minorities, can lead to a more positive perception of the 

police. Maintaining a professional demeanor during interactions with citizens can also have a 

significant impact on perceptions of the encounter with police (Brown and Benedict, 2002). 

At face value it may sound easy, but there are always obstacles to implementing anything 

new in the realm of law enforcement. Organizational inertia, the organization’s resistance to the 

allocation of resources away from current polices or procedures and investing them into practices 

that are, to their eyes, unproven, and the organization’s comfort level with the current routine 

make it difficult to implement meaningful change in the practices of the department (Gilbert, 

2005). Once a set of policies and procedures have been adopted by an agency, the tendency is to 
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maintain a status quo unless there is an exigent need to alter the way the agency conducts 

business (Stanley, Meyer, and Topolnytsky, 2005). Change means expense, and many agencies 

already find their training budgets pushed to the limit keeping up with required certifications of 

the officers (LeBreck, 2004), so administrators are not eager to adopt a paradigm shift that will 

require extensive training. 

That is not to say that there have not been training and policies that have been 

implemented and successfully so. Skogan and Van Craen (2015) reported the results of a training 

program implemented in Chicago with the aim of changing both the short and long term attitudes 

of officers regarding the way they interact with citizens. In the short term, officers supported all 

four elements of procedural justice, and after completing the training, they implemented those 

concepts on the job. In the long term, officers continued to voice support for three of the four 

elements of procedural justice: respect, neutrality, and voice. The researchers attribute the lower 

level of support of trust to the “us vs. them” mentality that pervades law enforcement. Officers 

find it difficult to trust members of the public whom they have been taught to see as a potential 

threat. 

In the U.K, officers were trained in eight new communication techniques for dealing with 

the public through a series of realistic role playing scenarios. They are using names of the people 

they are dealing with in conversation, showing empathy for the position victims are in, having 

rapport with the citizen with whom they are speaking, adding positive acknowledgements of the 

efforts of the citizens to cooperate, rethinking the use of words that might create barriers in 

communication between the public and the police, signposting (explaining available options to 

the victim), saying ‘no’ positively, and addressing agreement to go (making sure the victim feels 
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the officer has done all he can do).  After the training officers reported that they did not adopt 

specific techniques, but rather experienced a general shift in the way they interacted with 

victims. Post training, twice as many officers were rated as “good/excellent” in terms of their 

performance by their supervisors (Wheller, Quinton, Fildes and Mills, 2013). Further building on 

the results of this study, it may be advisable to alter the hiring process to include a mechanism by 

which potential officers that are unable or unwilling to display empathy towards the public are 

excluded from future hiring cycles. Doing so could result in a police force that behaves towards 

the public in a manner that had been shown to foster cooperation, compliance and higher levels 

of satisfaction from the public. 

It is not only is the area of law enforcement that procedural justice concepts have been 

evaluated. A 2015 study of restorative justice focused diversionary courts found that these courts 

were set up to provide a higher level on engagement between the court and the offender and 

produce higher levels of observed ethical treatment (Barnes, Hyatt, Angel, Strang, and Sherman, 

2015). This opens up a whole new area for the application of procedurally just practices. 

There are models of training in procedurally just practices available to departments if 

they are willing to implement them. The results of this and other studies seem to indicate that 

there is clearly a benefit in the form of higher perceptions of the police by the public. 

Additionally, there may be a benefit that has not yet been mentioned in any other study, and that 

is procedural justice as a tool to increase officer safety during traffic stops. The results of this 

study show that there are times that drivers feel they need to argue with the police officer during 

the traffic stop. This indicates an escalation of the situation that may well be avoided if officers 

are cognizant of and implement the elements of procedural justice during the traffic stop. There 
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will be those that will argue with an officer during a stop regardless of how professionally the 

officer conducts the stop, and within this data set there is no way to determine who was rude 

first. However, we do know that those two factors share a small positive statistically significant 

correlation (.213, p<.001). It stands to reason that if the officers maintain a professional 

demeanor, provide the driver an opportunity to be heard, and explain the reasoning behind any 

enforcement action taken, fewer drivers will feel the need to argue and escalate the situation. 

This study set out to accomplish several things.  It set out to examine the nature of the 

relationship between demographic variables and perceptions of the traffic stop, to examine the 

nature of the relationship of demographic variables to measure the effect enforcement action, 

officer behavior and citizen behavior, and to explore how enforcement action, officer behavior 

and citizen behavior effects the perception of the traffic stop, and to what degree. While most of 

the results have been in line with previous studies, there are a few unexpected findings.  

First, non-Whites are not significantly more likely to get a citation, deal with rude 

officers, or argue with the officer but they still held less favorable perceptions than Whites of the 

traffic stop experience. This is an indication that there is more going on with this relationship 

than can be captured in these data and needs to be further explored. Second, income level is 

apparently a non-factor with regard to receiving citations, experiencing rude officer behavior, or 

arguing with the officer.  This finding is contrary to studies discussed earlier that found 

economic status is an important factor with regard to perceptions of the police (see Weitzer, 

1999; Weitzer and Tuch, 2002; and Schaffer, Huebner, and Bynum, 2003 as examples). The 

most important finding of this study deals with the strength of the relationship between the 

issuance of a citation, officer behavior, and citizens arguing with the police. They all matter: 



 

67 

 

however, fair treatment by officers and giving people a chance to voice their position matter 

more than whether or not the outcome was favorable to the driver, supporting the position that 

procedural justice is more important to members of the public than distributive justice. 

 

LIMITATIONS 

 

This study has several limitations, the first of which is the use of survey data. Surveys 

depend on respondents answering the questions and there is always a certain portion of 

prospective respondents that either choose not to participate in the survey, or skip questions. This 

results in an incomplete picture of the attitudes and perceptions that I am measuring (Atrostic, 

Bates, and Silberstein, 2001).  

The data that was used to conduct the study were not collected specifically for this study 

and thus did not provide for a nuanced measurement of some constructs. The necessity to pare 

down the data set to include only those who reported having been stopped by the police in the 

previous twelve months means that great caution should be taken when generalizing these 

findings to the general population. 

 Information about income was collected, but collapsed into three categories. If 

information concerning income had been measured on a continuous scale or several categories it 

would allow for a clearer understanding of the effect of income on the perception of traffic stops, 

however it was still possible to examine this relationship. Also, the inability to create and 

validate a third scale from the items within the survey to measure driver behavior limits the range 

of behaviors by the drivers that can be examined, but a measure of voice, or the feeling of the 
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lack thereof was still used to examine the relationship between that element of procedural justice 

and perceptions of the traffic stop experience.  

Depending on the lack of procedurally just practices or the presence of procedurally 

unjust practices to measure the effect of procedural justice on driver perception of traffic stops is 

another limitation. The inability to directly account for the presence of the four elements of 

procedural justice during the traffic stop means that in some ways we are making the assumption 

that since the absence of procedurally just practices produced negative perceptions, different, 

procedurally just behavior will bring about positive results, but does not diminish the salience of 

the findings of this study.  

Another limitations is the fact that the race of the officer involved in the traffic stops was 

not included in the models tested. There is research that suggests that the race of the law 

enforcement officer involved in the traffic stop could have an effect on the driver’s overall 

perception of the stop (Lundman and Kaufman, 2003). 

Even with these limitations, this study produced findings that align well with similar 

studies of procedural justice. It is clear from this and other results that by making a shift in their 

approach to drivers during a traffic stop, police officers can have a positive effect on the way 

they are viewed by those they come into contact with, and in doing so stand to improve the 

overall perception of law enforcement. 

 

DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

  

One direction for future research deals with the dearth of studies that examine the police-

public relationship from the perspective of the officer. The vast majority of the studies that 
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examine this relationship depend on self-report data from members of the public to inform 

perceptions regarding the nature of the relationship between the police and the public. One way 

to address this is to administer surveys to police officers that inquire about their experience in 

dealing with the public. While this is likely a difficult task, it would benefit all stakeholders to 

have a more complete picture of the police- public relationship. Another way to address this 

issue would be to perform more studies that involve either the review of dashcam footage or 

observations of stops through ride alongs. Both options are more labor intensive, but would be 

useful in gaining more insight into what really occurs during traffic stops. 

Another possible future direction of research in this area that was discussed earlier would 

be to examine the utility of procedural justice as a way to enhance officer safety. A review of 

dashcam video to determine the level of procedurally just practiced employed by the officer 

followed by review of use of force incidents would be instrumental in assessing the feasibility of 

procedurally just practices as a tool to protect both the police and the public. It is hoped that the 

results of this study and those that come after are utilized to inform training practices within law 

enforcement agencies to bring about a real, positive change in the nature of the relationship 

between the police and the public they serve. 
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