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Abstract

Research has long examined the strong influence a person’s race has on their per-
ceptions of the police. As police shootings of unarmed black men have frequently
dominated U.S. headlines since 2014, political elites have increasingly commented on
these incidents and acted to try to prevent future shootings. Yet, despite the increased
role of political elites in the debate over police violence, there is little scholarship exam-
ining what role partisanship may have on public perceptions of the police. We conduct
an experiment to assess how partisanship, in conjunction with race and other vari-
ables, affects public perceptions of the police. Our results provide strong evidence that
partisanship, even more than race, is a main driver of how the public assesses blame
for police shootings, whether the public trusts the police, and what policies about the
police are supported by the public.
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Introduction

Since the summer of 2014, newspapers and broadcasts have frequently led with headlines

announcing a new tragic, and often controversial, episode of police violence. Names such

as Michael Brown, Philando Castile, and Stephon Clark have become synonymous with the

public debate over how police use deadly force. In each case of these three cases, and numer-

ous others, a police officer shot and killed an unarmed black man in the course of an otherwise

routine patrol or traffic stop. While family and friends grieved, the general public debated

when police should be allowed to use deadly force, and whether police officers should be held

criminally liable for their actions when they kill an innocent civilian. These discussions were

held both in city council chambers, and more loudly on the streets as citizens protested on

behalf of the victims or the police.

The actions and pronouncements of local governments often take center stage following

an episode of police violence. City leaders may offer new guidelines or procedures to be

adopted by the police department in order to prevent future incidents from occurring (Britt

2016; Owens 2017; Cassidy 2019). While these leaders may be acting sincerely to prevent

future violence, they are also attempting to quell public tensions and demonstrate respon-

siveness to public calls for change. Many of these high-profile incidents have led to large

protests and even occasional rioting as the public reacts to these episodes of police violence.

Public opinion in the aftermath of these incidents can potentially shape how the government

chooses to respond. Mayors, sheriffs, district attorneys, and other state and local elected

officials choose whether and how to implement reforms. As these leaders seek to remain in

office, their decisions may be influenced by the preferences of their constituents. Research on

public perceptions of the police has often focused on and found that one’s race, expressions

of trust in the police, or perception of police legitimacy strongly affect whether one has a

positive or negative view of the police (Sunshine and Tyler 2003; Weitzer and Tuch 2004;

Nix, et al. 2015; Boudreau, MacKenzie, and Simmons 2019).

Yet, public opinion can also be shaped by these leaders who seek to persuade the pub-
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lic towards a preferred course of action. Political leaders use partisan cues to signal to

co-partisans what polices or candidates should be supported or opposed (Slothuus and de

Vreese 2010). Do citizens also perceive police violence through a partisan lens, or are their

perceptions driven by other factors such as race, trust in the police, and legitimacy? While

incidents of police violence, such as police shootings, are inherently nonpartisan events, prior

research gives us reason to believe that partisanship can be projected on nonpartisan events

ranging from natural disasters (Malhotra and Kuo 2008), to perceptions of physical attrac-

tiveness (Nicholson et al. 2016). As the public can receive a wide range of information

about a police shooting from multiple sources including the police, media, and other actors,

we also seek to understand how such information affects partisans. Do partisans interpret

information about a police shooting through a partisan lens, or do they respond objectively?

We use an experiment to examine these two questions. Respondents read an account of

the Stephon Clark shooting that can include additional information linking the shooting to

a pattern of similar episodes of police violence in Sacramento, or that discusses the reforms

taken by the Sacramento Police Department to prevent future episodes from occurring. We

assess how partisanship, in addition to traditional factors (e.g., a respondent’s race, trust in

the police, view of police legitimacy, and personal experience with law enforcement) affects

how respondents assign blame for the Clark shooting, and their perceptions of the police

following the incident. Additionally, we examine whether the additional information leads

to an objective or partisan response by respondents in attributing blame and evaluating the

police.

Our results demonstrate that partisanship is the main driver of perceptions of police

violence, even when accounting for a respondent’s race or other traditional factors used to

examine public perceptions of the police. Republicans tend to be more favorable towards

the police and judgmental towards the victim, while Democrats are more likely to harbor

reservations about the police and blame the officers for the incident. Information about the

incident can narrow this partisan gap, as partisans react objectively to information that
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places the Clark shooting in a context of fitting a pattern of police violence, or as igniting

a new era of police reform. Our results suggest that information can overcome partisan

differences in opinion and enable public opinion to play an important role in influencing

government responses to episodes of police violence.

What Factors Shape Public Perceptions of the Police?

When examining public perceptions of the police, scholars have long focused on the

concepts of legitimacy, trust, and procedural justice. If the public views the police as an

organization which has been appropriately delegated the authority to carry out their work,

and believe the police are exercising that authority in accordance with the law, then the

public is more likely to cooperate with the police and express positive attitudes generally

about the police (Sunshine and Tyler 2003; Murphy, Hinds, and Fleming 2008). The per-

ception of the police as legitimate and acting legitimately is shaped by whether the police

are viewed as engaging in actions that are procedurally just. When the police are viewed as

fairly exercising their authority and keeping to standard procedures while conducting their

work, the public is more likely to view the police as acting legitimately, and in turn, hold a

favorable view of the police overall (Tyler and Wakslak 2004; Mazerolle, et al. 2013; Nix, et

al. 2015; Wolfe, et al. 2016). Finally, if the public trusts the police, they are also more likely

to express positive views of and support for the police (Ekins 2016; Boudreau, MacKenzie,

and Simmons 2019). Similarly, just as perceptions of procedural justice impact the public’s

notion of police legitimacy, so too do such perceptions affect whether or not the public finds

the police to be trustworthy (Tyler 2005; Nix, et al. 2015; Desmond, Papachristos, and Kirk

2016).

In addition to these three variables, research has pointed to another important factor

that influences public perceptions of the police: personal experience. When a person has a

negative encounter with the police, or someone close to them has a negative experience, that

person is more likely to express negative attitudes towards the police (Scaglion and Condon
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1980; Decker 1981; Brown and Benedict 2002; Mazerolle, et al. 2013). Likewise, positive

encounters with the police, or hearing of a positive experience from a close friend or family

member, increase the likelihood that a person expresses positive attitudes towards the police

(Scaglion and Condon 1980; Mazerolle, et al. 2013). Wolfe, et al. (2016) note that positive

experiences with the police are not limited to relatively pleasant traffic stop encounters, but

also occur among victims of crime. Specifically, those who have been a victim of a crime

are more likely to express trust in the police and to view the police in a positive light. This

point is important, as it notes that even in what are surely negative experiences in general,

crime victims generally find their experience with the police in those specific encounters to

be a net positive. Such a perspective continues to affect crime victims’ general view of the

police well after the initial incident.

Of course, when discussing how a person’s interactions with the police can affect their

perceptions of the police generally, one’s race plays a prominent role, as does the race of the

civilian(s) involved in a policing incident. Scholars have repeatedly found that minorities

generally, and black citizens specifically, are more likely than white citizens in the U.S. to

hold negative attitudes towards the police (Brown and Benedict 2002; Weitzer and Tuch

2004; MacDonald, et al. 2007; Ekins 2016; Johnson, et al. 2017). These racial differences

with respect to attitudes towards the police carry over to views of whether the police are

procedurally just and a person’s willingness to cooperate with a police investigation (Weitzer

2002; Tyler 2005; Johnson, et al. 2017). The racial identities of those who are observed in-

teracting with the police, such as during a traffic stop, can also have a significant effect on

how one perceives the police (Johnson et al. 2017).

There are two common elements of the vast majority of scholarly research on policing.

First, it tends to use survey data to examine factors that are related to citizens’ perceptions

of the police. Second, it tends to focus on the role of racial identities in shaping attitudes

toward the police. While both are valuable approaches, they leave important questions unad-

dressed. In particular, survey data by itself cannot establish how citizens respond to different
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types of information about the police. By focusing primarily on racial identities, existing

research also cannot shed light on how other identities might shape citizens’ attitudes toward

the police.

There is reason to suspect that citizens’ partisan identities might shape their perceptions

of the police as much as or more than their racial identities. An ample amount evidence has

shown that citizens’ identities as either a Democrat or Republican have powerful effects on

their perceptions and opinions (Campbell et al. 1960; Green, Palmquist, and Schickler 2002).

There is also a handful of studies indicating that partisanship might affect citizens’ views

toward the police. For example, scholars have documented that the ideological leanings of a

community affect who is elected to law enforcement offices, with more liberal (conservative)

communities electing more liberal (conservative) sheriffs (Farris and Holman 2017). Some

evidence suggests that Republicans and Democrats hold distinctly different views about the

role of the police in enforcing federal immigration policies (Casellas and Wallace 2020). These

differing preferences among Democrats and Republicans in the mass public are related to

differences in partisan elites’ behavior. For example, Democratic mayors tend to spend less

on public safety, including the police, than Republican or Independent mayors (Gerber and

Hopkins 2011; but see Einstein and Kogan n.d., and Einstein and Kogan 2016). Liberal and

conservative sheriffs also respond differently when it comes to federal immigration enforce-

ment (Farris and Holman 2017; Thompson 2020).

The few studies of how partisanship affects attitudes toward the police tend to focus

on policing in the narrow context of immigration. This concentrated focus limits our un-

derstanding of how partisans view the police in general, and in response to an episode of

police violence such as a shooting. Other studies that do examine public perceptions of the

police, either in general or in response to an episode of police violence, overlook the role

of partisanship and rely almost exclusively on survey data. These studies do not include

experiments that randomly assign partisans to receive different types of information about

police performance and then assess the effects of such information on perceptions of the
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police. Such experiments are important because citizens are bombarded with information

from police departments, public officials, and others following an episode of police violence.

Unless scholars systematically manipulate the different types of information citizens might

receive and examine their effects, our understanding of how partisans respond to information

following an episode of police violence will remain limited.

Our study makes several important contributions to debates about partisanship and

policing. First, we conduct a survey that assesses how Democrats and Republicans perceive

the police following an episode of violence. Second, we examine the influence of respondents’

partisanship alongside other factors thought to influence perceptions of the police (e.g., race,

personal experience with law enforcement, trust in the police, and perceived legitimacy of

the police). This approach enables us to assess whether and to what extent partisanship

affects attitudes toward the police, relative to these other factors. Third, we embed an ex-

periment within the survey that randomly assigns respondents to receive different types of

information about police performance following an episode of violence. We compare how

Democrats and Republicans respond to such information in order to shed light on whether

there are partisan differences in responses to such information.

Theory and Hypotheses

A prominent theory of partisanship views it as an important social identity that drives

citizens’ perceptions and behaviors (Green, Palmquist, and Schickler 2002; Huddy, Mason,

and Aarøe 2015). As with other social identities, partisans tend to view the world in terms

of in-groups and out-groups (i.e., their own party versus the other party), which results in

positive feelings toward their co-partisans and negative feelings toward those who identify

with the other party (Tajfel and Turner 1979; Iyengar and Westwood 2015; Iyengar, et al.

2019). This tendency to feel differently about people depending on their partisanship has

been dubbed “affective polarization” and has been shown to affect a wide variety of beliefs

and behaviors (Iyengar and Westwood 2015).
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Indeed, affective polarization influences not only political outcomes (Iyengar and Kru-

penkin 2018; Hetherington and Rudolph 2015), but also non-political beliefs and behaviors.

For example, research has shown that affective polarization can influence evaluations of schol-

arship and job applicants (Iyengar and Westwood 2015; Gift and Gift 2015), perceptions of

physical attractiveness (Nicholson et al. 2016), behavior in online labor markets (McConnell

et al. 2018), and even preferences for who one’s children marry (Iyengar, Sood, and Lelkes

2012; but see also Klar, Krupnikov, and Ryan 2018, and Levendusky and Malhotra 2016).

The effects of affective polarization can also be more powerful than other group-based factors

thought to drive beliefs and behavior, such as race (Iyengar and Westwood 2015; Carlin and

Love 2019).

Will partisanship influence citizens’ perceptions of the police following an episode of po-

lice violence? To date, studies of reactions to controversial policing incidents, like police

shootings, have largely focused on the role of race in shaping citizens’ reactions (Weitzer

1999; Weitzer and Tuch 2004; Hutchings 2015; Carter and Corra 2016). This focus makes

sense given that high-profile episodes of police violence often involve a white police officer and

a black victim (e.g., Michael Brown in Ferguson in 2014, Walter Scott in North Charleston

in 2015, and Stephon Clark in Sacramento in 2018). The demonstrations and protests that

occur in response to such episodes of violence also often invoke racial considerations, such

as the Black Lives Matter movement. Further, given racial disparities in the implementa-

tion of policing policies such as “stop and frisk” (Mummolo 2018), it is not surprising that

attitudes toward the police are thought to be driven by racial, not partisan, identities. The

Democratic and Republican parties are also not on radically different sides when it comes

to the core purpose of law enforcement. For example, neither party is in favor of increasing

rates of violent crime, and both parties recently worked together to pass legislation reforming

criminal justice policy (Fandos 2018).

That said, research documenting the effects that partisanship has on even non-political

outcomes leads us to expect that partisanship will influence citizens’ perceptions of the police
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and support for policies that affect them. Indeed, as affective polarization grows among the

public, a wide assortment of ostensibly non-partisan issues is at risk of becoming politicized

(Webster and Abramowitz 2017). This risk is particularly true in the aftermath of contro-

versial events, like episodes of police violence. Following such episodes, police departments,

elected officials, the media, and other elites often focus on who should be blamed for the

incident (e.g., the police versus the victim). These groups also often propose policy changes

that might prevent episodes of violence in the future (Boudreau, MacKenzie, and Simmons

2019). In light of research showing that partisanship often colors blame attributions (Arce-

neaux and Stein 2006; Malhotra and Kuo 2008), policy opinions (Druckman, Peterson, and

Slothuus 2013; Bolsen, Druckman, and Cook 2014; Boudreau and MacKenzie 2018), and

other factors, we predict the following:

Hypothesis 1: Partisanship will shape citizens’ perceptions of the police follow-

ing an episode of police violence. Its effects will be stronger than other factors

thought to influence attitudes toward the police (e.g., race, trust in the police,

and perceived legitimacy of the police).

Partisanship might also affect how citizens respond to the different types of information

they receive in the aftermath of an episode of police violence. Following such episodes, nor-

mally inattentive citizens often receive media coverage and statements from public officials

that provide details about the police officers and/or victims involved. Citizens, for example,

might learn about a victim’s possible history of legal infractions, or an officer’s past miscon-

duct or commendations. Communications about police violence also often link a particular

incident of violence to more general evidence about the police department’s performance.

For instance, media coverage might connect a current incident to other episodes of police

violence involving the department. Alternatively, news stories might provide statistical in-

formation, such as the number of police shootings and whether they are increasing. Such

information can establish a pattern of police violence in a particular community and, as such,

reflect poorly on the performance of the police department.
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Citizens might also receive information indicating that a police department is working to

improve its performance after an episode of police violence. In particular, media coverage

and public officials often provide information about what the police department and public

officials are doing in response. For example, a police department might change how it en-

gages with the community, or revise its tactics for pursuing and detaining suspects. Local

governments overseeing the police might hold hearings or impose reforms to reduce police

violence in the future. Such activities are likely to be highlighted by police chiefs and other

local officials seeking to deflect blame for a single episode or pattern of police violence. Such

information about police reforms conveys that the police and local officials are doing what

they can to prevent episodes of police violence and, as such, reflects more favorably on them.

The theory of motivated reasoning suggests that citizens’ responses to such information

will depend upon their partisanship (Taber and Lodge 2006). That is, Democrats and Re-

publicans often view information through a partisan lens, placing more weight on information

that is consistent with their predispositions. Partisans also tend to ignore or counter-argue

information that is at odds with their preexisting beliefs or their own party’s policy po-

sitions. There is ample survey evidence demonstrating that Democrats’ and Republicans’

preexisting beliefs about the police are quite distinct (Ekins 2016). For example, 73% of

Republicans believe that police around the country are doing an excellent or good job using

the right amount of force for each situation, while only 27% of Democrats feel the same

way (Brown 2017). Furthermore, 51% of Republicans express a lot of confidence in their

community’s police department, compared to only 29% of Democrats (Brown 2017). These

more positive beliefs about the police among Republicans should make them more willing to

accept favorable information about the police, such as information about reforms the police

have implemented in response to an episode of police violence. Such beliefs should also lead

Republicans to discount or ignore negative information, such as information connecting an

episode of police violence to a larger pattern of violence involving the police department.

Democrats, who are more skeptical of the police to begin with, should place greater weight
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on negative information and less weight on positive information. Our second hypothesis

reflects this expectation:

Hypothesis 2: Democrats and Republicans will respond differently to the same

information about police performance, in a manner that is consistent with their

partisan predispositions.

On the other hand, recent research offers reason to believe that Democrats and Re-

publicans might respond objectively to information about the police following an episode

of violence. Indeed, studies indicate that partisan motivated reasoning is not absolute and

that there are conditions under which citizens will respond objectively to factual information

(Bullock 2011; Arceneaux 2008; Nicholson 2011; Slothuus and de Vreese 2010; Boudreau and

MacKenzie 2014, 2018). In particular, Kahan (2013) emphasizes that factual information

that is communicated in a way that does not trigger partisan or ideological identities is more

likely to be processed objectively. This research yields a third prediction, which competes

with our second hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3: Democrats and Republicans will respond similarly to the same

information about police performance. They will both express more negative

views of the police in response to unfavorable information and more positive

views of the police in response to favorable information about their performance.

Study Design

The Stephon Clark shooting provides a unique context in which we can test our hypothe-

ses about the factors that shape citizens’ perceptions of the police, as well as how information

disseminated in the aftermath of police violence might alter those perceptions. In our study,

all respondents read a brief description of the Clark shooting. The description states that on

March 18, 2018, two Sacramento Police Department officers shot and killed Stephon Clark,

a 22-year-old black man. The officers had been looking for a suspect who was breaking win-
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dows in the Meadowview neighborhood of Sacramento. They confronted Clark and ordered

him to stop and show his hands, but Clark ran from the officers. According to the police,

Clark then turned and held an object in front of him while he moved toward the officers.

The officers believed that Clark was pointing a gun at them and, fearing their lives were in

danger, shot and killed Clark. After the shooting, the police reported that Clark was only

carrying a cell phone.

In the control group, respondents receive only this information before conveying their

perceptions of the police on a variety of metrics. Specifically, respondents are asked to ex-

press the extent to which they 1) blame the police for the Clark shooting, 2) trust the police

to do the right thing, 3) view the police as a legitimate actor, 4) are willing to cooperate

with the police, and 5) support policies that affect the police. To measure the extent to

which respondents blame the police, we ask respondents to rank order seven actors from the

most to the least to blame for the death of Stephon Clark: Stephon Clark, the police officers

involved in the shooting, Sacramento Police Chief Daniel Hahn, Mayor Darrell Steinberg,

Sacramento County District Attorney Anne Marie Schubert, Governor Jerry Brown, and

Senators Dianne Feinstein and Kamala Harris.

To measure respondents’ perceptions of trust and legitimacy, we adapt measures from

Tyler and Fagan (2008) by asking respondents to express the extent which they agree or

disagree with the following statements: “I trust the leaders of the Sacramento Police De-

partment (SPD) to make decisions that are good for everyone in the city” and “Overall, the

SPD is a legitimate authority and people should obey the decisions that SPD police officers

make.” Response options range from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree” on a five-point

scale. To measure respondents’ willingness to cooperate with the police, we follow Tyler and

Fagan (2008) by asking respondents to express how likely they would be to call the police to

report a crime and help the police find someone suspected of a crime. Response options for

these questions include “very likely,” “somewhat likely,” “not too likely,” and “not likely at

all.”
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To measure support for policies that affect the police in the aftermath of the Clark

shooting, we ask respondents to express their opinions about three policies under active

consideration at the time of the study. The first policy is Measure U, a local measure on

the ballot in Sacramento that would increase the city’s sales tax by half a penny to raise

additional money to pay for employees in the police department and fund other city services.

The second policy is a bill that the California legislature considered that would toughen the

standards for when police officers can use deadly force. Under the proposal, police officers

would have to exhaust reasonable alternatives before turning to deadly force, including the

use of verbal warnings and tactics aimed at de-escalating encounters. If these standards

were violated, police departments would face greater liability in civil court than they do

now, and police officers could be more easily disciplined. The third policy is a bill that the

California legislature considered that would allow public access to internal police reports

about incidents involving the discharge of a firearm or taser, strikes by weapons to the head

or neck area or deadly force by an officer, as well as sustained sexual assault and findings

of dishonesty by an officer. For each policy, response options include “strongly support,”

“somewhat support,” “somewhat oppose,” “strongly oppose,” or “don’t know.” By exam-

ining this range of outcomes (i.e. blame, trust, legitimacy, and policy support) together

with data on respondents’ partisanship, race/ethnicity, other demographics, and previous

experiences with the police, we are able to shed light on how control group respondents’

characteristics affect their perceptions of the police across different dimensions.

In our treatment groups, respondents also receive factual information about police perfor-

mance before expressing the extent to which they blame the police, are willing to cooperate

with the police, and support policies affecting the police. Providing this information enables

us to assess whether and when such information alters respondents’ perceptions of the police

in the aftermath of a police shooting. In one treatment group, respondents receive informa-

tion that links the Clark shooting to other incidents of police violence in Sacramento. The

information states that in 2017 there were twenty-five incidents of police violence in Sacra-
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mento that resulted in serious injury or death of the suspect, up from twenty in 2016. It also

describes another incident in 2016 during which Joseph Mann, a black man not armed with

a gun and posing no real imminent threat to officers or others, was shot and killed by the

Sacramento police. This information indicates that the Clark shooting was not an isolated

incident and provides respondents with a broader context for evaluating the Sacramento

police.

In another treatment group, respondents receive information about reforms adopted by

the Sacramento police to prevent incidents like the Clark shooting. These reforms include

the creation of a citizen oversight commission to review police actions, a video-release policy

that requires the department to release footage in police shootings within thirty days, and a

requirement that officers undergo a forty-hour crisis intervention course which trains police

to de-escalate encounters. Information about reforms that a police department has adopted

is often disseminated in the aftermath of police shootings (Britt 2016; Owens 2017; Cassidy

2019). By providing this information, we are able to assess whether and when it might lessen

negative reactions to the police following an episode of violence.

Methods

To assess the relative effects of citizens’ partisanship on their attitudes toward the police

and test our hypotheses about the effects of information, we surveyed 2,465 California adults.

We administered our survey online via Qualtrics during October and November 2018. We

recruited respondents from four counties (Los Angeles, Orange, Riverside, and Sacramento),

including an oversample of Sacramento County, where the Stephon Clark shooting took

place. Analysis confirmed that the characteristics of the respondents in our sample resemble

those of residents in the counties they were drawn from in many respects.

To assess the effects of partisanship on attitudes toward the police, we estimate statis-

tical models using respondents in our control group to predict four broad outcomes central

to the politics of policing: 1) willingness to cooperate with the police, 2) trust in the police
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and police legitimacy, 3) attribution of blame for police violence, and 4) support for policies

affecting police activities. To assess attitudes toward cooperation, we create two dependent

variables. The variable, HelpReporti, takes the value 1 if a respondent says they are “very

likely” to call the police to report a crime, and 0 otherwise. The variable, HelpF indi, takes

the value 1 if a respondent says they are “very likely” to help the police find someone sus-

pected of a crime, and 0 otherwise.

To assess trust, we create two variables that focus on the SPD, and a third focusing on

local police officers. The variable, SPDLeadersi, takes the value 1 if a respondent “strongly

agrees” or “agrees somewhat” that they trust the SPD to make decisions that are good for

the city. The variable, SPDChangesi, takes the value 1 if a respondent says they “strongly

disagree” or “disagree somewhat” that many things about the SPD and its policies need

to be changed. The third measure of trust in local police officers, POATrusti, takes the

value 1 if a respondent says they agree with their local police officers association (POA) “all

of the time” or “most of the time” about law enforcement issues, and believes their POA

knows “a lot” or “some” about those issues. To measure police legitimacy, we conducted an

exploratory factor analysis using the iterated principle factor method on four items designed

to assess this construct. We extracted the first factor from this analysis, which explains

approximately 90% of the variation in the items, and obtained a factor score for each re-

spondent. The variable, Legitimacyi, takes the value 1 if a respondent’s measure was above

the median factor score (high in police legitimacy), and 0 otherwise.1

To assess attribution of blame for police violence, we use respondents’ ratings of who is

most to blame for the Stephon Clark shooting. Specifically, the variable, BlameClarki, takes

the value 1 if a respondent rated Clark as more blameworthy than the police officers involved

in the shooting, and 0 otherwise. Finally, we use three questions to assess support for policies

affecting police activity. Two questions ask respondents about bills considered by the Cali-

1Our measures for willingness to cooperate, trust in SPD leaders, and police legitimacy use items adapted
from the influential study of police cooperation and legitimacy by Tyler and Fagan (2008). The measure for
trust in local police officers uses items adapted from Lupia and McCubbins (1998).
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fornia state legislature. The first, ForceBilli, takes the value 1 if a respondent strongly or

somewhat supports toughening state standards for when police officers can use deadly force,

and 0 if they strongly or somewhat opposes this proposal. The second, RecordAccessi, takes

the value 1 if a respondent strongly or somewhat supports allowing public access to police

records involving the use of force or police misconduct, and 0 if they strongly or somewhat

opposes. The third question asks Sacramento County respondents about a local measure to

increase funding for the police. The variable, MeasureUi, takes the value 1 if a respondents

strongly or somewhat supports the measure, and 0 if they strongly or somewhat opposes.

We assess the effects of partisanship (Republicani, Independenti) alongside other factors

previous research identifies as important in explaining attitudes toward the police. These in-

clude such personal characteristics as race/ethnicity (Blacki, Latinoi, AsianOtheri), gender

(Femalei), level of education (Educationi), employment in law enforcement (WorkLawEnfi)

and county of residence (LosAngelesi, Orangei, Riversidei). We also measure respondents’

“instrumental” perceptions of policing, including their perceptions of neighborhood safety

(NeighborhoodSafei) and whether they believe they would be caught and punished if they

broke the rules about speeding or other traffic laws (CatchTrafficCrimei) or about using

illegal drugs (CatchDrugCrimei). Finally, we use two measures of respondents’ experience

with the police. The variable, BadExperiencei, takes the value 1 if a respondent says their

most important experience with the police resulted in a very or somewhat bad outcome, -1

if a respondent says their most important experience resulted in a very or somewhat good

outcome, and 0 otherwise. The variable, TreatedUnfairlyi, takes the value 1 if a respon-

dent disagrees strongly or somewhat that the outcome they received was deserved, -1 if a

respondent agrees strongly or somewhat that the outcome was deserved, and 0 otherwise.

To assess the effects of partisanship and other factors on attitudes toward the police, we

perform two analyses. First, we estimate a logistic regression model for each of the outcome

variables that includes the indicators of respondents’ partisanship, race/ethnicity and other

characteristics, instrumental perceptions of policing, and their personal experience with the
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police. To ease interpretation, we convert the coefficients of these models to predicted prob-

abilities and first differences with appropriate critical intervals.

Second, we conduct a Bayesian model averaging (BMA) analysis that performs an ex-

haustive search of all possible models that could be run using any subset of the independent

variables listed above. BMA addresses model-selection uncertainty by computing the proba-

bility that each model is the correct one and returning a model-averaged coefficient for each

predictor. Variables that are unimportant are unlikely to appear in models that have high

probability. If a variable is important, then the models with that variable tend to have the

highest probabilities. For each independent variable, we sum the probabilities of the mod-

els they are included in to assess the posterior probability that the variable belongs in the

model. Raftery (1995) suggests that posterior probabilities below 0.50 offer evidence of not

belonging, with probabilities between 0.50 and 0.75 indicating weak, 0.75 and 0.95 positive,

0.95 and 0.99 strong and over 0.99 very strong evidence of belonging in the model.

To test our hypotheses about the effects of information, we estimate models to predict

the same four categories of outcomes for Democrats and Republicans using our entire sam-

ple. This method enables us to assess whether and how partisans’ reactions to information

they receive in the context of the Stephon Clark shooting influence their attitudes toward

the police. In these experimental analyses, we include dummy variables, PatternInfoi and

ReformInfoi, which identify respondents assigned to our two treatment groups. We inter-

act these variables with the dummy variable identifying Republican respondents. We convert

the coefficients of our models to predicted probabilities and compare partisans within and

across treatment groups with respect to their measures on willingness to cooperate, trust and

police legitimacy, attribution of blame for police violence, and support for policies affecting

police activities.
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Results

The results of our analyses of control group respondents’ attitudes toward the police

demonstrate the large impact that partisanship has on a range of outcomes that are central

to the politics of policing. From citizens’ attributions of blame for episodes of police violence,

trust in police personnel and opinions about police legitimacy, willingness to cooperate, and

support for public policies affecting police activities, the effects of partisan differences ri-

val and frequently exceed those of race and other factors commonly cited to explain these

outcomes. Our model averaging analysis confirms that these partisan effects are not model

dependent. Rather, the evidence gleaned from a large array of possible specifications sup-

ports the conclusion that partisanship is an essential predictor of blame, trust, legitimacy

and policy opinions.

Our experimental results indicate that, while Democrats and Republicans have widely

divergent attitudes toward the police, they exhibit similar reactions to information about

police violence. That is, Democrats’ and Republicans’ attitudes become less favorable to-

ward the police when they receive information that indicates a pattern of police misconduct

and more favorable when they receive information that suggests police personnel are being

responsive to concerns about police violence. Taken together, our results show that citizens

can objectively process information about police violence, a finding that can allay fears that

partisan motivated reasoning will inevitably polarize citizens’ attitudes toward and support

for the police.

The Effects of Partisanship on Citizens’ Attitudes toward the Police

Our analyses of ten outcome measures ranging from blame attribution and legitimacy

to cooperation and policy support establish that partisanship is an important driver of

citizens’ attitudes toward the police. The left-hand panel of Figure 1 displays predicted first

differences of the effects of partisanship from our logistic regression models that estimate

the effects of this factor alongside those of race and other demographic traits, instrumental
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perceptions of policing, and respondents’ personal experiences with the police. For example,

holding other variables at their median values, the probability that a Republican respondent

rates Stephon Clark, the victim, as more blameworthy than the officers who shot him is .42

greater than for a Democratic respondent. For Independents, the difference in probabilities

is .25. Both differences are statistically significant and rank as the two largest effects in our

blame attribution model.

Figure 1: Effects of Party ID and Race on Attitudes toward the Police

Blame Clark More

Trust SPD Leaders

No Change to SPD Policies

Trust Local POA

Legitimacy

Report a Crime

Help Find Suspect

Support Force Bill

Support Public Access

Support Measure U

-.3 -.2 -.1 0 .1 .2 .3 .4 -.3 -.2 -.1 0 .1 .2 .3 .4

Effect of Party ID Effect of Race

 

 
 
 

 

Dark circle = Republican; Dark triangle = Independent; Open circle = Black; Open diamond = Latino;
Open square = Asian/Other.

NOTE: Points indicate effects (predicted first differences) of partisanship and race with 90% confi-
dence intervals on respondents’ attributions of blame, trust and legitimacy, cooperation and support for
policies affecting policy activities.

Partisanship has similarly large effects on four measures of trust in the police and police

legitimacy. The probability that a Republican respondent “trusts SPD leaders to make deci-

sions that are good for the city” is .26 greater than for a Democratic respondent. Similarly,

Republicans are much more likely than Democrats to disagree that “many things about the
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SPD and its policies need to be changed.” Beyond the SPD, partisanship predicts respon-

dents’ level of trust in their local police officers and police legitimacy. With respect to police

legitimacy, the difference between Republicans and Democrats in the probability of having a

factor score ranking above the median value is .38. As with blame attribution, partisanship

has the largest or second largest substantive effect in all four models of trust and legitimacy.

Partisan differences are less pronounced, but still significant in predicting respondents’

willingness to cooperate with the police. Republicans are significantly more likely to say

they will call the police to report a crime (a first difference of .07) and help the police to

find somebody suspected of a crime (a first difference of .12). We find larger effects on re-

spondents’ support for the two reforms considered by the California state legislature. The

probability of support for toughening state standards for the use of deadly force was .26

greater for Democrats compared to Republicans. The partisan gap in support was similarly

large (.24) for allowing public access to internal police records. Support for Measure U, a

proposal to raise the sales tax to increase funding for the SPD, was the only outcome where

Democrats exhibited more police-friendly attitudes than Republicans. Nonetheless, more

than 40 percent of Republicans support a tax increase for this purpose.

Overall, partisanship had the largest effect on five outcomes, the second largest effect on

two others, and was a significant predictor of all ten. The only other factor whose substan-

tive effects are comparable in size and consistency is racial identity. The right-hand panel of

Figure 1 displays predicted first differences of the effects of race from the same ten regression

models (Figures 6 and 7 in the Appendix reports first differences for all other variables). For

example, the probability that a black respondent rates Stephon Clark, the victim, as more

blameworthy than the officers who shot him is .22 lower than for a white respondent. For

Latinos (-.11) and Asians (-.13), the first differences are also significant. As Figure 1 shows,

black respondents exhibit lower levels of trust and legitimacy, are less willing to cooperate

with the police and are more likely to support reforms targeting police activities. Nonethe-

less, with the exception of cooperation, the effects of partisanship are as large or larger than
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those of race.

The relative importance of partisanship as a predictor of citizens’ attitudes toward the

police is underscored by the model averaging analysis we performed. Figures 2 and 3 plot

the posterior probabilities of all explanatory variables for each of the ten outcome measures.

Figure 2A, for example, reports a probability of 1 for partisanship, race, and county of res-

idence. These probabilities constitute very strong evidence that these factors belong in the

model. Indeed, no specification that excludes these variables has a positive probability of

being the correct one. As Figures 2B-2E indicate, partisanship also has a posterior proba-

bility of 1 for all four measures of trust in the police and police legitimacy. Figures 3H-3I

show the same for the two state reforms. In contrast, the model averaging suggests weaker

evidence of the importance of partisanship in predicting cooperation and support for the

local funding measure.

The results of our model averaging analysis are consistent with the logistic regression

models with respect to the effects of other factors commonly cited to explain citizens’ at-

titudes toward the police. Like partisanship, race has a posterior probability of 1 for eight

of the ten outcomes, including the two measures of cooperation. As Figures 2 and 3 in-

dicate, evidence for the importance of other factors varies widely across the ten outcomes.

For example, education has a probability of .95 or greater for cooperation and the local

funding measure, but a probability of less than .50 for blame attribution and support for

the two reform proposals. Perceptions of neighborhood safety are an important predictor of

cooperation, local funding, trust and legitimacy, but not other outcomes. Evidence for the

importance of personal experience with law enforcement is positive for blame, trust in SPD

leaders and legitimacy.

Partisan Motivated Reactions to Information about Police Violence?

Given the consistently large partisan differences in citizens’ attitudes toward the police,

examining Democrats’ and Republicans’ reactions to police violence and the information
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Figure 2: Model Averaging Probability of Explanatory Variable Importance

Numbers are posterior probabilities that an explanatory variable belongs in the model calculated from an
exhaustive search of all models including any subset of the eleven variables.
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Figure 3: Model Averaging Probability of Explanatory Variable Importance (cont.)

Numbers are posterior probabilities that an explanatory variable belongs in the model calculated from an
exhaustive search of all models including any subset of the eleven variables.
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they receive about episodes like the Stephon Clark shooting take on added importance. One

possibility is that information will reinforce partisan predispositions. That is, Democrats will

react to information, whether favorable or not, by expressing increasingly negative attitudes

toward the police. Republicans, in contrast, will respond by expressing more favorable

attitudes, even when the information they receive suggests a pattern of police misconduct.

Alternatively, Democrats and Republicans might objectively reconsider their opinions in

light of the information they receive about the police, especially in the aftermath of high

profile episodes of police violence. If partisans, for example, react to unfavorable information

by blaming the police, reducing their trust and willingness to cooperate, and supporting

proposals targeting police activities, it could reduce partisan gaps in these attitudes.

Our experimental analysis suggests that Democrats and Republicans react to information

objectively rather than in a biased way, though these reactions only modestly reduce the large

existing gaps in partisans’ attitudes toward the police. Figures 4 and 5 displays predicted

probabilities from our experimental models that interact respondents’ partisanship with their

assignment to the two treatments and the control group. Consistent with Figures 1, 6, and

7, the divergent attitudes of Democrats and Republicans are readily apparent among control

group respondents. For example, the probability that a Republican blames Clark more than

the officers is .64 in the control group, compared to .24 for a Democrat. The information

that describes a pattern of police violence decreases the probability of finding Clark more

blameworthy by .07, a significant difference. Democrats’ attributions of blame are mostly

unaffected by the information, although less than a quarter blame Clark more in the control

group. As Figure 4A indicates, the large effect among Republicans helps close the partisan

gap in blame. The gap shrinks by .10 (from .40 to .30), a statistically significant difference.

We find similar effects for the pattern of violence information in examining trust in

the police and police legitimacy. As Figure 4B shows, Republicans’ trust in SPD leaders

decreases from .81 to .69, a significant difference. Democratic respondents are mostly un-

affected, though the large effect among Republicans helps shrink the partisan gap by .14,
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Figure 4: Effects of Information on Attitudes Toward the Police
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(f) Very Likely Report a Crime

Figures indicate predicted probabilities. White = control group; Gray = Pattern of Violence Information;
Black = Reform Information
*=difference with control is significant (p < 0.05, one-tailed). Λ=within group difference between Reps and
Dems is significantly different than control group difference between Reps and Dems (p < 0.05, one-tailed).
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Figure 5: Effects of Information on Attitudes Toward the Police (cont.)
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(d) Support Measure U to Raise Police Funding

Figures indicate predicted probabilities. White = control group; Gray = Pattern of Violence Information;
Black = Reform Information
*=difference with control is significant (p < 0.05, one-tailed). Λ=within group difference between Reps and
Dems is significantly different than control group difference between Reps and Dems (p < 0.05, one-tailed).
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a significant difference. Both Democratic and Republican respondents are significantly less

likely to say no changes to the SPD and its policies are needed. These differences shrink the

partisan gap on this measure by .06, a meaningful, but not significant difference. Information

has little impact on respondents’ trust in their local police officers, but it has large effects

on police legitimacy. As Figure 4E indicates, the pattern of violence information increases

the probability that a Democratic respondent’s legitimacy factor score rates above the me-

dian by .07 while decreasing this probability among Republicans by .06. These results are

driven mostly by lower factor scores among Republicans in this treatment group. Together

these reactions reduce the partisan gap in legitimacy by .13 (from .41 to .27), a significant

difference.

Information summarizing reforms undertaken by the SPD to reduce police violence has

modest effects on Democrats’ and Republicans’ attributions of blame, trust and legitimacy.

This information, which is more favorable to the police, mostly affects Democrats in our

sample. For example, as Figure 16A shows, the probability that a Democratic respondent

blames Clark more than the officers increases from .24 to .30, a significant difference. The

same information increases Democratic respondents’ trust in SPD leaders and the proba-

bility of rating above the median in police legitimacy. Republicans are mostly unaffected

by the information summarizing reforms. For all five outcomes, the partisan gap shrinks,

though the difference is only marginally significant (p < .10, one-tailed) for the trust in SPD

leaders and legitimacy measures.

Information changes Democrats’ and Republicans’ attitudes toward cooperation in sim-

ilar ways. As Figures 4F and 5A convey, both groups of partisans react to information

describing a pattern of violence by expressing less willingness to cooperate with the police.

The probability that a Democratic respondent will call the police to report a crime decreases

from .65 to .60, while the probability that the same respondent will help the police find some-

body suspected of a crime decreases from .47 to .41. Both effects are marginally significant

(p < .10, one-tailed). For a Republican respondent, these same probabilities also decrease
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by approximately .07. In contrast, both groups of partisans express greater willingness to

cooperate after receiving information summarizing reforms, though the effects are not sta-

tistically significant. The probability of reporting a crime increases by .05 among Democrats

and .03 among Republicans. The probability of helping the police find a suspect increases

by .03 among Democrats. As with blame, trust and legitimacy, both types of information

reduce the partisan gaps in attitudes toward cooperation, though the differences are more

modest.

The effects of information on respondents’ attitudes toward public policies affecting po-

lice activities are exceptional among the outcomes we examine; rather than reduce partisan

gaps in opinion, the information increases them. This effect is most apparent in Figure 5B,

which displays predicted probabilities of support for the proposal to toughen state standards

governing the use of force. Democrats respond to information describing a pattern of violence

with an increased probability of support, from .88 to .93, a significant difference. Republi-

cans are mostly unaffected. Movement by Democrats toward a less police-friendly position

increases the partisan gap in opinion about the proposal by .05. Similarly, the information

summarizing reforms reduces Republicans’ support for the proposal from a probability of .63

to .53, a significant difference. Because Democratic support is unaffected by the information,

the partisan gap in opinion increases by .08, a marginally significant difference.

Information has mostly null effects on Democratic and Republican respondents’ support

for the proposal to allow public access to police records. Unlike the use of force bill, this

proposal does not directly address episodes like the Stephon Clark shooting. The lack of sig-

nificant movement suggests there are limits to the effects of episodes of police violence. They

can move public opinion and create momentum for change, but they are likely to register

their greatest impact on public policies that are indisputably connected to police violence.

With respect to the local measure proposing to raise funding for the police, both types of

information significantly reduce support among Republicans. The information summarizing

reforms actually increases support among Democrats. As with the use of force bill, both
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types of information increase the partisan gap in opinion on this measure.

Are the larger partisan gaps in support for policies affecting police activities that result

from receiving information evidence of partisan motivated reasoning? For a couple of rea-

sons, we believe the answer is no. First, both Democrats and Republicans rate the police as

more blameworthy, reduce their trust and express less willingness to cooperate in response

to unfavorable information about the police and exhibit the opposite reaction to informa-

tion that is favorable. This information suggests that both groups of partisans recognize

that police violence is problematic and can objectively evaluate information that bears on

their opinions about it. Second, it is possible for partisans to agree on the seriousness of a

problem while continuing to disagree about what actions, if any, governments should take

in response. Philosophical differences about the appropriate role of government can explain

why Democrats might seek stronger state intervention in response to a pattern of police

violence while Republicans might prefer a local response, or none at all. Third, the larger

partisan gap we observe on the local measure for funding the police undermines the case for

partisan motivate reasoning. On this outcome, Republicans respond to both favorable and

unfavorable information by taking a less police-friendly position. Democrats do not respond

to the unfavorable information by taking a less police-friendly position on the measure and,

indeed, respond to favorable information by taking a more police-friendly position.2

Conclusion

Social scientists have long established that a person’s race significantly affects their per-

ceptions and attitudes towards the police and policies involving the police. Our research

provides additional evidence for this theory. Yet, our research also demonstrates that con-

trary to previous studies on public perceptions of policing, race may not be the dominant

factor in determining those perceptions and attitudes. Indeed, a person’s partisanship may

2The null effects of information on the proposal to allow public access to police records is also inconsistent
with motivated reasoning. Rather than use the information to support more partisan positions on the
proposal, both Democrats and Republicans are mostly unaffected by it.
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often not only have a significant effect in shaping public perceptions of the police, but it may

be even more influential than an individual’s race.

Our findings demonstrate the significant effect of partisanship with respect to public

perceptions of and attitudes toward the police in four important ways. First, partisanship

affects how the public attributes blame for controversial policing incidents, such as police

shootings. Republicans and Independents in our sample were significantly more likely than

Democrats to blame Stephon Clark for the incident that led to his death. No other vari-

able, including the race of our respondents, had such a large and significant effect on blame

attribution. Second, partisanship affects key variables in evaluating public attitudes toward

the police, such as trust in the police and viewing the police as holding and exercising legiti-

mate authority. Republicans are significantly more likely than Democrats to trust the police

and view the police as legitimate. Third, partisanship significantly affects the likelihood the

public supports policy proposals that directly concern the police and police actions. When

Democrats received information that placed the Clark shooting in a context of a pattern

of violence, they became significantly more likely to support a bill restricting when police

can use deadly force. Likewise, when Republicans received information that discussed the

reforms taken by the SPD to prevent future incidents like the Clark shooting, they became

significantly less likely to support the same legislative proposal. Fourth, partisans react

objectively to information about a controversial police shooting, such as the Clark shoot-

ing. While the effects are modest, information that suggests a pattern of violence leads to

Republicans coming closer to the Democratic position of expressing less trust in the police

and viewing the police as illegitimate in exercising their authority. Similarly, information

that emphasizes reforms taken by the SPD in the aftermath of the Clark shooting leads to

Democrats coming closer the Republican position of exhibiting higher trust in the police and

viewing the police as a legitimate law enforcement body.

These results, separately and collectively, provide strong evidence that how the public

views the police, supports policy proposals about policing, and interprets controversial polic-
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ing incidents are first and foremost seen through a partisan lens. Policing has traditionally

been viewed as a local matter. If the police were viewed poorly, it was not due to partisan

conflicts, but instead attributed to racial tensions between a more diverse community and a

racially homogeneous police force. Since the Michael Brown shooting in Ferguson in 2014 on

through the Stephon Clark shooting in 2018, and the numerous controversial police shootings

in between and after, the national media has placed the role of the police front and center on

the screens and papers of the public. Accordingly, the national political parties have taken

opposing sides on who to trust and support following these incidents: the victims and their

families, or the police officers who exercised their judgment in using deadly force. As local

policing incidents increasingly become interpreted through a national context and viewed

through the eyes of a public influenced by affective polarization, it seems that rather than

all politics being local, all local politics is truly national (Hopkins 2018).

As political scientists continue to increase their attention towards policing, they must

take care to not neglect partisanship as an important variable, if not the most important

variable, when evaluating public attitudes towards the police. Partisanship is not a variable

that can be ignored, nor can it be assumed that partisanship is accounted for by examining

the role of race or another proxy with respect to the public’s attitudes about the police. Race

is unquestionably a major factor that affects how the public responds to policing incidents

and how the public forms attitudes about the police. Yet, our research demonstrates that

race is not in its own class as a major causal factor for how the public responds to the police.

Partisanship is at least as important as race in understanding the public’s view of the police;

and it may, depending on the variable of interest, surpass race in importance.

Our research also has practical implications for politicians and activists considering polic-

ing reforms. Using partisan appeals to galvanize and motivate the public is likely to have a

strong and significant effect in bringing the public to support or oppose policing reforms, such

as restricting when the police use deadly force, or providing funding for the police. Notably,

while such partisan appeals are likely to be important, so too is objectively true information
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about police actions and behavior. Partisans on both side of the aisle are open to moderating

their view of the police in the face of objective information that persuasively suggests that

the police are worthy of the public’s trust, or abusing it. As policing reform continues to

be a high-profile topic for state and local governments, the value of further research on the

relationship between the public and the police will only increase. Political scientists should

continue to examine what affects public attitudes about the police, including the significant

role of partisanship.
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Appendix

Figures 6 and 7 report first differences for all other variables aside from race. The
first differences for race are reported in Figure 1. Points indicate effects (predicted first
differences) of each variable with 90% confidence intervals on respondents’ attributions of
blame, trust and legitimacy, cooperation and support for policies affecting policy activities.
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Figure 6: Effects of Additional Variables on Attitudes Toward the Police
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(b) Trust SPD Leaders to Make Good Decisions
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(c) No Change to SPD Policies Needed
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(d) Trust Local POA
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(e) Police Legitimacy
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(f) Very Likely Report a Crime
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Figure 7: Effects of Additional Variables on Attitudes Toward the Police (cont.)
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(a) Very Likely Help Police Find Suspect
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(b) Support Tougher Use of Force Bill
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(c) Support Public Access to Police Records
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(d) Support Measure U to Raise Police Funding
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