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OPINION COMMENTARY Follow

The Myth of Systemic Police Racism
Hold officers accountable who use excessive force. But there’s no
evidence of widespread racial bias.

By Heather Mac Donald

June 2, 2020 1:44 pm ET

A demonstrator kneels before a police line in Washington, May 31. PHOTO: SAMUEL CORUM/AGENCE
FRANCE-PRESSE/GETTY IMAGES

George Floyd’s death in Minneapolis has revived the Obama-era narrative that
law enforcement is endemically racist. On Friday, Barack Obama tweeted that for
millions of black Americans, being treated differently by the criminal justice
system on account of race is “tragically, painfully, maddeningly ‘normal.’ ” Mr.
Obama called on the police and the public to create a “new normal,” in which
bigotry no longer “infects our institutions and our hearts.”

Joe Biden released a video the same day in which he asserted that all African-
Americans fear for their safety from “bad police” and black children must be
instructed to tolerate police abuse just so they can “make it home.” That echoed
a claim Mr. Obama made after the ambush murder of five Dallas officers in July
2016. During their memorial service, the president said African-American
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parents were right to fear that their children may be killed by police officers
whenever they go outside.

Minnesota Gov. Tim Walz denounced the “stain . . . of fundamental, institutional
racism” on law enforcement during a Friday press conference. He claimed blacks
were right to dismiss promises of police reform as empty verbiage.

This charge of systemic police bias was wrong during the Obama years and
remains so today. However sickening the video of Floyd’s arrest, it isn’t
representative of the 375 million annual contacts that police officers have with
civilians. A solid body of evidence finds no structural bias in the criminal-justice
system with regard to arrests, prosecution or sentencing. Crime and suspect
behavior, not race, determine most police actions.

In 2019 police officers fatally shot 1,004 people, most of whom were armed or
otherwise dangerous. African-Americans were about a quarter of those killed by
cops last year (235), a ratio that has remained stable since 2015. That share of
black victims is less than what the black crime rate would predict, since police
shootings are a function of how often officers encounter armed and violent
suspects. In 2018, the latest year for which such data have been published,
African-Americans made up 53% of known homicide offenders in the U.S. and
commit about 60% of robberies, though they are 13% of the population.

The police fatally shot nine unarmed blacks and 19 unarmed whites in 2019,
according to a Washington Post database, down from 38 and 32, respectively, in
2015. The Post defines “unarmed” broadly to include such cases as a suspect in
Newark, N.J., who had a loaded handgun in his car during a police chase. In 2018
there were 7,407 black homicide victims. Assuming a comparable number of
victims last year, those nine unarmed black victims of police shootings represent
0.1% of all African-Americans killed in 2019. By contrast, a police officer is 18½
times more likely to be killed by a black male than an unarmed black male is to be
killed by a police officer.

On Memorial Day weekend in Chicago alone, 10 African-Americans were killed in
drive-by shootings. Such routine violence has continued—a 72-year-old Chicago
man shot in the face on May 29 by a gunman who fired about a dozen shots into a
residence; two 19-year-old women on the South Side shot to death as they sat in
a parked car a few hours earlier; a 16-year-old boy fatally stabbed with his own
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knife that same day. This past weekend, 80 Chicagoans were shot in drive-by
shootings, 21 fatally, the victims overwhelmingly black. Police shootings are not
the reason that blacks die of homicide at eight times the rate of whites and
Hispanics combined; criminal violence is.

The latest in a series of studies undercutting the claim of systemic police bias
was published in August 2019 in the Proceedings of the National Academy of
Sciences. The researchers found that the more frequently officers encounter
violent suspects from any given racial group, the greater the chance that a
member of that group will be fatally shot by a police officer. There is “no
significant evidence of antiblack disparity in the likelihood of being fatally shot
by police,” they concluded.

A 2015 Justice Department analysis of the Philadelphia Police Department found
that white police officers were less likely than black or Hispanic officers to shoot
unarmed black suspects. Research by Harvard economist Roland G. Fryer Jr. also
found no evidence of racial discrimination in shootings. Any evidence to the
contrary fails to take into account crime rates and civilian behavior before and
during interactions with police.

The false narrative of systemic police bias resulted in targeted killings of officers
during the Obama presidency. The pattern may be repeating itself. Officers are
being assaulted and shot at while they try to arrest gun suspects or respond to
the growing riots. Police precincts and courthouses have been destroyed with
impunity, which will encourage more civilization-destroying violence. If the
Ferguson effect of officers backing off law enforcement in minority
neighborhoods is reborn as the Minneapolis effect, the thousands of law-abiding
African-Americans who depend on the police for basic safety will once again be
the victims.

The Minneapolis officers who arrested George Floyd must be held accountable
for their excessive use of force and callous indifference to his distress. Police
training needs to double down on de-escalation tactics. But Floyd’s death should
not undermine the legitimacy of American law enforcement, without which we
will continue on a path toward chaos.

Ms. Mac Donald is a fellow at the Manhattan Institute and the author of “The
War on Cops,” (Encounter Books, 2016).
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Democracy Dies in Darkness

POSTEVERYTHING

A widely touted study found no evidence of racism in police
shootings. It’s full of errors.

The authors retracted it because of those flaws — not for political reasons

Perspective by Dean Knox and Jonathan Mummolo

July 15, 2020 at 10:53 a.m. EDT

A deeply flawed study of police shootings, published in an influential journal, has been retracted by its authors. This
is a positive step for the crucial debate on police violence, because pundits continue to use this baseless article to
dismiss concerns over racial bias in policing.

Despite the social unrest following George Floyd’s killing — and despite polls finding that most Americans believe
the incident reflects a broader societal problem — unscientific denialism about the possibility of police racism
remains prevalent among some partisans, up to and including the president. Indeed, on Tuesday, President Trump
echoed a prominent misleading argument — that “more white people” are killed by police than black people, a
statement offered as a rebuttal of discriminatory police violence but one that is true only because there are so many
more white than black people in the United States.

In the Wall Street Journal on June 2, an article headlined “The myth of systemic police racism” argued the “charge
of systemic police bias was wrong during the Obama years and remains so today.” Like many others making this
case, the piece cited an article published last year in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences (PNAS), by
researchers at Michigan State University and the University of Maryland, who concluded, “We did not find evidence
for anti-Black or anti-Hispanic disparity in police use of force across all shootings, and, if anything, found anti-White
disparities … ” Before its retraction, the study received widespread, and largely unquestioning, coverage by news
outlets across the political spectrum.

But the study was fundamentally flawed, and the authors have admitted as much — which is why they took the
extraordinary step of withdrawing it. It’s important to grasp how the paper went wrong, because some people,
including Manhattan Institute fellow Heather Mac Donald, the author of that Wall Street Journal opinion piece,
continue to claim it was retracted only because it had become politically controversial (“I Cited Their Study, So They
Disavowed It”). The authors deny this explicitly.

This article was published more than 3 years ago
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What did this debunked study do? Drawing on new databases assembled by The Washington Post and the Guardian
newspapers, the study focused on a tiny, but important, fraction of police-civilian encounters: more than 900 fatal
police shootings in 2015. Of the killings, 501 involved white people, 245 involved black people and 171 Latinos. The
authors gathered additional information on the race, sex and experience of the officers involved. The study promised
to answer two questions: Which groups of civilians were more likely to be shot by police, and which groups of
officers were more likely to shoot them.

But the analysis went wrong from the start. To begin to measure racial bias in police killings, careful researchers
must ask: How often do officers use fatal force out of all encounters between minority civilians and the police? They
should then compare this with the same analysis for white civilians, accounting for relevant differences between
minority and white encounters.

That’s not what the paper did. Instead, it looked only at fatal encounters and asked, in average circumstances, which
group of civilians appears more often among victims? In other words, they analyzed how often fatally shot civilians
were black and Hispanic. But they confused this with a much more important question: How often are black and
Hispanic civilians fatally shot. It’s a basic statistical error (violating a centuries-old tenet of statistical analysis called
Bayes’ theorem). These quantities can differ enormously: When officers encounter many more white civilians (due to
whites’ majority status, for example), the proportion of killings involving black civilians can be small, even if
encounters with black civilians are more likely to end in shootings.

The study indeed found, unsurprisingly, that white shooting victims outnumbered black and Hispanic victims in
various circumstances. The five authors wrote that “in the typical shooting … a person fatally shot by police was 6.67
times less likely … to be Black than White and 3.33 times less likely … to be Hispanic than White” and concluded:
“Thus, in the typical shooting, we did not find evidence of anti-Black or anti-Hispanic disparity.” Put another way,
the authors mistakenly claimed to find no evidence of racial bias simply because, among “typical” fatal shootings,
there were more white civilians than minorities — thereby committing the same logical fallacy as President Trump.

The paper also sought to test whether white officers were more likely to shoot minority civilians, compared with
minority officers. Again, it lacked the data to do so. Instead, it looked at the civilians killed by each racial officer
group and asked whether the proportion of minority victims differed, adjusting for features of the counties where
killings occurred, such as income and whether the county was rural or urban. Because they did not find a strong
relationship between the races of officers and the people they shot, the authors concluded police hiring reforms
aimed at “increasing racial diversity [of officers] would not meaningfully reduce” racial bias in police shootings.

Instead, the study attributed shootings of minorities to “violent crime committed by Black [or Hispanic] civilians” in
the counties where shootings occurred. But once again, the study failed to justify its provocative claims: In their
main statistical analyses, the authors did not account for criminal behavior at the county level. Instead, they
substituted data on violent crime victimization of minorities, then misleadingly presented it as evidence of
criminality among minorities.

https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/full/10.1146/annurev-criminol-011518-024731#_i8
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Even if they had measured crime correctly, the problem is that the overarching analysis fundamentally makes no
sense: How often fatally shot civilians were minorities is simply not the same question as how often minority
civilians were shot when interacting with officers. This problem is further magnified when comparing across officer
racial groups, because minority officers are often assigned to patrol in co-racial neighborhoods. Without knowing
how often each officer group encounters black, Hispanic, and white civilians, the analysis is completely
uninformative.

To be clear, accurately estimating racial bias in police shootings nationwide is a difficult task. Comprehensive
records of lethal force — the numerator in the deaths-per-encounter ratio — only recently became available through
open records requests, crowdsourcing, and enterprise journalism. Subsequent research shows black males face a
roughly one in a thousand lifetime chance of being killed by police, 2.5 times more than white males. The
denominator — how often racial groups encounter police — is largely unknown, because police are not required to
report many kinds of encounters. But this difficulty is no excuse for shoddy work, especially on a life-or-death policy
matter.

The errors in this article are indisputable. We laid them out in detail one year ago; the authors acknowledged their
mistake, and now they have retracted the study entirely. In a statement about the retraction, two authors — Joseph
Cesario, an associate professor of psychology at Michigan State, and David J. Johnson, a postdoctoral fellow in
psychology at the University of Maryland — acknowledge the disconnect between their “careless” claims about “the
probability of being shot by police” and their far more limited statistical evidence, which, they add, “does not speak
to these issues.”

“We take full responsibility for not being careful enough with the inferences made in our original article,” they
continue, “as this directly led to the misunderstanding of our research.”

Even the editors of PNAS now agree, writing upon further investigation, “the authors poorly framed the article, the
data examined were poorly matched, and … unfortunately, address a question with much less public policy relevance
than originally claimed.” The errors are so glaring and fundamental that in an unusually broad demonstration of
scholarly consensus, more than 800 academics and researchers from an array of fields — including computer
science, criminology, political science and statistics — condemned it for scientific malpractice.

But ideologues now seek to resuscitate this discredited work, claiming the retraction was politically motivated. It was
not. Cesario and Johnson write that their “decision had nothing to do with political considerations, ‘mob’ pressure,
threats to the authors, or distaste for the political views of people citing the work approvingly.”

In today’s polarized climate, it can be difficult to separate genuine scientific disputes from opinion, but as we’ve
shown, the work simply does not demonstrate what it claims. Academic disputes often live in gray areas, but in some
cases, research is simply objectively wrong.

Slipshod inferences have no place in such a sensitive debate. As America considers policing reforms, we must appeal
to rigorous research. When we lack data, we must acknowledge uncertainty. We need to improve the nationwide
collection and sharing of policing data. But gaps in knowledge must not be filled with faulty science.
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Significance

There is widespread concern about racial disparities in fatal officer-involved shootings

and that these disparities reflect discrimination by White officers. Existing databases of

fatal shootings lack information about officers, and past analytic approaches have made

it difficult to assess the contributions of factors like crime. We create a comprehensive

database of officers involved in fatal shootings during 2015 and predict victim race from

civilian, officer, and county characteristics. We find no evidence of anti-Black or anti-

Hispanic disparities across shootings, and White officers are not more likely to shoot

minority civilians than non-White officers. Instead, race-specific crime strongly predicts

civilian race. This suggests that increasing diversity among officers by itself is unlikely to

reduce racial disparity in police shootings.

Abstract

Despite extensive attention to racial disparities in police shootings, two problems have

hindered progress on this issue. First, databases of fatal officer-involved shootings (FOIS)

lack details about officers, making it difficult to test whether racial disparities vary by

officer characteristics. Second, there are conflicting views on which benchmark should be

used to determine racial disparities when the outcome is the rate at which members

from racial groups are fatally shot. We address these issues by creating a database of

FOIS that includes detailed officer information. We test racial disparities using an

approach that sidesteps the benchmark debate by directly predicting the race of civilians

fatally shot rather than comparing the rate at which racial groups are shot to some

benchmark. We report three main findings: 1) As the proportion of Black or Hispanic

officers in a FOIS increases, a person shot is more likely to be Black or Hispanic than
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White, a disparity explained by county demographics; 2) race-specific county-level violent

crime strongly predicts the race of the civilian shot; and 3) although we find no overall

evidence of anti-Black or anti-Hispanic disparities in fatal shootings, when focusing on

different subtypes of shootings (e.g., unarmed shootings or “suicide by cop”), data are too

uncertain to draw firm conclusions. We highlight the need to enforce federal policies that

record both officer and civilian information in FOIS.

Sign up for PNAS alerts.

Get alerts for new articles, or get an alert when an article is cited.

MANAGE ALERTS

Recent high-profile police shootings of Black Americans have raised questions about racial

disparities in fatal officer-involved shootings (FOIS). These shootings have captured public

concern, leading in part to the Black Lives Matter movement and a presidential task force on

policing (1). Central to this debate are questions of whether Black civilians are overrepresented

in FOIS and whether racial disparities are due to discrimination by White officers. However, a

lack of data about officers in FOIS and disagreement on the correct benchmark for determining

racial disparity in FOIS have led to conflicting conclusions about the degree to which Black

civilians are more likely to be fatally shot than White civilians. We address both issues by

creating a comprehensive database of FOIS that includes officer information and by using a

method for testing racial disparities that does not rely on benchmarks.

Until recently, the only nationwide data on FOIS was compiled yearly in the Federal Bureau of

Investigation (FBI) Uniform Crime Report. On a voluntary basis, departments report the number

of justifiable homicides by on-duty law-enforcement officers. Not only are these shootings

underreported (by 50%; ref. 2), such reports do not provide information about the officers or

circumstances surrounding these shootings. Beginning in 2015, news companies such as The

Washington Post and The Guardian began to collect information about FOIS to address the

issues with the FBI data. Through reporting and Freedom of Information Act requests to law-

enforcement agencies, such organizations have created more complete FOIS databases. These

databases provide information about shootings not available in federal databases: where they

took place, what police departments were involved, and demographic information about

civilians. However, even these databases fail to provide information about involved officers,

which prevents asking whether certain types of officers are more likely to show racial

disparities.*

When officers fire their weapons at civilians, there are three possible outcomes: 1) They miss

the civilian, 2) they result in a nonfatal hit, or 3) they result in a fatal hit. Not only do officers

miss civilians the majority of times they fire [estimates of hit rates range from 20 to 40% (5, 6)],

many shootings do not result in fatalities. Thus, it is important to be clear at the outset that our

∼
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analyses speak to racial disparities in the subset of shootings that result in fatalities, and not

officers’ decisions to use lethal force more generally.

Why should we expect officer characteristics to relate to the race of a person fatally shot?

Decades of research from criminal justice have investigated whether officer characteristics

relate to the degree of force used by police. Whereas officer race does not typically predict how

much force an officer uses (7–11), male and inexperienced officers use more force (7, 8, 10),

perhaps due to their use of more aggressive tactics (e.g., initiating more stops; ref. 11). One

issue with this research is that it focuses on whether officer characteristics increase the degree

of force used, not whether force is used disproportionately by civilian race. Some researchers

have proposed that racial disparities in FOIS might be driven by discrimination by White officers

(12), but research on this issue is uncommon due to a lack of officer data. The only national

examination of this question found that White officers were no more likely to fatally shoot

Black or Hispanic civilians than non-White officers (13). However, their key analyses were based

on only a small subset (19–23%) of all fatal shootings. Beyond race, researchers have not tested

whether officer sex or experience impact racial disparities in fatal shootings. To address this

gap, we created a comprehensive database of all FOIS in 2015 with information about officer

race, sex, and years of experience. However, even with this officer information on hand, there

is still a challenge of exactly how to quantify racial disparities in FOIS.

How to Calculate Racial Disparities in FOIS

A persistent point of debate in studying police use of force concerns how to calculate racial

disparities. Racial disparities in fatal shootings have traditionally been tested by asking whether

officers fatally shoot a racial group more than some benchmark, such as that group’s

population proportion in the United States. Disparity is assumed when the rate of fatal

shootings deviates from this benchmark. For example, 26% of civilians killed by police

shootings in 2015 were Black (3, 14), even though Black civilians comprise only 12% of the US

population. According to this 12% benchmark, more Black civilians are fatally shot than we

would expect, indicating disparity. News organizations and researchers using this method (12,

15–19) find robust evidence of anti-Black disparity in fatal shootings.

However, using population as a benchmark makes the strong assumption that White and Black

civilians have equal exposure to situations that result in FOIS. If there are racial differences in

exposure to these situations, calculations of racial disparity based on population benchmarks

will be misleading (20, 21). Researchers have attempted to avoid this issue by using race-

specific violent crime as a benchmark, as the majority of FOIS involve armed civilians (22). When

violent crime is used as a benchmark, anti-Black disparities in FOIS disappear or even reverse

(20, 23–25).

In essence, benchmarking approaches test whether members from certain racial groups are

shot more than we would expect relative to some benchmark. The issue is that conclusions

regarding racial disparities depend more on the benchmark used (population or violent crime)

than the data (the number of people fatally shot). Rather than trying to identify which

      
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benchmark is best, another way to test for racial disparities in FOIS is to directly predict the

race of a person fatally shot. Specifically, we used multinomial regression with civilian race as

the outcome and various factors—officer, civilian, and county characteristics—as predictors. In

this way, we approached racial disparity from a different angle and asked: “What factors predict

the race of a person fatally shot by police?”

This approach has several benefits. By focusing on individual shootings, we can test how much

officer and civilian characteristics predict racial disparities in FOIS. A benchmark approach

necessarily blends data on individual shootings with the broader population, stripping away the

context in which FOIS take place. Second, this approach can test the degree to which common

benchmarks like violent crime predict the race of a person shot. This is more informative than

tying FOIS deaths to a single benchmark, which provides no information about the predictive

validity of that factor. Third, this approach estimates racial disparity in FOIS, controlling for

civilian, officer, and other contextual variables simultaneously. Whatever remains when

controlling for all relevant variables provides an upper bound for racial disparity in FOIS. Finally,

this approach can test whether racial disparities vary by the type of shooting.

Racial Disparities by Type of Shooting

By creating a more detailed database of FOIS and focusing on individual shootings, we are able

to address how the type of shooting might impact racial disparities in FOIS. For example, anti-

Black or anti-Hispanic disparities in fatal shootings may depend on whether the civilian was

armed or suicidal.

Examination of National Violent Death Reporting System data shows racial differences across

types of fatal shootings. Black civilians fatally shot by police (relative to White civilians) are more

likely to be unarmed and less likely to pose an immediate threat to officers (26). In contrast,

White civilians (relative to Black civilians) are nearly three times more likely to be fatally shot by

police when the incident is related to mental-health concerns and are seven times more likely

to commit “suicide by cop” (26). These are incidents where a civilian threatens a police officer

for the purpose of ending their life (27) and reflect higher rates of suicide overall among Whites

relative to Black and Hispanic civilians (28).

Racial differences in the frequency of certain types of FOIS matter because they may mask

racial disparities in other types of fatal shootings. Even if a person fatally shot during a criminal

encounter is more likely to be Black than White, this disparity will be difficult to detect if White

civilians commit suicide by police intervention more frequently and such cases represent a

large proportion of the overall FOIS. As past work has not distinguished between shootings

where the civilian is or is not suicidal, it is unclear how much these disparities cancel each other

out.

Results

Given the lack of national data on officers in FOIS, we first briefly described the officers involved

in fatal shootings during 2015. Civilian and county characteristics are provided in SI Appendix.
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In a majority of FOIS (56%), a single officer fired their weapon. In 39% of cases, two to four

officers fired their weapons. Cases with five or more officers were rare (5%). Compared with

officers nationwide (73% White, 12% Black, 12% Hispanic, 88% male; ref. 29), 79% of officers

were White, 12% Hispanic, 6% Black, and 3% from other racial groups. Officers were

overwhelmingly male (96%). The average officer had almost 10 y of experience (officers often

retire after 20 y; ref. 30).

Officer and Civilian Characteristics.

To test whether officer characteristics predict the race of a person fatally shot, we regressed

victim race against all officer and civilian predictors. Predictors and coefficients for this model

are reported in Table 1. For all effects, we report odds ratios (OR) comparing Black or Hispanic

individuals to Whites and 95% CIs (in brackets). In terms of officer race, as the percentage of

Black officers who shot in a FOIS increased, a person fatally shot was more likely to be Black

(OR = 1.23 [1.03, 1.48]) than White. As the percentage of Hispanic officers who shot in a FOIS

increased, a person fatally shot was more likely to be Hispanic (OR = 1.84 [1.54, 2.20]) or Black

(OR = 1.29 [1.07, 1.56]) than White. The number of officers, percentage of female officers, and

average experience of officers did not predict civilian race. Older civilians were 1.85 times less

likely (OR = 0.54 [0.45, 0.66]) to be Black than White and 1.75 times less likely (OR = 0.57 [0.47,

0.70]) to be Hispanic than White. Suicidal civilians were 3.57 times less likely (OR = 0.28 [0.12,

0.64]) to be Black than White. In sum, as the percentage of Black or Hispanic officers increased,

the likelihood that a civilian fatally shot was Black or Hispanic (respectively) also increased.

Greater anti-Black and anti-Hispanic disparity among fatal shootings where more Black or

Hispanic officers were involved might not be due to bias on the part of Black or Hispanic

officers, but instead to simple overlap between officer and county demographics. To test this,

we reran the model including county demographics. Model coefficients are reported in Table 2.

When county variables were included, the relationship between officer and civilian race was

attenuated or eliminated. Black officers were not more likely to fatally shoot Black civilians (OR

= 1.06 vs. 1.23), and Hispanic officers were less likely to fatally shoot Black (OR = 1.23 vs. 1.29)

Predicting Race from Officer and Civilian Factors

OR above (below) 1.00 indicate a positive (negative) relationship between the predictor and the odds that a person fatally shot
is Black or Hispanic. Whites served as the referent group. n = 917. χ (20)=71.73; P < 0.001; R  = 0.24.

Table 1.

  Black Hispanic

Variable OR 95% CI OR 95% CI

Intercept 0.25 0.14, 0.44 0.29 0.18, 0.47

Civilian age 0.54 0.45, 0.66 0.57 0.47, 0.70

Civilian armed 0.57 0.26, 1.23 0.98 0.35, 2.75

Civilian mental health issue 0.70 0.44, 1.14 0.59 0.29, 1.20EXPAND FOR MORE 
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and Hispanic (OR = 1.32 vs. 1.84) civilians, although the latter disparity was still significant. This

suggests that the association between officer race and Black and Hispanic disparities in FOIS

largely occur because officers and civilians are drawn from the same population. Additional

analyses (SI Appendix) provided converging evidence for this account; counties with more

Hispanic civilians also had more Black or Hispanic officers (r = 0.82 and 0.87, respectively).

County Characteristics.

We also tested whether county variables predict the race of a person fatally shot. An advantage

of conducting our analyses at the level of individual shootings is the ability to test the degree to

which race-specific violent crime and population proportions predict the race of a person

fatally shot. We could not test this question in the model with all county-level predictors

because of the strong correlation between violent crime and population size for all races (r >

0.85; SI Appendix). We therefore examined the effects of each variable independently.

If crime matters for police shootings, as race-specific crime rates increase for a given group (i.e.,

Black or Hispanic civilians), the odds of a person fatally shot belonging to that group should

increase as well. Conversely, as the rate at which Whites commit violent crime increases, the

odds of a person fatally shot being Black or Hispanic should decrease (because Whites serve as

the comparison group in our models). Finally, crime-rate changes for the noncomparison

minority group (Hispanics for Blacks and Blacks for Hispanics) should not predict the race of a

person fatally shot.

We found strong support for these predictions, as the race of a person fatally shot closely

followed race-specific homicide rates. As illustrated in Fig. 1, as the proportion of violent crime

committed by Black civilians increased, a person fatally shot was more likely to be Black (OR =

3.66 [2.97, 4.51]). As the proportion of violent crime committed by Hispanic civilians increased,

a person fatally shot was more likely to be Hispanic (OR = 3.34 [2.45, 4.56]). Conversely, as

White crime rates increased, a person fatally shot was less likely to be Black (OR = 0.28 [0.22,

0.37]) or Hispanic (OR = 0.29 [0.20, 0.41]). Finally, Hispanic crime rates were unrelated to the

Predicting Race from Officer, Civilian, and County Factors

Odds ratios (OR) above (below) 1.00 indicate a positive (negative) relationship between the predictor and the odds that a
person fatally shot is Black or Hispanic. Whites served as the referent group. n = 917. χ (34)=183.57; P < 0.001; R  = 0.52.

Table 2.

  Black Hispanic

Variable OR 95% CI OR 95% CI

Intercept 0.14 0.08, 0.25 0.18 0.12, 0.27

Civilian age 0.58 0.46, 0.72 0.55 0.44, 0.70

Civilian armed 0.54 0.24, 1.24 1.13 0.44, 2.91

Civilian mental health issue 0.52 0.30, 0.89 0.41 0.19, 0.87EXPAND FOR MORE 
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odds of a person fatally shot being Black (OR = 0.88 [0.66, 1.17]), and Black crime rates were

unrelated to the odds of a person fatally shot being Hispanic (OR = 0.95 [0.73, 1.23]).

Race-specific violent crime was a very strong predictor of civilian race, explaining 44% of the

variance in the race of a person fatally shot. This reveals that the race of a person who is fatally

shot closely tracks same-race violent crime, at least as indexed by Centers for Disease Control

and Prevention homicide data. We largely replicated this pattern with population data (lower

half of Fig. 1). Race-specific population rates accounted for 43% of the variance in civilian race,

showing that the race of a person who is fatally shot also closely tracks population size.

Do Racial Disparities in FOIS Vary by Type of Shooting?

We conducted a set of regression models to test whether a person fatally shot was more likely

to be Black (or Hispanic) than White in certain types of FOIS. In this set of models, we

strategically centered predictors to identify racial disparities across shooting types. When all

predictors are centered or effects coded, the test of the intercept indicates racial disparities in

the average shooting. This provides an estimate of racial disparities across all shootings. When

categorical predictors are dummy-coded so that zero represents the absence of the factor,

Odds ratios predicting the race of civilians fatally shot by police from county-level race-specific violent crime
(estimated by race-specific homicide data) and population size. Values to the left (right) of the dotted line indicate
that the civilian was more likely to be White (Black/Hispanic). Civilian race was regressed on each variable
individually due to multicollinearity. Lines represent 95% CI. n = 917.

Fig. 1.
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model intercepts reflect whether anti-Black and anti-Hispanic racial disparity was observed for

this type of shooting (e.g., unarmed shootings). When continuous predictors are centered a SD

below the mean, model intercepts reflect whether anti-Black and anti-Hispanic racial disparity

was observed for this type of shooting (e.g., shootings of young civilians). We tested racial

disparities across all types of shootings as defined by civilian and officer factors.

Table 3 reports tests of racial disparities by type of shooting. Model 0 tests whether there is

evidence of racial disparity in the typical shooting (all variables are centered or effects coded).

Controlling for predictors at the civilian, officer, and county levels, a person fatally shot by

police was 6.67 times less likely (OR = 0.15 [0.09, 0.27]) to be Black than White and 3.33 times

less likely (OR = 0.30 [0.21, 0.47]) to be Hispanic than White. Thus, in the typical shooting, we

did not find evidence of anti-Black or anti-Hispanic disparity.

However, averaging across shootings may provide an incomplete picture if racial disparities

vary across types of fatal shootings. The remaining models (1–20) separate different types of

shootings to test for this variation. No model showed significant evidence of anti-Black or -

Hispanic disparity, although evidence for anti-Black and anti-Hispanic disparities was stronger

when civilians were young (Model 1 vs. 2). Evidence for anti-Black disparities was also stronger

when civilians were not suicidal (Model 7 vs. 8). Overall, there was considerable variation in

racial disparities (OR ranges from 0.09 to 0.54) across different types of shootings.

Discussion

Concerns that White officers might disproportionately fatally shoot racial minorities can have

powerful effects on police legitimacy (31). By using a comprehensive database of FOIS during

2015, officer race, sex, or experience did not predict the race of a person fatally shot beyond

relationships explained by county demographics. On the other hand, race-specific violent crime

strongly predicted the race of a civilian fatally shot by police, explaining over 40% of the

variance in civilian race. These results bolster claims to take into account violent crime rates

when examining fatal police shootings (20).

Racial Disparity in Civilian Race by Shooting Type

Model 0 represents the typical shooting (all variables are effect coded or centered). Models 1–20 are coded to indicate certain
types of shootings. Level indicates at what level of the variable racial disparity is tested. MH, mental health. n=917.

Table 3.

    Black Hispanic

Model and variable Level OR 95% CI OR 95% CI

0. Typical shooting — 0.15 0.08, 0.26 0.30 0.20, 0.46

1. Civilian age Low 0.25 0.14, 0.47 0.54 0.33, 0.88

2. Civilian age High 0.09 0.05, 0.16 0.17 0.10, 0.27

3. Civilian armed No 0.20 0.10, 0.37 0.28 0.15, 0.53EXPAND FOR MORE 
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We did not find evidence for anti-Black or anti-Hispanic disparity in police use of force across all

shootings, and, if anything, found anti-White disparities when controlling for race-specific

crime. While racial disparity did vary by type of shooting, no one type of shooting showed

significant anti-Black or -Hispanic disparity. The uncertainty around these estimates highlights

the need for more data before drawing conclusions about disparities in specific types of

shootings.

Policy Implications.

Overall, officer demographics such as sex and experience were not related to racial disparities

in fatal shootings. Although officer race was related to racial disparities, the fact that Black and

Hispanic civilians were more likely to be shot by same-race officers was largely explained by

similarities between officer and county demographics. Because racial disparities in FOIS do not

vary based on officer race, hiring more diverse officers may not reduce racial disparities in

FOIS. This is not to say that increasing officer diversity is without merit, as increasing officer

diversity may broaden understanding of diverse communities and increase trust in law

enforcement. However, these data suggest that increasing racial diversity would not

meaningfully reduce racial disparity in fatal shootings (32).

One of our clearest results is that violent crime rates strongly predict the race of a person

fatally shot. At a high level, reducing race-specific violent crime should be an effective way to

reduce fatal shootings of Black and Hispanic adults. Of course, this is no simple task—crime

rates are the result of a large and dynamic set of forces. However, the magnitude of these

disparities speaks to the importance of this idea. In counties where minorities committed

higher rates of violent crime, a person fatally shot was 3.3 times more likely to be Hispanic than

White and 3.7 times more likely to be Black than White. This suggests that reducing disparities

in FOIS will require identifying and changing the socio-historical factors that lead civilians to

commit violent crime (20).

One limitation of our results is that they only focus on officers who fired at a civilian that was

fatally wounded. Not all officers responding to such calls fire their weapons. Therefore,

characteristics such as officer race, sex, or experience may impact racial disparities in FOIS

through whether officers fire their weapons. Testing this will require additional information

about responding officers who do not fire their weapons.

What Is the Evidence for Racial Disparity?

When considering all FOIS in 2015, we did not find anti-Black or anti-Hispanic disparity. How do

we explain these results? Our data are consistent with three possible explanations.

One police-centered explanation is that these disparities reflect depolicing (33, 34). Depolicing

occurs when police officers’ concerns about becoming targets in civil litigation and the media

spotlight impede officers from enforcing the law. Such concerns have been heightened due to

recent high-profile shootings of Black men (35). The disparities in our data are consistent with

selective depolicing, where officers are less likely to fatally shoot Black civilians for fear of public
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and legal reprisals. All else equal, this would increase the likelihood that a person fatally shot

was White vs. Black. However, depolicing might be limited to areas with high-profile shootings

(36). This explanation also does not explain the disparity observed when comparing White and

Hispanic civilians. Future research could test for depolicing more rigorously by using a

quasiexperimental time-lagged study investigating police use of force in cities before and after

high-profile shootings where racial issues are prominent.

On the other hand, a civilian-centered explanation for these disparities is that White civilians

may react differently toward police than racial minorities in crime-related situations. If White

civilians present more threat toward police, this could explain why a person fatally shot was

more likely to be White than Black or Hispanic. Among those fatally shot by police, Whites are

more likely (relative to racial minorities) to be armed and pose a threat (26). We attempted to

control for civilian threat level by measuring whether they were armed and attacking, but found

these variables unrelated to the race of a person fatally shot. These issues illustrate a broader

challenge in inferring civilian characteristics during fatal shootings. The newspaper databases

we analyzed contained at least some errors (e.g., in whether civilians are coded as armed; ref.

37). There are likely more false positives and negatives in these databases, such as when

separating individuals committing suicide who are not experiencing a mental health crisis from

those who are experiencing a mental health crisis. Another challenge is that dichotomous

variable codes may not capture the complexity of these interactions (e.g., a person is coded as

attacking, but they had stopped struggling before they were fatally shot). One solution is to

code civilian threat level in a more continuous way (e.g., ref. 10). But this will only be realistic if

better records of FOIS are kept at the federal level. For this reason, we urge caution when

interpreting the impact of civilian characteristics on racial disparities in fatal shootings.

Finally, the lack of anti-Black or anti-Hispanic disparity and the impact of race-specific crime are

consistent with an exposure argument, whereby per capita racial disparity in fatal shootings is

explained by non-Whites’ greater exposure to the police through crime. This explanation is

consistent with studies that have used violent crime as a benchmark for testing disparity (20,

23–25). However, this does not mean that researchers should continue to use benchmarking

approaches, even if using violent crime over population size. Rather, researchers can take one

or both predictors into account with our approach. Moreover, unlike the benchmark approach,

our conclusions regarding racial disparity do not depend on which predictors are used (SI

Appendix).

What These Findings Do Not Show.

Our analyses test for racial disparities in FOIS, which should not be conflated with racial bias

(21). Racial disparities are a necessary but not sufficient, requirement for the existence of racial

biases, as there are many reasons why fatal shootings might vary across racial groups that are

unrelated to bias on the behalf of police officers.

For example, we found that a person fatally shot by police was much more likely to be White

when they were suicidal. This does not mean that there are department policies or officer
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biases that encourage fatal shootings of suicidal White civilians. A more plausible explanation is

that White civilians are more likely to attempt “suicide by cop” than minorities (38). Similarly,

Black and Hispanic officers (compared with White officers) were more likely to fatally shoot

Black and Hispanic civilians. This does not mean that there are department policies

encouraging non-White officers to fatally shoot minorities. Rather, the link between officer race

and FOIS appears to be explained by officers and civilians being drawn from the same

population, making it more likely that an officer will be exposed to (and fatally shoot) a same-

race civilian.

We stress that these findings cannot incriminate or exonerate officers in any specific case.

Findings at the national level do not directly speak to the presence or absence of bias in

individual shootings. In other words, whether a particular officer shows bias in any individual

case is a different question than whether officers in general show bias. Claims of national bias

in FOIS requires examining fatal force in aggregate, and not just in one incident or racial group

(39).

Conclusion.

Until now, researchers have been unable to test questions related to officer characteristics in

fatal shootings. We created a near-complete database of fatal shootings in 2015 to test

questions about racial disparities in FOIS. However, continued work on this issue will require

more information about the officers, civilians, and circumstances surrounding these events. We

encourage federal agencies to enforce policies that require recording information about the

civilians and officers in FOIS to better understand the relationship between civilian race and

police use of force.

Materials and Methods

We began by creating a list of all 2015 FOIS of civilians by nonfederal on-duty police officers, as

this was the first year that news organizations collected near-complete databases of FOIS. We

obtained this initial list of civilians by combining information from The Washington Post and

The Guardian databases on January 1, 2016. We limited our analyses to White (n = 501), Black

(n = 245), and Hispanic (n = 171) civilians, because there were insufficient data to analyze other

racial groups. The institutional review board at Michigan State University deemed this study

exempt, as it relied on public information.

We next obtained officer information by contacting all 684 police departments who had officers

involved in a fatal shooting. We initially sent letters requesting the race, sex, and years of

experience of each officer who fired at the civilian. From this written request, we received

information on 62% of shootings. We next called police departments to request missing data.

Finally, we searched newspaper articles, court documents, and internet sources to supplement

the missing data. In all, we were able to obtain complete officer information in 72% of

shootings and partial information in 96% of shootings. Rather than remove shootings with

missing information, we estimated the missing data with multiple imputation (ref. 40; SI

Appendix).
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We included several factors to predict the race of a person fatally shot. Officer characteristics

included the total number of officers who fired in the shooting, the percent of officers who

were Black or Hispanic, the percent of female officers, and the average experience across the

officers in years. Civilian characteristics included civilian age and whether they were armed,

suffering from a mental health issue, suicidal, or attacking the officer. County-level factors

included county population size, median income, income inequality, percent of the county that

was urban, and race-specific violent crime rates. Details and correlations are provided in SI

Appendix.

In defining what constitutes a mental health issue, we relied on The Washington Post’s coding,

which indicates whether the person was experiencing a mental health crisis or if there was no

known crisis. The Post does not specify the nature of the crisis. We also used the Post’s coding

of whether an individual is armed. We used newspaper reports to code that a civilian was

suicidal if 1) they left an explicit suicide note; 2) a family member reported the civilian was

suicidal; or 3) police reported that the civilian explicitly told officers to shoot him or her. We

also used newspaper reports to code civilians as attacking if they were armed or actively

struggling with an officer. Behaviors such as fleeing or advancing toward an officer were not

coded as attacking. More details about these codes are provided in SI Appendix.

All multinomial regression models were estimated with MPlus (Version 8.0; ref. 41). Whites

served as the referent category relative to Black and Hispanic civilians. We used clustering to

correct standard errors due to county-level nonindependence. Details can be found in SI

Appendix. Estimates for each predictor were converted to OR to facilitate interpretation.
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