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Abstract: 

Due to a variety of legal ordinances, police misconduct and brutality are relatively understudied 

because of the lack of accurate aggregate-level and up-to-date police misconduct reporting 

systems. This study examined the effects on misconduct rates of various social factors from 30 

cities that were reported as having the highest misconduct rates in the United States. The results 

of this study find that as misconduct rates decrease, poverty rates increase. While the findings 

appear positive, they may actually be a false positive. Due to poverty status and social capital, 

researchers find that people who are in disadvantaged situations are less able to report 

misconduct issues that they may experience with the police. While most studies about police use 

various criminology theories, this paper approaches police misconduct from a conflict theory 

perspective. Therefore, this study complements current literature about social positioning in 

relation to police control. Also, this study is a testament to the necessity to create an aggregate-

level dataset that monitors police misconduct on a city and state level to maintain the 

accountability of police departments around the nation. 

 

 

 



e.polis Volume X, Fall 2018  
 

Stephanie Baran 
Policing Poverty:   

An Exploratory Study of Police Misconduct Rates in 30 U.S. Cities 
 

 

2 
 

Literature Review  

Issues linking race and experience with police are not a new phenomenon. There are 

news stories of black men being stopped by police for walking with their hands in their pockets. 

There are reports of 12 year old black boys being shot by police while being children at the park. 

The issue is that these occurrences are mostly reported by media outlets, as the police are not 

required to report any incident that may qualify as misconduct. Regardless, these stories are 

frequently on the news and should not be ignored. With the recent media coverage of the Eric 

Garner, Michael Brown, and more locally, the Dontre Hamiliton case, there appears to be an 

issue with police using excessive force, but no aggregate-level statistical measurement to 

complete an accurate analysis. The police also have a historically tense relationship with people 

in poverty and communities of color.  Using conflict theory, this study seeks to examine police 

misconduct and their relationship to various communities in the United States. 

Police, Poverty and Race 

Previous research bases its work on a variety of criminology theories. However, when 

considering foundations of the police and their relationship to the poor, conflict theory may be a 

better way to examine this social issue. A Marxian analysis may help better understand the 

power relations within class positions and societies. Spitzer notes conflict theory can best be 

described “both in terms of the relationship between knowledge of and control over a group, and 

the support for the ‘hierarchy of credibility’ (Spitzer, 1975).” This “hierarchy of credibility” 

gives the police the authority to enforce the current social order of the people in power (K. R. 

Williams & Drake, 1980).  
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Other research utilizing this conflict analysis finds that people in disadvantaged situations 

are often less likely to report any misconduct by police that they might experience (Weisburd et 

al., 2000; Weitzer, 1999 & 2002). A traditional Marxist analysis suggests that people in 

disadvantaged situations are less able to confront the police about misconduct experienced. 

Social and class position are also important to the perceptions of the police (Weitzer, 2000; 

Weitzer & Tuch, 1999). For example, Weitzer notes in a study with 169 in-depth interviews with 

residents from two predominately African American and white neighborhoods that middle-class 

blacks are more able to protest police misconduct than lower or working class blacks (Weitzer, 

1999). 

 In order to better understand police misconduct issues, there needs to be a conflict 

analysis of policing methods in the United States. First, there are quality-of-life initiatives, which 

are more or less methods where police aggressively make arrests for minor issues – like 

panhandling (Roberts, 1999). The second are loitering laws which are vaguely disguised as 

vagrancy laws (Howell, Perry, & Vile, 2004; Roberts, 1999; K. Williams, 2004). The vagueness 

of these laws makes it possible for police to intervene and arrest individuals for being out in 

public and who may be considered a “nuisance” (Roberts, 1999; K. Williams, 2004). These 

seemingly innocuous initiatives can balloon into a variety of profiling mechanisms – for 

example, a young black man was stopped by police because he had his hands in his pockets 

(“African-American man stopped by Michigan cop for walking with his hands in his pockets,” 

n.d.). Therefore, the relationship between the police and communities is downright contentious 

(Howell et al., 2004; Roberts, 1999; K. Williams, 2004).  
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Prior to the abolition of slavery, Barlow et al. note that police enforced the Federal 

Fugitive Slave Law (Barlow & Barlow, 2000). This meant that they were in charge of arresting 

escaped people of color and also arresting abolitionists that helped slaves escape. Williams notes 

that the police aggressively enforced vagrancy laws that were founded during and after the 

abolition of slavery and blended into the black codes during the Jim Crow era (Howell et al., 

2004; K. Williams, 2004). Vagrancy laws also give police to the authority to intimidate the poor. 

These vagrancy laws have morphed into profiling, brutality and stop and frisks of black and 

brown men. Research has illustrated that just because racism does not appear as it did in the past, 

it does not mean it is non-existent (Bonilla-Silva, 2010; Lipsitz, 1995, 2006; Silva & Forman, 

2000). As Malcolm X stated, “like car companies, racism comes out with a new and improved 

model every year” (Lipsitz, 1995).   

Community attitudes to Police Misconduct: Race and Poverty 

Attitudes toward police  

The attitudes toward police from communities are extremely important to positive 

interactions with officers. Research finds that communities’ views of the police often coincide 

with their trust and approval of police actions (Frank et al., 1996; Howell et al., 2004; Reisig & 

Parks, 2000). Recent studies finds that communities of color have a negative view of police in 

their community versus white communities (Cao, Frank, & Cullen, 1996; Frank et al., 1996; 

Howell et al., 2004; Roberts, 1999; Weitzer, 2000). There needs to be an understanding about the 

issues of white supremacy and white privilege when it comes to policing and communities. In 

regards to issues of police enforcement, groups in a dominant position can use various ideologies 

to reinforce their advantages throughout life (Bobo, 1999; Durrheim et al., 2011).  
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Howell et al. examine the interactions of white racism within white and black 

communities. For example, in their research the authors survey African American and white 

registered voters in in four large U.S. cities with large black/white populations (Howell et al., 

2004). The authors use two models that not only looked at race but also the approval of the 

neighborhoods using multivariate models that used approval of the police as the independent 

variable. The independent variables include the typical race, income, gender, education, and age, 

but this model also includes party identification, political ideology, a scale of increasing crime, 

and previous victimization (Howell et al., 2004). The second pooled model assesses the 

neighborhood context, i.e. white and black cities (Howell et al., 2004). Therefore, Howell et al. 

find that white residents are more critical of police when they live in majority black communities 

and found insignificant results from white residents who live in a majority (if not all) white cities 

(Howell et al., 2004). Another result from this study finds that if white people perceived an 

increase of crime in black cities, there was a negative review of the police (Howell et al., 2004). 

However, the perception of white residents in white cities had an insignificant result on the 

evaluation of police performance (Howell et al., 2004).  

While this analysis uses conflict theory to analyze misconduct of police, a connected 

theory of racial threat supports this finding. Racial threats are when whites simply perceive an 

increase in crime, that the level of threat from nonwhites increases (Durrheim et al., 2011; 

Kinder & Sears, 1981; Quillian, 1996; Quillian & Pager, 2001). However, the fact that white 

residents do not feel the same about the perception of an increase in crime in between white and 

black cities is staggering and supports the racial threat and conflict theory. 

Attitudes from police  
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In order for community policing to be effective in various communities, the police also 

need to be conscious of their positions and policing within their communities. Sun notes that 

officers of different races – in this case a binary of black and white – may approach their jobs 

with different attitudes (Sun, 2003; Sun & Payne, 2004). Sun proposes that there are two theories 

to use to understand police officer approaches (Sun, 2003). One is the predisposition theory, 

where an officer might approach the job with perspectives that they had prior to entering the law 

enforcement field. The example that Sun uses to illustrate this point is how officers of color may 

approach policing based on their experiences in various neighborhoods. The other approach is 

the differential socialization/experience theory. Sun finds that this particular theory rests on the 

possibility that black and white officers will be socialized with same race superior officers and 

that they will patrol different types of neighborhoods. These attitudes from police that are 

transferred to the community are incredibly important when discussing how policing should 

approach various types of policing strategies.  

Policing Strategies 

Community policing  

Policing functions on the attainment and distribution of power. Hence, police have the 

power over the general populace in many situations (Spitzer, 1975; K. Williams, 2004; K. R. 

Williams & Drake, 1980). They are the strong arm for the local governments to enforce various 

laws. The idea behind community policing is to create an environment where the police and the 

community work together to stop crime. Roberts finds that advocates state that “community 

policing is an ‘organizational strategy’ that integrates police departments into the community to 

make them more responsive to citizens’ demands (Roberts, 1999).”  Therefore, positive 
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community policing rests not on the populace, but the minds of the power holders that are the 

police officers in various communities (Mastrofski, Reisig, & McCluskey, 2002).  

Police wield power and they have the ability to make their communities feel either very 

pro-police or very anti-police. A version of this was instituted in Chicago as the Chicago 

Alternative Policing Strategy, or CAPS. Lirigio and Skohan find that community policing is not 

so much an effort on the side of the community, but an effort of the police officer to change the 

ways in which they think about their role in the community (Lurigio & Skogan, 1994). 

Connected to community policing strategies is the ‘broken windows theory’ which argues that 

deteriorating buildings and actual broken windows are indications that crime has the potential to 

increase (Wilson & Kelling, 1982).  On the outset, this strategy looks positive and requires that 

the police and the community work together to improve the quality of life of the community. 

However, it is important to note that this particular strategy will not actually reduce crime, only 

reduce their fear of perceived crime (Barlow & Barlow, 2000; Wilson & Kelling, 1982). The 

purpose of the broken windows policing theory is an image based approach, not an actual crime-

stopping approach.(Barlow and Barlow 2000).  

In a study by Cao et al., (1996) the authors identified their population and used a 

questionnaire mailed to 1,000 Cincinnati residents. The data analysis uses a multivariate model 

of the individual level responses for to understand the effects on confidence in the police. While 

this study uses the general independent variables of race, gender, education, income, and age; 

they also use crime victimization, which measures experiences with crime. The second specific 

independent variable is the fear of crime, which assesses how the residents felt about the crime in 

their neighborhoods. The last three variables are to measure the feelings about crime policies, 
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community disorder and collective security, or more commonly known as collective efficacy 

(Cao et al., 1996). This research finds that citizens base their perception of disorder factors in 

their confidence of the police. This same research also finds that in communities where ‘broken 

windows theory’ is prominent, local residents hold the local police partly responsible for that 

disorder in their neighborhoods.  

Order-maintenance policing  

Policies that are used to maintain order are sometimes used in conjunction with 

community policing. However, to be consistent with prior research, these terms will remain 

separated even though they can overlap at times (Roberts, 1999). Barlow et al. (2000) note that 

the “police do not preserve just any order, but the social order, with all its current class, race and 

gender power relations (Barlow & Barlow, 2000).” An example of order-maintenance policing is 

the stop-and frisk strategy in New York City, which led millions of Americans, overwhelmingly 

black and brown men, to be stopped by police. Strategies like these decrease the connection 

between the community and the police and can lead to higher instances of mistrust.      

Views of police and status quo maintenance view policing as a state sanctioned apparatus 

to quell rebellions and maintain dominant social order (Barlow & Barlow, 2000). However, 

Roberts notes that order-maintenance policing can give police license to abuse their power and 

arrest and detain anyone they feel may be in the realm of possibly committing a crime. While on 

the façade, this looks fairly race-neutral, Roberts notes that the rates of black and brown men 

detained using these order-maintenance strategies indicate that race is central to who was being 

detained (Roberts, 1999).  

Use of force  
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Use of force by police upon civilians is not a new topic. Researchers define the use of 

force as means such as arrest, mace, or deadly methods used to subdue an individual (Terrill & 

Reisig, 2003). Fyfe defines deadly force as “force likely to kill or [be] capable of killing. Since 

police deadly force most often occurs when police point and fire their guns at other human 

beings,…"police deadly force" will be defined…[as] all police shootings at others (Fyfe, 1982).” 

The use of force by police upon civilians – particularly on people of color – has increased over 

time (Gabrielson et al., n.d.). There is also some dicscussion within the field about how to even 

determine force – nonlethal or otherwise noted (Hickman, Piquero, & Garner, 2008; Mastrofski 

et al., 2002)   

Other research shows that people of color and people in poverty are by and large the 

recipients of police violence, more so than their white counterparts (Barlow & Barlow, 2000; 

Fyfe, 1982; Gabrielson et al., n.d.). Researchers note that differences in use of force between 

black and white bodies by police could be understood as “differential enforcement” (Barlow & 

Barlow, 2000). The idea is that technically all bodies are treated the same under the law, 

however, we have come to find that use of force is racially and economically defined (Weitzer & 

Tuch, 1999).  

Research finds that poor neighborhoods are far more privileged with police presence than 

their wealthier counterparts (Bloch, 1974; Kane, 2007). However, this issue with understanding 

the use of force from police in communities is that there is no aggregate-level data or even the 

requirement for police to even record these issues (Flanagan & Vaughn, 1996; Fyfe, 2002; 

Hickman et al., 2008; Kane, 2007; Klinger, 2008). These positions of power cement the 

identification of the police as the main power holders and have no accountability to the public. 
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 For example, research finds that there needs to be a better way to hold police 

accountable (Campbell, Berk, & Fyfe, 1998; Fyfe, 2002; Hickman et al., 2008; Kane, 2007; 

Klinger, 2008). For example, Hickman et al. (2008) use the Police-Public Contact Survey 

(PPCS), along with the Survey of Inmates in Local Jails or (SILJ) from 2002, which included 

individual level data. They also included previous publications that included arrest rates and 

police stops. This independent variable was the individual experience with the police and threat 

of violence. The dependent variables included age, race, income, and incarceration status, which 

were employed in a series of multivariate analyses (Hickman et al., 2008). Hickman et al. (2008) 

note that because two data sources needed to be used in combination to find potential rates for 

use of force, that there could be some overlap. Hickman et al. (2008) find that there is a 

disconnect between the reporting data from the national data and the individual level reporting 

since a national method for collecting data is lacking.  

Kane, however, advocates not for a national system, but a system where every police 

department is required to keep use of force information “on all coercive activities, including 

disciplinary actions and to make that data [open to the public] (Kane, 2007).” The reason for this 

information is because research by Campbell et al (1998) use report data of Los Angeles Police 

Department of division-level and individual-level, police –suspect encounters. While this 

research is limited due to the potential for erroneous arrests, they created two multivariate 

models to measure the division and individual level information. For these models, the  

independent variables were race, gender, whether or not attacked, and the percentage per race in 

the population (Campbell et al., 1998). Campbell et al. finds that depending on the variety of 

control variables, individual data was not associated with any misconduct. However, when 
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looking at the aggregate data for the division and the department, there was an association 

specifically with black individuals experiencing a higher amount of canine use of force 

deployments.  

  While there is some disagreement in the field, these studies advocate for better measures 

of police accountability to the public in situations of misconduct. Potentially, these methods 

would be a better way to hold police departments accountable and also ensure that the public has 

the ability to report misconduct they experience without the potential for retribution from an 

officer.  

Current Study 

This study illuminates the effects on misconduct from different life factors such as the 

race of the officer, poverty, and unemployment. Foucault (1988) notes that police departments 

and other crime-control agencies maintain and collect data as a way to justify their existence. 

Therefore, the idea that they cannot collect, maintain and disseminate their information to the 

public would seem necessary to legitimize their position to the public (Martin, Gutman, & 

Hutton, 1988). This research is an attempt to explore this relationship and hopefully spur further 

action to develop aggregate level data. Therefore, in order to analyze this particular issue, this 

study uses an SPSS logistic multiple regression to analyze these outcomes. The benefits of 

utilizing a multiple regression for this project is that it allows for the ability to single out the 

effect of each independent variable on the dependent variable, which is completed by holding all 

the other independent variables constant. Multiple regressions allow researchers to test multiple 

effects on a particular independent variable and therefore allows for a more concise analysis of 

the data.  



e.polis Volume X, Fall 2018  
 

Stephanie Baran 
Policing Poverty:   

An Exploratory Study of Police Misconduct Rates in 30 U.S. Cities 
 

 

12 
 

Data  

This study uses multiple data sources in order to analyze the rates of misconduct of police 

officers. The data for misconduct rates was sourced from The 2010 National Police Misconduct 

Statistics and Reporting Project (NPMSRP), which is sponsored by the CATO Institute. The 

limitations of utilizing this data source will be discussed later in this paper. The NPMSRP is an 

attempt to fill a gap of aggregate-level police misconduct reporting. The NPMSRP gathers 

information from media reports of police conduct from around the nation. The information must 

include misconduct of the following types: reported misconduct from victims, sexual 

misconduct, and reports of excessive force.  

The data analyzed in this study are 30 cities (N=30) from around the United States that 

have the highest rates of police misconduct for police agencies that have 100 - 1,000 or more 

sworn officers. The rates were consistent with one another; however, Galveston, Texas was an 

outlier with a significant misconduct rate of 14,935.06. Therefore, the analysis may be skewed. 

For information on the police officers for these cities, the Law Enforcement Management and 

Administrative Statistics (LEMAS) 2007 was consulted.  

Specifically, this research provided the data for the race of the police officers for each of 

the studied police departments. The information for the population of black residents and 

percentage of young male per each city was collected from the 2010 United States Census, 

specifically from the American Fact Finder. In order to measure employment status, the 

percentage of individuals unemployed and below the poverty line was recorded for each city. 

Lastly, the percentage of property crime was measured from the FBI crime statistics for each 

city. 
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Methods   

The dependent variable was the misconduct rates per each city. The first independent 

variable – percentage for the black population – was obtained by dividing the total black 

population by the total population times 100. The second independent variable for the percent of 

property crime was obtained by taking the total amount of reported property crime and dividing 

it by the total amount of reported crime, times 100. For this analysis, total crime includes violent 

crime, murder and non-negligent manslaughter, forcible rape, robbery, aggravated assault, 

burglary, larceny-theft, property crime, motor vehicle theft, and arson. The third independent 

variable was the white officer population, which was directly sourced from LEMAS. The fourth 

variable to measure poverty was the percentage of unemployed under the poverty level, which 

was directly sourced from the United States Census from 2010. Lastly, the fifth and final 

independent variable was the percentage of young males in each city, which was also directly 

sourced from the United States Census. Other variables where included in the analysis but had to 

be removed due to issues with co-linearity.  

Analysis  

Descriptive Statistics  

For the rate of misconduct for the sample N=30 cities the minimum rate is 1,395.67, the 

maximum is 14,935.06 and the mean rate of misconduct is 3,131.31 for the cities sampled. The 

percentage of crime for each city includes a minimum of 3.17%, a maximum of 82.7% and a 

mean of 27.50%. For each city, the descriptive statistics for the percentage of property crime 

details a minimum of 4.8%, a maximum of 46.6% and a mean of 41%. The number of police 

officers per city includes a minimum of 133, a maximum force of 2,618, and a mean 778 
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officers. The percentage unemployment under the poverty level is a minimum of 14.4%, a 

maximum of 51.3%, and a mean of 30.3% for each city. The percentage of young males for each 

city is a minimum of 4.9%, a maximum of 9.8% and a mean of 7.2%. While there is some 

correlation with the unemployment rate and percentage of black population at .67, it is still under 

the statistical cutoff of .75. The regression is not affected by this correlation.  

Evaluation of the R2 

According to the R2, 49.3% of the variance is explained by the independent variables. 

This indicates moderate performance of the regression model and that the predicted misconduct 

rate and the actual misconduct rate are somewhat close.  

Evaluation of the p-value  

The p-value determines the statistical significance of the independent variables used in 

the regression. The cutoff for statistical significance is p<.05. The p-value for white police 

officers is .066, and while this is technically not statistically significant, it is an interesting 

finding. However, the p-value of the percentage of the unemployment rate below the poverty 

level is statistically significant at .001. Therefore, the unemployment has a significant effect on 

the rate of misconduct.  

Interpretation of the b 

The b for percent of the population is -288.83. Therefore, the rate of misconduct 

decreases 288.83 as the unemployment rate below the poverty level increases 1%, controlling for 

other independent variables.   

Real-life Significance 
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In order to interpret real-life significance, the descriptive statistics need to be examined. 

The descriptive statistics for the percentage unemployment under the poverty level is a minimum 

of 14.4%, a maximum of 51.3%, and a mean of 30.3% for each city. A one unit increase appears 

to be significant and appropriate in this case. If we examine the descriptive statistics of the 

misconduct rates, the minimum rate is 1,395.67, the maximum is 14,935.06 and the mean rate of 

misconduct is 3,131.31 for the cities sampled. Forgetting that people in poverty are in 

disadvantaged situations, a decrease in misconduct rate of -288.83 would have real-life 

significance.  

 

Table 1. Variables including effect on misconduct and statistical significance (N=30) 

 Model 1   

 b p-value 

% Black  43.04 .158 

 (29.56)  

% Property Crime  35.49 .536 

 (56.47)  

# of White Officers -1.51 .066 

 (.79)  

% Unemployment 

Under Poverty Level  

-288.83 .001* 

 (74.68)  
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% Young Male  283.24 .447 

 (366.08)  

Note: Standard error in parentheses  

*p<.05 

 

Limitations  

Police Misconduct is relatively understudied, given that there is a lack of aggregate-level 

city or state-wide available data. Due to the issue that police departments are not required to 

record any police misconduct incidents, there is a gap in data. Researchers have found that this 

constitutes significant limitations for the public to understand police misconduct (Fyfe, 2002; 

Hickman, Piquero, & Garner, 2008; Klinger, 2008; Worden, 1996). Therefore, this study was 

completed by compiling data from a variety of sources and is not a representative sample given 

the inability to access accurate, up-to-date information.  At present, one of the only data sources 

collecting reports of police misconduct is the National Police Misconduct Statistics and 

Reporting Project (NPMSRP), which is supported by the CATO Institute. There is of course 

potential error in the collection of the reports since police departments do not have to record 

these incidents and thus the exact rate of misconduct is unable to be accurately calculated. The 

other problematic issue with using the CATO Institute’s report is that the think tank is connected 

to the Koch Brothers, who are ideologically aligned with more conservative and libertarian 

beliefs than actually being a social justice oriented organization (“2010 NPMSRP Police 

Misconduct Statistical Report -Draft-,” n.d.).  

Discussion and Conclusion  
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This study examined the effects of social level information on reported misconduct issues 

from police. This study also corroborates current literature regarding the social position of people 

in poverty to be less able to report issues of police misconduct that they may experience in their 

cities. Therefore, while this study indicates a decrease in misconduct, it should not be treated as a 

positive, given the fact that there exists an inability to have full confidence in the accuracy of the 

data due in large part to the lack of reporting requirements. This study advocates that public 

policy makers shift the thinking and require that publically funding police departments be 

required to maintain accurate reporting procedures with public oversight to ensure that police are 

being held accountable for their actions.  
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Appendix  

 

Table 2. Descriptive statistics 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

Misconduct 

Rate 

30 1395.67 14935.06 3131.21 2823.52 

% Black 30 3.17 82.71 27.50 20.10 

% Propery 

Crime 

30 4.84 46.60 40.94 7.31 

# of White 

Officers 

30 133.00 2618.00 778.33 528.65 

% Young Male 30 4.90 9.80 7.24 1.22 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 3. Cites and Misconduct Rates 

City (dept) Misconduct rates 

Albuquerque (NM) Police  1471.94 

Atlanta (GA) Police 4050.46 
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Baltimore (MD) Police 1526.72 

Buffalo (NY) Police 1507.54 

Cincinnati (OH) Police 1437.56 

Columbia (MO) 8552.63 

Dallas (TX) Police 1733.30 

Denver (CO) Police 4105.96 

Detroit Police (MI) Police 1843.00 

Fort Worth (TX) Police 2463.38 

Fresno (CA) Police  1813.78 

Galveston (TX) Police  14935.06 

Jacksonville (FL) Police 1603.67 

Louisville (KY) Police 1907.13 

Mesa (AZ) Police  1622.97 

Miami (FL) Police 1423.49 

Milwaukee (WI) Police 1405.52 

Minneapolis (MN) Police 4166.67 

Mobile (AL) Police  1473.30 

Montgomery (AL) Police 3393.21 

Nashville (TN) 1395.67 

New Orleans (LA) Police 5041.44 

Newark (NJ) Police 1619.12 
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Oakland (CA) Police  2900.38 

Phoenix (AZ) Police 1829.83 

Pittsburgh (PA) Police 6,346.00 

Portland (OR) Police  3343.78 

Seattle (WA) Police 1998.52 

St. Petersburg (FL) Police  1851.85 

Tulsa (OK) Police 5172.41 
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