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Executive Summary

This report presents original findings from the most comprehensive study of the accuracy of public
perception with respect to the prevalence and racial distribution of police use of force.

The report is divided into four main parts:

® Part 1 outlines the study’s theoretical framework and expectations regarding the accuracy of
public estimates of police use of force. In brief, it argues that because of a lack of direct personal
experience and information for assessing the prevalence of police force and racial bias, Americans
must rely on media coverage to estimate how serious police violence is. This renders public
estimates susceptible to media distortion; and this perceptual distortion is further exacerbated
by individuals’ political orientations and biases.

® Part 2 presents the first empirical analysis of new data from our original survey, which asks
U.S. respondents to estimate various police use-of-force statistics. The findings reveal significant
overestimates of the prevalence of nonlethal use-of-force incidents—both in general and as to
those involving black Americans. Respondents also significantly overestimated both the black
and unarmed shares of fatal police-shooting victims. These overestimates tend to be largest
among liberal respondents.

® Part 3 introduces the study’s embedded experimental design, which tests whether correcting
survey respondents’ misestimates leads respondents to adjust their perceptions of police brutality
and related policy preferences. Encouragingly, the overall findings indicate that receiving
correct information significantly reduced inaccurate perceptions of police brutality and racism
and increased support for policing-centered, anticrime public policies. These effects were also
greatest for liberals and respondents who gave moderate-to-large overestimates, on average.

® Part 4 discusses the implications of the study’s findings for news media coverage of police
use of force. It proposes recommendations for journalists and argues for the aggressive and
frequent use of social media context and fact-checking tools as a means of combating public
misperceptions of policing.
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Perceptions Are Not Reality: What Americans Get Wrong About Police Violence

Introduction

Recently, there has been a dramatic increase in media and public attention to police brutality and
racial bias. By some measures, the volume of media references to these topics has been greater over
the past decade than ever before.! Google search behavior shows that Americans are consuming
this messaging (Figure 1), and their attitudes toward police—particularly Democrats’and liberals’
attitudes—have responded accordingly.? Confidence in police has never been lower,® while
antipolice sentiment,* perceptions of police brutality’ and racism,® and support for defunding
the police have never been higher.”

So much have perceptions of racist policing grown that, as of 2021, more than half (52%) of
Democrats felt that levels of racism were greater among police officers than other societal groups
(up from 35% in 2014). Fears of the police among black Americans® have increased to the point
that, in 2020, roughly 74% of black respondents to a Quinnipiac University poll said that they
“personally worry” about being the victim of police brutality, compared with 64% and 57% who
said so in 2018 and 2016, respectively.

Figure 1

Salience of Police Brutality / Racial Bias-Related Terms
in New York Times Articles and Google Searches
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Note: Blue line (left y-axis) represents the annual share of New York Times articles in the ProQuest database that mention at
least one of the listed terms between January 1, 1960, and February 27, 2023. Gray line (right y-axis) represents the annual
average combined monthly Google search volume for the listed terms between January 1, 2004, and February 27, 2023.

Source: ProQuest news article database; search data obtained from Google Trends with the use of the Keywords Everywhere tool

Yet these trends in media coverage and public perceptions seem divorced from empirical reality.
A stark illustration of this was provided by a nationally representative survey conducted in 2019
by the Skeptic Research Center,” which found that nearly 33% of people—including 44% of
liberals—thought that 1,000 or more unarmed black men alone were killed by police in 2019. In
fact, according to the Mapping Police Violence (MPV) database, 29 unarmed black (vs. 44 white)
men were killed by police that year.!® Further, whereas the average Skeptic Research Center
respondent thought that 48% of all people killed by police that year were black—an estimate that
reached a high of 55% among liberal respondents—the true proportion (25%) was far lower.!!
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Meanwhile, an earlier Qualtrics survey conducted by Manhattan Institute fellow Eric Kaufmann
found that 80% of black respondents and 60% of highly educated white liberal respondents thought
that young black men were more likely to be fatally shot by police than to die in a car accident.!?
Actually, in 2020, the year the survey was fielded, black men between the ages of 18 and 34 were
more than 17 times more likely to die in motor-vehicle accidents (38.4 deaths per 100,000) than
to be shot to death by police (2.2 per 100,000)."3

More generally, and despite 45% of the public (including 67% of Democrats) thinking that police
violence against the public is an “extremely” or a “very serious” problem, instances of police use of
force remain exceedingly rare.!* What data can be gathered'> show that rates of fatal officer-involved
shootings (FOIS) in major U.S. cities are generally lower in the past 10 years than in decades past.

Data from the MPV database (Figure 2) further reveal that numbers and rates of FOIS among
the country’s four largest racial/ethnic groups have either declined or remained stable across the
2013-22 period.

Figure 2

Numbers and Rates of Fatal Officer-Involved Shooting
(FOIS) Victims by Racial/Ethnic Group
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Note: Lines in left-hand chart represent the number of all FOIS victims for a given racial/ethnic
group. Lines in right-hand chart represent the number of FOIS victims per 100,000 people. Estimates
of annual group population counts were obtained from the Current Population Survey.

Source: Mapping Police Violence database; “Current Population Survey,” U.S. Census Bureau

Rather than a response to actual increases in use of force, the swing of public opinion against
the police appears to be a largely media-driven phenomenon—one apparently facilitated by the
rapid adoption of smartphones and social media and the rise of the Black Lives Matter movement.

This report considers whether the unprecedented media attention given to police use of force
has distorted public perceptions of its frequency and racial distribution, thereby making the
phenomenon appear more pervasive and severe than is justified by the data.


https://mappingpoliceviolence.org/
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/cps.html
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It addresses three main questions:

® First,how accurate are people’s estimates of police use-of-force statistics? Though findings
from the aforementioned Skeptic survey—one of the only existing surveys to address this
question—suggest that they tend to be highly inaccurate, this report provides a more thorough
investigation into the matter.

® Second, do such (mis)estimates directly inform people’s assessment of the severity of
police brutality and racism, as well as their policing policy preferences? While intuitively
that may be the case, it’s also plausible that overestimates of police brutality and racism are
the result of political or social identities, reflecting or reinforcing preexisting views rather than
independently guiding perceptions and preferences.

® Third, do people adjust their perceptions of police brutality and associated policy
preferences when their misestimates are corrected?

These questions are important because, inadvertently or otherwise, news organizations, journalists,
and political elites may be contributing to misperceptions about police use of force—misperceptions
that could have, and likely have had, significant social costs.!®

For instance, negative media portrayals of police and the public outrage that those portrayals
foster can cause police officers to engage in less proactive policing, which, in turn, can lead to
increases in crime.!” Negative media portrayals can also weaken the morale of police officers and
decrease the desirability of the profession, making it harder for police departments to retain and
recruit quality personnel and forcing them to lower hiring standards'8 to fill staffing vacancies.'”

The erosion of the police’s public legitimacy can also sway or pressure local governments to
consider or enact reckless de-policing policies?? that compromise public safety—as was the case
following the murder of George Floyd.?! It could also motivate greater lawbreaking, as people are
less likely to comply with the law if they perceive that the police routinely flout it.?? In addition,
misperceptions of police use of force can lead to unwarranted fears of being victimized by police,
discouraging people from cooperating with the police or reporting crimes and suspicious activities.?3

Insofar as these negative consequences are rooted in misperceptions of the prevalence and severity
of police violence, this report brings good news. Since misperceptions can be corrected, this report
suggests that at least some of these negative consequences could be mitigated, if not avoided, if
news organizations and political leaders covered or discussed policing incidents more responsibly.

Part 1: Literature Review and
Theoretical Expectations

The Role of News Media in Public (Mis)perceptions of “Police Violence”

People often lack direct experience with the social phenomena that they are asked to assess in
public opinion surveys. This is likely especially the case with respect to police use of force, which
few Americans will ever directly observe or encounter. Therefore, when asked to appraise the
importance, risk, or severity of a given phenomenon, the responses that people give are typically
based on whatever information is at the top of their minds at that moment—or what is most
convenient for their social identities and political orientations.?
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People rely on news media as a source of informational cues, and media coverage is often the
only window available through which the public can learn about phenomena outside their direct
experience.?’ It is also the primary channel through which political leaders communicate to the
public, which further helps people determine or become aware of an issue’s relative importance.?®
Thus, the more attention that news media and political leaders give to an issue, the more the
public is likely to regard it as important. Additionally, the more the media reports on a given
phenomenon, the easier it is for people to retrieve examples of that phenomenon from memory.
This easy retrieval, in turn, is a cue to the phenomenon’s broader societal prevalence.

In the context of race, the availability of informational cues may explain why Americans tend to
perceive greater discrimination against blacks and worse race relations in the U.S. at large than
in their own communities—i.e., their appraisals of local events are less reliant on news media
and elite messaging and are more informed by what they see around them.?” When it comes to
appraising the prevalence and severity of racism and race relations more broadly, however, most
people have little choice but to rely on news media and political leaders. Therefore, it’s likely no
coincidence that as media and political attention to racial discrimination increases, so, too, do
public perceptions of its severity.?3

Expectations for Public Estimates of Police Use of Force

As with racial discrimination, increases in public perceptions of the seriousness and prevalence
of police brutality closely track increases in media coverage of that issue. To the extent that these
perceptions relate to or influence people’s estimates of the prevalence of police force against the
public, this study expects that the average respondent will significantly overestimate:

a. The percentage of Americans subjected to nonlethal force at the hands of the police in a
typical year

b. The number of Americans shot and killed by police in a typical year
c. The share of unarmed Americans shot and killed by police in a typical year.

However, the media and political messaging on police brutality that the public receives are hardly
race-neutral. Data from the ProQuest news article database (Figure 3) show that the average and
median unarmed black (fatal) police-shooting victim returns nearly 11 and 21 times the number
of news articles, respectively, as the average and median unarmed white (fatal) victim.

Black victims were also four times more likely than white victims to be featured in the New York
Times. These disparities are not confined to printed news coverage. As shown in the right panel of
Figure 3, black victims were more than five times more likely than white victims to be mentioned
at least once during an MSNBC, CNN, or Fox News broadcast.
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Figure 3

News Media Mentions of Unarmed Fatal Police-Shooting Victims (2015-23)
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Note: Washington Post’s tallies (2015-23) of unarmed police-shooting victims are in parentheses. Bars in top-left
panel represent the mean and median number of ProQuest news article results returned for names of unarmed
fatal police-shooting victims. These results are limited to newspapers, magazines, and news websites. Bars in bottom-
left panel represent the share of all victims whose names returned at least one article search result and at least one
New York Times search result, respectively. ProQuest searches run from the date of the incident to Feb. 27, 2023.

Bars in right panel represent the average number of times a victim’s name was mentioned during a CNN, MSNBC,
or Fox News TV broadcast (gray bars) and the share of all victims whose names were mentioned at least once (purple
bars). These data, which also run from the dates of the incident to Feb. 27, 2023, were taken from the Stanford

Cable TV News Analyzer. Victim names were obtained from the Washington Post’s Police Shootings database.

Source: ProQuest news article database; Stanford Cable TV News Analyzer; Washington Post’s Police Shootings database

This indicates that media messaging on police brutality is overwhelmingly focused on black victims,
despite blacks constituting just a quarter (if a disproportionate one) of those killed by the police
in a typical year.2° This likely explains why the average respondent in the Skeptic survey estimated
that 48% of those killed by police in 2019 were black. When Americans are asked to provide such
estimates, the cases that spring to mind likely consist largely, if not entirely, of black faces.

Accordingly, when respondents are additionally asked to give estimates for blacks and whites,
this study predicts that:

a. Respondents’ overestimation of the percentage of Americans who reported being subjected to
nonlethal force in a typical year will be significantly larger when the Americans are identified
as black than when identified as white

b. They will significantly overestimate the black share of fatal police-shooting victims in a typical
year and underestimate the white share

c. Their overestimates of the unarmed share of fatal policing-shooting victims will be significantly
larger when the victims are identified as black than when they are identified as white.
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Political Orientation’s Influence on Estimation Accuracy

So far, all the theoretical predictions in this study have been blind to the respondents’ political
orientations. This is because people’s estimates should basically be shaped by the same information
environment. In other words, liberals and conservatives are all expected to overestimate the criteria
in question, on average.

However, it’s also reasonable to expect that the magnitude of overestimates will be larger among
liberals than conservatives. Not only are perceptions of pervasive police brutality and racism more
congenial3? to the moral-ideological orientations of liberals than conservatives, but they are also
likely to be more interested in and attentive to (or at least less avoidant of) such information.3!
Also, the political (or Democratic Party) leaders and elites liberals follow are more likely to
communicate it.>2

What little data are available also suggest that liberals do indeed have less accurate perceptions
with respect to police use of force than conservatives. As noted earlier, the Skeptic survey found
that liberals overestimated both the number of unarmed black men killed by police and the black
share of police homicides in 2019 to a greater degree than conservatives.

Additionally, while ideological identification was not measured, data from a 2021 Axios/Ipsos
survey (Figure 4) show that Democrats were four times more likely than Republicans to believe
that police shootings of “Black or Brown youths” had gotten worse over the previous year.?3

In fact, and regardless of the data source or definition of “youth” adopted, there were no such
increases in the number of FOIS victims among these demographics (Figure 4, right panel) in
2019-21. To the contrary, fatal police shootings in this demographic either declined or remained
roughly steady.

Figure 4

Partisan Perceptions of Trend in Police Shootings of
Youths of Color (Left) vs. Actual Trend (Right)

Over the past year (i.e., since 2020), do you believe Average (WP, MPV, FE) estlmated
the following have improved or worsened? number shot and killed by police
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Note: Data in left panel are weighted. Bars in left panel represent the share of respondents who thought that police
shootings of “Black or Brown youths” had significantly/slightly improved, neither improved nor worsened, or
significantly/slightly worsened over the past year. Sample sizes are in parentheses. Bars in right panel represent a
multi-data-set average (Washington Post [WP], Monitoring Police Violence [MPV], Fatal Encounters [FE]) estimate
of the number of white, black, Hispanic, and other “youths” who were fatally shot by police in the 2019-21 period.
Y-axis is suppressed for visualization purposes. All estimates are rounded to the nearest whole number.

Source: Axios/Ipsos Hard Truth Civil Rights Poll (April 28, 2021-May 4, 2021), Washington Post
Police Shootings database, Mapping Police Violence, Fatal Encounters database

7


https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/ct/news/documents/2021-05/Topline%20Axios%20Hard%20Truth%20Civil%20Rights%20052321.pdf
https://fatalencounters.org/view/person/
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This context informs this study’s expectation that liberals will give larger overestimates of all
nonlethal and lethal use-of-force criteria—especially those for black victims—than conservatives.
Further, while conservatives are expected to give estimates that are closer to the actual number,
on average, we expect rates of underestimation to be higher among them than among Democrats
and liberals.

Do Perceptions Respond to New, Correct Information?

When people are provided with facts or correct information about a social condition or phenomena,
do they update their perceptions accordingly? This is a critical question for the current study.
If people cling to their perceptions of police brutality and racism despite being presented with
evidence to the contrary, it would indicate that these perceptions are primarily driven by political
or social motivations, as opposed to being a product of ignorance, media bias, and general
information heuristics.

However, an emerging consensus from experimental research is that people do “typically update
their beliefs in the direction of the evidence they receive”3* This has been evident in studies
examining the accuracy of people’s perceptions of crime trends,?® the degree of racial inequality
and discrimination,?® and the characteristics and economic contributions of immigrants to the
United States.3” Such findings suggest that that while social and political motivations do bear on
individuals’ beliefs, there is also an inherent motivation to hold accurate beliefs about the world,
leading to a willingness to revise their beliefs and perceptions when presented with sufficient
evidence.’®

Because this study expects all respondents to initially overestimate the prevalence of police use of
force and the proportion of black American victims, I predict that respondents who are subsequently
shown official estimates of these statistics (i.e., the treatment) will perceive police brutality and
racism to be rarer and less of a problem than those who are not shown official estimates.

However, some respondents will inevitably have larger overestimates than others, some will be
roughly accurate, and some will even underestimate. It is wrong to expect the treatment to have
the same effects on all misestimates. In other words, the more a respondent overestimated the
official use-offorce statistics, the more that respondent will, after treatment, perceive less police
brutality and racism relative to the untreated.

If individuals’ policing-related policy preferences are at least partly based on their perceptions of
the prevalence and severity of police brutality and racism, it follows that respondents who receive
corrective information (i.e., the “treatment” group) should update not only their perceptions but
also their policy preferences.

Political science studies that compare the policy preferences of “informed” or accurate respondents
with the uninformed or inaccurate generally offer strong conceptual support for this assumption.3’
An example of this kind of analysis is shown in Figure 5, which compares the policing-related policy
attitudes of those who thought that police shootings of “Black or Brown youths” had improved,
neither improved nor worsened, or worsened over the previous year. Even when accounting for party
identification, race, and other demographic/background variables, those who gave the (incorrect)
response of “worsened” are 25-30 points more likely to oppose increasing police funding, 24-28
points more likely to support the “defund the police” movement, and 15-20 points more likely
to support diverting police budgets to community policing and social services, compared with
those who gave an “improved” or “neither improved nor worsened” response.



I I I l Perceptions Are Not Reality: What Americans Get Wrong About Police Violence

Figure 5

Baseline and Covariate-Adjusted Probability of Policy Endorsement
by Perceived Trend in Police Shootings of “Black or Brown Youths”
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or worsened? ...Police shootings of Black or Brown youths or worsened? ...Police shootings of Black or Brown youths

. Oppose increasing funding of police forces
. Support the “defund the police” movement (Split sample)

Support diverting some police budget to community policing and social services (Split sample)

Note: Data are weighted. Sample sizes are in parentheses. Bars in left panel represent the baseline
or unadjusted probabilities of endorsing a listed response according to whether a respondent
thought that police shootings of “Black or Brown youths” had significantly/slightly improved,
neither improved nor worsened, or significantly/slightly worsened over the previous year.

Bars in right panel represent the estimated probabilities of endorsement when party ID (Democrat),
race/ethnicity (white), sex (female), age (52), educational attainment (some college), marital status
(married), household income ($75,000-$99,999), household child presence (no), residential area
type (suburban), and region of residence (South) are held to their median/modal values.

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001

Source: Axios/Ipsos Hard Truth Civil Rights Poll (April 28, 2021-May 4, 2021)

Of course, cross-sectional analyses of this sort hardly prove that policy preferences are causally
downstream from perceptions. Both perceptions and preferences could stem from other variables
whose influences are not captured in the model, such as ideology and political or social identity.
Findings from experimental research are thus generally more probative. Esberg, Mummolo, and
Westwood note that, with rare exceptions, they generally show that “correcting mistaken beliefs
about seemingly relevant facts does little to alter related policy preferences.”4°

Most relevant to this study is a recent experiment by Schiff et al. that tested whether providing
information about the number of fatal police shootings in respondents’ cities influenced their
support for varying police reforms. These authors concluded that this informational intervention
had no significant effects on support for reforms—neither overall nor as a function of the magnitude
and direction of misestimates—that were most strongly associated with partisanship.!

Other studies have similarly concluded that though receiving information can meaningfully
affect perceptions, this effect does not carry over to policy preferences.*? On the other hand, some
earlier and more recent studies do show*3 that people adjust their policy preferences in the face
of belief-discordant evidence.44
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This Study’s Prediction: Policy Preferences Can Change

Given this conflicting evidence, predictions for the current study are not straightforward. But on
the assumption that (mis)estimates of police use-of-force statistics do causally influence policing
policy attitudes, respondents can be expected to update the latter when presented with estimation-
corrective information.

Specifically, relative to the uncorrected respondents (i.e., the control group), estimation-corrected
respondents who generally overestimated (underestimated) the official use-of-force statistics will
express greater support for (opposition to) traditional policing-centered anticrime measures. The
effects of corrective information on policy attitudes are also expected to grow as the magnitude
of over- and underestimates increases. Finally, if corrective information shifts policy attitudes by
shifting general perceptions of the problem and severity of police brutality and racism, shifts in
perceptions are expected to at least partially mediate shifts in policy attitudes.

Part 2: The Current Study’s Results
and Analysis

Recruiting a Closely Representative Sample

To test the predictions outlined in this report’s previous section, all of which were preregistered
via the Open Science Framework (OSF) portal,*> I recruited a sample of 1,508 U.S. adult (18+)
respondents via the crowdsourcing platform Prolific. Recruitment began on February 13 and
concluded on February 16,2023. Although not a random sample of the U.S. population, respondents
were recruited using cross-stratified demographic quotas*® to produce a sample that approximates
the broader U.S. population in terms of age, sex, and ethnicity.

This similarity is confirmed in Table 1, which compares the demographic composition of recruited
Prolific respondents with adult (18+) respondents from the 2022 Current Population Survey and
the 2022 Cooperative Election Study. While Prolific adults are somewhat younger than adults in
the broader population (median age=44 vs. 47), the sex and ethnicity distributions of the former
closely match the latter.

10
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Table 1

Comparison of Prolific vs. National Sample Demographics

Prolific Sample 2022 CPS/CES*
9 47.3 48.8
% Male (SD 1.29) (SD 0.002)
o 76.4 77.3
% White (1.09) (0.143)
. 12.3 12.8
% Black (0.847) (0.118)
YA 6.1 6.5
% Asian (0.617) (0.079)
) 44 47
Median Age (15.8) (18.3)
% with $75,000+ 36.0 49.6
Household Income (1.26) (0.174)
. . 37.4 51.5
% Married (1.25) (0.173)
% of 25+-Year-Olds 55.9 37.7
with BA+ Degree (1.36) (0.178)
% Democrat 64.0 41.0*
(Including Leaners) (1.24) (0.294)
% Republican 24.4 37.0*
(Including Leaners) (1.11) (0.297)
. 57.6 31.9*
% Liberal 1.27) (0.277)
0 . 47.3 35.6"
% Conservative (SD 1.29) (0.292)

* Estimates taken from the 2022 Cooperative Election Study
Note: Cell entries are estimated percentages (or medians) with standard errors in parentheses.

Source: 2022 Cooperative Election Study; 2022 Current Population Survey

For other variables, though, the correspondence is (unsurprisingly)*” much weaker. Specifically,
Prolific adult respondents report lower household incomes, are less likely to be married (37.4%
vs. 51.5%), are more likely to have BA degrees (55.9% vs. 37.7%), and are far more likely to identify
as Democrats (64% vs. 41%) and liberals (57.6% vs. 31.9%) than adults in the broader population.
Consequently, Prolific sample means and variances for certain outcome variables are likely to
meaningfully differ from those observed in the general population.

Nonetheless, research indicates that relationships and treatment effects observed in convenience
and less representative samples do typically replicate in nationally representative samples.*3
Therefore, we can be confident that the substantive results of the current study will generalize to
the broader U.S. adult population.

11


https://cces.gov.harvard.edu/
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/cps.html
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Estimating and Analyzing Police-Public Interaction
Estimates of Nonlethal Force

To find respondents’ perceptions on police use of force, the first estimation questions begin by
informing respondents about the 2018%° Police-Public Contact>® (PPC) survey, which the U.S.
Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS) “conducted on large nationally representative sample of 139,692
U.S. respondents ages 16 and older to measure and better understand the public’s interactions
with police over the previous 12 months”>!

Respondents were then separately®? asked to estimate, using their “best guess and without looking
up the answer,”>3 the percentage of all, white, and black PPC respondents who reported being
stopped or approached by police over the previous 12 months. Then they were separately asked to
estimate the shares of these respondents who subsequently reported being subjected to nonlethal
force, which was defined for them (and by BJS) as kicking, hitting, pushing, grabbing, tasering,
pepper-spraying, handcuffing, or gun-pointing.

Figure 6 charts the average estimates for the overall sample and for the three ideological groups.
Bars in the final rows of each column report the benchmark estimates (i.e., the “correct” answers)
from PPC.

Beginning with the left panel, we see that most respondents significantly overestimated the share
of PPC respondents who reported being stopped/approached by police over the previous year.
On average, respondents believed that such interactions were reported 2.5 times more frequently
than they actually were, a pattern that was consistent across ideological groups.

When considering race-specific estimates of reported police-initiated contact, the Prolific survey
adults’ estimates for white PPC respondents tended to be closer to the mark, while those for black
PPC respondents were considerably less accurate. Specifically, respondents overestimated the white
reporting rate by 4 points and overestimated the black rate by 30 points. While this pattern was
evident across political ideologies, it was most pronounced among liberals, who overestimated
the black rate by an additional 9 points, compared with conservatives.

12
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Figure 6

Estimated Nonlethal Force Criteria, by Overall
Sample and Respondent Ideology
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Note: Bars in first four rows (“Sample,” “Liberal,” “Moderate,” and “Conservative”) represent the average-
percentage estimate of the listed criterion among the overall sample and among selfidentified liberal, moderate,
and conservative respondents. Bars in bottom row (“PPC Benchmarks”) represent the actual share of all PPC
respondents, white PPC respondents, and black PPC respondents who reported experiencing a listed outcome.

Bars in the first four rows of the right panel represent respondents’ average implied estimates of the
reporting rates of nonlethal force for each of the three PPC populations overall. These implied estimates
are calculated by multiplying together respondents’ estimates for each criterion group and dividing

by 100. With the exception of the benchmark values in the “implied estimates” chart, all figures are
rounded to the nearest whole number. Sample sizes for the ideological groups are in parentheses.

Liberal respondents are the reference group for tests of statistical significance.
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001

Source: Author survey

A very similar pattern of overestimation is observed in estimates of the prevalence of nonlethal
force (middle panel). While the actual report of such force among those stopped or approached by
the police in the 2018 PPC survey was just 3%, the average respondent’s estimate was more than
seven times higher. Estimates for black PPC respondents were, again, even less accurate in absolute
terms. Whereas 6% of blacks who reported police-initiated contact reported being subjected to
nonlethal force, the average respondent estimated that 30% did so, with liberal respondents again
overestimating more than conservatives.

Taking both these and the earlier police-initiated contact estimates into account, the average
respondent’s (implicit)** estimate of the share of all blacks who reported experiencing nonlethal
force (right panel) was nearly 23 times—and those of liberals and conservatives 26 and 17 times—
the actual rate reported in the PPC survey.
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In conclusion, respondents® of all political backgrounds significantly overestimated the prevalence
of police use of nonlethal force. This error, however, tended to be larger for estimates of force
reported by black Americans and larger still for liberal than for conservative respondents.

Estimates of Fatal Officer-Involved Shootings (FOIS)

A second estimation series was designed to measure the accuracy of respondents’ perceptions of
FOIS,>¢ including their distribution across racial groups. The survey begins by informing respondents
that, according “to data from the U.S. Census Bureau, the U.S. population averaged 326.5 million
people between 2015 and 202257 This was done to ensure that respondents were not ignorant of
the U.S. population size and that estimates have the same meaning®8 for all respondents.

After again reminding them to use their “best guess and without looking up the answer,’ respondents
were asked to estimate the number of people “shot and killed by police in the U.S. each year on
average between 2015 and 2022.”%° To benchmark these estimates, I use the average annual number
of fatal shooting victims (1,012) reported in the Washington Post’s (WP) Police Shootings database.
Average and median estimates for the sample overall and for each of the three ideological groups
are presented in Figure 7A.

Figure 7A

Estimated Average Annual Number of FOIS Victims,
by Overall Sample and Respondent Ideology

Mean Median

253,238 1012

500
360
275
200
37,960
- -
Sample Liberal Moderate Conservative Sample Liberal Moderate  Conservative WP
(868) (278) (362) (868) (278) (362) Benchmark

Note: Bars in left panel represent mean estimates of the average annual number of fatal police-shooting
victims in 2015-22. Yellow bars in right panel represent median estimates of the average annual number
of fatal police-shooting victims in 2015-22. The gray bar in the right panel represents the average annual
number of victims reported in Washington Post’s Police Shootings database. Sample sizes for the ideological
groups are in parentheses. Liberal respondents are the reference group for tests of statistical significance.

*p<0.01

Source: Author survey; Washington Post’s Police Shootings database

14



117

Percent

40

30

20

Perceptions Are Not Reality: What Americans Get Wrong About Police Violence

Earlier, it was predicted that respondents, in general, would overestimate the number of fatal
police-shooting victims, with liberals doing so to a greater degree than conservatives. However,
the data do not support these predictions.

Although the average respondent estimate (65,934 deaths) vastly exceeded the Washington Post
benchmark (1,012), this is largely due to respondents with extreme overestimates, which were
extremely high outliers.®° Therefore, the median, which is less influenced by such outliers, offers
a more accurate account of respondents’ estimation tendencies. Quite unexpectedly, the median
estimate (360 FOIS victims) falls well short of the benchmark number. Additionally, while the
median estimate among liberals (500) was higher than that of conservatives (200), it was also
significantly closer to the Washington Post benchmark, making it the more accurate of the two.

Figure 7B further elucidates this pattern by categorizing the continuous estimation scale into
six ranges.

We observe that 64% of all respondents gave estimates of fewer than 1,000 average annual FOIS
victims, including 25% who gave estimates of fewer than 100. Meanwhile, in the other direction,
11% of respondents gave estimates of 10,000 or more. These data also indicate that conservatives
were significantly more likely to place into the “< 100” estimation category than liberals (35%
vs. 19%), while liberals were twice as likely to place into the “10,000+” category as conservatives.

Figure 7B

Categorical Distribution of Estimates, by Overall

Sample and Respondent Ideology
39
25
13
I | I I I

38

ok

35

Sample leeral Moderate Conservative
868) (362)
B <100 I 100-999 Il 1.000-1,999 I 2,000-4,999 5,000-9,999 10,000+

Note: Bars represent the share of respondents who gave average annual fatal police-shooting victim estimates of
100 or fewer; 100 or more but fewer than 1,000; 1,000 or more but fewer than 2,000; 2,000 or more but fewer than
5,000; 5,000 or more but fewer than 10,000; and 10,000 or more. These estimation categories are derived from a
continuous estimation scale that ranges from 0 to 32 million (standard deviation=1 million). Sample sizes for the
ideological groups are in parentheses. Liberal respondents are the reference group for tests of statistical significance.

<0.1,*p < 0.05, #*p < 0.01, #**p < 0.001
p p P P

Source: Author survey

15



117

Perceptions Are Not Reality: What Americans Get Wrong About Police Violence

All told, these results are mostly at odds with expectations. Rather than significantly overestimating,
the median respondent significantly underestimated the average annual number of FOIS deaths
across the 201522 period. And while conservatives were, as predicted, more likely to underestimate
than liberals, and liberals more likely to overestimate than conservatives (see Figure 7B),
liberals’ estimates were actually more accurate (i.e., closer to the benchmark) overall than
conservatives’ estimates.

These findings are difficult to square with those observed in the 2021 Skeptic survey, wherein 44%
of liberals vs. 20% of conservatives estimated that 1,000 or more unarmed blacks alone were killed
by police in 2019. This discordance®! suggests that estimates of this sort are highly sensitive to
differences®? in question format and measurement scales. Future researchers of this topic should
be mindful that estimates of the same phenomenon are unlikely to be reliably consistent across
different measurement designs.

Estimates of the Racial Distribution and Unarmed Share of FOIS Victims

After estimating the average annual number of FOIS victims, respondents were informed®? that,
according to data from the U.S. Census Bureau, non-Hispanic white Americans, black Americans,
and Asian Americans constituted an average of 61%, 12.5%, and 5.5% of the U.S. population,
respectively, during 2015-22. With their estimates of the annual average number of FOIS victims
given as a reference, they were then asked to estimate the white, black, Asian, and “other”®* (i.e.,
nonwhite, nonblack, non-Asian) share of all police-shooting victims in an average year during
2015-22. Finally, respondents were separately®> asked to estimate the average “unarmed” share
(i.e., those unarmed when killed) of each group’s FOIS victims during this period.

As predicted, Figure 7C shows that the average respondent substantially underestimated the
white share and substantially overestimated the black (and, if to a lesser extent, the Asian) share
of FOIS victims.

Specifically, according to the Washington Post Police Shootings database, white, black, and Asian
Americans, respectively, constituted an average of 51%, 27%, and 2% of racially identified®®
shooting victims during 2015-22. But in the estimation of the average respondent, as found by
this survey, white Americans constituted an average of 23% (an underestimate of —28 points), black
Americans 54% (+27 points), and Asian Americans 8% (+6 points) of all victims. Further, while
respondents across all ideological groups overestimated and underestimated the black and white
shares, respectively, liberal respondents did so to a significantly greater degree than conservatives.
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Figure 7C

Estimated Racial Distribution and Unarmed Share of FOIS
Victims, by Overall Sample and Respondent Ideology

% of Fatal Police-Shooting Victims % Unarmed
-
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Note: In the left panel, bars in first four rows (“Sample,” “Liberal,” “Moderate,” and “Conservative”) represent the
average-percentage estimates of the white, black, and Asian shares of annual fatal police-shooting victims in 2015-22
among the overall sample and among self-identified liberal, moderate, and conservative respondents. Bars in bottom
row represent the actual racial-group shares reported in Washington Post’s Police Shootings database. In the right
panel, bars in the first four rows represent the average-percentage estimates of the unarmed shares of each criterion
population’s fatal police-shooting victims. Bars in bottom row represent the actual unarmed shares reported in the
Washington Post’s Police Shootings database. All figures are rounded to the nearest whole number. Sample sizes for the
ideological groups are in parentheses. Liberal respondents are the reference group for tests of statistical significance.

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001

Source: Author survey; Washington Post’s Police Shootings database

Just as they misestimated the distribution of FOIS victims’race, respondents (particularly liberals)
similarly misestimated the unarmed share of fatal police-shooting victims.

Per the Washington Post data, an average of 7% of all FOIS victims—including 6% of white, 10%
of black, and 14% of Asian®’ victims—were unarmed when shot and killed by police during
2015-22. The average respondent, however, overshot these benchmarks by 18-34 points, with
the largest average overestimates given for black victims (+34). Overestimates were also again
greater—generally double in size—among liberal than conservative respondents. For instance,
whereas the average conservative estimated that 27% of black victims were unarmed, the average
liberal estimated that more than half (53%) were.

In sum, respondents®® generally underestimate what the Skeptic data depict, or have a much
more reasonable sense of the number of FOIS victims than what is depicted in the Skeptic data.
Yet the current results also suggest that their estimates of the racial distribution of fatal police-
shooting victims and of the extent that such victims are unarmed are significantly distorted. This
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is especially the case among liberal respondents. As will be described later, misestimates of these
distributions may be just as important as—if not more important than—respondents’ perceptions
of the problem and their policy preferences as to the sheer volume of cases.

A Secondary Analysis

While this report’s primary analyses focus on estimations related to police use of force and its
racial disparities, it is important to note that the concern that respondents associate with their
estimates—i.e., whether they consider perceived levels of force and racial disparities “serious
problems”—may be shaped by their beliefs about the necessity of police use of force and what
they think might be the cause of racially disparate policing outcomes.®’

With this in mind, respondents were additionally asked to estimate: (a) the share of all violent
crimes reported in 2021 attributed to offenders of different racial groups; and (b) the violent-
offender share of the U.S. prison population. I briefly summarize the main results here and relegate
amore complete and detailed discussion of these secondary analyses to Appendixes A.3 and A.4.

The first of these analyses found that respondents generally underestimated both the black and
white American share of 2021 violent crimes reported to the FBI’s National Incident-Based
Reporting System (NIBRS). Liberals underestimated the black share to a greater extent than
conservatives; conservatives underestimated the share attributable to white offenders to a greater
extent than liberals.”°

In the second analysis, respondents underestimated the violent-offender share of the U.S. state
prison population, with this tendency being most pronounced among liberals. While BJS puts
the share of violent offenders at a little under 60%, nearly half (48%) of all liberal respondents
gave estimates of 40% or less. In contrast, while conservatives were more likely to give large (80%+)
overestimates, the share of conservative respondents (14%) who did so was comparatively tiny.

Allin all, these secondary analyses reveal patterns of survey respondents having inaccurate estimates.
These patterns could inform the extent that people are alarmed by police use of force and racial
disparities in policing outcomes. Moreover, they provide additional evidence that estimation
inaccuracies are generally universal but differ in degree, on account of political ideology.

A comprehensive summary of these estimation inaccuracies and ideological differences is provided
in Appendix A.5.

Part 3: Applying the Treatment to
Respondents’ Estimates

So far, this study has shown that respondents’ perceptions of police use of force and its victims
are often disconnected from reality and that the perceptions of conservatives tend to (with
some exceptions) be mildly to moderately more accurate than those of liberals. These findings
are interesting, but we might ask, “So what?” Do the misperceptions that I document have any
practical significance? Do they inform people’s opinions of the severity and scale of police violence
and their issue-related policy preferences? Or are they nothing more than wild guesses and
expressive partisanship?
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Experimental Design and Procedure

To answer those questions, we must study how attitudes change in the face of information that
conflicts with those attitudes. To this end, after completing the estimation modules, respondents
were randomly assigned to either a treatment or control group. Those assigned to the treatment
group were told that they’d next be shown “a number of charts that visualize how far off (their)
estimates were from official estimates,” which were “generally derived from data reported
by the U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics.” Then respondents were shown individualized visual
juxtapositions of all their explicit and implicit (derived from their explicit) criterion estimates with the
official benchmarks.

Examples of the first two individualized visualization pages—pertaining to estimates of the use
of force—are displayed in Figure 8. In this specific case, the respondent would first be made
aware of the fact that, among other biases, his/her estimate of the percentage of all black PPC
respondents who reported being stopped by the police and reported being subjected to nonlethal
force was more than 40 times larger than what was reported in the 2018 PPC survey. The next
visualization page would inform the respondent that he/she substantially overestimated the annual
number and share of black FOIS victims as well as the number and share of black victims who
were shot unarmed.

A third and final visualization page (see Appendix B.5) would compare the respondent’s estimates
of racial-group violent-crime shares and the violent-offender share of the state prison population
with their respective benchmark estimates.”!

Figure 8

Example of Treatment from Respondent’s Perspective
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Source: Washington Post Police Shootings Database
Note: Left and right charts depict examples of the treatment’s first and second visual juxtaposition pages, respectively.

Source: Author survey

After viewing all three pages, treatment-group respondents were subsequently asked—in multiple-
choice format—to recollect several of the official estimates that they were shown. “From the
information (they) just reviewed,” respondents were asked to indicate: (a) the percentage of
white and black Americans who reported being both stopped or approached by the police and
being subjected to nonlethal force in 2018; (b) the number of unarmed white, black, and Asian
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Americans who were shot and killed by police each year on average between 2015 and 2022; and
(c) the percentage of all violent crimes in 2021 that were committed by white, black, and Asian
Americans. This was done to test and reinforce the absorption of the information, but also to
identify respondents in need of “re-treatment,” as respondents who selected an incorrect answer
option’? were notified of their error and shown the correct answer.

Respondents assigned to the control group, in contrast, received no such visual juxtapositions.
They were simply directed to an honesty check”® and proceeded to answer questions about the
prevalence and severity of police violence and their support for specific policing policy proposals.
These attitudinal measures are further described below.

How | Measured the Survey Results
Respondents’ General Perceptions of Police Brutality and Racism

Upon completing an honesty check, respondents were asked to respond to six questions and
statements designed to capture their appraisals of the severity and prevalence of: (a) excessive
police force in general, including unjustified killings of criminal suspects; and (b) police racism
and violence against black Americans in particular. All six items are reproduced in the first column
of Table 2. Together, they form a very reliable (a=0.926), though not necessarily unidimensional,”#

index, which I employ in the forthcoming analysis.

Table 2

Measures of Perceptions

Perceptions (a=0.926) Scale I\(Iseg)n
1=Never
1. How often do you think police officers 2=Rarely 289
use more force than is necessary when 3=About half the time (0.87)
responding to a possible criminal situation? 4=Most of the time ’
5=All the time
1=Not a problem at all
2. In your view, in the U.S. today, how 2=A minor problem 3.75
much of a problem is the unjustified 3=A moderately big problem (1'21)
killing of criminal suspects by police? 4=A big but not a severe problem ’
5=A severe problem
3. To what extent do you agree or disagree with
the following statement? 4.36
“The media exaggerates the amount (2.04)
of police brutality in this country.”
4. To what extent do you agree or disagree with
the following statement? 1=Strongly agree 4.64
“Cases in which the police unlawfully kill 2=Agree (1'99)
black suspects are very rare and blown 3=Somewhat agree ’
out of proportion by the media.” 4=Neither agree nor disagree
5. To what extent do you agree or disagree with 5=S<3mewhat disagree
the following statement? 6=Disagree 4.87
“There is an epidemic of police racism and 7=Strongly disagree (1.85)
violence against black people in this country.”
6. To what extent do you agree or disagree with
the following statement? 4.75
“Black people are regularly preyed (1.82)
upon by racist police.”

Source: Author survey
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Respondents’ General Policing Policy Preferences

After completing the measures of perceptions, respondents were asked a series of three policy-
related questions (Table 3). The first two questions measure the extent that respondents think
that federal spending on law enforcement and the number of police patrolling the streets of U.S.
cities should be increased or decreased, respectively. A third and final measure, which was adapted
from Cohen et al.,”> is designed to force respondents to make policy trade-offs.

It asks respondents to play the role of a mayor of a large city that has experienced upticks in violent
crime. Respondents are given a $200 million “public safety” budget and must decide how much
of it to spend on four anticrime policy approaches. Two of these approaches—hiring more police
officers to patrol communities and funding more crime-detection cameras—are “carceral” in
nature, in that they focus on traditional law-enforcement methods for deterring and responding
to crime. The other two—hiring more social workers to assist at-risk individuals and funding
economic development programs—are “softer” measures that aim to address “root causes” and
socioeconomic contributors to crime.

21



117

Perceptions Are Not Reality: What Americans Get Wrong About Police Violence

Table 3

Measures of Policing Policy Preferences

Perceptions (a=0.879) Scale I\(/ISeS)n
1=Greatly decrease spending
1. Governments must make choices when 2=Moderately decrease spending
making spending decisions on important 3=Slightly decrease spending
. L ) 4.05
programs. To what extent would you like to see 4=Maintain the current levels of spending (1.77)
the U.S. government increase or decrease the 5=Slightly increase spending ’
amount of money it spends on law enforcement?| 6=Moderately increase spending
7=Greatly increase spending
1=Greatly decrease the number
2=Moderately decrease the number
2. To what extent do you think the number 3=Slightly decrease the number 4.45
of police patrolling the streets of U.S. cities 4=Maintain the current number (1.64)
should be increased or decreased? 5=Slightly increase the number ’
6=Moderately increase the number
7=Greatly increase the number
3. For this next question, | want you to
imagine that you are a mayor of a large city
that has experienced increases in rates of
violent crime over the past few years. You
have been given a budget of $200 million to
deal with public safety, and you must decide
how much of these funds to allocate toward
the four policy approaches listed below.
Please enter a percentage figure (digits only,
from O to 100) into each field below to indicate
the share of this $200 million budget that
you’d allocate to a given policy approach.
Note that if you decide not to allocate ANY
funds to a given policy or program, you can
enter “0” into the corresponding field. And if
you decide to allocate ALL funds to a given
policy or program, you can enter “100” into the
corresponding field and “0” into all others.
However, please note that all the percentage
figures you enter MUST sum to 100.
3.1. Hiring more police officers 0-100 22.59
to patrol communities (20.15)
3.2. Funding more police surveillance cameras 0-100 17.51
to monitor potential criminal activity (13.44)
3.3. Hiring more social workers 0-100 28.86
to help at-risk individuals (16.36)
3.4. Funding economic development 0-100 31.04
programs in order to create jobs (17.29)

Source: Author survey
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While all policy items will be modeled individually, I also combine and model them as an index. To
construct this index, I first sum the two carceral allocation items’® to create a combined “carceral
allocations” scale. This scale and the two ordinal measures are then z-transformed (i.e., to a mean
of 0 and a standard deviation of 1) and subsequently averaged together.

Respondents’ Estimation (In)accuracy

Both the size and direction (i.e., positive or negative) of the treatment’s effects on perceptions
and policy preferences are expected to vary, depending on the magnitude and direction of the
respondents’estimation errors. To test this prediction, I created a summary estimation (in)accuracy
index that indicates how far off respondents’ estimates were from the benchmarks on average.
Table 4 presents three ways of constructing such indexes, which I further discuss and analyze in
Appendix A.5.77
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Measures of Estimation (In)accuracy

Mean

Accuracy Index

Correlation with
Perceptions and Policy
Preferences Index

Constitutent
Estimation Items

Construction Method

Scale

(SD)

Raw

« % of [All/White/Black]
PPC respondents who
reported being stopped/
approached by police

« % of [All/White/Black]
PPC respondents who
reported experienc-
ing nonlethal force subse-
quent to being stopped/
approached by police

« Average annual num-
ber of fatal police-shoot-
ing victims in 2015-22

- Average [White/Black/
Asian] share of fatal
police-shooting victims

« Average unarmed share
[All/White/Black/Asian] of

« % of 2021 violent crimes
attributed to [White/
Black/Asian] offenders

0.405,-0.174

(a=0.760)

Absolute

0.468,-0.219

(a=0.741)

“Directionally
woke” 0.603,-0.448
(a=0.760)

fatal police-shooting victims

- Violent-offender share of
U.S. state prison population

1. All benchmark values
are subtracted from their
respective criterion esti-
mates, resulting in a series
of differenced scales.

2. Differenced scales

are z-normed to have a

mean of 0 and a stan-
dard deviation of 1.

3. Z-normed differenced
scales are regressed
onto the raw differ-

the z-score correspond-
ing to the value of O (i.e.,
the benchmark estimate).

4. A series of new scales
are created by adding/sub-
tracting the z-score of the
benchmark value to/from the
z-normed differenced scales.

5. The new scales (step 4)
are averaged together.

< 0=Underestimated the
benchmarks by X standard

enced scales to identify | penchmarks by X standard

deviations on average

O=Perfectly estimated
all benchmarks

> 0=Overestimated the

deviations on average

0.485
(0.01)

1-4. Same as “raw” index

5. Negative values of
new scales (step 4) are
multiplied by -1.

6. New scales are aver-
aged together.

O=Perfectly estimated
all benchmarks

> 0=Misestimated the
benchmarks by X standard
deviations on average

1.02
(0.01)

1. Same as “raw” index, but
estimates of all use-of-force
criteria for whites, estimates
of violent crimes attribut-
able to blacks, and estimates
of violent offender share of
U.S. state prison popula-
tion are subtracted from their
respective benchmark val-
ues (i.e., reverse-coded).

2-5. Same as “raw” index

< 0=Under/Overestimated

the benchmarks in the

“unwoke” direction by

X standard deviations
on average

O=Perfectly estimated
all benchmarks

> 0=Under/Overestimated
the benchmarks in the
“woke” direction by X
standard deviations

on average

0.596
(0.008)
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I report the results of these analyses in Appendixes A.6 and A.7. But ultimately, the index that best
captures respondents’ estimation patterns and best predicts their general perceptions and policy
preferences is the third index, which I refer to as the “directionally woke” estimated (in)accuracy
index. This method reverse-codes: (a) all use-of-force criterion estimates for whites; (b) estimates
of the share of 2021 violent crimes attributable to blacks (see Appendix A.3); and (c) estimates of
the violent-offender share of the U.S. state prison population (see Appendix A.4).

I adopt the “directionally woke” estimation (in)accuracy index for some of the experimental
analyses that follow.

To understand the scores on this “directionally woke” (in)accuracy index, consider the index’s
hypothetical endpoints. For instance, a maximally “directionally woke” respondent is one who
estimates that police use of nonlethal and lethal force is omnipresent and exclusively directed
against nonwhites, that all (nonwhite) fatal police-shooting victims are unarmed, that whites
constitute all of the country’s violent criminal offenders, and/or that the U.S. state prison population
is exclusively filled with nonviolent offenders.

Conversely, at the hypothetical bottom of the scale, a maximally “directionally unwoke” respondent
is one who perceives that police use of force either never occurs or is exclusively directed against
whites, that no fatal police-shooting victims are unarmed or that only white victims are unarmed,
that nonwhites commit all violent crimes, and/or that the U.S. state prison population exclusively
consists of violent offenders.

Of course, virtually no respondents meet these extreme descriptions. What the “directionally woke”
index measures, then, is the extent that the respondents’ estimates exhibited the tendency to be
“woke” or “unwoke.” Accordingly, a (hypothetical) score of 0 on the index denotes a respondent
who perfectly accurately estimated each of the criterion benchmarks, while scores above and
below zero represent the extent that respondents misestimated in the “woke” and “unwoke”
directions, respectively.

Main Treatment Effects on Perceptions

To assess the overall impact of the treatment on perceptions of police brutality and racism, each of
the six perception indicators and the combined index were regressed separately onto a treatment
dummy variable. This variable labeled respondents who received the informational intervention
as “1,” while all others, comprising the control group, are coded as “0.” To enhance the precision
of the treatment’s estimated effects, “covariate-adjusted” models were also developed that control
for all pretreatment variables,”® including the directionally woke accuracy index.

The treatment group consistently scored significantly lower across all outcomes (Figure 9A),
with all p-values < 0.001. The differences for individual items range from 0.159 to 0.244 standard
deviations (SD) in the unadjusted models and 0.115 SD to 0.224 SD in the adjusted models.”®
When all six znormed items are averaged together, the unadjusted and adjusted differences are
0.191 SD and 0.157 SD, respectively, indicating small effect sizes. Importantly, these differences are
not merely attributable to shifts within response categories (e.g., “Strongly disagree” —>“Disagree”)
but also to significant movement between them.8°

For instance, the share of respondents who answered “Never” or “Rarely” when asked how often
they think that police officers use more force than necessary when responding to a possible criminal
situation was nearly 10.5 points (adjusted=9.4, p=0.001) higher among those who received the
treatment than respondents in the control group. Treatment-group respondents were also 11.3
points (adjusted=9.3, p < 0.001) less likely to disagree that the “media exaggerates the amount of
police brutality” and 9 points (adjusted=7.1, p=0.001) less likely to agree that black people “are
regularly preyed upon by racist police.”
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These findings suggest that the informational intervention induced genuine attitudinal changes,
rather than merely reinforcing or tempering existing views.

Figure 9A

Main Effects of the Treatment on Perceptions

L

How often do you think police officers use more force than is necessary

when responding to a possible criminal situation? (1=Never, 5=All the time) i
In your view, in the US today, how much of a problem is the unjustified killing ¢
of criminal suspects by police? (1=Not a problem at all, 5=A severe problem) _—
The media exaggerates the amount of police brutality *
in this country (1=Strongly agree, 7=Strongly disagree) —_—
Cases in which the police unlawfully kill black suspects are very rare and ®
blown out of proportion by the media (1=Strongly agree, 7=Strongly disagree) -
There is an epidemic of police racism and violence against black @
people in this country (1=Strongly disagree, 7=Strongly agree) _
Black people are regularly preyed upon by racist -
police (1=Strongly disagree, 7=Strongly agree) — .
6-item Index -
_._
-04 -0.3 -0.2 -0.1 0
Beta
—— Unadjusted treatment effect — Adjusted treatment effect

Note: N=1,499. Nine respondents were dropped from the data because of missing information on pretreatment covariates.
Markers represent the standardized unadjusted (blue) and covariate-adjusted (red) differences between the treatment

and control group on each outcome variable. Error bars are 95% confidence intervals. Covariate-adjusted models

control for the directionally woke estimation accuracy index, respondent ideology, party ID, sex, age, race/ethnicity,
educational attainment, marital status, household income, household presence of children, and census division.

Source: Author calculations

Interestingly, the intervention’s effects®! on the perceptions index were nearly seven times
greater®? for liberal than for conservative respondents, with the effects on the latter close to zero
(Figure 9B). This discrepancy could be partially due to a “floor effect,” as conservative scores on
the perceptions index are already so low®? that they cannot decrease much further. Additionally,
conservatives’ relatively smaller average criterion misestimates might be implicated in their null
treatment response, as suggested by the results in the next section.
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Figure 9B
Main Treatment Effects on Perceptions, by Respondent Ideology
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Note: N=1,499. Nine respondents were dropped from the data because of missing information on pretreatment
covariates. Bars represent the standardized unadjusted (blue) and covariate-adjusted (red) differences between the
treatment and control group on each outcome variable by respondent ideology. Error bars are 95% confidence intervals.
Covariate-adjusted models control for the directionally woke estimation accuracy index, party ID, sex, age, race/ethnicity,
educational attainment, marital status, household income, household presence of children, and census division.

Source: Author calculations

At this point, it is important to note that the effects of the treatment on respondents’ estimation
accuracy were negative and statistically significant, regardless®* of whether respondents overestimated
or underestimated the annual average number of FOIS victims. This suggests that people’s
perceptions of police brutality are not exclusively, or even mostly, tied to their (mis)estimates of
the overall quantity®> of FOIS victims. Rather, (mis)estimates of how the number of victims is
distributed across racial groups—along with overestimates of the prevalence of nonlethal force
against black Americans—appear to play a significant role in shaping these perceptions.

Accuracy-Conditioned Treatment
Effects on Perceptions

While the main effects of the treatment are notable, their impact is expected to be even greater
on those who gave relatively larger misestimates on average. This would explain why the effects
of the treatment are significantly larger among liberals—who score highest?® on the directionally
woke accuracy index—than conservatives.

27



Effect on Perceptions Index (Z)

117

0.4

0.2

-04

Treatment X Continuous Accuracy
p=0.001, Adjusted R*2=0.588

Z-Score Distance from Perfect Accuracy (0)

Perceptions Are Not Reality: What Americans Get Wrong About Police Violence

To test this hypothesis, two interaction models?” were fitted (Figure 9C). The first model (left
panel) interacts the treatment with the continuous directionally woke accuracy index.33 This model
reveals a statistically significant interaction (b=—0.299, p=0.001), suggesting that the intervention’s
negative effects on perceptions grow linearly3? as estimation inaccuracy rises. But the model that
uses a categorical’® accuracy interaction term (right panel) exhibits a superior”! fit to the data.

Results from this latter model indicate that the intervention led to a nonsignificant 0.118 SD
(p=0.084) increase®? overall in perceptions of police brutality and racism among respondents
within the bottom accuracy interval (i.e., = -0.4, < 0.2), which, due to their smaller numbers,”?
combines “directionally unwoke” misestimators and those whose estimates were reasonably close
to the benchmark figures on average.

In contrast, at all higher intervals, the intervention progressively and nonlinearly reduces such
perceptions. For those in the middle (in)accuracy intervals (i.e., = 0.2, < 0.7), the intervention led
to a combined 0.113 SD (p=0.005) decrease in perceptions of police brutality and racism. These
negative effects increase to a combined 0.262 SD (p < 0.001) among those in the highest two intervals
(i.e., = 0.7). For example, respondents in these intervals who received the intervention were 17.6
points (p < 0.001) less likely to believe that the police often use excessive force, 15.7 points less
likely (p < 0.001) to consider the unjustified killing of suspects by police to be a serious issue, and
11 points less likely (p < 0.001) to agree that black people are regularly targeted by racist police.

Figure 9C

Accuracy-Conditioned Effects of the Treatment
on the Six-Item Perceptions Index

Treatment X Categorical Accuracy
p<0.001, Adjusted R*2=0.593

0.2
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Z-Score Distance from Perfect Accuracy (0)

Note: N=1,499. Nine respondents were dropped from the data because of missing information on pretreatment covariates.
The left panel represents the covariate-adjusted effects of the treatment on the six-item perceptions index at differing
levels along the continuous directionally woke accuracy index. The right panel represents the covariate-adjusted effects

of the treatment on the six-item perceptions index at differing levels of the categorical directionally woke accuracy

index. Error bars are 95% confidence intervals. Models adjust for respondent ideology, party ID, sex, age, race/ethnicity,
educational attainment, marital status, household income, household presence of children, and census division.

Source: Author calculation
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Overall, these results largely validate the prediction that the intervention’s effects will vary as a
function of respondents’ estimation accuracy. In general, the more respondents misestimated the
various criteria in the “woke” direction, the more effective the intervention was in reducing negative
or “woke” appraisals of the prevalence and severity of excessive police force and racist policing.

Main Treatment Effects on Policy Preferences

In the previous section, I considered how the treatments resulted in updated appraisals of police use
of force. Now, I turn to the question of whether those updates translate into changes in policing-
related policy preferences.

The standardized differences between the control and treatment groups on each policy measure
are presented in Figure 10A. Compared with those observed for perceptions, these differences
are smaller and less precise, ranging from 0.04 SD to 0.094 SD in size in the unadjusted models
and from 0.014 SD to 0.096 SD in the adjusted models. While all are in the theoretically expected
direction, none is significant at the p < 0.05 threshold, though several do approach it.?4

Figure 10A

Main Effects of the Treatment on Policy Preferences

To what extent would you like to see the US government increase or decrease the L
amount of money it spends on law enforcement? (1=Greatly decrease, 7=Greatly increase) =

To what extent do you think the number of police patrolling the streets of US
cities should be increased or decreased? (1=Greatly decrease, 7T=Greatly increase) L

Allocations towards hiring more police officers

Allocations towards police surveillance cameras

[ ]

Allocations towards hiring more social workers

Allocations towards economic development programs

Allocations towards carceral anti-crime measures

Policy Index -

-0.2 -01 0 01
Beta

- Unadjusted treatment effect — Adjusted treatment effect

Note: N=1,499. Nine respondents were dropped from the data because of missing information on pretreatment covariates.
Markers represent the standardized unadjusted (blue) and covariate-adjusted (red) differences between the treatment

and control group on each outcome variable. Error bars are 95% confidence intervals. Covariate-adjusted models

control for the directionally woke estimation accuracy index, respondent ideology, party ID, sex, age, race/ethnicity,
educational attainment, marital status, household income, household presence of children, and census division.

Source: Author calculation

When all items are considered in aggregate as an index, a more discernible, if still very modest,
signal emerges. Compared with the control group, respondents who received the intervention
scored an unadjusted 0.088 SD (p=0.037) and adjusted 0.061 SD (p=0.041) higher on the combined
index, with these differences reaching significance at the 95% level. Further, and as expected, results
from a mediation analysis (reported in Appendix A.8) suggest that almost all (95.6%) of these
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differences are attributable to the intervention’s negative effects on the perceptions index. In effect,
the increases in support for policing-centered anticrime policies that are observed appear to be
primarily driven by the intervention’s reduction of perceptions of police brutality and racism.

Although modest overall, the intervention’s effects are again larger”> among liberals and moderates
(and, unexpectedly, black®® and Hispanic respondents) while smaller and statistically insignificant
among conservatives. As Figure 10B (right panel) shows, liberals and moderates who received
the intervention scored 0.101 SD (p=0.012) and 0.078 SD (p=0.242) higher, respectively—or
0.093 SD (p=0.003) higher when combined—on the policy index, compared with their control-
group counterparts. Meanwhile, conservatives who received the intervention scored slightly more
than -0.06 SD (p=0.354) lower than those who did not, though this difference is not significant.

Figure 10B

Main Treatment Effects on Policy Preferences, by Respondent Ideology
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Note: Bars represent the standardized unadjusted (blue) and covariate-adjusted (red) differences between
the treatment and control group on each outcome variable by respondent ideology. Error bars are

95% confidence intervals. Sample sizes are in parentheses. Covariate-adjusted models control for the
directionally woke estimation accuracy index, party ID, sex, age, race/ethnicity, educational attainment,
marital status, household income, household presence of children, and census division.

Source: Author calculation

Thus, as with perceptions, the treatment had a stronger effect on the attitudes of nonconservatives
than conservatives. While some of this could, again, be attributable to a floor effect, it likely also stems
from conservatives being more prone to place at the bottom of the “directionally woke” accuracy
index, where the treatment effects are expected to be smaller or to move attitudes in the other®”
(i.e., liberal) direction. This expectation is formally tested again in the interaction models below.
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Accuracy-Conditioned Treatment
Effects on Policy Preferences

Earlier, this report stated that when the interventions had a negative impact on respondents’
perceptions of police brutality and racism, these tended to be stronger for those with relatively
larger “directionally woke” misestimates. However, the results of a treatment x categorical accuracy
interaction model (left panel of Figure 10C) indicate that a more curvilinear relationship holds
for the intervention’s effects on policing policy preferences.

In the bottom accuracy interval (= —0.4, < 0.2), respondents who received the intervention scored
0.197 SD lower (p=0.03) in support for policing-centered anticrime policies, which aligns with
expectations and mirrors the pattern observed for perceptions. The effects begin to grow nonlinearly
in the pro-policing direction at subsequent intervals. Across the intervals running from 0.2 to
0.9 standard deviations above perfect accuracy—encompassing approximately 72% of the data—
respondents who received the intervention scored a combined 0.102 SD higher (p=0.006) on the
policy index than those who did not. Moreover, this difference is not only driven by movement
within response categories (e.g., “Strongly decrease”—>“Moderately decrease”) but also by changes
between them. For instance, respondents in these intervals who received the intervention were
5 points (p=0.026) more likely than their control-group counterparts to support increasing the
number of police patrolling the street in U.S. cities. They also allocated 4 points (p=0.004) more
of their budgets toward policing-centered anticrime measures.
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Figure 10C

Accuracy-Conditioned Effects of the Treatment on the Policing Policy Index

Treatment X Quadratic Accuracy
p=0.011, Adjusted R*2=0.458

Treatment X Categorical Accuracy
p=0.009, Adjusted R"2=0.451
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Note: The left panel represents the covariate-adjusted effects of the treatment on the policing policy index
at differing intervals of the categorical directionally woke accuracy index. The right panel represents the
covariate-adjusted curvilinear effects of the treatment on the policing policy index at differing levels of the
continuous directionally woke accuracy index. Error bars are 95% confidence intervals. Models adjust for
respondent ideology, party ID, sex, age, race/ethnicity, educational attainment, marital status, household
income, household presence of children, and census division. Sample sizes are in parentheses. Nine
respondents were dropped from the data because of missing information on pretreatment covariates.

Source: Author calculation

But rather than continuing to rise, the treatment’s effects plummet at the highest interval (= 0.9)
such that respondents who received the intervention go from scoring 0.125 SD (0.7, < 0.9) to
just 0.02 SD higher on the policy index (though this difference is not significant, p=0.5). Given
this unexpected curvilinear pattern, I opted to test whether a curvilinear model with a quadratic
continuous accuracy term better fit the data. The results from this model, which are plotted in
the right panel of Figure 10C, show that it is a better fit.”%

According to this curvilinear model, respondents at the bottom of the accuracy index who received
the intervention score —0.422 SD lower on the policy index than control-group peers, though
this difference falls just short of conventional levels of significance (p=0.05). The difference then
trends and grows in the positive or pro-policing direction, peaking at 0.8 standard deviations
above perfect accuracy, at which point respondents who received the intervention score
0.109 SD (p=0.025) higher than those who did not. Thereafter, though, the effects begin to weaken
and point in the antipolicing direction.”’

The reasons for this unexpected diminishment and directional shift of the treatment’s effects
at the upper end of the accuracy distribution are worthy of further investigation. One possible
explanation for this phenomenon is that this region of the accuracy index comprises the most
ideologically liberal!®° subset of respondents, who may be more resistant to the treatment.
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Approximately 81% of respondents in the highest (in)accuracy interval identify as “liberal” (Figure
11)—70% of whom identified as “very liberal” (37% of overall respondents) or “liberal” (33% of
overall respondents), as opposed to “slightly liberal” (11% of overall respondents). In contrast,
just 3% of respondents in this interval identified as conservative. This raises the question of how
stronger ideological liberalism might moderate (if not altogether neutralize) the treatment’s
effects on perceptions and policy preferences. I relegate my speculative answers and suggestions
for future research to the endnotes.'!

Figure 11

Mean Ideological Liberal-Conservative Composition, by Accuracy Interval

>0.55, <07 =207, <0.9
Z-Score Distance from Perfect Accuracy (0)

7-Point Ideology Scale - i - n
(1=Very liberal, 7=Very conservative) % Liberal % Conservative

Note: Yellow line (left y-axis) represents the mean respondent self-placement on the seven-point measure of
political ideology at differing categorical accuracy intervals. Green and purple lines (right y-axis) represent the
share of respondents in each interval that placed themselves on the liberal and conservative sides of the seven-
point ideology scale, respectively. Error bars are 95% confidence intervals. Sample sizes are in parentheses.

Source: Author survey and calculation

This unresolved question about the reasons for the treatment’s curvilinear effects aside, the results
from these interaction models help explain why the main effects of the treatment on policy
preferences bordered on insignificance. For respondents in all but the bottom and top accuracy
intervals (i.e., 72% of the sample), the treatment led to a significant, if small (0.102 SD, p=0.006),
increase! %2 in support for policing-centered anticrime policies. But because the treatment had the
opposite-to-no effect for those at the lowest and highest levels of the accuracy index, the overall
effect (0.061 SD, p=0.041) was weakened.
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Part 4: Implications for News
Coverage

Given its rarity, the phenomenon of police brutality is, and likely will always be, an abstraction
in the minds of all but a tiny segment of the American public. While people can roughly gauge
broader economic conditions, for instance, via the prices they pay at the pump and their sense
of job security, there are far fewer direct cues for Americans to lean on when it comes to gauging
the seriousness of the problem of police brutality. This means that the public is almost entirely
reliant on news media and political elites for assessing its prevalence and severity. This reliance
makes public opinion susceptible to manipulation.

The current study documented how appraisals of police use of force have likely already been
manipulated, as well as evidence for the manipulability of such appraisals in general.

In the first case, the widespread perception that black Americans, a racial group that constitutes
just 1296-13% of the U.S. population, make up the majority of FOIS victims is not—or is highly
unlikely to be—born out of thin air. The public does not come to that misperception unaided.
Nor do they spontaneously adopt the misperceptions that: (1) roughly half of all black victims are
shot unarmed; or (2) one in three blacks stopped by police—and close to 1 in 5 black Americans
overall—is subjected to nonlethal physical force in a typical year. More likely, these perceptions
are the consequences of a media environment that has flooded the public with more news about
police brutality in the past decade than the previous five decades combined, and also largely
sidelines nonblack victims of police violence.

But the volume and racial skew of media coverage may not be the entire story. The findings of this
study suggest that what context is given or omitted is also important for influencing perceptions.
Often, the contextual information that journalists provide is typically limited to data highlighting
racial disparities in the experience of nonlethal and lethal police force. For instance, readers and
viewers might be told that blacks are “three times more likely” than whites to be killed by a police
officer in a given year, but they are only rarely given any data speaking to the prevalence of this
phenomenon among these populations overall.!®3 Nor are they provided with data that are highly
relevant to understanding racial disparities in police use of force, likely because those data might
reflect negatively upon black Americans.

A recent textbook example of this tendency is an infographic published by the New York Times
following the January 2023 killing of Tyre Nichols (Figure 12, left panel). Not only does it not give
any data on base rates, such as the percentage of Memphis blacks and whites with police contact
who were subjected to police force; it excludes data that are most relevant to understanding the
disparity that it highlights—namely, the even larger overrepresentation of black Memphis residents
among the city’s violent criminal offenders.
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Figure 12

New York Times Infographic (Left) vs. Racial-Group
Shares of Memphis Violent Offenders (Right)
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Source: New York Times, Twitter, Jan. 27, 2023; population and violent-offender data in the right panel are taken
from the U.S. Census Bureau and the FBI's National Incident Based Reporting System (NIBRS), respectively.

Such reporting practices likely cultivate or reinforce the misperception that excessive police force
against black Americans is pervasive and that black (rather than white) Americans are the most
frequent victims of excessive police force. These misperceptions, in turn, can have significant
psychological and social costs, particularly for socioeconomically disadvantaged groups that need
police the most.

Among black Americans, for instance, these misperceptions can lead to widespread fears that they
or their family members will be victimized by police—fears that are not only unwarranted, given
the actual risk, but that could incur a psychological toll and discourage them from contacting
police when necessary. Among the general public, they erode trust in—as well as the perceived
legitimacy of—the police, which can inspire mass protests, economically costly social unrest, and
greater support for de-policing policies that threaten public safety.

Importantly, the negative effects of misperceptions are likely compounded by the impact on the
police themselves. Public backlash against the police can lead police officers to engage in less
proactive policing, resulting in fewer stops and arrests, with some studies linking these outcomes
to increases in crime. Moreover, it can weaken police morale, leading to retirements and staffing
shortages, which can further exacerbate crime.

To be clear, this discussion should not be taken to mean that the pursuit of greater police
accountability and reform is uncalled for or undesirable. Rather, these objectives can be pursued
without distorting public perceptions of the scale and racial distribution of police use of force.

Activist groups have an interest in distorting the view that Americans might have of police brutality.

Inflating public perceptions of the severity of the problem draws more attention to it. This attention
can increase pressure on political leaders to act, and can encourage monetary donations from
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outraged members of the public. But this cynical approach can also incur substantial social costs
and inspire the enactment of policing policies that are more informed by emotion than by actual
data. Activist groups need to be made aware of these costs.

The findings of this study do not necessarily imply that news organizations and journalists should
ignore or significantly reduce their coverage of use-offorce incidents. Instead, the implication
here is that they should provide more context and information in their coverage. This will at once
deracialize police use of force and put such incidents into a broader perspective. Also, given the
social costs, it is incumbent on news organizations to refrain from reporting that inadvertently
fuels or validates misperceptions about police violence.

Recommendations

More informative and less divisive use-of-force coverage is possible. Four recommendations to
that end include:

First, journalists should contextualize their reporting of police use-offorce incidents by
providing data on the rarity of such incidents. While this practice should be adopted in general,
it is particularly important when referencing racial disparities in use of force. Group base rates
should not be left to the audience’s imagination. Instead, journalists should clearly note them
and allow their audiences to decide for themselves whether (for instance) a 0.6% occurrence rate
among black Americans vs. a 0.2% occurrence rate among white Americans constitutes a “severe
problem.” They could, in theory, even embed within articles base rate-related estimation questions
and corresponding “misestimate” visualizations like the ones tested here. While base rates may
not matter for the assessments of some (especially extremely liberal) readers/viewers, this study
suggests that they are relevant to, and are likely to inform, the assessments of many others.

Second, if journalists do choose to highlight racial disparities in police use of force, they
should not do so in isolation of the disparities that contribute to them, such as differing
rates in criminal offending. In other words, they should not make the mistake of the NYT
infographic in Figure 12. If disparities in criminal offending are not provided for context, readers/
viewers will have little choice but to attribute those in use of force to racial bias, which is likely to
undermine their trust in police. While racial bias may play some role in use-of-force disparities,
there is no good evidence of it being the dominant factor. Journalists should thus not lead their
audiences to think that it is.

Third, journalists who highlight racial disparities should not limit the focus to those between
black and white Americans. For instance, use-of-force rates against Asians—which are significantly
lower than those against whites—should also be reported on. While it’s unclear!®* whether their
inclusion in the current study’s informational treatment made a difference, reporting rates for
Asians could help combat the notion that use-of-force disparities necessarily reflect racial bias.

Fourth, news organizations and journalists should increase their coverage of use-of-force
incidents involving white victims. While underrepresented relative to their population share,
white Americans still constitute the majority of both nonlethal and lethal use-offorce victims.
Yet they receive but a fraction of the coverage given to black victims. Though stories involving the
black Americans may generate more engagement from readers and viewers—if only because they
fit a “racist police” narrative—the findings of this study suggest that the wildly disproportionate
coverage that they receive substantially distorts public perceptions of the racial distribution of
victims. Moreover, remember that the effects of the treatment were significant even for those
respondents who underestimated the number of annual fatal police shootings. This suggests that
public perceptions of this racial distribution may be just as influential' % for the public’s appraisals
of policing and policing policy preferences as the mere volume of victims. It is thus imperative
that news organizations and journalists correct this severe racial imbalance in coverage. Doing
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so can counter the perception that police brutality is a phenomenon primarily suffered by black
Americans; it could also help dispel perceptions and accusations of media bias among those on
the right.

Police use-of-force incidents afflict Americans of all racial and ethnic backgrounds, and many of
them should be treated as human tragedies. These recommendations could help bring about a
healthier civic life and appropriate reform. However, I recognize that many of the incentives for
news organizations to carry out these recommendations are lacking or are at odds with a bottom
line that is measured more in terms of clicks and viewership than promoting accurate perceptions
on social issues like police use of force.

Even if all news outlets and journalists were wholly on board with these recommendations,
misperceptions of police use of force would still be promoted by political figures (including the
current president),!%¢ activists, celebrities, and other opinion leaders.

The most realistic path to reform, then, consists of two steps:

First, news organizations and journalists should be pressured to cover policing issues in a
more responsible and balanced fashion. They need to be informed of the misperceptions likely
promoted by the manner in which the topic is typically reported on and their social harms. The
findings of this study are a good start, but additional experimental research is needed to confirm
them and bolster the case for reform.

Second, civic groups, nongovernment organizations, and even police agencies concerned with
the spread of misinformation and misperceptions need to use social media fact-checking
tools. Twitter’s (recently renamed “X”) new Community Notes feature, for instance, allows verified
users to add context and information to tweets, thus putting a check on false or misleading
information and rhetoric. This could have added much-needed context to the NYT tweet in Figure
12. The same should be done for tweets by public figures, such as NBA star Lebron James’s tweet
that “We’re literally hunted EVERYDAY/EVERYTIME we step foot outside the comfort of our
homes!”107 As effective use of these tools will likely require a sustained and organized effort,
civic groups and police agencies should consider establishing dedicated or collaborative teams of
“community noters” that scour social media for and push back against false information about
the frequency and nature of use-of-force incidents. One-off or intermittent interventions will not
make a difference in the long term. Consistency and continued “re-treatment” are key.

There is no silver bullet for the misperception issues discussed here. We need to be realistic about
the magnitude of change that can be achieved through perception-correcting interventions and
the provision of additional context. These measures should not be regarded as substitutes for
reforms that improve police accountability and transparency.

However, the current state of public perceptions of police use of force is clearly not tenable, nor is
it conducive to the promotion of better public—police relations, race relations, and public safety.
The findings of the current study suggest that informational and educational interventions—
especially if sustained—can play a meaningful role in addressing the current public perception
of police use of force and mitigating or moderating the social consequences.
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Endnotes

For perspective, consider that the combined annual frequencies of mentions related to police
use of force in the New York Times during 2014-22 (14.2%) approaches twice the size of those
in the 53 years spanning 1960-2013 (8.3%). Topic salience within the New York Times was
assessed with the ProQuest news article database. Search data were obtained from Google
Trends with the use of the Keywords Everywhere tool.

A summary chart of various attitudinal time series can be found in Appendix B.2.

See the data sources in Table B.2A in Appendix B.2, accessed via the Roper Center for Public
Opinion database. In 1993-2013, the share of the public reporting “a great deal” or “quite
a lot” of confidence in the police as an institution was consistently above 50%; with a few
exceptions, this was also generally the case even among Democrats. As of 2022, though, it
sat at a series low of 45% (including 28% of Democrats).

According to data from the 2020 American National Elections Studies (ANES) survey, nearly
18% of all respondents (up from 12% in 2016 and 9% in 1992), including 30% of Democrats
(up from 18% in 2016, and 12% in 1992), rated “police” in the “cool” or negative (i.e., < 50)
region on the ANES 0-100 “police feeling thermometer”; “ANES 2020 Time Series Study
Full Release,” 2021.

Hannah Fingerhut and Kat Stafford, “AP-NORC Poll: Police Violence Remains High Concern
in U.S.,” Associated Press, May 21,2021. See also the data sources in Table B.2A in Appendix
B.2, accessed via the Roper Center for Public Opinion database. E.g., as of 2021, 45% of the
public (up from 32% in 2015), including 67% of Democrats (up from 45% in 2015), thought
that police violence against the public was an “extremely” or a “very serious” problem.

See the data sources in Table B.2A in Appendix B.2, accessed via the Roper Center for Public
Opinion database. A total of 49% of the public (up from 33% in 2014), including 83% of
Democrats (up from 53% in 2014), felt that police officers were more likely to use excessive
force against a black than a white suspect given the same circumstances. Similar shares felt
that the police in most communities are more likely to use deadly force against a black
person than a white person (57% of all respondents and 86% of Democrats, up from 43%
and 62% in 2014, respectively); that police in their communities treat black Americans less
fairly than white Americans (55% of all respondents and 80% of Democrats, up from 43%
and 56% in 2013, respectively); and that black people and other minorities do not receive
treatment equal to that of white people in the criminaljustice system (63% of all respondents
and 84% of Democrats, up from 48% and 67% in 2013, respectively).

Zach Goldberg, “Is Defunding the Police a ‘Luxury Belief’? Analyzing White vs. Nonwhite
Democrats’ Attitudes on Depolicing,” Manhattan Institute, Sept. 8, 2022.

Tim Malloy and Doug Schwartz, “68% Say Discrimination Against Black Americans a ‘Serious
Problem, Quinnipiac University National Poll Finds; Slight Majority Support Removing
Confederate Statues,” Quinnipiac University Poll, June 17, 2020. Astonishingly, a survey by
Pickett, Graham, and Cullen revealed that just under half (45%) of all black respondents
would prefer to be robbed or burglarized than to be questioned by the police “without
good reason”; see Justin T. Pickett, Amanda Graham, and Francis T. Cullen, “The American
Racial Divide in Fear of the Police,” Criminology 60, no. 2 (2022): 291-320.
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These calculations come from cross-tab data provided by one of the authors. Kevin McCaftree
and Anondah Saide, “How Informed Are Americans About Race and Policing?” Skeptic
Research Center, CUPES-007.

“Mapping Police Violence” website.
Cross-tab data from McCaffree and Saide, “How Informed Are Americans?”

Eric Kaufmann, “The Social Construction of Racism in the United States,” Manhattan
Institute, Apr. 7, 2021.

This calculation is based on data obtained from the Mapping Police Violence and the Center
for Disease Control’s Wonder databases. For 2013-21, black men in the 18-34 age group
were an average of 11.8 times (median=10.9, standard deviation=3.75) more likely to die in
a motor-vehicle accident than to be fatally shot by police. The higher ratio score in 2020 is
attributable to increases in black motor-vehicle deaths in the post-Floyd period.

See the data sources in Table B.2A in Appendix B.2, accessed via the Roper Center for Public
Opinion database. E.g., according to the Bureau of Justice Statistics, an estimated 61.5 million
people aged 16 and older had at least some contact with the police in 2018, out of a total
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of blacks, and 3.4% of Hispanics) reported that their contact involved the threat or nonfatal
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were unarmed. If using the 61.5 million figure as the denominator, this would mean that
0.0016% of police—public interactions ended in fatal shootings and 0.00009% ended in the
fatal shooting of an unarmed individual. See Erika Harrell and Elizabeth Davis, “Contacts
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Feb. 3,2023.
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Interventions;” Brendan Nyhan et al., “Taking Corrections Literally but Not Seriously? The
Effects of Information on Factual Beliefs and Candidate Favorability,” Political Behavior (July
2017).

E.g.,Haaland and Roth found that presenting respondents with research on the innocuous
economic effects of low-skilled immigration into the U.S. increased their preferences for
higher immigration levels. Sides found that correcting misperceptions about the (small)
share of Americans who pay estate taxes increased respondents’ support for the estate tax.
See Haaland and Roth, “Labor Market Concerns and Support for Immigration”; John Sides,
“Stories or Science? Facts, Frames, and Policy Attitudes,” American Politics Research 44, no. 3
(October 2015): 387-414.

E.g., see James H. Kuklinski et al., “Misinformation and the Currency of Democratic
Citizenship,” Journal of Politics 62,1n0. 3 (August 2000): 790-816; Gilens, “Political Ignorance
and Collective Policy Preferences.”

Replication data and a do-file can be downloaded via https://osf.io/2h9w4.

More information about this methodology can be found at “Representative Samples,” Prolific,
June 2, 2023.

Unsurprising, given the demographics of Prolific respondents.

Alexander Coppock, Thomas J. Leeper, and Kevin J. Mullinix, “Generalizability of Heterogeneous
Treatment Effect Estimates Across Samples,” PNAS 115, no. 49 (Nov. 16, 2018).

Data from the 2020 PPC survey had yet to be released at the time the Prolific survey was
designed. However, and as shown in Table B.3A in Appendix B.3, the benchmark reporting
rates therein are strikingly similar to those in the earlier 2018 PPC survey. As such, the
substantive conclusions I make in this section hold, irrespective of PPC wave.

This is the same survey whose data Fryer used to study racial differences in the experience
of nonlethal police force. Ronald G. Fryer, Jr., “An Empirical Analysis of Racial Differences
in Police Use of Force,” NBER working paper no. 22399 (2016).

Language from the survey given to the Prolific adult respondents.

To exclude possible order effects, the order at which the white and black estimation items
were shown was randomized.

Prior to the estimation modules, respondents were asked whether they could commit to not
looking up the actual answers to the estimation questions. All but one respondent selected
the response option that reads “I promise to try my best without looking up any answers”
(vs. “I do NOT promise to try my best without looking up any answers”). While there is
no way to check or enforce compliance, recent research suggests that such prompts can
effectively discourage “cheating.” Reminders to estimate “using your best guess and without
looking up the answer” were also included in each estimation item. See, e.g., Matthew
DeBell, “Measuring Political Knowledge and Not Search Proficiency in Online Surveys,’
International Journal of Public Opinion Research 34, no. 1 (Spring 2022): edac002.

I say “implicit” because these values are derived by multiplying respondents’ criterion
estimates for each group and multiplying by 100 (e.g., [percentage of black Americans
stopped/approached * percentage of black Americans stopped/approached who reported
experiencing nonlethal force] * 100).
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Given that black Americans fear being victimized by the police more than any other group,
I also examined potential racial/ethnic variation in estimation accuracy. Figure A.5C in
Appendix A.5 presents the average criterion estimates among the sample’s four major
racial/ethnic groups. Black (followed by Hispanic) respondents had the largest average
overestimates across all criteria. Most notably, the average black respondent estimated
that 30% of all, 21% of white, and 40% of black PPC respondents who reported being
stopped or approached by police also reported experiencing nonlethal force. To contrast,
these estimates fall to 20%, 14%, and 27%, respectively, for the average white respondent—
differences that are all statistically significant at the p < 0.001 threshold and that are also
robust to adjustments for educational attainment, age, and other demographic indicators.
Average estimates of these nonlethal force criteria among Hispanic respondents (27%, 24%,
and 35%, respectively) were also less accurate relative to those among white respondents,
but to a somewhat lesser degree. Lastly, excepting their (higher) estimates of nonlethal force
against blacks, the estimates of the average Asian respondent were not statistically different
from those of the average white respondent.

I limit the focus to fatal police shootings for two reasons. First, they account for nearly all
deaths (95% in the Mapping Police Violence database) at the hands of police. Second, data
sets that additionally count non-shooting deaths include cases in which victims were only
indirectly “killed” by police officers, such as when fatally crashing their vehicles during
high-speed chases. While such cases may be unfortunate, they do not fit the conventional
or popular understanding of police killings, which typically entail the intentional cause
of death.

Language from the survey given to the Prolific adult respondents.

Consider a case where respondents A and B both estimate that 100,000 people are fatally
shot by police per year. If A thinks that the U.S. population consists of 100 million people
and B thinks that it numbers 800 million people, the practical meaning of the estimate is
going to be different for each respondent. A’s estimate of 100,000 would mean that 0.1%
of the U.S. population are fatally shot by police, whereas B’s estimate would imply that
0.0125% are.

Because the number of fatal police shootings can vary from year to year, I thought it was
best to obtain estimates of deaths during a typical year across a defined period.

The largest estimate was 32 million.

Rather than the Skeptic survey, the findings here are substantively closer to those reported
by Schiff et al., “Police Shootings Statistics and Public Support for Police Reforms” (see
Table 1). In their study, which asked respondents in 10 major cities to estimate the number
of officer-involved shootings that occurred in their respective cities in 2020, the average
absolute deviation of median criterion estimates from their benchmarks was just 5.5. This
supports my suggestion that the divergence between the current findings and those of the
Skeptic survey is largely attributable to differences in measurement design, rather than
differences in sample representativeness. And this hypothesis is further bolstered by the
similarity of results for estimates of the black share of fatal police-shooting victims, which
both the current study and the Skeptic study (naturally) measured on a 0-100 scale. More
specifically, the average respondent in the Skeptic survey estimated that 48.5% of those
killed by police in 2019 were black, which is not far off from the average estimate (54%) that
Prolific respondents gave for the black share of fatal police-shooting victims in 2015-22.
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Indeed, the Skeptic Research Center measured estimates of unarmed black male victims on
a categorical scale with large but vague gaps between adjacent numerical categories (e.g.,
about 100, about 1,000, about 10,000). Additionally, the researchers asked only about black
fatalities, which could potentially further bias estimates upward.

This was again done to minimize the extent that variation in respondents’ estimates is driven
by variation in their perceptions of different racial-group population shares.

This “other” group was included to ensure that estimates summed to 100.
The presentation order was again randomized.

Victims’racial backgrounds were coded as “unknown”in 12.5% of all cases during this period.
Hence, I benchmark according to the share of all racially identified victims.

At this point, the reader may be wondering why Asians are more likely than all other groups
to be unarmed when fatally shot by the police. In truth, this disparity is likely an artifact of
the tiny Asian denominator (i.e., total number of Asian victims). As there were just 17 or
18 Asian victims each year, on average, during this period, any number of unarmed victims
greater than one is going to result in a rate that is (misleadingly) higher than that of “larger
denominator” groups.

Considering that black respondents exhibited the largest overestimates for the nonlethal
force criteria, one might expect them to have the largest overestimates of the average annual
number of fatal police shootings. Yet the data in Figure A.2A in Appendix A.2 show that
this is not the case. While the average black estimate (107,798) was higher than that of all
groups except Asians (139,836), the median black estimate (300) was the lowest. Explaining
this low median, Figure A.2B reveals that black respondents (36%) were more likely than
all other groups to give estimates of 100 or fewer. Furthermore, they were not any less or
more likely in statistical terms to give estimates of 10,000 or more. Taken as a whole, these
results could suggest that black Americans’strong reported fears of police victimization are
more related to concerns of being physically injured than killed by law enforcement or,
alternatively, are more expressions of in-group solidarity and identity than expressions of
genuine concern for personal harm.

Kevin J. Mullinix and Robert J. Norris, “Pulled-Over Rates, Causal Attributions, and Trust
in Police,” Political Research Quarterly 72, no. 2 (August 2018).

In Appendix A.3,1 discuss how assessments of relative accuracy differ depending on which
benchmarks are adopted; but regardless of the benchmark, the underestimation pattern
is clear.

For the purposes of the experiment, the questionability of the NIBRS benchmarks—which
were used in these visualizations—is irrelevant.

A total of 46% of respondents answered all three recall questions correctly, 28.7% answered
two of three correctly, 18.1% answered one of three correctly, and 7.1% answered none
correctly. Respondents were also significantly more likely to correctly answer the question
relating to violent crime (84%) than the questions relating to nonlethal force (63.9%) and
unarmed police-shooting deaths (65.7%). And these rates did not meaningfully vary by
ideology or party identification.
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The honesty check read as follows: “Earlier we asked whether you could commit to not
looking up the answers to the questions we wanted you to guess. Which of the following
best describes how you went about answering these questions?” All but four respondents
(0.26% of the sample) indicated that they “didn’t look up ANY answers.” In addition, to the
honesty check, respondents were given two attention checks. Rates of completed attention
checks did not significantly differ by experimental condition (mean=1.97 vs. 1.96, p=0.179).
Excluding these respondents from the experimental analyses has no substantive impact on
the results.

An exploratory factor analysis with oblique rotation suggests a three-factor solution, with
items 1 (0.436) and 2 (0.393) in Table 2 loading stronger on factor 1, items 3 (0.662) and 4
(0.659) loading stronger on factor 2, and items 5 (0.674) and 6 (0.680) loading stronger on
factor 3. However, given that items 1 and 2 are measured on different scales from the other
four items, a measurement factor may be needed. But as a thorough analysis of the factor
structure of these items is beyond the scope of the current study, I leave it to future research
to tackle.

M. A. Cohen, R. T. Rust, and S. Steen, “Prevention, Crime Control or Cash? Public Preferences
Towards Criminal Justice Spending Priorities,” Justice Quarterly 23, no. 3 (2006): 317-35.

As percentage allocations are interdependent, there is no need to create a separate “soft
measure” allocations scale.

All indexes, however, entail measuring the average standard deviation (or z-score) distance
of respondents’ criterion estimates from their respective benchmarks.

The treatment and control group did not significantly differ on any of the pretreatment
covariates, which indicates that randomization was successful. Tests of between-condition
imbalances can be found in Appendix B.4.

As evidenced by the smaller confidence intervals, adjusting for pretreatment covariates
indeed improves the precision of the estimates.

A table reporting between-category changes for all six items can be found in Appendix B.1.

Effects do not significantly differ by respondent race/ethnicity, though the smaller sample
sizes and lower power for nonwhite subgroups renders this conclusion uncertain. Nominally
speaking, in the unadjusted models, the treatment lowered scores on the perceptions index by
-0.192 SD (p < 0.001, 95% C1=-0.283,-0.101) for white (N=1,108); -0.135 SD (p=0.180, 95%
CI=-0.334,0.064) for black (N=178); -0.432 SD (p=0.002, 95% CI=—0.698,-0.166) for Hispanic
(N=104); and -0.029 SD (p=0.819, 95% CI=-0.281, 0.223) for Asian (N=92) respondents.
Adjusting for pretreatment covariates, treated whites scored -0.164 SD (p < 0.001, 95%
CI=-0.215, -0.113) lower, treated blacks —0.050 SD (p=0.609, 95% CI=-0.246, 0.145) lower,
treated Hispanics —0.266 SD (p=0.006, 95% CI=-0.451, -0.081) lower, and treated Asians
-0.183 SD (p=0.073,95% C1=—0.384,-0.017) lower than their untreated counterparts. These
discrepancies between the unadjusted and adjusted estimates for nonwhite subgroups reflect
the fact that small but statistically significant imbalances on pretreatment covariates are
more likely (Siyun Yang et al.,“Covariate Adjustment in Subgroup Analyses of Randomized
Clinical Trials: A Propensity Score Approach,” Clinical Trials 18, no. 5 [2021]) to occur by
chance in smaller samples. Better-powered studies are thus needed to achieve more reliable
inferences about the treatment’s effects on nonwhites. Unfortunately, the current study was
more interested in its effects for ideological than racial/ethnic subgroups. I leave it to future
research to address this gap.
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Average adjusted effects were —0.220 SD (p < 0.001) for liberal and -0.031 SD (p=0.578) for
conservative respondents. The difference between these coefficients is significant at the p <
0.05 threshold (p=0.013).

Control-group conservatives scored more than 0.8 standard deviations, on average, below
the sample mean on the perceptions index, whereas control-group liberals scored more than
0.5 SD above it. Hence, there is much less room for conservative perceptions to move.

Average adjusted effects for underestimators and overestimators were —0.126 SD (p <0.001)
and —0.200 SD (p=0.001), respectively. Though larger for the former than for the latter group
of respondents, this difference is not distinguishable from zero (p=0.227).

Additionally, whether an estimated quantity is regarded as “large” is ultimately subjective.

A chart reporting accuracy index means by ideological selfidentification can be found in
Figure A.5A in Appendix A.5.

To improve precision, both models adjust for all pretreatment covariates.

Estimates from this treatment x continuous accuracy model are likely misleading in that
the model assumes that the treatment’s effects grow linearly across the entire accuracy
index. As revealed in Figure A.5B in Appendix A.5, scores on the directionally woke (in)
accuracy index are not normally distributed around 0 (i.e., the value corresponding to
perfect accuracy). As a result, the estimates for the more numerous directionally woke (vs.
unwoke) misestimators may unduly influence those for observations at the unwoke (i.e.,
below zero) and “reasonably accurate” (i.e., near-zero) regions of the accuracy index.

By these estimates, the largest directionally “unwoke” misestimators can be expected to
score approximately 0.14 SD (p=0.105) higher on the six-item perceptions index than their
control-group counterparts. For each additional 0.2 SD increase along the accuracy index,
the treatment is expected to move perceptions by roughly 0.06 SD in a more optimistic or
less “woke” direction. For “perfectly accurate” estimators (i.e., z-score distance=0), perceptions
are not predicted to vary across experimental groups. But for those above zero on the
index, perception scores between conditions linearly diverge as the magnitude of over- and
underestimates increases. Among the largest directionally “woke” misestimators, those that
received the treatment are expected to score 0.457 SD lower (p < 0.001) on the perceptions
index than those that did not.

Due to the questionable reliability of the continuous accuracy model, a second model was
fitted that interacts the treatment with a categorical directionally woke accuracy variable.
This model estimates effects separately for respondents in different accuracy intervals instead
of assuming constant linear growth. However, creating intervals with constant ranges risks
some having substantially fewer observations and lower statistical power than others. As a
consequence, estimated effects for such intervals may be statistically significant not because
they are genuinely zero but owing to a lack of statistical power. Therefore, to ensure that
each interval had similar statistical power, I created accuracy intervals that vary in range
but that contain similar numbers of observations.

To be sure, the treatment x continuous accuracy interaction model has a better fit to the
data (adjusted R2=0.588; A1C=2941.145, BIC=2724.897) than a (main effects) model that
excludes it (adjusted R2=0.585, AIC=2729.137, BIC=2729.137), but most indicators of fit
favor the categorical accuracy model (adjusted R2=0.503, A1C=2478.427, BIC=2744.055).
Hence, I limit my interpretation of the results to those from the latter.
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E.g., Figure B.1C in Appendix B.1 shows that treated respondents in this interval were 10.1
points more likely (p=0.021) to disagree that the media “exaggerates the amount of police
brutality” and 7.2 points more likely (p=0.159) to disagree that the “unlawful killings of
black suspects are very rare and blown out of proportion by the media.”

Unfortunately, there were too few observations for separate “underestimator” and
“approximately accurate” categories. Only 24 respondents placed below —0.05 on the
accuracy index, and just 25 respondents fell in the interval between —0.05 and 0.05 (none
of whom “hit bull’s-eye”). This would amount to samples of just 12-13 observations in each
experimental condition.

Compared with their control-group counterparts, treatment-group respondents scored
an unadjusted 0.085 SD (p=0.058) and adjusted 0.053 SD (p=0.101) higher on support for
increased police spending and an unadjusted 0.086 SD (p=0.090) and adjusted 0.057 SD
(p=0.144) higher on support for increasing the street police presence in U.S. cities. They
also allocated an unadjusted 2.4 (0.093 SD, p=0.060) and an adjusted 1.9 percentage points
(0.074 SD, p=0.064) more of their $200 million “public safety” budgets to carceral anticrime
measures, with most of this increase being directed toward hiring more police officers
(unadjusted=1.84 points/0.091 SD, p=0.082; adjusted=1.29 points/0.067 SD, p=0.124). These
differences are all very modest and not clearly distinguishable from zero.

The difference in the size of the effects for liberals and conservatives falls just short of
significance (p=0.059). But if liberals and moderates are combined, the difference reaches
significance at the p < 0.05 level (p=0.044).

Figure B.1B in Appendix B.1 plots the treatment effects by respondent race/ethnicity. In
the adjusted model, treated black and Hispanic respondents score 0.240 SD (p=0.030) and
0.148 SD (p=0.242) higher—or 0.203 SD (p=0.005) when combined—on the policy index
than their untreated peers. In contrast, treated white respondents score just 0.032 SD higher,
a difference that is far from significant (p=0.473). Tables B.1C and B.1D in Appendix B.1
further show that some of these black-Hispanic differences are driven by movement between
response categories. For instance, treated black (+11 points, p=0.044) and Hispanic (+5.2
points, p=0.497) respondents were collectively more than 9 points more likely (p=0.032)
than their untreated counterparts to favor increasing the number of police on the street in
U.S. cities. They also collectively allocated 5.6 more percentage points (p=0.005) of their $200
million “public safety” budgets to carceral anticrime measures. Why the treatment had a
relatively larger effect on the policy attitudes of these groups is not immediately clear. Blacks
and Hispanics do score significantly lower on the policy index than whites in the control
group, which means that their attitudes have more room to update. Additionally, black and
Hispanic Americans score significantly higher than white Americans on the directionally
woke accuracy index, which, in theory, would suggest that their misestimates have greater
potential for correction. While both accounts are plausible, the relatively greater “noise” and
uncertainty in the estimates for these groups make it difficult to infer or conclude anything
with confidence.

Consistent with this interpretation, whereas treated liberals were 6.7 points (p=0.015) less
likely than untreated liberals to favor decreased police spending, treated conservatives were
5.7 points (p=0.048) more likely to favor this policy than untreated conservatives. Similarly,
whereas treated liberals were 5.5 points (p=0.056) more likely to support increasing cities’
street police presence, treated conservatives were 8.7 points (p=0.012) less likely to do so.

The treatment x quadratic accuracy interaction (p=0.011) accounts for an additional 0.7%

of the variance (adjusted R2=0.459, AIC=3057.62, BIC=3301.998) in the policy index over
the categorical model (adjusted R2=0.451, AIC=3078.576, BIC=3344.204).
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falls short of conventional levels of significance (p=0.199).

100 Though the seven-point measure of ideology is controlled for in the interaction models,
this control is unlikely to perfectly capture all facets and dimensions of liberal-progressive

or “woke” ideology.

101 One possibility is that strongly liberal respondents are more likely to question the credibility
of the official criterion estimates that they were shown. Future research can test this account
by measuring the extent to which respondents believed the benchmarks to be credible and/
or by attributing them to a politically aligned source. However, scores on the perceptions
index among treated respondents in the highest interval category were still significantly
lower than those of the untreated, suggesting that this account is unlikely the full story.
Another possibility is that strongly liberal respondents are more motivated and able to
cognitively assimilate or compartmentalize the official criterion estimates in a way that
minimizes their impact on policy preferences. For instance, such respondents may have
focused on the fact that black Americans are still disproportionately victimized by police,
and/or may have concluded that the police’s use of force against the public, while less
prevalent than expected, is still not rare enough (and perhaps may never be rare enough).
Finally, but by no means exhaustively, it’s possible that the policing policy preferences of
such respondents are less causally downstream from perceptions than those of less liberal
respondents. For instance, their policy preferences might be more grounded in their beliefs
about the efficacy of policing for reducing crime and/or their desire to conform to policy
positions that are held by other members of their political or social class. Future research can
test these accounts by measuring beliefs about the efficacy of policing and by additionally
manipulating perceptions of alignment between respondents’ policy positions and those of
fellow in-group members. In fact, the latter approach was adopted by Esberg, Mummolo,
and Westwood, “Political Misperceptions, Group Identity, and Policy Preferences,” in their

experimental study of crime perceptions and criminal-justice policy attitudes.

102 Results from a moderated-mediation model, which are reported and discussed in Appendix
A.8, indicate that more than half (56%) of this increase is mediated by the treatment’s

negative effects on perceptions of police brutality and racism.

103 See, e.g., Aubrey Clayton, “The Statistical Paradox of Police Killings,” Boston Globe,

June 11, 2020.

104 Future studies can experimentally test this by varying the inclusion of Asian crime rates.

105 This inference stems from the finding that most respondents underestimated the annual
number of fatal police-shooting victims. Further analysis also shows no evidence that the
effects of the treatment on perceptions were conditional on overestimating vs. underestimating
the annual number of fatal police-shooting victims. Readers interested in these results can

refer to Table B.1A in Appendix B.1.

106 For example, a 2020 presidential campaign ad on police violence begins with Joe Biden
asking, “Why in this nation do Black Americans wake up knowing they could lose their life
in the course of just living their life?” See Joe Biden for President 2020, “We’re Listening,’
YouTube, Sept. 3,2020. Such rhetoric promotes the false notion that average black Americans

face a serious risk of being killed by police while going about their day.

107 LeBron James, Twitter, May 6, 2020.
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In this model, treated respondents placing at the top of the (in)accuracy distribution (1.6
SD) score 0.213 SD lower than the untreated on the policy index, though this difference


https://www.bostonglobe.com/2020/06/11/opinion/statistical-paradox-police-killings/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MHVU3x9iKBs
https://twitter.com/KingJames/status/1258156220969398272?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw

