
Method  
Participants 
•  152 undergraduate psychology students at the State University of New York at Fredonia 
•  Primarily traditional college age students, 18 years of age or older  
Materials 
•  Fictional newspaper article, demographics questionnaire, survey measuring degree of blame  
Procedure  
•   Participants read and agreed to a consents form, were randomly assigned one of the 16 scenarios, and answered the demographics 

questionnaire and survey 
 

Results 
Main Effects 
•  There was a main effect for driver race, F (1, 152) = 10.76, p <.01.Participants were more likely to agree that the officer’s 

behavior was affected by their bias towards the driver when the driver was black (M=3.25) than when the driver was white 
(M=2.64).  

•  There was a main effect for law enforcement officer’s race, F (1,152) = 5.87, p<.05. Participants were more likely to agree the 
officer’s behavior was affected by their bias towards the driver when the law enforcement officer was white (M=3.17) than when 
the law enforcement officer was black (M=2.72). 

•  There was a main effect for law enforcement officer’s gender, F (1,152) = 5.79, p<.05 and F (1,152) = 13.02, p<.01. Participants 
were more likely to agree that the driver did something to provoke the officer when the officer was female (M = 3.77) than when 
the officer was male (M = 3.41). Participants were more likely to agree that the driver should have complied with the officers 
instructions when the officer was female (M= 4.65) than when the officer was male (M=4.28).  

 
Two-way Interactions 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
      
 
   Graph 1. Participants’ level of agreement regarding how much the officer’s 
   behavior was affected by their bias towards the driver as a function of 
   officer race and driver race. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
 
 
 
 
Graph 3. Participants’ level of agreement regarding how much the officer was 
justified in shooting the driver as a function of officer race and gender. 
	  

Discussion 
 

•  Black civilians are seen as being discriminated against more 
often, which corresponds to views regarding current events.  

•  White officers are perceived as being less justified in their 
actions and possibly more influenced by negative stereotypes.  

•  Female officers are perceived as being more fair, which may 
be due to the stereotype that females are more sympathetic in 
nature.  

•  When the driver’s race was black and the law enforcement’s 
race was white, participants most often perceived that the 
officer’s behavior was affected by their bias towards the 
driver. This suggests that people view white officers as being 
biased against black civilians.   

•  When the law enforcement officer was a black female, 
participants most often perceived the driver as deserving their 
fate and that the officer was justified in shooting the driver. 
This suggests that females and blacks are seen as being more 
likely to make  rational decisions.  

 
Future Research  
•  Examine the effects of age  
•  Examine the effects of type of crime  
•  Vary the setting of the scenario  
•  Survey wider variety of people  
 

References 
 
Bazley, T. D., Lersch, K. M., & Mieczkowski, T. (2007). Officer force versus suspect 
     resistance: A gendered analysis of patrol officers in an urban police department. 
     Journal Of Criminal Justice, 35(2), 183-192. 
Bridges, G.S., Crutchfield, R.D., Simpson E.E. (1987). Crime, social structure and 
     criminal punishment: White and nonwhite rates of imprisonment. Social Problems, 
     34(4), 345-361. 
Gordon, R. A., & Anderson, K. S. (1995). Perceptions of race-stereotypic and race 
     nonstereotypic crimes: The impact of response-time instructions on attributions 
     and judgments. Basic And Applied Social Psychology, 16(4), 455-470.  
Nelsen, E. A., Eisenberg, N., & Carroll, J. L. (1982). The structure of adolescents‘ 
     attitudes towards law and crime. The Journal Of Genetic Psychology: Research 
     And Theory On Human Development, 140(1), 47-58.  
Rye, B. J., Greatrix, S. A., & Enright, C. S. (2006). The case of the guilty victim: The 
     effects of gender of victim and gender perpetrator on attributions of blame and 
     responsibility. Sex Roles, 54(9-10), 639-649 

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

Purpose 
 

The purpose of this study was to investigate how people attribute 
blame and justify the actions of law enforcement officers and 
civilians when their race and gender are manipulated. 

 
  

Introduction 
 

•  Cases such as Martin vs. Zimmerman and Brown vs. Wilson 
illustrate the distrust between civilians and the legal system 
with regard to racial prejudice. 

•  Prosecutors argued that race could be used as an “informal 
screening criterion” based on their stereotypical lifestyles 
(Bridges, Crutchfield & Simpson, 1987). 

•  Male officers are more controlling and may use more force 
than female officers (Bazley, Lersch & Mieczkowski, 2007). 
Different work assignments and different policing styles may 
explain the gender difference. 

•  Participants are more likely to attribute discrimination when 
the victim is from a chronically lower status group, like 
blacks and women, than the perpetrator (Nelsen, Eisenberg & 
Carroll, 1982). 

•  Subjects typically rely on stereotypes when forming quick 
judgments of a situation (Gordon & Anderson, 1995). 

•  When the perpetrator is male, male victims are held more 
responsible than female victims (Rye, Greatrix, & Enright, 
2006). 

 
Hypotheses 

 
H1: There will be greater blame placed on the officer than the 
civilian, especially when the officer is white and the civilian is 
black. 
 
H2: When there is a discrepancy of gender, there will be greater 
blame placed on the male than on the female. 
 
H3: There will be greater blame placed on the officer when the 
civilian is black or female. 
 

Independent Variables 
 

•  Law enforcement officer race 
•  Law enforcement officer gender 
•  Civilian race  
•  Civilian gender 
 

Dependent Variables 
  

•  The officer’s behavior was affected by their bias towards the 
driver.  

•  The driver did something to provoke the officer.  
•  The driver deserved their fate.  
•  The officer was justified in shooting the driver. 
•  The driver should have complied with the officer’s 

instructions.  
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Graph 2. Participants’ level of agreement regarding how much the 
driver deserved their fate as a function of officer race and gender. 


