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Abstract 

Research Summary 

We analyzed 990 police fatal shootings using data compiled by The Washington Post in 2015. 

After first providing a basic descriptive analysis of these shootings, we then examined the data 

for evidence of implicit bias using multivariate regression models predicting two indicators of 

threat perception failure: (1) whether the civilian was not attacking the officer(s) or other 

civilians just before being fatally shot, and (2) whether the civilian was unarmed when fatally 

shot. The results indicated civilians from “other” minority groups were significantly more likely 

than whites to have not been attacking the officer(s) or other civilians, and black civilians were 

more than twice as likely as white civilians to have been unarmed. 

Policy Implications 

We implore the federal government to move forward with their publication of a national police 

use-of-force database, including as much information about the officers involved as possible. We 

further suggest police departments utilize training programs and community activities to 

minimize implicit bias among their officers.  

Keywords: police, deadly force, race, implicit bias 
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A Bird’s Eye View of Civilians Killed by Police in 2015: Further Evidence of Implicit Bias 

  

Policing in America is in the midst of a legitimacy crisis, having faced immense scrutiny 

in recent years due in large part to several highly publicized deadly force incidents captured on 

video (e.g., most recently, Alton Sterling in Baton Rouge, LA, and Philando Castile in Falcon 

Heights, MN). These videos have gone “viral” on social media and led to unprecedented levels 

of public discontent with the police (Weitzer, 2015). This discontent has fueled violence toward 

police officers: recently in Dallas, a peaceful protest turned deadly when five officers were 

fatally shot and another nine wounded.1 One specific concern is that minorities are 

disproportionately shot and killed by the police. For example, Black Lives Matter (n.d.) has 

proclaimed on its website that “Black lives are systematically and intentionally targeted for 

demise” and “Every 28 hours a black man, woman, or child is murdered by police or vigilante 

law enforcement” (blacklivesmatter.com). These statements imply that the police are overtly 

prejudiced toward minorities – which is certainly possible but unlikely. Experimental studies, 

however, suggest that officers might be implicitly biased against minorities and more likely to 

use force against them as a result (i.e., the “implicit bias” effect; see Correll, Park, Judd, and 

Wittenbrink, 2002; Cox et al., 2014; Payne, 2001). At the same time, more recent research points 

to evidence of a “counter bias” effect – whereby officers appear more hesitant to use force 

against minorities (James, James, and Vila, 2016; James, Vila, and Klinger, 2014). Prior studies 

examining the relationship between civilian2 race and police use of deadly force have produced 

mixed findings (Goldkamp, 1976; Jacobs and Britt, 1979; Klinger, Rosenfeld, Isom, and 

                                                           
1 Ten days later, three Baton Rouge police officers were ambushed and killed. There is growing concern about a 

“war on cops,” but a recent paper suggests that felonious killings of police officers do not appear to be increasing 

(Maguire, Nix, and Campbell, forthcoming). 
2 Here and throughout this paper, we use the term “civilian” to refer to individuals not employed by a law 

enforcement agency.  

http://www.blacklivesmatter.com/
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Deckard, 2015; Sorenson, Marquart, and Brock, 1993), but importantly, this line of research has 

either focused on single cities or used national-level data which have noted flaws (Swaine and 

Laughland, 2015; Williams, Bowman, and Jung, 2016). Consequently, our knowledge of race 

and police deadly force at the national level is limited. Although many claims have been made, 

three empirical questions remain unanswered: (1) How often do civilians die by police gunfire in 

the United States, (2) Among those shot and killed, were minority civilians less likely than white 

civilians to have been attacking the police or others, and (3) Among those shot and killed, were 

minority civilians more likely to have been unarmed than white citizens? 

 One reason for our absence of knowledge is the lack of national data available that would 

allow researchers to address adequately such questions. Ironically, it was only after the August 

2014 death of Michael Brown in Ferguson that Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) Director 

James Comey became aware that his agency does not collect reliable data pertaining to civilians 

killed by the police (Comey, 2015). Although the FBI through Uniform Crime Reports (UCR) 

keeps a record of justifiable homicides (i.e., the killing of a felon by a law enforcement officer in 

the line of duty), reporting is voluntary and not all agencies participate. According to The 

Guardian, only 224 agencies (or about 1 percent of all agencies) reported a killing to the FBI in 

2014 (Swaine and Laughland, 2015). Indeed, academic research findings also suggest that the 

FBI’s data underestimate the prevalence of civilian deaths at the hands of police (Fyfe, 2002; 

Klinger, 2012; Klinger et al., 2015; Planty et al., 2015; Williams et al., 2016). Criminologists 

have implored the US government to develop a national database on officer-involved shootings 

(see, e.g., Alpert, 2015a; Fyfe, 2002; Geller and Scott, 1992; Klinger et al., 2015) – and recently 

proposed bills offer promise – but for now, the state of knowledge concerning police deadly 

force in the US remains “a national embarrassment” (Alpert, 2015b).  
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Although the government has failed to provide the necessary information on police 

shooting deaths, at least two media outlets have developed national data sets. The Washington 

Post and The Guardian have developed repositories of reported officer-involved shootings and 

other use of force incidents resulting in civilian deaths. These resources afford researchers an 

opportunity previously unavailable: the ability to analyze all civilian deaths at the hands of the 

police on a national scale over an extended period of time. The purpose of the present study is 

twofold: the first is to analyze the data on civilians shot and killed by police in 2015, and the 

second is to determine whether minority civilians shot and killed by police were more or less 

likely to have been (a) attacking the police, or (b) unarmed at the time of their death. Such an 

analysis will allow for a more informed dialogue about the extent and nature of civilian deaths at 

the hands of police in America. We believe it will also provide a meaningful contribution to our 

knowledge concerning the “implicit bias” effect, given that studies to date have relied on 

research carried out in laboratory settings or with data from a single agency. 

Literature Review 

Police Use of Force 

 Police use-of-force is a controversial topic with a rich history. For decades, researchers 

have sought to provide a better understanding of the use of force by police officers (Adams et al., 

1999; Alpert and Dunham, 1997, 2004; Bayley and Garofalo, 1989; Bittner, 1970; Fridell and 

Lim, 2016; Fyfe, 1988; Legewie and Fagan, 2016; Klinger, 1997; Reiss, 1971; Westley, 1953). 

This line of research has generally examined the issue from one of four perspectives: individual 

(e.g., Paoline and Terrill, 2004), situational (e.g., McCluskey and Terrill, 2005), organizational 

(e.g., Smith, 2004), or ecological (e.g., Fridell and Lim, 2016). The individual perspective holds 

that there is something about particular officers (e.g., their background or outlook) that makes 
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them more likely to resort to using force in a given interaction (Muir, 1977). Research has 

consistently shown that officers with higher levels of education are less likely to use force (Lim, 

Fridell, and Lee, 2014; Paoline and Terrill, 2004, 2007; Terrill and Mastrofski, 2002), perhaps 

because these officers are better equipped to defuse a situation without having to resort to 

physical coercion. With respect to officer race and gender, most studies have failed to find a 

significant effect (Engel and Calnon, 2004; Lawton, 2007; McCluskey and Terrill, 2005). Some 

studies have shown that experience is negatively correlated with police use of force: those who 

have been in law enforcement longer appear not only less likely to use force (Paoline and Terrill, 

2007), but they tend to have less favorable attitudes toward using force as well (Kop and 

Euwema, 2001). Other studies suggest a positive correlation between experience and certain 

types of force (e.g, electronic control devices – see Fridell and Lim, 2016) while still others fail 

to find a significant relationship between experience and use of force (Lawton, 2007; Sun and 

Payne, 2004). Thus, beyond the effect of officer education on use of force, the evidence 

pertaining to individual officer characteristics is mixed at best. 

 An understanding of the situational perspective shifts the focus to the suspect. Black 

(1976), for example, argued that the police are more likely to use coercive force against members 

of the lower class (e.g., the poor, minorities, youth). Suspects who are mentally ill, under the 

influence of drugs or alcohol, noncompliant, or otherwise disrespectful are also at a greater 

likelihood of having force used against them in part because the police view these suspects as 

more deserving of punishment (see also Van Maanen, 1974). Empirical studies have 

demonstrated that officers are more likely to use force when there is evidence that a crime has 

been committed (McCluskey and Terrill, 2005) or when the suspect is armed (Johnson, 2011), 

under the influence of drugs/alcohol (Engel et al., 2000), or resistant (McCluskey and Terrill, 
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2005). The evidence is not so clear cut with respect to gender: some studies report that the police 

are more likely to use force against males (Engel and Calnon, 2004; Kaminski, DiGiovanni, and 

Downs, 2004; Lim et al, 2014; Lim and Lee, 2015) while others indicate no relationship between 

the decision to use force and suspect gender (Engel et al., 2000; Lawton, 2007). Research 

exploring the effect of suspect race on police use of force is mixed as well. Some studies have 

found that minority suspects are at a greater likelihood of having force used against them (Engel 

and Calnon, 2004; Robin, 1963; Terrill and Mastrofski, 2002), some have found no relationship 

between suspect race and use of force (McCluskey and Terrill, 2005; Sun and Payne, 2004), and 

still others suggest that race effects wash away upon accounting for other variables such as 

compliance (Garner et al., 2002). Further complicating matters, some studies suggest that black 

suspects are more likely to resist arrest and/or be combative than white suspects (Belvedere, 

Worrall, and Tibbetts, 2005; Engel, 2003; Kaminski and Sorenson, 1995), which may explain 

any observed racial disparities in force applied by the police. Given the current state of affairs in 

the US, it is imperative that researchers continue to consider whether suspect race significantly 

influences police use of force.  

The organizational perspective seeks to explain variation in officer use of force using 

agency-level characteristics. Police agencies – with their formal policies, standard operating 

procedures, and system of rewarding and disciplining officers – encourage officers to handle 

similar encounters in a consistent manner (Wilson, 1968). Longitudinal research conducted in 

single cities has shown that restrictive deadly force policies yield fewer instances of deadly force 

(see, e.g., Alpert, 1989; Fyfe, 1979; Sherman, 1983). Using a national probability sample of 265 

agencies, Alpert and MacDonald (2001) found that agencies that required supervisors to 

complete use-of-force forms experienced significantly lower rates of force than agencies that 
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allowed officers to complete such forms on their own. Importantly, however, these authors also 

found that the violent crime rate exerted the strongest influence on use of force. Smith (2004) 

found that more “formal” agencies (i.e., those with a greater number of written rules) did not 

experience significantly fewer police killings; however, hours of field training required was 

positively associated with police killings. Again, the evidence with respect to the relationship 

between organizational variables and police use of force is mixed and more research is needed to 

help shed light on the topic. 

Finally, the ecological perspective asserts that police behavior, including their decision to 

use force, varies according to the broader context of where the incident takes place (Bayley and 

Mendelsohn, 1969; Klinger, 1997; Smith, 1986; Terrill and Reisig, 2003). That is, officers are 

more likely to use force in areas which they perceive as more dangerous. Bayley and 

Mendelsohn (1969) suggested that the police are more apt to use coercion and make arrests in 

neighborhoods with high levels of crime, and Terrill and Reisig (2003) later demonstrated that 

police in two cities were more likely to use greater levels of force on suspects in neighborhoods 

characterized by disadvantage and high homicide rates (see also McCluskey et al., 2005; c.f. Lim 

et al, 2014). These effects were observed regardless of differences in officer age, education, and 

training. Furthermore, the relationship between suspect race and level of force used was 

mediated by neighborhood context. Klinger et al. (2015) found that neither economic 

disadvantage nor racial composition of neighborhoods influenced police shootings, but the rate 

of firearm violence exerted a significant curvilinear effect. That is, neighborhoods with moderate 

levels of firearm violence experienced the greatest number of police shootings over a 10-year 

span. Beyond these few studies, empirical research regarding the ecology of police force is scant. 
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At a minimum then, this body of research suggests that police use of force is an intricate 

issue with many factors potentially affecting its occurrence. Each of the four perspectives – 

individual, situational, organizational, and ecological – have received varying amounts of 

support. Up to this point, we have discussed police use of force generally. We now turn our 

attention to the most serious level of force: deadly force.  

Deadly Police Force 

 Deadly force by police has been a concern for the American public for many decades 

(Alpert and Fridell, 1992; Goldkamp, 1976; Fyfe, 1988; Klinger, 2012) and has come to the 

forefront again because of several highly publicized civilian deaths (Nix and Wolfe, 2015, 2016; 

Pyrooz, Decker, Wolfe, and Shjarback, 2016; Wolfe and Nix, 2015). Unfortunately, we do not 

have a good understanding of police use of deadly force because existing national data reported 

by the government are flawed. Prior reviews and research have relied on either UCR data or the 

National Vital Statistics System (NVSS) and generally concur that police use of deadly force is 

positively correlated with violent crime (Jacobs and Britt, 1979; MacDonald, Kaminski, Alpert, 

and Tennenbaum, 2001; Sherman and Langworthy, 1979; Smith, 2003, 2004; Sorenson et al., 

1993). However, subsequent research has demonstrated that both the UCR and NVSS 

underestimate the frequency with which civilians are killed by police. Planty et al. (2015), for 

example, suggests the police kill about twice as many civilians in a given year than UCR and 

NVSS data indicate. As such, findings from studies that have used these data must be interpreted 

with caution. 

Furthermore, as Fyfe (1978:32) points out, deadly force encompasses much more than 

just civilian deaths at the hands of police: it is “physical force capable of or likely to kill; it does 

not always kill.” As noted above, this is a second limitation of prior research because the police 
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are using deadly force every time they fire their weapon – even if the suspect is wounded and 

survives or the bullets miss the suspect altogether. In Miami-Dade during the mid-1980s, Alpert 

(1989) found that only 31% of suspects shot at were actually hit by a bullet. In St. Louis from 

2003 to 2012, Klinger et al. (2015) found that police were on target only 49% of the time, and 

only 16% of all suspects fired at were ultimately killed.  

Finally, as Klinger et al. (2015) point out, using national-level data results in aggregation 

bias. In their analysis of police shootings in 355 census block groups over a 10-year period, 208 

blocks (58.6%) did not experience a single police shooting during that timeframe. Thus, national-

level data is problematic because it masks heterogeneity within much smaller units of analysis, 

such as cities or census blocks. The alternative is to get a “worm’s eye view” of civilians killed 

by police by restricting analysis to one city, a group of cities, or one state. Klinger et al. (2015) 

provide one of the most sophisticated studies to date using a worm’s eye view, but unfortunately 

it is impossible to know the generalizability of their findings. Most importantly, it does not 

provide any insight as to how often or how many civilians are killed by police nationwide. Given 

the recent emergence of national-level data collected by the media and web-based crowdsourcing 

projects, it is important for researchers to examine the nature and extent of civilian deaths at the 

hands of the police.3 

Implicit or counter bias? Much of the debate surrounding police use of deadly force in 

recent years centers on the impression that black civilians are disproportionately killed by the 

police. Many publicized incidents involve white officers and black civilians: Michael Brown in 

Ferguson, Walter Scott in North Charleston, Tamir Rice in Cleveland, and Philando Castile in 

                                                           
3 Ironically, it was the Washington Post that conducted one of the most comprehensive studies on police shootings. 

On November 15, 1998, they started a series of articles evaluating police shootings in the Washington Metropolitan 

Police Force. See 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/local/longterm/dcpolice/deadlyforce/police1full.htm.  

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/local/longterm/dcpolice/deadlyforce/police1full.htm
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Falcon Heights, MN. While it is possible that some police officers harbor explicitly biased 

attitudes toward minorities, psychological research demonstrates that less conscious attitudes 

also influence police behavior (Dovidio, Glick, and Rudman, 2005; Kahn and McMahon, 2015). 

Smith and Alpert’s (2007) report of unconscious profiling offers one possible explanation for 

why police would be more inclined to use deadly force against blacks. According to the 

researchers, police officers over time become unconsciously biased toward minorities through 

social conditioning (i.e., repeated contact with minorities involved in deviance) or illusory 

correlation mechanisms (as it applies here, the tendency to overestimate the correlation between 

race and crime; see also Hamilton and Gifford, 1976). In other words, the police – who are 

trained in the first place to be suspicious – become conditioned to view minorities with added 

suspicion.4  

 Although up to this point national data have not permitted researchers to assess 

adequately whether the police are more likely to use deadly force against minority civilians, 

experimental research exposes important insight about the “implicit bias” effect. Payne (2001), 

for example, randomly presented study participants with an image of a white or black face, then 

briefly flashed an image of either a gun or a tool. They were instructed to identify the object as a 

gun or a tool as quickly as possible. Results demonstrated that participants were faster to identify 

an object as a gun when they had been primed with a black face than when they had been primed 

with a white face. They were also more likely to identify tools mistakenly as guns when they had 

been shown a black face. In a separate study, undergraduate students played a videogame 

whereby they were randomly presented with 1 of 4 images: a white man holding a gun, a white 

man holding some other object, a black man holding a gun, or a black man holding some other 

                                                           
4 For a review of prejudice and racial profiling more broadly, see Wilson, Dunham, and Alpert (2004).  
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object. The participants were instructed to determine quickly whether the man was holding a gun 

or not and react by quickly pressing a “shoot” or “don’t shoot” button as quickly as possible. 

Findings included that participants shot more quickly at armed black men than armed white men, 

and decided not to shoot unarmed whites more quickly than unarmed blacks (Correll et al., 

2002).  

 These studies suggest that race (or color) is an important factor in determining whether a 

suspect is perceived to be a threat and in turn, whether or not to shoot the person. However, the 

participants in these studies were college students and the findings might not be generalizable to 

police officers – who should be trained extensively on how to assess and respond to threats. 

Moreover, pressing one of two keyboard buttons to simulate the decision to shoot or not shoot is 

a far cry from pulling the trigger of a gun.5  

That said, Cox and colleagues (2014) addressed these limitations by randomly assigning 

54 police officers to complete a shooter simulation (using a realistic gun) in one of two 

neighborhoods: the first a predominantly non-white, high-crime neighborhood, and the other a 

predominantly white, low-crime neighborhood. Officers were told they were responding to a call 

with armed criminals nearby, and then presented with a series of pictures and video simulations. 

Results indicate that officers were faster to shoot armed black suspects in the picture trials but 

slower to shoot them in video trials – presumably because they had a longer response window 

and therefore more time to exercise caution. Studies by James and colleagues (2014, 2016) 

provide further evidence of a “reverse racism” or “counter bias” effect – meaning that officers 

are in fact more hesitant to use force against minorities for fear of the media backlash it could 

create. In these studies, police officers completed a simulator that involved “highly realistic, 

                                                           
5 It is also important to mention that research has consistently shown that violent video games increase aggressive 

behavior in young adults (see Anderson and Bushman, 2001).  
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custom-made, high-definition video scenarios” which “depicted domestic disturbances, vehicle 

stops, robberies in progress, and investigations of suspicious persons/circumstances” (James et 

al., 2016:7). Participating officers were armed with a modified Glock model 22s, which had 

infrared emitters that registered shot placement on the video screen and the exact time (in 

milliseconds) the officer pulled the trigger. The researchers found that officers were slower to 

shoot armed Black suspects than armed White suspects, and less likely to shoot unarmed Black 

suspects than unarmed White suspects.6 

 Collectively, the research results leave us with more questions than answers. There are 

sound theoretical principles to consider that black civilians are disproportionately considered a 

threat by the police (Smith and Alpert, 2007), but empirical support for the implicit bias effect is 

mixed (Correll et al., 2002; Cox et al., 2014; James et al., 2014, 2016; Payne, 2001). Previous 

research findings have left us with the critical questions: 1) how often civilians are killed by the 

police, and 2) whether or not minority civilians are more likely than white civilians to pose a 

threat to police – by attacking them and/or being armed with a deadly weapon. 

The Current Study 

The primary contribution of the present study is that it represents one of the first analyses 

of civilians shot and killed by police using national-level data other than the data from the UCR 

or NVSS. Using data collected by The Washington Post, we were able to provide a breakdown of 

the characteristics of deadly shootings that occurred in 2015.7 Second, we use these data to 

consider whether minority civilians killed by police gunfire were more likely to have not been 

attacking the police or more likely to have been unarmed at the time of their death – which, 

                                                           
6 Interestingly, these studies were completed before Michael Brown’s death in Ferguson in 2014. 
7 Unfortunately, these data are limited to police shootings that resulted in the death of a civilian. Ideally, we would 

like to be able to investigate each instance in which a police officer decided to pull the trigger, but to date, this the 

best available data pertaining to police shootings at the national level. 



CIVILIANS KILLED BY POLICE IN 2015 

14 

 

based on prior literature, would suggest implicit bias on the part of the police. Prior studies 

exploring the implicit bias effect have relied on simulation data or single-agency use of force 

data. Officers who participate in simulation studies are not in any real danger and in fact might 

exert more caution in “shooting” minority suspects simply because they do not want to be 

labeled prejudiced by their command staff. Our analysis provides insight as to whether the 

implicit bias effect manifests itself in the real world where officer safety is an immediate 

concern. While we were unable to determine whether officers were quicker or more likely to fire 

their weapon at minority suspects, we argue that if minorities were more likely to have not been 

attacking the police/other civilians, or more likely to have been unarmed, this would indicate the 

police exhibit implicit bias by falsely perceiving minorities to be a greater threat to their safety 

(i.e., threat perception failures; see Fachner and Carter, 2015). Specifically, we sought to answer 

the following three research questions with the current study:  

R1: What are the individual, city, and agency level characteristics of all civilians fatally 

shot by police in 2015? 

R2: Among those fatally shot, were minority civilians more likely than white civilians to 

have not been attacking the police or other civilians? 

R3: Among those fatally shot, were minority civilians more likely than white civilians to 

have been unarmed? 

Methods 

Data 

 Data analyzed in the current study were ascertained from three sources. The primary data 

source is The Washington Post’s National Police Shooting Database. In 2015, The Post began 

compiling data on the characteristics of incidents in which a civilian was shot and killed by the 
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police in the United States. The data were collected by a team of journalists employed by The 

Post who scoured web-based news articles, public records, internet databases, and civilian 

reports to identify all civilians killed by a firearm, discharged by an officer acting in the line of 

duty, in 2015.8 These data are one of the first nationally representative samples of persons killed 

by the police9 and contain baseline information on 990 incidents including the demographics of 

civilians killed (e.g., age, race, mental illness), circumstances surrounding the event (e.g., 

civilian armed/unarmed, threat level), the agency responsible for the shooting, and the location of 

the event.10 The 2012 Uniform Crime Report (UCR) and the 2008 Census of State and Local 

Law Enforcement Agencies (CSLLEA) were used to obtain additional data pertaining to city- 

and agency-level characteristics.  

Dependent Variables 

 Research on police use of deadly force at the national level has typically analyzed official 

data (e.g., UCR, NVSS) to examine the impact of agency- and city-level variables on the 

aggregate number of civilians killed by police agencies (Smith, 2003, 2004). Using The Post 

data, we additionally examined two unique dependent variables that serve as indicators of threat 

                                                           
8 An anonymous reviewer suggested that The Post’s database may be biased due to missing cases. While it is 

certainly possible that The Post did not identify every single fatal shooting, it should be noted that their total number 

of deadly shootings aligns very closely with other databases such as that of The Guardian. Those compiling the data 

were tasked with collecting data on all fatal shootings – not simply those that were highly publicized. Indeed, The 

Washington Post was awarded a Pulitzer Prize in early 2016 for the collection and publication of their data. They 

have also committed to collecting data through 2016. See https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2016/pulitzer-

prize-winner-and-finalist/.  
9 Other endeavors to collect data on persons killed by the police have been undertaken by The Guardian’s “The 

Counted” project, as well as killedbypolice.net and fatalencounters.org, both crowd-sourcing projects. Both sources 

include all deaths caused by both on- and off-duty police officers, including deaths that resulted from being struck by 

police vehicles, Tasers, deaths in custody, firearms, and other actions by the police contributing to citizen deaths. 

While these data sources provide a comprehensive picture of police involved deaths, The Post’s data are unique in 

that they only include cases in which citizens were killed by on-duty police officers who intended to use deadly 

force. 
10 While perceived threat level on the part of the officer involved is part of the equation to determine whether a 

shooting is justified, we are primarily limited to the information gleaned from news reports by The Post’s research 

team. Note also that no data pertaining to the demographic characteristics of the officers involved in each shooting 

were compiled. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2016/pulitzer-prize-winner-and-finalist/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2016/pulitzer-prize-winner-and-finalist/
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perception failure. First, we examined whether civilians shot and killed by the police were 

attacking law enforcement or another civilian prior to their death. This variable was created 

using information collected by The Post’s research team indicating the level of threat posed by 

civilians immediately before their demise. To gather this information, several members of The 

Post’s research team reviewed each incident and attempted to reach consensus on whether an 

attack was in progress based on information ascertained from online news resources (e.g., news 

articles), statements made by public officials, and, when necessary, phone calls to police 

officials. Specifically, the team collected data regarding whether civilians were: (a) firing a gun 

at a person (police officers or other civilians), (b) attacking with non-gun weapons, (c) 

pointing/brandishing a firearm, (d) posing other threats (e.g., brandishing a knife/sharp object, 

refusing to drop a non-gun weapon, driving a vehicle at a person, moving quickly/lunging toward 

an officer without a deadly weapon), (e) making furtive movements, (f) fleeing, or (g) 

accidentally shot by police.11 These categories were hierarchical, such that the team members 

started with “firing a gun” and worked their way down – assigning the first category that applied 

to each incident. In a small number of cases, The Post could not reach consensus – these cases 

were deemed an undetermined threat level. For the present study, incidents were coded as an 

attack if, prior to their demise, civilians were: firing a weapon at a person, attacking with non-

gun weapons, or pointing/brandishing a firearm. Non-attack is a dichotomous measure of 

whether or not an incident fit into one of these three categories (1 = non-attack, 0 = attack). 

                                                           
11 While the behaviors included in item d certainly represent a threat to officers or others, we argue they do not 

constitute an attack. The threat posed is less imminent than those behaviors in items a through c, and it is therefore 

feasible that officers may have been able to use less than lethal force in these situations. As an example, officers are 

discouraged from shooting into vehicles because of the dangerousness of doing so and the ease with which they 

could sidestep the vehicle in most scenarios. Yet just to be sure, we ran supplementary analyses whereby the cases 

included in item d were placed in the attack category. Results remained substantively the same, even when 

correcting for potential small-sample bias and using multiple missing data imputation methods (available upon 

request).  
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Second, we examined whether or not civilians were armed with a deadly weapon at the time of 

their death. The Post coded civilians as armed when they were in possession of a firearm, knife, 

sharp object, or some other deadly weapon (e.g., blunt object). Based on this information we 

operationalized unarmed as a dichotomous variable (1 = unarmed, 0 = armed).12  

Independent Variables 

 Civilian race/ethnicity. Our key independent variable was the race/ethnicity of civilians 

killed by the police.  Prior research carried out with single-agency data has produced mixed 

results concerning police officer bias: some studies provide evidence of implicit bias, whereby 

officers perceive minorities as a greater threat (Correll et al., 2002; Cox et al., 2014, Fridell and 

Lim, 2016; Payne, 2001), but others point to a counter bias effect whereby officers are more 

hesitant to use force against minorities (James et al., 2014; James et al., 2016). To assess the 

relationship between race/ethnicity and our measures of threat perception failure (i.e., the 

dependent variables non-attack and unarmed), we created two dummy variables –  Black and 

Other race/ethnicity (e.g., Hispanic/Latino, Asian, Pacific Islander, Mixed) – with White serving 

as the reference category. Significant race effects would be indicative of implicit bias in fatal 

shootings by police officers in 2015.  

Control Variables 

 We also included several variables in our multivariate statistical models as control 

variables to maximize the likelihood of generating unbiased estimates. Control variables 

included in the analysis were grouped into three categories: (a) civilian characteristics, (b) city 

characteristics, and (c) agency characteristics. 

                                                           
12 Note that civilians who grabbed an officer’s firearm were coded as armed. 
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 Civilian characteristics. We controlled for three civilian characteristics: civilian age, 

whether or not the civilian displayed signs of mental illness, and whether the civilian was 

armed/attacking the officer(s) or others.13 Age was measured continuously, while mental illness 

was measured dichotomously (1 = displayed signs of mental illness). Armed (1 = yes) and attack 

(1 = yes) are also measured dichotomously. 

 City and agency characteristics. Based on prior literature, we would expect police 

shootings to be impacted by regional characteristics, violent crime rates, the size of the 

city/jurisdiction, and agency characteristics (Smith, 2003, 2004). Accordingly, we controlled for 

UCR region with three dummy variables: Northeast, Midwest, and West (South serves as the 

reference category due to its larger population, higher levels of violent crime, and the role of race 

in its history). The violent crime rate per 100,000 residents for each jurisdiction was also 

obtained from the 2012 UCR14 and was measured using two dummy variables for moderate 

crime (1 = 25th to 74th percentile) and high crime (1 = 75th percentile or higher; low crime [below 

the 25th percentile] serves as the reference category).15 With respect to jurisdiction size, large 

city was a dichotomous variable indicating that the jurisdiction had a population of 100,000 or 

more residents. Finally, we used data from the CSLLEA to control for agency size and whether 

an agency operated its own training academy. Large agency indicated that the officer involved in 

the shooting was employed by an agency with 1,000 or more full-time sworn police officers and 

In-house academy (1 = yes) indicated that the involved officer’s agency operates its own training 

                                                           
13 That is, in the regression model that uses unarmed as the dependent variable, we control for whether the civilian 

was attacking the officer(s) or others. In the regression model that uses non-attack as the dependent variable, we 

control for whether the civilian was armed. Note also that given the very small number of females present in the 

data, and consistent with reviewer recommendations, we elected not to control for gender.  
14 Four UCR measures were used to create the violent crime rate variable: (1) robbery, (2) aggravated assault, (3) 

forcible rape, and (4) murder.   
15 We realize this only allowed us to compare the 990 incidents to each other in terms of the various jurisdictional 

crime rates, but think it provides useful information nonetheless – allowing us to determine whether, for example, 

civilians were more likely to attack officers or be armed in jurisdictions with higher rates of violent crime. 
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academy (as these academies typically exceed state-mandated minimum hours, and prior 

research suggests officers who undergo more hours of training are less likely to use force – see 

Lim et al., 2014). 

Analytic Strategy 

 Our analyses proceeded in two steps. First, to provide a comprehensive examination of 

civilian, city, and agency-level characteristics of all civilians killed by police gunfire in 2015, we 

present descriptive univariate statistics. This descriptive analysis was critical because to the best 

of our knowledge this was the first study that used The Washington Post data to provide a 

baseline understanding of the characteristics surrounding incidents in which civilians were shot 

and killed by police. Second, because our measures of threat perception failure - non-attack and 

unarmed - are dichotomous, we estimated two multivariate logistic regression models using 

StataSE 14. These analyses allowed us to provide context to the most controversial police 

shootings – when civilians did not pose an imminent threat to law enforcement or others. We 

first examined whether race was associated with the likelihood of a civilian having not attacked 

the officer(s) or other civilian(s), net of control variables. Then, we estimated a second logistic 

model which regressed our race and control variables onto the unarmed dependent variable. In 

short, these analyses examined whether race was significantly associated with our measures of 

threat perception failure (as significant race effects would be suggestive of implicit bias) net of 

other theoretically important factors.16 

                                                           
16 Similar to prior studies (e.g., Legewie and Fagan, 2016; Smith, 2003, 2004), we employed listwise deletion to 

handle cases with missing race, UCR and/or CSLLEA data, and as such, the sample was reduced to N =599. 

However, to check the robustness of our findings, we performed supplementary analyses – first using hot deck 

imputation (Myers, 2011) and again using multiple imputation with chained equations (White, Royston, and Wood, 

2011). The results remained substantively the same and are available upon request. 
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 Several diagnostic tests revealed that no harmful levels of collinearity were present in the 

multivariate models discussed below. First, all bivariate correlations fell below an absolute value 

of .70 (Tabachnick and Fidell, 2007). Second, all variance inflation factors from the multivariate 

models fell below 2.1, well below the recommended threshold of 4.0 (Tabachnick and Fidell, 

2007). Finally, all condition indices fell below the recommended threshold of 30 (Belsely, Kuh, 

and Welsch, 1980; Mason and Perrault, 1991).  

Results 

The first step of our analysis was to provide an in-depth understanding of deadly police 

shootings on a national scale. Table 1 displays the characteristics of the 990 police fatal 

shootings that occurred in the US in 2015.17 Most of the civilians shot and killed were male 

(95.8%), white (50.0%), and between the ages of 25 and 34 (31.4%; mean = 36.7). Just under 

half of these deadly shootings occurred in the south (42.8%). The overwhelming majority of 

civilians shot and killed were armed with a deadly weapon (82.4%),18 but it should be noted that 

93 civilians (or 9.4%) were unarmed. Nearly three-fourths of these civilians were attacking the 

officer(s) or other civilians at the time of the deadly shooting – either firing a gun (27.7%), 

attacking officers without a gun (e.g., physically assaulting them, 15.7%), or 

pointing/brandishing a gun (30.4%). Less severe threats to officer/public safety included 

brandishing or refusing to drop non-gun weapons (16.5%) and furtive movements (3.5%). A 

small number of civilians who were shot and killed were either fleeing (1.1%) or accidentally 

shot (0.7%). About 1 in every 4 of these civilians displayed signs of mental illness. 

 (TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE) 

                                                           
17 The total was 990 as of February 15, 2016. 
18 Note that 33 individuals in this category were in possession of a toy/replica firearm. 
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 Table 2 provides information about city and agency-level characteristics of the deadly 

shootings. Over 700 different agencies were involved in at least 1 shooting – the majority of 

which were municipal agencies (60.7%).19 Just over 25% of the 990 deadly shootings involved 

officers working for agencies that employ 1,000 or more full-time officers, while 43.8% of these 

incidents involved officers employed by agencies that operate their own basic training academy. 

Almost 60% of fatal shootings in 2015 occurred in a jurisdiction with 100,000 or more residents. 

Finally, as previously mentioned we split the shootings into three categories according to their 

crime rate according to the 2012 UCR. Roughly 18% of the deadly shootings involved officers 

employed in jurisdictions with high crime, while about 33% and 17% involved officers 

employed in jurisdictions with moderate and low crime, respectively. 

(TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE) 

The next step of our analysis was to determine whether the data provided evidence of 

implicit bias. Table 3 provides a closer look at the intersection of race and (1) whether the 

civilian was armed or unarmed, and (2) whether the civilian was attacking the officer/other 

civilians or not. Fifteen percent of black civilians shot and killed by police last year were 

unarmed at the time of their death (Phi coefficient [φ] = .10, p < .01), compared to 6% of white 

civilians (φ = .11, p < .01) and 11% of other civilians (φ = .02, p = .47). In fact, although roughly 

twice as many white civilians died by police gunfire as black civilians (495 vs. 258), more 

unarmed black civilians (38) were shot and killed than white civilians (32). Similar findings 

emerged with respect to threat level: 29% of black civilians (φ = .04, p = .25) and 38% of 

civilians from other racial/ethnic groups (φ = .13, p < .01) were not attacking the officer(s) or 

other civilians, while the same was true of about 20% of white civilians (φ = .14, p < .01). These 

                                                           
19 Note that many agencies were involved in multiple deadly shootings (e.g., the Los Angeles Police Department 

was involved in 21 over the course of the year).  
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simplistic findings provided preliminary evidence of an implicit bias effect, but they did not 

permit us to rule out the potential confounding influence of other relevant variables. 

(TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE) 

 Accordingly, we next used multivariate regression models to predict our two measures of 

threat perception failure (see Table 4 for descriptive statistics of all variables used in this 

analysis).20 Table 5 presents the results from a logistic model that regressed non-attack onto our 

two race variables along with eleven control variables that accounted for the potential 

confounding influences of whether the civilian was armed, age, mental illness, region, crime, 

size of jurisdiction, size of agency, and whether or not the officer involved was employed by an 

agency that operates its own basic training academy. The model was statistically significant 

(Wald χ² = 133.05, p < .01) and explained roughly 11 percent of the variance in the outcome. In 

terms of race/ethnicity, civilians from other racial/ethnic groups were significantly more likely 

than whites to have been in the non-attack group (b = .81, p < .01). The odds ratio reveals they 

were a little more than twice as likely as white civilians to have not been attacking the officer(s) 

or other civilians. The black coefficient is positive but statistically non-significant, meaning 

black civilians were no more or less likely than white civilians to have been attacking the 

officer(s) or other civilians when they were fatally shot by police. These results provide support 

for an implicit bias effect with respect to non-black minority groups. That is, civilians of other 

races/ethnicities were significantly more likely than whites to have been fatally shot due to an 

apparent threat perception failure.  

(TABLE 4 ABOUT HERE) 

(TABLE 5 ABOUT HERE) 

                                                           
20 Note that 44 cases deemed “undetermined threat” were excluded from these analyses. 
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 Our final multivariate analysis explored the factors associated with civilians having been 

unarmed at the time they were shot and killed by the police. Table 6 presents the results from a 

logistic model that regressed unarmed onto the race variables along with several controls. The 

model as a whole was statistically significant (Wald χ2 = 115.86, p < .01) and explained roughly 

19 percent of the variance in the outcome. Black civilians (b = .88, p < .10) were significantly 

more likely than white civilians to have been unarmed when they were shot and killed by police, 

net of other factors. Indeed, the odds ratio indicates that black civilians who died by police 

gunfire were more than twice as likely as whites to have been unarmed, holding all else 

constant.21 This is further evidence of implicit bias, as race was again significantly associated 

with one of our indicators of threat perception failure.  

(TABLE 6 ABOUT HERE) 

Discussion 

Police use of force, particularly deadly force, has again moved to the forefront of national 

debate on police practices. In the wake of controversial killings of unarmed black civilians (e.g., 

Michael Brown, Freddie Gray, and Philando Castile to name a few), awareness groups such as 

Black Lives Matter and Campaign Zero have been formed by activists who allege that minorities 

are more likely than whites to be victims of unjust police force. Their suppositions claim the 

police are overtly prejudiced against minority groups, that minorities are over-represented in 

criminal activity or in areas that receive saturated levels of police patrol, or perhaps that police 

are biased against minorities. Unfortunately, empirical research on police use of deadly force at 

                                                           
21 An anonymous reviewer pointed out that our regression model predicting unarmed may suffer from small-sample 

bias (i.e., a small number of cases in the “unarmed” category). We re-ran this model using firthlogit (available in 

Stata 14), a penalized maximum likelihood estimation method which has been shown to reduce small-sample bias 

(Firth, 1993; Heinze and Schemper, 2002). The results were substantively unchanged – black civilians remained 

significantly more likely than white civilians to have been unarmed prior to their demise. The results of this analysis 

are available upon request.  
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the national level has been plagued by unreliable data to assess accurately how often the police 

shoot and kill civilians, and whether or not minorities are unjustly killed by police at a higher 

rate than whites. The present study examined these issues using data collected by The 

Washington Post on all civilians who were shot and killed by police officers in 2015, and some 

of the findings warrant further discussion. 

The Post’s data indicate that 990 civilians were shot and killed by police officers in the 

line of duty last year. According to the Bureau of Justice Statistics, the police make contact with 

more than 40 million people each year. Out of these contacts, police force (or threatened force) is 

used in less than 2% of these interactions (Eith and Durose, 2011). Moreover, research indicates 

that the vast majority of use-of-force incidents do not result in a death – even when the police 

fire their guns (Alpert, 1989; Klinger, 2012; Klinger et al., 2015). Thus, civilian deaths caused by 

police officers are extremely rare based on the overall number of police-civilian encounters. 

Additionally, the current analysis indicates that the majority of civilians killed by police were 

armed with a deadly weapon or were actively attacking officers. Less than 10% (N = 93) of 

civilians shot and killed by police in 2015 were unarmed.  

Mainstream media and advocacy groups – most notably Black Lives Matter and 

Campaign Zero – have alleged that police disproportionately use force and deadly force against 

minorities. The Post data showed that police killed almost twice as many whites as blacks; 

however, this is expected as whites far outnumber blacks in the United States population. In an 

effort to standardize these numbers, The Guardian divides the number of white and black 

civilians killed by their respective population count. Presenting the number in this manner 

suggests that blacks were killed at more than twice the rate of whites in 2015 (7.2 per million to 

2.9 per million respectively). Similarly, The Washington Post recently stated “When adjusted by 
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population, [unarmed black men] were seven times as likely as unarmed white men to die from 

police gunfire” (Lowery, 2016). We caution against using population as a benchmark because it 

does not account for each groups’ representation in a variety of more relevant measures, 

including police-civilian interactions and crime. Criminological research utilizing self-report data 

indicates that black citizens offend at higher rates (Blumstein, Cohen, Roth, and Visher, 1986; 

Loeber et al., 2015), and are overrepresented in citizen complaints/calls for service (Engel, 

Smith, and Cullen, 2012), police stops (Novak, 2004) and arrests (Brame, Bushway, Patternoster, 

and Turner 2014; Kochel, Wilson, and Mastrofski, 2011). These and related benchmarks can be 

used to clarify the representation of minority deaths at the hands of police.  

 To this point, we echo the sentiments of scholars who have argued that a national use of 

force database is needed to examine these issues (Alpert, 2015a, 2015b; Klinger, 2012; Klinger 

et al., 2015). Not just force that has resulted in death – which is what The Post and The Guardian 

have provided – but all use of force incidents. Collecting these data would contribute to a more 

informed discussion about whether the police disproportionately use force against minorities in 

all contexts. Recently, the FBI announced that it will begin compiling data similar to The Post 

and The Guardian databases, but we argue they should take the next step and track all use of 

force incidents. Further, they should not only collect offender characteristics – but officer 

characteristics as well (e.g., race, age, gender, rank, education, complaint history). Yet agencies 

have historically been reluctant to make their use of force data public, despite criminologists 

imploring them to do so for decades. Perhaps police leaders and politicians are concerned about 

the backlash that could result if their data uncover evidence of bias or excessive force. Whatever 

the case may be, the government may need to provide funding incentives in order to increase 
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participation. Without more comprehensive data, we simply cannot determine whether the police 

disproportionately use force against minorities on a national scale.  

 Although we were limited to the 990 police shootings that resulted in death, we were able 

to analyze the data for evidence of implicit bias. Our findings showed that citizens in the other 

racial/ethnic group were significantly more likely than whites to have not been attacking the 

officer(s) or other civilians, and blacks were more than twice as likely as whites to have been 

unarmed when they were shot and killed by police. These findings suggest evidence of implicit 

bias in real-world scenarios. In line with previous police shooting simulation studies (see Correll 

et al., 2002; Payne, 2001; Cox et al., 2014), it appears that officers may have been more likely to 

experience threat perception failures in fatal shootings that involved minority civilians. That is, 

officers subconsciously perceived minority civilians to have been a greater threat than they were 

(Fachner and Carter, 2015).  

 Our results have several relevant implications for policy and practice (for excellent 

reviews see Fridell, 2016; James, Fridell, and Straub, 2016; Spencer, Charbonneau, and Glaser, 

2016). Though it might seem difficult or even impossible to overcome prejudices that operate on 

a subconscious level, research suggests that agencies can potentially reduce bias in a number of 

different ways – including, for example, intergroup contact (Allport, 1954). Reducing bias 

through contact requires that groups cooperate, have equal status and similar goals, and have the 

support of authorities, laws, or customs. A recent meta-analysis by Pettigrew and Tropp (2006) 

provides strong evidence that intergroup contact can reduce prejudice – 94 percent of the 696 

samples they examined showed “an inverse relationship between intergroup contact and 

prejudice” (p. 766). Thus, police agencies might regularly sponsor activities that put the police in 

direct, positive contact with citizens – such as citizen-police softball tournaments or 
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neighborhood block parties – which would permit officers to interact with minority citizens in an 

informal atmosphere. Alpert and Dunham (1998) suggested such a program, called 

Neighborhood Intervention and Community Evaluation (Miami NICE) in the late 1980s to help 

heal the wounds from civil disturbances (see also Duda, Klofas, and Drake, 2011). Community 

policing activities such as these are often viewed as a means of increasing citizen satisfaction, yet 

they have the added benefit of exposing officers to citizens not engaged in deviance. Relatedly, 

research has shown that bias can be reduced via exposure to counter-stereotypic exemplars. Park 

and Glaser (2011), for example, found that after officers performed a modified shooting 

simulation which involved more armed White targets and unarmed Black targets, they 

demonstrated less bias on subsequent simulations. Finally, agencies could consider having their 

officers practice stereotype negation, which simply involves saying “no” in response to words or 

phrases consistent with racial stereotypes (e.g., “black citizens are dangerous”) and “yes” to 

words or phrases inconsistent with racial stereotypes (Kawakami, Dovidio, Moll, Hermsen, and 

Russin, 2000).  

 Agencies would also be wise to implement procedural justice training for their officers, 

as research has consistently demonstrated that procedural justice is the key to building trust and 

legitimacy in the eyes of the public (see, e.g., Jackson, Bradford, Stanko, and Hohl, 2012; Tyler, 

1990; Wolfe, Nix, Kaminski, and Rojek, 2016). When citizens view the police as a legitimate 

authority, they are more likely to exhibit compliant behaviors (Murphy, Tyler, and Curtis 2009; 

Papachristos, Meares, and Fagan, 2012), cooperate (Jackson et al., 2012), and accept police 

decisions both in the short- (Tyler and Huo, 2002) and long-term (Tyler, Sherman, Strang, 

Barnes, and Woods, 2007). Every police-citizen interaction represents a teachable moment for 

both parties, whereby citizens will judge how fairly they have been treated and officers will 
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interpret citizens’ responses to their actions (Bottoms and Tankebe, 2012; Tyler, 2011). Thus, it 

is imperative that the police emphasize procedural justice at every possible juncture. Indeed, 

many situations which escalate into the use of deadly force could perhaps be defused through 

procedural justice. For example, Owens, Weisburd, Alpert, and Amendola (2016) recently 

conducted an experiment in which they successfully implemented a low-cost procedural justice-

centered training of officers in Seattle. Results indicated that trained officers were less likely to 

resolve incidents with arrest or force. Other research carried out in Greater Manchester suggests 

that officers who received procedural justice training reported more favorable attitudes toward 

using procedural justice in the field and subsequently had improved interactions with citizens 

(Wheller, Quinton, Fildes, and Mills, 2013). It is feasible that increased usage of procedural 

justice in the field could reduce the number of fatal encounters between officers and the public in 

the long-term. 

Departments could also benefit from adopting body-worn cameras (BWCs) (Jennings, 

Fridell, and Lynch, 2014; Katz, Choate, Ready, and Nuňo, 2014). Research suggests that body 

worn cameras increase police transparency and legitimacy in the public eye, with some studies 

suggesting that officers believe BWCs would improve their interactions with civilians (see 

Jennings et al., 2014). Indeed, using a randomized-controlled trial conducted in the Rialto Police 

Department, researchers demonstrated that officers wearing BWCs were less likely to use force 

against citizens and less likely to have complaints filed against them than officers not equipped 

with BWCs (Ariel, Farrar, and Sutherland, 2015). Body-worn camera footage furthermore 

affords police agencies the opportunity to tell their side of the story following use of force 

incidents and review cases when complaints are lodged by citizens. As such, BWCs could aid in 

the development and maintenance of early warning systems meant to flag problematic behavior 
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by officers (Walker, Alpert, and Kenney, 2000). Although there are certainly barriers to 

outfitting officers with BWCs – not the least of which are the costs associated with storing video 

footage and the fact that the footage is often limited – police leaders may find them a helpful tool 

in reducing/removing bias from within their ranks. 

Limitations 

 This study is not without limitations. Most importantly, we only had data for the 990 

police shooting incidents that resulted in death. It would be ideal to have national data on use of 

force incidents that did not result in death as well, as prior studies suggest that civilian death only 

occurs in 15 to 25 percent of all police shootings (see e.g., Klinger et al., 2015). With these data, 

we could more accurately assess whether deadly force is disproportionately used against blacks, 

and we could more accurately determine whether implicit bias occurs in real-world police-

civilian interactions. Additionally, we were only able to analyze data for a one-year period. 

Future research would benefit from longitudinal data to assess police shooting trends over longer 

periods. This is especially important considering that 2015 was a period of great turmoil in 

American policing and might prove to be an outlier over a more extended timeframe. Note, 

however, that a recent study by Williams et al. (2016) suggests that annual totals of fatal police 

shootings have remained relatively stable over the last five years. In any event, given the national 

debate currently surrounding police shootings, it was imperative to objectively analyze the first 

year of The Post’s data in order to shed light on any apparent racial disparities. Finally, although 

we were able to control for the influence of several relevant variables, we could not account for 

everything – as evidenced by the modest amount of variance explained by our regression models. 

For example, suspect death can be influenced by factors such as departmental policy on 

rendering lifesaving aid or the proximity of level-one trauma centers (Giacopassi, Sparger, and 
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Stein, 1992; Hanke and Gundlach, 1995; MacKenzie et al., 2006). Yet without national data on 

non-fatal police shootings, we are unable to determine whether the observed race effects would 

be washed away by the inclusion of these other variables. 

Conclusion 

 Our analysis has contributed to an understanding of the extent to which civilians were 

fatally shot and killed by police in the US in 2015, and the extent to which race was associated 

with two measures of threat perception failure: having not been attacking the police or other 

citizens, and having been unarmed prior to being fatally shot. Empirical studies on police deadly 

force at the national level have been limited by flawed data far too long. News media outlets 

have provided us with more accurate data on these incidents than the research community, 

however, more is needed to provide reliable and generalizable analyses of police involved 

shootings. Fortunately, it appears that we are making steps in the right direction, and this study 

and the data from the Washington Post serve as baseline analyses for future research on civilians 

killed by police.   



CIVILIANS KILLED BY POLICE IN 2015 

31 

 

References 

Adams, Kenneth, Geoffrey P. Alpert, Roger G. Dunham, Lawrence A. Greenfeld-Garner, Mark 

A. Henriquez, and Patrick A. Langan. 1999. Use of Force By Police: Overview of 

National and Local Data Series: Research Report. NCJ. 

Allport, Gordon W. 1954. The nature of prejudice. Oxford: Addison-Wesley. 

Alpert, Geoffrey P. 1989. Police use of deadly force: The Miami experience. In R. G. Dunham, 

and G. P. Alpert, Critical issues in policing. Prospect Heights, IL: Waveland Press. 

Alpert, Geoffrey P. 2015a. Toward a national database of officer-involved shootings: A long and 

winding road. Criminology & Public Policy, 15(1): 1-6. doi:10.1111/1745-9133.12178. 

Alpert, Geoffrey P. 2015b. Listening session on policy and oversight: Use of force research and 

policies (oral testimony). Cincinnati, OH: President’s Task Force on 21st Century 

Policing. 

Alpert, Geoffrey P. and Roger G. Dunham. 1997. The Force Factor: Measuring Police Use of 

Force Relative to Suspect Resistance. Washington, DC: Police Executive Research 

Forum. 

Alpert, Geoffrey P. and Roger G. Dunham. 1998. Policing urban America. Prospect Heights, IL: 

Waveland Press. 

Alpert, Geoffrey P. and Roger G. Dunham. 2004. Understanding police use of force: Officers, 

suspects, and reciprocity. New York, NY: Cambridge University Press. 

Alpert, Geoffrey P. and Lorie A. Fridell. 1992. Police vehicles and firearms: Instruments of 

deadly force. Prospect Heights, IL: Waveland Press. 

Alpert, Geoffrey P. and John M. MacDonald. 2001. Police use of force: An analysis of 

organizational characteristics. Justice Quarterly, 18(2): 393-409. doi: 

10.1080/07418820100094951. 

Anderson, Craig A. and Brad J. Bushman. 2001. Effects of violent video games on aggressive 

behavior, aggressive cognition, aggressive affect, physiological arousal, and prosocial 

behavior: A meta-analytic review of the scientific literature. Psychological Science, 

12(5): 353-359. 

Ariel, Barak, William A. Farrar, and Alex Sutherland. 2015. The effect of police body-worn 

cameras on use of force and citizens’ complaints against the police: a randomized 

controlled trial. Journal of Quantitative Criminology 31(3): 509-535. 

Bayley, David H. and James Garofalo. 1989. The management of violence by police patrol 

officers. Criminology, 27: 1-27. 

Bayley, David H. and Harold Mendelsohn. 1969. Minorities and the police: Confrontation in 

America. New York: Free Press. 



CIVILIANS KILLED BY POLICE IN 2015 

32 

 

Belvedere, Kimberly, John L. Worrall, and Stephen G. Tibbetts. 2005. Explaining suspect 

resistance in police-citizen encounters. Criminal Justice Review, 30(1): 30-44. 

Bittner, Egon. 1970. The functions of police in modern society. Washington, DC: Government 

Printing Office. 

Black, Donald. 1976. The behavior of law. New York: Academic Press. 

Black Lives Matter: Freedom and Justice for all Black Lives. (n.d.). Retrieved 13 Dec 2015 from 

http://blacklivesmatter.com/.  

Blumstein, Alfred, Jacqueline Cohen, Jeffrey A. Roth, and Christy A. Visher. 1986. Criminal 

careers and career criminals. Washington, D. C.: National Academy Press. 

Bottoms, Anthony and Justice Tankebe. 2012. Beyond procedural justice: A dialogic approach to 

legitimacy in criminal justice. The Journal of Criminal Law and Criminology, 102: 119-

170. 

Brame, Robert, Shawn D. Bushway, Ray Paternoster, and Michael G. Turner. 2014. 

Demographic patterns of cumulative arrest prevalence by ages 18 and 23. Crime and 

Delinquency 60: 471-486. 

Comey, James B. 2015. Hard Truths: Law Enforcement and Race (speech). Retrieved 10 Dec 

2015 from fbi.gov/news/speeches/hard-truths-law-enforcement-and-race. 

Correll, Joshua, Bernadette Park, Charles M. Judd, and Bernd Wittenbrink. 2002. The police 

officer’s dilemma: Using ethnicity to disambiguate potentially threatening individuals. 

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 83(6): 1314-29.  

Cox, William T. L., Patricia G. Devine, E. Ashby Plant, and Lauri L. Schwartz. 2014. Toward a 

comprehensive understanding of officers’ shooting decisions: No simple answers to this 

complex problem. Basic and Applied Social Psychology, 36(4): 356-64. 

Dovidio, John F., Peter E. Glick, and Laurie A. Rudman. 2005. On the nature of prejudice: Fifty 

years after Allport. Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing. 

Duda, Janelle, John Klofas, and Greg Drake. 2011. Real Talk, Real Walk – A Model for the 

Nation: Youth/Police Strategize to Improve RPD’s Relationship with Youth. Rochester, 

NY: Center for Public Safety Initiatives, Rochester Institute of Technology.  

Eith, Christine and Matthew R. Durose. 2011. Contacts between police and the public, 2008. 

Bureau of Justice Statistics: US Department of Justice. Retrieved 11 Feb 2016 from 

http://www.bjs.gov/index.cfm?ty=pbdetailandiid=2229.  

Engel, Robin. 2003. Explaining suspects’ resistance and disrespect toward police. Journal of 

Criminal Justice, 31: 475-92. 

Engel, Robin and Jennifer M. Calnon. 2004. Examining the influence of drivers’ characteristics 

during traffic stops with police: Results from a national survey. Justice Quarterly, 21: 49-

90. 

http://blacklivesmatter.com/
http://www.bjs.gov/index.cfm?ty=pbdetail&iid=2229


CIVILIANS KILLED BY POLICE IN 2015 

33 

 

Engel, Robin S., James J. Sobol, and Robert E. Wordon. 2000. Further exploration of the 

demeanor hypothesis: The interaction effects of suspects’ characteristics and demeanor 

on police behavior. Justice Quarterly, 17(2): 235-58. 

Engel, Robin S., Michael R. Smith, and Francis T. Cullen. 2012. Race, place, and drug 

enforcement: Re considering the impact of citizen complaints and crime rates on drug 

arrests. Criminology & Public Policy, 11(4): 603-635. 

Fachner, George and Steven Carter. 2015. Collaborative Reform Initiative. An Assessment of 

Deadly Force in the Philadelphia Police Department. Community Oriented Policing 

Services, US Department of Justice. Retrieved 10 Feb 2016 from ric-zai-

inc.com/ric.php?page=detailandid=COPS=W0753. 

Firth, David. 1993. Bias reduction of maximum likelihood estimates. Biometrika, 80(1): 27-38. 

Fridell, Lorie A. 2016. Racial aspects of police shootings: Reducing both bias and counter bias. 

Criminology & Public Policy, 15(2): 1-9. doi: 10.1111/1745-9133.12189. 

Fridell, Lorie and Hyeyoung Lim. 2016. Assessing the racial aspect of police force using the 

implicit- and counter-bias perspectives. Journal of Criminal Justice, 44: 36-48. 

Fyfe, James J. 1979. Administrative interventions on police shooting discretion: An empirical 

examination. Journal of Criminal Justice, 7: 309-24. 

Fyfe, James J. 1988. The Metro-Dade Police-Civilian Violence Reduction Project. Washington, 

DC: Police Foundation. 

Fyfe, James J. 2002. Too many missing cases: Holes in our knowledge about police use of force. 

Justice Research and Policy, 4: 87-102. 

Geller, William A. and Michael Scott. 1992. Deadly Force: What We Know: A Practitoiner’s 

Desk Reference on Police-Involved Shootings. Washington, DC: Police Executive 

Research Forum. 

Giacopassi, David J., Jerry R. Sparger, and Preston M. Stein. 1992. The effects of emergency 

medical care on the homicide rate: Some additional evidence. Journal of Criminal 

Justice, 20: 249-259. 

Goldkamp, John S. 1976. Minorities as victims of police shootings: Interpretations of racial 

disproportionality and police use of deadly force. The Justice System Journal, 2: 169-83. 

Hamilton, David L. and Robert K. Gifford. 1976. Illusory correlation in interpersonal perception: 

A cognitive basis of stereotypic judgments. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 

12: 392-407. 

Hanke, Penelope J. and James H. Gundlach. 1995. Damned on arrival: A preliminary study on 

the relationship between homicide, emergency medical care, and race. Journal of 

Criminal Justice, 23: 313-323. 



CIVILIANS KILLED BY POLICE IN 2015 

34 

 

Heinze, Georg and Michael Schemper. 2002. A solution to the problem of separation in logistic 

regression. Statistics in Medicine, 21(16): 2409-2419. 

Jackson, Jonathan, Ben Bradford, Betsy Stanko, and Katrin Hohl. (2012). Just authority? Trust 

in the police in England and Wales. London, England: Routledge. 

Jacobs, David and David W. Britt. 1979. Inequality and the police use of deadly force. Social 

Problems, 26: 403-12. 

James, Lois, Lorie Fridell, and Frank Straub, Jr. 2016. Implicit bias versus the “Ferguson 

Effect”: Pyschosocial factors impacting officers’ decisions to use deadly force. The 

Police Chief, 83 (February 2016): 44-51. Retrieved 18 Feb 2016 from 

http://www.policechiefmagazine.org/magazine/issues/22016/pdfs/Implicit-Bias-versus-

the-Ferguson-Effect-PoliceChief_February-2016.pdf.  

James, Lois, Stephen M. James, and Bryan J. Vila. 2016. The reverse racism effect: Are cops 

more hesitant to shoot black than white suspects? Criminology & Public Policy, 15(2): 1-

23. doi: 10.1111/1745-9133.12187. 

James, Lois, Bryan J. Vila, and David Klinger. 2014. Racial and ethnic indecisions to shoot seen 

through a stronger lens: Experimental results from high-fidelity laboratory simulations. 

Experimental Criminology, 10: 323-40. 

Jennings, Wesley G., Lorie A. Fridell, and Matthew D. Lynch. 2014. Cops and cameras: Officer 

perceptions of the use of body-worn cameras in law enforcement. Journal of Criminal 

Justice, 22: 549-556. 

Johnson, Richard R. 2011. Suspect mental disorder and police use of force. Criminal Justice and 

Behavior, 38: 127-45. 

Kahn, Kimberly B. and Jean M. McMahon. 2015. Shooting deaths of unarmed racial minorities: 

Understanding the role of racial stereotypes on decisions to shoot. Translational Issues in 

Psychological Science, 1(4): 310-20. 

Kaminski, Robert J. and David W. M. Sorensen. 1995. A multivariate analysis of individual, 

situational and environmental factors associated with police assault injuries. American 

Journal of Police, 14: 3-48. 

Kaminski, Robert J., Clete Digiovanni, and Raymond Downs. 2004. The use of force between 

the police and persons with impaired judgement. Police Quarterly, 7: 311-38. 

Katz, Charles M., David E. Choate, Justin R. Ready, and Lidia Nuňo. 2014. Evaluating the 

impact of officer body worn cameras in the Phoenix Police Department. Phoenix, AZ: 

Center for Violence Prevention and Community Safety, Arizona State University. 

Kawamaki, Kerry, John F. Dovidio, Jasper Moll, Sander Hermsen, and Abby Russin. 2000. Just 

say no (to stereotyping): Effects of training in the negation of stereotypic associations on 

stereotype activation. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 78(5): 871-888. 

http://www.policechiefmagazine.org/magazine/issues/22016/pdfs/Implicit-Bias-versus-the-Ferguson-Effect-PoliceChief_February-2016.pdf
http://www.policechiefmagazine.org/magazine/issues/22016/pdfs/Implicit-Bias-versus-the-Ferguson-Effect-PoliceChief_February-2016.pdf


CIVILIANS KILLED BY POLICE IN 2015 

35 

 

Klinger, David. 1997. Negotiating order in patrol work: An ecological theory of police response 

to deviance. Criminology, 35: 277-306. 

Klinger, David. 2012. Into the kill zone: A cop's eye view of deadly force. John Wiley and Sons. 

Klinger, David. 2012. On the problems and promise of research on lethal police violence: A 

research note. Homicide Studies, 16: 78-96. 

Klinger, D., Richard Rosenfeld, Daniel Isom, and Michael Deckard. 2015. Race, crime, and the 

micro-ecology of deadly force. Criminology & Public Policy, 15(1): 1-30. 

doi:10.1111/1745-9133.12174. 

Kochel, Tammy R., David B. Wilson, and Stephen D. Mastrofski. 2011. Effect of suspect race 

on officers’ arrest decisions. Criminology, 49(2): 473-512. 

Kop, Nicolien and Marin C. Euwema. 2001. Occupational stress and the use of force by Dutch 

police officers. Criminal Justice and Behavior, 28: 631-52. 

Lawton, Brian A. 2007. Levels of nonlethal force: A examination of individual, situational, and 

contextual factors. Journal of Research in Crime and Delinquency, 44(2): 163-84. 

Legewie, Joscha and Jeffrey Fagan. 2016. Group Threat, Police Officer Diversity and the Deadly 

Use of Police Force. Columbia Public Law Research Paper No. 14-512. Available at 

SSRN:http://ssrn.com/abstract=2778692.  

Lim, Hyeyoung, and Hoon Lee. 2015. The effects of supervisor education and training on police 

use of force. Criminal Justice Studies, 28: 444-463. 

Lim, Hyeyoung, Lorie A. Fridell, and Hoon Lee. 2014. The impact of supervision and 

neighborhood context on police use of less-lethal force: a multi-level analysis. Journal of 

Police Studies, 14: 155-182. 

Loeber, Rolf, David P. Farrington, Alison E. Hipwell, Stephanie D. Stepp, Dustin Pardini, and 

Lia Ahonen. 2015. Constancy and change in the prevalence and frequency of offending 

when based on longitudinal self-reports or official records: Comparisons by gender, race, 

and crime type. Journal of Developmental and Life-Course Criminology, 1(2): 150-168. 

Lowery, Wesley. 2016. Study finds police fatally shoot unarmed black men at disproportionate 

rates. The Washington Post. Retrieved 15 Jun 2016 from 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/study-finds-police-fatally-shoot-unarmed-

black-men-at-disproportionate-rates/2016/04/06/e494563e-fa74-11e5-80e4-

c381214de1a3_story.html?tid=sm_tw.  

MacDonald, John M., Robert J. Kaminski, Geoffrey P. Alpert, and Abraham N. Tennenbaum. 

2001. The temporal relationship between police killings of civilians and criminal 

homicide: A refined version of the danger-perception theory. Crime and Delinquency, 47: 

155-72. 

http://ssrn.com/abstract=2778692
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/study-finds-police-fatally-shoot-unarmed-black-men-at-disproportionate-rates/2016/04/06/e494563e-fa74-11e5-80e4-c381214de1a3_story.html?tid=sm_tw
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/study-finds-police-fatally-shoot-unarmed-black-men-at-disproportionate-rates/2016/04/06/e494563e-fa74-11e5-80e4-c381214de1a3_story.html?tid=sm_tw
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/study-finds-police-fatally-shoot-unarmed-black-men-at-disproportionate-rates/2016/04/06/e494563e-fa74-11e5-80e4-c381214de1a3_story.html?tid=sm_tw


CIVILIANS KILLED BY POLICE IN 2015 

36 

 

MacKenzie, Ellen J., Frederick P. Rivara, Gregory J. Jurkovich, Avery B. Nathens, Katherine P. 

Frey, Brian L. Egleston, David S. Salkever, and Daniel O. Scharfstein. 2006. A national 

evaluation of the effect of trauma-center care on mortality. New England Journal of 

Medicine, 354(4): 366-378. 

Maguire, Edward R., Justin Nix, and Bradley A. Campbell. Forthcoming. A war on cops? The 

Effects of Ferguson on the number of US police officers murdered in the line of duty. 

Justice Quarterly, doi: 10.1080/07418825.2016.1236205.  

McCluskey, John D. and William Terrill. 2005. Departmental and civilian complaints as 

predictors of police coercion. Policing: An International Journal of Police Strategies and 

Management, 28(3): 513-29. 

McCluskey, John D., William Terrill, and Eugene Paoline. 2005. Peer group aggressiveness and 

the use of coercion in police-suspect encounters. Police Practice and Research, 6: 19-37. 

Muir, William K. 1977. Police: Streetcorner politicians. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Murphy, Kristina, Tom R. Tyler, and Amy Curtis. Nurturing regulatory compliance: Is 

procedural justice effective when people question the legitimacy of the law? Regulation 

& Governance, 3(1): 1-26.  

Myers, Teresa A. 2011. Goodbye, listwise deletion: Presenting hot deck imputation as an easy 

and effective tool for handling missing data. Communication Methods and 

Measures 5(4): 297-310. 

Nix, Justin and Scott E. Wolfe. 2015. The impact of negative publicity on police self-legitimacy. 

Justice Quarterly. Advance online publication. doi: 10.1080/07418825.2015.1102954. 

Nix, Justin and Scott E. Wolfe. 2016. Sensitivity to the Ferguson Effect: The role of managerial 

organizational justice. Journal of Criminal Justice, 47, 12-20. doi: 

10.1016/j.jcrimjus.2016.06.002. 

Novak, Kenneth J. 2004. Disparity and racial profiling in traffic enforcement. Police 

Quarterly, 7(1): 65-96. 

Owens, Emily, David Weisburd, Geoffrey P. Alpert, and Karen L. Amendola. 2016. Can you 

build a better cop? Experimental evidence on supervision, training, and policing in the 

community. (Unpublished manuscript).  

Paoline, Eugene and William Terrill. 2004. Women police officers and the use of coercion. 

Women and Criminal Justice, 15: 97-119. 

Paoline, Eugene and William Terrill. 2007. Police education, experience, and the use of force. 

Criminal Justice and Behavior, 34(2): 179-96. 

Papachristos, Andrew V., Tracey L. Meares, and Jeffrey Fagan. 2012. Why do criminals obey 

the law? The influence of legitimacy and social networks on active gun offenders. The 

Journal of Criminal Law and Criminology, 102: 397-440. 



CIVILIANS KILLED BY POLICE IN 2015 

37 

 

Park, Sang Hee and Jack Glaser. 2011. Implicit motivation to control prejudice and exposure to 

counterstereotypic instances reduce spontaneous discriminatory behavior. Korean 

Journal of Social and Personality Psychology, 25(4): 107-120. 

Payne, B. Keith. 2001. Prejudice and perception: The role of automatic and controlled processes 

in misperceiving a weapon. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 81(2): 181-92.  

Pettigrew, Thomas F. and Linda R. Tropp. 2006. A meta-analytic test of intergroup contact 

theory. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 90(5): 751-783. 

Planty, Michael, Andrea M. Burch, Duren Banks, Lance Couzens, Caroline Blanton, and Devon 

Cribb. 2015. Arrest-Related Deaths Program: Data Quality Profile. Washington, DC: US 

Department of Justice. 

Pyrooz, David C., Scott H. Decker, Scott E. Wolfe, and John A. Shjarback. 2016. Was there a 

Ferguson Effect on crime rates in large U.S. cities? Journal of Criminal Justice, 46: 1-8. 

Reiss, Albert J. 1971. The police and the public. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press. 

Robin, Gerald D. 1963. Justifiable homicide by police officers. The Journal of Criminal Law, 

Criminology, and Political Science, 54(2): 225-231. 

Sherman, Lawrence W. 1983. Reducing police gun use: Critical events, administrative policy 

and organizational change. In P. Maurice (Ed.), Control in the police organization. 

Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 

Sherman, Lawrence W. and Robert H. Langworthy. 1979. Measuring homicide by police 

officers. Journal of Criminal Law and Criminology, 70: 546-60. 

Smith, Brad W. 2003. The impact of police officer diversity on police-caused homicides. The 

Police Studies Journal, 31(2): 147-162. 

Smith, Brad W. 2004. Structural and organizational predictors of homicide by police. Policing: 

An International Journal of Police Strategies and Management, 27: 539-57. 

Smith, Douglas A. 1986. The neighborhood context of police behavior. In Albert J. Reiss and 

Michael Tonry (Eds.), Communities and crime (pp. 313-41). Chicago, IL: University of 

Chicago Press. 

Smith, Michael R. and Geoffrey P. Alpert. 2007. Explaining police bias: A theory of social 

conditioning and illusory correlation. Criminal Justice and Behavior, 34(10): 1262-83. 

Sorenson, Jonathan R., James W. Marquart, and Deon E. Brock. 1993. Factors related to killings 

of felons by police officers: A test of the community violence and conflict hypotheses. 

Justice Quarterly, 10: 417-40. 

Spencer, Katherine B., Amanda K. Charbonneau, and Jack Glaser. 2016. Implicit bias and 

policing. Social and Personality Psychology Compass, 10(1): 50-63. 



CIVILIANS KILLED BY POLICE IN 2015 

38 

 

Sun, Ivan Y. and Brian K. Payne. 2004. Racial difference in resolving conflicts: A comparison 

between black and white police officers. Crime and Delinquency, 50(4): 516-41. 

Swaine, Jon and Oliver Laughland. 2015. Eric Garner and Tamir Rice among those missing 

from FBI record of police killings. Retrieved 11 Feb 2016 from 

http://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2015/oct/15/fbi-record-police-killings-tamir-rice-

eric-garner.  

Terrill, William and Stephen D. Mastrofski. 2002. Situational and officer-based determinants of 

police coercion. Justice Quarterly, 19(2): 215-49. 

Terrill, William and Michael D. Reisig. 2003. Neighborhood context and use of force. Journal of 

Research in Crime and Delinquency, 40(3): 291-321. 

Tyler, Tom R. 1990. Why people obey the law. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 

Tyler, Tom R. 2011. Trust and legitimacy: Policing in the USA and Europe. European Journal 

of Criminology, 8: 254-266. 

Tyler, Tom R. and Yuen J. Huo. 2002. Trust in the law: Encouraging public cooperation with 

the police and courts. New York, NY: Russell-Sage. 

Tyler, Tom R., Lawrence Sherman, Heather Strang, Geoffrey C. Barnes, and Daniel Woods. 

2007. Reintegrative shaming, procedural justice, and recidivism: The engagement of 

offenders' psychological mechanisms in the Canberra RISE Drinking‐and‐Driving 

Experiment. Law & Society Review 41(3): 553-586. 

United States Department of Justice. Federal Bureau of Investigation. Uniform Crime Reporting 

(UCR) Statistics Data Tool, 2012. Retrieved on December 15, 2015 from 

http://www.ucrdatatool.gov/Search/Crime/Local/OneYearofData.cfm. 

United States Department of Justice. Office of Justice Programs. Bureau of Justice Statistics. 

Census of State and Local Law Enforcement Agencies (CSLLEA), 2008. ICPSR27681-

v1. Ann Arbor, MI: Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social Research 

[distributor], 2011-08-03. Available at http://doi.org/10.3886/ICPSR27681.v1. 

Van Maanen, John. 1974. Working the street: A developmental view of police behavior. In 

Herbert Jacob (Ed.), The potential for reform in criminal justice (pp. 93-130). Beverly 

Hills, CA: Sage. 

Walker, Samuel, Geoffrey P. Alpert, and Dennis J. Kenney. 2000. Early warning systems for 

police: Concept, history, and issues. Police Quarterly, 3(2): 132-152. 

Weitzer, Ronald. 2015. American policing under fire: Misconduct and reform. Society: 52, 475-

80. 

Westley, William A. 1953. Violence and the police. American Journal of Sociology, 59: 34-41. 

http://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2015/oct/15/fbi-record-police-killings-tamir-rice-eric-garner
http://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2015/oct/15/fbi-record-police-killings-tamir-rice-eric-garner


CIVILIANS KILLED BY POLICE IN 2015 

39 

 

Wheller, Levin, Paul Quinton, Alistair Fildes, and PC Andy Mills. 2013. The Greater 

Manchester Police procedural justice training experiment: Technical report. Coventry, 

UK: College of Policing. 

White, Ian R., Patrick Royston, and Angela M. Wood. 2011. Multiple imputation using chained 

equations: issues and guidance for practice. Statistics in Medicine 30(4): 377-399. 

Wilson, George, Roger G. Dunham, and Geoffrey P. Alpert. 2004. Prejudice in police profiling: 

Assessing an overlooked aspect in prior research. American Behavioral Scientist, 47(7): 

869-909. 

Wilson, James Q. 1968. Varieties of police behavior: The management of law and order in eight 

communities. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

Williams, Howard E., Scott W. Bowman, and Jordan Taylor Jung. 2016. The limitations of 

government databases for analyzing fatal officer-involved shootings in the United States. 

Criminal Justice Policy Review, 1-22. Advance online publication. doi: 

10.1177/0887403416650927. 

Wolfe, Scott E. and Justin Nix. 2016. The alleged “Ferguson Effect” and police willingness to 

engage in community partnership. Law and Human Behavior, 40(1), 1-10. doi: 

10.1037/lhb0000164. 

Wolfe, Scott E., Justin Nix, Robert Kaminski, and Jeff Rojek. 2016. Is the effect of procedural 

justice on police legitimacy invariant? Testing the generality of procedural justice and 

competing antecedents of legitimacy. Journal of Quantitative Criminology 32(2): 253-

282. 

  



CIVILIANS KILLED BY POLICE IN 2015 

40 

 

Table 1. Characteristics of all civilians involved in fatal police shootings in 2015 (N = 990). 

 N % 

Civilian Gender   

Male 948 95.8 

Female 42 4.2 

Civilian Race   

White 495 50.0 

Black 258 26.1 

Other 210 21.2 

Unknown 27 2.7 

Civilian Age   

Under 18 18 1.8 

18 – 24 163 16.5 

25 – 34 311 31.4 

35 – 44 210 21.2 

45 or older 277 28.0 

Unknown 11 1.1 

UCR Regiona, b   

Northeast 68 6.9 

Midwest 136 13.7 

South 424 42.8 

West 362 36.6 

Civilian Armed With   

Deadly weaponc 816 82.4 

Vehicle 54 5.5 

Unarmed 93 9.4 

Unknown 27 2.7 

Threat level   

Firing a gun 274 27.7 

Attacking with non-gun weapons 155 15.7 

Pointing/brandishing a gun 301 30.4 

Other threats (e.g., brandishing knife, refusing to drop a weapon, 

driving vehicle at a person, moving quickly toward an officer) 

163 16.5 

Furtive movement 35 3.5 

Fleeing 11 1.1 

Suspect accidentally shot 7 0.7 

Undetermined 44 4.4 

Civilian showed Signs of Mental Illness   

Yes 248 25.0 

No 742 75.0 
a Note there are 9 states in the Northeast, 12 in the Midwest, 18 in the South (including Washington, DC), and 13 

in the West. 
b The approximate population of each region according to 2012 US Census Bureau estimates are as follows: 

Northeast, 55.8 million; Midwest, 67.3 million; South, 117.3 million; and West, 73.6 million. 
c This category includes 33 individuals who were armed with a toy/replica gun. 
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Table 2. City and agency-level characteristics of fatal police shootings in 2015 (N = 990). 

 N % 

Agency Type   

Municipal 601 60.7 

Sheriff 227 22.9 

State 44 4.4 

Federal 14 1.4 

Multiple agencies 82 8.3 

Other 16 1.6 

Unknown 6 0.6 

Crime rate   

High 176 17.8 

Moderate 331 33.4 

Low 170 17.2 

UCR data not available 313 31.6 

Jurisdiction Size   

100,000 or more residents 413 41.7 

Fewer than 100,000 residents 292 29.5 

UCR data not available 285 28.8 

Agency Size 

1,000 or more full-time officers 259 26.2 

Fewer than 1,000 full-time officers 676 68.3 

CSLLEA data not available 55 5.6 

Agency operates its own basic training academy   

Yes 406 41.0 

No 520 52.5 

CSLLEA data not available 64 6.5 
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Table 3. Cross-tabulations of citizen race with armed/unarmed and attack/non-attack.a 

 White Black Other Total 

Armed 463 220 187 870 

Unarmed 32 38 23 93 

Total 495 258 210 963 

     

Attack 395 183 131 709 

Non-attack 83 63 66 212 

Undeterminedb 17 12 13 42 

Total 495 258 210 963 
a Twenty-seven cases are excluded from this table due to missing race information. 
b Cases involving an undetermined threat level were excluded from multivariate regression models.  
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Table 4. Descriptive statistics for variables used in regression equations (N = 599). 

 Mean SD Min Max 

Dependent variables     

Non-attack .26 -- 0 1 

Unarmed .09 -- 0 1 

Independent variables     

Black .29 -- 0 1 

Other race .25 -- 0 1 

Controls     

Armed a .91 -- 0 1 

Attack b .74 -- 0 1 

Age 35.7 12.3 15 83 

Mental illness .26 -- 0 1 

Northeast .07 -- 0 1 

Midwest .12 -- 0 1 

West .41 -- 0 1 

High crime .25 -- 0 1 

Moderate crime .50 -- 0 1 

Large city .60 -- 0 1 

Large agency .33 -- 0 1 

In-house basic .50 -- 0 1 
a This variable is only used as a control in the regression model predicting non-attack.  
b This variable is only used as a control in the regression model predicting unarmed.  
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Table 5. Logistic regression model predicting whether fatally shot civilian was not attacking 

the officer(s) or other individuals.  

 Not attacking 

 b SE OR 

Black .36 .24 1.43 

Other .81*** .25 2.26 

Armed -2.23*** .47 .11 

Age .01 .01 1.01 

Mental illness .63*** .19 1.88 

Northeast -.27 .26 .77 

Midwest -.07 .33 .94 

West .11 .22 1.12 

High crime -.60 .43 .55 

Moderate crime -.51** .21 .60 

Large city .14 .44 1.15 

Large agency .18 .31 1.20 

In-house basic .11 .38 1.12 

Intercept .21 .59 --- 
    

N 599 

Wald χ2 133.05*** 

McFadden’s R2 .11 
Note: Entries are unstandardized regression coefficients (b), robust standard errors adjusted for clusters in 48 

states, and odds ratios (OR); * p < .10, ** p < .05, *** p < .01 
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Table 6. Logistic regression model predicting whether fatally shot civilian was unarmed. 

 Unarmed 

 b SE OR 

Black 0.88* 0.46 2.41 

Other 0.11 0.50 1.12 

Attack -2.27** 0.47 0.10 

Age -0.02 0.01 0.98 

Mental illness -0.40 0.38 0.67 

Northeast 0.19 0.67 1.20 

Midwest 0.62 0.48 1.85 

West 0.08 0.52 1.09 

High crime 0.28 0.42 1.33 

Moderate crime 0.56* 0.34 1.76 

Large city -0.17 0.66 0.84 

Large agency -0.35 0.40 0.70 

In-house basic 0.40 0.47 1.50 

Intercept -1.10 0.67 --- 
    

N 599 

Wald χ2 115.86*** 

McFadden’s R2 .19 
Note: Entries are unstandardized regression coefficients (b), robust standard errors adjusted for clusters in 48 

states, and odds ratios (OR); * p < .10, ** p < .05, *** p < .01 

 




