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Abstract 

The destruction of forensic evidence can greatly hinder the progress of criminal 

investigations, and potentially even the outcomes.  The current work explored the 

negative impact of Blue-on-Blue shootings in relation to the destruction of forensic 

evidence.  Underlying racial implications surrounding the influences of officers in these 

mistaken-identity shootings were examined.  The historical transition of racial attitudes 

within law enforcement was explored using intergroup contact theory.  In addition, this 

work investigated what factors may contribute to implicit racial attitudes and the social 

stereotype expectations law enforcement officers may possess.  Racial discrimination by 

the police has become an increasingly controversial issue in recent years, yet little is 

known about the extent of police racial bias and its influence over officers’ decisions to 

shoot suspects of color.  This study descriptively analyzed recent national data gathered 

through the Bureau of Justice Statistics (2001) report.  This comparison suggests there 

may be an alarmingly higher rate of black violent arrests and black felons killed in 

justifiable homicide by police than rates of white felons.  Although higher rates of black 

arrests and black felons killed in justifiable homicide are present, further studies need to 

be conducted in order to determine if a need to further examine the presence of racial bias 

within law enforcement is valid.    
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Chapter I 

Introduction 

For decades forensic science has contributed to law enforcement investigations 

through the use of scientific analysis of evidence gleaned from crime scenes.  In recent 

years advancements in forensic disciplines such as crime scene investigation have aided 

in the successful prosecution and conviction of criminals.  Properly collected and 

analyzed forensic evidence has the potential to aid in investigations; therefore, it is of 

utmost importance that it must not be destroyed.   

Blue-on-Blue shootings are fatal incidents, in which a law enforcement officer 

(LEO) mistakes another officer for a suspect.  The current study hypothesizes  

Blue-on-Blue shootings to be circumstances in which physical evidence may be 

destroyed.  Furthermore, this study hypothesizes there may be a possibility that racial 

attitudes influence police officers decision to shoot in Blue-on-Blue, mistaken-identities 

incidents, thus indirectly impacting the collection of forensic evidence.  The destruction 

of forensic evidence may be influenced by many variables, some controllable through 

proper training and procedures, while others are not.  Blue-on-blue shootings are one 

such instance in which the variables that effect the collection of evidence cannot be 

directly controlled.  It is for this reason the current work examined these                

mistaken-identities incidents and the social and psychological factors influencing an 

officers’ decision whether to shoot a suspect.   

Since 1981, 26 law enforcement officers have been mistaken as dangerous 

criminals and killed by other on-duty officers.  Of these 26 cases, 10 were officers of 

color engaging an offender while off-duty.  Findings from previous studies (City of New 
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York, New York State Task Force on Police-on-Police Shootings, 2010) (Correll, Park, 

Judd, and Wittenbrink, 2002) (Correll, Park, Judd, and Wittenbrink, 2007) have indicated 

that inherent or unconscious racial bias may play a role in the decisions of law 

enforcement officers while facing a perceived suspect.  In order to mitigate the 

destruction of evidence, it is important to engage directly the issue of racial bias in these 

mistaken shootings.   

A historical examination of racial prejudices and cultural stereotypes throughout 

American history lends explanation to the origin of contemporary biases harbored by 

today’s society.  Intergroup contact theory is utilized to describe the transition between 

overt prejudices of the past and modern day implicit racial attitudes of today’s integrated 

law enforcement.  Recent studies (Correll, Park, Judd, and Wittenbrink, 2002; 2007) 

(Peruche and Plant, 2006) evaluating the extent to which racially biased attitudes 

influence officers to shoot lend empirical evidence to the relationship between culturally 

expected stereotypes and officers’ decisions to fire on black suspects.   

The present work analyzed data gathered from the Bureau of Justice Statistics 

(2001) Policing and Homicide, 1976-98: Justifiable Homicide by Police, Police Officers 

Murdered by Felons in order to examine rates of arrests and justifiable homicide by 

police.  The purpose of this comparison was to determine whether or not disproportionate 

rates between races could be used to infer a possibility that implicit bias and stereotypes 

play a role in law enforcement officers’ decisions when faced with black suspects.   
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Chapter II 

Literature Review 

Forensic Science and the Collection of Evidence 

Forensic science has long made an important contribution to criminal 

investigation.  Although its origins are not precisely known, the study of forensics has 

played an important role in the legal system and investigations long before modern times.  

The utilization of forensic practice has been witnessed in documents as far back as  

6th century Chinese literature, and seen in 12th century England with the instatement of 

coroners.  The term forensic is defined as: an argument or discussion used for a legal 

matter in a court of law.  Thus, forensic science is the application of scientific theory in a 

judicial setting.  Since the terms first publication in 1659, forensic science has adapted 

and progressed from methods such as the Bertillon system of identification, to the 

Galton-Henry system for fingerprint analysis, to present day DNA technology.  Because 

the field of forensics is so deeply rooted in scientific practice, it has evolved into a 

science dedicated to the methodical gathering and analysis of evidence (USDOJ, 2009).  

With these newfound methods we are able to establish scientific facts and present them in 

a legal proceeding.  Forensic evidence is information generated by the prosecution or 

defense that satisfies the requirements of state or federal rules of evidence (James and 

Nordby, 2005).  The Daubert standard provides a rule of evidence in which the scientific 

validity of forensic evidence and the admissibility of expert witness testimony is 

regulated in a court of law.  Forensic evidence is characterized by the presence of a 

laboratory analysis and an expert witness prepared to interpret and testify to the scientific 

findings in a court of law.  As time and technology have progressed, the field of forensic 
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science has expanded to encompass many sub-fields and practices.  Each of which are 

unique and equally important in the evaluation and reconstruction of a crime scene.  

Some of the major forensic disciplines include: forensic pathology such as the coroner 

system, forensic nursing, forensic toxicology, forensic odontology and forensic 

anthropology (James and Nordby, 2005).  The field most widely recognized due to media 

popularization, and the most relevant to this discussion, is Forensic Crime Scene 

Analysis.   

Crime Scene Investigation 

Forensic evidence may be procured from a crime scene in order to assist in 

criminal investigations.  Forensic gathering and analysis of evidence may include: blood 

spatter analysis, identification of biological fluids, trace evidence, fingerprints, 

impressions, firearm and tool marks, analysis of controlled substances and forensic 

analysis of documents.  The fragmented nature of, and wide array of disciplines within 

the forensic science community, creates a large degree of variability in techniques and 

methodologies that can be utilized (U.S. Department of Justice [USDOJ], 2009).  

Although there is inconsistency between the differing fields of forensic science and their 

specifications per jurisdiction, all practices embrace empirical analysis to discover truth 

through scientific facts (USDOJ, 2009).  Despite the qualifications and experience of 

trained criminalists and crime scene technicians, the collection of forensic evidence is 

meticulous, evasive, and primarily dependent on the integrity of the crime scene and the 

skills of the investigator.  

 Evidence recovery from the crime scene is an essential step in the process of 

forensic investigations.  Physical evidence has the potential to play a critical role in the 
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overall investigation and resolution of a suspected criminal act.  Evidence must be found 

in a usable state and properly preserved in order for that evidence to be considered in 

court (Technical Working Group on Crime Scene Investigation [TWGCSI], 2000).  

Inadequate samples, or evidence in which the integrity has been compromised, are 

rendered unusable, unsubstantial, and inadmissible in a court of law.  For this reason, in 

order to reduce the destruction of forensic evidence at a crime scene, technicians and law 

enforcement officers have adapted procedural guidelines.  These guidelines most often 

differ between states and jurisdictions, but all adhere to the same fundamental scientific 

forensic principals and have similar routine steps during the processes.  The chaotic and 

unorganized state of a recently committed crime makes it a difficult process to ensure 

physical evidence is properly collected and submitted.  To combat this problem, law 

enforcement officers and first responders are collectively trained to follow an objective, 

thorough, and thoughtful approach to crime scenes so that physical evidence may be 

preserved in order to yield relative information to aid in the investigation.  Because it is 

impossible to propose a single step-by-step procedure for the approach of every scene 

and situation, fundamental principles of investigating a scene and preserving any type of 

evidence retrieved have been universally adopted and implemented by law enforcement 

(TWGCSI, 2000).   

Sound crime scene processing practices include the objective recognition, 

documentation, collection, preservation, and transmittal of physical evidence for analysis 

(TWGCSI, 2004).  Perhaps one of the most critical elements in crime scene investigation 

is the initial response and overall scene awareness of the first responder.  The ultimate 

objective of a criminal investigation is to present the case, all the evidence, and the 
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suspect to a court of law.  The success or failure of this effort is related closely to the 

actions initiated by the police at the time the crime is brought to their attention.  There is 

no doubt that the initial actions taken by the first officer may determine whether or not 

there will be a successful conclusion to the investigation of the incident.  Facts that are 

obtained, evidence uncovered, and protected, are instrumental in directing the 

investigating officer to a successful conclusion of the case.  The patrolling officer who 

responds must be capable of providing emergency medical aid, determining if a crime has 

been committed, arresting the offender if they are still in the vicinity, interviewing 

witnesses, talking with the complainants and in general, building a solid foundation from 

which the investigation can start.  The responding officer is expected to obtain an 

accurate assessment by noting all essential information initially received at a scene to 

ensure other officers safety and address the crime scene status.  Information gleaned from 

the first responder may hold vital clues that will ultimately assist in reconstructing the 

crime scene and uncovering potential evidence.  First responders are also responsible for 

the safety of all those on the scene and providing emergency care to victims.  Although 

this is a vital and necessary component of assessing a crime scene, improperly trained 

responders and law enforcement often neglect to preserve the integrity of the scene.   

By not recognizing potential physical evidence, informing medical personnel of 

its presence, and instructing medical personnel to avoid removing items originating from 

the scene, vital information is often lost or contaminated (TWGCSI, 2000).  While 

ensuring the safety of others and the integrity of potential evidence, controlling and 

securing the scene is also an imperative on the part of the responding officer.  Regulating 

and dictating the movement of all persons working the scene is critical in order to prevent 
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alteration or destruction of physical evidence.  In addition to protecting the integrity of 

evidence, controlling the scene and setting up parameters eliminates nonessential persons 

from the scene (TWGCSI, 2000).  Physical scene boundaries ensure the containment and 

protection of all evidence and allow responding investigators to document all persons 

entering and exiting the scene.  Tracking the in and out of personnel helps to ensure the 

original location of all items are undisturbed and maintains a level of organization.  The 

value of the crime scene rapidly deteriorates under inclement weather conditions, by 

curiosity seekers who may steal or accidentally destroy physical evidence, or if a victim 

dies.  It is important that officers are aware of possible trace and impression evidence and 

are active in protecting potential evidence from manmade intrusions, mechanical devices, 

animals or environmental elements (TWGCSI, 2004).  Often this type of forensic 

evidence can be trampled or go unnoticed, decreasing the possible value of forensic 

analysis in the aid of the investigation.  Providing protection for the crime scene as soon 

as possible may mean the difference between gathering overwhelming physical evidence 

against the perpetrator or a frustrating, unsuccessful search by investigators.  The 

responding officer is expected to hand the scene over to the primary crime scene 

investigator(s) upon his or her arrival and provide detailed descriptions of all essential 

information initially gathered.   

Deficiency of attention, a lack of detailed documentation, contamination or 

indelicate handling of potential evidence, can detrimentally effect an investigation.  

Given the tremendous amount of variance and information a crime scene may present, 

and the state of un-organization a scene may initially be in at the time of a first 

responders arrival, it is imperative that these individuals be highly trained and well 
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informed (TWGCSI, 2004).  Once a primary investigator arrives, the scene becomes the 

property of that individual and their team of trained forensic specialists.  Depending on 

the jurisdiction, these teams may include a group of highly trained forensic evidence 

technicians.  Specialties in these fields include: forensic photography, collection and 

documentation, a medical examiner, or might simply consist of one or two trained 

forensic investigators.  It is the sole responsibility of these individuals to ensure the crime 

scene is properly canvassed, photographed, documented and evidence is identified and 

packaged for analysis.  Given the crime scene scenario, more than one crime scene may 

exist depending on how and where the crime was committed.  Crime scenes therefore are 

considered either primary or secondary (James and Nordby, 2005).  The primary crime 

scene is where a crime actually occurred.  A secondary crime scene is in some way 

related to the crime but is not where the actual crime took place.  In the event of multiple 

scenes, it is the responsibility of the lead investigator to ensure boundaries are established 

and evidence from these areas is properly handled.  It is crucial when establishing a 

perimeter to ensure it encompasses the full spectrum of the crime.  Once an investigation 

begins the perimeter may be condensed, but it cannot be expanded.  One manner in which 

evidence can be lost, destroyed or considered questionable in court is when it is 

determined to have been collected from outside a cordoned scene (Warrington, 2011).  

Physical evidence can provide revealing, specific information.  When evidence is 

properly located, collected, and preserved it can neither be impeached, nor perjured.  

A typical scene assessment begins with the establishment of entry and exit paths 

from within the crime scene boundaries and the positioning of officers around the 

perimeter.  Crime scene tape is often used in haste to quickly secure a scene as the first 
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responding officers arrive, but this measure alone does not prevent unauthorized people 

from entering and subjecting the scene to contamination or possible tampering 

(Warrington, 2011).  Maintaining a perimeter log of who enters the scene, when they 

entered, where they entered and what they did helps the investigator keep tight control 

over the scene.  A search warrant can be obtained when the scene is properly secured if 

need be (Warrington, 2011).  Points that may have been potential paths of entry/exit of 

suspects and witnesses are also secured.  A preliminary walk through of the scene is then 

conducted to assess the scene as a whole and establish a reference for the prioritization of 

evidence collection.  A staging area is typically set up away from where the immediate 

crime scene is located, yet within the scene boundaries, so evidence collected can be 

documented and stored without chance of tampering and contamination.  After an initial 

walk through is conducted, the primary investigator should be able to determine which 

areas of the scene need to be immediately examined, assign specific tasks to each team 

member, and determine if any special equipment or specialized consultants will need to 

be procured (Warrington, 2011).  This point in the investigation is crucial, as any 

miscommunication or lack of consistency in the gathering of and documentation of 

evidence can hinder, or even cripple an investigation.  Fragile or perishable evidence is 

identified, photographed and collected first.  While some technicians may be assigned the 

task of canvassing, or documenting the scene in picture form, others may hold the 

responsibility of photographing all imperative aspects of the scene prior to its movement 

or collection.  Documenting and photographing evidence at the crime scene is an 

essential phase of the investigation, as it establishes a representation of the initial scene 

from various angles prior to its clean up.  Each member’s responsibility is recorded in 
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order to begin a log of who handles what.  From that point on, whomever receives the 

evidence will follow a strict documentation process called the chain of custody 

(TWGCSI, 2000).  In order for physical evidence to be admissible in court, every step of 

its handling must be accounted for.  This ensures whomever handles the evidence is 

accounted for, and no unaccounted handling or tampering of the evidence occurs.  At the 

closing of a crime scene investigation, evidence is properly bagged, documented and 

transported to either a lab for analysis or an evidence holding room.  Investigators often 

conduct a last walk through of the scene prior to releasing it to confirm all aspects of the 

scene have been properly handled and no evidence has been left unidentified (TWGCSI, 

2004).  

 Loss of forensic evidence.  

In 2000, the National Institute of Justice (NIJ) under the U.S. Department of 

Justice, Office of Justice Programs, published a guide for law enforcement officers in 

order to better train first responders and law enforcement officers how to approach crime 

scenes.  They later followed up with a preceding reference-training document in 2004.  

The NIJ reports present the most commonly accepted and researched methods as 

guidelines to set the standard for crime scene investigations (TWGCSI, 2004).  Even with 

strict guidelines and procedures, the collection of evidence from a crime scene is a 

complex task involving many people, an intricate system of processes and inevitably a 

multitude of uncontrollable factors.  Physical evidence is of immense value due to its 

reliability and admissibility, and when properly handled can offer the best prospect for 

providing objective and reliable information about an investigation (USDOJ, 2009).  

Crime scene contamination and loss of evidence has long been an issue in the forensic 
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community.  Whether it is due to poor training of forensic technicians and law 

enforcement officers, contamination by curious officers, detectives and supervisors, or 

widespread trampling of the crime scene, the unintentional contamination of a scene 

hinders the progress of an investigation.  There are many ways in which this problem 

may be mitigated such as with the NIJ’s clearly written directives, and the proper training 

of all involved with a crime scene from first responders to forensic technicians, though 

these efforts do not always make a difference in the preservation of evidence.  One such 

instance is detrimental Blue-on-Blue Shootings.  In these tragic situations, the mistaken 

off-duty or plainclothes officer is the most valuable piece of evidence, along with any 

other physical evidence on his or her being.   

Blue-on-Blue Shootings and Emotional Response 

The confusion that ensues after an on-duty officer mistakenly shoots an 

unidentified officer almost certainly ensures a loss of evidence from not only the officer 

himself, but also the unprocessed scene.  The emotional impact of utilizing use of force, 

specifically a shooting incident, on the individual officer is a researched and recognized 

occurrence within police and mental health professions alike (Charoen, 1999).  When an 

individual officer undergoes a critical incident, a sudden powerful event that falls outside 

the range of ordinary human experiences, they may be subject to a strong emotional 

impact.  These substantial emotive responses have the potential to interfere with the 

ability to function at the scene and even afterwards despite prior training (Charoen, 

1999).  While officers are subject to extensive and rigorous training to prepare them for 

the various situations they will inevitably face in the line of duty, using a weapon to shoot 

another individual is clearly outside the realm of normal human experience.  Past 
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experiences of officers in law enforcement have indicated no two individuals respond in 

the same manner to critical incidents.  However, in most cases those directly involved 

will suffer a number of after-effects.  Psychologists have pinpointed such effects as guilt, 

anger and denial in moderate to sever proportions (Charoen, 1999).  In a study by 

Solomon (as cited in Charoen, 1999), three phases of adjustment to trauma officers often 

transition through were identified: shock, impact and resolution.  The initial onset of 

shock occurs at the time of the incident and lasts from 24 to 48 hours, which is the most 

imperative and crucial time frame of an investigation.  When subject to psychological 

shock and the effects of denial an officer will be hindered in his ability to consolidate the 

entirety of the event.  Actions required of first responders, as previously noted, are a vital 

step in the whole of an investigation.  A clear mental state and quick, decisive decision 

making is necessary in order to take control of a scene and ensure it is properly handled 

so that evidence is not lost or destroyed.   

One factor that greatly diminishes the chance of proper evidence collection is the 

mental state of the shooting officer.  While individual officers’ reactions to shooting 

another officer mistakenly may differ depending on the circumstance under which the 

shooting occurred, it is reasonable to assume their mental capacity to properly address the 

scene may be diminished (Charoen, 1999).  It is this potential major loss of receptivity of 

responding officers that directly effects the collection of forensic evidence.  In 

conjunction with encumbering the proper procedures of assessment and documentation of 

precise information, an officer’s perception of the incident stands the chance of not being 

completely accurate.  Police officers are responsible for presenting all facts relating to the 

sequence of events and must justify their shooting of another officer.  Several factors can 
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lead to the added stress of an officer regrouping after such an incident.  Concern for their 

professional position, being the only uniformed police among civilians and plainclothes 

officers, and the perceived judgment from others present can distort their cognitive 

memory and fact gathering processes (Charoen, 1999).  The report of an incident of such 

proportions from an officer who is experiencing shock and possibly denial may not be 

accurate and can potentially lead to the loss or destruction of forensic evidence.  In 

conjunction with the psychological deterrence of a blue-on-blue shooting, the destruction 

of evidence may occur through more physical means.  In the chaotic response to such 

situations, any evidence that may have been on the perceived offenders person is subject 

to going unnoticed, thus being destroyed, or at the least contaminated.  The psychological 

response of the shooting officer, or their actions to render first aid without apprehending 

possible evidence presents an uncontrollable factor to the forensic community.  Though it 

goes unsaid, the tragic death of the downed officer is in itself the most detrimental loss of 

evidence.  Thus, blue-on-blue shootings and the reasoning behind these detrimental 

incidents require further attention.   

Fatal Blue-on-Blue Shootings  

A Law Enforcement Officer’s job is to protect the public from harm and maintain 

public peace.  While this mission is predominantly performed while on-duty, it does not 

simply disappear once an officer is no longer on the clock.  Off-duty officers live normal 

lives like everyone else, spending time in their neighborhoods, shopping at local stores 

and participating in community events.  However, if a situation arises in which a threat is 

presented to the public a dedicated police officer will often choose to engage the 

perpetrator and protect the public by any means necessary.  These selfless off-duty 
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behaviors contribute to the public safety every day in the United States.  To encourage 

these actions Congress passed the Law Enforcement Officer Safety Act (LEOSA) in 

2004, which has since been amended twice to include “qualified law enforcement 

officers”, and the “qualified retired law enforcement officer”, as well as military police 

officers.  This act allows all qualified LEOs to carry a concealed weapon on, or off-duty, 

in all 50 states and supersedes state and local laws.  

While uniformed officers are highly trained to apprehend and detain perceived 

threats, there exists such a situation when officers assessing danger with limited 

information in a rapidly progressing confrontation can, and have made mistakes.  In some 

instances these mistakes can prove to be fatal (City of New York, New York State Task 

Force on Blue-on-Blue Shootings [NYC], 2010).  The New York State Task Force has 

identified 26 cases of LEOs from across the nation who were mistaken as offenders, shot, 

and killed by fellow officers while off-duty since 1981 (NYC, 2010).  “Blue-on-Blue” 

shootings are defined as the intentional shooting by a uniformed officer of a police officer 

due to mistaken identity, not to include fatalities due to cross fire or poor tactical 

decisions as stated by the New York State Task Force.  These circumstances occur in the 

event an officer is either undercover, a plainclothes officer, or off-duty; the most 

dangerous confrontations occur for the off-duty policeman.  Several reasons contribute to 

the vulnerable nature of an off-duty officer taking action.  Off-duty officers are more 

likely to be in an area they will not be recognized by local police if they choose to engage 

with an offender.  Failure to comply with arriving officers orders can result from a 

multitude of factors including: adrenaline rush as consequence of pursuing or 

apprehending a suspect, auditory block from initial firing of weapons, or auditory 
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exclusion (NYC, 2010).  The New York State Task Force, 2010 describes auditory block 

as such: 

 The high decibel level of the gunshot can effectively “block” the ability of a 

person nearby to recognize or process an apparently loud and clear verbal 

command. For example, the victim officer might hear a voice but not clearly 

make out the words, and might then turn toward the sound of the voice in an 

effort to make sense of it (p. 23).  

Because off-duty officers know they are in fact officers of the law, they often will not 

respond, or fail to comply with, the commands of arriving officers, assuming the 

commands are directed at the real offender.  Dr. William J. Lewinski of the Force Science 

Institute states in The New York State Task Force, (2010): 

It is common for officers involved in high stress encounters to experience a 

phenomenon known as auditory exclusion, which is a failure to hear certain things 

ranging from verbal comments to gunshots. This is a normal process of human 

attention.  Our brain assists us in focusing by ignoring or suppressing information 

that could distract us from our focus (p. 23). 

This funneling of attention along with reactive movements such as reaching for a badge 

often escalates the confrontation, and misperceived actions can, in some cases, result in 

lethal action from the responding officer.  Dr. Lewinski explains this occurrence as 

follows: 

In these incidents, the off duty officer allows his or her focus to funnel in on the 

individual(s) and scenario that may have served as a catalyst for their armed 

engagement while failing to take into consideration the observations and 
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perceptions of the responding uniformed officers. Typically, the stress of the 

encounter causes the off duty officer to lose focus on—or completely ignore—the 

fact that he/she is not in uniform, is not immediately recognizable as a law 

enforcement officer, and is armed (NYC, 2010, p. 23). 

LEOs are trained and expected to make quick and effective decisions even in life and 

death situations.  The actions of either officer in a Blue-on-Blue confrontation inevitably 

have the potential to slant an outcome from non-fatal to fatal.  As the New York Task 

Force, (2010) bluntly puts it: “Failing to shoot when the threat is real could lead to the 

officers’ own death or the deaths of innocent people.  Yet if the threat is misperceived, 

the officer may take a life unnecessarily” (p. 9).  The ambiguous nature of these 

situations without clarity of appropriate decisions for both parties creates a circumstance 

in which internal, unconscious attitudes may be expressed spontaneously.   

The Role of Racial Bias in Blue-on-Blue Shootings  

In their study of Blue-on-Blue shootings from 1981 through 2009 the New York 

State Task Force identified five specific trends.  Firstly, it was determined these 

incidents, though small in number and infrequent, occurred at a steady pace over a span 

of 30 years.  (See Figure 2.1)  Secondly, an analysis of the cases reported revealed these 

shooting incidents showed to occur with greater frequency in the earlier years studied; 

specifically between 1981 and 2005.  The third trend showed blue-on-blue confrontations 

transpire across the county in police departments of all sizes (See Table 1.1, Table 1.2).  
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Trend four revealed officers of color were more frequently the victims in the second half 

of the 30-year study compared to the first half.  Of the 26 shootings studied, ten were 

identified as off-duty black officers, eight of which were killed during the second half of 

the period, specifically 1995-2009 (See Table 1.3).  Subsequently, the fifth trend 

identified almost all officers of color killed in these incidents were off-duty at the time, 

while most of the white officers killed were plainclothes or undercover (See Table 1.4) 

(NYC, 2010).  

 

 

Figure 2.1 Fatal Police-on-Police Shootings by Year, 1981-2009.  Taken from “Reducing 
Inherent Danger: Report of the Task Force on Police-on-Police Shootings,” by the City of New 
York, New York State Task Force on Police-on-Police Shootings (2010). 
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Table 1.1 
Fatal Blue-on-Blue Shootings by Region and State, 1981-2009 

 

Note.  As Adapted from “Reducing Inherent Danger: Report of the Task Force on Police-
on-Police Shootings,” by the City of New York, New York State Task Force on Police-
on-Police Shootings (2010). 
 
Table 1.2 
Regional Trends of Fatal Blue-on-Blue Shootings Divided by Equal Halves of 1981-1994 
and 1995-2009 

 

Note.  As Adapted from “Reducing Inherent Danger: Report of the Task Force on Police-
on-Police Shootings,” by the City of New York, New York State Task Force on Police-
on-Police Shootings (2010). 
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Table 1.3 
Fatal Police-on-Police Shootings by Race and Ethnicity of Victim Officers, 1981-2009 

 

Note.  As Adapted from “Reducing Inherent Danger: Report of the Task Force on Police-on-
Police Shootings,” by the City of New York, New York State Task Force on Police-on-Police 
Shootings (2010). 
 
Table 1.4  
Victim Officer Duty Assignments in Fatal Shootings Over Roughly Equal Halves of 1981-1994 
and 1995-2009	  

 

Note. As Adapted from “Reducing Inherent Danger: Report of the Task Force on Police-on-
Police Shootings,” by the City of New York, New York State Task Force on Police-on-Police 
Shootings (2010). 
 

From the 26 cases of LEOs who were killed due to mistaken-identity, Blue-on-

Blue shootings during this time, only one white officer was killed off-duty, while nine 

black officers were killed off-duty.  Though diversity among composition of police 

departments has increased substantially over the past 30 years, this alone cannot stand to 

be the sole reasoning for the swell in off-duty black officer shootings (NYC, 2010).  “As 

police departments become more diverse, with several large departments now admitting 
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new classes of recruits in which the majority are people of color, this blind spot in our 

understanding of the experience of police officers should be addressed” (NYC, 2010, p. 

22).  The findings of the New York Task force iterate the widespread speculation about 

the role that race may have played in these shootings, and the widely shared suspicion 

that race plays a role in many police confrontations as it does in American society (NYC, 

2010).  Perceptions and the reality of race bearing an impact during these confrontations 

may prove to be a convincing argument.  

Shootings of this nature, while small in number, are a growing concern of the law 

enforcement community, and prove to inadvertently impact the collection of forensic 

evidence.  These mistaken-identity shootings create general controversy; “especially 

when there is a possibility that conscious or unconscious racial bias may have played 

even a small role in the decision to shoot” (NYC, 2010, p. 2).  “Of the 26 Blue-on-Blue 

fatal shootings since 1981, ten of the officers killed have been people of color” (NYC, 

2010, p. ii).   

These stories, together with common sense, suggest that race is likely one factor 

slowing a confronting officer’s recognition of an out-of-uniform officer as a cop. 

As John Bilich, Deputy Commissioner for the Office of Public Safety at the New 

York State Division of Criminal Justice Services, told us: “It would be naïve to 

think that race never plays a role.... The difficulty, however...is: Who truly knows 

to what extent it plays a role in the critical adrenalin-driven and emotionally 

charged few moments that precede such an incident? (NYC, 2010, p. 39) 

In 2007, studies by Joshua Correll examined the influence of race on law enforcement 

officer’s responses to criminal suspects revealed that people are more likely to mistake a 
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black suspect to be in possession of a weapon, and to mistakenly shoot a black person 

compared to a white person (Peruche and Plant, 2006).  While there are ample studies on 

racial bias between LEOs and the community, little research exists on the impact of 

racially biased policing and racial prejudice among police officers.  Even less research 

has been conducted into the inherent or unconscious racial bias presented by on-duty 

officers towards mistaken-identity off-duty officers of color.  Given the potentially 

disastrous implications of these biases, attention needs to be focused not simply on 

racially biased policing; further examination of implicit racial attitudes among police 

officers is necessary.   

A Society Polarized by Race 

In order to address the present day issue of why a nation socially accepting of 

integrated and equal rights for all races and ethnicities still displays a disproportionate 

and implicit bias, an understanding of where these bias’s stem from is required.  To 

answer the question of why racism in the criminal justice system is invisible to most 

Americans Roberts et al., (2007) presents a theoretical framework that recognizes a 

present day system derived from refashioned “past regimes of racial control to continue 

to sustain White supremacy” (as cited in Roberts, 2008, p. 263).  American culture is 

deeply rooted with racial division and a lineage of mass incarceration, capital 

punishment, and police terror towards African Americans whose origins can be traced to 

black enslavement and Western ideals of the past (Roberts, 2008).  American culture has 

a long-standing ideology of white superiority, placing Africans in an inferior, less 

intelligent class of civilization.  Since the post Civil War reformation and the enactment 

of the Thirteenth Amendment, the African American population has made great strides 



Texas Tech University, Amada R. Miller. May 2013 

 22	  

toward equality of living and work opportunities, though racial biases have riddled the 

path substantially (Roberts, 2008).  In the early 1900’s black Americans sought to claim 

rights declared by the government but inevitably faced prejudices presented by the 

predominantly racially discriminating public.  The battle for equality has long been a war 

against the ideology of white prejudices ingrained in American culture, presented in not 

only society, but in law enforcement as well.  The history of law enforcement, policies, 

and the black community demonstrates this.  According to Roberts (2008), early criminal 

justice system policies functioned as a means of legally restricting the freedoms of black 

people post emancipation, thus enforcing the “logic of slavery”.  The passing of the 

Thirteenth Amendment and the emancipation of black slaves greatly challenged 

American social norms, culture and ideology.  The abolishment of slavery left many 

white slave owners without laborers and radically changed how Americans ran their 

enterprises.  Though involuntary enslavement was prohibited, mass criminal conviction 

and incarceration of the black population served to substantiate this loss of servitude.  

Roberts (2008) highlights the incarceration and convict leasing system of post Civil War 

in which state prisons extracted labor from prisoners, often taking over whole plantations, 

effectively re-enslaving black inmates.  The widely disproportionate gap between white 

and black incarceration has only deepened since these early years.  “Nearly one-third of 

black men in their twenties are under the supervision of the criminal justice system, either 

behind bars, on probation, or on parole” (Roberts, 2008, p. 269).  A deeper look into the 

historically high incarceration rates of African Americans shows a predominant trend of 

escalation post reformation.  Alex Lichtenstein described this phenomenon: 
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Table incarceration rates appear in a period of white racial hegemony and a stable 

racial order, such as that secured by slavery in the first half of the 19th century or 

Jim Crow during the first half of the 20th.  Correspondingly, sudden rises in 

incarceration, especially of minorities, tend to appear on generation after this 

racial hegemony has been cracked, as in the first and second Reconstructions of 

emancipation ad civil rights (as cited in Roberts, 2008, p. 272) 

The historical and present day growth of prison population and its racial disproportion are 

significant attributes of aggressive law enforcement and its deep-rooted, racially biased 

system.  Similar to the shift from enslavement to mass incarceration, the expression of 

public racial violence shifted to capital punishment.  The system of disenfranchisement, 

debt peonage, and segregation, once firmly in place, institutionalized racial repression 

through a seemingly race-neutral criminal justice system (Roberts, 2008).  It is no wonder 

the ingrained ideology of white Americans is supported by the historically evident 

presence of blacks in prison.  American law enforcement has long depicted blacks as 

criminal, a stereotype that is seen in today’s supposedly “colorblind” society.  Roberts 

(2008) suggests, “ the racism of the criminal justice system is therefore invisible to most 

Americans, and the disproportionate involvement of Blacks only reinforces the stereotype 

that they are naturally prone to crime” (p. 263).  

Furthermore, law enforcements long standing prejudiced roots are 

exhibited in the historical use of police terror, witnessed most prominently during 

the 1900s.  Supreme Court cases such as Brown v. Mississippi, the publicized 

beating of Abner Louima, the over-kill of Amadou Diallo, and the reigning terror 

of Lieutenant Jon Burge demonstrate police inflicted, racially biased violence 
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(Roberts, 2008).  The widespread police brutality and harassment of black 

communities in these early years is a testimony to the construct of long standing 

prejudices within law enforcement.   

 The relationship between law enforcement and African Americans is derived from 

historically prejudiced roots.  The emancipation of slaves and their hypothetical re-

enslavement and the long history of law enforcements role in doling out disproportionate 

justice by violent means are a testament to the racial prejudices and stereotypes present 

within law enforcement today.  It is evident American culture and society is constructed 

by a past system richly engrained with racism implemented in many aspects.  Despite 

modern policy and the gradual acceptance of a racially integrated society, the deeply 

ingrained ideologies of past generations may still influence the minds of today.  

Contemporary biases and the perception of blacks being imprisoned as a social norm 

thus, reinforcing the stereotype blacks are criminals, very well may stem from the 

prejudices of yesterday.  

The integration of races in law enforcement.  

 In today’s general society overt prejudice seems a thing of the past.  This may be 

attributed to the many policy changes made within government and law enforcement and 

a fierce movement to abolish prejudice as a whole within society over the past few 

decades.  Since the implication of Affirmative Action and the Civil Rights Act, societal 

norms have gradually shifted from the overt expression of racial biases to an accepted 

norm of general distaste for open discrimination.  A virtual disappearance of overt 

bigotry, demands for strict segregation, advocacy of governmentally enforced 

discrimination, and the abolishment of beliefs that blacks are categorically the intellectual 
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inferiors of whites has seen the American racial ideology into a new era (Bobo, 2001).  

As with society, law enforcement has grown and adapted to equal opportunity mandates 

and antidiscrimination laws to represent an evolving integrated system.  American police 

demographics have vastly changed since the 1960s, shifting from a predominantly white 

force to a diverse, racially assorted organization (Bobo, 2001).  The New York Task 

Force (2010) exemplifies this fact with statistics from its own departments: 

the NYPD reports that it has seen a significant demographic shift over the past 

decade, with officers of color comprising just over 35 percent of the force in 

2001, but now comprising nearly 47 % of uniformed personnel and over 53 

percent of those holding the rank of police officer (p. 59). 

Intergroup Contact Theory as Applied to the Integration of African 
Americans into Law Enforcement 

In order to explain the evolution of dramatically differing racial attitudes 

since early reformation periods within law enforcement, Intergroup Contact 

Theory is applied.  Gordon W. Allport developed the hypothesis of intergroup 

theory in an attempt to explain how individual and societal norms shape 

intergroup contact effects, and how attitudes and prejudice between groups can be 

modified (Pettigrew, 1998).  Utilizing intergroup contact theory to analyze the 

change within law enforcement officers’ attitudes, biases and willingness to 

accept African Americans into its ranks aids in defining how older overt 

prejudices have inadvertently transformed to forms of modern implicit bias.   

Allport (as cited in Pettigrew, 1998) “held that positive effects of intergroup 

contact occur only in situations marked by four key conditions: equal group status within 

the situation; common goals; intergroup cooperation; and support of authorities, law, or 
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custom” (p. 66).  In order for intergroup contact to successfully reduce prejudice these 

conditions must be met on an individual level within both groups.  The first contention of 

group contact theory states equal status must be perceived from both groups within the 

situation.  Secondly, prejudice can only be contended when groups have a common goal 

in which each group is a necessary participant for the achievement of that goal.  

Intergroup cooperation without intergroup competition while achieving the groups’ goals 

comprises the third statute of group contact theory.  Lastly, support of authorities, law, or 

custom establishes norms of acceptance, encouraging intergroup contact in a positive 

manner (Pettigrew, 1998).  The internalization of social norms promoting anti-bias 

interactions has helped solidify positive racial views within the intergroup of law 

enforcement.  When applied, the four principles of intergroup contact can be seen to have 

assisted reform police officers and law departments’ attitude towards prejudices over 

time.   

Perceived equal status was not present in the earlier years of racially 

integrated law enforcement departments.  Pettigrew (1998) stated, “initial 

intergroup contact situations had little effect.  Only after repeated treatments did 

the positive results cumulate” (p. 69).  The strengthening of antiracial social 

norms over time, and the persistence of African Americans to gain equality within 

the intergroup of law enforcement has shifted that perception.  In todays society 

black offers can expect to receive equal group status.  Law enforcement officers 

all share a common goal to protect society from harm and uphold the law 

established to do so.  Pettigrew (1998) stresses, “prejudice reduction through 

contact requires an active, goal-oriented effort” (p. 66).  It is this common goal 
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that may have helped to reduce prejudice within law enforcement as both black 

and white officers have worked alongside each other.  While officers may face 

life and death situations on any given day, and often mitigate otherwise dangerous 

situations, it is imperative they cooperate with one another.  An infraction of trust 

and the unity officers must share has the potential to ultimately put the lives of 

each group in danger.  Intergroup cooperation to uphold the law and ensure the 

safety of one another has most likely assisted in the diminishment of overt racial 

prejudices among LEOs.  Though past departments blatantly expressed racial 

prejudices, the reformation of law enforcement has emplaced new leadership and 

ideals in which biases are outwardly prohibited by authority.  Law enforcement 

departments in today’s society openly encourage interracial partnerships and the 

hiring of minorities. The gradual increase in minority composition of police 

department’s nation wide is a testimony to the radical change in policing ideology 

over the past few decades (Bobo, 2001).  The fortifying relationships built 

between officers of both race have served to mediate attitude change.  Pettigrew 

(1998) describes how positive racial views are developed: “Contact and perceived 

social climate tend to reinforce each other when their influence operates in the 

same direction, and to cancel each other out when their influence works in the 

opposite direction (Wilner et al., 1955, p. 106)” (p. 68). 

Though all four principles of Allports’ theory (as cited Pettigrew 1998) may not 

have always been consistently met through the gradual change in law enforcements 

attitude to racially integrated departments, each can be seen to have been influential in 

the development of LEOs positive relationships.  Pettigrew (1998) supplements Allports’ 
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theory with the processes by which intergroup contact mediate attitude change.  He states 

new learning corrects negative views of the out-group while contact reduces prejudice.  

Through a process of discovering evidence directly refuting racial stereotypes in a 

consistent manner and repetitive contact with outgroup members biased attitudes can be 

changed.  Pettigrew (1998) concludes:  

 disconfirming evidence alters stereotyped only if (a) the outgroup’s 

behavior is starkly inconsistent with their stereotype and strongly 

associated with their label, (b) occurs often and in many situations, and (c) 

the outgroup members are seen as typical. These restrictions eliminate 

most intergroup contact situations (p. 71). 

Repetitive contact between in-groups gradually makes encounters comfortable, in turn 

creating a likable interaction, thus appropriating rewards for new behavior and enhancing 

the positive effects.  Pettigrew (1998) points out a key factor in the success of optimal 

intergroup contact: it requires “a long-term perspective that allows cross-group 

friendships to develop and the full decategorization, salient categorization, and 

recategorization sequence to unfold, we can expect striking results” (p. 76). 

Relating this idea to law enforcement: African Americans were introduced 

onto the force, repetitive contact while on duty and the application of Allports’ 

four principles through daily work and experiences on the job fostered a new 

social norm on the individual level, and with time solidified this norm 

organizationally.   
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Contemporary Bias and Modern Day Racism 

Though policy and social norms have drastically changed over time, both racism 

and bias may still present themselves in less obtrusive mechanisms than before.  

American law enforcement has a long-standing history of deeply rooted racism and 

prejudices.  “Both prejudice and racism are themselves complex, internally differentiated 

concepts” (Bobo, 2001, p. 268).  Thomas Pettigrew (as cited in Bobo, 2001) suggests 

prejudice involves, “irrationally based negative attitudes against certain ethnic groups and 

their members,” on an individual level, while racism defines, “the cultural and societal 

levels of these attitudes” (p. 268).  Through extensive intergroup contact since the 1960s 

with the integration of African Americans into the law enforcement community, these 

individual prejudiced attitudes have been modified.  Racism in American society can no 

longer be reduced to the older forms of pre-civil rights era, but still persist in the forms of 

negative racial stereotypes and implicit biased attitudes.  Thus, prejudice can be seen 

within law enforcement as the attitudinal dimension of the intergroup relationship and the 

processes of stereotyping and aversion that may still be present even when subject to 

counteracting evidence (Bobo, 2001).   

Though a change in fundamental norms with regard to race has shaped modern 

society, law enforcement included, evidence of negative stereotypes directed at African 

Americans is still prominent.  According to Ashmore and Del Boca, (1981, p. 1330) a 

stereotype is “a set of beliefs about the personal attributes of members of a particular 

social category or a set of cognitions that specify the personal qualities, especially 

personality traits of members of an ethnic group” (as cited in Bobo, 2001, p. 275).  

Stereotypes have the ability to influence perceptions and behaviors of an individual 
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towards interactions with the stereotyped group (Bobo, 2001).  

Implicit bias. 

 Most Americans do not perceive racism, prejudice and stereotypes to be overtly 

expressed in the present day; yet a study of major patterns in racial attitudes and beliefs 

by Bobo (2001) has illustrated an underlying harboring of biases of the past.  Though 

today’s society has witnessed a virtual disappearance of overt racism, it has shifted to a 

modern ideology of “laissez-faire racism” (Bobo, 2001, p.292).  Due to “normal 

psychological processes, such as historical cultural associations, in-group affinities, and 

self- and group-interests, the majority of White Americans still harbor negative feelings 

and beliefs about blacks” presented through implicit biases (Goff and Dovidio, 2010, p. 

93).  Explicit attitudes operate in a conscious, knowing manner such as the overt forms of 

prejudice displayed in earlier American years.  Implicit bias is unconscious and 

automatically activated, operating under introspectively unidentified past experiences that 

determine the difference between favorable and unfavorable feelings and actions (Goff 

and Dovidio, 2010).  In this fashion, many Americans may still maintain unconscious 

forms of biases they are not necessarily aware they posses. As Goff and Dovidio (2010) 

suggest, “Implicit bias may be a subtle, uncontrolled, and unintentional mechanism 

through which individual officer attitudes may result in racially disparate outcomes” (p. 

94).    

Aversive racism. 

A form of implicit bias that exemplifies the racial attitudes of many white 

Americans who favor egalitarian values and do not regard themselves as prejudice, but 

discriminate in subtle rational ways is aversive racism (Goff and Dovidio, 2010).  
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According to Gaertner and Dovido (1986), “In contrast to the traditional emphasis on the 

psychopathological aspects of prejudice, the aversive-racism framework suggests that 

biases related to normal cognitive, motivational, and sociocultural processes may 

predispose a person to develop negative racial feelings” (as cited in Dovidio and 

Gaertner, 2000, p. 315).  The aversive racist will “sympathize with victims of past 

injustice, support the principle of racial equality, and regard themselves as non 

prejudiced, but at the same time they possess negative feelings and beliefs about blacks 

or other groups” (Aversive Racism-Subtle Bias, Combating, 2013, p. 1).  Dovidio and 

Gaertner (2000) state, “Aversive racism is presumed to characterize the racial attitudes of 

a substantial portion of well-educated and liberal whites in the United States” (as cited in 

Gaertner and Davidio, 1986, p. 315). Older, overt expressions of prejudice were 

committed in a direct, knowing, and consistent fashion; where as aversive racism is 

presented in a more inconsistent manner.  Because the aversive racist supports egalitarian 

values and aspires to be nonprejudiced, they do not express their negative feelings in 

settings where strong social norms would make their prejudice attitudes obvious to others 

and themselves (Aversive Racism-Subtle Bias, Combating, 2013).  In situations where 

socially accepted and appropriate responses are clearly defined, the aversive racists will 

not discriminate.  To avoid being seen as racist, they will avoid behaviors associated with 

being prejudice and treat blacks as equals or in an overtly favorable manner.  As Dovidio 

and Gaertner (2000) conclude, “The aversive-racism framework further suggests that 

contemporary racial bias is expressed in indirect ways that do not threaten the aversive 

racist’s nonprejudiced self-image” (p. 315). 

Individuals differ in their personal beliefs, attitudes and their “motivations to 
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control the potential effects of automatically activated cultural stereotypes”, thus 

“unconscious associations, which are culturally shared and automatically activated, may 

be dissociated from expressions of personal beliefs” Dovidio et al., (1997, p. 512).  

Though a moderately low-prejudiced individual may be more capable of controlling the  

“almost unavoidable cognitive, motivational, and sociocultural process” by which 

unconscious negative feelings are harbored; a high-prejudiced individual will not  

“control, suppress, and counteract their initial, automatic, biased reactions” (Dovidio et 

al., 1997, p. 512).   

These implicit biases will eventually be expressed in subtle, indirect and 

rationalizable ways (Dovidio and Gaertner , 2000).  Aversive racist will discriminate in 

“situations in which normative structure is weak, when the guidelines for appropriate 

behavior are vague, or when the basis for social judgment is ambiguous” (Aversive 

Racism-Subtle Bias, Combating, 2013, p. 1).  Goff and Dovidio (2010) state, 

“discrimination will also occur when an aversive racist can justify or rationalize a 

negative response on the basis of some factor other than race” (p. 94).  Dovidio and 

Gaertner (2000) sums up the uncharacteristic display of racism by normally 

nonprejudiced officers by offering a rationalization of their non-cognitive actions: “ 

aversive racists thus experience ambivalence between their egalitarian beliefs and their 

negative feelings towards Blacks” (p. 315). 

Despite positive unbiased motivations, “the negative implicit component of 

aversive racists’ attitudes predicts subtle expression of bias against blacks that occur in 

deliberative but justifiable ways or are manifested spontaneously” (Goff and Dovidio, 

2010, p. 94).  Goff and Dovidio (2010) describe how situations in which social norms do 
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not control the expression of aversive racists, their discrimination can proceed without 

notice: “ Under these circumstances, aversive racist may engage in behaviors that 

ultimately harm blacks but in ways that allow whites to maintain their self-image as 

nonprejudiced and that insulates them from recognizing that their behavior is not 

colorblind” (p. 94). 

“Aversive racists recognize prejudice is bad, but do not recognize that they 

are prejudice….Like a virus that has mutated, racism has also evolved into 

different forms that are more difficult not only to recognize by also to 

combat” (Dovido and Gaertner, 1998) (as cited in Dovidio and Gaertner, 

2000, p. 315).  

This dissociation between explicit and implicit racial attitudes and the “development of 

contemporary forms of prejudice, such as aversive racism, may account-at least in part-

for the persistence of racial disparities in society despite significant decreases in 

expressed racial prejudice and stereotypes” (Dovidio and Gaertner, 2000, p. 318). 

Studies of Potential Biases Present in Law Enforcement Officers’ Decisions 

Law enforcement officers’ demonstration of possible implicit racial biases 

presented in their decisions to shoot suspects has been a growing interest in recent years.  

The increasing concern that police officers harbor stereotypical attitudes that influence 

automatic actions in response to black suspects has been the focus of various studies to 

date.  A closer look at how expectancies about social categories such as race and the 

stereotypic association between African Americans and criminality, and its effect on the 

actions of officers in ambiguous situations has been conducted utilizing computer and 

videogame simulations.  The ultimate underlying goal of these studies has been to 
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determine what factors impact officers’ split-second decisions to shoot and how explicit 

and implicit biases play a role in these judgments.  In their 2002 study, Correll, et al., 

expanded on previous research, demonstrating the impact of ethnicity on interpretation 

and its capacity to occur without a participant’s awareness.  By further investigating the 

“effect of a target’s ethnicity on participant’s decision to ‘shoot’ that target,” Correll et 

al., (2002) revealed that “the association between the social category, African American, 

and the concept of violence seems to lead participants to interpret an ambiguous target as 

more dangerous” (p. 1315).  By recreating situations via a simulated videogame in which 

an officer is faced with a dangerous situation and must decide whether or not to shoot; 

this study has highlighted the stages in which shooter bias might be exhibited (Correll et 

al., 2002).  Correll et al., (2007) describe how “a participant must (a) perceive the object, 

(b) interpret the object as a gun with some degree of certainty, and (c) decide to press the 

“shoot” button once a criterion of certainty has been reached” (p. 1326).  During the 

interpretation phase, ambiguous situations present the opportunity for individual biases 

and stereotypical attitudes regarding ethnicity to be implicitly displayed.  At this point in 

a confrontation, interpretation of an unknown object may be influenced by explicit or 

implicit attitudes.  The decision to shoot in these situations is therefore contingent upon 

the shooters already established racial attitudes.   

Using a similar videogame based study, Correll et al., (2007) later expanded on 

their previous work, including both stereotypic and conterstereotypic conditions to 

determine the extent to which biases are driven by stereotypes about danger.  This second 

study attempted to look more closely at the interpretation and decision phases in which a 

participant must decide to shoot.  Correll et al., (2007) proposed that as participants, 
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“Attempted to identify and react appropriately to the object in the target’s hand (a task-

relevant process), they quickly and inadvertently process information about his race (a 

task-irrelevant process)” (p. 1115).  As noted in their previous study, any previously held 

stereotypical attitudes were found to shape responses to weapons or ambiguous objects 

held by a target.  Correll et al., (2007) determined, as consistent with their past work, that 

“To the extent that a racial category is strongly associated with danger, this irrelevant 

information may bias the ultimate response” (p. 1115).  As with their previous study, 

results indicated, regardless of the irrelevance of race to the task, participants were faster 

and more likely to shoot black, as well as more likely to indicated not to shoot white 

targets (Correll et al., 2007).   

Another similar study by Peruche and Plant (2006) examined law enforcement 

officers’ racial bias in decisions to shoot suspects on computer simulations.  Utilizing 

computer simulations in which LEO participants decided whether to shoot pictures 

depicting black and white men with ether a gun or a neutral object, and a questionnaire 

assessing self-reported racial attitudes they concluded people are more likely to 

mistakenly shoot black individuals.  Peruche and Plant (2006) also examined law 

enforcement officers’ explicit attitudes, the social stereotype of black criminality, and 

their more implicit responses.  By correlating self-reported attitudes to responses from a 

shooting simulation Peruche and Plant (2006) found that, “ the officers with negative 

attitudes toward black criminal suspects tended toward shooting the black suspects and 

tended to avoid shooting the white suspects compared to the officers with more positive 

attitudes toward black criminal suspects” (p. 198). 

Despite study design and variability, these recent research examining 
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whether race influences people’s decision to shoot all indicate a common trend:  

racial bias and stereotypic expectations do influence responses to suspects.  Social 

categories such as race can influence the interpretation of, and reaction to, 

ambiguous stimuli, such as when an officer is faced with deciding whether or not 

to shoot a suspect who may or may not be the actual offender.  Considering the 

potentially disastrous implications of these racial biases and the influence of 

social stereotypical expectations, attention must be given to the situations in 

which they occur.  Though the population of off-duty, African Americans killed 

during mistaken-identity shootings is relatively small, the impact is not.  It can be 

deduced from the research and past fatal blue-on-blue misfortunes that bias does 

indeed play role, if not an inconspicuous one, in mistaken-identity shootings.   

As Correll et al., (2007) concludes: 

Situated at the intersection of sociocultural phenomena (i.e., racial 

stereotypes, officer-involved shootings) and basic cognitive processes 

(i.e., the use of stored associations in resolving ambiguous situations), 

research on the decision to shoot represents an opportunity for the 

scientific exploration of an important real-world phenomenon (p. 1115). 
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Chapter III 

Methods 

Procedures 

To investigate factors that may support the present hypotheses, a descriptive 

analysis was preformed on data investigated by the U.S. Department of Justice, Office of 

Justice Programs: Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS).  Statistical tests related to sampling 

are inapplicable to this collection of data, as this is the entirety of known data during the 

relevant time period, not a sample from which inferences about a larger universe will be 

made.  Therefore, neither dependent variables, nor independent variables were used.  

Descriptive statistics were calculated on BJS datasets in IBM Statistical Package for 

Social Sciences (SPSS) Statistical Software 21.  An exemption for the protocol employed 

in this study was requested from The Texas Tech University Protection of Human 

Subjects Committee and approved on March 15, 2013 (Approval form can be found in 

Appendix A).  Data utilized in the present study was initially analyzed by the U.S. 

Department Bureau of Justice Statistics for the 2001 report: Policing and Homicide, 

1976-98: Justifiable Homicide by Police, Police Officers Murdered by Felons.  The 

descriptive analysis will focus on analyzing information gathered for this report.  It is the 

intent of these analyses to emphasize the growing disparity between white and black 

members of the U.S. population in regards to American law enforcement.  The 

comparison of data is meant to determine if rates of arrests and homicide by police 

between races are disproportionate enough to infer racial biases may be present.  
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Data Source 

The Bureau of Justice Statistics report depicts annual trends from 1976 to 1998 in 

two types of homicide: justifiable homicides of felons by police, and murders of police 

officers by felons.  The first portion of the 2001 BJS report analyzes data concerning the 

circumstance of justifiable homicide of felons by police, as well as crime rates per race 

and age.  “When a police officer deliberately kills someone, a determination is made as to 

whether the homicide occurred in the line of duty and whether the homicide was justified 

to prevent imminent death or serious bodily injury to the officer or another person (U.S. 

Department of Justice [USDOJ], 2000, p. 1).  In most cases for the offending officer, 

blue-on-blue, mistaken-identity shootings are considered to be a justified homicide, but 

reported under “accidental deaths”.  National data analyzed by the Bureau of Justice 

Statistics report was gathered from the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s (FBI) 

Supplemental Homicide Reports (SHR) database, a subset of the Uniform Crime Report.  

The Uniform Crime Reporting (UCR) Program was established in 1929 by the 

International Association of Chiefs of Police to meet a need for reliable, uniform crime 

statistics across the nation.  In 1930, the FBI was tasked with collecting, publishing, and 

archiving those statistics.  Today, several annual statistical publications, such as the 

widely inclusive Crime in the United States, are constructed from data provided by nearly 

17,000 law enforcement agencies across the United States.  The FBI created the SHR 

database early in the 1960's in order to collect a national composite of incident-based 

records of individual homicides reported by local police agencies.  Records include: race, 

gender and age of victims and offenders, basic demographic attributes of victims and 

offenders, relationship between offender and victims, weapon type, and circumstances 
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contributing to the homicide.  Individual records are identified geographically and 

temporally by the month and year of the homicide.  Police departments across the Nation 

send records of each homicide in their jurisdiction to the FBI in Washington.  Each 

record of justifiable homicide received by the FBI is entered into the SHR database.  

After 1975, the FBI expanded the scope of the SHR database to include information such 

as age, race, and gender of the police officers that have committed justifiable homicide.  

The cooperation of the Nation's police departments in consistently reporting crime has 

grown over the years.  The FBI now disseminates statistics on justifiable homicides by 

police.  The number of justifiable homicides by police by year is available in two places: 

the SHR database and the FBI annual publication Crime in the United States.  The 

number of full-time sworn officers in the Nation was sourced in the FBI's annual 

publication Crime in the United States.   

 Codebooks and datasets used in the present study were gathered through the 

National Archive of Criminal Justice Data (NACJD), found on the Bureau of Justice 

Statistics website for the report: Policing and Homicide, 1976-98: Justifiable Homicide 

by Police, Police Officers Murdered by Felons.  Materials statistically analyzed were 

retrieved from the Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social Research (ICPSR).  

Data was cleaned prior to statistical analysis.  For the purpose of this study data sets: 

Uniform Crime Reporting Program Data [United States]: Police Employee (LEOKA) 

Data, 1998 (ICPSR 2907), and Uniform Crime Reports [United States]: Supplementary 

Homicide Reports, 1976-1998 (ICPSR 3000), were collected from ICPSR and 

downloaded into IBM Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) Statistical Software 

21.  
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Chapter VI 

Analysis and Results 

Though it is impossible to determine a direct relationship between 

disproportionate amounts of African American felons shot and killed by police and rates 

of violent crime committed by blacks and racial prejudice, an implication that police 

officers could be racially biased may be inferred.  Data gathered from the BJS report on 

Policing and Homicide was utilized to conduct a descriptive analysis of the race of felons 

arrested for violent crimes between the years of 1980 and 1998 (see Figure 2.1).  

According to the statistics gathered by the BJS, the proportion of black males arrested for 

violent crimes between 1980 and 1998 has remained at an increasingly higher rate than 

that of white male Americans (USDOJ, 2001).   

 

 

Figure 2.2 Race of Felons Arrested for Violent Crimes per 100,000 U.S. Populations Over 25 
years of age.  As Adapted from “Policing and Homicide, 1976-98: Justifiable Homicide by 
Police, Police Officers Murdered by Felons,” by U.S. Department of Justice, Office of Justice 
Programs, Bureau of Justice Statistics. (2001). 
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In 1998 black males over the age of 13 composed approximately 12% of the 

population.  Disproportionately compared to White males, of this 12%, black males 

accounted for 40% of persons arrested for violent crime and 35% of felons killed by 

police (USDOJ, 2001).  These statistics exemplify both the comparatively high rate of 

arrests by police and felons killed by police, and the racial similarity between justifiable 

homicide involving African Americans (see Figure 2.2).  The highest rates of justifiable 

homicide are of black males.  As reported in the BJS for the year of 1998, of the Nation's 

3.4 million black males under the age of 25, police justifiably killed 48.  During this year, 

young black males made up only 1% of the total U.S. population but composed 14% of 

felons justifiably killed by police (USDOJ, 2001).  By comparison, of the Nation's 18.3 

million young white males, 53 were justifiably killed. Young white males were 8% of the 

population and 15% of those killed in 1998.   

According to the BJS study for the year 1998, of the 183 million whites, police 

killed 225; of the 27 million blacks, police killed 127.  While the rate at which blacks 

were killed in 1998 was about 4 times that of whites, the difference was at one point 

much more significant.  The black rate in 1978 was 8 times the white rate (USDOJ, 

2001).  Although it appears the frequency of black suspects being killed by police 

officers may be declining, the statistics imply that black suspects will consistently, more 

likely die at the hands of a police officer (see Figure 2.3).  Throughout the years of 1980 

to 1998 black males were steadily killed by police in justifiable homicides at a rate 

roughly 4 times that of white males (USDOJ, 2001) (see Figure 2.4).   
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Figure 2.3 Rates of Violent Crime per 10,000 and Justifiable Homicide by Police 
per 10,000,000 U.S. Populations over the age of 13.  Taken from “Policing and Homicide, 1976-
98: Justifiable Homicide by Police, Police Officers Murdered by Felons,” by U.S. Department of 
Justice, Office of Justice Programs, Bureau of Justice Statistics. (2001). 

 

It is of interest to this current study to note that interracial homicide by police: the 

killing of a black felon by a white officer or the killing of a white felon by a black officer, 

makes up about a third of justifiable homicides that occur in the U.S. population to date.  

Alongside the data reported on violent arrests and felons killed by police, the BJS report 

found that officers in 84% of justifiable homicides were white and the officer in 15% was 

black.  Approximately 87% of all police officers in the United States are white while 11% 

are black and 2% are of other races.  71% of black felons killed between 1976 and 1998 

were by white officers (USDOJ, 2001).  During the period studied the BJS report 

determined white officers to have killed a white felon at 53% and a black felon at 29.6%, 

and black officers to have killed a black felon at 11.8% and a white felon at 2.8%.    
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Figure 2.4 Race of Felons Killed in Justifiable Homicides, 1976-1998 Rate per 1 million U.S. 
Population 13 years or older.  Taken from “Policing and Homicide, 1976-98: Justifiable 
Homicide by Police, Police Officers Murdered by Felons,” by U.S. Department of Justice, Office 
of Justice Programs, Bureau of Justice Statistics. (2001). 
 

 

Figure 2.5 Rate of Felons Killed Rate per 1 million U.S. Population Over 25 years of age.  As 
Adapted from “Policing and Homicide, 1976-98: Justifiable Homicide by Police, Police Officers 
Murdered by Felons,” by U.S. Department of Justice, Office of Justice Programs, Bureau of 
Justice Statistics. (2001). 
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The goal of this study was to examine arrest trends between white and black 

suspects as they compared to the rate of white and black felons killed in justifiable 

homicides by law enforcement officers (see Figure 2.2).  The presentation of data 

depicting the distinction between rates of arrest, and rates of felons killed by racial 

category will be further analyzed in relation to the current hypothesis in the following 

section.    
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Chapter V 

Discussion 

Interpretation 

 Suspects of violent crime in the United States are disproportionately people of 

color, as are those arrested for crime (NYC, 2010).  The data presented in this study 

compared annual rates for arrests of violent crime, and annual rates of felons killed in 

justifiable homicides by law enforcement officers.  The data depicts an obvious disparity 

between rates of blacks arrested and whites arrested from 1980-1998.  As seen in Figure 

2.1, African Americans have been arrested for violent crimes at a much higher rate than 

white Americans consistently since early 1980.  From 1980 through 1998 blacks have 

been arrested approximately four times more often than whites each year.  Although there 

is no direct relationship between racial attitudes and trend rates of arrest that can be 

drawn from these statistics, they do shed light on the differences in crime rates between 

black and white Americans.  This disparity between black and white crime rates may 

provide evidence towards the argument that race could in fact impact the decisions of 

police officers when faced with suspects.   

With respect to the analysis of rates of arrests, these data largely coincide with the 

rates of felons killed in justifiable homicide by police during the same years.  Figure 2.2 

depicts the despairingly higher rates at which blacks are arrested and killed by police in 

comparison to whites.  The controversial question arises: do African Americans truly 

commit more crime than white Americans, or do the prejudices and stereotypes long 

instilled within our society play a factor in law enforcement officer’s perception of 

crimes?  An analysis of the early years between 1980 and 1984 identifies rates of black 
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felons killed to be significantly higher than later years.  From a racially inflicted 

perspective, this may be attributed to the racial attitudes of law enforcement during the 

early 1980s with the rise of Reagan conservatism and a backlash against court reversals 

on issues such as affirmative action.  As discussed in the literature, social attitudes of the 

general American public were predominantly overtly prejudice and the inequitable 

economic conditions during this period may have pressured some blacks into illegal 

alternatives (Roberts, 2008).  Although rates of black felons killed in justifiable homicide 

did decline after 1984, they remained significantly higher by approximately four times 

the rates of which police killed whites.   

The historical significance of racial attitudes predominant in early American 

society is a substantial predicator to the biases of today.  As the data demonstrates, blacks 

have been consistently involved in crime at a much higher rate that whites since the early 

1980s. “This disproportionate involvement of Blacks only reinforces the stereotype that 

they are naturally prone to crime” (Roberts, 2008, p. 263).  It is of paramount importance 

to understand why black suspects are disproportionately likely to be shot versus white 

suspects and arrested at a far greater rate than white offenders.  The disparate rates of 

blacks versus whites involved in fatal and non-fatal crimes indirectly suggest that among 

other socioeconomic factors, there is a possibility police officers may be affected by 

culturally shared racial stereotypes.  The criminal justice system has long incarcerated 

African Americans at a greater percentage than white Americans creating the social 

stereotypic expectation of black criminality.  As seen from the higher rates of black 

incarceration and felons killed, this phenomenon has not changed with time as “the 

system reinforces the myth of black’s propensity for criminality which has been invoked 
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throughout U.S. history” (Roberts, 2008, p. 266).  As a consequence, police officers may 

harbor racial stereotypes and implicit forms of bias, pre-disposing them to be more likely 

to shoot a black suspect than a white suspect.  The results were consistent with 

predictions that rates of black incarceration and justifiable homicide would be 

consistently higher than those of whites.  These implicit forms of bias may lead law 

enforcement officers to draw on stereotypic expectations when faced with an ambiguous 

situation such as Blue-on-Blue shootings.  

Summary 

Crime scenes often yield forensic evidence that leads to the apprehension of 

criminals.  Physical evidence can be of any size, produced as part of a crime and 

recovered at a crime scene or other locations.  Physical evidence is of immense value due 

to its reliability and admissibility, and when properly handled can offer the best prospect 

for providing objective and reliable information about an investigation.  Crime scene 

contamination and loss of evidence has long been an issue in the forensic community 

(USDOJ, 2009).  Whether it is due to poor training of forensic technicians and law 

enforcement officers, contamination by curious officers, detectives and supervisors, or 

unmanaged traffic through the crime scene, the unintentional contamination of a scene 

hinders any investigation.  There are many ways in which this problem may be mitigated 

such as clearly written directives and proper training of all involved with a scene, though 

these efforts do not always make a difference in the preservation of evidence.  Blue-on-

Blue Shootings are one such instance.  In these tragic situations, the mistaken off-duty or 

plain-clothes officer is the most valuable piece of evidence, along with any other physical 
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evidence on his being.  The confusion that ensues after an on-duty officer mistakenly 

shoots an off-duty officer may lead to the destruction of evidence.  

“Since 1981, a reported twenty-six LEOs from across the nation have been 

mistaken as offenders and shot and killed by fellow officers who have mistaken them for 

dangerous criminals” (NYC, 2010, p. ii).  Poor training, a lack of communication 

between officers and other law enforcement agencies, and unclear protocols all contribute 

to the escalation and fatality of these circumstances.  

Shootings of this nature, while small in number, are a growing concern of the law 

enforcement community.  The possibility that conscious or unconscious racial bias may 

have played a role in the determination to shoot is of even more concern.  Of the 26   

Blue-on-Blue fatal shootings since 1981, twelve of these officers killed have been people 

of color (NYC, 2010).  Recent studies by Correll et al., (2002, 2007) and (Peruche and 

Plant, 2006) examining the influence of race on law enforcement officer’s responses to 

criminal suspects revealed that people are more likely to mistaken a black suspect to be in 

possession of a weapon, and to mistakenly shoot a black person compared to a white 

person.  This study examined the inherent or unconscious racial bias presented by         

on-duty officers to mistaken-identity off-duty officers of color.   

Given the potentially disastrous implications of these biases, attention needs to be 

focused not simply on racial biased policing; further examination of racial prejudice 

among police officers is necessary.  The purpose of this study was to investigate the 

relationship between racially biased policing, and the impact of racial attitudes during 

Blue-on-Blue shootings in order to subsequently prevent the loss of forensic evidence.  A 

better knowledge of how these biases play a role in the law enforcement community can 
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not only benefit the community itself, aiding in the prevention of such fatal mistaken-

identity instances, but also assist the forensic community in an attempt to prevent the loss 

of future physical evidence.   

Limitations 

 Several limitations confound the data utilized in this study.  Ideally, the complete 

and thorough collection of data ensures accurate results, although there are several factors 

that can impede this process.  In regards to the data retrieved from the FBIs Supplemental 

Homicide Reports database; many shortcomings surround the reporting of data.  One 

such inconsistency is reports for justifiable homicides by police for an entire State are 

sometimes missing from the SHR database.  All statistics in the BJS report on justifiable 

homicides by police are “known to be missing homicides by police in Florida from 1988 

to 1991, 1997, and 1998; in Kentucky in 1988; in Kansas from 1993 to 1998; in Illinois 

in 1995; Wisconsin in 1998; and in the District of Columbia in 1996 and 1998” (USDOJ, 

2001, p. 31).  This stands to reason other justifiable homicides by police are probably 

missing as well.  The number of unreported justifiable homicides by police is unknown.  

The opposite problem also exists: too many rather than too few records of justifiable 

homicide by police in the database.  The number of nonjustifiable homicides by police 

incorrectly labeled, as "justifiable homicide" in the SHR database is unknown.  The 

police department sends a record to the FBI showing the incident to be a justifiable 

homicide, but some time later a judge or jury decides that the killing was unlawful and 

finds the officer guilty of murder.  There is also incorrect information in the SHR 

database regarding officer characteristics.  Of the 8,578 records in the SHR database on 

justifiable homicides by police from 1976 to 1998, about 5,800 records include both the 
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felon’s and the officer's age, race, and gender.  Of these 5,800 records, the felons and 

officer's age, race, and gender are identical (USDOJ, 2001).  One explanation for 

identical felon and officer characteristics may be confusion about how to fill out the FBI 

report form.  There are missing characteristics of felons and officers in the SHR database.  

There also lies an insufficiency in the reporting of officers’ gender, race, and age.  

 Other limitations apply regarding the New York State Task Force statistics and 

data used in this study.  There are significant restrictions on the availability of national 

data regarding duty related deaths of police officers.  Fatal police-on-police shootings are 

incorporated in a larger “accidental shooting” category of the FBI database.  Because 

these incidents are not specifically categorized, they had to be identified individually 

from within the larger grouping by the task force committee.  Information gathered for 

the purpose of their study may be subject to error by the individuals who identified the 

cases from within the database.   

Conclusion 

Due to the substantial ramifications Blue-on-Blue shootings may inflict on the 

collection of forensic evidence, further research into the influences that surround the 

entirety of the circumstance need to be examined.  Because of the significant portion of 

black off-duty officers fatally affected by these mistaken-identity occurrences, this study 

extrapolated on the role racial biases may play in the decisions of officers to shoot 

suspects of color.  Evidence from this study and others suggest that the stereotype of 

black criminality could implicitly have an effect in this decision process.  Further training 

of law enforcement officers regarding physical evidence collection is needed, as well as 

educational programs highlighting implicit biases in the policing community.  Courses 
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and training groups, as well as group activities utilizing the intergroup contact theory of 

racial relations would benefit officers, as it would assist in building stronger, non-biased 

relationships.  The use of simulated programs would help to reduce shooter biases in a 

substantial real-life fashion and allow officers the opportunity to repeatedly reintegrate 

their initial implicit decisions, to responses free of racial bias.  Although there is no direct 

statistical evidence supporting the hypothesis that racial attitudes may impact some law 

enforcement officer’s decision to shoot, further research surrounding the instance of 

Blue-on-Blue shootings is necessary to help reduce these occurrences.    
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