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Abstract 

The researcher of this phenomenological qualitative multiple case study aimed to examine how 

community trust between the police and the community they serve is strengthened based on the 

perspectives of college-aged African American males. The following research questions that 

guided this study included what do college-aged African American males see as the most 

significant opportunities to strengthen the relationship between the police and the community 

they serve? What do college-aged African American males believe are the most essential steps 

law enforcement can take to increase community trust and confidence in the police? How can 

law enforcement foster more community engagement and public support in community outreach 

programs to improve community safety from the perspective of college-aged African American 

males? 

The problem addressed in this qualitative study is mistrust between college-aged Black males 

and law enforcement.  The purpose of this phenomenological study is to understand the reasons 

for the mistrust of the police by college aged African American males. The theoretical 

framework used in this study was the social relationship theory. Social relationship theory helps 

explain why a group of individuals may express specific behaviors and attitudes toward other 

groups in society. The setting for this study took place at a mid-sized historically Black 

college/university (HBCU) in southeastern Virginia. The study was conducted using 12 

participants who experienced the phenomenon. Data were collected through interviews. The 

findings of this study were that participants felt that the police should be more present, not 

stereotype, be more approachable, and have more community involvement. Future research 

should focus on implementation of ideas shared by the participants. 

Keywords: College-aged males, trust, social relationship theory, case study 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

Overview 

This qualitative study examined how community trust between the police and the 

community they serve can be strengthened based on the perspectives of college-aged African 

American males. African American men's negative personal experiences with the police have 

impacted their trust in the police (Payne et al., 2017). In 2007, Sean Bell was murdered by a 

police officer in New York City while leaving a bachelor party. Bell was a defenseless African 

American male, but the police fired gunshots into his motor vehicle.  

On July 17, 2014, Eric Garner said, “I can’t breathe!” under the overwhelming weight of 

a police officer, until he passed away on a pavement in the street. Many Americans witnessed 

this. Such an event can potentially traumatize not only other African American males but the 

nation. Among African American males, the percentage of individuals who express distrust 

toward police officers tends to be higher than in any other group (Moore, 2019). Eric Garner's 

death was another one of many instances of Black men killed by police officers.  

The community must have trust in their police officers. Communities depend on the 

police to protect them from crime and injustice. In turn, the police rely on the community to 

support and guarantee safety. Police officers occupy every city, county, and state with the same 

purpose in mind: to protect, serve, and make sure they uphold the law correctly and appropriately 

for all individuals (Moore et al., 1988).  

Police officers have mistreated African American college-aged males during traffic stops 

and other encounters. They have been viewed as criminals and have been treated as such by 

police officers (Moore, 2019). There is no surprise that law enforcement needs to improve trust 

with the African American community; however, there is a strong need for a new approach 
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(Horn, 2021). In many cases, African American males are judged by police officers as delinquent 

solely based on their race and gender (Hutson et al., 2022). Finding a resolution to this deficit 

could close the gap to unhealthy perspectives and relationships between the police and the 

college-aged African American males in the communities.  

Occurrences of police brutality, discrimination, and deadly police shootings have become 

the central point of most news media outlets since the death of George Floyd in Minneapolis in 

May 2020 (Eichstaedt et al., 2021). The emotional and mental health impact of the murder of 

George Floyd on the United States' population is still being felt in all communities. It is 

devastating to the African American community. However, the Black Lives Matter movement, 

which began in 2013 following Trayvon Martin's death, an African American shot by George 

Zimmerman, a White American acting as an arm of law enforcement in Sanford, Florida, has 

brought these impacts to the forefront. George Zimmerman was acquitted of all charges 

(Eichstaedt et al., 2021). These cases only highlight countless incidents wherein police-civilian 

encounters with African Americans have contributed to the eroding of trust in members of the 

police force (Eichstaedt et al., 2021). Although proposals have been set in place to address 

discrimination toward individuals of color by members of the judicial system, as evidenced by 

the violence against African Americans, they have not been entirely successful (Bigelow, 2009; 

Ritchie & Mogul, 2007). 

The focus of this particular study was to examine how community trust between the 

police and the community they serve is strengthened based on the perspectives of college-aged 

African American males. The social relationship theory is helpful in developing policies to foster 

better relationships between college-aged African American males and law enforcement officers 

by implementing improved community outreach programs. Social relationships are the 
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foundation of the social network in daily life programs (Wang et al., 2018). Educating law 

enforcement officials can result in positive social change. This study can encourage those 

officials to improve community policing and create cultural competency awareness programs 

(Burks, 2021). The study could start bridging the communication gap between law enforcement 

college-aged African American males. Another social change implication could be the 

community. The challenges begin when the police training to deal with the changes in the culture 

of the communities is not keeping up with the influx of the diversity of citizens (Richardson, 

2019). 

Background  

The maltreatment of college-aged African Americans in their neighborhood by police has 

been a concern for many years (Jones, 2022; Shannon et al., 2022). During the periods of Jim 

Crow, the African American community was treated unjustly (e.g., being abused and put in 

prison for crimes they did not carry out (Brown & Pehrson, 2019; Hinton, 2021). Some laws 

were enacted that were racially motivated and put in place to completely segregate African 

Americans and European Americans while not being concerned by the acts of violence that came 

with those laws.    

Hockin and Brunson (2018) state that African American men have continued to have 

more negative encounters with law enforcement than European American men. These unpleasant 

personal encounters with the police cannot just be categorized as one type because African 

American men have a range of adverse experiences (Albrecht, 2017; Smith Lee & Robinson, 

2019). Stop and frisk was a provocative law that negatively impacted the community's college-

aged African American males (Burks, 2021; Duster, 2017). It was recognized as an authentic 

example of racial inequality (Kramer & Remster, 2018) and an experience that many African 
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American men have encountered personally (Kwate & Threadcraft, 2017). Part of the Jim Crow 

law states that "police are given the ability to detain and frisk an individual for whom they had 

reasonable suspicion has been, is, or will be engaged in a criminal activity and may be armed and 

presently dangerous” (Kramer & Remster, 2018, p. 969).  

In the middle to late 1990s, police officers searched for African American men, and many 

were detained, investigated, and imprisoned. African American men are still being detained at a 

distressing rate, accounting for more than half of the men who were stopped and searched 

(Dickinson, 2008). Studies have shown that because of negative personal experiences with 

police, African American men’s trust in the police has been lost (Hinton, 2021; Novich & Hunt, 

2018).  

African American men lack confidence in the police and their willingness to support 

them in their time of need (Hockin & Brunson, 2018; MacLean, 2019). Not only are college-

aged African American men impacted by this, but so is their community. Numerous African 

American communities have a long history of not trusting the police. This mistrust is because of 

the injustices that were imposed on their residents. This mistreatment has caused prior 

generations to teach new generations to maintain similar feelings (Bent-Goodley & Smith, 2017; 

Lynch, 2018).  

African American men continue to struggle with this problematic issue. The problems 

related to distrust of law enforcement from African American men were alluded to by Novich 

and Hunt (2018). The existing literature supports examining how community trust between the 

police and the community they serve can be strengthened based on the perspectives of college-

aged African American males; however, there is still a knowledge gap (Burks, 2021; Moore, 

2019). Smith Lee and Robinson (2019) recognized that African American men experience 
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mistreatment at the hands of police, which plays a role in their distrust of police. According to 

Smith Lee, and Robinson (2019), more research needs to be conducted to bring awareness to this 

subject. 

Situation to Self 

As I thought about what I wanted my study to include, I had to look within to see if there 

were specific things that happened in my life to make me distrust the police as an African 

American male when I was in the age demographic of my study participants.  Growing up in a 

lower middle-class family, I can certainly remember times when the police would come to my 

neighborhood.   These officers seemed to care about what was happening in the community.  The 

officers knew my mother, my neighbors, my peers, who was causing problems in the 

neighborhood, and people who could be seen a “leader” to calm any strife that may occur. 

As a Black man working in the criminal justice field for over 20 years, I can reflect on 

the treatment that my peers and I received.  There were good officers who knew my name, and 

there were officers, who I felt were just there to receive a paycheck. 

The experiences that I had as a college aged black male, prior to becoming a police 

officer, made me question at times why police officers did not take the time, as they did prior to 

my teenage years, to get to know the community. Were they too busy to worry about my specific 

demographic? Was race involved in how they policed my community? Did the officers care 

about what was happening in the community?  

It is important to gain the lived experiences of humans so that policies can evolve 

regarding treatment of individuals in their environment.  A phenomenological study illustrates 

the shared significance for several individuals of their lived experiences or phenomenon. 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018).  I have lived with an eroding trust of the police during my college aged 
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years.  Seeing the police come into communities of color and tout their authority as supreme 

gave me a sense of fear and animosity toward the police.  

I am aware of my assumptions and beliefs but feel that this study is necessary to ensure 

that individuals in my career field know that their actions have consequences.  As I read about 

philosophical assumptions, this study, for me, is epistemological due to the fact that I personally 

have lived these experiences.  As a sworn law enforcement officer, the study becomes 

axiological because I know the value of police in the community and how they can be a 

harbinger of change if the job is done correctly, within the boundaries of the law, and with 

fairness to all.   

The interpretive framework, according to Creswell and Poth (2018), are paradigms the 

investigator brings to the practice of research and inspire the practice of the research. I, therefore, 

know that the epistemological and the axiological philosophical assumptions would yield, for 

me, an interpretive framework of Social Constructivism.  Social constructivists rely on 

knowledge to develop how individuals interact with one another, their culture, and society as a 

whole. The researcher relies on others to assist in creating their building blocks, and studying 

others helps them construct their own knowledge and reality (Creswell and Poth, 2018). 

Problem Statement 

The problem addressed in this qualitative study is mistrust between college-aged Black 

males and law enforcement. Many African American men believe they are on-purpose racial 

profiling targets (Burks, 2021; Johnson, 2018). African American men's adverse experiences 

with the police have impacted their trust in police. Many African American men have 

experienced psychological trauma, specifically posttraumatic stress disorder, due to their 

encounters with the police (Brooms, 2018; Burks, 2021). 
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The African American community’s distrust of law enforcement can be manifested by 

not filing criminal reports after being victimized (Brooms, 2018; Slocum, 2018), not feeling safe 

in the presence of police (Burks, 2021), and raising the next generation of African American men 

to believe that they are targets and educating them on ways to avoid police contact to stay alive 

(Burks, 2021; Moore et al., 2017). The loss of trust has even been as significant as not reporting 

gun violence that has resulted in murder (Bronsun & Wade, 2019). 

African American men have reported feeling that they are profiled as criminals because 

of their ethnicity, brutally beaten, imprisoned, and given harsher sentences than someone of 

another race (Adedoyin et al., 2019). African American men have also shared that they are pulled 

over and not provided with a reason for the stop (Epp et al., 2017; Ra'oof, 2019). Some African 

American men of college age may perceive that they endure harsh treatment because of the color 

of their skin, and this belief is assumed to hurt how much they trust law enforcement. Some 

African American men go through being hyper-surveilled, observed closely in their 

communities, or are threatened with being detained by police and presumed to be criminals, 

which negatively impacts their trust in law enforcement (Adedoyin et al., 2019).  

Currently, there is limited research on how community trust between the police and the 

community they serve can be strengthened based on the perspectives of college-aged African 

American males (Robinson, 2017; Smith Lee & Robinson, 2019). This loss of trust impacts the 

community in how some African American men raise their children, pass on negative opinions, 

and share negative encounters with them.  

Purpose Statement  

 The purpose of this phenomenological study is to understand the reasons for the mistrust 

of the police by college aged African American males. At this stage in the research, trust will be 
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defined as psychological state in which a person recognizes potential harm from another and 

accepts the possibility (Kearns et al., 2020). The theory guiding this study is the social 

relationship theory. The theory proposes that social behavior results from an exchange process 

(Bent-Goodley & Smith, 2017; Cherry & Asebedo, 2022; Demirkol & Nalla, 2017). This 

exchange aims to maximize benefits and minimize costs (Cherry & Asebedo, 2022). According 

to this theory, individuals consider social relationships' potential benefits and risks. Individuals 

will terminate or abandon the relationship when the risks outweigh the rewards. This theory will 

help to focus the phenomenon to the study participants to see how trust can be regained in the 

police.   

The findings from this study may assist with educating police on how their negative 

interactions with college-aged African American males in the community play a significant role. 

The findings could help develop and improve cultural competency and awareness training, 

helping to establish better community policing programs (Bent-Goodley & Smith, 2017; 

Winston, 2018).  

Smith Lee and Robinson (2019) argued that it is essential to understand what personal 

experiences African American men have endured (e.g., physical violence, unjustified stops, or 

witnessed violence), which would provide insight as to why some African American men have a 

negative perception of police and how that has caused a decrease in trust. The researcher used a 

qualitative case study method to inform this inquiry. Interactions and experiences with police in 

communities of color were used with interviews to understand how diverse communities view 

their interactions with police. 
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Significance of the Study 

This research is unique because it examined how community trust between the police and 

the community serves to be strengthened based on the perspectives of college-aged African 

American males. The number of these communities has increased in recent years; therefore, 

understanding perceptions, interactions, and experiences involving college-aged African 

American men and police officers is beneficial because the police need the help of all citizens to 

prevent and solve crimes effectively. Study results may provide much-needed insights to 

decrease hostile race relations between college-aged African Americans and police.  

Insights from this study may aid police departments and communities in decreasing 

barriers that affect race relations between officers and African American citizens. Implications 

for positive social change are directed toward police officers and policymakers at the state and 

local levels of government. Study results may also benefit police officers by informing police 

training. 

Research Questions 

The purpose of the qualitative study was to examine how community trust between the 

police and the community they serve can be strengthened based on the perspectives of college-

aged African American males. The following three research questions guided this study:  

Research Question 1 (RQ1): What do college-aged African American males see as the 

most significant opportunities to strengthen the relationship between the police and the 

community they serve?  

Research Question 2 (RQ2): What do college-aged African American males believe are 

the most essential steps law enforcement can take to increase community trust and confidence in 

the police?  
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Research Question 3 (RQ3): How can law enforcement foster more community 

engagement and public support in community outreach programs to improve community safety 

from the perspective of college-aged African American males? 

Definitions 

When conducting research, it is ideal for identifying key terms to give the readers the 

utmost understanding of the material. The following key terms are used in this study: 

1. African American men: A specific gender within a diverse group of Black 

individuals who have ancestors who originate from the continent of Africa. 

2. College-aged: Describing a person of the age at which students typically attend higher 

education, typically 18–24. 

3. Negative experiences: An unwanted personal encounter of discriminatory, 

disrespectful, or abusive police behavior toward a person (Novich & Hunt, 2018). 

4. Police: Agents of social control in communities that cannot adequately control 

themselves (Logan & Oakley, 2017). 

5. Stop and frisk: A law that states “police are given the ability to detain and frisk an 

individual for whom they had reasonable suspicion has been, is, or will be engaged in 

a criminal activity or maybe armed and presently dangerous” (Kramer & Remster, 

2018, p. 969).  

6. Trust: A psychological state in which a person recognizes potential harm from 

another and accepts the possibility (Kearns et al., 2020). 

Summary 

There is a need for more research on how community trust between the police and the 

community they serve can be strengthened based on college-aged African American males' 
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perspectives. Historically, to see change, research must be conducted, data must be shared, and 

individuals must be educated (Akinlabi, 2020; Burks, 2021; Slocum, 2018). This study serves as 

an addition to an existing body of knowledge.  

The researcher's criterion sampling to was used to recruit the 12 participants. Criterion 

sampling is an approach to selecting participants in a phenomenological study that allows the 

researcher to hand-pick their participants based on a survey determining their qualifications to 

participate (Creswell & Poth, 2016). Criterion sampling ensured that the Black men who would 

participate in the study met some criteria as this sampling method is helpful for quality assurance 

and maintaining the integrity of the research (Creswell & Creswell, 2017; Creswell & Poth, 

2016). This study's setting is a mid-sized historically Black college/university (HBCU) located in 

southeastern Virginia. The university enrolls students from all parts of the country and several 

foreign nations with differing backgrounds. College-aged African American males who 

experienced mistreatment by police were recruited for this study. Dedoose® was used to 

categorize and analyze data. Themes and patterns were documented through the data analysis, 

and conclusions were drawn based on the perceptions of college-aged African American males. 

This chapter includes the background of the study, the problem statement, the purpose statement, 

the significance of the study, three research questions, and definitions of key terms. In Chapter 2, 

there is a review of the relevant literature germane to this topic and the theoretical framework 

that will guide this study.  
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Overview 

The main reason for gathering published information regarding the study topic was to 

identify a gap in the literature about the subject being studied. A literature review helps confirm 

any philosophies, beliefs, or particulars the scholar may bring to light while conducting their 

studies (Armstead, 2019). This study's researcher sought to examine how community trust 

between the police and the community they serve can be strengthened based on the perspectives 

of college-aged African American males.  

The purpose of this study was to understand college-aged African American men's 

perceptions, in the community, towards interactions with the police. Social relationship theory 

helps explain why a group of individuals may express specific behaviors and attitudes toward 

other groups in society (Moore, 2019). By exploring the social relationship theory, the findings 

from this study may assist in educating police on how their negative interactions with college-

aged African American males in the community play a significant role.  

Citizens with a negative perception of police based on racial disparities may be less 

willing to work with them (Horn, 2021; Palmer, 2021). Police officers and citizens working 

together are vital to policing in the community; no matter how hard police try; their efforts may 

prove unsuccessful because some sections of the community only perceive prejudice. 

Understanding citizens' perceptions of the police is a significant concern (McCandless, 2018; 

Moore, 2019; Palmer, 2021). Furthermore, a better understanding of how community trust 

between the police and the community they serve may be strengthened based on the perspectives 

of college-aged African American males. Therefore, college-aged African American men and the 

police were at the center of the research. 
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Theoretical Framework 

A carefully chosen theory can assist in understanding how community trust between the 

police and the community they serve may be strengthened based on the perspectives of college-

age African American males and police officers. Law enforcement should be required to act in 

the best interests of communities to create a better social environment and bridge gaps between 

police and communities (McCandless, 2018; Palmer, 2021). Community policing is ineffective 

without citizens' help.  

The role of a police officer is that of leader, facilitator, educator, and role model. It is the 

officer's responsibility to work with and for the citizens whom they serve. Police officers can 

meet citizens' needs through observations and information from within communities. The social 

relationship theory can assist community police officers in working with college-aged African 

American males to unravel biases (Bent-Goodley & Smith, 2017; Demirkol & Nalla, 2017).  

Social relationships (e.g., friends, couples, etc.) form the basis of the social network in 

one’s daily life. Automatically interpreting such relationships bears a great potential to 

understand human behavior in-depth and to better interact with individuals at a social level 

(Demirkol & Nalla, 2017; Wang et al., 2018). Human beings understand the social relationships 

within a group not only based on the individuals alone, and the interplay between such social 

relationships and the contextual information around the individuals also plays a significant role. 

However, previous studies have primarily overlooked these additional cues (Wang et al., 2018). 

Social Relationship Theory 

Social relationship theory proposes that social behavior results from an exchange process 

(Bent-Goodley & Smith, 2017; Cherry & Asebedo, 2022; Demirkol & Nalla, 2017). This 

exchange aims to maximize benefits and minimize costs (Cherry & Asebedo, 2022). According 

https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=JWds_bQAAAAJ&hl=en&oi=sra
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to this theory, individuals consider social relationships' potential benefits and risks. Individuals 

will terminate or abandon the relationship when the risks outweigh the rewards. Most 

relationships are composed of a certain amount of give-and-take, but this does not mean they are 

always equal. The social relationship suggests that valuing the benefits and costs of each 

relationship determines whether we choose to continue a social association. 

According to Cherry and Asebedo (2022), social relationship theory suggests that 

individuals take the benefits of a relationship and subtract the costs to determine how much it is 

worth. Costs involve things one sees as negatives, such as putting money, time, and effort into a 

relationship. For example, if someone has a friend who always borrows money, this is a high 

cost. One benefits from the relationship such as fun, friendship, companionship, and social 

support. A friend might be a freeloader, but that person brings a lot of fun and excitement to 

one's life. As one is determining the value of the friendship, one may decide that the benefits 

outweigh the potential costs (Cherry & Asebedo, 2022). Positive relationships are those in which 

the benefits are greater than the costs. Negative relationships occur when the costs are higher 

than the benefits (Cherry & Asebedo, 2022; McCandless, 2018; Mehra, 2021). 

Social relationship theory describes groups of individuals that express specific behavior 

and attitudes toward other members of society. Every society is separated into groups that 

express distinct existences (Cesario et al., 2019). The groups may cause conflicts due to their 

social status, affecting how they relate to one another (McCandless, 2018; Mehra, 2021; Moore, 

2019).  

Social relationship theory is beneficial in clarifying why a group of individuals may 

communicate certain behaviors and attitudes toward other groups in society. Every society is 

divided into groups that express distinct lifestyles. The groups may become controversial due to 

https://www.verywellmind.com/how-to-end-a-relationship-4173954
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differences in social significance that affect how they interact. Reisenzein et al. (2020) posit that 

in the social relationship theory, Weber focused on relationships between communities and 

neighborhoods rather than institutions or social collectivities. Reisenzein et al. (2020) also state 

that Weber was interested in particular sociology involving individuals' actions.  

A social relationship can be depicted as actions expressed by one individual to another. 

Reisenzein et al. (2020) state that the first parties Weber described within the social relationship 

theory were humans. However, Weber stated that social relationships also exist between 

organizations. All types of social relationships can be unilateral or asymmetrical. Weber (in 

Reisenzein et al., 2020) noted that social relationships exist in a world of observers. Social 

relationships can be permanent or changeable (Reisenzein et al., 2020). 

A social relationship characterized by conflict may be transformed when there is a 

solution for the problem that is in existence. It is also possible for one aspect of an issue to 

change while another remains constant. Weber devoted much of his work on social relationships 

to studying conflict and hostility. A social relationship can be explained as a social conflict when 

one party intentionally targets other parties (Reisenzein et al., 2020). Peaceful conflict implies 

that a conflict exists but does not involve physical violence by either party involved.  

Peaceful conflict may be displayed when a party tries to control advantages and 

opportunities that other parties also desire. The core of social relationship theory rests on several 

fundamental assumptions that regard human nature and the nature of relationships (Roux-Rosier 

et al., 2018). The first assumption is that humans seek rewards and avoid punishments.  

Another tenet is the assumption that an individual starts an interaction to achieve the most 

profit with the least cost — the individual is driven by "what is in it for me" A third supposition 

is that people tend to calculate the profit and cost before engaging. Finally, the theory assumes 
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that individuals know this "payoff" will vary from individual to individual and with the same 

person over time (Roux-Rosier et al., 2018). 

There has not been much research on applying social relationship theory to the distrust of 

police by African American males. According to historians and other scholars, the issue is 

threaded into the story of the nation and its culture (Cesario et al., 2019). Racial disparities in 

policing and police violence are rooted in slavery. The disparities are sustained by systemic 

exclusion and discrimination. This disparity is fueled by implicit and explicit bias. Any solution 

clearly will require various new approaches to law enforcement, courts, and community 

involvement, and sweeping social change is driven from the bottom up and the top down 

(Hamilton & Foote, 2018; Knox & Mummolo, 2020). 

Historical Relationship Between African Americans and Police 

Even with a new executive order in place to help establish trust within the African 

American community, significant barriers will still need to be broken down (Ajilore & Shirey, 

2017; Burks, 2021). According to Burgason (2017), an individual can be pleased with a police 

officer and their performance; however, they may not trust that officer. It is possible that the 

same individual can have a positive feeling towards the police but still not trust them. This 

wavering level of trust in police among African Americans is nothing new. Trust in the police is 

a subject that is deeply rooted in the African American community, dating back to slavery.  

During slavery, police comprised groups of White men who volunteered to seek out 

slaves who ran away from their owners (Act, 1964; Armstead, 2019; Bent-Goodley & Smith, 

2017). Once the slave was caught, several things could have happened to them, such as limbs 

being severed, women being assaulted, or being beaten until they feel vulnerable (Act, 1964). 

Jim Crow laws were new forms of Black Codes. These laws were made legal in many southern 
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states in the 1880s. These new laws restricted the races, black and white, from sharing public 

spaces, such as schools, libraries, bathrooms, and restaurants. This restriction continued until 

1965 (Act, 1964).  

In Mississippi, the oppression enacted through the passage of the Black Codes and Jim 

Crow laws made life extremely hard for African Americans. The passage of these laws is the 

focus of a book by Sturkey (2019). In a picture taken by Elliot Erwitt in 1950 in North Carolina, 

one of the most despicable images from this time is the separate but "equal" water fountain for 

White but not for colored individuals. Blacks who ran afoul of the law or disregarded norms 

during the Jim Crow period were often met with unjust beatings at the hands of the police 

(Moran, 2017; Robinson, 2017). During the Jim Crow era, known members of the Klu Klux 

Klan were joining law enforcement and brutally attacking African Americans, turning a blind 

eye to crimes against the African American community, and enforcing segregation laws beyond 

what the scope of the law required (Act, 1964; Moran, 2017).  

Race 

Race is a dominant factor in the United States that shapes peoples’ everyday experiences 

in society and refers to one’s physical characteristics, such as skin color or biological ancestry 

(Johnson-Bailey, 2002; Pendry, 2011). The language and meaning attributed to race continuously 

unfold as society develops rules and policies to stratify groups based on social conceptions of 

race (Andersen & Collins, 2007). Although scientists working on the human genome project 

discovered that a race gene does not exist, race is one of the most significant factors affecting 

people’s realities with power and systems of oppression (Andersen & Collins, 2007; Ladson-

Billings, 1998).  
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Physical characteristics and skin color may differ; however, these factors alone do not 

define race. Currently, most researchers describe race as a social and political theory used to 

categorize people; race shapes personal judgments, relationships, behaviors, and outcomes, as 

well as how people perceive themselves (Andersen & Collins, 2007; Sheared et al., 2010). 

Previous research has determined that racial categories emerged in the United States to establish 

a system of power and subservience that made White populations superior based on their skin 

color (Andersen & Collins, 2007).  

Racial categories often reflect present societal and political conditions; henceforth, racial 

categories are fluid and continuously evolve (Andersen & Collins; Bell, 2007).  

Most researchers have agreed that persons racialized as White are the dominant racial 

group (Bell, 2007; Joshi, et al., 2007) and contend that this position reflects White supremacy, 

which originated during the colonization era. During colonization, White Americans seized the 

Native American land while enslaving African Americans and Mexican Americans to secure 

economic freedom (Andersen & Collins, 2007). Additionally, due to their lighter skin tone, 

scientists perceived White Americans as more physically attractive and placed them at the top of 

the racial hierarchy (Andersen & Collins, 2007; Bell, 2007).  

As a social construction, race is not a fixed category and changes as the social and 

political landscape transform. For example, prior to immigration, only three races existed per the 

laws of the land -- White, Black, and mulatto (Andersen & Collins, 2007). However, the cultural 

landscape shifted after people migrated to the United States, which caused the racial categories 

to become more complex. As described by the United States Census (2010), some races include 

White, Black or African American, Non-Hispanic White, American Indian/ Alaska Native, 

Asian, Hispanic/Latino, Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, and multiracial. In essence, the racial 
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binary symbolizes oppression; it is restrictive because it does not allow people to acknowledge 

their other racial/ethnic identities. Furthermore, although more racial categories presently exist in 

society, a hierarchal racial structure favors dominant groups (e.g., White people) while 

marginalizing people of color (e.g., Black people). Race and Racism Race and racism are 

interconnected.  

Judgments about race have helped produce a system of social power and privilege 

(Mooradian, 2012; Tatum, 2010). As defined by Solorzano et al., 2000), racism is the act of 

being prejudiced and discriminatory against another person based on his or her racial 

background. In essence, racism is the attitudinal and behavioral manifestation of inequality based 

on race that is systematic and maintained by institutional structures, policies, and practices; it 

dictates social advantages and disadvantages (Bell, 2007; Tatum, 2010). Traditionally, 

researchers have categorized racism into two distinct categories: (a) overt, which is conscious, 

purposeful discrimination, and (b) covert, which is, categorized as unconscious, subtle racial bias 

(McCabe, 2009; Redlawsk et al., 2014). Some researchers contend that implicit forms of racism, 

such as micro aggressions, are more prevalent but harder to diagnose (Hardwood et al., 2012; 

Sue et al., 2007; Torres-Harding et al., 2012).  

According to Sue et al. (2007), racial micro aggressions are those subtle, familiar, and 

brief indignities directed towards people of color; these researchers (Sue et al., 2007) have added 

to the literature on racism by constructing a taxonomy of micro aggressions which has provided 

a deeper understanding of how these forms of racism operate and manifests in society. In 

essence, implicit biases are often invisible and undergirded by negative stereotypes (beliefs) and 

attitudes (feelings) -- when combined with conscious attitudes, systemic disadvantages prevail 

(Andersen & Collins, 2007; Richardson, 2015). Most often, the implicit and unconscious forms 
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of racial bias occur during human interactions and in various environments (Sue et al., 2007; 

Tuitt & Carter, 2008). For example, subtle forms of racism can manifest in some of the following 

ways: (a) assuming an individual of color is a criminal; (b) giving preferential treatment to a 

White person versus a person of color; or (c) excluding people of color from the media (Sue et 

al., 2007). Other scholars have discovered that implicit forms of bias, such as racial micro 

aggressions, occur in other settings, including higher education, and adversely impact African 

American, Asian American, Latino, and Native-American undergraduate students’ collegiate 

experiences (Hardwood et al., 2012; McCabe, 2009; Solorzano et al., 2000).  

Similarly, some researchers have alleged that when people working for the criminal 

justice system are unaware of their racial biases, they contribute to the cycle of oppression (Bell, 

2007; Richardson, 2015). Bell (2007) added to the literature on subtle forms of bias by 

introducing the notion of internalized domination. Internalized domination refers to people 

unknowingly behaving and thinking in ways that reflect and perpetuates their privilege and 

power. Thus, if people are socialized to “exclude specific groups, then they will act in 

exclusionary ways” (Andersen & Collins, 2007, p. 3). Although all of these positions aid in 

understanding covert forms of racism, Bell (2007) presents a broader perspective on the 

implications of this phenomenon, while the other scholars (Hardwood et al., 2012; McCabe, 

2009; Richardson, 2015; Sue et al., 2007) arguments are situated within specific contexts which 

limits generalizability. Countless studies have also documented the existence of explicit racism, 

the intentional discrimination against racial/ethnic minorities (Henricks & Harvey, 2015; Shams, 

2015) in the areas of health (Benjamins & Whitman, 2014; Leigh, 2012); education (Johnson-

Ahorlu, 2012; Vincent et al., 2012); and the criminal justice system (Chaney & Robertson, 2013; 

Western & Pettit, 2010); although these studies have expanded our understanding of various 
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forms of inequalities at the institutional level, these studies do not examine how these 

institutional systems of oppression intersect and collectively impact one’s lived involvements.  

Information provided by official government agencies has shed light on the present 

challenges that African Americans must face. According to the United States Census Bureau 

(2013), African Americans have the second highest poverty rate at 27.6% in comparison to 

multiracial groups (20.4%), European Americans (13%), and Asian Americans (13%); this figure 

also exceeds the national poverty rate of 15.8%. Furthermore, DeSilver (2013) stated that the 

unemployment rate for African Americans had doubled that of European Americans for the past 

six decades. Although disparities vary across sectors, African Americans perceive the criminal 

justice system to be the most biased compared to the other institutions (Anderson, 2014; 

Hurtwitz & Peffley, 2005). Hurtwitz and Peffley (2005), who investigated African American and 

European American citizens’ beliefs about the fairness of the criminal justice system, reported 

that African Americans found the criminal justice system to be more unfair in comparison to 

their European American counterparts, which makes them more suspicious of police.  

There are many tiers within the criminal justice system; unfortunately, inequalities often 

exist at each level and interconnect to create a matrix of oppression for African Americans 

(Meehan & Ponder, 2002; Warde, 2012). Generally, racism is endemic and permeates almost 

every fabric of society; consequentially, racial inequalities often extend beyond systemic 

disparities and produce psychological, physical, and emotional stress for disenfranchised 

populations.  

African American Struggles 

Greer and Spalding (2017) found that older African American women may have 

struggled significantly with racism when they were younger. However, as older adults, they have 
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managed to find coping skills to deal with their past and current racial disparities, showing some 

depressive symptoms. Burk's (2021) study also suggested that a younger generation of African 

American women appears to struggle significantly with depression as well as increased anxiety 

due to the negative interactions with community police with college-age Black males.  

There has been an increase in unarmed African American men being killed by police, and 

these officers have not been prosecuted, which has left the African American community 

infuriated. This has also contributed to the steady decline in the trust of the police (Hockin & 

Brunson, 2018). Additionally, Burgason (2017) suggested that when an individual truly trusts the 

officers in their communities, this is the only time they will get the full respect and cooperation 

of the citizens they serve. With what seems to be a considerable background of hurt, fear, pain, 

weariness, and resentment towards the police in the African American community, passing on 

this reduced sense of trust through generations is how things such as 'the talk' developed.  

"The talk" includes that the history of law enforcement in the United States is 

inextricably linked to the history of slavery and settler colonialism in early America (Schrader, 

2019). Since the origins of modern American policing and imprisonment, Black individuals—

free, enslaved, and self-emancipated—have consistently been the targets of unique forms of 

policing and confinement. Marked by the circumstances of their birth and skin color, Africans 

forced to migrate to the New World toiled in bondage and survived ten generations of 

slaveholding oppression before 1865 (Jones, 2022). 

Origin of Policing 

Understanding why these disparities exist starts with a study of the origin of policing, 

beginning with slave patrols in the pre-Civil War United States. Their fundamental role was the 

protection of slaves as property and maintenance of the racialized and violent social hierarchy. 
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This role was essential because enslaved individuals greatly outnumbered slaveholders. This 

spirit of policing was reflected in the enforcement of the Black Codes after the War, in addition 

to the participation in the lynching of Black and Brown Americans while upholding Jim Crow 

laws (Palmer, 2021; Robinson, 2017; Rushing et al., 2022). 

According to Hinton and Cook (2021), despite the numerous complexities and nuances 

spotlighted by this richer, fuller historical overview of policing and punishment in America, it is 

impossible to disentangle institutional racism in America—past and present—from the 

simultaneous development of the nation’s criminal legal system. From the advent of modern 

penal institutions and public law enforcement groups in the 19th century to the rise of mass 

incarceration and the specialization of police counterinsurgency strategies into the 21st century, 

this review emphasizes the anti-black punitive tradition as central to understanding the 

development of policing and punishment, from the top down and the ground up, throughout 

American history (Albrecht, 2017; Hinton & Cook, 2021; La Vigne et al., 2017). 

Community and Police Relations 

 Molina et al. (2021) described two main strategies by which legal authorities may seek to 

gain public cooperation and acceptance of their decisions. The first, and most prevalent strategy, 

is commonly known as deterrence. This strategy is primarily characterized by the use or threat of 

force to evoke citizen compliance. The author referred to the second strategy as process-based 

policing. This approach is characterized by authorities gaining voluntary acceptance of their 

decisions and orders by using fair procedures in exercising their authority and establishing their 

motives as trustworthy in the eyes of the public. Molina et al. (2021) identified several 

advantages to process-based policing, including increased citizen cooperation, decreased 

probability of either open defiance or private non-compliance, and decreased probability of 
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aggressive police/citizen interactions. African Americans distrust the police based on experience 

and family perceptions of the police (Brunson & Wade, 2019; Cintron et al., 2019; Philogene, 

2019).  

In the year 2020, it was an exceptionally challenging era for communities and police 

departments throughout the United States. Daily televised use-of-force incidents sparked days of 

protests; civil unrest; and, sometimes, more violence, destruction, and death (Cunningham, 

2022). Sadly, in far too many communities, these protests have further broadened the mistrust 

between police departments and their citizens. The events of 2020 are not the only issues that 

have led to this separation between police officers and their communities.  

Police Brutality  

African American men and women are more likely to be subjected to excessive use of 

force by police than any other race (Ajilore & Shirey, 2017). Obasogie and Newman (2017) 

suggested that police violence toward African American men is a significant public health 

concern that needs to be addressed. In Chicago, police brutality extends to African American 

men being shot and tased more than any other race (Ajilore & Shirey, 2017). In Chicago, police 

officers tortured more than 200 African American men to get confessions for crimes many did 

not commit (Hamilton & Foote, 2018). These men were taken to wooded areas, beaten, and 

threatened to the point that they thought they would die if they did not confess to these alleged 

crimes. Many individuals knew of these actions and did nothing (Hamilton & Foote, 2018).  

As a result of police brutality, many African American men face significant emotional 

trauma and anxiety (Obasogie & Newman, 2017), which may cause an individual to participate 

in risky health behaviors such as smoking and drinking alcohol (Dukes & Kahn, 2017). Dukes 

and Kahn (2017) found that if individuals continue to be subjected to such aggressive behaviors, 
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they will be at risk for hypertension and cardiovascular disease. There have been ongoing 

discussions that police are not being trained to engage with minorities properly. Lynch (2018) 

stated that police survivability is engrained in officers from the time they join the academy until 

they retire. Police survivability is another term for mobilizing the police through fear (Lynch, 

2018).  

Members of law enforcement are constantly reminded how dangerous their jobs are by 

providing examples of different African American male civilian encounters with law 

enforcement that were negative as a means to have police fear African American men (Lynch, 

2018). Through this fear, extreme measures would be taken, and many African American men 

would be harmed. Officers are reminded daily of their mortality (Lynch, 2018). Due to this 

constant reminder, many officers became prone to unchecked aggression and violence. A small 

municipal police department in California embraced this way of thinking. It justified deadly 

force by awarding the highest merit badge to those who use it, viewing them as protectors.  

Aggression 

High-ranking members of the police justified unchecked aggression because the thought 

process is, "it is them or us," while also being reminded constantly, "you would rather be judged 

by 12 than carried by six" (Lynch, 2018, p. 35). In other words, they believe it is better to take 

the risk of taking someone's life and going to court and defending oneself than possibly being 

killed. More specifically, police officers are groomed by their peers to believe they have a right 

to act aggressively.  

The Blue Lives Matter movement is one of the most prominent public displays of police 

survivability in the United States (Lynch, 2018). Blue Lives Matter started as a media outlet on 

Facebook in 2014 after two officers were killed (Cooper, 2020). More importantly, this 
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organization was formed after the Black Lives Matter movement was formed (Lynch, 2018). 

Members of the Blue Lives Matter movement continue to speak negatively about the Black Lives 

Matter movement, referring to them as a threat to law enforcement and stating they are 

antipolice. This thought process of police survivability makes many individuals in the African 

American community fearful for themselves and question the training that police officers 

complete. 

Police Violence, Psychological Trauma, Stress, and Coping  

Researchers suggested there is a spillover effect of police violence on the mental health 

of African Americans (Bor et al., 2018). Black adults residing in states where one or more police 

killings of unarmed Black individuals occurred in the prior three months reported experiencing a 

more significant number of poor mental health days than White adults residing in the same states 

(Bor et al., 2018). Researchers examining the relationship between aggressive policing and 

mental health found that intrusive police stops (e.g., being frisked, threatened with violence, or 

harshly addressed with racial insults) predicted a higher prevalence of PTSD for Black males 

than for White or Hispanic males in the sample, suggesting that exposure to police violence may 

be a significant traumatic event in the lives of Black males (Smith Lee & Robinson, 2019). 

Racial differences in policing suggest that direct and indirect exposures to police violence 

and police killings may function as both traumatic and chronic stressors in the lives of college-

aged African American males and their families (Browning et al., 2021). For African Americans, 

generally, and Black males, specifically, the perceived threat of violent victimization in police 

custody may be a disparate source of stress compared to White Americans, given the legacy and 

pervasiveness of structural racism in American society (Browning et al., 2021). This differential 

pattern may partially explain why awareness of the police killing of African Americans in one’s 
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state of residence predicted poor mental health for Black but not White residents within these 

states (Browning et al., 2021). 

Fix (2021) conducted a preliminary examination of physical and mental health outcomes 

for late adolescents impacted by the police killing members of the Black community. Results 

also underscore previous research that has demonstrated clear associations between negative 

experiences with police and more significant physical and mental health problems (Fix, 2021; 

Thomas & Horowitz, 2020). Further, the effects of concerns about personal safety and the safety 

of one's loved ones due to police brutality are under-examined. However, this study showed they 

are meaningful experiences to include in future research on policing health and activism. Future 

research should also examine how experiences of direct and indirect trauma - particularly 

experiences associated with police brutality and racism - impact outcomes for those engaged in 

activism against police brutality (Fix, 2021; Thomas & Horowitz, 2020).  

Findings have two significant implications for healthcare professionals, academics, and 

professionals working with young individuals (Fix, 2021; Thomas & Horowitz, 2020). First, 

findings suggest the need to screen for stress about police brutality, concerns about personal and 

loved ones’ safety due to police brutality, and negative police experiences (Fix, 2021; Mugari & 

Thabana, 2018). Fix (2021) reported that this should occur with greater regularity during times of 

heightened media exposure concerning police brutality toward members of the Black 

community.  

Screenings should be followed by activities promoting health and social support. Second, 

prevention efforts should be implemented in high schools and college campuses to buffer against 

adverse physical and mental health outcomes from stress and concerns about safety due to police 

brutality and negative direct and witnessed experiences with police (Fix, 2021). Findings indicate 
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that women and Black and multiracial students are especially susceptible to physical and mental 

health disparities specific to current events involving police brutality toward members of the 

Black community.  

Community Policing  

Community policing is based on close and frequent interactions between police officers 

and the community to solve local security problems (Czapska & Struzińska, 2018). The goal of 

community policing is to increase the quality of life of the community by preventing and 

reducing crime, increasing feelings of safety among the community's members, and improving 

the physical conditions of the community as a whole (Richardson, 2019). Community policing 

draws on the premise that police officers are not limited to traditional law enforcement capacities 

and must draw on the potential of community involvement to define, prioritize, and fight crime 

issues (Richardson, 2019). Community policing is practical, with findings showing increased 

respect and sensitivity among members of the police force and community members. 

Community policing has also been found to increase community engagement and encourage 

problem-solving efforts among members (Maguire & Delahunt, 2017). 

Many communities are moving away from a reactive model (old-fashioned) of policing 

and moving toward a more proactive model. According to the traditional model, police officers 

only responded when victims notified emergency services. Police officers would investigate who 

committed the crime and make an arrest once caught. When police officers were not responding 

to calls, they were on patrol within communities (Jennings & Perez, 2020).  

Police officers patrolled to be visible within communities. Police officer administrators 

knew that being noticeable discourages crime, a technique known as preventive patrolling 
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(Mugari & Thabana, 2018). Community policing was first incorporated because citizens were 

not happy with the way policing was being done.  

Through community policing, new relationships can be established with citizens in 

communities. Community policing also gives citizens a more incredible voice in setting priorities 

for police (McCandless, 2018). Community policing has been developing slowly since the Civil 

Rights Movement in the 1960s. Personal essentials of community policing, such as 

improvements in police-community relationships, developed slowly from political and social 

upheavals during the Civil Rights Movement (McCandless, 2018).  

Riots and protests because of blatant racial injustices brought government attention to 

sources of racial discrimination and tension, including police officers. Not only were individuals 

from minority groups underrepresented in police departments but also police treated individuals 

from minority groups more harshly than White citizens (MacLean, 2019). When civilian 

confidence is suppressed, civilian cooperation with law enforcement is diminished, as are 

civilian impressions of procedural justice and fairness (MacLean, 2019). Police officers must 

become more receptive to the challenges of a rapidly changing society and establish a sense of 

confidence in their relationships with the communities they serve.  

Building Relationships 

Demirkol and Nalla (2017) evaluated the relationship between police culture and 

community policing and determined whether culture served as a barrier or a facilitator of the 

successful implementation of community policing. Demirkol and Nalla (2017) gathered data 

from 1,970 officers employed in three different police functions (i.e., patrol, plainclothes, and 

airports in Turkey) and analyzed these through structural equation modeling. The results showed 

the relationships between six determined dimensions of police culture, which are: (a) 
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authoritarianism, (b) cynicism, (c) social cohesion, (d) loyalty, (e) work alienation, and (f) 

autonomy. Demirkol and Nalla (2017) also used the data to evaluate possible non-invariance in 

attitudes toward community policing among officers in these three different functions. In 

particular, the results showed that although social cohesion, loyalty, and civism dimensions of 

police culture related positively to support community policing, autonomy and alienation have 

negative relationships to support community policing. 

Community mistrust and uprisings against police departments can be a cause of their 

ineffectiveness in crime prevention. Citizen support can diminish with acts of violence 

perpetrated by the police, especially if reported by the media (Archibald et al., 2017). Citizen 

uprisings against police brutality have been documented repeatedly, acting as a barrier to 

effective community policing against crime prevention.  

In recent years, the reports of misconduct and a misdemeanor by the police have been 

reported widely, mainly because hundreds of sites are designed to cover these instances. For 

instance, the New York Times has a page covering police brutality. Hundreds of such cases are 

annually in New York (Albrecht, 2017). 

Not all misconduct by the police could have been reported or substantiated. A few reports 

can already sow distrust among community members and discourage them from cooperating 

with the police (Albrecht, 2017). To gain support and be effective in community policing, police 

department officials had to avoid excessive and unnecessary brutality and violence. Apart from 

police brutality, police insensitivity and the inability to treat all citizens the same no matter their 

wealth, class, and gender can prevent community policing from being effective (Albrecht, 2017). 

To successfully implement and sustain community-orienting policing programs or activities, all 

citizens need to gather input. 
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Trust in the Police Officers 

Many individuals hear the word "trust" and believe that members of law enforcement 

have good intentions and are competent to complete the responsibilities given to them (Kearns et 

al., 2020). However, according to Kearns et al. (2020), African American community members 

associate trust and law enforcement differently. Instead, the African American community 

relates trust to an individual who recognizes potential harm from another individual and accepts 

the likelihood. More precisely, the African American community may trust the police (e.g., to 

protect the community by apprehending individuals who carry out acts of misconduct). However, 

even with trusting the police, they are prepared for them to hurt them psychologically or 

physically.  

A new study by Stanford University researchers reported that out of 100 million traffic 

stops nationwide, Black and Hispanic drivers were pulled over and searched more frequently 

than White drivers (Pierson et al., 2020). There is also evidence of racial profiling by officers in 

stopping drivers. The researchers found that the profiling drops when it gets dark because the 

driver's race is more challenging to see from a police car (Pierson et al., 2020).  

Members of the African American community have continued to lose trust in police due 

to mistreatment, more specifically African American men (Burks, 2021). Police racially profile 

college-aged African American males. When this happens, it affects the individual and the rest of 

the African American community and its trust in the police (Burgason, 2017). Burgason (2017) 

explained that even witnessing police doing something wrong can lower their opinion of how 

they see the police. This information is then adopted and shared throughout the African 

American neighborhood.  
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Trust, as it relates to police, looks different for everyone. An individual's situation and 

how police treat them determine how much trust is given if any. Some African American men 

will ignore gun violence by not filing police reports over trusting the police (Burks, 2021). Not 

reporting acts of violence continues to put individuals in the community where the violence 

occurred in danger. Kearns et al. (2020) stated that when individuals view police as legitimate 

and trustworthy, they are more likely to cooperate with police, comply with their directions, and 

report crimes.  

Retaliation 

 There are individuals in African American communities who take matters into their own 

hands, seeking revenge on those who may have committed wrongful acts towards them instead 

of reporting crimes to the police (Akinlabi, 2020). Many African American men do not trust the 

police because of their initial encounters (Brunson & Wade, 2019). Novich and Hunt (2018) 

suggested that many African American men report walking down the street and being stopped 

for no reason. For example, they were walking down the street, and police stopped them, placing 

them under arrest and never explaining why. These encounters also include playing a basketball 

game and officers telling a group of African American men to leave.  

Many African American men's trust in police began to deplete with their personal 

experience. However, trust has dropped drastically with the increase in social media outlets and 

news reporting of African American men being killed (Kochel, 2019). The killing of Tamir Rice, 

a 12-year-old with a toy gun, Michael Brown, an 18-year-old African American man who was 

shot and killed by a police officer even though he was unarmed, or Eric Garner, a 33-year-old 

African American man killed by a police officer using lethal force are just some of the many 

names of African American males who were killed that have caused this heightened fear in 
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African American men, which has impacted the trust African American men have of police 

(Smith Lee & Robinson, 2019). The significant disconnect as related to the trust within the 

African American community, more specifically African American men and law enforcement, 

was noticed by President Obama, and to address this ongoing issue, he signed an executive order 

to establish a task force on the 21st century policing (McManus et al., 2019). The goal was to 

identify best practices in policing and to offer recommendations to local law enforcement 

agencies on ways to promote effective crime reduction while building public trust (McManus et 

al., 2019). This executive order has been effective. However, halt and search are among the 

many challenges African American men still face that have caused a loss of trust in police. 

Multiple studies have documented the community's view on law enforcement (Cintron et 

al., 2019; Flexon et al., 2016; Nadal et al., 2017; Van Slyke et al., 2018). Most studies indicate 

that there is a decline in the trust or confidence that the community has in the law enforcement 

system (Love, 2021). Sargent and Newman (2020) assessed the implicit construct activation of 

safety and fear. In a southern municipality during the years 2015 to 2017, use of force statistics 

show the following force used by race; 2015: African American=1,491, Asian Pacific=6, 

Hispanic=17, and White=212. For 2016 the use of force by race was African American=1,309, 

Asian Pacific=2, Hispanic=34, and White=175. For 2017, the use of force by race was African 

American=1,290, Asian Pacific=6, Hispanic=30, and White=223 (Winston, 2018). The New 

Orleans Crime Coalition conducted a survey in 2018 polling the citizens of New Orleans on how 

satisfied they were with the police department, and the results showed 55% of those polled were 

satisfied compared to the national average of 53%; however, the total number of participants 

were not included in the article (Winston, 2018). These numbers, when broken down into ethnic 
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backgrounds, show the confidence level of those surveyed as White (57%), Black (30%), and 

Hispanic (52%). 

Perceptions of Police Behaviors  

Kulkarni (2021) conducted a study in which community members were asked to identify 

perceived problems with police-community relations. Residents identified several longstanding 

and troubling problems arising during encounters with the police. Many felt they had been 

targets of humiliating and often frightening police tactics often based on race and ethnicity, racial 

groups were not treated equally, and the police force was not equitable to the nature of the police 

encounter (Kulkarni, 2021). Still, others felt police officers were not held accountable for their 

actions and did not trust that police officers, by and large, were good, honest, or reliable 

questioning the legitimacy of law enforcement. Participants believed law enforcement officers 

acted above the law. 

Community residents also spoke about the blue wall of silence when confronted with 

alleged police misconduct. As one respondent stated, "Police back each other up instead of the 

truth” (Kulkarni, 2021). Respondents addressed how police officers readily aligned with each 

other, self-insulated, perceived themselves under seizing, and followed a code of silence. There 

appeared to be little expectations by residents that they could rely on fellow police officers to 

hold whom they perceived as "racist and dishonest" accountable (Kulkarni, 2021).  

Experiences of community residents were described in terms of fear and humiliation 

attributed to race and ethnic-based ill-treatment by police officers. Other respondents believed 

law enforcement officers expected undeserved support and respect (Quirk, 2017). Many felt 

respect for police should be earned, and police officers were not held accountable for 
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inappropriate behaviors and, therefore, should not garner community respect. Residents felt that 

relationships with the police needed improvement.  

Fairness 

 Groups of both Black and White Americans say Black individuals are handled less 

equitably than Whites in dealing with the police and the criminal justice system (Desilver et al., 

2020). In a 2019 survey, 84% of Black adults said that, in dealing with police, Blacks are 

generally treated less fairly than Whites; 63% of Whites said the same (Desilver et al., 2020). 

Similarly, 87% of Blacks and 61% of Whites said the United States criminal justice system treats 

Black individuals less fairly (Desilver et al., 2020). Respondents suggested that distrust of police 

officers often resulted in residents refusing to provide information about community crimes or 

willingness to work with the police to develop responses to crime and disorder problems.  

Many noted that when police officers were contacted, the levels of violent enforcement 

were inappropriate to the nature of the infraction. Participants appeared to be negatively disposed 

toward police officers grounded in lived experiences of negative encounters with police law 

enforcement officers. One individual said that while walking, the police just came up and put 

them in the police car (Desilver et al., 2020). According to Desilver et al. (2020), “They didn’t 

call the person’s mother, didn’t ask to speak with anybody or anything. They just took them to 

jail” (p.121). There is a lack of willingness to provide information and assistance to police 

officers in combatting crime because contact with police officers appears to have been associated 

with unacceptable levels of violence and unnecessary mistreatment and arrest (Kulkarni, 2021). 

Neighborhood Characteristics 

The neighborhood-context explanation suggests that public satisfaction with the police 

can be explained in terms of communities' demographic and institutional characteristics. This 
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explanation can be linked to an ecological explanation of criminal behavior, the social 

disorganization theory, which argues that neighborhood structural characteristics, such as 

poverty, racial heterogeneity, and residential mobility, have both a direct and an indirect impact 

on the crime/ delinquency rates through the mediating factors of social disorganization (Sampson 

& Groves, 1989). By applying these ideas to the study of public perception of criminal justice 

agencies, an argument can be made that low satisfaction with the police partly results from 

neighborhood structural characteristics and levels of social organization. Neighborhoods 

characterized by high levels of poverty, racial heterogeneity, and residential mobility would 

breed aggregated dissatisfaction with police because, in these areas, there is an imbalance 

between formal control and informal control. As the social disorganization theory predicted, 

informal control decreases as neighbors cannot agree and work toward common goals.  

When informal social control is weak, formal social control increases, producing an 

increased likelihood of conflicts between neighborhood residents and police officers. Socially 

disadvantaged neighborhoods also have the weakest ability to "… influence political and 

economic decision-making and to acquire externally based goods and services that may increase 

its ability to control crime in the area" (Bursik & Grasmick, 1993, p. 52). This disadvantage 

includes the exercise of police power. Though not often clearly specifying social disorganization 

theory as a foundation, recent research has begun to note the varied assessments of the 

performance of the same police force by residents in different neighborhoods. This line of 

studies focuses on differences in community culture and contexts. It explores how macro-level 

predictors of the neighborhoods can be related to individuals' satisfaction or dissatisfaction with 

police. Neighborhood characteristics that affect citizens' perceptions of police include racial 

composition, socioeconomic status, residential mobility, and local crime and victimization rates. 
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Officer Training 

 Police academy training has two general phases. The academic section occurs in 

classroom settings. This portion of the academy expects recruits (or, in some academies, 

"cadets") to acquire the basics of the law, procedures, radio codes, penal codes, and other 

required lessons. (Blumberg et al., 2019). The teaching is done in a didactic format and consists 

of formal testing. The recruits must achieve a minimum passing score on each exam to advance 

in training.   

The other aspect of the police academy consists of hands-on training. It includes rehearsal 

and scenario-based performance appraisals in areas including arrest and control, defensive 

tactics, use of weapons, and driving. Some of these skills, such as driving, tactical firearms, and 

arrest and control, are perishable and require incumbent officers to receive periodic refresher 

training throughout their careers. Similar to the academic portion, recruits must demonstrate 

proficiency in these skills or fail that learning domain. Most academies allow recruits to fail a 

certain number of domains and to remediate. There are standards to be met. If the recruit fails 

any domain, the recruit is terminated from the academy.  

Effective policing has always required a unique combination of physical, cognitive, 

emotional, and interpersonal skills (Blumberg et al., 2019). Although most of an officer's time on 

duty involves non-threatening duties such as responding to a traffic accident, it is necessary to 

prepare officers for the worst-case scenarios. However, these learned skills and tactics become 

critical in those rare situations where an officer is called upon to use force. These situations can 

lead academy directors and trainers to emphasize firearms and defensive tactics skills during 

academy training (Blumberg et al., 2019).  
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Equipment for Police 

Today’s police officers carry more tools on their equipment belts (e.g., Tasers) and 

bodies (e.g., body-worn cameras) than prior generations. The police utilize more equipment in 

their patrol cars (e.g., computers) and face more public scrutiny of their actions due to 

smartphones and social media than officers from prior generations (Blumberg et al., 2019). 

Police officers maintain law and order in the neighborhoods they protect and serve. To do so, 

they need the public's support, not only for helping apprehend lawbreakers but also for general 

conformity with the law and the officers. Although the police want voluntary compliance, it is 

only sometimes given. For police officers, being able to go home at the end of the day in the 

same manner, they showed up for work is their way of winning. To accomplish this, officers 

need to practice officer safety.  

Whether an officer will get hurt is invalid within the law enforcement community. Hence, 

when officers of the law believe: (a) there is a threat directed at the officer, other community 

members, or forms of property, (b) there is an unlawful attempt at flight from officers, (c) verbal 

tactics have been used and unsuccessful, and (d) an unexpected event of increased concern 

occurs which subsequently changes the officer's current priorities, force should be used 

(Halliburton, 2020). According to Halliburton (2020), there are two main ways of gaining 

compliance: the power of control, which deals with the use of force, and the power of influence, 

which deals with respecting the public. This capacity to use force to gain compliance is not 

boundless.  

Officers are taught from the beginning of their training that they should constantly be 

cognizant of where a subject's hands are. Hands can handle weapons intended to harm others, so 

witnessing bare hands diminishes the officer's odds of being surprised with a weapon, reducing 
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the stress on the officers involved. While the use of force training, such as defensive tactics and 

weapons training, has always been a staple in the police academy curriculum, more emphasis is 

currently being put on de-escalation and verbal skills. These skills emphasize compliance 

without officers resorting to physical force (Sergevnin & Ross, 2017). For officers, preventing an 

incident from escalating is very valuable. Currently, police training is centered on problem-based 

training, focusing on lectures, role-playing, and varying demonstrations (Sergevnin & Ross, 

2017).  

Normative Perspective 

According to the normative perspective, procedural justice is regarded as the most 

successful avenue to achieve compliance by being viewed as legitimate. Specifically, individuals 

want to feel as if they were involved in the decision-making process when involved with law 

enforcement; they want to be understood and acknowledged. La Vigne et al. (2017) taught that 

there are three principles of procedural justice, which include: (a) actively listening to 

community members and considering their side of the argument, (b) taking community member's 

needs and concerns into account, and (c) explaining the decisions made and treat individuals 

with the same respect that the officer wants if in the same situation. When law enforcement 

officers respect community members, encounters are more likely to be resolved with cooperative 

behaviors. When opinions of legitimacy and confidence in the police are lost in the community, 

the community's support for and compliance with a department inevitably deteriorates. 

Wolfe et al. (2020) reported that training reports view police-citizen encounters as social 

interactions that can either escalate toward or de-escalate from using force. The assumption 

allowed the implementation of skills training police officers can use to improve the outcome of 

such interactions and to account for variation in citizens' responses to police actions and 
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communications. Wolfe et al. (2020) specifically examined an effort to apply the idea that social 

interaction training should be the focus of the effort. In the end, the hope for social interaction 

training to reduce police use of force will motivate more discussion, implementation, and 

evaluation of deliberate, repetitive police training in social interaction skills. Our nation will see 

positive impacts on officer and citizen safety if there is a move beyond simple calls for de-

escalation training and reliance on traditional police training frameworks that lack repetition 

(Wolfe et al., 2020). 

The Challenge for Police 

The challenge for law enforcement and cultural awareness is unique in any other 

profession because the power held by the police fosters a particular need for understanding a 

pluralistic and multicultural society (Love, 2021). Therefore, because of the nature of the power 

police have, it is incredibly critical that police recognize and understand the changing community 

and the racial and ethnic challenges in the 21st century. The need for cultural awareness and race 

relations knowledge and training are familiar to many police departments. In the 1800s, police 

officers were often perceived as corrupt, mean, disrespectful, and insensitive to race and culture 

issues (DeSilver et al., 2020). One can assume the then and now need for constant training and 

engagement in various types of cultural awareness and race. Ethnic competency is vital to 

helping officers understand an ever-changing pluralistic society.  

The present-day name for a southern city's cultural awareness training is "cultural 

gumbo" (Love, 2021, p.22). This title coincides with the communal and cultural awareness 

theme since gumbo is a well-loved dish throughout the community. Moreover, the ingredients of 

this dish customarily vary from group to group; however, no matter how diverse the ingredients 

are, it is nonetheless gumbo, which is very much loved by each person (Love, 2021). 
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Accordingly, cultural awareness training aims to show appreciation for differences. Like the 

effect of gumbo, the training intends to establish the identity of the diverse communities. 

Furthermore, the commemorations that occur during the year celebrate gumbo.  

The festivals vary in themes and ingredients, just like a delicious bowl of gumbo (Love, 

2021). Even though gumbo has many variations, it is always delicious and appreciated, and this 

is the premise of the training. The community consists of many cultures, and they all should be 

appreciated because differences add richness. The training is conducted to ensure constructive, 

diplomatic, and respectful connections between police officers and large crowds of people from 

diverse ethnic backgrounds and cultures.  

Public Attention  

 Wade (2017) added that since 2014, several high-profile police-involved shootings had 

held public significance and importance. The misunderstandings held by the public about police 

culture, legal knowledge, and human behavior combined fostered an environment prone to social 

unrest, escalating to mass violence in the United States. Wade (2017) believed that having 

educational initiatives on community-oriented policing services in the United States is necessary, 

given the decentralized structure for policing services in place in the nation. If the community-

oriented policing services office grants assistance to law enforcement and community members, 

significant school reforms are implemented. The assistance will educate children on critical 

concepts such as police operations and make them more knowledgeable of community members' 

perceptions of police misconduct (Community Policing Consortium, 1994). Educational services 

ensure access to accurate and correct information. This information could address 

misunderstandings about police and minorities. The information is perpetuated and spread by 
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different news media outlets and, more recently, by social media (Community Policing 

Consortium, 1994).  

Educational initiatives also allow the youth and community members to have the ability 

to critically evaluate the best method law officers can use to serve communities and meet their 

policing needs. Diehr and McDaniel (2018) found that a lack of enough community-oriented 

policing practices can partly mediate the association between racial residential segregation and 

intra-racial Black or Black-on-Black homicide rates. Segregation is said to be positively related 

to intra-racial Black homicide rates. This relationship is partly mediated by a more significant 

amount of community policing. Less or poor community policing can lead to higher intra-racial 

Black homicide rates.  

To arrive at the findings, Diehr and McDaniel (2018) collected incorporated-place-level 

secondary data from various sources and conducted a mediation analysis to determine the 

relationships among the studied variables. In supporting what most researchers have claimed, 

higher levels of segregation were linked with higher intra-racial homicide rates. What was newly 

uncovered was that the lack of community policing efforts could mediate the effect on the level 

of intra-racial homicide rates by segregation. The findings also showed that the lack of 

community policing practices might serve as an explanation for around 13% of the tense 

relationship between Blacks and Whites (Diehr & McDaniel, 2018). Community policing is the 

absence of military action in fighting or preventing crime. The definition ascribed to community-

oriented policing can differ from one department to another, even within a single agency or 

between police jurisdictions.  

An agency's effort to meet the needs of all it is trying to protect within a community, 

regardless of its wealth, education, or state, can serve as a defining moment in the effort (Becker, 
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2017). Another premise of influential community policing is that those police members are 

citizens, receiving their income full-time in exchange for crime prevention and resolution 

(Becker, 2017). Most community-oriented policing is conducted with the oversight that police 

officers are mere citizens preventing crime in exchange for income, which can lead to distrust of 

the police. According to Community Oriented Policing Services (COPS) 2019 annual review, a 

multiagency effort will be initiated to provide technical assistance to agencies. This assistance 

will enhance their agency in many areas, including community policing effectiveness 

(Community Policing Consortium, 1994). Collaborative reform in de-escalation, intelligence and 

information sharing, active shooter response, crisis intervention, and school safety will be topics 

discussed and shared through the state and national agencies. As lessons are learned, the data 

will be shared will agencies that sign up for and participate in the program. Upon completion of 

the program, the data will be shared through websites designed to provide the latest information 

for agencies and provide technical assistance to agencies that could not be part of the program 

(Keith, 2019). 

Summary 

While the literature review revealed college-aged African American males' negative 

perception of police, further knowledge on how community trust could be strengthened based on 

the perspectives of college-aged African American males is needed. To further address and 

understand the issues of distrust of police as expressed by African American males, it was 

essential to obtain the perceptions of African American males that experienced and (or 

witnessed) issues that caused the distrust and African American males that express confidence in 

the police (Moore, 2019). The theoretical framework applied in this study involves the social 

relationship theory. 
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College-aged African American males in the community continue to negatively perceive 

police officers due to incidents that occurred during historical moments. Distrust of the police is 

a severe issue in the African American community due to the history between the two groups 

(Moore, 2019). The recent events that involve African American males and law enforcement 

officers further increase the gap of mistrust. Increased officer-involved shootings of unarmed 

African American males have raised a controversial issue within communities. Therefore, 

officers may tell their side of the story based on the issues they were challenged with instead of 

seeking backup to assist unarmed African American males before the shootings (Duster, 2017).  

Therefore, understanding the experiences and perceptions of African American males 

who have expressed distrust of police officers is needed to assist with creating new policies and 

procedures within policing (Hannah-Jones, 2017). Their perceptions can be very beneficial to 

developing community trust in police officers. There is a gap in research that focuses on 

understanding the distrust of police officers as expressed by African American males (Moore, 

2019). The perceptions of African American males are critical to impact social change in 

community policing. Previous studies have yet to explore African American perceptions of 

police officers regarding distrust through a theoretical framework of Weber's social relationship 

theory (Moore, 2019). Therefore, this study's researcher sought to examine how community trust 

can be strengthened based on the perspectives of college-aged African American males.  
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODS 

Overview 

Smith Lee and Robinson (2019) acknowledged that African American men experience 

mistreatment at the hands of police, which plays a role in their trust in police. According to 

Smith Lee, and Robinson (2019), more research should be conducted to bring awareness to this 

subject. This phenomenological qualitative case study aimed to examine how community trust 

between the police and the community they serve can be strengthened based on the perspectives 

of college-aged African American males. The findings from this study will assist with educating 

police on how their negative interactions with college-aged African American males in the 

community play a significant role. These findings could help develop and improve cultural 

competency and awareness training, helping to establish better community policing programs 

(Bent-Goodley & Smith, 2017; Winston, 2018). This chapter outlines the case study design used 

to collect qualitative data and the method of analysis the researcher used to evaluate the resulting 

data. The following research questions were used to drive the procedure and data analysis.  

RQ1. What do college-aged African American males see as the most important 

opportunities to strengthen the relationship between the police and the community they serve?  

RQ2. What do college-aged African American males believe are the most important steps 

law enforcement can take to increase community trust and confidence in the police?  

RQ3. How can law enforcement foster more community engagement and public support 

in community outreach programs to improve community safety from the perspective of college-

aged African American males? 
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Design 

A multiple case study design was used to identify themes of how community trust and the 

perception of the police be strengthened, based on the perspectives of college-aged African 

American males. Multiple case studies allow participants to provide insight through their first-

hand experience (Yin, 2011). This insight from first-hand experiences can yield essential 

findings while studying a phenomenon (Yin, 2011).  

Case studies are more concrete and vivid than other research designs (Merriam, 2009). A 

case study is a study of the particularity and complexity of a case or case, understanding its 

activity within essential circumstances (Yazan, 2015). Case studies provide the context that 

participants’ experiences are rooted, which helps readers better to understand research results 

(Merriam, 2009). Third, case studies can be developed more by reader interpretation when 

readers bring their own experience and understanding to reading case study results (Merriam, 

2009). Finally, with case studies, readers extend generalizations beyond the study population 

based on their needs (Merriam, 2009). 

One of the properties of a case study is triangulation, which will allow data sources to 

jointly add to and substantiate the research evidence rather than individually concentrating on 

different facets of the study (Zhu et al., 2014). Using multiple data sources enabled the 

researcher to cover a broader range of issues and develop converging lines of inquiry through 

triangulation. Using triangulated data sources, the researcher could more clearly determine how 

community trust between the police and the community they serve can be strengthened. This 

triangulation was based on the perspectives of college-aged African American males. 

This qualitative study examined how community trust between the police and the 

community they serve can be strengthened based on the perspectives of college-aged African 
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American males. This study collected data using document analysis such as meeting minutes, 

individual interviews, and focus groups.  

Yin (2013) described the case study design as one used when the researcher is trying to 

understand either a connection or disconnection between two events. The phenomenon is 

generated because of this interaction between events. Yin (1984) wrote about case study research 

and suggested techniques for organizing and conducting the research successfully. 

A sample of 12 participants, who identified as college-aged African American males who 

stated that they had experiences with police officers, either positive or negative, was used for this 

study. Participants were recruited from the student population by posting flyers at different 

approved locations on campus. This setting’s rationale was based on the need to recruit college-

aged African American males from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds, family structures, and 

education disciplines. An email was sent to the participants who met the criteria for the sample. 

Regarding sampling, the more cases provided in a study resulted in more robust conclusions; 

therefore, 12 participants were selected, and meaningful insights were produced (Marshall et al., 

2013; Yin, 2013). Purposive sampling involves selecting participants based on a clear 

justification of those who can fulfill the purpose specifically related to the relevant research 

questions (Cleary et al., 2014). 

Research Questions 

The following research questions were used to drive the procedure and data analysis.  

RQ1: What do college-aged African American males see as the most significant 

opportunities to strengthen the relationship between the police and the community they serve?  

RQ2: What do college-aged African American males believe are the most important steps 

law enforcement can take to increase community trust and confidence in the police?  
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RQ3: How can law enforcement foster more community engagement and public support 

in community outreach programs to improve community safety from the perspective of college-

aged African American males? 

Setting 

The setting of this study took place at a mid-sized historically Black college/university 

HBCU in southeastern Virginia with enrolled students with various educational, socioeconomic, 

and ethnic backgrounds. Participants were recruited from the student population by posting 

flyers at different approved locations on campus. This setting’s rationale was based on the need 

to recruit college-aged African American males from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds, 

family structures, and education disciplines. An email was sent to the participants who met the 

criteria for the sample. The email asked for a convenient time to conduct a Zoom interview. A 

confidentiality disclosure of the information discussed during the meeting.  

Participants  

This study included 12 college-aged African American male participants, which adheres 

to a phenomenological multiple-case study approach (Creswell & Poth, 2016). The criterion 

sampling method was used as all participants must have experienced the phenomenon, had a 

first-hand experience and were willing to express their perceptions (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

Criterion sampling is an approach to selecting participants in a phenomenological study that 

allows the researcher to hand-pick their participants based on a survey determining their 

qualifications to participate (Creswell & Poth, 2016). Criterion sampling ensured that Black men 

who would participate in the study met some criteria as this sampling method is helpful for 

quality assurance and maintaining the integrity of the research (Creswell & Creswell, 2017; 

Creswell & Poth, 2016).  



59 

 

Procedures 

The first step of the study was to obtain IRB approval from Liberty University (Appendix 

F), after which the researcher commenced the recruitment and data collection procedures. 

Participants were recruited from the student population by posting flyers at different approved 

locations on college campus. This setting’s rationale was based on the need to recruit college-

aged African American males from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds, family structures, and 

education disciplines. Participants interested in completing the study were asked to contact the 

researcher through the information provided on the recruitment flyer. Participants interested in 

joining the study were asked to provide preliminary information based on the criteria to ensure 

that they were eligible to participate in the study. The researcher did not require additional 

verification of the eligibility requirements beyond the statements of the participants. If eligible 

participants expressed interest in participating in the study, the researcher emailed them an 

informed consent form (Appendix D). The researcher stored signed informed consent forms on a 

password-locked computer. Next, the researcher arranged the zoom interviews based on 

mutually convenient times and dates. All interviews were conducted online through Zoom to 

follow the IRB recommendations for social distancing measures. Interviews lasted 

approximately 30 to 45 minutes and were recorded through by the researcher. After an interview 

was completed, a transcription of the interview from Zoom was downloaded. The researcher 

reviewed the accuracy of the transcription and made appropriate editing for spelling/punctuation 

errors. The researcher then returned a summary of the transcript to each participant for member 

checking. In member checking, the researcher returns a summary of the participant's reflections 

for review before data analysis to ensure the credibility of the results (Maxwell, 2008; Merriam, 

2002). Data was provided to participants so they may check for accuracy and remove or add 
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information for clarification (Merriam, 2002; Maxwell, 2008). Member checking is an important 

process of qualitative research that increases the validity and confirmability of the findings 

(Merriam, 2002). For this study, participants were asked to review the transcripts and return 

them within 3– 5 days to the researcher with corrections or comments. All transcripts were 

returned. The transcribed data were entered into the qualitative software program Dedoose®. 

Dedoose® was used to capture and categorize the data. Dedoose® is a data collection tool. The 

web-based tool can be used for qualitative analysis (Moylan et al., 2015). Coding can be 

developed by reading each transcript and can be used to identify consistent themes among 

participants (Ranney et al., 2015). Moustakas’s (1994) modified van Kaam method was used to 

analyze data collected from interviews. 

The Researcher’s Role 

The qualitative investigator is participatory, which means they must be engaged in the 

research process and participants; the researcher serves as an instrument with this method 

(Creswell, 2013). The role of the researcher was an observer-participant during the in-depth 

zoom interviews on the computer. Participants were recruited from the student population by 

posting flyers at different approved locations on campus. This setting’s rationale was based on 

the need to recruit college-aged African American males from diverse socioeconomic 

backgrounds, family structures, and education disciplines. An email was sent to the participants 

who met the criteria for the sample. The email asked for a convenient time to conduct a Zoom 

interview. A confidentiality disclosure of the information was discussed during the meetings.  

The researcher refrained from recruiting friends or colleagues to take part in this study 

because it was in the best interest of the study not to have any personal or professional 

relationships with participants. The participants were able to participate in the study without 
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being or feeling coerced or obligated to be part of the study. When conducting a 

phenomenological research study, the researcher should not have biases; rather, the researcher 

should view the topic with a fresh eye (Merriam, 2009; Moustakas, 1994). The researcher was 

very mindful of any personal biases that relate to the research study topic. There were no biases 

against participants and all participants were treated with respect from the researcher. No 

participants were exploited, and there were no conflicts of interest. The researcher considered 

perceptions of all participants. After the study was approved and completed, the researcher 

emailed each participant a summary report of research findings and thanked them again for their 

participation. 

Data Collection 

Fontana and Frey (2000) suggested that interviews are the primary source of 

phenomenological research based on fully engaging in interactions with the participant to grasp 

their experiences through dialogue. The study's goal was to build confidence during interactions 

with each participant to discuss their mistrust of police officers. The interview questions were 

arranged to pertain to the participant's present, past, and desires (Patton & Bondi, 2015). For this 

study, interviews were conducted virtually via web-based with face-to-face camera interaction 

(Creswell & Poth, 2016). The open-ended questions allowed the participants to engage in the 

descriptive process that qualitative research requires fully. A case study is an empirical inquiry 

that seeks to find the case or cases conforming to the definition mentioned earlier by addressing 

the “how” or “why” questions concerning the phenomenon of interest (Yazan, 2015). Usually, 

open-ended questions are asked during interviews trying to receive honest answers, while closed-

ended questions may influence participants to answer in a particular way (Creswell, 2009; 

McNamara, 1999).  
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Data Analysis 

Technology can enhance and improve qualitative research (Moylan et al., 2015). As such, 

data were collected and transcribed during the recorded meetings. The transcribed data were 

entered into the qualitative software program Dedoose®. Dedoose® was used to capture and 

categorize the data. Dedoose® is a data collection tool. The web-based tool can be used for 

qualitative analysis (Moylan et al., 2015). Coding can be developed by reading each transcript 

and can be used to identify consistent themes among participants (Ranney et al., 2015). 

Significant ideas, phrases, and themes were coded using original terms. This phenomenological 

process is called horizontalization. The process recognizes the critical themes from the 

transcripts derived from the interviews with the participants (Moustakas, 1994).  

The interviews were transcribed, then the participants could review their transcriptions 

and ensure the validity of their statements (Creswell & Poth, 2016; Moustakas, 1994). 

Participants reviewed the transcription, assuring their statements' validity (Creswell & Poth, 

2016; Moustakas, 1994). After the data were collected, reviewed by participants, and analyzed, 

themes were derived from the analysis. The themes were used to explain the phenomenon and 

answer the research questions of this study (Creswell & Poth, 2016; Moustakas, 1994).  

Trustworthiness 

In this section, the researcher will discuss and define the issues of trustworthiness that 

were central to the rigor and validity of this study. The issues of trustworthiness include 

credibility, dependability, confirmability, and transferability. Each of these variables was 

addressed by the researcher through specific data collection and analysis procedures to safeguard 

the trustworthiness, thoroughness, and validity of the research procedures and outcomes. In the 

following section, the researcher discusses credibility and the strategies used to ensure risks to 
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study legitimacy were addressed.  

Credibility  

Credibility refers to the process of ensuring that the participants’ reflections gathered in 

the research study accurately reflect their experiences (Tracy, 2019). A researcher can use 

multiple strategies to ensure that credibility is presented throughout the study (Merriam, 2002). 

The first step used in this study to address credibility was the use of a comprehensive data 

collection procedure that future researchers can duplicate. Throughout this chapter, the 

researcher detailed the methods used for data collection to ensure that upcoming researchers can 

evaluate the validity and rigor of the study and replicate the study design. The second method 

used in this study was member checking, and the third was addressing researcher bias. 

Researcher bias arises in most qualitative studies (Merriam, 2002). The researcher addressed 

biases to ensure these do not affect the findings of the study.  

Dependability  

The second variable and issue of trustworthiness is dependability, which refers to the 

process in which the methods used by the researcher for data collection and data analysis are 

credible and valid (Merriam, 2002). The first process used to increase dependability in the study 

was an audit trail, which refers to the documentation of the entire data collection and data 

analysis process. Regarding audit trial, the researcher kept documents for cross-checking and 

interview notes, tape recorded interviews, and kept transcripts of the interviews and transcript 

review documents.  

Transferability  

The third construct of issues of trustworthiness is transferability (Maxwell, 2008). 

Transferability refers to the process in which the findings of the study are generalized beyond the 
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target population (Merriam, 2002). In a qualitative study, the generalizability of findings is 

limited due to the unique experiences expressed by participants based on their own lived 

experiences in the construction of reality. The first method used by the researcher was to utilize 

thick descriptions when describing the findings in Chapter Four as a way of increasing the 

transferability of the findings (Tracy, 2019). Thick description is a qualitative technique in which 

the researcher details the participants’ experiences through descriptions, quotes, and discussion 

regarding their relationship with the phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994).  

Confirmability  

The final issue of trustworthiness is confirmability, which refers to ensuring the 

objectivity of the findings through a clear demonstration of the methods used to analyze 

participants' perceptions (Merriam, 2002). The transcribed data were entered into the qualitative 

software program Dedoose®, a web-based data collection tool. Dedoose® was used to capture 

and categorize the data. Coding was developed by reading each transcript a minimum of three 

times and using them to identify consistent themes among participants (Ranney et al., 2015). 

Significant ideas, phrases, and themes were coded using original terms. This phenomenological 

process is called horizontalization. The process recognizes the critical themes from the 

transcripts of the interviews with the participants (Moustakas, 1994). Moreover, the researcher 

provides direct quotes from participants, with names and personal identifiers removed, to 

increase the confirmability of the study findings.  

Ethical Considerations 

Once Liberty University's Institutional Review Board approved (IRB), participants were 

recruited. The participants were issued an informed consent form approved by the IRB before the 

data collection process started notifying them of their rights and requirements for participation in 
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the study. Only with a signed informed consent form were the participants allowed to participate 

in the study. Security measures were in place to protect the privacy of the participants. No data 

that could be used to identify the participants were used personally. Each participant was 

assigned a pseudonym to gather the data to be used in the study. All triangulation instruments 

were password protected on a secure computer with security measures. Towards the end of data 

collection, there was a debriefing process conducted with all participants. Before the final 

meetings with the participants, they were given updates on the meeting time and appreciation for 

their time and service to the research. Along with thanks, they were allowed to express any final 

feelings or passionate developments that impacted the research. 

Summary 

This phenomenological qualitative case study aimed to examine how community trust 

between the police and the community they serve could be strengthened, based on the 

perspectives of college-aged African American males. The findings from this study may assist 

with educating police on how their negative interactions with college-aged African American 

males in the community play a significant role. The phenomenon was police and college-aged 

African American male relationships. The issue or problem was how the negative personal 

experiences that African American men endured at the hands of the police had impacted their 

trust in the police. This study is critical because it has the potential to answer questions 

concerning the perspective of college-aged African American males toward police. The site, 

participants, and procedures were identified in this chapter. In qualitative research, the 

researcher’s role and placement are essential because, typically, they are connected to the 

research in some way and have a perspective on the phenomenon (Sutton & Austin, 2015).  
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 

Overview 

 This phenomenological qualitative case study aimed to examine how community trust 

between the police and the community they serve can be strengthened based on the perspectives 

of college-aged African American males. Data were gathered for this study through qualitative 

multiple case study interviews from college-aged African American males, and themes on how 

trust between the police and the community can be strengthened were developed. The researcher 

conducted interviews using open-ended questions to obtain in-depth responses from participants 

regarding their experiences and interactions with police. The findings from this study may assist 

with educating police on how their negative interactions with college-aged African American 

males in the community play a significant role. The findings from this study may help develop 

and improve training on cultural competency and awareness, helping to establish better 

community policing programs (Bent-Goodley & Smith, 2017; Winston, 2018).  

The transcribed data were entered into the qualitative software program Dedoose®, a 

web-based data collection tool. Dedoose® was used to capture and categorize the data. Coding 

was developed by reading each transcript a minimum of three times and using them to identify 

consistent themes among participants (Ranney et al., 2015). Significant ideas, phrases, and 

themes were coded using original terms. This phenomenological process is called 

horizontalization. The process recognizes the critical themes from the transcripts of the 

interviews with the participants (Moustakas, 1994).  

Moustakas’s (1994) modified van Kaam method was used to analyze data collected from 

interviews. The research questions were used to identify emerging themes. The following 

research questions were used to drive the procedure and data analysis.  
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RQ1: What do college-aged African American males see as the most significant 

opportunities to strengthen the relationship between the police and the community they serve?  

RQ2: What do college-aged African American males believe are the most important steps 

law enforcement can take to increase community trust and confidence in the police?  

RQ3: How can law enforcement foster more community involvement and public support 

in community outreach programs to improve community safety from the perspective of college-

aged African American males? 

Qualitative interviews were conducted with college-aged African American males to 

collect data.   The answers were used to draw conclusions associated with these three research 

questions. The results of the participant’s responses were triangulated among other responses in 

this qualitative multiple case study. This helped to better understand how community trust 

between the police and the community they serve could be strengthened based on the 

perspectives of college-aged African American males. African American men's negative personal 

experiences at the hands of the police have impacted their trust in the police (Payne et al., 2017). 

Field notes were taken and then compared to interview transcripts for triangulation. The findings 

from this study will assist with educating police on how their negative interactions with college-

aged African American males in the community play a significant role. The findings could help 

develop and improve cultural competency and awareness training, helping to establish better 

community policing programs (Bent-Goodley & Smith, 2017; Winston, 2018).  

Cultural competence allows police to apply a proper context while operating in a culture 

or community in which they may be less familiar.  Research into developing cultural competency 

and awareness training was assessed to assist in triangulation. This chapter includes participant 

demographics, an emerging theme table, and a discussion of the key findings on how community 
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trust between the police and the community they serve may be strengthened based on the 

perspectives of college-aged African American males. In addition, this chapter contains a review 

of the themes that emerged from participant interviews. The four primary themes that emerged 

from the current study were: (a) the approach of police officers, (b) avoid stereotyping; (c) 

community involvement, and (d) police presence. In the evaluation of evidence, an analysis of 

the emerging themes was established based on the triangulation of participant responses. In 

addition, the triangulation of the themes that emerged through participant interviews was 

compared to previous literature (Creswell, 2016). 

Participants 

 The 12 participants in this study consisted of college-aged African American males 

between 18 and 24. All the participants had an encounter with a police officer directly or 

indirectly. The students attended a historically Black college/university (HBCU) located in 

southeastern Virginia. Of the 12 participants involved in the study, all expressed no confidence 

or trust in the police. In addition, the student's responses all recommended the need for 

community involvement.  

Table 1  
 

Description of Participants 

Participants Gender Encounter with police 

1 Male Yes 

2 Male Yes 

3 Male Yes 

4 Male Yes 

5 Male Yes 

6 Male Yes 

7 Male Yes 

8 Male Yes 

9 Male Yes 
10 Male Yes 

11 Male Yes 

12 Male Yes 
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Participant 1 stated,  

In fact, my trust. I do not know. I feel like I lose just because of what’s been going on. 

The trust I have in police, it’s like, I kind of lose like every time a bad thing happens. 

Regarding police, I see on the news I kind of lose a bit of trust. So, when that encounter 

happened, I was kind of nervous like my dad was telling me because it wasn’t just my 

dad, it was my brother and my mom. And he was kind of telling us to calm down. And I 

would always get mad because I didn’t want nothing to happen to my dad or anything. 

So, I would always make sure to look at the cop or like, make sure he’s not, you know, 

reaching for his gun or anything.  

Participant 2 stated, 

So, I was pulled over for I think one of my lights was out one time. I think it was one of 

my front lights. I was pulled over. I was a little nervous because it was my first time 

getting pulled over. And it was probably about within my first couple of months of 

driving as well. So, I was a little nervous, but my mom had prepared me for these types 

of things. 

Participant 3 stated,  

Okay. So, an encounter that I had with the police officer. One occurred last year over the 

summer. One of my neighbors actually called the police on us because we were doing 

some yard work and there was a tree that was like in between both properties that we 

decided to trim a little bit because we also live near like restaurants and stuff. It was a lot 

of rodents and things like that around. So, we kind of just wanted to get rid of like a lot of 

the rubbish areas. But my neighbor ended up calling the police on us. When they arrive, 

they just were like asking us questions like pressing us with questions. Initially, my mom 
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was the one that opened the door, but my stepfather, he ended up stepping in after we 

realized what they were here for. And I kind of listened in on it. I didn’t particularly like 

the attitude that the officers had. I’m not sure if that was just part of like the protocol as 

far as how to deal with the situation like that or what it was based on who called the 

police on this and like who reported it? I’m not sure, but that was the most recent 

encounter that I had with the police.  

Participant 4 stated, 

Back when I was younger, I had a negative encounter. Because, you know, when your 

mom’s not there, she says, “don’t answer the door for anybody”. So, you see these police 

officers at your door, like demanding and asking questions and stuff. The police are 

pretty much like invading the space that this home was meant for. And it just made that 

uneasiness just like tenfold because I was a kid and going back to the bus loop, like it’s 

always been instilled to me, like, you know, because I am a black man, I’m always going 

to have a target on my back. So, when I encounter those two officers at the bus loop, it 

wasn’t just. The police weren’t like friendly towards me. Like in my in my mind, I don’t 

see them as we can count on these police officers to get the job done because if there’s 

any miscommunication between what’s actually going on, especially in the town that I’m 

in. They see me as a threat. They could see me as a possible suspect. And I don’t want 

that to happen.  

Participant 5 stated, 

So a couple weeks ago, I was driving. It was about 1:00 in the morning, like in like 

midnight in the morning. So I was driving, driving back to her apartment and I got pulled 

over because I was going, I think, five miles over the speed limit. I didn’t think I was 
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really speeding that well, but I got pulled over just because he thought I was speeding. I 

was in a rush, but I really wasn’t. He took my information down, asked me a bunch of 

questions, but let me go with a warning. It was actually very nerve wracking because 

you’re hearing the news there oftentimes how people get pulled over for speeding. Then 

it turned into a different encounter. Lives could be lost, or things would be happening. 

But I’m happy. I just got away with a warning.  

Participant 6 stated,  

One negative encounter was when I was younger. I was a victim of a crime, but basically 

because I was like a black kid and the suspect was a white kid, they basically were just 

taking his side and trying to flip the situation. 

Participant 7 stated, 

I think there was one encounter that I had in Philadelphia with a police officer. I was with 

some friends, and my friend accidentally knocked over a police officer’s bike. The police 

officer actually got overly aggressive. They were accusatory and they were pushing for 

some form of answers or for him to apologize anyway. It was a simple mistake! I think 

that was one of the earlier times I interacted with a police officer. The most memorable of 

times.  

Participant 8 stated, 

So, when he came up, let me see if I can remember everything. I know for a fact that he 

had a smug smile on his face the whole time. Mm hmm. He was talking to me, and I 

would respond. He would ask me questions, and I would ask him a question, and he 

would just look at me with a smug smile and then repeat what he said. Mm hmm. He 

wouldn’t acknowledge my questions. And then it took a while. I mean, that’s what 
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happens. It felt like 20 minutes. I was sitting there. For a long time. I didn’t have AC in 

the car, so it was hot. But then he came back, and I remember he gave me a ticket. The 

court date was December 22nd, but I wasn’t going to be in school. I was going to be back 

home, so I would not have been able to go to court even though I was going to fight it. I 

said to the police officer, but wait, what happens if I can’t? Would I be able to change the 

date? He said, no, I can’t. And you better go, or you’re going to have to either pay the 

fine or make the date. And if you don’t make the date, then it will be problems. And then 

he smiled. And that got me mad. I did not like that at all. The police officer just walked 

away and then I drove off. But I remember that! I asked him a question because I thought 

that you can request a date change. But he said, “No, you can’t”.  

Participant 9 stated, 

I would say during COVID, I had an encounter on my way to work. At the time, I was 

working very, very late, like going in at 1:00 in the morning and coming out at 12 p.m. 

So that was a really rough time, especially because there was a lot of crime in the court in 

the area. So, I used to get followed a lot to work. I think I got stopped maybe once or 

twice. But just to see who’s in the car and just running the plates. But other than that, 

nothing. It’s just more so the annoyance to it because I was not speeding or anything.  

Participant 10 stated, 

I’ve been pulled over for three to five times and all but one was good. Like all of them. 

The cops were nice and understanding, and they didn’t scare me at all. I felt like I was 

comfortable with the situation. There was one where I was not. I didn’t feel comfortable. I 

just felt like he was a jerk. 
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Participant 11 stated, 

So, I would say the one that sticks out the most to me actually happened last year. I was 

driving home from work. I remember stopping in the Burger King parking lot. It was 

raining. I went down the road for a little bit, crossed the bridge, and right when I got to 

the bridge, I see the blue lights behind me. So, you know, I was trying to figure out what 

the deal was. I thought originally the cops weren’t even there for me. I thought they were 

just about to pass. So, I pulled off the side of the road and they pull off behind me. I said, 

okay. So, he actually ends up getting out, making contact with myself. And just he was 

just basically saying, I didn’t have the right lights. I had my fog lights on and not my 

normal headlights. First time I ever got pulled over, so extremely nervous! 

Participant 12 stated, 

I feel when it comes to trusting in law enforcement, a lot of individuals of our generation 

feel like this is broken. Just based off, you know, the whole thing of being a police officer 

to protect and serve. I feel like African Americans, especially African American men 

aren’t really getting that fair treatment. It’s like we’re already being like, put in this light. 

Like we’re already getting looked at in a bad light. Like it’s already they already got, 

like, assumptions made about us when it comes to right or wrong. It’s kind of we already 

are guilty and fit the description of a suspect. I think we just need to kind of see police 

officers be more relatable. I feel like we only see them in uniform, we don’t usually see 

like, I know I don’t know police officers outside of their job. So, we only see them in 

uniform like we know like they’re regular individuals.  
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Results 

 Through a qualitative multiple case study, the perspectives and experiences were 

captured from 12 college-aged African American males regarding how community trust between 

the police and the community they serve can be strengthened. Each participant was interviewed 

via a Zoom meeting, which was recorded. The recorded sessions were then transcribed and 

analyzed. All 12 of the participants had an encounter with a police officer, directly or indirectly, 

that was negative and made them feel uncomfortable.  

 All 12 participants were screened via the IRB-approved screening criteria on the 

approved informed consent form (Appendix D), and all participants were contacted via email. 

The participants fulfilled the screening criteria and signed a copy of the informed consent form 

(Appendix D). The informed consent form was sent to each participant via email.  

Each participant emailed the signed initially informed consent form back to the 

researcher. Each participant provided written consent via the informed consent form to be Zoom 

recorded. Interviews were used to collect data as an essential aspect of qualitative research is the 

rigorous collection of data (Ranney et al., 2015). Each interview was conducted via Zoom as 

approved by the IRB.  

The researcher transcribed each audio recording through Sonix speech software. The 

researcher reviewed each transcript three times through voice recording to ensure accuracy and 

completeness. Once transcribed, each transcript underwent member checking by each participant 

to ensure the transcripts’ accuracy and completion. The participants approved twelve transcripts 

as they were. 

Qualitative research involves a systematic and practical data collection protocol (Ranney 

et al., 2015). Collecting data through analyzing interview transcripts was an effective way to 
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develop emerging themes in examining how community trust between the police and the 

community they serve can be strengthened based on the perspectives of college-aged African 

American males. Four themes emerged through data analysis involving the data analysis 

software Dedoose® and triangulation with field notes that answered the research questions. The 

themes that emerged are provided in  

Table 2.  

Table 2  
 

Themes 

Research question Theme(s) 

1. What do college-aged African American 

males see as the most important opportunities 

to strengthen the relationship between the 

police and the community that they serve? 

Be more present 

2. What do college-aged African American 

males believe are the most important steps law 

enforcement can take to increase community 

trust and confidence in the police? 

Avoid Stereotyping 

Approaching police 

3. How can law enforcement foster more 

community involvement and public support in 

community outreach programs to improve 

community safety from the perspective of 

college-aged African American males? 

Community involvement 

 

 Analysis can help the researcher understand the data in qualitative research, and 

consensus-based themes can be developed (Henderson, & Segal, 2013; Houghton et al., 2013; 

Ranney et al., 2015). To analyze interview questions, the researcher manually managed data 

collection and transcribed interviews. The researcher used Moustakas’ modified van Kaam 

method to analyze collected data. This method includes the following seven steps, which 

include: 

1. listing and preliminary grouping. 
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2. reduction and elimination. 

3. clustering and thematizing invariant constituents.  

4. final identification of invariant constituents and themes by application. 

5. using relevant, validated invariant constituents and themes, constructing for each 

coresearcher an individual textual description of the experience. 

6. construct for each coresearcher an individual structural description of the experience 

based on individual textural descriptions and imaginative variation.  

7. construct for each research participant a textural-structural narrative of the meanings and 

essences of the events. From individual textural structured descriptions, develop a 

composite description of meanings and essences of the experience, symbolizing the group 

as a whole (Moustakas, 1994). 

Member-checked transcripts were uploaded to the data analysis software Dedoose®. 

Dedoose® is a cloud-based technology used to access, code, and analyze data (Davidson et al., 

2016; Moylan et al., 2015). As a result, themes were developed, and codes emerged involving 

how community trust between the police and the African American community they serve can be 

strengthened. The themes that emerged in this study were prioritized by weighing the percentage 

of excerpts captured in Dedoose®, based on the participants' narratives, and are provided below 

in Table 3.  

Table 3  

Emerging Themes Ranked by Percentage 

Theme                                          Frequency 

Be more present                               89% 

Avoid Stereotyping                         65% 

Approach of police                          74% 

Community involvement                 98% 
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This analytic approach led to themes that answered each research question, and saturation 

was confirmed through data analysis. This approach involves reaching the position within data 

collection where no additional data or themes were presented to the researcher (Ranney et al., 

2015). Table 4 displays saturation. 

Table 4  

Themes from Each Participant 

 

 

RQ1: What do college-aged African American males see as the most important 

opportunities to strengthen the relationship between the police and the community that they 

serve?  

Theme 1: Be More Present 

 In order to build meaningful relationships with the Black community, police officers 

must be more present (Archibald et al., 2017). The social relationship theory suggests that 

valuing the benefits and costs of each relationship determines whether one chooses to continue a 

social association (Bent-Goodley & Smith, 2017; Cherry & Asebedo, 2022; Demirkol & Nalla, 

2017).  Increasing police presence can help to break down the barriers between police and 

African American males. Ultimately, everyone benefits from the presence of police in the 

neighborhood.  

Theme 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

Be more 

present 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Avoid 

Stereotyping 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Approach of 

police 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes 

Community 

involvement 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No 
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 When police officers are present, there is less crime, and it sends a message to the 

community that they are safe.  Law enforcement officers are more involved and informed, 

thereby allowing them to take a more proactive approach to stopping crime. In turn, 

community members enjoy safer, more cohesive communities. When civilian confidence is 

suppressed, civilian cooperation with law enforcement is diminished, as are civilian impressions 

of procedural justice and fairness (MacLean, 2019). Police officers must become more receptive 

to the challenges of a rapidly changing society and establish a sense of confidence in their 

relationships with the communities they serve.  

The participants expressed through their responses that police must be more present to 

build relationships with the community.  

Participant 7 stated,  

I remember having a conversation with my father about the power system, the police 

academy. I believe what is called awe athletics. And I remember that being something 

that was very prominent. And you got to see the police officers in a community. They 

were known by name, they were known by faces, and they knew the individuals in such 

community as well. There was a sense of familiarity between the police officers, I would 

think, if they had the opportunity to be in different spaces, come to schools more often, 

come to community events more often in a space where it’s like, this is my name. What’s 

your name? As opposed to just sitting at the top of the block and just watching. Why 

students should go to school and just watched so intently by police and never saying 

hello? Just being so impersonal to them, just like another object as opposed to a person.  

Participant 12 stated, 
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I just feel like it goes back to, just like I said, just being more, you know, in-tune and 

relatable, like what’s going on and just, you know, the Black community and just being 

more, you know, maybe see them a little bit more outside uniform, like maybe just being 

more involved. Maybe it’s like they don’t have to be in uniform. Just in regular clothes. 

Seeming more relatable in how police are when I have all this authority and all this 

power. 

The participants expressed that they would like to see police officers for who they are without 

the uniform. Being more relatable as a police officer seems to make the African American 

communities feel more comfortable. The college students expressed that they would feel more 

comfortable reporting suspicious actions or crimes to police.  

 Past research by Palmer (2021), has confirmed that interacting with the community is 

essential to change the way African Americans feel about the police. Police officers must figure 

out how to make themselves known to African American communities. Police officers must 

display that they are there to protect and serve. Many African Americans, especially the males, 

feel that officers are only there to harass them, write tickets, and arrest them. In order for the 

relationships to get better between the two parties, they must start with the youth. 

RQ2: What do college-aged African American males believe are the most important 

steps law enforcement can take to increase community trust and confidence in the police?  

Theme 2: Avoid Stereotyping 

People use stereotypes as a gauge to compare or judge other people's cultures against the 

dominant ideology (Ware, 2007). The dominant ideology frames the majority of the population's 

thoughts, including a complex system of beliefs, attitudes, perceptions, and opinions that become 

known as common knowledge (Ware, 2007). Using negative stereotypes may have adverse 
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effects on criminal investigative processes as these stereotypes could have a more negative effect 

when investigating suspects from out-group communities (Tajfel, 2010). 

 In the framework of the criminal justice system, certain ethnic minorities are frequently 

negatively stereotyped to have characteristics that make them more inclined to take part in 

criminal behavior. For example, Ware (2007) argues that stereotyping young Black men as 

dangerous criminals is embedded within police culture. When working in Black communities, 

police must avoid stereotyping people. 

Participant 1 stated, 

I would just say just stop viewing black people a certain way. Like I know it. Like I know 

all of it. Everyone has certain stereotypes and judge and prejudge. That’s just something 

that we do as humans. But I guess especially with black people, don’t off the off the bat 

consider them thugs or if they weren’t all black, that they’re doing something bad illegal. 

Just consider us as regular people. Just the person, you know, it’s the same thing. Like I 

said, with the African American community and police officers, we just want to see that 

you care and want to see us do better. 

Past research confirms that stereotyping has also been known to create anxiety, 

depressive symptoms, and low self-esteem among African American men because they feel 

unprotected and are a constant target based on their race and gender (Diaquoi, 2017). African 

American men who have had this conversation and who have continued to experience racism 

from childhood through adulthood experience anti-self-issues, internalized racism, and self-

hatred (Diaquoi, 2017). Miller et al. (2019) go on to explain: Internalized racial oppression may 

be defined as, "the individual inculcation of the racist stereotyped, values, images, and ideologies 

perpetuated by the White dominant society about one's racial group, leading to feeling of self-
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doubt, disgust, and disrespect for one's race and/or oneself" (p. 1060). In other words, in a 

specific racial group, African Americans are spoken to in such a negative way and treated so 

poorly by their white peers that they begin to hate themselves or their entire race because of this 

treatment. In addition, anti-self can be described as hostility to their own sense of being Black 

(Howard et al., 2019), feeling as if a person inside you constantly feeds you negative thoughts of 

who you are. These feelings are overwhelming, and for many African American men, in order to 

manage them, they must seek therapy (McIntosh et al., 2019).  

Theme 3: Approach of Police 

 Police officers are intimidating to citizens because they wear a uniform, have a gun, and 

carry a truncheon. Some officers have muscular bodies and no expression on their faces. Citizens 

can view one or two of these characteristics as aggressive.  

           The African American community is traumatized by the police officers due to past and 

present racism and mistreatment. As defined by Solorzano et al. (2000), racism is the act of 

being prejudiced and discriminatory against another person based on his or her racial 

background. In essence, racism is the attitudinal and behavioral manifestation of inequality based 

on race that is systematic and maintained by institutional structures, policies, and practices; it 

dictates social advantages and disadvantages (Bell, 2007; Tatum, 2010). Police officers must be 

aware of such perceptions and mindful of their approach toward college-aged African American 

males. 

 During the interviews, the participants expressed that police should be aware of how they 

approach a suspect. 

Participant 1 stated,  



82 

 

How can that encounter be more positive? Like I would say, just the regular greeting and 

not looking like, you know, so aggressive, so hostile. Just approach them like a normal 

person, even if they’ve done something wrong, you have enough evidence on them that 

they did something wrong. Like especially with college students. We’re still kids! Like, I 

know we are viewed as an adult. Technically, we’re still kids, and we’re still learning. So, 

I guess I just don’t look as aggressive or hostile because, I mean, some college students, 

they’re scared, like when a police officer approached them in a hostile or aggressive way. 

They would start running away and then the situation starts to escalate. So, I would say 

just lose the aggressiveness and just, you know, I guess just be nice, you know, just treat 

them as a regular person.  

Participant 4 stated,  

Because with previous incidents, you know, you see like boys like Trayvon Martin or you 

got like Breonna Taylor or somebody, you know, or George Floyd. There are not that 

many positive interactions between black men and the police in any type of social media 

or any type of media or the news that you see on screen. You know, you don’t hear about 

any of these stories about police officers, you know, having a genuine, authentic 

experience with the black male without having to resort to violence or having to resort to 

somebody getting locked up or arrested like. You know, it’s not something that’s 

common. I mean, it’s not like I don’t trust them for no reason. It’s the fact that there’s 

always a continued cycle of black men being targeted and being treated as suspects, even 

when they had nothing to do with. My mom, grandparents and dad, like, they raised me 

with that in mind so that whenever I walk around, I am careful. I am a black man, and 
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you’re not safe walking around, especially near police. You don’t know what they’re 

going to do.  

Participant 6 stated,  

On the police side. Well, a wave would have been nice, you know. Hi. How are you 

doing? Would have been nice. It is just them standing there looking menacing in front of 

this bus loop in front of the student center. This is where it’s very, very high traffic of 

students going in and out. So, I don’t know what they were looking for, but I feel like, 

you know, to make that less intimidating on my end, you wouldn’t stare somebody down. 

You know, if I’m walking across or like walking past somebody on the street, you know, 

at least you can say, “Hi, how are you doing?” or a head nod. The police just stare and 

that does not give off a friendly vibe from them.  

Participant 2 stated,  

I would say just to be more receptive to I mean, if like even if certain police were to be 

like more approachable, I think that as students, we would have to be more acceptable to 

like. Hear them out and like, you know, engage with them back. Because I know just like 

how police officers can have like a certain attitude toward interacting with us before they 

do. We also can feel a way about police and like have an automatic distrust in them. So, I 

think that just going in with a more open mind and I think that would help for sure. 

Participant 7 stated, 

I think it starts off with just a simple conversation at times or just extended that hand, so 

we make sure that they feel welcomed. Oftentimes there is a disconnect between police 

officers and students, and I feel as though if there comes some level of just connection 

just with that, that can be the first step to trying to build that and gain trust. So just to 



84 

 

come into their campus or engage with their families while they’re away at college or 

anything like that afterwards, that would be a great first start. Every college has campus 

safety or campus security, so that will be a great way, honestly, to really build and foster 

relationships that would be beneficial for both the security and for the African American 

students as well. 

Past research has indicated that African American men have experienced significant 

mistreatment at the hands of law enforcement, which has impacted their trust in the police 

(Obasogie & Newman, 2017). The number of hostile police encounters experienced by African 

American men has grown substantially to the point of now being considered a significant public 

health concern (Obasogie & Newman, 2017). Aymer (2016) highlighted the emotional and 

psychological harm African American men have expressed due to these negative encounters, 

including strong feelings of anger, agitation, and confusion. Several participants of this study feel 

that implementing new training for members of law enforcement will help lower the number of 

negative encounters African American men have with the police, which would help with their 

trust of police. The current study's findings are consistent with the existing body of literature 

highlighting the negative personal experiences of African American men with police and their 

trust in the police (Novich & Hunt, 2018; Smith Lee & Robinson, 2019). 

RQ3: How can law enforcement foster more community involvement and public support 

in community outreach programs to improve community safety from the perspective of college-

aged African American males? 

Theme 4: Community Involvement 

 

 Most of the participants suggested community involvement as a way to increase trust 

between the African American community and police officers. Theme 1 was reflected in 
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responses from all 12 participants (Table 3). Participants stated that there is minimum interaction 

with police officers. Some communities have neighborhood watch programs, but these programs 

are not typically in African American communities. Most of the interactions that take place 

between African Americans and the police happen when African Americans are stopped or 

arrested. Developing relationships between African American communities and police can help 

increase trust between both parties. Most participants welcomed the opportunity to get to know 

the police better and to allow the police to know their families. 

Participant 2 stated,  

Activities with the police haven’t been like advertised. So, I believe if the word was 

spread out a little bit more then I’d probably attend because I’m the type of person I’m all 

about community outreach. I’m all about being a part of my community, making sure 

what happens, happens. So, I mean, but no, I just haven’t heard very much about any 

events like that.  

Participant 3 stated, 

I believe it would create more understanding between both parties because a lot of times I 

feel like police find themselves in situations that they aren’t necessarily comfortable in or 

where they must make a split decision and react. Whereas if there was a better 

understanding between both parties, it would just make it better for everyone.   

Participant 7 stated, 

I did a bike run with the police officers when I was a kid in Philadelphia. There was a 

marathon and bikes alongside the police officers. I thought that was one way to really 

engage with the youth in the area as well. I really appreciated it.  

Participant 9 stated, 
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God forbid something happens on a college campus, because then everybody is going to 

know. So, I think if we lessen that demographic of police for those campuses and focus 

more on the community at hand, for those officers to be more sort of relevant and trying 

to build that trust up, maybe having different events to try to strengthen it. You could 

have, like I know a lot of athletes because I’m an athlete. If you have like a little home 

session for like a competition or something to help that trust, because I know a lot of 

officers have been athletes in the past, and I know it’s a rigorous training to go through to 

even get to be an officer. So just doing something like that, like a lift off or like relays or 

something like that, I think that would help a lot.  

Participant 2 stated, 

I think nowadays in general, there’s just like a whole negative connotation behind, you 

know, police officers, especially with Black men my age. I know that it’s you know, a lot 

of people are afraid. But as I said earlier, I think that once you have those positive 

encounters, it allows you to reshape your thinking and reshape your opinions. So, I feel 

like if more people have positive encounters, we’ll be able to shift that, that whole 

mindset of thinking. But as of right now, I don’t think that there is the best perception or 

like I really think a lot of college students are just against the police.  

Participant 4 stated, 

Oh, well, I mean, there’s a lot of like different organizations on campus stuff that they 

can be a part of, like, you know, show up and show your faces. Like there’s the black 

student union, you know. The Black Studies Center and everything. Like, police officers 

can show up to these events because they’re free and they are led by Black students. And, 

you know, these are the things that we’re going to be doing for the community. I mean, I 
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feel like if police showed up to that, not as police, but as like people genuinely wanting to 

help us and get to know us. Police can help with this these organizations. Then yeah, that 

trust could begin to build and that would help a lot, actually. 

Past research on a review of the literature on community-oriented policing provided vivid 

descriptions with clear examples regarding what is identified as relationship-based policing. 

Relationship-based policing seeks to get not only the community’s input, but also community 

involvement in establishing best practices and training (Beck, 2016). Relationship based policing 

builds on community-oriented policing and the foundation already established through 

community-oriented policing and goes a step further into relationship building. 

Summary 

This qualitative study aimed to develop a deeper understanding of how community trust 

between the police and the community they serve can be strengthened based on the perspectives 

of 12 college-aged African American males. This understanding will help develop and improve 

cultural competency and awareness training, helping to establish better community policing 

programs (Bent-Goodley & Smith, 2017; Winston, 2018). Participants included college-aged 

African American males between 18 and 24 who attend a historically Black college/university 

(HBCU) in southeastern Virginia. This study was conducted to analyze three research questions. 

Each research question was provided and evaluated based on the findings that emerged from 

participant narratives. Data were gathered through interviews in this qualitative multiple-case 

study. Triangulation was applied to each case study to ensure validity by merging information in 

multiple case studies (Carter et al., 2014; Houghton et al., 2013). Each theme from the 

participants' narratives was triangulated between each case study, which resulted in each 
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participant supporting each theme. Field notes were taken during interviews and were 

triangulated with transcripts and excerpts from Dedoose® to analyze and confirm findings.  

The social relationship theory, which provided a theoretical framework for this study, 

proposes that social behavior results from an exchange process (Bent-Goodley & Smith, 2017; 

Cherry & Asebedo, 2022; Demirkol & Nalla, 2017). This exchange aims to maximize benefits 

and minimize costs (Cherry & Asebedo, 2022). According to this theory, individuals consider 

social relationships' potential benefits and risks. Individuals will terminate or abandon the 

relationship when the risks outweigh the rewards. A certain amount of give-and-take formulates 

most relationships, but this does not mean they are always equal. The social relationship theory 

suggests that valuing the benefits and costs of each relationship determines whether one chooses 

to continue a social association. Social relationship theory is beneficial in clarifying why a group 

of individuals may communicate certain behaviors and attitudes toward other groups in society. 

All the participants felt it was essential for police officers to understand the cultures and 

communities they protect. Community involvement, education, and training were recommended 

to solve this problem. The participants felt that additional education and training in cultural 

competency would support the mission of how community trust between the police and the 

community they serve is strengthened based on the perspectives of college-aged African 

American males. 

Many minorities, including African Americans, feel excluded and emotionally distressed 

due to the harsh treatment of law enforcement (Cochran & Warren, 2012). Miller (2013) said the 

way police officers were trained to fight crime was directly based on the intersection of racial 

stereotypes and criminal suspicion. Miller posited that police use training as part of their 

decision-making processes regarding whether or not to stop African Americans in specific 
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neighborhoods. Miller further explained that their method 4 of training leads to negative citizen-

police relationships among African Americans, especially African American men. 

A discussion of the key findings on how community trust between the police and the 

community they serve is strengthened based on the perspectives of college-aged African 

American males was included in this chapter. The participant responses were categorized by the 

themes that emerged from the qualitative interviews. The four primary themes that emerged from 

the current study were: (a) the approach of police officers, (b) avoiding stereotyping, (c) 

community engagement, and (d) police presence. In evaluating evidence, an analysis of the 

emerging themes was established based on the triangulation of participant responses.   
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CHAPTER 5 CONCLUSION 

Overview 

The purpose of the qualitative study sought to examine how community trust between the 

police and the community that they serve can be strengthened based on the perspectives of 

college-aged African American males. This qualitative study aimed to examine how community 

trust between the police and the community they serve can be strengthened based on the 

perspectives of college-aged African American males. African American men's negative 

individual experiences at the hands of the police have impacted their trust in the police (Payne et 

al., 2017). The problem addressed in this qualitative study was mistrust between college-aged 

Black males and law enforcement. Many African American men are confident they are on-

purpose racial profiling targets (Burks, 2021; Johnson, 2018). African American men's negative 

involvement with the police has impacted their trust in the police. Many African American men 

have experienced psychological trauma, more precisely, posttraumatic stress disorder, because of 

their encounters with the police (Brooms, 2018; Burks, 2021). Insights from this study may aid 

police departments and communities in decreasing barriers affecting race relations between 

officers and African American citizens. Implications for positive social change are directed 

toward police officers and policymakers at the state and local levels of government. Study results 

will also benefit police officers by informing police training. 

Summary of Findings 

This phenomenological qualitative case study examines how community trust between 

the police and the community they serve can be strengthened based on the perspectives of 

college-aged African American males. Social relationship theory helps explain why a group may 

express specific behaviors and attitudes toward other groups in society (Moore, 2019). By 
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exploring the social relationship theory, the findings from this study may assist with educating 

police on how their negative interactions with college-aged African American males in the 

community play a significant role. 

The social relationship theory guided the research questions, as each question was 

designed to enable participants to explain their perceptions and experiences with police officers. 

This theory is appropriate because the mistrust of police officers among African Americans has 

been continuously increasing. This theory also assists with studying issues that affect a group of 

people classified by race (Chambers, 2014). The social relationship theory helps develop policies 

to foster better relationships between college-aged African American males and law enforcement 

officers by implementing improved community outreach programs (Bent-Goodley & Smith, 

2017; Demirkol & Nalla, 2017). 

Social relationship theory is based on the idea that human interaction is guided by self-

interest. "It is the essence of conceptualization that stress relationships between actors (rather 

than attributes) and the mutual rewards to be derived from those relationships" (Druckman, 1998, 

p. 255). A person enters a relationship for the purpose of achieving certain rewards or a share of 

a limited supply of resources. This is where the idea of exchange comes from. Each party 

perceived advantages to interacting with the other; therefore, a relationship develops. 

Communication between parties is related to allocating the resources that initiated the 

interaction, and as these resources are shared back and forth, "exchange" takes place (Szmatka et 

al., 1998). One consistently evaluates a relationship to decide whether the resources acquired are 

worth those one has to part with (Sirgy, 1990). In other words, human interaction is driven by 

and evaluated through a cost and reward analysis system. Is what one acquires in a relationship 

worth the resources they had to give up? This is the question that guides human interaction. 
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The theory is also unique because it notes the cognitive process used to analyze a conflict 

situation for possible resource acquisition. Also, this cognitive process influences decision-

making and perhaps influences one's conflict management tactic selections. Social relationship 

theory combines elements of several important conflict management theories and accounts for 

resource-driven motivation underlying the cost/reward analysis inherent in decision-making. 

Social relationship theory explicitly posits that “self-interest is the guiding force behind 

behaviors" (Folger et al., 2001, p. 71). People view their relationships and interactions through a 

lens of cost/reward and available alternatives analysis (Bagozzi, 1974). The construction of 

relationships can be understood to develop on the acquisition and/or transfer of resources. 

Ledingham et al. (1999) stipulate that one's status, knowledge, services, money, goods, and love 

are examples of resources. However, the cognitive steps in social relationships occur within a 

range of fairness. One assesses whether the rewards he/she receives from a particular relationship 

or action merit the costs they relinquish in the process (Folger et al., 2001). According to 

Hubbell and Chory-Assad (2005), "perceptions of fairness of an organizational outcome received 

in a given transaction is referred to as distributive justice" (p. 49). What resources are actually 

transferred is irrelevant when compared with what each party perceives to have transpired. 

Lastly, social relationship theory focuses not only on material rewards and costs but on 

relational rewards and costs. In any given conflict situation, one must consider what is most 

important in a particular interaction. It may be more important to build a strong relationship with 

the other party so they might utilize an accommodating approach in order to strengthen the 

relationship. Despite receiving fewer material rewards by allowing the other party to have what 

they want, one has been able to meet one's relational goal of strengthening their relationship with 

the other party. Appropriate Texas Tech University, Scott Brandon Boyd, August 2007 28 
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conflict management involves meeting situational as well as relational goals (Gross & Guerrero, 

2000). 

The following three research questions guided this study:  

RQ1: What do college-aged African American males see as the most important 

opportunities to strengthen the relationship between the police and the community that they 

serve?  

RQ2: What do college-aged African American males believe are the most important 

steps law enforcement can take to increase community trust and confidence in the police?  

RQ3: How can law enforcement foster more community involvement and public support 

in community outreach programs to improve community safety from the perspective of college-

aged African American males?  

The researcher used Moustakas' modified van Kaam method of analysis. Findings from 

this qualitative multiple case study resulted in four themes: (a) approach of police officers, (b) 

avoiding stereotyping, (c) community involvement, and (d) police presence. Each of these 

themes contributed to the social relationship theory as they represent effective ways community 

trust between the police and the community that they serve can be strengthened. Understanding 

citizens' perceptions of the police is a significant concern (McCandless, 2018; Moore, 2019; 

Palmer, 2021). 

Study findings indicated that most participants believed that their encounters and 

interactions with police played a significant role in their perceptions of police officers. First, 

participants felt that police officers' stereotypes of the African American community caused them 

to distrust the police. Second, study findings revealed that the approach of police officers is 

inappropriate, even when they identify the Black citizen as innocent or get their questions 
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resolved. Third, participants indicated that they would trust the police more if they were more 

present in the African American community, other than when they are called to the scene. Lastly, 

study findings indicated that college-aged African American males would like more community 

involvement from police officers. 

Participants associated the social relationship theory in this study of how community trust 

between the police and the community they serve can be strengthened based on the perspectives 

of college-aged African American males. The social relationship theory is beneficial in clarifying 

why a group of people may communicate certain behaviors and attitudes toward other groups in 

society. Every society is divided into groups that express distinct lifestyles. The groups may 

become controversial due to differences in social significance that affect how they interact. In the 

social relationship theory, Weber focused on relationships between communities and 

neighborhoods rather than institutions or social collectivities (Reisenzein et al., 2020). This 

chapter discusses the implications of each research question and includes recommendations for 

further research on how community trust between the police and the community they serve can 

be strengthened based on the perspectives of college-aged African American males. The chapter 

also summarizes the significant findings developed through this multiple case study. 

Discussion of RQ1 Findings RQ1  

RQ1: What do college-aged African American males see as the most important 

opportunities to strengthen the relationship between the police and the community that they 

serve?  

All the participants suggested that the relationship between the African American 

community and police officers needs to be strengthened. The theme, be more present, derived 

from the interview questions associated with RQ1. Participants stated that there is minimum 
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interaction with police officers. Some communities have neighborhood watch programs, but 

these programs are not typically in African American communities. Most interactions between 

African Americans and the police happen when African Americans are stopped or arrested. 

Positive relationships are those in which the profits outweigh the expenditures. Negative 

relationships happen when the costs exceed the benefits (Cherry & Asebedo, 2022; McCandless, 

2018; Mehra, 2021). 

Developing a relationship between African Americans and the police can help increase 

trust between both parties. Most participants welcomed the opportunity to get to know the police 

better and to allow the police to know their families. A fundamental tenet of this practice 

requires police officers and citizens to work together (Palmer, 2021). Citizens with a negative 

perception of police based on racial disparities may be less willing to work with them. Police 

officers and citizens working together are essential to community policing; no matter how hard 

police try, their efforts may prove fruitless because some parts of the community only perceive 

bias. 

The findings involving the theme be more present as an effective way to examine how 

community trust between the police and the community they serve can be strengthened based on 

the perspectives of college-aged African American males was significant. The findings apply to 

the purpose of this study. These findings could help develop and improve cultural competency 

and awareness training, helping to establish better community policing programs (Bent-Goodley 

& Smith, 2017; Winston, 2018). 

 

Contributions to the Literature 

The first theme in this study, be more present, is supported by extant literature. Any 

solution will require diverse new approaches to law enforcement, courts, and community 
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involvement, and sweeping social change is driven from the bottom up and from the top down 

(Hamilton & Foote, 2018; Knox & Mummolo, 2020). Police officer administrators know that 

being noticeable discourages crime, a technique known as preventive patrolling (Mugari & 

Thabana, 2018). 

The police must be seen in their communities and have a relationship with their residents. 

Many individuals do not interact with the police outside of enforcement contexts. This lack of 

visibility and interaction can result in people garnering negative involvement with the police – 

for example, if the only communication they have ever had with the police was because of 

getting a traffic ticket or summoning the police to describe being the object of a crime. Finding 

ways to work together with community members in non-enforcement circumstances aid in 

decreasing bias on the part of community members and police officers. Getting to know the 

people in the community benefits both groups break down personal walls and overcoming 

stereotypes.  These positive interactions allow officers to realize which community members are 

law-abiding and which are not. Police executives often convey that law-abiding people residing 

in high-crime neighborhoods feel bitter about when the police appear suspicious of each person 

residing in the neighborhood. For example, they make stops of young men who are walking 

through the neighborhood on their way to work or school. Personal exchanges that occur 

between police officers and members of the community aid in building mutual trust, which is 

necessary to focusing on neighborhood troubles and reducing crime. 

Discussion of RQ2 Findings RQ2  

RQ2: What do college-aged African American males believe are the most important 

steps law enforcement can take to increase community trust and confidence in the police?  
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The second and third themes of this study are avoiding stereotyping and the approach of 

the police. Many participants reflected on how police officers are often biased toward African 

Americans. African Americans commit crimes more than any other race; therefore, many 

officers treat African Americans differently (Weitzer, 2015). Many participants in this study 

stated they tried to avoid police officers and have no interactions with them, if possible. All the 

participants felt that police approached African Americans, believing they were guilty. The 

media often exposes police officers in officer-involved shootings, and footage of these shootings 

often shows White police officers killing unarmed African American males. Most officers 

involved in these shootings were let off easily for their crimes. Media sources effectively expose 

wrongful acts performed by police officers during encounters with African Americans, especially 

males. This exposure led to an increase in African Americans not trusting the police.  

The approach of police and stereotyping are the most important steps law enforcement 

can take to increase community trust and confidence in the police. Informal contact with police 

also lessened the negative impact of residents' formal contacts with police (such as being arrested 

or questioned by police). The neighborhood characteristics and interactions with police are the 

factors that most influence the communities' opinions of the police. The participants felt that 

their relationship with police could improve if officers were more respectful, nonjudgmental, 

fair, and acted concerned. Police must understand that the initial interaction with citizens can 

determine the amount of cooperation they receive.   

Contributions to the Literature 

The police are aware of the general trends in street crime. From this awareness, officers 

tend to form impressions of the likelihood that individuals belonging to specific racial groups 

will perpetuate certain types of crimes. Such perceptions may lead to officers undertaking racial 



98 

 

profiling, which creates a cycle of profiling suspected offenders (irrespective of the accuracy of 

these negative perceptions) (Delsol, 2015). These profiling cycles result from negative 

stereotypes (Minhas & Walsh, 2018). Research studies have found that negative stereotypes 

(based on a suspect's race) may influence officers' investigative decision-making. These 

stereotypes contribute to a different outcome of a criminal investigation when investigating a 

similar crime (when suspects are from different ethnic groups) (Minhas & Walsh, 2018). This 

finding suggests that negative stereotypes might well be a potential key contributing factor in the 

overall disproportionate number of Black, Asian, and minority ethnic communities involved in 

being stopped and searched (and, in turn, those charged, convicted, and imprisoned).  

The impact of negative stereotypes, as such, is to mark out the limits between "them" and 

"us" (Tajfel, 2010). Social relationship theory offers a powerful explanation for the social 

foundation of in-group and out-group biases. Social relationship theory asserts that group 

membership bolsters self-esteem; thus, individuals are incentivized to favor in-group members 

over out-group members (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Using negative stereotypes may have adverse 

effects on criminal investigative processes as these stereotypes could have a more negative effect 

when investigating suspects from out-group communities (Tajfel, 2010). In the context of the 

criminal justice system, certain ethnic minorities are frequently negatively stereotyped to have 

characteristics that make them more inclined to take part in criminal behavior. For example, 

Ware (2007) argues that stereotyping young Black men as dangerous criminals is embedded 

within police culture. 

Many minorities, including African Americans, feel excluded and emotionally distressed 

due to the harsh treatment of law enforcement (Cochran & Warren, 2012). Miller (2013) said the 

way police officers were trained to fight crime was directly based on the intersection of racial 
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stereotypes and criminal suspicion. Miller posited that police use training as part of their 

decision-making processes regarding whether to stop African Americans in specific 

neighborhoods. Miller further explained that their training method leads to negative citizen-

police relationships among African Americans, especially African American men. 

Discussion of RQ3 Findings RQ3 

RQ3: How can law enforcement foster more community involvement and public support 

in community outreach programs to improve community safety from the perspective of college-

aged African American males? 

The fourth theme of this study is community involvement. Most participants suggested 

community involvement as a way for African American communities and police officers to 

increase trust and build relationships. Participants reported that police should engage with 

residents face to face so trusting relationships could form. Once this trust is recognized, citizens 

feel more at ease working with the police to keep their community safe. These partnerships 

enable addressing public safety problems, such as crime, social disorder, and fear of crime, from 

the inside out instead of the outside in. Participants reported that police officers need to get more 

involved with events in African American communities. 

Police officers must make significant efforts with how they connect with African 

American communities through community policing. Community policing is more than a single 

police officer or even a division. It is a leadership philosophy. Gaps happen when law 

enforcement officials are not connected to the communities they serve. Officers must provide the 

resources to address challenges faced when they want to try to connect with the communities 

they serve. Once the African American community sees evidence of community involvement 

and public support from the police, it can turn barricades into bridges of hope. 
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Contributions to the Literature 

This involvement will help show the community members that the police are on their 

side. This involvement might even eliminate some of the trust issues that families of African 

American communities have. Some participants reported that African Americans could even 

learn the officers by name, and the officers can learn their names. Through community policing, 

new relationships can be established with citizens in communities (Palmer, 2021). Community 

policing also gives citizens a greater voice in setting priorities for police. All participants 

mentioned that interacting with the community is essential to change how African Americans 

feel about the police. Police managers must discover ways to successfully introduce themselves 

and their programs to African American communities. 

Implications 

The implications of this qualitative multiple case study are provided with each research 

question. A discussion of findings associated with extant literature is presented in addition to any 

potential limitations related to the findings. The social relationship theory was used as a 

theoretical lens for this qualitative study to assist community police officers in working with 

college-aged African American males to unravel biases (Bent-Goodley & Smith, 2017; Demirkol 

& Nalla, 2017). 

To create more optimal relationships between college-aged African American males and 

police officers, participants in this study suggested that officers receive more training. These 

training points must focus on the approach of the police, community involvement, be more 

present, and avoiding stereotyping. These recommendations have some implications. Therefore, 

it is necessary that police executives and those who make policy accept and respect college-aged 

African American males' feelings and viewpoints about police and evaluate these situations and 
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interactions. The completion of additional training will be very beneficial because there is a need 

for policy changes to hold police officers more accountable for their actions. The participants 

recommended improved training to help officers understand African American history and 

culture. This training would also help officers with regular interaction and use of force, which 

could lead to more positive encounters with African Americans. This training would educate 

officers and teach them how to communicate and understand African American culture. Officers 

need to receive this training before they become an officer and yearly thereafter to refresh their 

recollections. Study findings add insight to the literature to examine how community trust 

between the police and the community they serve is strengthened based on the perspectives of 

college-aged African American males. This study can also help researchers in other fields, such 

as criminal justice. Finally, the study findings could assist many local, state, and federal 

organizations and agencies that collaborate or communicate with police agencies. 

Delimitations and Limitations 

The researcher ensured that all the study participants were of the majority age (18 years 

and above) and consented to participate. One of the critical limitations of this study is that the 

sample included only college-aged African American males from one region. A more 

generalizable sample could include different races from across the United States. Since the study 

is only delimited to college-aged Black males at one college campus, the results are only 

generalizable to Black males in this area. The interview process also did not involve many 

follow-up questions. 

Given that follow-up questions provide clarifications and extra information, the 

researcher possibly missed vital information regarding the college-aged African American males' 

interactions with police. Last, the researcher had limited access to college-aged Black males 
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willing to participate in the study due to the topic's sensitive and potentially traumatic nature. 

This also could have impacted the findings of the study. 

The first potential limitation of this study is generalizing results, given that a criterion 

sampling of 12 participants was utilized. Findings may be generalized to similar populations of 

college-aged African American men who attend a historically Black college/university (HBCU) 

located in southeastern Virginia and surrounding colleges who have interactions and experiences 

with police officers. In addition, findings may be generalized to others who have witnessed 

issues between African American communities and police officers; however, results may not be 

generalized to other communities or states.  

The findings of this study should only be taken as a generalization for individuals whose 

demographics match that of the participants in this study. Future studies can involve different 

communities or states to better understand the research topic. Additionally, a different sampling 

strategy, such as purposeful sampling, could be utilized. 

The second limitation of this study involved the possibility of participants not being 

entirely truthful with their responses. Participants may have wanted to remain positive or be 

negative when sharing interactions, experiences, or opinions. The researcher did not witness any 

of the encounters that were shared. There is always the possibility that the participants failed to 

mention something. However, it was assumed that all participants provided open and honest 

responses to interview questions.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

There were two recommendations for future research that emerged from this study. The 

first recommendation was that future researchers broaden the sample population. The population 

could be extended to other communities or states to gather a broader understanding of how 
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community trust between the police and the community they serve can be strengthened based on 

the perspectives of college-aged African American males. Findings from that research could be 

compared to the findings of this study. Second, a study could be conducted to focus on both 

African American females and males. According to Gabbidon et al. (2011), African American 

females and males have similar experiences and interactions involving dealing with police 

officers. As a result, the research could be organized to explain similarities between African 

American females and males. Findings from that research could then be compared to the findings 

of this study. 

Summary 

It was crucial to conduct this research to understand how community trust between the 

police and the community they serve can be strengthened based on the perspectives of college-

aged African American males. The college-aged African American participants had negative 

experiences or witnessed issues between African Americans and police that caused them to 

distrust police officers. Robinson (2017) said African Americans do not trust the police. This 

distrust has led to a divide between police and the African American community. Weber 

developed the social relationship theory in 1910. Weber used this theory to better explain the 

social issues that were taking place during the 1900s. Weber's social relationship theory can be 

used to address recent and ongoing issues that involve past problems that prevent African 

American males from trusting the police. Social relationship theory was used as this study's 

theoretical background because it helps explain how the distrust originated.  

Study participants shared their interactions, experiences, and perceptions to provide an 

in-depth understanding of African Americans' distrust of the police. African Americans' 

encounters with police officers have created a need for national policies that address African 
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Americans' distrust of police. Policy changes are needed to decrease African Americans' distrust 

of police, and the results of this study can be used to help revamp policies and laws. Moreover, 

findings from this study can be used to impact positive social change regarding how college-aged 

African American males and the police can develop community trust. These training points must 

focus on the approach of the police, community involvement, be more present, and stereotyping. 

Each of these training points will help build trust between police and the African American 

community. 

. 
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Appendix A: Letter of Permission to Recruit 

  

 

August 29, 2022 

 

Craig Vanclief 

Jarrod Sadulski 

 

Re: IRB Approval - IRB-FY22-23-21 Strengthening Community Trust: A Qualitative Exploration of 

College-Aged African American Males’ Perceptions of and Experiences with the Police 

 

Dear Craig Vanclief, Jarrod Sadulski, 

 

We are pleased to inform you that your study has been approved by the Liberty University 

Institutional Review Board (IRB). This approval is extended to you for one year from the following 

date: August 29, 2022. If you need to make changes to the methodology as it pertains to human 

subjects, you must submit a modification to the IRB. Modifications can be completed through your 

Cayuse IRB account. 

 

Your study falls under the expedited review category (45 CFR 46.110), which is applicable to 

specific, minimal risk studies and minor changes to approved studies for the following reason(s): 

 

7. Research on individual or group characteristics or behavior (including, but not limited to, research 

on perception, cognition, motivation, identity, language, communication, cultural beliefs or practices, 

and social behavior) or research employing survey, interview, oral history, focus group, program 

evaluation, human factors evaluation, or quality assurance methodologies. 

 

Your stamped consent form(s) and final versions of your study documents can be found under the 

Attachments tab within the Submission Details section of your study on Cayuse IRB. Your stamped 

consent form(s) should be copied and used to gain the consent of your research participants. If you 

plan to provide your consent information electronically, the contents of the attached consent 

document(s) should be made available without alteration. 

 

Thank you for your cooperation with the IRB, and we wish you well with your research project. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

G. Michele Baker, MA, CIP 
Administrative Chair of Institutional Research 
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Appendix B: Email Invitation for Recruitment 

 

Hello, 

 

I am Craig VanClief and I am currently a PhD. Candidate in the Helms School of 

Government at Liberty. I want to first, thank you for your willingness to assist me in gathering 

data for this Dissertation titled “Strengthening Community Trust: A Qualitative Exploration of 

College-Aged African American Males’ Perceptions of and Experiences with the Police”. 

 

The purpose of my research is to complete my dissertation by finding out what the perceptions 

of college aged African American males are of the Police. The study will initially explore 

interactions the participants have had with the Police. The study will seek to find whether the 

experiences were positive or negative, whether the experience increased or decreased trust in the 

Police, and what would have made the experience better. 

 

This study will seek to find if the study participants have participated in any programming 

sponsored by the police and whether the participation increased or decreased trust in the police. 

Further, the study seeks to find what college-aged African Americans feel would increase trust 

and have better interactions with the Police. 

 

I will ask that you have a 45 minute to 1 hour Zoom interview where I will ask a series of 

questions to get your specific interaction with the Police, how you felt about the experience, and 

how you feel that the Police can gain your trust. 

 

This is strictly voluntary. You can refuse to answer any question or stop the interview at your 

convenience. Your identity will be kept absolutely confidential. There will be nothing in the 

questions that will personally identify you. There will be a drawing at the end of my data 

collection phase for 1 study participant to win a $100.00 gift card. There is no other monetary 

gift for your participation. 

 

I have attached a Consent Form to this email. Please print the form, read it carefully, sign the 

form and return it to me either in person or via email. If you have any questions about this study, 

please call me at , or email my Dissertation Advisor Dr. Sadulski at 

 

 

Again, thank you for your willingness to participate and I look forward to hearing from you 

soon. 

 

Craig VanClief 

PhD. Candidate 

Liberty University 
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Appendix C: Interview Questions 

 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 

RQ1 What do college-aged African American males see as the most important opportunities to 

strengthen the relationship between the police and the community that they serve? 

1. Describe an encounter that you had with a Police Officer. 

2. In your opinion, was the encounter positive or negative? 

3. What made the encounter that way? 

4. How did the encounter affect your trust in the Police? 

5. How would you describe the current state of the relationship between the Police 

and College-Aged African American males? 

6. Based on your encounter with the Police, how do you feel the encounter could 

have been made more positive? 

RQ2 What do college-aged African American males believe are the most important steps law 

enforcement can take to increase community trust and confidence in the police?  

1. Have you heard of Community Policing? 

2. Please explain how you would define Community Policing is. 

3. Using your definition of Community Policing, how do you feel that the use of 

Community Policing can improve the relationship and build trust between the 

Police and college-aged African American males? 

 

RQ3 What solutions do college-aged African American males suggest for community 

engagement and public support in community outreach programs? 

 

1. Have you ever participated in any Police Sponsored events? 

2. If not, why not? 

3. In what ways do you believe Police Officers can assist with building a better 

connection and build trust with college-aged African American males? 

4. What role or actions do you feel that college-aged African Americans can take to 

improve relations with the Police? 
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Appendix D: Informed Consent 

 

Title of the Project: Strengthening Community Trust: A Qualitative Exploration of College- 

Aged African American Students’ Perceptions of and Experiences with Police  

Principal Investigator: Craig V. VanClief, PhD Candidate, Liberty University  

  

Invitation to be Part of a Research Study  

You are invited to participate in a research study. To participate, you must be 18-24 years of age, 

identify as an African American male, and be enrolled and taking classes at a college/university. 

Taking part in this research project is voluntary.  

  

Please take time to read this entire form and ask questions before deciding whether to take part in 

this research.  

  

 What is the study about and why is it being done?   

The purpose of the study is to examine how community trust between the police and the 

community they serve can be strengthened based on the perspective of the college-aged Black 

male. The findings from this study could assist with educating police officers on how their 

negative interactions with this demographic erodes trust. This could aid in developing additional 

cultural sensitivity, competence in recognizing how negative interactions play a role in trust from 

the community, and in establishing better community policing programs  

  

 What will happen if you take part in this study?   

If you agree to be in this study, I will ask you to do the following things:  

1. Participate in a 1-hour Zoom interview answering open-ended questions regarding your 

interactions with the police. The interview will be recorded and transcribed for this study.  

2. After the interview is transcribed, the researcher will have the participant read over the 

transcript to ensure that any errors in the transcription are corrected. The researcher asks that 

this task be completed within 3 days of receipt and returned to the researcher.  

3. After review, the researcher will ask the participant if there are any additions or 

clarifications they would like to make.  

  

 How could you or others benefit from this study?   

Participants should not expect to receive a direct benefit from participating in this study.  

  

Benefits to society include understanding what personal experiences African American men have 

endured (e.g., physical violence, unjustified stops, or witnessed violence), which would provide 

insight as to why some African American men have a negative perception of police and how that 

has caused a decrease in trust. The researcher will use a qualitative case study method to inform 

this inquiry. Interactions and experiences with police in communities of color will be used in 

conjunction with interviews to develop an understanding of how diverse communities view their 

interactions with police.  
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 What risks might you experience from being in this study?   

The risks involved in this study are minimal, which means they are equal to the risks you would 

encounter in everyday life.  

  

 How will personal information be protected?   

The records of this study will be kept private. Published reports will not include any information 

that will make it possible to identify a subject. Research records will be stored securely, and only 

the researcher will have access to the records.  

  

• Participant responses will be kept confidential through the use of pseudonyms. Interviews 

will be conducted in a location where others will not easily overhear the conversation.   

• Data will be stored on a password-locked computer and may be used in future 

presentations. After three years, all electronic records will be deleted.  

• Interviews will be recorded and transcribed. Recordings will be stored on a password 

locked computer for three years and then erased. Only the researcher will have access to 

these recordings.  

How will you be compensated for being part of the study?  

Participants will be compensated for participating in this study. A raffle will be held, and each 

participant will be entered for a chance to win at random a $100 Visa gift card. The participant 

chosen will be contacted and a time and place, convenient to and chosen by the participant will 

be determined where the participant will receive his Visa gift card.   

  

Does the researcher have any conflicts of interest?  

The researcher serves as a police lieutenant at Hampton University. To limit potential or 

perceived conflicts, the researcher will not wear a uniform during the interview. The interview 

will be held via Zoom to not disclose any of the participants’ locations nor the location of the 

interviewer. This disclosure is made so that you can decide if this relationship will affect your 

willingness to participate in this study. No action will be taken against an individual based on his 

or her decision to participate or not participate in this study.  

  

Is study participation voluntary?  

Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether to participate will not affect your 

current or future relations with Liberty University or the college/university that you are enrolled 

in. If you decide to participate, you are free to not answer any question or withdraw at any time 

without affecting those relationships.  

  

What should you do if you decide to withdraw from the study?  

If you choose to withdraw from the study, please contact the researcher at the email 

address/phone number included in the next paragraph. Should you choose to withdraw, data 

collected from you will be destroyed immediately and will not be included in this study.  

  

Whom do you contact if you have questions or concerns about the study?  
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The researcher conducting this study is Craig VanClief. You may ask any questions you have 

now. If you have questions later, you are encouraged to contact him at  or 

. . You may also contact the researcher’s faculty sponsor, Dr. Jarrod 

Sadulski, at .  

  

Whom do you contact if you have questions about your rights as a research participant?  

If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone 

other than the researcher, you are encouraged to contact the Institutional Review Board, 1971 

University Blvd., Green Hall Ste. 2845, Lynchburg, VA 24515 or email at irb@liberty.edu.  

  

Disclaimer: The Institutional Review Board (IRB) is tasked with ensuring that human subjects research 
will be conducted in an ethical manner as defined and required by federal regulations. The topics covered 

and viewpoints expressed or alluded to by student and faculty researchers are those of the researchers 

and do not necessarily reflect the official policies or positions of Liberty University.  

Your Consent  

By signing this document, you are agreeing to be in this study. Make sure you understand what 

the study is about before you sign. You will be given a copy of this document for your records. 

The researcher will keep a copy with the study records. If you have any questions about the study 

after you sign this document, you can contact the study team using the information provided 

above.  

  

I have read and understood the above information. I have asked questions and have received 

answers. I consent to participate in the study.  

  

 The researcher has my permission to audio and video record me as part of my participation in 

this study.  

  

____________________________________  

Printed Subject Name  

  

____________________________________  

Signature & Date  
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Appendix E: Panel of Experts 

 

The first expert serves as an assistant professor at Hampton University. This expert is 

interested in advancing the social conditions of the underserved and diminishing disparities 

among various communities. This expert has received national recognition for her instructional 

and facilitation work, including nomination as female faculty member of the year from 

historically Black college/university, HBCU Digest in 2016. Also, as a professional facilitator, 

this expert is responsible for conducting and supporting community discussions, organizational 

strategic planning, developing curricula, and fostering professional development workshops for 

local and state agencies. The expert’s research interests focus on the impact of incarceration on 

the family, offender reintegration (returning citizens), and the relationship between the 

community and police. 

The second expert is earned a bachelor of arts in sociology with a concentration in 

criminal justice from Norfolk State University, a master of arts in applied sociology from St. 

John’s University, a teaching certificate from Old Dominion University, and a doctor of 

philosophy (PhD) in Criminal Justice from Nova Southeastern University. Prior to serving as 

chair of the sociology department at Hampton University, this expert was the legal program 

director at Bryant & Stratton College, the director of the Fifth Judicial District Community 

Corrections Program, and assistant director of a victim witness program. For over 20 years this 

expert has provided psychotherapy counseling services to teenage male sex offenders, at-risk 

African American males and their families. The expert’s research interest topics are community 

policing, African American males and the criminal justice system, and racial inequality. 

The third panel expert has a PhD and has had an impressive career in psychology that has 

spanned over 10 years. This experience has included clinical practice, serving as a faculty 
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member, and a consultant around mental health issues. This individual has worked in multiple 

settings and continues to focus efforts on providing education, awareness, and intervention 

surrounding mental health.  
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