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ABSTRACT

HOW KIDS VIEW COPS: THE NATURE OF JUVENILES' ATTITUDES
TOWARD THE POLICE

BY

YOLANDER G. HURST

Within the last two decades politicians, community
activists, and social scientists have paid close attention
to the relationship between the police and citizens.
However, few studies have examined the attictudes juveniles
hold toward the police. The present study seeks to expand
the existing literature by answering two research questions:
(1) Do variables commonly found to be statistically
significant determinants of adult attitudes also explain
juvenile attitudes toward the police? And (2) if not, are
there different factors than those within the adult
literature that explain juvenile attitudes. The findings
suggest that confidence in the criminal justice system and
seeing and hearing of police misconduct are consistent
determinants of attitudes. Moreover, negative encounters,
whether citizen or police initiated also lead to less
positive attitudes toward the police. Females, and those

attending urban public schools were less positive in their



evaluations of the police. Racial minorities were also less
positive in their overall assessment of the police. However,
because most juveniles were not satisfied with police
performance, race was not a determinant of attitudes toward
specific police functions. Finally, the data suggest that,
contrary to the attitudes of adult citizens, there is not

widespread support for the police among juveniles.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Within the last two decades politicians, community
activists, and social scientists have paid close attention
to the relationship between the police and citizens (Erez
1984). 1In doing so, many researchers have explored the
attitudes of adults towards the police. However, few
studies have examined the attitudes juveniles hold toward
the police and the consequences such attitudes have on the
relationship between police and juveniles.

Juveniles (those under age 18) make up approximately 30
percent of the general population. Still, they account for
about 21 percent of those arrested in the United States
(Statistical Abstracts of the U.S. 1994). Moreover, persons
under age nineteen are disproportionately more likely to be
the victims of crime. This is particularly true in the cases
of assault and larceny (Statistical Abstracts of the U.S.
1994). Thus, a substantial portion of the juvenile
population will at some time have contact with the police

either as a victim or as a perpetrator.



A limited number of studies have examined the streetr-
level interactions between juveniles and the police (see
Black and Reiss 1970; Bordua and Reiss 1967; Piliavin and
Briar 1964; Terry 1967). The primary focus of these studies
has been to explain the factors which influence the
discretionary decisions of officers to arrest or detain a
juvenile in an encounter. For example, the observational
study by Piliavin and Briar (1964) found that race,
demeanor, and dress influenced the decision to detain.
These findings were later echoed by Black and Reiss (1970)
who not only found demeanor and race to be arrest
determinants, but also the preference of the complainant.

While there have been a limited number of studies
documenting street-level encounters between juveniles and
the police, very few scholars have explored the attitudes
juveniles hold toward the police (see Handler and Proch
1978; Winfree and Griffiths 1977; Moretz 1980). Furthermore,
with the exception of Winfree and Griffiths, these studies
have often failed to examine those factors that more recent
research has suggested are determinants of attitudes toward
the police. In light of this limitation in the existing
research, the purpose of this study is to examine the

attitudes of juveniles toward the police.



INTEREST IN PUBLIC OPINION

Demonstrations by college students against the Vietnam
War, the civil rights protests, and urban riots during the
1960's called attention to the traditional manner in which
the police performed their duties. Many contend that a
substantial portion of unrest within this era was due to
questionable police practices evolving over the years
(Goldstein 1977). To illustrate, African-Americans began to
speak out against the excessive force and brutality used by
police within their neighborhoods (Decker 1980). While some
have perceived this unrest as a stand against a range of
social problems and injustices (Goldstein 1977), police
practices are said to have contributed to racial riots in
Los Angeles, Detroit, New York, and Miami (Hahn 1971; Erez
1984).

Problems of the 1960's were also seen as a catalyst for
studies on public perceptions of the police. Initially,
research focused on how the race of citizens possibly
explained attitudes toward the police. Eventually,
researchers explored how other variables could likewise
explain differences in attitudes across social groups.
Presently, variables commonly examined include prior
victimization, contact with police, vicarious contact with

police, evaluation of treatment during contact with the



police, police response time, perception of neighborhood
crime, and demographic factors such as race, income, gender,
and age (see Apple and O’'Brien 1983; Brandl, Frank, Worden,
and Bynum 1994; Brown and Coulter 1983; Dean 1980; Erez;
Hindelang 1974; Jacob 1971). These studies generally find
that most people are satisfied with the performance of the
police. However, Dean (1980) states that while the police
are typically rated favorably by the public, discontent with
the police is far from unknown. On occasion, the police are

still viewed as unfair and biased (Dean 1980) .

THE IMPORTANCE OF PUBLIC OPINION

Researchers and the police alike realize the importance
of public opinion. This awareness proves valuable for
several reasons. First, more than any other criminal justice
agency, the police are heavily dependent upon the public to
function effectively (Bell 1979). The public significantly
contributes to the ability of officers to perform their
duties, because most police work is reactive; citizens
initiate police activity (Zamble 1987). This citizen input
in policing has been referred to as "coproduction" (Brandl,
Frank, Worden, and Bynum 1994). Coproduction is
particularly important in urban areas in which police are

overwhelmingly reliant upon citizen input for mobilization



and arrests. Therefore, the way in which the police are
perceived may determine the types of cooperation they get
from the public (Bell 1979). 1If citizens are confident in
the police, they may be more willing to assist (Bell 1979).

Second, from an administrative standpoint, recognition
of public concern can aid in the formulation of policy
changes, the allocation of personnel and resources, and the
development of new programs (Bell 1979). For example, civil
unrest in the 1960's caused police to examine how their own
operations and duties contributed to the problems. Because
of this unrest, governmental agencies, such as the Law
Enforcement Assistance Administration (LEAA), were
established to improve policing. Monies provided by the LEAA
helped many departments develop a professional model wherein
officers were encouraged to obtain a college education and
improve training. Officers within this new age of policing
were taught to respond to citizens’ problems in a more
humanitarian manner (Goldstein 1977).

As a recent policy change, many departments have begun
to utilize community-oriented policing, wherein officers
have closer contacts with citizens of the community. It is
hoped that these interactions will increase positive

attitudes toward the police (Goldstein 1987).



An example of how attitudes may cause policy change can
also be seen when examining the 1992 Los Angeles riots and
their aftermath. The riots occurred when not guilty
verdicts were rendered against Los Angeles police officers
accused of beating motorist Rodney King. It is believed
that the verdicts fueled feelings of hopelessness and
frustration among many Los Angeles residents (Greenwald
1993) . More importantly, at the center of the riots was the
loss of confidence, particularly in minority communities, in
the police department (The Economist 1992). The result was
rioting that led to at least five deaths, over one hundred
injuries, and over one thousand buildings destroyed.
Immediately following the riots former Deputy Secretary of
State, Warren Christopher, issued the findings of a report
stating that the Los Angeles police department was racist,
sexist, and more than willing to exert excessive force
(Rayner 1992). As a direct result of the riots and the
Christopher report, Los Angeles has introduced community-
oriented policing into its neighborhoods (Rayner 1992).
Though an economic challenge (putting more police officers
on the streets may increase the department's budget by as
much as 50%), this new policy is seen as a way of bridging

the gap between the police and the community.



Third, citizen opinion can be used to further evaluate
police performance. While the police have traditionally used
crime statistics to measure effectiveness, citizen opinion
can also be utilized as a measurement tool (Furstenberg and
Wellford 1973). Moreover, citizen evaluations might make
officers more accountable to the public (see Furstenberg and

Wellford 1973; Parks 1984: Stipak 1979).

THE POLICE AND JUVENILES

The establishment of favorable ratings among youths
could also prove valuable for the police. The police are
usually the first, and only, criminal justice officials with
whom juveniles have contact. This point is important because
contacts early in life could shape future relations between
youths and the system (Winfree and Griffiths 1977) .

Similarly, because many juveniles are victimized, from
& co-production standpoint, police may need the confidence
of juveniles to perform their duties more successfully,
Specifically, the police may need help from other juveniles
to solve or combat criminal activity.

Unfortunately, researchers have paid little attention
to the attitudes of juveniles towards the police. This
neglect is evident in the limited number of studies

performed in this area. With these points in mind, the



proposed study seeks to expand the existing literature by
answering two research questions: (1) Do variables commonly
found to be statistically significant determinants of adult
attitudes also explain juvenile attitudes toward the police->
And (2) if not, are there different factors than those
within the adult literature that explain juvenile attitudes?
The following chapter is a review of relevant
literature on public opinion towards the police. Within
this chapter those variables commonly studied as possible
determinants of attitudes will be identified and the
findings examined. Similarly, the next chapter will review
the findings of the limited amount of research on juveniles

and the police.



CHAPTER II

LITERATURE REVIEW

This chapter is a review of the literature related to
citizens' attitudes toward the police. Variables most often
studied as determinants of attitudes will be discussed.
Furthermore, studies specifically examining juvenile
attitudes toward not only the police, but also the criminal
justice system, will be examined. The next section discusses
the formation of attitudes and the importance of assessing

attitudes.

ATTITUDES

Eiser and Van der Pligt (1988) state that attitudes are
not vague moods or sensations, but enduring negative or
positive feelings about some person, event, issue, or
object. Attitudes are also evaluative. We convey our
feelings by describing persons or objects in measurable
terms (Eiser and Van der Pligt 1988). While an attitude
itself is not observable, it helps explain certain
behaviors. These reactions may be verbal (I admire police

officers) or more overt (Oskamp 1977; Portune 1977) . Oskamp



















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































