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Fatal Police Shootings and Race: A Review of the 
Evidence and Suggestions for future Research 
Roherl Ver Bruggen'· 

Wh~n l he 20 14 police shool ing o( Mi(:hael flrown in f'erg11son, Missouri, sel off 

riol~> wt: knew vt:q' lilllc: ahoul lht: lrut: numht;r or pcoplt: killcJ h~· .4.n1t:rkan 

l.:w.- cnfon:cmcnl. Bul :\in..;c• Lhal Lime, ~,ri1,·alc .l<.'LON, have slcppc·d up cU..)tls Lo 

coum such killings comf>rehensively-and to collect some oasic details aoout 
each incident. 'I hes~ data, a long \•:ith ag~ncy-spe .. ~itk information furnished by 
polke dt:parl.mcnls, havt: facilHal.cd a massivt: amounl or n:!il;can.;h inlo a.n 

impor•anl <.1u.::.sl ion: 1,vhc:l.hcr l.h.:rc is racial hia!-1 in pol kc oITit:i:rs' us.: of lcl ha.l 

fora. 1l1is 1·cport summarius several majo,· Jines of work on this .:iucstion. The 

;;implest studies merely compare racial groups' rate; of police-killing deaths 

with their rate, of crime. Other studies metimlously ocwunt for the situational 
fad on- of t;i.1.t:h ;;ast:, ask 1.,vhc1J 1t;r Bl a<.:k nffit:t;rs arc less likd~· than \-\.'hilc ofli.;;i:rs 

Lo kill Black su~pccL~. anal ytc· policc·-shooLins raLcs t"osr.1phically. or cvc·n pul 

olikcr,; in simulation cxcrci,;cs to sec how they l'~spond to &LL,pccts of diifcrcnt 

races. On balance. the1,e data and studies rebut the most e,xtreme accusations oi 

racial bfa~. in i,._:hich police om.:.:tr~ ~1rt lhoughl lob~ killing nonthreal~niny 

Blad<. men ,,dlh astounding frt:<1ut;nc;y. llul rt;~t:ard1 <.:nnlinut:s a~ l.o ,."·ht:Lht;r 

Lhcrc is some ticLC'cLablc level of l>i<>b in lhc nalionw itic daLa, an.! c1.pcci:11Jy 

whether there ue problems that manifest themselves differently from f>iace to 

f'lace. Aiter re,0iewing the state oi the debate, this paper makes several 
suggc:slion.~ l(n lhe path fi>nvanl For example, Lhc government should recLiry 

Lhc lat:k or omcial t.la.La lhat led lo Lhc: <.:r-:alion of so many priv~tlt· dTorls lo 

moniLor police killings. and iL should wnLillllC' to incrc·asc Lhc use of body 

cameras. Re.se<1rchers, meanwhile., shou!.i move 011 from simple methods that 

merely c:tmipare crime mtes and polke shooting rate~. foo.J~ing on more 

promising ,ksigns 1.hal ht:l ltT I.cast; oul l ht; rolt; or rn.c.:f;. ·1 ht:y should al.-..o inv,:sl 

morC' dforL in sLu.d ring placc-Lo-pb<'C' variaLions in police sho0Li11gb and raci"l 

bias thc1•cin. 

in..::c lht: h:rgLt.~on unrest, a na.rralive has 

~olidilicd around lhc idc:1 Lh:1t police in the U.S. 

use lethal force d ispro~•ortionately and without 

Americans and ahcml hal ( o( White llid<n voters said Lhal 

Lhcy LhoughL Lh:11 voung Black mC'n were more like\ y Lo be 

shot to death by police than to die in a car accident-one 

oi the largest mortality risks to the young and healthy.' 
Anolhcr survt;y, hy Ski.;ptk mag;1:1.int:, ~ho1,vt;d •hal mon: 

llmn a Lhir<lorlih,;;ral and v.;;q, lihcral rcsponJ.;;nL~ •hnughl 

Lh<IL lhe number of unarmed lll<tck J\meric,111s killed by 

police ead1 year was "abom l,000" or more. About a fifth 

j11sti1ic.atio11 against _'\frican Amerkans. Some dam show 

I ht; .~L rengl h n{ I his p,:rn;pt ion: paTI kularly amonu Hla<:k 

Amcri.;;an~ antl <m Lh-: pc>lili;;al lcn.1 

ln a survc-r ,onducl~d hr Nfaohallall InslilUlC' 

colleague Eric Kauimann, for example. eight in 10 African 

' \fa11tml l;m hlsliluh: 
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