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INTRODUCTION

Are police officers biased against racialized groups? A growing body of research suggests that racialized 
individuals experience policing differently than their non-racialized counterparts. For example, Black 
citizens in the United States are disproportionately stopped by police (Stelter et al., 2022) and treated 
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Racialized individuals experience different interactions 
with the police compared to non-racialized individuals. 
This study investigates biases among German police of-
ficers (N = 208) towards individuals perceived as Arab. 
Police officers demonstrated shooter biases in a first-person 
shooter task, rated Arab individuals as less trustworthy, and 
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dividuals. These biases closely mirrored those found in a 
civilian convenience sample (N = 237), with one notable dif-
ference: police officers showed significantly greater distrust 
towards Arab individuals than civilians. This heightened 
distrust was mediated by social dominance orientation and 
negative perceptions of intergroup contact. Additionally, 
internal motivation to suppress prejudice was as a strong 
predictor of both group preference and distrust in both 
samples. Collectively, these findings highlight that police 
officers, as a reflection of society, exhibit pervasive biases 
towards racialized groups, which might impact their interac-
tions with minoritized communities.
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with less respect than White citizens (Voigt et al., 2017). Such disparities in policing outcomes may re-
flect both institutional practices and individual officers' biases (e.g. Camp, 2024; Epp et al., 2017). While 
institutional factors such as policies, training and organizational culture undoubtedly shape policing 
outcomes, this study focuses on the role of individual biases among officers, because they represent the 
psychological mechanisms through which broader systemic inequalities are enacted and perpetuated in 
everyday policing.

Individual biases matter in policing

Individual biases are particularly consequential in policing due to the high degree of discretion officers 
have in interpreting and responding to situations. Officers' decisions are not solely guided by formal 
protocols but are also shaped by personal beliefs, perceptions and motivations (Swencionis & Goff, 2017). 
From a psychological perspective, such biases can influence perceptual and decision-making processes, 
especially under conditions of stress and ambiguity—contexts that are common in police work (Correll, 
Park, Judd, & Wittenbrink, 2007; Cox & Devine, 2019; Fazio, 1990; Hugenberg & Bodenhausen, 2003). 
Under these conditions, officers are more likely to rely on heuristic processing and stereotype activation, 
increasing the likelihood of biased judgements and behaviours.

The societal implications of police officers' biases are profound. Police officers possess a monopoly 
on the (legitimate) use of force and play a central role in shaping public perceptions of law enforcement 
institutions (Camp, 2024). When officers are perceived as biased, they signal institutional distrust to-
wards marginalized communities, undermining perceptions of procedural justice and legitimacy (Camp 
et al., 2021; Espín Grau & Klaus, 2022; Kauff et al., 2017; Tyler et al., 2015). These dynamics underscore 
the need for systematic investigations into the psychological underpinnings of police bias.

Forms of bias in policing

Police officers' biases can manifest in multiple, interrelated forms, including biased behaviour, 
stereotypes, prejudice and more specific intergroup emotions such as distrust. Behavioural biases refer 
to discriminatory actions—such as disproportionate stops, use of force or differential treatment—
that may arise from underlying prejudice or stereotypes. One example of behavioural bias relevant to 
police work is shooter bias (Correll et al., 2002), whereby officers are more likely to mistakenly perceive 
racialized individuals, particularly Black or Arab men, as armed or dangerous, leading to unjustified 
use of force. Experimental studies have documented shooter bias among police officers across several 
contexts (Akinola & Mendes, 2012; Correll, Park, Judd, & Wittenbrink, Sadler, & Keese, 2007; Lima 
et al., 2018; Sadler et al., 2012; Stelter et al., 2023). However, other work reports more mixed findings: 
some studies report bias only in early task trials (Plant & Peruche, 2005), others find no bias (Andersen 
et  al.,  2023; Cox et  al.,  2014) and some even report reversed biases favouring Black targets ( James 
et  al.,  2016). Evidence is similarly mixed regarding whether officers show larger, similar or smaller 
shooter biases than civilians (Sim et al., 2013; Correll, Park, Judd, Wittenbrink, Sadler, & Keesee, 2007, 
Studies 1–2; Lima et al., 2018; Stelter et al., 2023). These inconsistencies highlight the ongoing need for 
systematic behavioural research with active-duty officers.

Stereotypes in policing can take the form of threat- and crime-related associations, linking racialized 
groups to danger, aggression or criminality (Correll, Park, Judd, Wittenbrink, Sadler, & Keesee, 2007; 
Hall et al., 2016). Such cognitive biases can influence perception and decision-making, especially under 
stress or ambiguity (Correll et al., 2015). Research shows that racialized individuals, particularly Black 
and Arab men, are more readily perceived as threatening or armed (Correll, Park, Judd, Wittenbrink, 
Sadler, & Keesee, 2007; Hall et al., 2016), and that such stereotypes distort police officers' split-second 
judgements in high-pressure situations (Correll et al., 2015).
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Prejudice reflects negative evaluations or affective reactions towards racialized groups. In polic-
ing, such evaluative biases can shape how officers perceive and evaluate individuals during encounters 
(Carvalho et al., 2021). For example, an officer who holds more negative prejudice may interpret the 
behaviour of a racialized individual as more hostile or deceptive than it actually is. Survey research 
across several countries, including Germany, the United States, Australia and Finland, indicates that 
police officers often report higher levels of prejudice towards racialized minorities than recruits, ci-
vilians, teachers or social workers (Colman & Gorman, 1982; Deutsche Hochschule der Polizei, 2024; 
Gatto et al., 2010; Kemme et al., 2020; Wortley & Homel, 1995; Pitkänen & Kouki, 2002; but see Clasen 
et al., 2024). However, it should be noted that these studies rely mostly on self-report measures, which 
capture only limited dimensions of bias and may be susceptible to social desirability concerns, poten-
tially biasing police officers' responses to adhere to local norms.

Beyond these behavioural, cognitive and evaluative biases, an important intergroup emotion in the 
policing context may be distrust, characterized by suspicion and the expectation of deceit (Hutchings 
et al., 2024). In policing, distrust may play a critical role in racial profiling, where vague notions of ‘suspi-
cious behaviour’ can justify disproportionate scrutiny (Epp et al., 2017; Minhas & Walsh, 2021). Recent 
work suggests that distrust may be a distinct and powerful driver of biased policing, yet it remains 
underexplored in empirical research (Hutchings et  al.,  2024). Understanding distrust is particularly 
important because it may operate independently of the endorsement of prejudice or stereotypes and still 
influence officers' decisions.

Across these different forms of intergroup bias in policing, the empirical literature reveals important 
gaps. Empirical evidence on stereotypes and prejudice is more established but relies largely on self-
reports. Behavioural biases have been documented across a number of studies, although other work 
shows that these effects may vary across contexts and task designs. Lastly, intergroup emotions such as 
distrust remain largely unexamined in the context of policing. Together, these gaps underscore the need 
of systematic research on the prevalence and psychological underpinnings of police bias.

Psychological processes underlying police officer bias

In addition to documenting bias, focusing on individual police officers allows examining psychological 
processes that underlie biased policing. One important ideological factor is social dominance 
orientation, which reflects a preference for maintaining hierarchical relations between groups (Sidanius 
& Pratto, 1999). Social dominance orientation predicts prejudice and is also associated with attraction 
to hierarchy-enhancing institutions such as the police (Haley & Sidanius, 2005; Sidanius et al., 1994). 
Officers high in social dominance orientation may also be more likely to interpret intergroup encounters 
through a lens of threat and control, reinforcing biased perceptions and behaviours (Swencionis 
et  al.,  2021). Thus, social dominance orientation may serve as both a selection mechanism and a 
psychological mechanism that reinforces bias among police officers.

In addition to ideological orientations, police officers' personal motivations to suppress prejudice 
may play an important role. Internal motivation to suppress prejudice reflects the extent to which indi-
viduals are personally committed to egalitarian values (Plant & Devine, 1998). Police officers with lower 
internal motivation to suppress prejudice may be more likely to act on biases. Research indicates that 
motivation to suppress prejudice is initially similar between police recruits and civilians but declines 
with on-the-job experience (Gatto et al., 2010). Police officers' motivations to suppress prejudice may 
thus not be different from civilians per se, but with increasing on-the-job experience, police officers 
may be more inclined to openly express and act upon prejudice. This finding points to potential social-
ization effects of on-the-job experiences on internal motivation to suppress prejudice.

Indeed, the normative climate of police organizations may play a critical role in shaping police offi-
cers' attitudes. Police forces, as hierarchy-enhancing institutions, may influence police officers' attitudes 
over time. Scholars point to distinct ‘cop cultures’ that emphasize loyalty and solidarity, fostering an 
‘us vs. them’ mentality which can extend beyond criminal suspects to encompass entire marginalized 
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communities (e.g. Bowling et al., 2019). This cultural framing may reduce external pressures to suppress 
prejudice and normalize biased behaviour, thereby reinforcing the psychological mechanisms described 
above.

Moreover, police officers' biases towards racialized groups may also be shaped by how they construe 
intergroup contact experiences in their daily work. Routine encounters with racialized individuals in 
contexts associated with crime and poverty (Fassin, 2013) may reinforce threat-related schemas and 
stereotype-consistent interpretations (Smith & Alpert, 2007). These experiences can create a feedback 
loop: negative contact increases prejudice (Barlow et al., 2012), which may in turn lead to disrespectful 
behaviour (Voigt et al., 2017), potentially escalating situations and causing confrontational encounters 
(Todak & James, 2018). Repeated negative interactions can further deepen distrust and prejudice to-
wards racialized communities (Wortley & Homel, 1995).

Lastly, previous research has raised the question whether bias towards racialized groups is wide-
spread among police officers or if it is confined to a few individuals (‘a few bad apples’; Chalfin 
& Kaplan, 2021). If bias is confined to a few police officers, solutions could focus on identifying, 
training or removing these individuals from decision-making roles. However, if bias is widespread, 
addressing police bias may require systemic policy changes. Recent analyses have demonstrated that 
discriminatory judicial decisions and discrimination in the job and housing markets are prevalent 
across the population and not confined to a small set of individuals (Galvan et al., 2026). Whether 
bias among police officers is widespread or concentrated among a few biased individuals remains 
an open question.

Based on these considerations, this study examines how individual-level factors, including ideo-
logical beliefs, personal motivations, workplace norms and everyday experiences with racialized 
communities, contribute to police officers' biases towards racialized groups. While these (non-
exhaustive) factors are often discussed in theory, there is a lack of empirical research that systemat-
ically investigates them in real-world policing contexts. Existing studies are limited in scope, often 
relying on small samples or narrow methods. This study addresses these gaps by using a multi-
method approach to provide a more comprehensive understanding of the underlying processes of 
bias among police officers.

THE PR ESENT R ESEA RCH

The present research examines whether police officers exhibit biases towards individuals perceived 
as Arab or Muslim,1 racialized groups that are highly stigmatized in many European countries (e.g. 
Strabac & Listhaug,  2008). We examine police bias towards this group in the German context. 
People with Arab or Muslim backgrounds constitute a substantial proportion of the population in 
Germany, reflecting immigration from the Middle East, North Africa and Turkey over several 
decades (Islam in Germany: Facts and figures, 2025). Public debates often link Arab and Muslim 
communities to issues of security, perpetuating threat-related stereotypes (Stürmer et  al.,  2019). 
Because people perceived as Arab or Muslim make up a large population in Germany, police officer 
bias against them may affect institutional trust and the everyday experiences of millions 
(Evangelist,  2022). At the same time, empirical work on police bias in Germany, in particular 
experimental research with active-duty officers, remains scarce (Hunold & Singelnstein, 2022). In 
addition to documenting bias, studying police bias in Germany provides a crucial test of whether 
well-established psychological mechanisms such as shooter bias and threat stereotypes extend 
beyond U.S.-centric contexts. It allows researchers to examine their generalizability across Western 
policing cultures, their variation in relation to Germany's specific historical and demographic 

 1It is important to note that in the present article, we use the term “Arab individuals” to refer to individuals who are perceived as Arab based 
on visual features. We do not use it as an essentializing term for a homogenous group. Also, we do not suggest that these individuals would 
describe themselves as Arab.
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dynamics, and how racialized categories such as ‘Arab’ or ‘Muslim’ may shape bias differently in 
Europe than categories such as ‘Black’ in the United States. The present study addresses these gaps 
by providing multi-method data on German police officer bias.

We adopted a multifaceted approach to operationalize bias, focusing on negative prejudice, stereo-
types and discriminatory behavioural tendencies. Prejudice was assessed through self-reported pref-
erences for Arab versus White individuals (Axt,  2017). We hypothesized that officers would report 
stronger preference for White than for Arab individuals. Stereotypes were measured by ratings of the 
perceived trustworthiness of individuals perceived as Arab versus White. Drawing on prior research 
indicating threat-related stereotypes towards Arab individuals (Stelter et al., 2023), we hypothesized that 
police officers would judge Arab individuals as less trustworthy than White individuals. Discriminatory 
behavioural tendencies were assessed using an adapted first-person shooter task (Correll et al., 2002; 
Essien et al., 2017). Here, we hypothesized faster reactions to armed Arab versus White targets and 
slower reactions to unarmed Arab versus White targets, along with a lower threshold for detecting 
weapons on Arab targets. In addition to examining average sample levels of intergroup bias, we assessed 
distributions of bias to explore whether bias is prevalent across the sample or whether it is confined to 
a small group of individuals.

In addition to assessing bias, the present research explores psychological factors that may explain po-
lice officer bias. We measured social dominance orientation and internal motivation to suppress preju-
dice as indicators of inter-individual differences in intergroup ideologies and motivations. Furthermore, 
we assessed external motivation to suppress prejudice and perceived norms regarding racist comments 
as measures of institutional norms. Lastly, we also assessed construal of intergroup contact with indi-
viduals perceived as Arab as an indicator of specific on-the-job experiences. By examining relationships 
between police officer bias and intergroup ideologies, individual motivations, institutional culture and 
intergroup contact, we aimed at disentangling factors linked to police officer bias.

To determine if the observed effects were specific to police officers, we also recruited civilian par-
ticipants. We hypothesized that, similar to police participants, civilian participants would prefer White 
over Arab individuals, judge Arab individuals as less trustworthy, and show a shooter-bias pattern with 
faster responses to armed Arab than White targets, slower responses to unarmed Arab than White 
targets, and a lower threshold for indicating the presence of weapons on Arab targets. We explored 
whether these biases towards racialized groups and related factors—intergroup ideologies, motivations, 
perceived norms and intergroup contact—differed between police officers and civilians. Additionally, 
we explored if potential differences in prejudice, stereotypes and behaviours between police officers and 
civilians were mediated by these factors.

METHODS

Transparency and openness

Data collection procedures, hypotheses and analyses were preregistered via the Open Science Framework 
(OSF). The study was approved by the local ethics committee of the FernUniversität in Hagen. Data and 
analysis code are available on OSF (https://​osf.​io/​ndqwp​). We report how we determined our sample 
size, all data exclusions (if any), all manipulations and all measures in the study.

Data collection procedure

Police participants were recruited from July to August 2023 via police networks in southern Germany. 
A convenience sample of civilians was recruited from the student participant pool at FernUniversität in 
Hagen from August to September 2024. Participants were informed about the study and provided initial 
consent. They first completed the first-person shooter task, followed by self-report measures in a fixed 

https://osf.io/ndqwp
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order: trustworthiness ratings, social dominance orientation, preference measure, contact frequency 
and quality with individuals perceived as Arab, internal and external motivation to suppress prejudice, 
perception of norms regarding racist jokes and comments, and demographic information. After the 
study, participants were debriefed and gave consent for data analysis.

Participants

We recruited n = 208 police officers and n = 237 civilian participants (total N = 445). We aimed for mini-
mum sample sizes of n = 200 participants per group to obtain test power of 1-� = 0.80 to detect a small 
effect size (dz = 0.18) in one-sample and paired t-tests, assuming � = .05 (one-sided).

Demographic information of both participant groups is reported in Table 1.2 Civilian participants 
reported work experience in diverse professions (civil service n = 15; consulting and finance n = 17, engi-
neering and IT n = 24; hospitality and tourism n = 7; marketing and sales n = 11, science and academia 
n = 10; social service n = 36, miscellaneous n = 80; student only n = 22). Two participants from the civilian 
sample reported to be police officers and were reassigned to the police sample.3

Material

First-person shooter task

The first-person shooter task, adapted from Correll et al. (2002), was integrated into an online survey 
using the MIND.set tool from the German Center for Integration and Migration Research (DeZIM). 

 2Note that while students from FernUniversität in Hagen tend to be older and more diverse in educational backgrounds than average German 
students (FernUniversität in Hagen, 2024), participants from the civilian sample were younger and more female than police participants. Based 
on reviewers' suggestions, we conducted additional exploratory analyses, in which we added age and gender as covariates (see Supplement 
S6–S8 and Figures S1 and S2). The overall pattern of results for police–civilian comparisons remained the same after controlling for age and 
gender.
 3This participant reassignment did not change the results in any meaningful ways.

T A B L E  1   Demographic information of police and civilian participants.

Police(n = 208) Civilian(n = 237)

Gender

Female 52 141

Male 141 88

Other or not reported 15 8

Ethnicity

Arab or Arab German 0 5

Asian or Asian German 1 5

Black or Afro-German 0 2

Turkish or Turkish German 5 7

White 180 202

Other or not reported 22 16

Birth years

1950–1969 35 29

1970–1979 57 32

1980–1989 57 68

1990–2009 58 108
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Participants decided if targets were holding a weapon or a harmless object (cup/phone) by pressing the 
A or L keys. The task included 8 practice trials and 80 main trials, using full body images of male targets 
(White and Arab) from the DeZIM Picture Database (Veit & Essien, 2022). Targets were presented in 20 
different street scenes, with each trial starting with 1–3 backgrounds shown for 500–1000 milliseconds, 
followed by a target holding an object. Participants had 850 milliseconds to respond and received visual 
feedback after each trial. Scores were based on a pay-off matrix (see Correll et al., 2002).

Trustworthiness rating

We used an exemplar-based measure of perceived trustworthiness, where participants rated 14 male 
portraits (7 prototypically White, 7 prototypically Arab) on a scale from 1 (not at all trustworthy) to 7 
(extremely trustworthy). Portraits were from the DEZIM Picture Database based on prototypicality 
ratings (Veit & Essien, 2022). Internal consistencies were satisfactory for police (White: Ω = 0.78, Arab: 
Ω = 0.80) and good for civilian participants (White: Ω = 0.83, Arab: Ω = 0.89).

Social dominance orientation

Social dominance orientation was measured using 16 items from the SDO6 scale (e.g. ‘No group should 
dominate in society’; Pratto et  al.,  1994), which were rated on a scale from 1 (strongly agree) to 7 
(strongly disagree). We observed good internal consistencies are for police (Ω = 0.86) and civilian par-
ticipants (Ω = 0.93).

Group preference

Prejudice towards Arab individuals was assessed using a one-item preference measure (Axt,  2017), 
ranging from 1 (‘I have a strong preference for people perceived as Arab over White people’) to 7 
(‘I have a strong preference for White people over those perceived as Arab’), with 4 indicating no 
preference.

Intergroup contact

The frequency of contact with individuals perceived as Arab was assessed by asking participants to 
estimate the percentage of such encounters in their professional and private lives over the past 6 months 
(0% to 100%). The quality of contact was measured by asking how often they had positive or negative 
experiences with Arab individuals, rated on a scale from 1 (never) to 7 (very often).

Perceived institutional norms

Perceived institutional norms regarding racist jokes and comments at work (and in private life for ci-
vilians) were measured using four statements rated from 1 (strongly agree) to 7 (strongly disagree). 
Examples include ‘Negative comments about ethnic and religious minorities are accepted at work’ and 
‘My colleagues make racist jokes’ (see Váradi et al., 2020; Visintin et al., 2020). Internal consistencies 
were high: workplace norms among police participants (Ω = 0.90), workplace norms among civilian par-
ticipants (Ω = 0.95) and private life norms among civilian participants (Ω = 0.90).
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Internal and external motivation to suppress prejudice

We assessed internal and external motivation to suppress prejudice using a 10-item questionnaire (Banse 
& Gawronski,  2003; Plant & Devine,  1998), with responses on a scale from 1 (strongly agree) to 7 
(strongly disagree). Internal motivation included items like ‘I try to behave unprejudiced towards ethnic 
and religious minorities because it is personally important to me’, while external motivation included 
items like ‘I try to hide any negative thoughts about ethnic and religious minorities to avoid negative 
reactions from others’. Internal consistencies were satisfactory for police participants (internal: Ω = 0.79, 
external: Ω = 0.69) and good for civilian participants (internal: Ω = 0.86, external: Ω = 0.76).

Demographic questions
Participants reported their gender, decade of birth and identification with any of the following groups: 
‘Arab or Arab German’, ‘Asian or Asian German’, ‘Black or Afro-German’, ‘Turkish or Turkish-
German’, ‘White’ or ‘another category’. Police participants also provided job-related information, such 
as the start of their service, career path, position, work schedule, current tasks, job-specific training and 
work environment (see Supplement Tables S1–S4 for details).

R ESULTS

Assessing bias: Group preference, trustworthiness ratings and shooter biases

In a set of preregistered analyses, we analysed police participants' preference for people perceived as 
White versus Arab, trustworthiness ratings and shooter biases in the first-person shooter task. We also 
compared these biases between police and civilian participants.

Group preference

Both participant groups displayed a preference for White over Arab people, as indicated by responses 
above the scale midpoint of 4 for both police, M = 4.64, 95% CI [4.56,∞], t (204) = 12.39, p < .001 
(preregistered as one-sided test), dz = 0.87, 95% CI [0.70; 1.03] and civilian participants, M = 4.63, 95% 
CI [4.51,∞], t (235) = 8.72, p < .001 (preregistered as one-sided test), dz = 0.57, 95% CI [0.43; 0.70]. 
There was no significant difference between police and civilian participants, t (439) = − 0.14, p = .891 , 
d = −0.01, 95% CI [−0.20; 0.17].

Trustworthiness rating

Police participants rated Arab individuals as less trustworthy than White individuals, t (200) = 6.62 , 
p < .001 (preregistered as one-sided), dz = 0.47, 95% CI [0.32; ∞]. Furthermore, police participants' 
trustworthiness ratings for Arab individuals were lower than the scale midpoint, M = 3.81, 95% CI 
[3.70, 3.92], t (201) = − 3.33, p < .001 (two-sided), dz = −0.23, 95% CI [−0.37; −0.09]; for White indi-
viduals, trustworthiness ratings were higher than the scale midpoint, M = 4.20, 95% CI [4.09, 4.32], 
t (203) = 3.61, p < .001 (two-sided), dz = 0.25, 95% CI [0.11; 0.39]. This indicates that, on average, police 
participants perceived White individuals as trustworthy, whereas they perceived Arab individuals as 
untrustworthy (see Figure 1).

Civilian participants perceived both Arab, M = 4.32, 95% CI [4.18, 4.47], t (228) = 4.37, p < .001 
(two-sided), dz = 0.29, 95% CI [0.16, 0.42], and White individuals, M = 4.42, 95% CI [4.30, 4.55], 
t (230) = 6.69 , p < .001 (two-sided), dz = 0.44, 95% CI [0.30; 0.57], as trustworthy, as indicated by tests 
against the scale midpoint. But they perceived Arab individuals as slightly less trustworthy than White 
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individuals, t (227) = 1.96, p = .025 (preregistered as one-sided test), dz = 0.13, 95% CI [0.00; ∞]. Yet this 
difference in perceived trustworthiness was smaller for civilian than police participants, as indicated 
by a two-way interaction in a mixed 2 (Participant Group; between participants) by 2 (Target Group; 
within-participants) ANOVA. Also, civilian participants perceived all individuals as overall more trust-
worthy than police participants, F (1, 427) = 21.17, p < .001, �̂2

p
= .05, 90% CI [.02, .08].

First-person shooter task

We classified responses in the first-person shooter task into hit and false alarm rates. Based on signal de-
tection theory (Green & Swets, 1966), we calculated response bias c (−0.5 × (zHits + zFalse Alarms)), in-
dicating participants' tendency to indicate the presence of a weapon. Hit rates = 1 or false alarm rates = 0 
were adjusted following the procedure by Macmillan and Creelman (2005). Reaction times (RT) were 
averaged across participants and conditions for all analyses. For correlational analyses, we computed 
difference scores of RTs and c, as indices of the shooter bias according to the following formulas: (RT 
no gun/Arab target − RT no gun/White target) + (RT gun/Arab target − RT gun/White target), c White 
target − c Arab target.

We compared participants reaction times and errors to armed and unarmed Arab and White tar-
gets in two mixed 2 (Participant Group: police vs. civilian) by 2 (Target group: Arab vs. White) by 2 
(Object Type: gun vs. no gun) ANOVAs with repeated measures on the last two factors (see Table 2 
and Figure 2). Results showed significant Target Group × Object Type interactions for reaction times 
and errors, indicating shooter biases in both measures. This interaction was driven by fewer errors, 
t (441) = − 4.93, p < .001, dz = −0.23, 95% CI [−0.33; −0.14], and faster responses, t (440) = − 7.17, 
p < .001, dz = −0.34, 95% CI [−0.44; −0.24], to armed Arab compared to armed White targets. There 
were no significant differences in errors, t (441) = 1.36, p = .088, dz = 0.06, 95% CI [−0.03; 0.16], or 
response times, t (440) = − 1.40, p = .918, dz = −0.34, 95% CI [−0.16; 0.03], to unarmed Arab versus 
unarmed White targets. These findings indicate shooter biases in errors and response times for both, 
police and civilian participants.

We also compared the response bias c parameter for Arab versus White targets as an indicator of par-
ticipants' tendency to indicate the presence of a weapon in a mixed 2 (Participant Group: police vs. ci-
vilian) by 2 (Target: Arab vs. White) ANOVA with repeated measures on the last factor. Results showed 
that response bias c was more positive for White targets compared to Arab targets, F (1, 440) = 18.88 , 

F I G U R E  1   Police and civilian participants' preference of White vs. Arab individuals are displayed in the left panel. 
Preference scores below 4 indicate a preference for Arab individuals; scores above 4 in indicate a preference for White 
individuals. Police and civilian participants' trustworthiness ratings of Arab versus White individuals are displayed in the right 
panel.
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p < .001, �̂2
p
= .04, 90% CI [.02, .08]. There was no difference in response bias c between police and 

civilian samples, F (1, 440) = 0.00, p = .962, and no interaction between Sample and Target group, 
F (1, 440) = 0.00, p = .876. Further t-tests showed that response bias c was larger than zero for White 
targets, t (441) = 5.78, p < .001, dz = 0.27, 95% CI [0.18; 0.37], and response bias c was not different from 
zero for Arab targets, t (441) = 0.28, p = .779, dz = 0.01, 95% CI [−0.08; 0.11]. These findings suggest 
that both police and civilian participants were less inclined to indicate the presence of a weapon for 
White targets, while showing no such tendency for Arab targets.

Distribution of group preference, trustworthiness ratings, and shooter biases

We examined whether group preference, differences in perceived trustworthiness of White versus Arab 
individuals, and shooter biases in error rates, reaction times and response bias c (i.e. tendency to indicate 
the presence of a weapon) followed a normal distribution, or if distributions were skewed towards biased 
responses. Skewness and kurtoses of bias measures reported in Table 3. Density plots are depicted in 
Figure 3.

Most measures were somewhat right skewed with a longer tail towards more biased responses; yet all 
values were within the range of acceptable skewness for normal data (−2 to +2; Hair et al., 2010). Also, 
all measures were somewhat peaked as indicated by positive kurtosis values; yet all values except for 
the shooter bias in error rates were still acceptable for normal data (−7 to +7, Hair et al., 2010). Taken 
together, these results indicate that all bias measures can be considered approximately normally distrib-
uted, suggesting that bias was not confined to a subset of participants.

Predictors of biases

We explored relationships between social dominance orientation, motivation to suppress prejudice, 
perceived institutional norms and intergroup contact with group preference, trustworthiness ratings 
and shooter biases. For descriptive statistics and group comparisons of predictor variables, see Table 4. 
Police and civilian participants differed in levels of social dominance orientation and intergroup contact. 
Police participants had significantly higher levels of social dominance orientation and reported more 
on-the-job contact with individuals perceived as Arab, which was more negative and less positive. In 
their private lives, police participants had less overall and less positive contact, but similar levels of 
negative contact compared to civilians.

F I G U R E  2   Shooter biases in reaction times, errors and response bias c (i.e. tendency to indicate the presence of a 
weapon). Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals.
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Intercorrelations between all measures can be seen in the Supplement (Table S5). Because shooter 
bias indices were largely uncorrelated with any of the predictor variables,4 the following analyses focus 
on prejudice and stereotypes as outcome variables.

We conducted several exploratory multiple-regression analyses. Outcome variables were preference 
for Whites and trustworthiness ratings of Arab individuals (controlling for trustworthiness ratings of 
individuals perceived as White). We sequentially included social dominance orientation, internal moti-
vation to suppress prejudice, institutional culture (i.e. external motivation to suppress prejudice and 
perceived institutional norms), and intergroup contact frequency, and intergroup contact valence as 
predictors (see Tables 5 and 6).5

 4We observed very low internal consistencies for shooter bias indices in reaction times (r = .01, 95% CI [−.15; .15]), errors (r = .10, 95% CI [−.15; 
.28]) and c (r = .19, 95% CI [.08; .31]), as estimated via bootstrapped split-half reliabilities. For police participants, none of the predictors were 
correlated with shooter bias indices (rs < |.10|; ps > .11; see Table S5). For civilian participants, the shooter bias in error rates correlated with 
SDO (r = −.14) and EMS (r = −.19) and the shooter bias response bias c correlated with EMS (r = −.18) and with SDO (r = −.13 and r = −.15).
 5Multicollinearity checks indicated only moderate correlations between predictors. Across all models, variance inflation factors (VIF) were 
below 2.6, suggesting that observed effects are not affected by multicollinearity.

T A B L E  3   Descriptive statistics and distribution indices of prejudice, stereotype and shooter bias measures.

Min Max Mean (SD) Md Skewness Kurtosis

Police

Group preference 3.00 7.00 4.64 0.74 5.00 0.82 0.12

Trustworthiness (W-A) −1.71 2.86 0.38 0.82 0.29 0.64 0.59

Shooter bias (error rates) −0.31 0.80 0.03 0.11 0.00 1.87 12.82

Shooter bias (c) −0.84 1.10 0.07 0.27 0.02 0.10 1.25

Shooter bias (reaction times) −104.50 102.60 6.41 37.25 5.09 −0.08 0.31

Civilian

Group preference 1.00 7.00 4.63 1.11 4.00 −0.07 1.21

Trustworthiness (W-A) −2.71 4.86 0.12 0.95 0.00 1.18 4.20

Shooter bias (error rates) −0.55 1.00 0.03 0.16 0.03 1.16 7.20

Shooter bias (c) −0.96 1.55 0.06 0.36 0.06 0.24 0.93

Shooter bias (reaction times) −208.49 161.63 7.35 46.00 11.06 −0.94 2.97

F I G U R E  3   Density plots for prejudice, stereotypes and shooter biases separately for police and civilian participants. 
Note that values larger than the vertical dotted lines represent biases against Arab individuals.
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Intergroup ideology: Social dominance orientation

We included social dominance orientation as the first predictor (see Model 1, Tables 5 and 6). Results 
showed that social dominance orientation predicted preference for Whites and trustworthiness of Arab 
individuals. This pattern of results was the same for police and civilian participants.

Motivation: Internal motivation to suppress prejudice

We included internal motivation to suppress prejudice as another predictor (see Model 2, Tables 5 and 
6). Results showed that motivation to suppress prejudice as another predictor predicted preference for 
Whites and trustworthiness of Arab individuals. Social dominance orientation was no longer significant. 
This pattern of results was the same for police and civilian participants.

Institutional culture: External motivation to suppress prejudice and perceived 
institutional norms

We added external motivation to suppress prejudice and perceived institutional norms as further 
predictors (see Model 3, Tables 4 and 5). Results showed that only for civilian participants, external 
motivation to suppress prejudice predicted preference for Whites, and perceived institutional norms 
predicted differences in reported trustworthiness of Arab versus White individuals. For both 
police and civilian participants, internal motivation to suppress prejudice remained a significant 
predictor of preference for Whites and differences in reported trustworthiness of Arab versus White 
individuals.

Construal of intergroup contact

We added contact frequency as well as positive and negative contact on the job and in private life as 
further predictors (see Models 4 and 5, Tables 4 and 5). Relationships between contact measures and 
prejudice and stereotypes differed for police and civilian participants. For police participants, contact 

T A B L E  4   Descriptive statistics and group comparisons of predictor variables.

Measure

Police Civilian

t df p dz 95% CIM SD M SD

SDO 2.59 0.83 2.32 1.00 3.11 443 .002 0.30 [0.11; 0.48]

IMS 5.75 0.95 5.70 1.18 0.56 443 .579 0.05 [−0.13; 0.24]

EMS 3.82 1.32 3.61 1.31 1.69 443 .092 0.16 [−0.03; 0.35]

Norms (job) 5.22 1.40 5.32 1.61 −0.72 443 .470 −0.07 [−0.26; 0.12]

Norms (private) 6.12 0.88 4.79 1.48 — — — — —

Contact freq. (job) 31.54 25.28 21.79 21.77 4.37 443 <.001 0.42 [0.23; 0.60]

Pos. contact (job) 3.54 1.46 4.03 2.04 −2.86 437 .004 −0.27 [−0.46; −0.09]

Neg. contact (job) 4.15 1.80 2.31 1.58 11.43 436 <.001 1.09 [0.89; 1.30]

Contact freq. (private) 14.53 13.64 24.54 21.31 −5.81 443 <.001 −0.55 [−0.74; −0.36]

Pos. contact (private) 4.05 1.90 4.43 1.84 −2.09 440 .037 −0.20 [−0.39; −0.01]

Neg. contact (private) 2.72 1.47 2.54 1.60 1.17 440 .241 0.11 [−0.08; 0.30]

Abbreviations: EMS, external motivation to suppress prejudice; IMS, internal motivation to suppress prejudice; SDO, social dominance 
orientation.
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on-the-job was the most important predictor: More positive on-the-job contact predicted less preference 
for Whites and more negative on-the-job contact predicted lower levels of perceived trustworthiness 
for Arab individuals. Among civilian participants, positive and negative contact in their private lives 
predicted both their preference for Whites and their trustworthiness ratings of Arab individuals.

Social dominance orientation and negative contact during the job as mediators for 
perceived trustworthiness of Arab individuals

In an exploratory mediation model, we examined whether police participant's higher levels of social 
dominance orientation and more negative on-the-job contact mediated differences between police and 
civilian participants in perceived trustworthiness of Arab individuals (see Figure 4). We included the 
categorical variable ‘participant group’ (police vs. civilian) as dummy-coded variable in the model. The 
analysis was performed using the lavaan package in R with bootstrapping (1000 samples) to estimate the 
confidence intervals for the indirect effects.

The direct effect of participant group on trustworthiness ratings of Arab individuals was significant, 
b = −0.18, 95% CI [−0.34; −0.01], p = .028. The direct effect of social dominance orientation on trustwor-
thiness ratings of Arab individuals was also significant, b = −0.25, 95% CI [−0.35; −0.13], p = <.001, as 
was the effect of negative on-the-job contact on trustworthiness ratings of Arab individuals, b = −0.06, 
95% CI [−0.11; −0.01], p = .018. Trustworthiness of individuals perceived as White was a significant 
control variable, b = 0.54, 95% CI [0.42; 0.65], p = <.001. The total effect of participant group on trust-
worthiness ratings of Arab individuals was also significant, b = −0.06, 95% CI [−0.11; −0.01], p = .018.

Importantly, the indirect effect of participant group on trustworthiness ratings of Arab individuals 
through social dominance orientation was significant, b = −0.07, 95% CI [−0.12; −0.02], p = .005. The 
indirect effect through negative contact at work was also significant, b = −0.11, 95% CI [−0.22; −0.02], 
p = .023. This suggests that both social dominance orientation and negative on-the-job contact mediated 
differences in trustworthiness ratings of Arab individuals between police versus civilian participants.

F I G U R E  4   Social dominance orientation and negative contact on-the-job mediate differences between police 
versus civilian participants in trustworthiness ratings of Arab individuals. The model controlled for trustworthiness 
ratings of individuals perceived as White. P vs. C = police vs. civilian participants are included as dummy-coded variable; 
SDO = social dominance orientation; Neg job = negative contact on-the-job; T (Arab) = trustworthiness of Arab individuals; T 
(White) = trustworthiness of individuals perceived as White.
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DISCUSSION

The present research investigated police bias and its underlying psychological processes using a multi-
method approach. We assessed multiple forms of bias, including group preference, perceptions of 
trustworthiness and behavioural tendencies in a first-person shooter task. Our findings revealed biases 
among both police officers and civilians towards Arab individuals across various measures, including 
self-reports and indirect behavioural assessments. In line with our hypotheses, police officers reported 
a preference for White people over those perceived as Arab (dz = 0.87) and rated Arab individuals as 
untrustworthy compared to White individuals (dz = 0.48). Additionally, in a first-person shooter task, 
police officers responded faster and made fewer errors when reacting to armed Arab versus armed 
White targets and were more likely to indicate the presence of a weapon for Arab than for White targets. 
Taken together, these results suggest that police officers display biases towards Arab individuals.

Exploratory group comparisons indicated that civilian participants displayed similar levels of preju-
dice and discriminatory behavioural tendencies as police officers. There were no significant differences 
between these samples in terms of prejudice or behavioural tendencies in the first-person shooter task. 
The only notable difference emerged in trust-related judgements: police officers rated Arab individuals 
as untrustworthy than White individuals, and this difference in perceived trustworthiness between 
Arab and White individuals was slightly more pronounced than in the civilian sample. Although modest 
in size, this pattern suggests that trust-related perceptions may play a distinct role in officers' evaluations 
of racialized individuals. Such dynamics are consistent with research showing that police officers some-
times interpret racialized faces as more suspicious or criminal-looking (Eberhardt et al., 2004) and that 
distrust can shape how interactions unfold or whom police officers choose to monitor (Swencionis & 
Goff, 2017). Future work should examine the implications of these trust-related perceptions, including 
how they contribute to racial profiling or differential treatment in everyday police work.

The findings of this study also contribute to the ongoing debate about the prevalence of bias among 
police officers. Previous research has questioned whether discriminatory behaviour is widespread 
among police officers or confined to a few individuals (Chalfin & Kaplan, 2021). We observed that bias 
measures were within acceptable ranges for normal data distribution (Hair et al., 2010). This suggests 
that bias was not limited to a few individuals. These results align with recent analyses indicating that 
discriminatory behaviour in judicial decisions and the job and housing markets is prevalent across the 
population (Galvan et  al.,  2026). Therefore, addressing police bias may require a systemic approach 
rather than focusing solely on few individual officers.

While the sample of police officers exhibited biases on average, there were also individual differ-
ences, suggesting that individual psychological characteristics still play a significant role in shaping 
biases. Our findings indicate that police officers with higher levels of social dominance orientation and 
lower levels of internal motivation to suppress prejudice were more distrustful of Arab individuals and 
reported more prejudice. Police officers reported higher social dominance orientation than civilians, but 
both groups had similar internal motivation to suppress prejudice. Additionally, the relationships be-
tween social dominance orientation, internal motivation and prejudice and stereotypes were similar for 
both police officers and civilians. Regression models showed that internal motivation to suppress preju-
dice was a stronger predictor of group preference than social dominance orientation. This suggests that 
motivations may be more relevant in shaping police officers' bias than intergroup ideologies. External 
motivation to suppress prejudice and perceived norms about racist comments were less important pre-
dictors of police officers' prejudice and stereotypes. This pattern provides limited support for the role 
of institutional or cultural norms (e.g. ‘cop culture’) in shaping individual biases in this context. It also 
opens up the possibility that approaches targeting internalized motivations may be more effective in 
mitigating bias than compliance-based approaches.

Another important predictor of police officers' biases was their construal of intergroup contact. 
Negative construal of job-related contact with individuals perceived as Arab was related to more 
distrust of Arab individuals and positive construal of job-related contact with Arab individuals were 
linked to lower levels of prejudice. In contrast, intergroup contact in private contexts was unrelated 
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to police officers' prejudice and stereotypes, suggesting that job-related contact may dominate or 
even overwrite positive contact experiences in police officer's private lives. In line with this inter-
pretation, differences between police versus civilians' (dis)trust for Arab individuals were mediated 
by construal of negative contact on-the-job. Due to the cross-sectional nature of the study design, 
there are several ways to interpret relationships between police officers' negative construal of inter-
group contact and bias.

One possible explanation for police officers' biases is that, due to the nature of their work, they 
may more frequently encounter negative contact situations with individuals from racialized groups (e.g. 
Fassin, 2013). This would suggest that negative intergroup contact may causally contribute to the de-
velopment of prejudice and stereotypes. However, an alternative explanation is that pre-existing biases 
among police officers may shape how they perceive these encounters. In other words, officers who are 
more prejudiced may be more likely to interpret interactions with Arab individuals as negative, regard-
less of the objective quality of the encounter. This interpretation aligns with findings that the initial 
words spoken by police officers to Black drivers during traffic stops can predict whether the interaction 
escalates (Rho et al., 2023; Voigt et al., 2017). Moreover, even when the objective quality of interactions 
is similar across racialized and non-racialized groups, police officers' biases may still influence their 
construal of these encounters—leading them to perceive them as more negative. This highlights the 
complex, bidirectional relationship between bias and intergroup contact, where not only may contact 
shape attitudes, but attitudes may also shape the perception of contact (Binder et al., 2009).

The present research investigated police bias by focusing on individual officers, based on the ra-
tionale that individual biases may shape police officer's perceptions and behaviour, which in turn may 
shape community perceptions of the police. However, focusing solely on individual biases has limita-
tions. It may overlook systemic factors, such as departmental policies, training protocols or performance 
incentives, that guide officers' decisions. For instance, stop-and-frisk policies or quotas for arrests can 
institutionalize biased practices, regardless of an individual officer's intentions. Consistent with this 
critique, some scholars argue that addressing bias requires a broader lens, one that includes institutional 
frameworks (e.g. Camp, 2024). For example, changing how police departments evaluate officer perfor-
mance (e.g. rewarding de-escalation rather than arrests) could reduce biased outcomes more effectively 
than trying to change individual attitudes alone. Similarly, Chater and Loewenstein (2023) suggest that 
system-level reforms—such as revising use-of-force policies, implementing transparent accountability 
mechanisms or restructuring training to emphasize empathy and procedural justice—may be more im-
pactful in reducing disparities in policing outcomes than interventions targeting individual bias.

Another important aspect to address is that the shooter task showed low internal reliability, limiting 
its use for correlational analyses. Although we observed consistent shooter biases among both samples, 
we were thus unable to identify potential predictors of these biases. The robustness of shooter bias in 
the absence of measurement reliability may appear contradictory at first sight. However, this ‘reliability 
paradox’ (Hedge et al., 2018, p. 1166) is well known, such that experimental tasks that produce robust 
and replicable group effects fail to capture reliable individual differences. At the root of this paradox 
are the same factors that make these tasks effective at showing consistent experimental effects: low vari-
ability between participants, which also leads to low reliability when measuring individual differences. 
One methodological factor that makes responses in the first-person shooter task particularly difficult 
to compare between individuals is a task structure that randomizes trial order, number of backgrounds 
and background type between participants. Each target is thus presented in a different context for each 
participant. One approach to increase reliability in the first-person shooter task may thus be the use of a 
less complex task structure with less procedural variation between participants. Lastly, it is also possible 
that administrating the shooter task in an online setting may introduce additional noise compared to 
more controlled lab settings.

Some further limitations are worth noting. First, the analyses of individual differences were confined 
to measures of prejudice and stereotypes. Potentially due to the very low internal consistencies of the 
first-person shooter task (below r = .15, see also Payne & Correll, 2020), shooter biases showed little 
correlation with self-report measures. Although we observed consistent shooter biases among both 
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samples, we were thus unable to identify potential predictors of these biases. Second, although the sam-
ple of police officers recruited for this study was larger than those in other studies (e.g. Correll, Park, 
Judd, & Wittenbrink, Sadler, & Keese, 2007; Gatto et al., 2010; but see Wortley & Homel, 1995) and in-
cluded police officers from different task forces, the sample was not representative of all police officers. 
Additionally, participation in the study was voluntary, potentially introducing self-selection biases. To 
gain a comprehensive understanding of biases in policing, future research should recruit larger, demo-
graphically representative samples, systematically including members from various police subgroups.

Despite these limitations, by employing a multitude of different measures, the present research pro-
vides robust evidence that police officers, as a reflection of society, exhibit pervasive biases towards 
racialized groups, which may impact their interactions with minoritized communities.

AUTHOR CONTR IBUTIONS
Marleen Stelter: Conceptualization, methodology, writing—original draft preparation, data analysis. 
Iniobong Essien: Conceptualization, methodology, writing—review and editing. Jan Malte von Bargen: 
Conceptualization, methodology, writing—review and editing. Oliver Christ: Conceptualization, 
methodology, writing—review and editing.

ACK NOW L EDGEM ENT
Open Access funding enabled and organized by Projekt DEAL.

CONFL IC T OF I NT ER EST STAT EM ENT
One co-author is employed in a senior administrative role within a German state interior administration 
and assisted with participant recruitment by distributing the study invitation to police officers. 
Participation was voluntary, and no institution or employer had any role in the study design, data analysis, 
interpretation of the findings, or publication decisions. The authors declare no competing interests.

DATA AVA IL A BIL IT Y STAT EM ENT
Data collection procedures, hypotheses and analyses were preregistered via the Open Science Framework 
(OSF; see copies in supplement). Data and analysis code are available on OSF (https://​osf.​io/​ndqwp​).

ORCID
Marleen Stelter   https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6546-0946 
Iniobong Essien   https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0277-7908 
Jan Malte von Bargen   https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0782-0007 
Oliver Christ   https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4022-9278 

R EF ER ENC E S
Akinola, M., & Mendes, W. B. (2012). Stress-induced cortisol facilitates threat-related decision making among police officers. 

Behavioral Neuroscience, 126(1), 167–174. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1037/​a0026657
Andersen, J. P., Di Nota, P. M., Boychuk, E. C., Schimmack, U., & Collins, P. I. (2023). Racial bias and lethal force errors among 

Canadian police officers. Canadian Journal of Behavioural Science / Revue Canadienne des Sciences Du Comportement, 55(2), 130–141. 
https://​doi.​org/​10.​1037/​cbs00​00296​

Axt, J. R. (2017). An unintentional pro-Black bias in judgement among educators. British Journal of Educational Psycholog y, 87(3), 
408–421. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1111/​bjep.​12156​

Banse, R., & Gawronski, B. (2003). The scale motivation to act without prejudice: Psychometric properties and validity. 
Diagnostica, 49(1), 4–13. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1026//​0012-​1924.​49.1.​4

Barlow, F. K., Paolini, S., Pedersen, A., Hornsey, M. J., Radke, H. R. M., Harwood, J., Rubin, M., & Sibley, C. G. (2012). The con-
tact caveat: Negative contact predicts increased prejudice more than positive contact predicts reduced prejudice. Personality 
and Social Psycholog y Bulletin, 38(12), 1629–1643. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1177/​01461​67212​457953

Binder, J., Zagefka, H., Brown, R., Funke, F., Kessler, T., Mummendey, A., Maquil, A., Demoulin, S., & Leyens, J.-P. (2009). 
Does contact reduce prejudice or does prejudice reduce contact? A longitudinal test of the contact hypothesis among 
majority and minority groups in three European countries. Journal of Personality and Social Psycholog y, 96(4), 843–856. https://​
doi.​org/​10.​1037/​a0013470

https://osf.io/ndqwp
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6546-0946
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6546-0946
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0277-7908
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0277-7908
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0782-0007
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0782-0007
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4022-9278
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4022-9278
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0026657
https://doi.org/10.1037/cbs0000296
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjep.12156
https://doi.org/10.1026//0012-1924.49.1.4
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167212457953
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0013470
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0013470


20 of  22  |      STELTER et al.

Bowling, B., Reiner, R., & Sheptycki, J. (2019). Cop cultures. In The politics of the police (pp. 164–184). Oxford University Press.
Camp, N. P. (2024). Institutional interactions and racial inequality in policing: How everyday encounters bridge individuals, 

organizations, and institutions. Social and Personality Psycholog y Compass, 18(2), e12930. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1111/​spc3.​12930​
Camp, N. P., Voigt, R., Jurafsky, D., & Eberhardt, J. L. (2021). The thin blue waveform: Racial disparities in officer prosody 

undermine institutional trust in the police. Journal of Personality and Social Psycholog y, 121(6), 1157–1171. https://​doi.​org/​10.​
1037/​pspa0​000270

Carvalho, A. A. S., Mizael, T. M., & Sampaio, A. A. S. (2021). Racial prejudice and police stops: A systematic review of the em-
pirical literature. Behavior Analysis in Practice, 15(4), 1213–1220. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1007/​s4061​7-​021-​00578​-​4

Chalfin, A., & Kaplan, J. (2021). How many complaints against police officers can be abated by incapacitating a few “bad ap-
ples”? Criminolog y & Public Policy, 20, 351–370. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1111/​1745-​9133.​12542​

Chater, N., & Loewenstein, G. (2023). The i-frame and the s-frame: How focusing on individual-level solutions has led behav-
ioral public policy astray. Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 46, e147. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1017/​S0140​525X2​2002023

Clasen, J., Groß, E., Häfele, J., Kammigan, I., Kemme, S., Nickel, A., Taefi, A., Zähringer, U., Essien, I., & Stelter, M. 
(2024). Democracy-Related Attitudes and Values in the Hamburg Police (DeWePol): First Findings from Survey Wave 
1 [Demokratiebezogene Einstellungen und Werthaltungen in der Polizei Hamburg (DeWePol): Erste Befunde aus 
Befragungswelle 1], (Research Report). Hamburg.

Colman, A. M., & Gorman, L. P. (1982). Conservatism, dogmatism, and authoritarianism in British police officers. Sociolog y, 
16(1), 1–11. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1177/​00380​38582​01600​1004

Correll, J., Park, B., Judd, C. M., & Wittenbrink, B. (2002). The police officer's dilemma: Using ethnicity to disambiguate 
potentially threatening individuals. Journal of Personality and Social Psycholog y, 83(6), 1314–1329. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1037/​
0022-​3514.​83.6.​1314

Correll, J., Park, B., Judd, C. M., & Wittenbrink, B. (2007). The influence of stereotypes on decisions to shoot. European Journal 
of Social Psycholog y, 37(6), 1102–1117. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1002/​ejsp.​450

Correll, J., Park, B., Judd, C. M., Wittenbrink, B., Sadler, M. S., & Keesee, T. (2007). Across the thin blue line: Police officers 
and racial bias in the decision to shoot. Journal of Personality and Social Psycholog y, 92(6), 1006–1023. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1037/​
0022-​3514.​92.6.​1006

Correll, J., Wittenbrink, B., Crawford, M. T., & Sadler, M. S. (2015). Stereotypic vision: How stereotypes disambiguate visual 
stimuli. Journal of Personality and Social Psycholog y, 108(2), 219–233. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1037/​pspa0​000015

Cox, W. T. L., & Devine, P. G. (2019). 12 - the prejudice habit-breaking intervention: An empowerment-based confrontation 
approach. In R. K. Mallett & M. J. Monteith (Eds.), Confronting prejudice and discrimination (pp. 249–274). Academic Press. 
https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/​B978-​0-​12-​81471​5-​3.​00015​-​1

Cox, W. T. L., Devine, P. G., Plant, E. A., & Schwartz, L. L. (2014). Toward a comprehensive understanding of officers' shooting 
decisions: No simple answers to this complex problem. Basic and Applied Social Psycholog y, 36(4), 356–364. https://​doi.​org/​
10.​1080/​01973​533.​2014.​923312

Deutsche Hochschule der Polizei. (2024). MEGAVO study: Project report 2021–2024. Final report [MEGAVO-Studie: Projektbericht 
2021–2024. Abschlussbericht]. Münster, Deutsche Hochschule der Polizei.

Eberhardt, J. L., Goff, P. A., Purdie, V. J., & Davies, P. G. (2004). Seeing Black: Race, crime, and visual processing. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psycholog y, 87(6), 876–893. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1037/​0022-​3514.​87.6.​876

Epp, C. R., Maynard-Moody, S., & Haider-Markel, D. (2017). Beyond profiling: The institutional sources of racial disparities in 
policing. Public Administration Review, 77(2), 168–178. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1111/​puar.​12702​

Espín Grau, H., & Klaus, L. (2022). Rassistische Diskriminierung im Kontext polizeilicher Gewaltanwendung. In D. Hunold 
& T. Singelnstein (Eds.), Rassismus in der Polizei: Eine wissenschaftliche Bestandsaufnahme (pp. 359–383). Springer Fachmedien. 
https://​doi.​org/​10.​1007/​978-​3-​658-​37133​-​3_​17

Essien, I., Stelter, M., Kalbe, F., Koehler, A., Mangels, J., & Meliß, S. (2017). The shooter bias: Replicating the classic effect and 
introducing a novel paradigm. Journal of Experimental Social Psycholog y, 70, 41–47. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/j.​jesp.​2016.​12.​009

Evangelist, M. (2022). Narrowing racial differences in trust: How discrimination shapes Trust in a Racialized Society. Social 
Problems, 69(4), 1109–1136. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1093/​socpro/​spab011

Fassin, D. (2013). Enforcing order: An ethnography of urban policing. Polity Press.
Fazio, R. H. (1990). Multiple processes by which attitudes guide behavior: The mode model as an integrative framework. In M. 

P. Zanna (Ed.), Advances in experimental social psycholog y (Vol. 2, pp. 75–109). Academic Press. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/​S0065​
-​2601(08)​60318​-​4

FernUniversität in Hagen. (2024). Digital // diverse // international: A university for the future [Brochure]. https://​www.​fernu​ni-​
hagen.​de/​inter​natio​nal-​office/​docs/​image​brosc​huere​-​engli​sch-​2024.​pdf

Galvan, M. J., Alvarez, G. M., Cipolli, W., Cooley, E., Muscatell, K. A., & Payne, B. K. (2026). Is discrimination widespread or 
concentrated? Evaluating the distribution of anti-Black discrimination in judicial, hiring, and housing decisions. Personality 
and Social Psycholog y Bulletin, 52(3), 692–705. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1177/​01461​67224​1288929

Gatto, J., Dambrun, M., Kerbrat, C., & De Oliveira, P. (2010). Prejudice in the police: On the processes underlying the effects 
of selection and group socialisation. European Journal of Social Psycholog y, 40(2), 252–269. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1002/​ejsp.​617

Green, D. M., & Swets, J. A. (1966). Signal detection theory and psychophysics. John Wiley.
Hair, J., Black, W. C., Babin, B. J., & Anderson, R. E. (2010). Multivariate data analysis (7th ed.). Pearson Educational International.

https://doi.org/10.1111/spc3.12930
https://doi.org/10.1037/pspa0000270
https://doi.org/10.1037/pspa0000270
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40617-021-00578-4
https://doi.org/10.1111/1745-9133.12542
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0140525X22002023
https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038582016001004
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.83.6.1314
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.83.6.1314
https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.450
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.92.6.1006
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.92.6.1006
https://doi.org/10.1037/pspa0000015
https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-814715-3.00015-1
https://doi.org/10.1080/01973533.2014.923312
https://doi.org/10.1080/01973533.2014.923312
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.87.6.876
https://doi.org/10.1111/puar.12702
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37133-3_17
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2016.12.009
https://doi.org/10.1093/socpro/spab011
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0065-2601(08)60318-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0065-2601(08)60318-4
https://www.fernuni-hagen.de/international-office/docs/imagebroschuere-englisch-2024.pdf
https://www.fernuni-hagen.de/international-office/docs/imagebroschuere-englisch-2024.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/01461672241288929
https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.617


       |  21 of  22

POLICE OFFICERS' PREJUDICE AND DISTRUST TOWARDS RACIALIZED 
GROUPS IS RELATED TO INTERNAL MOTIVATION TO SUPPRESS 
PREJUDICE AND NEGATIVE INTERGROUP CONTACT

Haley, H., & Sidanius, J. (2005). Person-organization congruence and the maintenance of group-based social hierarchy: A social 
dominance perspective. Group Processes & Intergroup Relations, 8(2), 187–203. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1177/​13684​30205​051067

Hall, A. V., Hall, E. V., & Perry, J. L. (2016). Black and blue: Exploring racial bias and law enforcement in the killings of unarmed 
black male civilians. The American Psychologist, 71(3), 175–186. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1037/​a0040109

Hedge, C., Powell, G., & Sumner, P. (2018). The reliability paradox: Why robust cognitive tasks do not produce reliable individ-
ual differences. Behavior Research Methods, 50(3), 1166–1186. https://​doi.​org/​10.​3758/​s1342​8-​017-​0935-​1

Hugenberg, K., & Bodenhausen, G. V. (2003). Facing prejudice: Implicit prejudice and the perception of facial threat. Psychological 
Science, 14(6), 640–643. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1046/j.​0956-​7976.​2003.​psci_​1478.​x

Hunold, D., & Singelnstein, T. (Eds.). (2022). Racism in the police: A scientific review [Rassismus in der Polizei: Eine wissenschaftliche 
Bestandsaufnahme]. Springer Fachmedien. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1007/​978-​3-​658-​37133​-​3

Hutchings, R. J., Freiburger, E., Sim, M., & Hugenberg, K. (2024). Racial prejudice affects representations of facial trustworthi-
ness. Psychological Science, 35(3), 263–276. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1177/​09567​97623​1225094

Islam in Germany: Facts and figures. (2025). DIK - Deutsche Islam Konferenz. https://​www.​deuts​che-​islam​-​konfe​renz.​de/​
EN/​Daten​Fakten/​daten​-​fakten_​node.​html?​utm_​sourc​e=​copil​ot.​com

James, L., James, S. M., & Vila, B. J. (2016). The reverse racism effect: Are cops more hesitant to shoot Black than white sus-
pects? Criminolog y & Public Policy, 15(2), 457–479. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1111/​1745-​9133.​12187​

Kauff, M., Wölfer, R., & Hewstone, M. (2017). Impact of discrimination on health among adolescent immigrant minorities 
in Europe: The role of perceived discrimination by police and security personnel. Journal of Social Issues, 73(4), 831–851. 
https://​doi.​org/​10.​1111/​josi.​12250​

Kemme, S., Essien, I., & Stelter, M. (2020). Anti-Muslim attitudes in the police? The relationship between contact fre-
quency and quality with prejudice and stereotypes toward Muslims [Antimuslimische Einstellungen in der Polizei? Der 
Zusammenhang von Kontakthäufigkeit und -qualität mit Vorurteilen und Stereotypen gegenüber Muslimen]. Monatsschrift 
für Kriminologie Und Strafrechtsreform, 103(2), 129–149. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1515/​mks-​2020-​2048

Lima, M. E. O., de Araujo, C. L., & Poderoso, E. S. (2018). The decision to shoot Black suspects in Brazil: The police officer's 
dilemma. Race and Social Problems, 10(2), 101–112. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1007/​s1255​2-​018-​9225-​5

Macmillan, N. A., & Creelman, C. D. (2005). Detection theory: A user's guide (2nd ed.). Lawrence Erlbaum Associates Publishers.
Minhas, R., & Walsh, D. (2021). The role of prejudicial stereotypes in the formation of suspicion: An examination of operational 

procedures in stop and search practices. International Journal of Police Science and Management, 23(3), 293–305. https://​doi.​org/​
10.​1177/​14613​55721​1016499

Payne, B. K., & Correll, J. (2020). Race, weapons, and the perception of threat. In B. Gawronski (Ed.), Advances in experimental 
social psycholog y (pp. 1–50). Elsevier Academic Press. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/​bs.​aesp.​2020.​04.​001

Pitkänen, P., & Kouki, S. (2002). Meeting foreign cultures: A survey of the attitudes of Finnish authorities towards immigrants 
and immigration. Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 28(1), 103–118. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​13691​83012​0103958

Plant, E. A., & Devine, P. G. (1998). Internal and external motivation to respond without prejudice. Journal of Personality and Social 
Psycholog y, 75(3), 811–832. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1037/​0022-​3514.​75.3.​811

Plant, E. A., & Peruche, B. M. (2005). The consequences of race for police officers' responses to criminal suspects. Psychological 
Science, 16(3), 180–183. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1111/j.​0956-​7976.​2005.​00800.​x

Pratto, F., Sidanius, J., Stallworth, L. M., & Malle, B. F. (1994). Social dominance orientation: A personality variable predicting 
social and political attitudes. Journal of Personality and Social Psycholog y, 67(4), 741–763. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1037/​0022-​3514.​
67.4.​741

Rho, E. H., Harrington, M., Zhong, Y., Pryzant, R., Camp, N. P., Jurafsky, D., & Eberhardt, J. L. (2023). Escalated police stops 
of Black men are linguistically and psychologically distinct in their earliest moments. Proceedings of the National Academy of 
Sciences, 120(23), e2216162120. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1073/​pnas.​22161​62120​

Sadler, M. S., Correll, J., Park, B., & Judd, C. M. (2012). The world is not Black and white: Racial bias in the decision to shoot in 
a multiethnic context. Journal of Social Issues, 68(2), 286–313. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1111/j.​1540-​4560.​2012.​01749.​x

Sidanius, J., Liu, J. H., Shaw, J. S., & Pratto, F. (1994). Social dominance orientation, hierarchy attenuators and hierarchy en-
hancers: Social dominance theory and the criminal justice system. Journal of Applied Social Psycholog y, 24(4), 338–366. https://​
doi.​org/​10.​1111/j.​1559-​1816.​1994.​tb005​86.​x

Sidanius, J., & Pratto, F. (1999). Social dominance: An intergroup theory of social hierarchy and oppression. Cambridge University Press. 
https://​doi.​org/​10.​1017/​CBO97​81139​175043

Sim, J. J., Correll, J., & Sadler, M. S. (2013). Understanding police and expert performance: When training attenuates (vs. exac-
erbates) stereotypic bias in the decision to shoot. Personality and Social Psycholog y Bulletin, 39(3), 291–304. https://​doi.​org/​10.​
1177/​01461​67212​473157

Smith, M. R., & Alpert, G. P. (2007). Explaining police bias: A theory of social conditioning and illusory correlation. Criminal 
Justice and Behavior, 34(10), 1262–1283. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1177/​00938​54807​304484

Stelter, M., Essien, I., Rohmann, A., Degner, J., & Kemme, S. (2023). Shooter biases and stereotypes among police and civilians. 
Acta Psychologica, 232, 103820. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/j.​actpsy.​2022.​103820

Stelter, M., Essien, I., Sander, C., & Degner, J. (2022). Racial bias in police traffic stops: White residents' county-level prejudice 
and stereotypes are related to disproportionate stopping of Black drivers. Psychological Science, 33(4), 483–496. https://​doi.​
org/​10.​1177/​09567​97621​1051272

https://doi.org/10.1177/1368430205051067
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0040109
https://doi.org/10.3758/s13428-017-0935-1
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.0956-7976.2003.psci_1478.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37133-3
https://doi.org/10.1177/09567976231225094
https://www.deutsche-islam-konferenz.de/EN/DatenFakten/daten-fakten_node.html?utm_source=copilot.com
https://www.deutsche-islam-konferenz.de/EN/DatenFakten/daten-fakten_node.html?utm_source=copilot.com
https://doi.org/10.1111/1745-9133.12187
https://doi.org/10.1111/josi.12250
https://doi.org/10.1515/mks-2020-2048
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12552-018-9225-5
https://doi.org/10.1177/14613557211016499
https://doi.org/10.1177/14613557211016499
https://doi.org/10.1016/bs.aesp.2020.04.001
https://doi.org/10.1080/13691830120103958
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.75.3.811
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0956-7976.2005.00800.x
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.67.4.741
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.67.4.741
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2216162120
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-4560.2012.01749.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-1816.1994.tb00586.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-1816.1994.tb00586.x
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139175043
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167212473157
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167212473157
https://doi.org/10.1177/0093854807304484
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.actpsy.2022.103820
https://doi.org/10.1177/09567976211051272
https://doi.org/10.1177/09567976211051272


22 of  22  |      STELTER et al.

Strabac, Z., & Listhaug, O. (2008). Anti-Muslim prejudice in Europe: A multilevel analysis of survey data from 30 countries. 
Social Science Research, 37(1), 268–286. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/j.​ssres​earch.​2007.​02.​004

Stürmer, S., Rohmann, A., Froehlich, L., & van der Noll, J. (2019). Muslim immigration, critical events, and the seeds of ma-
jority members' support for radical responses: An interactionist perspective. Personality and Social Psycholog y Bulletin, 45(1), 
133–145. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1177/​01461​67218​780989

Swencionis, J. K., & Goff, P. A. (2017). The psychological science of racial bias and policing. Psycholog y, Public Policy, and Law, 
23(4), 398–409. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1037/​law00​00130​

Swencionis, J. K., Pouget, E. R., & Goff, P. A. (2021). Supporting social hierarchy is associated with white police officers' use 
of force. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America, 118(18), 1–9. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1073/​pnas.​
20076​93118​

Todak, N., & James, L. (2018). A systematic social observation study of police De-escalation tactics. Police Quarterly, 21(4), 
509–543. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1177/​10986​11118​784007

Tyler, T. R., Goff, P. A., & MacCoun, R. J. (2015). The impact of psychological science on policing in the United States: 
Procedural justice, legitimacy, and effective law enforcement. Psychological Science in the Public Interest, 16(3), 75–109. https://​
doi.​org/​10.​1177/​15291​00615​617791

Váradi, L., Barna, I., & Németh, R. (2020). Whose norms, whose prejudice? The dynamics of perceived group norms and preju-
dice in new secondary school classes. Frontiers in Psycholog y, 11, 524547. https://​doi.​org/​10.​3389/​fpsyg.​2020.​524547

Veit, S., & Essien, I. (2022). The DeZIM Picture Database: Full Body Images. https://​doi.​org/​10.​34882/​​DEZIM.​DPD-​FBI.F.​1.0.​0
Visintin, E. P., Green, E. G. T., Falomir-Pichastor, J. M., & Berent, J. (2020). Intergroup contact moderates the influence of so-

cial norms on prejudice. Group Processes & Intergroup Relations, 23(3), 418–440. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1177/​13684​30219​839485
Voigt, R., Camp, N. P., Prabhakaran, V., Hamilton, W. L., Hetey, R. C., Griffiths, C. M., Jurgens, D., Jurafsky, D., & Eberhardt, 

J. L. (2017). Language from police body camera footage shows racial disparities in officer respect. Proceedings of the National 
Academy of Sciences, 114(25), 6521–6526. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1073/​pnas.​17024​13114​

Wortley, R. K., & Homel, R. J. (1995). Police prejudice as a function of training and outgroup contact: A longitudinal investiga-
tion. Law and Human Behavior, 19(3), 305–317. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1007/​BF015​01662​

SUPPORTI NG I NFOR M ATION
Additional supporting information can be found online in the Supporting Information section at the 
end of this article.

How to cite this article: Stelter, M., Essien, I., von Bargen, J. M., & Christ, O. (2026). Police 
officers' prejudice and distrust towards racialized groups is related to internal motivation to 
suppress prejudice and negative intergroup contact. British Journal of Social Psycholog y, 65, e70094. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjso.70094

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2007.02.004
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167218780989
https://doi.org/10.1037/law0000130
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2007693118
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2007693118
https://doi.org/10.1177/1098611118784007
https://doi.org/10.1177/1529100615617791
https://doi.org/10.1177/1529100615617791
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.524547
https://doi.org/10.34882/DEZIM.DPD-FBI.F.1.0.0
https://doi.org/10.1177/1368430219839485
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1702413114
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01501662
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjso.70094

	Police officers' prejudice and distrust towards racialized groups is related to internal motivation to suppress prejudice and negative intergroup contact
	Abstract
	INTRODUCTION
	Individual biases matter in policing
	Forms of bias in policing

	Psychological processes underlying police officer bias

	THE PRESENT RESEARCH
	METHODS
	Transparency and openness
	Data collection procedure
	Participants
	Material
	First-person shooter task
	Trustworthiness rating
	Social dominance orientation
	Group preference
	Intergroup contact
	Perceived institutional norms
	Internal and external motivation to suppress prejudice
	Demographic questions



	RESULTS
	Assessing bias: Group preference, trustworthiness ratings and shooter biases
	Group preference
	Trustworthiness rating
	First-person shooter task

	Distribution of group preference, trustworthiness ratings, and shooter biases
	Predictors of biases
	Intergroup ideology: Social dominance orientation
	Motivation: Internal motivation to suppress prejudice
	Institutional culture: External motivation to suppress prejudice and perceived institutional norms
	Construal of intergroup contact
	Social dominance orientation and negative contact during the job as mediators for perceived trustworthiness of Arab individuals


	DISCUSSION
	AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS
	ACKNOWLEDGEMENT
	CONFLICT OF INTEREST STATEMENT
	DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT
	ORCID
	REFERENCES


