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ABSTRACT

In the current environment of tension surrounding police reform, police-community relationships remain strained. Studies
indicate interactions with the public play a role in officer wellness, experiences of safety, and career sustainability. Here,
we adapted measures of trust and sense of community (SOC) to explore police-community trust dynamics. Surveys were
deployed among officers (N = 169) in nine police departments and residents of five counties of southern New Jersey (N =
285). Results indicate community members hold higher levels of both SOC and trust in police than do officers toward the
community. SOC levels were significant predictors of trust in both samples. However, the models provided only a weak to
moderate explanation for variation in trust. We discuss the implications of these results for police—community interactions.
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INTRODUCTION

Policing practice occurs within contexts informed by
reciprocal assessments of social conditions and individual
behaviours between officers and members of the public.
In this paper, we argue trust-building is a process with the
potential to reverberate throughout aspects of police-com-
munity dynamics, including building and maintaining the
legitimacy of policing (e.g., Hawdon, 2008; Kochel, 2019;
Mourtgos & Adams, 2019; Nix et al., 2018; Stoutland, 2001).
Bottoms and Tankebe (2012) argue legitimacy is conditional
and dependent on the interplay between public and police
assessments of one another’s bases of power-holding and
obedience. We argue dynamics of trust between police
officers and members of the public are similarly dialogic
and responsive. Here, we compare levels of reciprocal trust
between police officers and members of the communities
they serve, to (1) identify areas of difference and (2) examine
whether trust is associated with another community-based
assessment — sense of community (SOC).

Previous examinations of trust related to policing ref-
erence different models and interrelated concepts including
organizational justice, legitimacy, confidence, compliance,
fear of crime, cynicism, and social cohesiveness and order

(e.g., Cao, 2015; Carr & Maxwell, 2018; Goldsmith, 2005; Hamm
etal., 2017, Jackson & Sunshine, 2007; Kaaridinen & Sirén, 2012;
Mourtgos et al., 2020; Stoutland, 2001). Cao (2015) describes
trust as reciprocal, relational risk-taking between individuals
or individuals and institutions. Hawdon (2008) elaborates
by stressing trust also reflects assessment of an individual’s
behaviour within a specific role (e.g., police officer) and is
essential to developing bonding capital. While policing
literature uses no uniformly accepted measure of trust, we,
like others, explore trust by examining measures of officers’
and residents’ reciprocal care or benevolence, capability or
competence, respect, fairness, dependability, and influence or
voice (e.g., Carr & Maxwell, 2018; Hamm et al., 2017; Jackson
& Sunshine, 2007; Stoutland, 2001).

In the United States, police—community dynamics are
complicated by the decentralized nature of policing across
overlapping federal, state, county, and municipal agencies.
Thus, officers in one jurisdiction are subject to public criticism
following events that occur in another with little recourse.
Police-community dynamics are further exacerbated by a
recent “war on cops” rhetoric (MacDonald, 2016a, 2016b,
2017), despite a lack of unequivocal evidence (Nix et al., 2018;
Shjarback & Maguire, 2019; White et al., 2019, 2023). A rhetoric
of this sort can have a lasting impact on individual officers
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and, as a result, on police culture(s). For example, studies of
police officers (e.g., Edwards et al., 2021; Nix & Wolfe, 2018;
Velazquez & Hernandez, 2019) associate public criticism with
negative outcomes for officers’ self-legitimacy, mental health,
and professional attitudes. Thus, officers experience tension
between macro-level assessments of history and institutional
legitimacy and individual-level evaluation of personal rela-
tionships, service, and safety.

Policing scholars have previously examined factors in
assessing the public’s trust in policing as a social institution,
police officers as individuals, and officers’ trust in their own
agencies or organizations (e.g., Flexon et al., 2009; Haas et al.,
2015, Hamm et al., 2017; Kochel, 2019). Fewer studies focus on
officers’ trust in the communities they serve (Carr & Maxwell,
2018; Kaaridinen & Sirén, 2012; Mourtgos et al., 2020). Schol-
ars have proposed a variety of trust models; our study uses
Stoutland’s (2001) framework, which builds on a qualitative
study of police—community relationships, highlighting four
contributing factors — competence, dependability, respect,
and shared priorities or interests. Following Hawdon (2008),
we required participants to assess how others might fulfill
expectations within an assigned social role (i.e., as resident
or police officer). We also tailored our measurement of trust
to one specific hypothetical context — officer-involved shoot-
ings — to avoid the limitations of generalized trust measures
(Kéaédridinen & Sirén, 2012). Given the importance of localized,
street-level interaction in public perceptions of police services
and capacity, comparing trustlevels among individuals living
and serving in one geographic area offers a different lens on
trust dynamics compared to a focus on macro- or meso-level
institutional confidence or legitimacy.

Our study also explores the potential association
between SOC and trust. SOC, broadly defined, is, “the
fundamental human phenomenon of collective experience”
(Peterson et al., 2008, p. 62), and, as a measure of community
psychology, assesses belongingness, influence and impact,
needs fulfillment, and connectedness (Stewart & Townley,
2020). In their review, Stewart and Townley (2020) found
higher SOC levels significantly predict or mediate measures
of psychological and social well-being across populations
and contexts. With trust and SOC in mind, we address two
research questions. First, how do levels of trust and SOC
compare between members of the public and police officers
within one geographic area? Second, can SOC, as a validated
measurement of community belonging, be used to explore
trends in police—community trust? In doing so, we contribute
to an evolving body of literature focused on understanding
the dynamics of police-community relationships to support
efforts at constructive change.

STUDY CONTEXT

This paper represents one part of a larger interdisciplinary
research project initiated in 2018 to explore the roots of
conflict between the public and police following incidents of
police-involved violence (Bonnan-White et al., 2022; Tartaro
etal., 2021). Here, we expand on our previous work, compar-
ing levels of trust held by police to those held by members of
the public. These results build upon other scholarship investi-
gating officers’ trust toward the public (Carr & Maxwell, 2018;
Mourtgos et al., 2020), as well as how SOC might be applied
to understanding police—community dynamics of trust.
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To address our research goals, we tested the following
hypotheses:

1. Community members will report a stronger SOC
than police officers.

2. Community members will report greater trust
toward police than police toward community
members.

3. Levels of SOC will be positively associated with
levels of both police and community trust.

METHODOLOGY

Our multidisciplinary team developed surveys for distribu-
tion to community members and police officers measuring
factors that might inform officer—public interactions, includ-
ing SOC and reciprocal trust. Nine police departments were
recruited through non-random, purposive sampling of
departments located in five counties in southern New Jer-
sey (Atlantic, Burlington, Camden, Cape May, and Ocean).
Our focus on southern New Jersey counties reflects unique
geographies of sociopolitical and economic conditions used
in other New Jersey-based studies (Curtis et al., 2024a; 2024b).
Following department approval, surveys were distributed to
officers in various formats, including paper copies, e-mailed
Qualtrics links, or links on internal computer systems (Sep-
tember 2019-March 2020)!, depending on the preference
of department leadership. Between April and May 2019,
the William J. Hughes Center for Public Policy at Stockton
University sampled households in the five counties using
random digit dialling. Recruitment posts on Facebook were
used to supplement phone polling; participants were asked
to identify their county of residence. Neither police officers
nor community members were offered compensation for
their participation.

In total, 590 officers received the survey; 169 (28.6%) were
sufficiently completed to be included in the present analyses.
Although relatively small, our sample size is similar to recent
studies of officer experiences and attitudes (Carr & Maxwell,
2018; Kaaridinen & Sirén, 2012). In terms of public response,
362 community members (excluding anyone currently
employed in policing) completed the community survey. Of
these, 285 (78.7%) drawn from the same five counties repre-
sented by police departments were included in the present
analysis. Out of concern for officer participation rates, we
collected limited demographic data on police respondents to
maintain assurances of anonymity (Table I). Human subjects’
research approval was obtained from the Stockton University
Institutional Review Board (IRB) (#2019.042).

SOC measures adapted validated items available in the
literature (Peterson et al., 2008) (see Table II). Responses were
measured on a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree
to 5 = strongly agree), and a single summative SOC variable
was calculated for both community members and police
officers. For trust, the team wrote survey items incorpo-
rating Stoutland’s (2001) work assessing how both officers
and residents evaluate aspects of respect, shared interests/
priorities, dependability, and competency in a specific con-
text of police-involved shootings. For this study, we created

'Data collection ended just prior to the onsef of coronavirus disease
2019-related lockdown measures to reduce viral spread.
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TABLE |

Demographic characteristics of sample respondents

Community Members (N = 285)
Political ideology (x = 3.12; SD = 1.24)
Very liberal
Somewhat liberal
Moderate
Somewhat conservative
Very conservative
Did not answer
Race
White
Black or African American
Identify with more than one race
Asian or Pacific Islander
Native American
Other
Missing

Highest level of education (x = 3.34; SD = 1.11)

Did not graduate from high school
High school or votech graduate
Some college or associate’s degree
Four-year college degree
Graduate or professional degree
Missing
Sex
Male
Female
Missing
Police Officers (N = 169)
Political ideology (x = 4.00; SD = 1.23)
Very liberal
Somewhat liberal
Moderate
Somewhat conservative
Very conservative
Did not answer
Total years employed in law enforcement
Less than 5
5-10
11-20
21-25
Over 25

n

31
52
69
68
38
275

209
32

o O N O

57
97
70
50

139
145

34
35
57
33

34
66
46

%

10.9
18.2
24.2
239
13.3
9.5

73.3
11.2
9.1
1.8
0.7
1.8
2.1

3.5
20.0
34.0
24.6
17.5
0.4

48.8
50.9
0.4

2.2
5.1
25.0
257
419
19.5

10.1
20.1
39.1
27.2
3.6
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Current rank
Below sergeant 144 852
Sergeant and above 25 14.8

X = mean; SD = standard deviation.

two different scales of trust — police trust (of community
members) and community trust (of police). Each scale was
composed of five mirrored items measured on a seven-point
Likertscale (1 = completely disagree to 7 = completely agree)
(see Table III).

Data analyses were conducted using SPSS 28.01.1. Bivar-
iate analysis consisted of independent samples f-tests and
Pearson’s r correlations coefficients. Multivariate analysis
included ordinary least squares (OLS) regression analysis.

RESULTS

Descriptive statistics for respondent characteristics are
available in Table I. Both community and police samples
leaned conservative in political ideology. Only community
respondents were asked about their race, sex, and educa-
tion level. The majority (73.3%) reported being White, with
11.2% Black or African American, and 9.1% identifying with
more than one race. For this analysis, we condensed race
to a dichotomous variable (1 = White and 0 = non-White).
Fifty-one percent (50.9%) of community respondents were
female. As for education, 3.5% did not graduate from high
school, whereas 20% had high school, General Education
Development, or vocational school degree as their highest
level of education. Thirty-four percent completed some
college or an associate’s degree, 24.6% completed a 4-year
college program, and 17.5% had a graduate or professional
degree. For police respondents, 30.2% spent 10 or less years
in law enforcement, 39.1% spent 11-20 years, and 30.8% had
over 20 years of service. Here, the third category (20+ years)
was used as the reference category in analyses. Most police
respondents (85.2%) held a rank below sergeant.

Summed mean responses for SOC, community trust,
and police trust variables are displayed in Tables II and III.
Overall, community and police responses for most SOC
items indicate somewhat positive feelings, although police
held relatively lower levels (27.52; standard deviation (SD)
= 6.94) than the community (29.77; SD = 7.56). As with SOC,
the summative trust total for police respondents (18.84; SD
= 6.29) was relatively lower than for community members
(27.57;SD =7.69). All summed measures showed high degrees
of reliability, with all Cronbach’s alpha values equalling or
exceeding 0.894.

Bivariate analysis results are shown in Tables IV and
V. As hypothesized, SOC is positively correlated with trust
levels (Table IV). Table V includes independent sample t-test
results, comparing community members to police officers on
their scores on the community and trust scales. Although only
slightly higher, the difference between community members’
and officers’ SOC values was significant. Cohen’s d indicates a
rather small effect size of 0.307. For trust scales, the difference
between the summed totals was also statistically significant
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TABLE Il Sense of community (SOC) measures in sample respondents

Community [A] Police [B]

X SD X SD
[A] I can get what | need from the community. 3.79 1.24 3.54 0.95
[B] As a police officer, | can get what | need from the community | currently police.
[A] This community helps me fulfill my needs. 3.70 1.24 3.43 0.89
[B] Members of the community | police help me fulfill my needs as a police officer.
[A] | feel like a member of this community. 3.90 1.24 3.58 1.16
[B] As a police officer, | feel like a member of the community | police.
[A] | belong in this community. 4.10 1.20 3.66 1.22
[B] As a police officer, | belong in the community | police.
[A] | have a say about what goes on in this community. 3.01 1.45 2.80 1.19
[B] As a police officer, | have a say in what goes on in the community | police.
[A] | feel connected to this community. 3.62 1.30 3.52 1.10
[B] As a police officer, | feel connected to the community | police.
[A] I have a good bond with others in this community. 4.08 1.16 3.64 1.05
[B] As a police officer, | have a good bond with others in the community | police.
[A] People in this community are good at influencing each other. 3.55 1.20 3.41 0.94
[B] People in the community | police are good at influencing each other.
Summative fotal for sense of community 29.77 7.56 27.52 6.94
Chronbach'’s alpha 0.894 0.928
Nofe. ltems were measured on a five-point Likert scale (1 = sfrongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree; minimum fotal = 8, maximum fotal = 40);

[A] denotes responses fo ifems included in community member survey, [B] denofes responses to items included in police survey.
X = mean; SD = standard deviation.

TABLE IIl  Community and police trust measures in the sample respondents

Community [A] Police [B]

X SD X SD

[A] I can generally expect my community’s officers to treat me fairly as a resident. 5.56 1.72 4.66 1.48
[B] | can generally expect residents to treat me fairly as | perform my duties as a
police or law enforcement officer in the community.

[A] If police officers were involved in a shooting in my community, the police would 5.66 1.71 3.65 1.49
understand the needs and priorities of concerned residents.

[B] If an officer-involved shooting were to happen in the community | police, residents

would understand the needs and priorities of police officers.

[A] If police officers were involved in a shooting in my community, police officers 595 1.56 4.02 1.49
would still be respectful to me as a community member.

[B] If an officer-involved shooting were to happen in the community | police, residents

would still be respectful to me as | perform my duties.

[A] If police officers were involved in a shooting in my community, investigators 5.62 1.72 3.43 1.47
would follow correct procedures to look into the incident.

[B] If an officer-involved shooting were to happen in the community | police, residents

would understand procedures used to investigate the incident.

[A] If police officers were involved in a shooting in my community, police officers 572 1.74 3.08 1.52
would keep a non-judgmental attitude until an investigation came to an end.

[B] If an officer-involved shooting were to happen in the community | police, residents

would keep a non-judgmental attitude until an investigation came to an end.

Summative total for trust levels 27.57 7.69 0.933 18.84 6.29 0.901
Chronbach’s alpha

Nofe. ltems were measured on a seven-point Likert scale (1 = completely disagree to 7 = completely agree; minimum fotal = 5, maximum total = 35);
[A] denotes responses to items included in community member survey, [B] denotes responses fo items included in police survey.
X = mean; SD = standard deviation.
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TABLE IV Pearson’s r correlation coefficients

Sense of Community Trust Level
Sense of community 1.00 0.489*
Trust levels 1.00
*p < 0.001.

and had a large effect size (Cohen’s d = 1.22). Results indicate
sampled community members hold significantly higher levels
of both SOC and trust (in police) compared to police levels of
SOC or trust in the community.

Table VI shows the results of two OLS regression models
for trust as a dependent variable. Collinearity diagnostics
revealed no problems with multicollinearity. Model 1 includes
the summed measure for SOC and political ideology as
independent variables. In model 1, only SOC significantly
predicted police trust in community members. As SOC val-
ues increased, so did trust levels in community members.
For community trust levels, both SOC and political ideology
were significant predictors. In this case, not only did trust
increase with higher levels of SOC, but the more politically
conservative community members rated themselves, the
higher their levels of trust in police. The R? value for model
1 for police trust, however, is moderately weak, explaining
only 10.7% of the variation in trust levels. For community
trust, however, the strength of model 1 is higher, with 42.1%
of the variation in trust explained.

In model 2, additional demographic factors were added
to SOC and political ideology. For police officers, SOC again
served as a significant predictor, along with specific ranges of
length of service. As with model 1, the higher the SOC values,
the higher the trust levels. However, having served between
11 and 20 years (being a mid-career officer) resulted in signifi-
cantly lower levels of trust. Additionally, model 2 once again
remains generally weak for police respondents, with only
11.7% of the variation in police trust explained by predictor
variables. For community trust, SOC and political ideology
remain significant, along with race. Identifying as “White”
resulted in higher trust levels in police, compared to “non-
White.” For community trust, model 2 again demonstrates
moderate strength, with 46.2% of variation in trust explained.

DISCUSSION

Policing is an emotive subject in the United States, repre-
senting the inherent risks of policing to both community
members and police officers. Our study provides insights

POLICE-COMMUNITY TRUST DYNAMICS, Bonnan-White et al.

into the dynamics of belonging and trust that can inform
conversations on macro-level issues such as legitimacy and
confidence (Cao, 2015). Here, we explored community mem-
bers’ SOC and levels of trust in police officers. Similarly, police
officers were asked about their trust levels in residents and
their SOC in relation to the communities they serve.

Results confirm our first hypothesis, that community
members report higher levels of SOC in comparison to police.
Although we did not probe individual item differences,
belongingness for officers might be an area to further explore.
Our survey instrument asked officers about their feelings not
as residents, but as police officers in those communities, stress-
ing their professional role in relation to the communities
they serve (Carr & Maxwell, 2018). Whether officers live in
the communities they police may contribute to variation in
patterns of personal and professional belongingness. These
results highlight a source of potential SOC variation when
different social or professional roles and identities are con-
sidered and may reflect differences in how individuals define
community in those roles.

Police officers reported not only a lower level of SOC but
also a significantly lower level of trust in community mem-
bers, confirming our third hypothesis. These results echo
previous generalized comparisons of police-community trust
(Kadridinen & Sirén, 2012). For community members, racial
identity, political ideology, and SOC were significant predictors
of their trust in police. Conversely, among officers, trustlevels in
community members were predicted only by SOC and mid-ca-
reer service (11-20 years). Thus, our second hypothesis — that
SOC would be associated with higher trust in both populations
—was also supported. Most notable, however, were differences
in explanatory power between the two groups. While about
42-46% of variation in community members’ responses was
explained by predictive variables, only about 10-11% of police
trust was explained. Previous research suggests contacts with
police, rather than race identification, more heavily influence
public attitudes toward the police (Alberton & Gorey, 2018).
However, questions persist regarding how social and political
identities also interact (Burgason, 2017, Hansen & Navarro,
2023). Our results suggest race and political ideology are two,
but certainly not the only, significant factors predicting trust
in police in this geographic context. We stress, however, these
patterns are not static, and other factors may shift attitudes over
time (DiSalvo & Nagler, 2023; Vitro et al., 2022).

Given the variation in model strengths, as well as dif-
ferences associated with race and political affiliation across
the samples, additional factors informing police trust in
community must be explored. Again, we suggest this gap
might reflect how questions were posed - to respondents

TABLE V Independent sample ttests results for community and police population comparison

Community Members Police t 95% Cl Cohen'’s d
X SD x SD

Sense of community 29.77 7.56 27.52 6.94 3.15* 0.82-3.67 0.307

Trust 27.57 7.69 18.84 6.29 12.23** 7.32-10.13 1.219

Cl = confidence interval; X = mean; SD = standard deviation; t = t-statistic.

*p< 0.0l

**p < 0.001.
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TABLE VI Results of OLS regression models of predictors for trust results

Trust Levels

Model 1 Police Model 1 Community Model 2 Police Model 2 Community
Respondents Respondents Respondents Respondents
B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE)
Sense of community 0.348*** (0.073) 0.549*** (0.051) 0.367*** (0.073) 0.532*** (0.051)
Political ideology -0.032 (0.488) 0.328*** (0.311) -0.018 (0.489) 0.328*** (0.314)
Police rank -0.075 (1.624)
Less than 10 years as officer -0.093 (1.468)
11-20 years as officer -0.223* (1.384)
Sex 0.067 (0.770)
Highest level of education completed 0.052 (0.357)
Race 0.163** (0.929)
Adjusted R? 0.107 0.421 0.1177 0.462
B = unstandardized regression coefficient; OLS = ordinary least squares; SE = standard error.
*p < 0.05.
**p < 0.01.
**%p < 0,001,

either as residents or in professional roles. While SOC might be
one factor in trust levels, findings suggest other factors impact
how officers envisage community support. Thus, we advocate
for direct, constructive engagement with officers about their
assessment of localized realities and national-level debates.
Relatedly, while officers leaned toward the conservative end
of the political spectrum, political ideology was not a predic-
tor of trust; thus, it might be helpful to address sensitivity to,
or belief in the prevalence of, “war on cops” narratives as a
distinct issue from officers’ political identities.

Previous studies indicate that lack of mutual trust
and misunderstandings between police and community
members affect levels of officer proactivity and engage-
ment (Mourtgos et al., 2020; Patil & Lebel, 2019). Our study
builds on this body of scholarship highlighting factors
influencing officers’ trust in the public. Carr and Maxwell
(2018), for example, found officers’ trust in communities was
significantly affected by their assessments of agency-level
organizational justice and community policing approaches.
Feelings of organizational justice, however, cannot effectively
be measured among members of the public. Our measures
of trust also reflect one specific context — officer-involved
shootings — thereby, avoiding the vagueness of some more
generalized measures.

Our study was limited by relatively small samples of
police officers and community members. A larger, systematic
sample might provide a more complete picture. In addition,
polling and social media limitations meant we could not
sample community members at the jurisdictional level
to provide more localized comparisons. In the future, we
would recommend prioritizing sampling at the jurisdictional
level and offering this localized effort as a potential benefit
in recruiting police departments. Future studies may also
incorporate different models of trust to confirm our findings.
Finally, this study measured a cross-section of attitudes
during a short period of time; future analyses would be
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strengthened by repeated efforts at capturing similar data to
determine trends in the interaction between trust and SOC.

CONCLUSION

Results presented here suggest trust community members
hold in police and that of police officers in community mem-
bers varies in response to multiple factors. Our study con-
tributes to an existing body of literature in that we sampled
both police and community members in one geographic area
in the hopes of documenting localized relationship dynam-
ics. In fact, in the context of national-level public critique
and negative media attention surrounding police-related
violence, it is notable that community members in the study
area continue to demonstrate a relatively high level of trust
in localized police practitioners.

Although beyond the scope of this study, historic pat-
terns in localized, regional, and national-level policing are
likely to inform the response to police-related violence and
perception of evolving threats to officers” safety, among
other issues (White et al., 2023). Highly publicized events of
police-related violence may invite negative rhetorics that posi-
tion police interests as conflicting with those of communities.
In presenting these results, we hope to encourage academics,
police officers and administrators, community members, and
community advocates to keep lines of dialogue open — even
when difficult - to proactively address issues impacting
police-community relationships at local and national levels.
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