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Implicit bias is an unconscious attitude based on one’s experiences and societal exposure to social messages.1 It is 

important because people with strong implicit biases may discriminate against target groups even if they do not endorse 

those stereotypes.2 

 

Law enforcement training aimed at reducing police officer biases3 has become popular with a growing awareness of 

implicit bias along with social outrage due to shootings of Black males. 

What does current evidence suggest? 

● The training has no effect4 on police officer behavior related to racially disparate stops, summons, arrests, and use 

of physical force. Implicit bias training has demonstrated only short-term positive changes in attitudes4 and 

awareness. Some research5 suggests that implicit bias trainings in high-stress environments may have larger 

effects because it better simulates actual job conditions. 

● Procedural justice6 training, an aspect of some implicit bias programs, builds trust between police officers and the 

communities they serve. 

● Implicit biases might be affected by one’s surrounding environment. Thus, trainings should be re-conceptualized 

to include structural or environmental7 changes. 

 

Policy Recommendations to Achieve Positive Police Behavior Outcomes 

State level revisions in implicit bias training are needed to reduce the adverse impact on minority group members. 

Trainings must be integrated with structural reforms. For example, policymakers can consider: 

● Redesigning combative police training programs to shift away from forceful, fear-based police training and 

expectations, to those grounded in restorative justice and social wellness. 

○ Indeed, these combative police programs are based on those that were used to control the enslaved in 

America.8 

● Repealing laws leading to the majority of arrests and racial disparities, such as marijuana possession, fare 

evasion, selling loose cigarettes, loitering, and minor forgery. Evidence9 suggests that repealing these laws 

dramatically reduces police searches of all groups including Blacks. However, racial gaps do persist, 

emphasizing the enduring nature of environmental inequality effects on individual implicit biases. 

● Limiting the number of hours police can work may also promote less biased actions because people who are 

fatigued rely more heavily on stereotypes.10 

 

• Dovidio, J.F., Kawakami, K., & Gaertner, S.L. (2002). Implicit and explicit prejudice, and interracial interaction. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 82, 62-68. 

doi: 10.1037//0022-3514.82.1.62. 

• Van Ryan, M., Hardeman, R., Phelan, S.M. Burgess, D.J., Dovidio, J.F., Herrin, J., & Przedworski., J.M. (2015). Medical school experiences associated with change in 

implicit bias among 3547 students: A medical student CHANGES study report. Journal of General Internal Medicine, 30, 1748 – 56. doi: 10.1007/s11606-015-3447-7. 

• James, L. (2018). The stability of implicit racial bias in police officers. Police Quarterly, 21, 30- 52. doi: 10.1177/1098611117732974. 

• Worden, R.E., McLean, S.J., Engel, R.S., Cochran, H., Corsaro, N., Reynolds, D., …Isaza, G.T. (2020). The impacts of implicit bias awareness training in the NYPD. 

(2020). Center for Police Research and Policy. Retrieved from: https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/nypd/downloads/pdf/analysis_and_planning/impacts-of-implicit-bias- 

awareness-training-in-%20the-nypd.pdf 

• 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, 286-213. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-4560.2012.01749.x 

• Jannetta, J., Esthappan, S., Fontaine, J., Lynch, M., & La Vigne, N. (2019). Learning to build police-community trust. Implementation assessment findings from the 

evaluation of the National Initiative for Building Community Trust and Justice. Urban Institute. Retrieved from: 

https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/100705/learning_to_build_police-community_trust_3.pdf 

• Vuletich, H.A., & Payne, B.K., Stability and change in implicit bias. (2019). Association for Psychological Science, 30, 854- 862. doi: 10.1177/0956797619844270.| 

• Waxman, O. B. (2017, May 18). How the U.S. Got Its Police Force. Time. https://time.com/4779112/police-history-origins/ 

•  Pierson, E., Simoiu, C., Overgoor, J. Corbett-Davies., S., Ramachandran, V., Phillips, C., …Goel, S. A large-scale analysis of racial disparities in police stops across the 

United States. Nature Human 
• Behavior, 4, 736–745 (2020). doi.org/10.1038/s41562-020-0858-1. 

• Correll, J., Hudson, S.M., & Guillermo, S. (2014). The police officer’s dilemma: A decade of research on racial bias in the decision to shoot. Social and Personality 

Psychology Compass 8, 201–213, doi: 10.1111/spc3.12099. 

 

*A version of this fact sheet was distributed by Penn State’s Research To Policy Collaboration 

https://www.research2policy.org/police-reform/implicit-bias-police-training%3A-what-works%3F 

http://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/100705/learning_to_build_police-community_trust_3.pdf
http://www.research2policy.org/police-reform/implicit-bias-police-training%3A-what-works%3F

