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ABSTRACT

This study explores trust in police among a
university sample of ethnic minority youth in
Sydney, Australia, specifically examining the
degree to which police are perceived to be biased
against respondents’ own particular ethnic groups.
Results from this university sample replicate those
found in previous community studies. By con-
sidering more specific questions regarding percep-
tions of police bias, this study further reveals that
young minority groups consider police to be

biased against their own ethnic group significantly
more than do Caucasian youth. However, both
minority youth and the Caucasian majority
believe that police target certain ethnic groups,
and generally agree on the particular groups that
they perceive are targeted by police. These findings
imply that perceptions of police bias are not
restricted to minorities.

INTRODUCTION
Previous research has consistently demon-
strated that public confidence in the justice
system is determined, in large part, by trust
in police. For example, trust in police is an
important predictor of public attitudes to
police weaponry in the United Kingdom
(Cooke, Puddifoot, & Brown, 2001). When
citizens trust police, they are more likely to
perceive police authority as legitimate, and
thus more likely to cooperate with author-
ities and comply with the law (Sunshine &
Tyler, 2003). Trust in police is linked to the
ability of police officers to provide basic
citizen security (Goldsmith, 2003). There-
fore, factors that promote or inhibit cit-
izens’ trust in police warrant additional
study.

Race has emerged as the strongest socio-
demographic predictor of negative attitudes
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toward the police (Huang & Vaughn, 1996).
Furthermore, race remains a key factor in
determining attitudes regarding police mis-
conduct, even when other factors, such as
personal and vicarious experiences with
police, exposure to media coverage of
police behaviour and neighbourhood con-
ditions, are controlled (Weitzer & Tuch,
2004). Studies in the United States have
shown that Black Americans generally hold
less positive attitudes toward the police than
do White Americans (Reisig & Parkes,
2000; Sampson & Jeglum-Bartusch, 1998).
African American and Hispanic teenagers
report more instances of institutional dis-
crimination by police than do other groups
(Fisher, Wallace, & Fenton, 2000). A study
among juveniles in 11 different states in the
USA revealed significant differences across
racial groups: White American juveniles
held the most favourable attitudes towards
police, Black American juveniles held the
least favourable attitudes, and Hispanic
American juveniles’ attitudes fell between
those of Whites and Blacks. The most strik-
ing racial differences were in response to the
suggestion that police officers were honest,
with which 57 per cent of White juveniles,
31 per cent of Hispanic juveniles, and
15 per cent of African American juveniles
agreed (Taylor, Turner, Esbenson, &
Winfree, 2001). Thus, previous research
consistently indicates that young people of
some minority groups hold negative atti-
tudes towards the police.

Trustworthiness of police in Sydney
The Australian community consists of 105
different ethnic groups, with different lan-
guages and cultural traditions (Chan, 1995).
The census of population and housing
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2001) found
that 23.4 per cent of people in New South
Wales were born in more than 37 countries
outside of Australia, with the most common
birthplaces named as the United Kingdom
(4.4 per cent), New Zealand (1.7 per cent)

and China (1.4 per cent). Almost one-
quarter of the population of New South
Wales (24.3 per cent) reported speaking a
language other than English at home, the
most common being Chinese languages
(3.2 per cent), Arabic (2.3 per cent) and
Italian (1.5 per cent).

Australian researchers have demonstrated
that Aboriginal children hold less positive
attitudes to the police than do children in
a non-Aboriginal comparison group, al-
though the groups did not differ on atti-
tudes to authorities in general (Rigby &
Black, 1993). Research conducted in Mel-
bourne, Australia revealed that most young
people from ethnic minority backgrounds
had a mainly negative relationship with
authority figures, such as police and secu-
rity guards, reporting perceptions of unfair
treatment, harassment, constant surveillance
and intervention by such figures. Most
Anglo-Australian young people, on the
other hand, reported positive relations with
the police (White, Perrone, Guerra, &
Lampugnani, 1999).

Previous research suggests that, while
adults often express high levels of con-
fidence in police (Bean, 2003), young
people hold more negative views of police.
A survey of 380 adults and 445 youths from
non-English-speaking backgrounds in six
Sydney suburbs inquired about police treat-
ment of youths (Collins, Noble, Poynting,
& Tabar, 2002). The authors did not draw
any conclusions about the actual behaviour
of police: This study focused on young
people’s perceptions of the trustworthiness
of police. A majority (55 per cent) of youths
rated police handling of young people in
general as either ‘poor’ or ‘very poor’, com-
pared with 38 per cent of adults. Also, 62.8
per cent of the youths surveyed thought
that police ‘picked on’ certain groups of
young people. Asian, Lebanese, Middle
Eastern and Pacific Islander youths were
identified as groups perceived to suffer
police harassment in the Sydney area. By

Sivasubramaniam and Goodman-Delahunty

Page 389



comparison, most adults did not believe
that police targeted certain ethnic groups of
young people. Males (56.5 per cent) were
slightly more likely than females (52.8 per
cent) to agree that police targeted certain
ethnic groups of young people.

Some caution should be exercised in
generalising these results across time and
populations, as these data were gathered at a
time, and in an area of Sydney, in which
relations between police and ethnic youth
were intensely publicised and politicised.
Moreover, Collins et al. (2002) did not
investigate the degree to which respondents
perceived police to be biased against their
own ethnic group in particular. Therefore,
the present study aimed to examine two
aspects of the question of perceived police
bias.

First, the present study extends the
research of Collins et al. (2002) by invest-
igating the degree to which young people
of ethnic minority groups consider police
to be biased against their own particular
ethnic group. Research by White et al.
(1999), conducted with young people in
Melbourne, Australia, revealed that young
people from ethnic minority groups per-
ceived police bias against them more often
than did Anglo-Australian youth.

Second, this study investigates whether
the results observed by Collins et al. (2002)
applied to other minority youth in Sydney,
beyond the sample examined by Collins et
al. In a Canadian sample, race contributed
to adolescents’ perceptions of police bias,
but other factors, such as socioeconomic
status, also affected probability of perceived
discrimination (Ruck & Wortley, 2002).
The sample used by Collins et al. derived
from the Sydney suburbs of Hurstville,
Canterbury, Bankstown, Fairfield, Rock-
dale and Auburn. The census of population
and housing, conducted by the Australian
Bureau of Statistics (2001), reported the
median weekly household income levels
for Hurstville ($800–999), Canterbury

($700–799), Bankstown ($600–699), Fair-
field ($700–799), Rockdale ($800–999) and
Auburn ($700–799) as equal to or lower
than the median household weekly income
level for all of Sydney ($800–999). In addi-
tion, the census of population and housing
found the highest rates of unemployment in
Sydney were recorded in Fairfield (12.7 per
cent) and Auburn (11.9 per cent). Collins et
al. found that 11.3 per cent of their adult
sample reported being unemployed, a sub-
stantially higher proportion than the typical
Australian national average of 7–7.5 per
cent in recent years. These findings suggest
that the socioeconomic status of particip-
ants in university samples will differ from
that of participants in the sample surveyed
by Collins et al., and this may influence
perceptions of police bias. The findings of
perceived police bias by Collins et al. may
not generalise to a university population
that displays different socioeconomic char-
acteristics from those associated with the
sample surveyed by Collins et al. This study
investigates demographic characteristics of
the university sample, such as household
income and parental education, and exam-
ines whether perceptions of police bias
reported by youth in earlier research
(Collins et al.) generalise to the present
sample, despite anticipated demographic
differences. In doing so, this study seeks to
examine whether previous findings regard-
ing minorities’ perceptions of police bias
persist when socioeconomic status is relat-
ively high.

Therefore, the present study asks three
questions with respect to perceptions of
police bias. This study examines (a) whether
participants believe that police target par-
ticular ethnic groups, and if so, (b) which
groups they believe are targeted by police.
Extending the findings of Collins et al.
(2002), this study investigates (c) the degree
to which participants feel that police are
biased against their own particular ethnic
group. It is expected that demographic
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characteristics of the university sample sur-
veyed will differ from those of the sample
surveyed by Collins et al., but that beliefs
about perceived police targeting of particu-
lar ethnic groups will be similar across
samples.

Cultural diversity in Australia
As a preliminary matter, this study investig-
ates whether this university sample reflects
the cultural diversity in the Australian com-
munity. Data regarding ethnic variation in
the sample are used to analyse perceptions
of police bias. Because previous research has
suggested that young people of ethnic
minorities have a low level of trust in police
(eg Collins et al., 2002), and that young
people of minority groups in the United
States consider police to be biased against
them more often than do Whites (Fisher et
al., 2000), it is hypothesised that young
people of ethnic minority groups within
Australia will perceive that police target
particular ethnic groups of young people
to a greater extent than will Caucasian
Australians, and that young people of
minority groups will perceive police bias
against their own particular ethnic group to
a greater extent than Caucasian Australians.

METHOD

Design
This study was conducted in the form of a
survey, measuring demographic character-
istics, perceived police bias and contact with
the justice system. Data were collected over
three years, across three cohorts of particip-
ants, in March, 2003, March, 2004, and
March, 2005, respectively.

Demographic characteristics such as age,
race/ethnicity and household income were
measured. Perceived police bias was meas-
ured using the same questions as were asked
by Collins et al. (2002) regarding particip-
ants’ beliefs that police target particular

ethnic groups, and specific groups targeted
by police. In addition, this survey measured
the degree to which participants perceive
that police are biased against the particip-
ant’s own ethnic group, by asking parti-
cipants to rate the percentage of time that
police are biased against their own particu-
lar ethnic group. Contact with the justice
system was measured according to particip-
ants’ self-reported arrests during the two-
year period prior to the study.

Demographic characteristics, such as
race/ethnicity and gender, are used in this
analysis as grouping variables, to determine
whether perceived police bias differed
across racial/ethnic and gender categories.
Cohort was also used as a grouping variable
to determine whether cohorts differ in
demographic characteristics and perceived
police bias.

Participants

Participants were first-year psychology
students from the University of New South
Wales, who received course credit for their
participation. Surveys were distributed to all
students in the first year of the under-
graduate psychology course. A total of
1,296 students provided survey responses
across the three cohorts. Of these, 876
(67.6 per cent) were female, 386 (29.8 per
cent) were male, and 34 (2.6 per cent)
participants failed to report their gender.
The mean age of the total sample was 19.86
years (SD = 4.48), with ages ranging from
16 to 59 years.

Cohort one consisted of 489 participants,
cohort two consisted of 447 participants,
and cohort three consisted of 360 parti-
cipants. Enrolments for the first year under-
graduate psychology course were 748, 710
and 727 in 2003, 2004 and 2005 respect-
ively. Thus, the response rate was 65.37 per
cent for cohort one, 62.96 per cent for
cohort two, 49.52 per cent for cohort three,
and 59.31 per cent overall.
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Materials

Participants completed a written survey that
measured two categories of dependent vari-
ables: (a) demographic characteristics, and
(b) perceived police bias and contact with
the justice system.

Demographic characteristics

Participants provided open-ended answers
regarding age, country of birth, race/
ethnicity, the length of time that the parti-
cipant had resided in Australia, parental
race/ethnicity and suburb in which the
participant resides. Participants designated
their gender, household income and level of
parental education. Categories of household
income conformed with those in the census
of population and housing, conducted by
the Australian Bureau of Statistics (2001).
Categories of parental education ranged
from primary school to university post-
graduate degree.

Perceived police bias

Participants were measured on perceived
police bias by answering ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to a
question regarding their belief that police
target particular ethnic groups. Participants
who answered ‘yes’ were asked to specify
the ethnic groups that they believed were
targeted by police. Participants were pro-
vided with some specific ethnic categories
for selection, but space was provided to list
any additional racial/ethnic groups that they
believed suffered police harassment. In
addition, this survey asked respondents to
report the percentage of time that they
believed police were biased against their
own particular ethnic group.

Contact with the justice system

Participants were asked to report whether
they had been convicted of a crime in the
previous 6-month, 12-month and 2-year
periods.

Procedure
This study was conducted in the form of a
questionnaire, administered as part of the
first-year screening package to first-year
psychology students at the University of
New South Wales. Participants completed
these questionnaires as a take-home instru-
ment to be completed within a two to three
week period. Pilot testing indicated that the
survey instrument required two to three
minutes for completion. In 2003 and 2004,
the survey was administered as a paper
measure: in 2005 it was administered
online. This conversion of the questionnaire
to an online instrument may have resulted
in the decreased response rate for 2005
(49.52 per cent) compared with 2003
(65.37 per cent) and 2004 (62.96 per cent).

RESULTS

Demographic characteristics
Race/ethnicity
Initially, to determine the prevalence of
different ethnic groups within the sample,
analyses were conducted of respondents’
self-reported racial or ethnic affiliation. In
response to the open-ended question on
racial/ethnic affiliation, participants identi-
fied 126 different racial/ethnic categories.
Frequencies for groups each accounting for
more than 0.5 per cent of participants are
displayed in Table 1. Three major groups
(Australian, 20.3 per cent; Caucasian,
20.3 per cent; Chinese, 19 per cent) each
accounted for approximately one-fifth of
the classifications. Other large groups in
the sample comprised participants who
described themselves as Asian (6.9 per cent),
Indian (2.3 per cent), Korean (2.2 per cent)
and Vietnamese (1.8 per cent).

Country of birth
As a further indicator of cultural diversity in
the sample, participants listed the country in
which they were born. In total, 67 different
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countries of birth were identified. By far,
the most common was Australia (58.2 per
cent), and sizeable groups were born in
Hong Kong (10.4 per cent), China (5.4 per
cent), Singapore (2.2 per cent), Malaysia
(2.2 per cent) and South Africa (2 per
cent).

Household income
Of 1,296 respondents, 127 (9.8 per cent)
did not provide a response to the question
about household income. The majority of
respondents (53.3 per cent) reported that
their combined annual household income
exceeded $52,000. A further 16.3 per cent
reported their household income as
between $36,400 and $51,999, 16.1 per
cent reported their income as between

$20,800 and $36,399, and 14.3 per cent
reported their income as below $20,799.
(All amounts are reported in Australian
dollars.) Australian Bureau of Statistics data
from the 2001 Census show that the
median weekly household income for resid-
ents of Sydney is $800–999. Therefore, the
household income of the majority of
respondents in this sample was in excess
of the median.

Contact with the justice system
When asked whether they had been con-
victed of an offence, 0.6 per cent of the
total student sample reported that they
had been convicted in the previous six
months, 0.4 per cent reported conviction of
an offence in the previous 12 months, and
0.9 per cent reported a conviction in the
previous two years. In all, 1.5 per cent of
the sample had been convicted of a crime at
least once in the previous two years.

Trust in the police
Perceptions of racial prejudice by police
The majority of the total sample (59.3 per
cent) affirmed that police target certain
racial groups of young people. A chi-square
test of independence revealed a significant
association between cohort and agreement
with the suggestion of police bias,
X2(2, N = 1,267) = 6.231, p < 0.05. Re-
spondents in 2005 were somewhat less
likely to endorse this view than were re-
spondents in 2003, but levels of agreement
with the statement across cohorts were
close (63.1 per cent in 2003; 58.9 per cent
in 2004; 54.5 per cent in 2005).

A chi-square test of independence exam-
ined the association between racial/ethnic
affiliation and agreement with the sugges-
tion of police bias. Due to low frequencies
in many racial/ethnic categories, only the
seven largest racial/ethnic groups were
included in this analysis, namely Australian,
Caucasian, Chinese, Asian, Indian, Korean
and Vietnamese. There was no significant

Table 1: Racial/ethnic affiliations of
participants in the university sample

Race/ethnicity Per cent of sample

Australian
Caucasian/Anglo/White 20.3

Chinese 19

Asian 6.9

Indian 2.3

Korean 2.2

Vietnamese 1.8

Eurasian
Greek 1.4

Jewish
Lebanese 1

European
Sri Lankan 0.9

Filipino
Hong Kong Chinese
Indonesian Chinese 0.6

Cantonese
Indonesian
Italian/Australian
Japanese
South American 0.5
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association between these racial/ethnic
categories and perceptions of police bias,
X2(6, N = 900) = 1.53, p = 0.96. Therefore,
no one of these seven racial/ethnic groups
was more likely than any other to endorse
the view that police are biased against
young people of certain racial groups.
Levels of agreement with the statement
across the seven major racial/ethnic cate-
gories are shown in Table 2.

A chi-square test of independence exam-
ined the association between gender and
agreement with the suggestion of police
bias. There was no significant association
between these variables, X2(1, N = 1236)
= 1.18, p = 0.28. The proportion of males
who agreed with the suggestion of extant
police bias (56.7 per cent) was not sig-
nificantly different from that of females who
agreed with the statement (60.2 per cent).

Perceptions of racial prejudice by police
against specific groups
When asked to indicate which racial groups
are targeted by police, a large proportion of
the total sample (49.1 per cent) reported
that police picked on Aboriginal people.
Other groups that respondents commonly
believed police targeted were: Arabic/
Middle Eastern (38.6 per cent), Lebanese

(28.7 per cent) and Asian (20.7 per cent).
The extent to which respondents agreed
that police harassed all listed racial groups is
shown in Table 3.

Perceptions of racial prejudice by police
against own group
When asked to indicate the percentage of
time that police are biased against their own
ethnic group, 45 per cent of respondents
indicated that they believed the police were
never biased against their own ethnic group,
and 0.3 per cent of respondents indicated
that they believed that police were always
biased against their own ethnic group. The

Table 2: Level of agreement with
proposed police prejudice across racial/
ethnic groups

Racial/ethnic affiliation Per cent of sample

Korean 64.3

Chinese 58.1

Caucasian 56.0

Asian 55.3

Indian 55.2

Australian 54.6

Vietnamese 52.2

Table 3: Level of agreement with
proposed police prejudice against
specific ethnic groups

Racial/ethnic group Per cent of sample

Aboriginal
Arabic/Middle Eastern (in
general)
Lebanese
Asian (in general)
Vietnamese
Islander (in general)
Turkish
Chinese
Tongan
Maori
Greek
Indian
Korean
Macedonian
Japanese
African American*
‘People of colour’*
Italian*
Malays*
Sri Lankan*
Caucasian*

49.1

38.6
28.7
20.7
16.8
14.6
7.7
7.5
6.2
6.1
6.0
5.3
4.3
2.9
1.4
1.1
0.6
0.5
0.4
0.4
0.1

Note:
*Indicates categories that were not included in the initial list
of racial/ethnic groups, but were added by participants
under the option: ‘other’.
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distribution of responses was highly posit-
ively skewed, with a modal response of
0 per cent, and 71.1 per cent of respondents
indicating that police were biased against
their own particular ethnic group less than
30 per cent of the time.

An independent-samples t-test was con-
ducted to compare the percentage of time
that Australian and Chinese participants
believed police were biased against them.
There was a significant difference in scores
for Australian (M = 6.48, SD = 13.97)
versus Chinese (M = 28.30, SD = 23.56;
t(371.14) = –12.22, p < 0.05) participants,
such that Chinese participants reported per-
ceived police bias against their own ethnic
group significantly more often than did
Australian participants.

In order to compare the percentage of
time that Caucasian versus other particip-
ants believed police to be biased against
them, racial/ethnic categories were
recoded. All participants who self-identified
as Caucasian were coded as ‘Caucasian’. All
participants who self-identified as members
of any other racial or ethnic group were
recoded as ‘All Other’. An independent-
samples t-test conducted to compare the
percentage of time that Caucasian versus All
Other participants believed police were
biased against them revealed that All Other
participants (M = 20.89, SD = 24.43)
perceived police bias against their own
ethnic group significantly more than did
Caucasians (M = 7.38, SD = 14.74;
t(626.47) = –11.13, p < 0.05).

To explore perceptions of police bias
among racial/ethnic groups of distinctive
ethnic appearance, racial/ethnic categories
were recoded by the experimenter accord-
ing to inferred racial appearance. Racial/
ethnic appearance was divided into the
following categories: (1) Caucasian;
(2) Asian; (3) Indian; (4) Arabic/Middle
Eastern; (5) Eastern/Southern European;
(6) Eurasian; (7) South American; (8) Indi-
genous Australian; (9) African; (10) Mixed

African/European; (11) Islander; and (12)
Mixed part-Caucasian. Respondents were
assigned to one of these categories by the
experimenter based on the racial descrip-
tion that they provided in response to the
open-ended question about their race/
ethnicity. A complete list of racial/ethnic
categories assigned to each of the groups
above is displayed in Table 4.

A one-way between-groups analysis of
variance revealed a statistically significant
difference (F (11, 1209) = 34.58, p < 0.05)
in police bias scores among the 12 groups.
The small sizes of some of the groups
foreclosed the potential to conduct reliable
post-hoc tests. The data were therefore re-
analysed, using the six groups containing a
minimum of 30 participants: (1) Caucasian;
(2) Asian; (3) Indian; (4) Arabic/Middle
Eastern; (5) Eastern/Southern European;
and (6) Eurasian. A one-way between-
groups analysis of variance revealed a statist-
ically significant difference (F (5, 1182) =
69.52, p < 0.05) in police bias scores
among the six groups. Post-hoc compar-
isons using the Tukey HSD test indicated
that the mean scores for Asian (M = 30.65,
SD = 24.80), Indian (M = 22.59,
SD = 21.49) and Arabic/Middle Eastern
(M = 37.19, SD = 29.76) participants were
significantly higher than those of Caucasian
(M = 7.36, SD = 15.00) participants. The
mean scores of Arabic/Middle Eastern and
Asian participants were also significantly
higher than those of Eurasian (M = 15.94,
SD = 26.98) and Eastern/Southern Euro-
pean (M = 13.58, SD = 21.32) participants,
and the mean scores of Arabic/Middle
Eastern participants were significantly
higher than those of Indian participants.
Mean scores for perceived police bias
against own racial/ethnic group by phys-
ically distinctive ethnic groups are displayed
in Figure 1.

An independent-samples t-test compar-
ing scores of males and females on the
percentage of time that they believe police
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are biased against their own particular
ethnic group revealed no significant differ-
ence in mean scores by gender; males
(M = 19.68, SD = 25.08) and females
(M = 17.44, SD = 22.60; t(657.60) = 1.48,
p = 0.14).

DISCUSSION
Despite the fact that the majority of
respondents in this sample reported an
annual household income in excess of the
median for Sydney, suggesting socio-
economic differences between this sample

Table 4: Racial/ethnic groups assigned to categories of distinctive physical appearance

Experimenter category Reported race/ethnicity

Caucasian American; Anglo-Italian; Australian; Australian-Croatian; Australian-Cypriot;
Australian-Dutch; Australian-English; Australian/European; Australian/Irish;
Australian Jewish; Australian/New Zealand/Hungarian; Australian-Scottish; Austrian;
Anglo/Cypriot; Anglo-Saxon/Russian; British; British-American; Canadian/British;
Canadian; Caucasian; Danish; Dutch; Dutch-English; Dutch Middle-East; English;
English/South African; Finnish; French; German; Greek/Australian; Greek/New
Zealand; Irish; Irish/Spanish; Italian/Australian; Italian/Polish; New Zealander; New
Zealand/Israeli; Norwegian; Polish; Polish Jew; Portugese; Russian; Russian/Greek;
Russian/Irish; Scottish; South African; Spanish; Swedish; Swiss

Asian Asian; Burmese/Chinese; Cambodian; Cantonese; Cantonese/Chinese; Chinese;
Chinese/Cambodian; Chinese/Fijian; Chinese-Malaysian; Filipino; Filipino-Asian;
Han; Hong Kong Chinese; Indian/Chinese; Indonesian; Indonesian-Chinese;
Japanese; Korean; Laotian; Malaysian; Singaporean; Taiwanese; Thai; Thai/Indian;
Tibetan; Timorese; Vietnamese; Vietnamese/Chinese

Indian African/Indian; Bangladeshi; Bengali; Fijian-Indian; Indian; Indian Portugese;
Pakistani; Punjabi; Iranian/Indian; Sinhalese; Sri Lankan; Sri Lankan/Malay; Tamil

Arabic/Middle
Eastern

Arabic; Arabic/Slovenian; Assyrian; Egyptian; Iranian; Iraqi; Israeli; Jewish; Lebanese;
Middle Eastern; Middle Eastern/ European; Persian; South African-Jewish; Syrian;
Turkish

Eastern/Southern
European

Armenian; Armenian-Australian; Australian Maltese; Bosnian; Bulgarian; Croatian;
European; Cypriot; Greek; Greek-Cypriot; Hungarian; Hungarian Jew; Italian;
Italian/Greek; Jewish-European; Macedonian; Macedonian Australian; Maltese;
Romanian; Serbian; Serbo-Croatian; Serbo-Croatian/Macedonian; Slovenian;
Turkish-Cypriot; Ukrainian; Yugoslav

Eurasian Australian/Chinese; Australian-Indonesian; Chinese/Dutch; Chinese/Irish; Chinese/
Portugese; Dutch-Indonesian; Eurasian; Filipino-Australian; Filipino-Portugese;
Hungarian/Chinese; Japanese-Australian; Japanese/Hungarian; Japanese/Middle
Eastern; Vietnamese-Australian

South American Chilean; Colombian; Colombian-Italian; Latino; Mestiza; Mexican; Peruvian; South
American; South American/Italian

Indigenous Australian Aboriginal; Aboriginal/Indian; Australian Aboriginal

African African; African-American; African/Central American; Rwandan Tutsi; West-Indian

African/European Afro-British; Rwandan Tutsi/Anglo-Saxon

Islander Fijian; Maori; Tongan; Pacific Islander; Samoan; Tongan/Aboriginal

Mixed part-Caucasian Australian-Egyptian; Australian-Indian; English-Lebanese; Lebanese-Irish
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and that surveyed by Collins et al. (2002),
students agreed with the proposition that
police target particular ethnic groups of
young people at a level comparable to that
found by Collins et al. in the community.
Participants were ethnically diverse, and
perceived police bias varied across ethnic
groups.

Demographic characteristics of the
sample

Participants in this university sample
reported a high level of weekly household
income, and low levels of previous criminal
conviction. These findings are consistent
with the research of Consadine and Zappala
(2002), who demonstrated a relationship
between socioeconomic status and educa-
tional success. While household income was
not measured in the study conducted by
Collins et al. (2002), inferences about
weekly household income can be drawn
from data collected in the census of popula-
tion and housing (Australian Bureau of
Statistics, 2001), indicating that the level
of affluence in this university sample was

higher than in the areas surveyed by Collins
et al. Thus, socioeconomic differences exist
between the sample surveyed here and that
surveyed by Collins et al.

Some researchers have found that socio-
economic status affected the probability that
ethnic minority youth would perceive dis-
crimination against them by police (Ruck
& Wortley, 2002). The socioeconomic dif-
ferences between the sample surveyed here
and that surveyed by Collins et al. (2002)
might, therefore, imply that perceived
police bias reported by Collins et al. would
not generalise to the present sample. How-
ever, findings of this study suggest that,
despite demographic differences in socio-
economic status, perceived police bias was
generalisable, and even more pervasive.
Whereas previous research has found that
minority youth are more likely to hold
negative views of police than are the Cau-
casian majority, the findings of this study
suggest that, while minority youth perceive
higher police bias against their own ethnic
group, both minority and majority youth
agree that police target particular ethnic
groups.

Figure 1
Percentage of time
participants consider
police to be biased
against their own ethnic
group, across racial
appearance categories
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Perceptions of racial prejudice by
police

Results indicate that a clear majority of the
sample surveyed in this study (59.3 per
cent) and by Collins et al. (2002, 63.1 per
cent) believed that police targeted particular
ethnic groups of young people, and there
were no significant differences across ethnic
groups in the extent to which they per-
ceived that police targeted particular ethnic
groups.

This university sample is largely compar-
able to that surveyed by Collins et al. (2002)
regarding the specific ethnic minority
groups that respondents believe are targeted
by police. In the sample surveyed by Collins
et al., the groups most frequently perceived
as subject to police targeting were: Asian
(30.34 per cent), Lebanese (26.07 per cent),
Islander (6.30 per cent) and Middle Eastern
(4.94 per cent). Asian, Lebanese and Middle
Eastern youth were among those most fre-
quently nominated by this sample as subject
to police targeting. However, almost half of
the young people in the university sample
believed that Aboriginal youth were tar-
geted by police (49.1 per cent), whereas in
the sample surveyed by Collins et al., only
1.57 per cent of the total sample surveyed
reported that they believed Aboriginal
youth suffered police harassment in the
Sydney area. The university sample reported
little contact with the justice system, as
measured by previous criminal convictions.
The question therefore arises as to how
such predominant judgments regarding tar-
geting of Aboriginal youth are formed by
university students. Although it should be
recognised that perceptions of police may
be formed through contact with police in
situations independent of conviction rates
(such as Police Citizens Youth Clubs and
Blue Light Discos), some research has
shown that exposure to media reports of
police misconduct increases perceptions
of police bias (Weitzer & Tuch, 2005).

While the mechanism for the formation of
police bias judgments was not investigated
in this study, future research should invest-
igate the way in which media and other
factors influence impressions of criminal
justice actors, among those who have little
direct contact with the criminal justice
system.

Ethnic diversity in the sample
Participants’ responses indicated extensive
ethnic diversity in the sample surveyed, and
reflected considerable ethnic diversity in the
Australian community. Participants reported
67 different countries of birth, and mem-
bership of 126 racial/ethnic groups. Parti-
cipants’ specific ethnic categorisations are
reflective not only of racial variation in the
sample, but also of the variety of ways in
which people describe themselves.

The elicitation of free-responses regard-
ing race/ethnicity of participants was delib-
erate, as it has implications for social
identity. Social identity theory proposes
multiple levels of self-identification. For
example, a person may draw his or her
sense of identity and esteem from being a
surgeon, a doctor, a medical professional, an
African American, a woman or a US citizen
(Hogg & Abrams, 1993). The nation state is
often a superordinate level of categorisation,
and may not represent a form of social
organisation that corresponds easily with
people’s self-concept (Tyler, Boeckmann,
Smith, & Huo, 1997). Some people’s
optimal level of identification may therefore
involve a subordinate (eg Tamil) rather than
a superordinate (eg Sri Lankan) category.
Others may belong to a subordinate cat-
egory (Tamil) but optimally identify with
the superordinate category (Sri Lankan).
The subordinate and superordinate cat-
egories with which a person identifies may
vary. For example, a Sri Lankan Tamil who
has lived in Australia for a long period of
time may identify as Australian. It is import-
ant to note, therefore, that the responses of
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participants regarding their race/ethnicity
do not comprise solely a racial categorisa-
tion, but also a social categorisation.

Perceived police bias against own
group
This study extended the work of Collins et
al. (2002) by investigating the degree to
which young people of ethnic minority
groups consider police to be biased against
their own particular ethnic group. As
expected, those who self-identified as
minority groups considered police to be
biased against their group to a greater
extent than did those who described them-
selves as majority group members, such as
Australian or Caucasian. When participants
were reclassified according to physical
appearance (derived from self-reported
race/ethnicity), participants of Asian, Indian
and Middle Eastern appearance considered
police to be biased against them signific-
antly more often than did Caucasian
participants.

It is noteworthy, however, that the racial/
ethnic affiliation elicited from respondents,
by which their responses for perceived
police bias were categorised, reflects not
only a physical category of race, but also
some degree of social identification. Identi-
fication with a majority culture may be
contingent on the degree to which one
feels accepted by that culture, as well as the
degree to which one accepts the culture
(Huo & Taylor, 2000). As argued by Tyler et
al. (1997), treatment with dignity and
respect by the majority group may facilitate
the identification of the minority group
member with the superordinate group cat-
egory. Therefore, the finding that perceived
police bias varies across racial/ethnic cat-
egories may involve reciprocal causality
when racial/ethnic categories are identified
according to free-response self-report; that
is, minority group membership leads to
increased perceived police bias, but per-
ceived police bias may also lead to decreased

likelihood of identification with the major-
ity, superordinate category (eg Australian)
and increased identification with the
minority, subordinate category. Therefore,
the results of this study, suggesting that
minority group members consider police to
be biased against them to a greater degree
than majority group members, are con-
sistent with previous research regarding per-
ceived police bias by ethnic minority youth
(Collins et al., 2002; Fisher et al., 2000;
Huang & Vaughn, 1996; Reisig & Parkes,
2000; Rigby & Black, 1993; Sampson &
Jeglum-Bartusch, 1998; Taylor et al., 2001;
Weitzer & Tuch, 2004; White et al., 1999),
but are also consistent with previous work
addressing the conditions conducive to
superordinate-group identification (Huo &
Tyler, 2000; Tyler et al., 1997).

This interpretation should be qualified,
however, with consideration of an excep-
tion. Aboriginal youth are likely to identify
as Australian when asked to provide free-
response self-reports of cultural group
membership (G. Tyson, personal commun-
ication, October 3, 2005). However, pre-
vious research demonstrates that Aboriginal
children hold less positive attitudes to the
police than do children in a non-Aboriginal
comparison group, although the groups did
not differ on attitudes to authorities in
general (Rigby & Black, 1993). This con-
tradicts the acculturation mechanisms sug-
gested by Huo and Tyler (2000) and
outlined above. Further investigation into
the likelihood that Aboriginal youth will
identify with the superordinate group
should focus on consideration of specific
reasons for identification with the majority
culture.

Limitations of the study and future
directions
One notable feature of the data presented
here was the low level of contact between
police and the participants surveyed, as
indicated by prior conviction rates. It
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would be informative for these results to be
extrapolated to comment on perceptions
of police bias in a population of young
offenders. The obvious dimension on which
a university population and an offender
population differ is contact with the justice
system: whereas few university students
report previous convictions, inclusion in a
young offender sample is determined by
a previous conviction. To the extent that
police contact engenders perceived police
bias, as suggested by some previous research
(eg Miller et al., 2001; Tyler, 2005; Wortley,
1996), we might expect perceived police
bias to be higher in an offender than a
university population. The perception that
police are motivated by racial bias may lead
to more severe confrontations between
police and minority group members and to
greater distrust of police (Weitzer & Tuch,
2005). In future studies, comparable
information regarding demographic charac-
teristics and perceived police bias should be
collected in an offender population, who
interact more frequently with police, to
monitor whether the results of this study
regarding perceived police bias apply to an
offender population.

CONCLUSIONS

The results of this study indicate that a
sample of university students, who are eth-
nically diverse and relatively affluent, hold
perceptions of police bias similar to those
held by community participants in the
study conducted by Collins et al. (2002).
This study therefore implies that the find-
ings of Collins et al. regarding perceived
police bias are generalisable to a demo-
graphically dissimilar and culturally diverse
population.

This study also extends the work of
Collins et al. (2002), revealing that, while
minority youth consider police to be biased
against their own particular ethnic group

more often than do members of the major-
ity cultural categories, majority and minor-
ity youth are similar in their general belief
that police target particular ethnic minor-
ities. By investigating this more specific
question, this study demonstrates that per-
ceptions of police bias occur in the Cau-
casian majority as well as ethnic minority
youth. This finding has serious implications
for public trust in police and confidence in
the justice system. Beliefs that police target
particular ethnic minorities are not held
exclusively by minority group members;
negative views of the police among young
people are more pervasive than previous
research has suggested. If the perception
that police are motivated by racial bias leads
to greater distrust of police (Weitzer &
Tuch, 2005), public confidence in the jus-
tice system may be damaged by this distrust
more extensively than has previously been
thought.
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