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The sources of public assessments of government policy long have been the object of con-
troversy between those proposing personal experience versus a symbolic attitudes model
based on more general political and social beliefs. However, much of the research focuses
on national policy issues that are not concrete and are removed from the daily experiences
of many Americans. The authors use attitudes about local police to examine whether
public assessments are linked more to people’s direct experience with crime and the police
or whether such impressions are associated with more abstract attitudes about politics and
law enforcement. They find that personal experience mattered more than symbolic atti-
tudes when it came to views about police courtesy and fairness. However, both personal
experience and symbolic attitudes were important in regard to opinions about crime seri-
ousness and assessments of overall police performance. These results have important
implications for how citizens evaluate local government services.
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The determinants of citizen evaluations of government policy have
been the object of spirited academic discussion. Some scholars posit a
“personal experience” model in which members of the general popula-
tion rate government services and public policies based on their direct
dealings with those areas. If such encounters are satisfactory, service
delivery and the agency providing the service will be rated highly. If 
the encounters are unsatisfactory, ratings will be less positive. Other
researchers, however, have proposed a “symbolic attitudes” framework
in which citizen impressions of public policy are derived from general
political and social beliefs. According to this viewpoint, citizen assessments
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arise less from direct and concrete experiences and more from abstract
orientations that people have about government and politics.

Most research assessing the personal experience and symbolic attitudes
models has examined national policy issues. In this article, we test both
models as explanations of citizens’ attitudes toward local policy and
services. Services provided by local governments are more personal and
familiar to citizens compared to national questions and federally provided
services. According to Morgan and England (1996), “Some of the most
vital services provided by any level of government are the responsibilities
of municipalities” (p. 178). Robert Lineberry (1977) similarly observes
that “public services are the grist of urban politics . . . . Virtually all the
rawest nerves of political life are touched by the distribution of urban
service burdens and benefits” (pp. 12-13). Hence, assessing citizens’ atti-
tudes concerning local policy and services represents an ideal venue for
testing the sources of citizens’ evaluations of government policy.

Using the case of a midsized northeastern metropolitan area, we
examine whether the public’s assessments of local law enforcement
agencies are linked more to citizens’ direct experience with crime and
the police or whether such impressions are associated with more general
attitudes about politics and law enforcement. Basically, we find that per-
sonal experience matters the most to views about police courtesy and
fairness. Unlike the results of several studies of national issues, the
direct exposure people have to crime and the local police affects their
assessments more than general attitudes about the political process.
These results help us understand why officials need to pay close atten-
tion to the quality of the service delivery at the local level.

PERSONAL EXPERIENCE VERSUS
SYMBOLIC ATTITUDES

There is a substantial body of research that suggests people’s assess-
ments of major policy issues are determined more by a symbolic atti-
tudes model than by personal experience. As shown in their classic study
of Whites’ opposition to busing, Sears, Hensler, and Speer (1979)
demonstrate that having children who face the likelihood of being bused
is far less important to desegregation policy views than a “symbolic pol-
itics” model based on racial intolerance and political conservatism.
Individuals who are intolerant and conservative are more likely to oppose
busing than those who have children likely to be bused. According to
these authors, “It is apparently the symbolism evoked by the prospect of
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any White children’s forced intimate contact with Blacks, rather than the
reality of one’s own children’s contact, that triggers opposition to busing”
(p. 382). Based on their research, they suggest that “an individual’s
personal connection with busing seems irrelevant” to White parents’
opposition to busing.

Studies of the link between the economy and voting behavior also
have shown that “collective judgments” about the economy are more
influential to the vote than “personal discontents,” that is, issues that
“impinge immediately and tangibly upon private life” (Brody &
Sniderman, 1977; Kinder & Kiewiet, 1979). Even if someone personally
has been harmed by unemployment, his or her congressional voting is
more likely to be affected by views about general business conditions
than his or her personal employment experiences.

The significance of symbolic attitudes furthermore is apparent in
research examining Americans’ viewpoints on the Vietnam War and
racial politics, respectively. For example, Lau, Brown, and Sears (1978)
found that concrete factors such as having a friend or family member in
the military determined less of opinions about the war than more general
political orientations, such as feelings about communism or overall ide-
ology. Sears, Van Laar, Carrillo, and Kosterman (1997) make a similar
argument about racial politics. Using public opinion data on attitudes
toward equal opportunity, federal assistance, and affirmative action, they
demonstrate “long-standing attitudinal predispositions” (p. 18) are more
important to White’s beliefs than nonracial attitudes and demographic
backgrounds.

At one level, these results are perfectly understandable. By focusing
on broad, national policy issues, it is little surprise that general ideolog-
ical dispositions and symbolic attitudes have proven to be decisive. In
looking at matters such as war and peace, the state of the economy, and
issues related to race (the most contentious policy issue in American pol-
itics), it is reasonable to expect broad ideological factors will play the
strongest role in predicting citizen assessments.

But not all policy issues involve broad, abstract, and emotional
subjects that are unconnected to personal experience. For example, local
issues related to daily service delivery represent the type of subject
matter where one would expect there to be a larger experiential compo-
nent to public assessments. Unlike national policy concerns, local issues
are more concrete and practical for many Americans. National policy
issues tend to be remote from the daily lives of many individuals. War is
waged far away from local communities. Matters such as the economy
depend on hard-to-understand forces in the private sector and the Federal
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Reserve Bank. Moreover, busing for the purpose of racial desegregation,
although inflaming public opinion, involved only about 4% of all American
school children in the middle 1970s. As such, it was a favorable candi-
date for a symbolic politics framework because most Americans had no
personal experience with the specific issue.

Given these features, it is not surprising that much of past research has
found modest results for personal experience. The type of policies being
studied tilted the deck in favor of symbolic politics over personal experi-
ence. In part because of data availability, researchers focused on broad
national issues that were partisan and ideological in nature. These are
exactly the types of topics where symbolic attitudes should matter the most.

In this project, we argue that if scholars look at other kinds of issues,
mainly those involving local and concrete urban service delivery, personal
experience will matter more than broad and abstract symbolic attitudes.
Policies that have personal salience for individuals and involve direct
encounters with “street-level bureaucrats” are most likely to involve a sit-
uation where a personal experiences model would be relevant to under-
standing the policy issue. As noted by Lyons, Lowery, and DeHoog
(1992), “Potholes in the streets and the activities of the local police and
sanitation workers are much more visible to citizens in urban areas on a
day-to-day basis than most state or federal programs” (p. 4). Similarly,
Lineberry (1977) commented that local governments are responsible for
providing the nation’s citizenry those services that are “most vital to the
preservation of life, liberty, property, and public enlightenment” (p. 10).
Work by Tyler (1990) has shown that in the legal area, people’s direct
experience significantly influences their impressions about system legiti-
macy. Using a panel survey of 1,575 Chicago residents, he finds that citi-
zens who have experiences they see as fair and just are more likely to rate
the legal system positively (chap. 8). By examining local issues that are
concrete and salient for citizens, we suggest scholars can better gauge the
applicability of personal experience versus symbolic politics.

THE CASE OF LOCAL POLICE

Local police represent a type of situation where one would expect
personal experience to matter to citizen evaluations. In many communities,
police officers are the most visible representatives of the government.
Unlike other public service providers, they wear distinctive uniforms,
carry guns, drive specially marked vehicles, and deliver a kind of service
that is concrete and salient to people’s daily lives: security and protection.
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In neighborhoods across the country, law enforcement officers are key
to investigating crimes. They monitor the activities of suspected crimi-
nals and arrest wrongdoers. Even in cases where there are no arrests,
police officers play an informal role in resolving conflict and providing
a sense of psychic security to residents (see Lipsky, 1980).

The police perform activities that are often hidden from public view,
such as returning stray pets to their owners, answering sick calls, medi-
ating family quarrels, removing illegally parked cars, and performing
other mundane tasks. Police departments typically are organized around
a command structure, and officers are dispatched in response to citizen
complaints received by telephone. Comparing police officers to local
politicians, William Muir (1977) observed that the “offices of patrolmen
are on the curbside instead of off corridors. They are street corner politi-
cians” (p. 271; also see Lipsky, 1980; Perlmutter, 2000).

Not surprisingly given the important role that law enforcement
officers play in local communities, there have been a number of articles
and books on urban policing (e.g., Chevigny, 1969; Fogelson, 1968;
Niederhoffer, 1967; Skolnick, 1966; Westley, 1970; Wilson, 1968). One
strand of research explored citizen satisfaction with various aspects of urban
services, including police performance (see Aberbach & Walker, 1970;
Jones, 1995; Jones, Greenberg, & Drew 1980; Lineberry, 1977; Rossi,
Berk, & Edison, 1974; Schuman & Gruenberg, 1972; but see White &
Menke, 1978). In general, much of this work found that individual-level
(age, race, sex, and socioeconomic status) and contextual variables (crime
rates, community beliefs regarding police, and likelihood of victimization)
contributed to citizen attitudes toward the police (see Decker, 1981).
Overall, the research showed that citizens were satisfied with police
services in the 1960s and 1970s.

A second and more recent area of research has centered on dissatis-
faction with police services in minority, and especially African
American, communities (Furstenberg & Wellford, 1973; Parker,
Onyekwuluje, & Murty, 1995; Rossi et al., 1974; Saltzstein, 1989; Tuch
& Weitzer, 1997; Weitzer, 2000). Among racial and ethnic minorities,
slow response time of officers when called to crime scenes or incidents
(but see Mladenka & Hill, 1978) and a perception that police officers do
not respect the rights of poor and disadvantaged citizens contributed to
general dissatisfaction with police services by many Black residents
(Williams, 1998). A number of surveys have found a systematic gap
between the views of Whites and those of minorities, with the latter
expressing lower approval and greater unhappiness with how the police
behave (Howell, Perry, & Vile, 2004). For example, a 1999 Gallup
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national survey found that 58% of Blacks were favorable about their
local police, whereas 85% of Whites were favorable.

A third strand of research has examined the link between subjective
feelings about police performance and objective reality. For example,
Parks (1984) reviewed research in this area and found generally weak
ties between objective and subjective measures (also see Percy, 1980;
Stipak, 1977). However, he noted that studies in the two areas sometimes
relied on different conceptualizations or made use of different kinds of
statistical techniques and that there needed to be better consistency when
comparing objective and subjective indicators.

Although little of this research directly addresses the personal expe-
rience and symbolic attitudes hypotheses as determinants of citizen
assessments of local police, some of it is quite relevant. Thirty years ago,
Reiss (1972) looked at the criminal justice system, for example, and
found that personal victimization through crime mattered less to views
about criminal justice than did more abstract attitudes toward law
enforcement. Hawkins (1973) and Skogan (1978) found no difference in
evaluations of the police between recent victims and nonvictims, which
suggests that personal experience was not a very important determinant
of attitudes toward the police. More recently, findings by Sigelman,
Welch, Bledsoe, and Combs (1997) in a study of Detroit seem to support
a symbolic attitude hypothesis. Using data drawn from a survey that was
underway when two highly publicized police beatings of African
American citizens occurred—the beating of Rodney King in Los
Angeles and the killing of Malice Green in Detroit—they found that
78% of African American residents considered “a Rodney King-type
incident likely in their community” (p. 782). Six months later, when
news of Green’s death spread through the Detroit area, 98% of Black
residents believed that police brutality was likely in their community.

One study that more directly investigated a personal experiences
model relied on a 1979 statewide mail survey in Kentucky. In this work,
Christenson and Taylor (1983) explored what they called a “situational
assessment” of local public services and found that individuals’ assess-
ment of six public services (including law enforcement) was based more
on their “social context” and “place in the environment” than “previous
experience with a service” (p. 271). These results appear to bolster the
symbolic politics over the personal experience model.

However, research by Brown and Coulter (1983) found evidence con-
sistent both with symbolic politics and personal experience. These
authors tested the empirical relationship between citizens’ “objective”
and “subjective” evaluation of police services in Tuscaloosa, Alabama,
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using data gathered from a telephone survey. In general, they found that
political attitudinal factors—political efficacy and satisfaction with the
quality of local government—positively influenced citizens’ assessment
of the police, whereas contact with the police and being victimized by
burglary, vehicle theft, robbery, vandalism, or assault made one less
satisfied with police services.

In addition, research by Gilliam (1996) on local minority empower-
ment has shown that evaluations of former Los Angeles Mayor Tom
Bradley are based on “counter-intuitive signs for the symbolic politics
model” (p. 71). Rather than supporting this perspective, he concludes
that “the symbolic politics model does not work as anticipated” (p. 71).

In this study, we investigate symbolic politics and personal experi-
ence in regard to citizen evaluations of local police in a midsized north-
eastern city. Providence is the capital of Rhode Island and the second
largest city in New England. Demographically, it has gone through sim-
ilar changes as many other large American metropolitan areas. Its over-
all population increased by 8% from 1990 to 2000, and in the last
census, Providence became a “majority-minority” city for the first time.
At 30% of the total population, Hispanics are the largest among the
minority groups, African Americans compose 17% of the population,
and Asians—the vast majority from Vietnam and Cambodia—make up
7% of the total population. The city has a relatively young population,
with 45% of city residents being 24 years or younger.

Like many American cities, Providence is a place where there has
been tension between the police and members of the community.
Minorities, in particular, have complained about unfair and discrimina-
tory behavior on the part of law enforcement officers (Collins, 1998). In
January 2000, an off-duty African American police officer, responding
to a disturbance at a Providence restaurant, was accidentally shot to
death by two fellow White officers. The aftermath of the tragedy high-
lighted numerous areas of concern in the relationship between the
Providence Police Department (PPD) and the city’s minority commu-
nity. Prior to the shooting, the PPD had been dealing with a number of
crises of public confidence. There were scandals involving misplace-
ment of stolen property and evidence. The Providence city government
was struggling with an ongoing federal corruption investigation that
included allegations of police officers cheating on promotion examina-
tions and bribery in police department hiring.

As a result, both city and state government undertook several efforts
in recent years designed to address issues of community concern, such as
police brutality, discrimination, and lack of minority police hiring. In
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April 2000, the city established the Blue Ribbon Commission to investi-
gate city police practices. The commission developed six recommenda-
tions, including the establishment of a minority recruitment and
promotion plan, community policing, and the creation of a civilian police
review board. In November 2002, the city council and mayor adopted an
ordinance establishing a civilian review board. During this same period,
a new police chief, Acting Chief Richard Sullivan, engaged in a number
of highly publicized community outreach efforts. And a renewed sense of
community togetherness was generated by the work of the Rhode Island
Select Commission on Race and Police-Community Relations. The com-
mission included several prominent minority leaders, held community
forums, conducted official hearings, organized personal meetings with
community leaders, and made recommendations on how to improve the
relationship between the police and minority communities.

DATA AND METHOD

To see how residents felt about the police, we undertook a telephone
survey of adult residents of the city of Providence. This survey was
undertaken October 20 and 21, 2001, with a random sample of 509
adults in Providence aged 18 years or older. Sampling was based on ran-
dom digit dialing into all areas of the city and was designed to produce
a broad cross-section of the city’s adult population. Phone interviews
were undertaken at a Brown University survey center by interviewers
who were paid, trained, and supervised. Interviewers included both
White and minority callers to minimize any possible race-of-interviewer
effects. Overall, the survey had a margin of error of around plus or minus
4 percentage points.

In accordance with the latest census figures, this survey was weighted
by age, sex, and race to make sure it was representative of the city’s pop-
ulation. Table 1 reports the demographics for the survey versus 2000
census numbers. The sampling shows that the weighted responses were
very close to the actual numbers on key demographic features.

The goal of the survey was to test the power of personal experience
versus more general political beliefs in shaping opinions about police
performance. As shown in the Appendix, it had items measuring overall
ratings of police service delivery, views of police courtesy, fairness, and
bias, whether or not the respondent had been a recent victim of a crime,
the respondent’s views on the proper role orientation of police officers,
and selected demographic characteristics of the respondent.
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In general, the public was positive about police performance. When
asked to evaluate the service provided by the PPD during the past year,
57% rated it excellent or good, 23% said it was only fair, 4% rated it
poor, and 16% did not express an opinion. In all, 27% believed the police
department had gotten better during the preceding year, 52% said it
had stayed about the same, 2% felt it had gotten worse, and 19% did
not know.

For our dependent variables, we relied on several aspects of police
performance: overall service ratings for the police—“Overall, would
you say the service provided by the Providence police over the past year
has been (1) excellent, (2) good, (3) only fair, or (4) poor,” ratings of
police courtesy—“Do you think the Providence police generally are
courteous in their dealings with people? (1) yes (2) no,” ratings of police
fairness—“Do you think the Providence police generally are fair in their
handling of people? (1) yes (2) no,” ratings of police treatment of the
races—“Do you think the Providence police generally treat people the
same regardless of race? (1) yes (2) no,” and views about crime serious-
ness—“How serious of a problem do you think crime in Providence is?
(1) very serious, (2) somewhat serious, or (3) not very serious.”

We did not scale these variables because each represents a different
aspect of public opinion on the police. Conceptually, there are differences
among job performance, courtesy, fairness, racial treatment, and crime
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TABLE 1

Survey Versus Population Demographic Characteristics,
City of Providence, Rhode Island

2001 Survey (Weighted; %) 2000 Census Population (%)

Gender
Male 53 48
Female 47 52

Age
18-24 19 19
25-34 26 23
35-44 20 19
45-54 14 15
55-64 8 9
65 or older 14 15

Race
White 48 44
Minority 52 56



seriousness. There is no reason to sacrifice the conceptual distinctive-
ness of these dimensions through a summary scale.

To operationalize the concept of personal experience, we relied on
crime victimization reports.11 The victimization measure was an additive
index running from 0 (no crime victimization) to 5 (having been victim-
ized on each of the five particular crimes). It was designed to measure
how people’s experience with crime affected their assessments of the
police. Specific crimes assessed included whether in the past year the
person’s car had been stolen (yes or no), the car been broken into or van-
dalized (yes or no), the house or apartment had been broken into (yes or
no), someone had taken something from them by force or threat of force
(yes or no), or the person had been personally assaulted or attacked (yes
or no). Of the population, 83% had not been victimized by any type of
crime, whereas 11% had been the object of one crime, 2% two crimes,
1% three crimes, 0.5% four crimes, and 0.5% five crimes. A total of 2%
did not answer the question. Although individuals could have experi-
enced other types of crimes that were not picked up by this measure,
these offenses are the most common ones that occur in the Providence
area. The victimization index therefore represents the type of crime
experiences that most people ordinarily face.

We did not use measures of police-initiated contacts (e.g., community
meetings, traffic stops, or witness interviews) because they are less
common than crime or assistance calls and therefore are not as relevant
for the debate between personal experience and symbolic attitudes. Our
research focused on citizen-initiated contacts with the police because
those interactions are more common and relate directly to the impres-
sions people develop about the police.

For the notion of symbolic attitudes, we had four indicators designed
to measure broad and abstract conceptions of belief systems: political
party identification, ideology, views about police strictness using the
question “How strict do you think the police should be on law-breakers?”
and impressions of the proper role orientation of police officers using the
question “Do you think it is more the job of police officers to enforce the
law or resolve conflict between people?” Our rationale for these indica-
tors is as follows. Party and ideology have been used in many past
studies of symbolic politics, whereas the strictness and role orienta-
tion questions were designed to measure more abstract dimensions
of police performance apart from personal experience with law enforce-
ment officers.

The study examined three individual-level variables often linked to
attitudes about the police: sex, age, and race. These indicators serve as
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control variables because they provide alternative explanations to either
direct personal experience with crime and law enforcement or symbolic
attitudes about the political process.

There was no problem of multicollinearity in the analysis. Checks for
intercorrelations among the variables demonstrate that the factors noted
above are independent of one another and are measuring distinctive
dimensions of citizen evaluations. For example, the correlation between
party and ideology was .17, whereas the correlation between ideology
and strictness of police enforcement was .03, and that between ideology
and police role orientation was .08.

ASSESSMENTS OF POLICE PERFORMANCE

The first thing we examined was people’s impressions of police cour-
tesy and fairness. These dimensions are of considerable importance to
people in the community.

To see what affected people’s view of fairness and courtesy, we
undertook a logistic regression analysis. As shown in Table 2, people’s
personal crime experience mattered much more than their symbolic atti-
tudes.22 The more personal experience individuals had with crime, the
more likely they were to say the police were not courteous or fair. None
of the symbolic attitudes, such as party, ideology, or views about the
strictness or role orientation of police, affected their assessments of fair-
ness and courtesy. This finding provides tentative support for the argu-
ment that unlike national policy issues, personal experience affects
views about police performance on local, concrete issues. The police are
a local issue that people care about, and their personal experience with
the police shapes their view of police fairness and courtesy.

However, in regard to people’s views about the seriousness of crime,
both personal experience and symbolic attitudes were important. Table
3 presents the results of an ordinary least squares regression analysis
concerning how serious of a problem crime was in Providence. The three
factors that affected opinions about crime seriousness were sex, views of
police role orientation, and crime victimization experience. Women
were more likely than men to feel crime was a very serious problem
within the city (Kanazawa & Still, 2000). The same was true for those
who saw the proper role of the police as being law enforcement, not con-
flict resolution, and people who had been victimized the most by crime.33

Abstract factors such as party and ideology were not important to citi-
zen assessments.
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Symbolic attitudes mattered more for crime seriousness as opposed
to views about police fairness and courtesy because seriousness taps a
more abstract dimension than something like courtesy. Individuals’
impressions of the seriousness of a crime are affected by news coverage
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TABLE 2

Logistic Regression on Police Courtesy and Fairness

Courtesy Fairness

Unstandardized Unstandardized 
Coefficient SE Coefficient SE

Sex –0.65 (0.36) –0.47 (0.37)
Age –0.15 (0.13) –0.06 (0.12)
Race –0.49 (0.75) –1.07 (0.85)
Ideology –0.30 (0.27) 0.42 (0.29)
Party –0.25 (0.38) 0.32 (0.41)
Police strictness 0.40 (0.36) 0.28 (0.38)
Police role orientation 0.26 (0.43) 0.50 (0.44)
Crime victimization –1.28 (0.32)*** –0.79 (0.31)*

experience
Constant 13.74 (3.64)*** 6.30 (3.52)
R22 .14 .08
N 217 207

SOURCE: Brown University Police Survey, October 20 to 21, 2001.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

TABLE 3

Ordinary Least Squares Regression on Crime Seriousness

Unstandardized Coefficient SE

Sex –0.21 (0.08)*
Age –0.03 (0.03)
Race –0.10 (0.19)
Ideology –0.12 (0.07)
Party –0.08 (0.12)
Police strictness 0.15 (0.10)
Police role orientation 0.27 (0.11)*
Crime victimization experience 0.21 (0.09)*
Constant 0.25 (0.96)
R22 .12
N 262

SOURCE: Brown University Police Survey, October 20 to 21, 2001.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.



and politicians’ rhetoric and by their personal experience. Newspapers
and television stations spend a lot of time covering urban crime, and
elected officials and political candidates often put crime at the center-
piece of their campaigns (Gilliam & Iyengar, 2000). This places crime
seriousness more in the political realm and invokes symbolic attitudes
regarding law enforcement.

Views about the overall performance of the police are the most gen-
eral measures of law enforcement activities. Using a performance ques-
tion rating the police from excellent to poor, we conducted an ordinary
least squares regression of police rating by sex, age, race, ideology, party,
police strictness, police role orientation, and crime victimization experi-
ence. As shown in Table 4, three factors were significantly linked to
police performance ratings. Consistent with previous studies, we found
that there was an association between age of the respondent and his or her
assessment of the police, older people being more likely to rate the police
positively (Ackah, 2000; Uggen, 2000). Personal crime victimization and
police role orientation also made a difference. Victims were more likely
than nonvictims to give the police poor marks.44 And individuals who felt
the job of the police was conflict resolution as opposed to law enforce-
ment were more inclined to rate the police negatively.

CONCLUSION

Unlike past studies of personal experience and symbolic attitudes
conducted on national policy issues, we find that on local issues related
to city police, personal experience was more important than symbolic
attitudes about the political system and law enforcement when it came
to views about police courtesy and fairness. However, both personal
experience and symbolic attitudes were important in regard to opinions
about crime seriousness and assessments of overall police performance.

These results suggest that on concrete, salient, and personal issues
involving local issues, personal experience matters. The more experi-
ence people have with crime, the more likely their views are to be linked
to assessments of police performance (generally in a negative direction).
This demonstrates that the type of issue matters in terms of when expe-
riences versus more abstract views are linked to policy assessments.

These findings are reassuring in the sense that they demonstrate that
on local and concrete issues, there is a strong tie between how people are
treated and how they assess the police. This bodes well for system
accountability and representative democracy. The lack of association
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between personal experience and policy evaluations uncovered in previ-
ous research is somewhat disconcerting at the normative level because it
suggests people’s practical experience with a policy area does not influ-
ence their judgments of policy makers or national policies. This lack of
association potentially short-circuits accountability and leads to policy
assessments that are not closely tied to experiential reality.

Of course, our findings reflect the political and community context of
one northeastern urban area, Providence, Rhode Island. There is no
definitive way to generalize these results to all metropolitan areas.
However, we feel that our analysis has some implications for govern-
ment service delivery in other metropolitan communities. Regardless of
the size, composition, or region of the city, local government is the level
of the public sector closest to the people. Therefore, it should come as
little surprise that individuals at that level are the ones most likely to let
their personal experiences affect their view of government. Local issues
are concrete and direct for community residents, and that concreteness
affects how their policy views are formed.

In an era when urban service delivery has moved toward market
models, outsourcing, and privatization, personal experience looms even
larger as an important consideration. With residents of cities having
choices about relying on public versus private schools, or prisons or pri-
vately run incarceration facilities, the manner in which people evaluate
public services has tremendous consequences. Citizens who are unhappy
with some urban service delivery can opt out of the public system and
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TABLE 4

Ordinary Least Squares Regression on Overall Police Performance

Unstandardized Coefficient SE

Sex –0.12 0.09
Age –0.07 (0.03)*
Race –0.23 (0.20)
Ideology 0.07 (0.07)
Party 0.09 (0.12)
Police strictness –0.18 (0.10)
Police role orientation 0.31 (0.11)**
Crime victimization experience –0.32 (0.09)***
Constant 5.7 (0.96)***
R22 .14
N 236

SOURCE: Brown University Police Survey, October 20 to 21, 2001.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.



purchase their own security, schooling, or garbage collection (Percy &
Hawkins, 1992).

As mentioned earlier, this situation has interesting implications for
the link between public opinion and democratic accountability (also see
Bass, 2000; Coleman, Brudney, & Kellough, 1998). In terms of the
assessments of ordinary citizens, the quality of service delivery matters
more than abstract views about government. Citizens are oriented by the
bottom line and likely to judge the results of service delivery positively
or negatively based on what their actual experiences have been (Cureton,
2000; Stolzenberg & D’Alessio, 2000). There is less room for ideologi-
cal game playing or public relations strategies involving general feelings
about government. Officials will be held accountable based on how they
deliver services to residents. In many respects, these results are norma-
tively pleasing for democratic governance because they suggest that
actual service delivery matters. Public officials control their public opin-
ion fate by the manner in which they serve the concrete needs of the pop-
ulation and provide citizens with good services.

This argument is especially apt in regard to the police. Ideally, one
would want attitudes toward the police to be based on people’s actual
experience with crime and law enforcement. Because of the link
between personal experience and citizen assessments, the public deter-
mines the reservoir of community support available to the police. If
citizens have negative experiences with crime or the police, there should
be public opinion consequences. Writing more than three decades ago,
Albert Reiss (1972) asserted that “civility is born of trust” and that “the
extent of trust and confidence in the police and public have in one another
is also of utmost importance for a civil society” (p. 173). Although he
posed this argument during a period of heightened concern between the
police and some segments of American urban communities, little has
changed during the ensuing years to invalidate its veracity. There is little
doubt that the police cannot operate effectively without providing quality
service to the general public.

APPENDIX
Police Survey Questions

In the past year, how many direct contacts have you had with the Providence
Police Department in order to report a crime or ask for assistance?
(0) no contact (1) one contact (2) two contacts (3) three contacts (4) four or more
contacts (8) don’t know (9) no answer
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In the past year,
A. has your car been stolen?

(1) yes (2) no (8) don’t know (9) no answer
B. has your car been broken into or vandalized?

(1) yes (2) no (8) don’t know (9) no answer
C. has your house or apartment been broken into?

(1) yes (2) no (8) don’t know (9) no answer
D. has someone taken something from you by force or threat of force?

(1) yes (2) no (8) don’t know (9) no answer
E. were you personally assaulted or attacked?

(1) yes (2) no (8) don’t know (9) no answer

How serious of a problem do you think crime in Providence is?
(1) very serious (2) somewhat serious or (3) not very serious
(8) don’t know (9) no answer

How safe do you feel when you are walking around your neighborhood at
night?

(1) very safe (2) somewhat safe (3) not very safe (8) don’t know (9) no answer

Are there some parts of Providence where you would like to go at night but do
not because you would not feel safe?

(1) yes (2) no (8) don’t know (9) no answer

Do you think the Providence police generally are courteous in their dealings
with people?

(1) yes (2) no (8) don’t know (9) no answer

Do you think the Providence police generally are fair in their handling of people?
(1) yes (2) no (8) don’t know (9) no answer

Do you think the Providence police generally treat people the same regardless of
race?

(1) yes (2) no (8) don’t know (9) no answer

Do you think the amount of police patrolling in your neighborhood is
(1) too much (2) about right or (3) not enough (8) don’t know (9) no answer

Overall, would you say the service provided by the Providence police over the
past year has been

(1) excellent (2) good (3) only fair or (4) poor (8) don’t know (9) no answer

In the last year, do you think the Providence police department has:
(1) gotten better (2) stayed about the same or (3) gotten worse
(8) don’t know (9) no answer

How strict do you think the police should be on law-breakers?
(1) very strict (2) somewhat strict or (3) not very strict (8) don’t know
(9) no answer
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Do you think it is more the job of police officers to
(1) enforce the laws or (2) resolve conflict between people
(8) don’t know (9) no answer

Do you support or oppose the idea of Providence adopting a civilian review
process that allows citizens to review complaints against police officers and sug-
gest punishment?

(1) support (2) oppose (8) don’t know (9) no answer

Do you believe Rhode Island should have a single training center for all local
and state police officers?

(1) yes (2) no (8) don’t know (9) no answer

Do you think the Providence Police Department should devote more extensive
training to police officers on race relations?

(1) yes (2) no (8) don’t know (9) no answer

Should the Providence Police Department make special efforts to recruit minor-
ity police officers?

(1) yes (2) no (8) don’t know (9) no answer

Would you characterize your overall political beliefs as
(1) liberal (2) moderate or (3) conservative (8) don’t know (9) no answer

Regardless of how you vote, do you usually consider yourself a
(1) Democrat (2) Independent (3) Republican or (4) something else
(8) don’t know (9) no answer

Which of the following age group are you in?
(1) 18-24 (2) 25-34 (3) 35-44 (4) 45-54 (5) 55-64 (6) 65 or older (9) no answer

Are you
(1) White (2) African American (3) Hispanic (4) Asian American
(5) Native American (6) other (8) don’t know
(9) no answer (recoded as 1 = White, 2 = minority)

Gender of respondent
(1) male (2) female (9) don’t know

NOTES

1. We also looked at calls to the police to report a crime or ask for assistance and crime
victimization reports. On the police contact question (“In the past year, how many direct con-
tacts have you had with the Providence Police Department in order to report a crime or ask
for assistance?”), responses ranged from 0 (no contact) to 4 (four or more contacts). This
item was designed to measure the frequency of contacts with law enforcement officers so that
we could determine how citizen-initiated contacts relate to public assessments of police per-
formance. The results for our models were similar to those for crime victimization.
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2. If contact with the police is substituted for crime victimization reports, we find that
personal experience still affects views of police courtesy and fairness. Having called the
police to report a crime or ask for assistance is linked to specific judgments about police
performance. The more frequently someone has to call the police, the more likely he or she
is to say the police are not courteous or fair.

3. When calls to the police are substituted for personal crime victimization as measures
of personal experience, contacts are significantly linked to views about crime seriousness.
The more contact you have with the police, the more likely you are to believe crime is a
very serious problem.

4. When contact with police is substituted for crime victimization reports as the mea-
sure of personal experience, the more frequently someone has to call the police, the more
likely he or she is to rate police performance negatively.
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