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Good morning and thank you for having me today. I am Dr. Daniel Lawrence, a senior research associate in 
the Justice Policy Center at the Urban Institute. The views I express today are my own and should not be 
attributed to the Urban Institute, its trustees, or its funders. The Urban Institute is a nonpartisan, nonprofit, 
social and economic policy research organization located in DC. Founded in 1968, the Urban Institute brings 
decades of objective analysis and expertise to policy debates. The Justice Policy Center focuses on 
criminological research and its law enforcement portfolio is quite extensive. 

In May 2015, I spoke to the council about the Metropolitan Police Department’s (MPD’s) newly 
implemented body-worn camera (BWC) program in a similar setting. During that testimony, I advised that 
department policies for BWCs needed to be carefully considered and developed on the use and 
management of the cameras as well as the release of footage information. Since that time, Urban has 
published comprehensive reviews of BWC research,1 developed a BWC legislation tracker for all 50 states,2 
and conducted studies with multiple police departments across the country to examine the impact and use 
of BWCs. I’ll summarize the findings and policy implications now, and advise the council to review the 
studies.   

Figure 1 

Officer Average Body-Worn Camera Activation Rates, with Time Period Variation 
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Figure 2 

Time Period Group Average Body-Worn Camera Activation Rates 

 

In Anaheim, California, we examined BWC activation rates among a group of officers.3 The 
department’s policy is similar to MPD’s, where officers are expected to turn their cameras on during most, if 
not all, face-to-face interactions with community members. We found that activation rates among the 
officers varied widely in the first six months of use, ranging from 0 to 72 percent (figure 1). As the officers 
became more comfortable with the technology, activation rates increased from 3 percent to 54 percent 
over the six-month period (figure 2).  

Figure 2 

Percent Body-Worn Camera Activations by Activity 
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We also examine whether activations differed across policing activities, and found that officers are 

much more likely to activate their cameras for responses to violent and property crimes than they are for 
other policing activities (figure 3). These results indicate that officers view BWCs to benefit criminal events 
most, and perhaps rightfully so, but they miss opportunities to record positive community interactions or 
other types of interactions where a citizen complaint may develop. As such, the failure to activate a BWC for 
all types of policing activities can severely limit the potential benefits of the technology. 

In Milwaukee, Wisconsin, Urban conducted multiple analyses to assess the use and impact of the 
department’s 1,100-officer BWC program. We first examined whether BWCs affected the amount of 
officers who had use-of-force incidents and citizen complaints against them through a randomized 
controlled trial with 504 officers.4 Similar to the evaluation by the Lab at DC with the MPD, we found that 
BWCs had no impact on use-of-force incidents; however, we did find a 50 percent reduction in the amount 
of BWC-equipped officers who had a citizen complaint. Though this reduction is promising, it’s worth 
emphasizing that it is not clear if complaints were reduced because BWCs had a “civilizing effect” during 
police-community interactions, or because community members were more reluctant to lodge a complaint 
against an officer wearing a BWC. 

We also examined how BWCs affect officers’ self-initiated activities in Milwaukee.5 We found that 
BWCs had no impact in the overall amount of proactive activities that officers conducted, but that the 
make-up of these activities did change. We found that officers with BWCs were less likely to engage in 
proactive activities that are highly discretionary and could lead to confrontations with community members. 
Specially, officers with BWCs conducted 8 percent fewer subject stops, on average, compared with the 
control group. At the same time, BWC officers conducted 22 percent more park and walk activities, which 
serve a community policing function and are unlikely to result in confrontation or in a use of force. These 
findings suggest that officers are becoming more hesitant to engage in activities that may result in negative 
interactions with the public after receiving body cameras, and are replacing these activities with ones that 
are potentially more positive or community-oriented. 

The findings I detailed today emphasize the need for patrol officer supervisors to proactively review 
metrics on individual officer BWC activations across a host of different policing activities, as well as how 
those activities may change after implementation. Many studies, including some from the Urban Institute,6 
have looked into how BWCs might affect community attitudes and views toward the officer and police. But 
for BWCs to be most successful, supervisors need training and policies to hold officers accountable, not just 
in wearing the cameras, but also in how and when the cameras are used. These capabilities for supervisors 
do not currently exist in policing practice. Thank you for your time.   
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