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A recent Quinnipiac University poll brought good news to New Yorkers and their new police commissioner.
Since April, police approval ratings jumped from 17% to 31% in the African-American community, from 33%
to 39% among Latinos and from 43% to 50% overall. Bernard Kerik, commissioner since August, quickly
claimed credit, saying improving public confidence is the cornerstone of his policing strategy.

Indeed, if done carefully, Kerik's ambitious citizen-centered program for police managers could set a national
example. But success depends on understanding what is needed to bring confidence levels up.

Lower crime rates don't automatically yield higher public approval ratings. Crime has declined nationally eight
years in a row, to the lowest levels in a generation. As it went down, confidence in police crimefighting
abilities went up, but public approval of the police as an institution remained constant.

What factors, then, might influence the public's approval of their police? Ample research now confirms that
police must pay attention to the difficult issues of race, political powerlessness, poverty and respect.

African-Americans, for instance, have about half the level of confidence in police as whites, according to
national polls. But poverty and powerlessness may matter even more than race. Sociologist Robert Sampson
reports, for instance, that whites living in poor, high-crime neighborhoods are just as hostile toward the police
as blacks. A Vera Institute of Justice study in Jackson Heights, Queens, finds that immigrant communities,
poorly represented in local politics, have less confidence in police than do their politically empowered black
and Italian neighbors.

Finally, respect is key to trust in police. When officers explain their actions, listen well and act professionally,
respect for police increases measurably.

But identifying these factors is far easier than dealing with them. For that, two strategies are
essential—engagement and measurement. Kerik's plan builds on both, beginning with the requirement that
precinct commanders, special units and other key staff engage in community problem solving.

In Chicago, home to an ambitious community policing initiative now in its fifth year, public ratings of police
responsiveness, effectiveness and demeanor are up 12 to 20 percentage points. The initiative emphasizes
discussions with residents about crime and disorder. Contrary to stereotypes, attendance at community
meetings was highest in some of the poorest and most crime-ridden neighborhoods.

The Kerik plan also invites day-to-day public scrutiny. Kerik will commission an independent survey of the
"customers" of police services, ranging from people who ask police for help to those stopped and frisked on
the street. Repeated regularly, these service indicators could become as important as crime statistics in
measuring police effectiveness.

To succeed, these surveys must be independent and open to public scrutiny, and cover all possible friction
points (arrests, warrant enforcement and 911 calls, for example). They must reflect local conditions, not just
citywide averages, and give priority to groups with frequent police contact, such as young people or crime
victims.

A credible, effective confidence-building system could transform police work. Officers would be evaluated on
the quality of their public encounters. Managers would be promoted if customer satisfaction increased. The
public would get regular reports on the professionalism of their police.

And why not make New York the model? The NYPD pioneered crimefighting strategies and accepted
accolades for creating a safer city, only to watch public trust shatter after high-profile shootings and
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accolades for creating a safer city, only to watch public trust shatter after high-profile shootings and
disclosure of excessive street tactics. Just as the city was a leader in curbing crime, it can now lead the way in
boosting confidence in the police.
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