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SOCIAL INNOVATION NARRATIVES

Confirmation bias: A barrier to 
community policing 
Michael D. Schlosser,* Jennifer K. Robbennolt,† Daniel M. Blumberg,‡ and Konstantinos Papazoglou§

ABSTRACT

This is a very challenging time for police–community relations, one characterized by a mutual lack of trust between police 
and citizens. But trust is an important tenet of effective community policing. Trust between police and communities can 
result in better problem solving, fewer legal violations by citizens, less frequent use of force by the police, less resistance 
by citizens during arrests, greater willingness to share information, less inclination to riot, and greater willingness of 
community members and police to cooperate. One key obstacle to fostering trust between the community and police is 
confirmation bias—the tendency for people to take in information and process it in a way that confirms their current 
preconceptions, attitudes, and beliefs. Recognizing and addressing confirmation bias, therefore, plays a critical role in  
fostering more productive engagement. If we are to improve police–community relations and co-create a way forward, learn-
ing to approach debates with open minds, an awareness of the lens of our own perspectives, commitment to considering 
the opposite, and the goal of listening with curiosity are essential.
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INTRODUCTION

This is a challenging time for police–community relations. Citi-
zens and police officers lack trust in each other (Pew Research 
Center, 2020). Trust-building through community policing 
has been hampered by a global pandemic (Montgomery, 2020). 
And trust has been undermined by highly publicized incidents 
in which officers have used deadly force on black and brown  
men and women.

These use-of-force incidents have become flashpoints in 
police–community relations. Although most arrests are made 
without using force, many prominent use-of-force incidents 
have involved the use of deadly force, including some in which 
the use of force was unlawful. At the extremes, citizens and 
police officers may agree that a particular use of force was 
appropriate or inappropriate, lawful or unlawful. However, 
in many cases citizens and police officers view these incidents 
quite differently. On the one hand, officers tend to justify the 
use of force by focusing on the possible risks of not using force. 
Citizens, by contrast, see the same use of force as excessive 
and unnecessary. These strong and opposing views contribute 
to an “us against them” mentality.

It is critical for citizens and law enforcement to develop 
mutual trust so that they can work together to identify needs, 

reduce crime, solve community problems, and enhance 
quality of life. While such “community policing” initiatives 
are vital, basic differences in how events are understood 
can make it difficult for the community and police to work 
together. Indeed, the divergent and often strongly held 
understandings, beliefs, and attitudes of police officers and 
community members create obstacles to advancing the goals 
of community policing. Understanding the ways in which 
“confirmation bias” influences our perceptions and interpre-
tations of what we experience can help us make progress in 
this regard.

What is Confirmation Bias?
Confirmation bias is the tendency for people to receive infor-
mation and process it in a way that confirms their current 
preconceptions, attitudes, and beliefs (Nickerson, 1998). We 
seek out, pay closer attention to, and better remember infor-
mation consistent with our own preferences and beliefs. By 
contrast, we tend to avoid, discount, and forget information 
that challenges those beliefs and preferences (Klayman & 
Ha, 1987). When information is ambiguous, we are adept at 
interpreting it in ways that concur with our preconceptions, 
attitudes, and beliefs. These processes are an inherent and 
often unconscious part of our human cognition.
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Take an example that most of us have experienced—
watching sports. A classic study asked students from rival 
schools to watch a video of a football game between their 
teams and make a variety of assessments. Although students 
watched the same game, their evaluations of the behaviour 
of the players and officiating depended on which school 
they attended. Students’ perceptions and interpretations of 
the action on the field were influenced by their pre-existing 
preferences and loyalties (Hastorf & Cantril, 1954).

In this example, preferences based on team loyalty 
influenced the way fans of opposing teams understood 
what happened on the field. However, our beliefs, attitudes, 
and preferences are wide ranging. We each carry with us a 
set of assumptions and stereotypes about race or ethnicity, 
gender, age, occupation, sexual orientation, how someone  
speaks or dresses, what sports team they like, and so on. 
These assumptions can help us rapidly process a great deal 
of information and make decisions quickly, but they influence 
our judgments in other ways as well. Each of us also has our 
own mix of preferences and hopes and we have each had 
different experiences and developed a variety of attitudes. 
All these aspects of our worldview can unconsciously affect 
our understandings, actions, and decisions. When it comes 
to confirmation bias, it is these attitudes, beliefs, and prefer-
ences that we are prone to confirm and that shape the way 
we perceive and interpret the world.

Confirmation bias influences a range of perceptions 
and judgments, many of which are more directly relevant 
to police–community relations than how we watch football. 
Consider a different example. In another more tightly con-
trolled study, people were asked to watch a video of a protest 
and evaluate whether the protesters were blocking access, the 
risk of violence, and the extent to which they were engaging 
in persuasion or intimidation. Half of the participants were 
told that the protest occurred outside an abortion clinic; the 
other half were told that it occurred at a campus recruitment 
centre to protest the military’s “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy. 
Although they watched the same recording, people with dif-
ferent pre-existing views on these two issues interpreted the 
protests and protesters differently. Protest activity was judged 
more favourably when the purpose of the demonstration was 
consistent with participants’ views on that issue and more 
negatively when the purpose of the protest conflicted with 
their views. In other words, people seeing the same video 
footage judged the risk of violence differently depending 
on their attitude toward the issue motivating the protest 
(Kahan et al., 2012).

Similar findings come from research that explores how 
people perceive and interpret video evidence of interactions 
between police officers and citizens. How people assess the 
interaction and their judgments about the officer are influ-
enced by their prior attitudes towards the police (Granot  
et al., 2014), stereotypes (Salerno & Sanchez, 2020), and other 
attitudes and beliefs (Jones et al., 2017; see also Granot et al., 
2018). Police officers are inclined to look for circumstances to 
justify the use of force, emphasize the risks of not using force, 
and focus on the moment at which force was used. Citizens, 
by contrast, typically focus on how force could have been 
avoided and on the interactions leading up to the point at 
which force was used. In addition, police officers are more 
likely to focus on whether the use of force was legal, whereas 

citizens’ judgments of legitimacy draw on perceptions that go 
beyond the question of legality (Celestin & Kruschke, 2019;  
Meares et al., 2015).

Other studies have shown that confirmation bias can 
influence the trajectory of a police investigation (Charman 
et al., 2017; O’Brien, 2009), the ways in which suspects are 
interrogated (Hill et al., 2008; Kassin et al., 2003; Lidén et al., 
2018; Narchet et al., 2010), and how jurors and judges make  
decisions (Goodman-Delahunty et al., 1998; Lidén et al., 
2019). In addition, we tend to pay more attention to and find 
more credibility in news and research that support the things 
that we believe and want to be true, while downplaying 
information that opposes our worldview (Lord et al., 1979).

One aspect of confirmation bias that can make it particu-
larly harmful to good relations is that, although it is a human 
phenomenon and has a pervasive influence on perceptions 
and judgments, it is hard to realize that it is happening. It 
feels as if we are experiencing the world as it is—that our 
perceptions are objective (Ross & Ward, 1996). These feelings 
of objectivity make it difficult to appreciate that what we see  
and experience is significantly influenced by our perspective. 
Indeed, we each experience a “bias blind spot,” typically 
finding it easier to recognize these sorts of influences on 
other people’s thinking and judgment than on our own (Pronin 
et al., 2004).

Confirmation Bias and Community Policing
Various forms of community policing have long been adopted 
in the United States and other countries. The terms used to 
describe this set of practices, including police–community 
relations, community-oriented policing, and simply com-
munity policing, have varied over time. But no matter the  
name, community policing practices reflect the need for the 
police to work with the community to not only prevent and 
solve crimes, but also improve the quality of life for everyone 
in their jurisdictions. As the President’s Task Force on 21st 
Century Policing (2015, p. 45) puts it, law enforcement and 
communities need to “co-produce public safety.”

Community policing is both a philosophy and a set of real 
actions. The Office of Community Oriented Policing Services 
(2003, p. 2) defines community policing as “a philosophy that 
promotes organizational strategies that support the system-
atic use of partnerships and problem-solving techniques to  
proactively address the immediate conditions that give rise 
to public safety issues such as crime, social disorder, and fear of  
crime.” According to Lawrence and McCarthy (2013), the three 
essential components of community policing are organiza-
tional transformation, community partnerships, and problem 
solving. Community policing requires officers and citizens 
to be willing to meet, discuss issues, and collaborate to solve 
community problems, with police officers at all levels (Admin-
istrative, Command, Sergeants, and Patrol Officers) developing  
relationships and collaborating with community members 
and community organizations (e.g., local governments, schools, 
churches, businesses, social service agencies).

An essential aspect of community policing is trust: 
citizens trusting the police and the police trusting citizens. 
Developing trusting relationships makes both citizens and  
officers safer (Tyler et al., 2015). A trusting relationship between 
the police and community can mean fewer legal violations by  
citizens, less frequent use of force by the police, less resistance  
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by citizens during arrests, greater willingness to share 
information, less inclination to riot, and greater willing-
ness of community members and police to cooperate (Tyler  
et al., 2015).

Confirmation bias can undermine the trust that is central 
to community policing. Different perceptions of events—
whether those events are high-profile encounters or everyday 
interactions—expand the gap between the police and the 
citizens they serve, making it difficult to work from a common 
understanding. Moreover, the bias blind spot makes it hard 
to appreciate that our own perceptions are influenced by our 
worldviews. Because we each feel like we are experiencing 
the world objectively, it is hard to imagine that a reasonable 
person could see the same events so differently. It is then easy 
to conclude that someone who does not see the same facts is 
blind, biased, unreasonable, or worse. Research has found 
that when others disagree with us, we tend to conclude that 
they are biased (Kennedy & Pronin, 2008).

Both sides, therefore, conclude that the other side is biased 
and fail to recognize the influences of confirmation bias on 
their own thinking. This can lead each side to see the differ-
ences as wider than they are, the conflict as more extensive, 
and cooperation as likely to be less productive. It can also 
lead both sides to treat each other in ways unlikely to lead 
to finding common ground. The result can be a downward 
spiral (Kennedy & Pronin, 2008; Robinson et al., 1995). These 
patterns interfere with productive conversations and the 
kind of police–community engagement central to community 
policing efforts.

Addressing Confirmation Bias
How can police officers and community members address the 
effects of confirmation bias in ways that foster more produc-
tive engagement? First, data and video footage can be help-
ful because they can place important limits on the range of  
interpretations that can be drawn. Think back to the football 
fans who “saw” different games. While they made different  
judgments about things like which team was responsible for 
the rough play, whether the nature of the play was unsports-
manlike, and the number of rule violations, few observers 
from either team thought that the game was “clean and fair,” 
and they did see their own team commit at least some rule 
violations (Hastorf & Cantril, 1954). What actually happened 
in the game influenced their perceptions and limited the 
possible interpretations.

The less ambiguous the situation, the less room there is 
for divergent interpretation or justification (Hsee, 1996). Simi-
larly, the more robust the research base, the less likely that 
research will be interpreted in different ways. As MacCoun 
(1998, p. 281) notes, few people “see whatever they want in the 
data. The available evidence constrains our interpretations…
and the stronger and more comprehensive the evidence, the 
less wiggle room available for bias.” 

This intuition helps explain why members of both groups 
may welcome body cameras. Police officers and community 
members may have different beliefs about what body cameras 
are likely to reveal. Cops may expect that the cameras will 
show them acting appropriately, while citizens may expect 
such cameras to reveal misconduct. But both groups share an 
expectation that the footage will reduce disagreement about 
what happened.

Simply presenting new data or relying on camera footage 
may be insufficient given that confirmation bias means that 
different people can look at the same research or videos and 
come to different conclusions. But data and camera footage 
place some bounds on interpretation: “People do not seem 
to be at liberty to conclude whatever they want to conclude 
merely because they want to.…[P]eople motivated to arrive  
at a particular conclusion attempt to be rational and to construct 
a justification of their desired conclusion that would persuade a  
dispassionate observer. They draw the desired conclusion only 
if they can muster up the evidence necessary to support it” 
(Kunda, 1990, pp. 482–483). When a more robust body of evidence  
is available, understandings are more likely to converge.

Second, research has also found that one way to reduce 
the effect of confirmation bias is to explicitly “consider the 
opposite” (Kray & Galinsky, 2003; Lord et al., 1984). In other 
words, it is useful to consciously reflect on what a situation 
would look like from another vantage point, to deliberately 
look for aspects of a situation that could be interpreted dif-
ferently, to look for evidence inconsistent with one’s hopes 
or expectations, and to consider how one would evaluate 
the quality of a research study if it had come to the opposite 
conclusion. These sorts of active strategies are more effective 
at reducing reliance on preconceptions than simply trying to 
“be unbiased.” Recognizing that our perspective influences 
our perceptions and that the bias blind spot clouds our ability 
to see our own biases can help motivate this active search for 
broader insights.

Third, and relatedly, this process of considering the 
opposite is likely to be the most effective when departmental 
culture supports disclosure and is open to acknowledging 
error, and when members of the police and community engage 
with each other, exchange information about their perspec-
tives, and actively listen (Eyal et al., 2018). When people feel 
misunderstood, it is hard to work together. But when people 
feel that their perspective is understood by the other side, 
increased trust and more positive intentions towards each 
other are more likely (Livingstone et al., 2020). Listening also 
tends to lead to more listening on the other side and makes it 
more possible to grapple with complexity (Itzchakov et al.,  
2017). This highlights the importance of engaging from a  
curiosity-oriented stance directed at learning more about 
each other’s contrasting perspectives, even if the two groups 
ultimately continue to see things differently.

The Role of Law Enforcement
Police leaders committed to improving relations with the 
community must understand and address confirmation 
bias. A first step is to understand why confirmation bias 
exists and how it can impact officers’ performance. As is the 
case for members of all professions, career is often central to 
police officers’ identity. When the issues involved are closely 
connected with one’s self-concept in this way, confirmation 
bias is even more likely to occur (Kunda, 1990; Sharot, 2017). 
This is because it can be difficult to simultaneously maintain 
a positive self-concept as a member of a profession sworn to 
serve and protect the community and recognize that fellow 
officers or practices of the profession have caused harm to 
the community or the profession (Tavris & Aronson, 2020). 

Because the police occupy a position of authority, they bear 
the weight of responsibility for developing and maintaining 
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good relations with the community. Training in the academy,  
mandated continuing education classes, and police news out-
lets all present opportunities for helping officers understand 
how their perspectives influence their perceptions, how con-
firmation bias interferes with good policing and contributes to 
a lack of trust, and how to take steps to recognize and address  
these influences.

Police leaders can adopt specific strategies to address 
confirmation bias. This should begin in the recruiting and 
hiring phase, with greater attention paid to the breadth of 
experiences of job applicants. The narrower an individual’s 
pre-existing beliefs and experiences, the more likely he or 
she is to take a narrow view of new information. Agencies, 
therefore, should seek to hire applicants with wide-ranging 
experiences. Background investigation, for example, could 
identify evidence of diversity in applicants’ friendships, work 
experiences, and group memberships or affiliations (Blumberg 
et al., 2014); a demonstrable willingness to engage with and 
maintain broad networks across race and ethnicity, gender, 
nationality, religion, disability, or sexual orientation; and a 
sense of curiosity. In California, a 2020 bill was signed into 
law that directs every law enforcement agency to “review 
the job description that is used in the recruitment and hiring 
of those peace officers and…make changes that emphasize 
community-based policing, familiarization between law 
enforcement and community residents, and collaborative 
problem solving, while de-emphasizing the paramilitary 
aspects of the job” (California Legislative Information, 2020, 
para. 13651). Leaders from agencies nationally should con-
sider ways to adopt these guidelines. One unintended benefit 
of this approach may be to reduce the negative impact of 
confirmation bias among newly hired police officers.

Law enforcement agencies can also take steps to address 
confirmation bias during training. As agencies incorporate ini-
tiatives to improve policing practices and police–community 
relations, such as increased transparency and accountability, 
use-of-force policies, de-escalation training, implicit bias 
awareness, cultural competency benchmarks, and procedural 
justice (Quattlebaum et al., 2018), greater attention needs to be 
paid to training officers in ways that reinforce these principles 
and the ways in which traditional training fosters some of 
the problems police leaders are trying to correct (Blumberg 
et al., 2020). With regard to confirmation bias, officers can be 
taught to recognize that things are not always the way they 
initially appear and should practice testing their assump-
tions about the reasons underlying someone’s behaviour or 
demeanor during an encounter. Training can focus on pro-
ducing independent thinkers and creative problem-solvers  
by “increas(ing) opportunities for recruits’ autonomous 
decision-making” (Blumberg et al., 2019, p. 5). Building skills 
associated with mental flexibility and the ability to recognize 
and adapt to ambiguity can increase recruits’ capacity to 
consider alternative perspectives and interpretations.

In addition to training that makes police officers aware 
of the ways in which confirmation bias can impact their own 
perceptions and behaviour, it is critical for officers to be aware 
that community members will come into encounters with law  
enforcement with their own existing perspectives, includ-
ing a range of different experiences with and expectations 
about law enforcement. These experiences and expectations  
can shape citizens’ behaviour for reasons that may not be 

transparent to the officers. Considering alternative explana-
tions for and testing assumptions about such behaviour is 
important. In addition, when an officer’s demeanor, body 
language, tone of voice, and actions reinforce negative 
expectations, situations can escalate quickly. In addition to 
teaching de-escalation and non-escalation skills, training and 
supervision must focus on ways in which officers can build 
and reinforce positive, rather than negative, public expecta-
tions. Other promising philosophies and training include 
procedural justice and fair and impartial policing.

Implementing trauma-informed practice that “realizes 
the widespread impact of trauma and understands potential 
paths for recovery; recognizes the signs and symptoms of 
trauma in clients, families, staff, and others involved with 
the system; and responds by fully integrating knowledge 
about trauma into policies, procedures, and practices, and 
seeks to actively resist re-traumatization” (SAMHSA, 2014, 
p. 9) would fundamentally alter the way in which police 
officers think about and interact with members of the com-
munity. A trauma-informed approach is service-oriented 
and compassionate and encourages officers to consider (and 
ask) “what has happened to you?” rather than approaching 
community members with the mindset of “what’s wrong with 
you?” (Blumberg et al., 2020, p. 9). Officers with a trauma-
informed mindset approach members of the community, 
including victims, perpetrators, and witnesses, in a respect-
ful, compassionate manner, appreciating that part of their 
responsibility is to do what they can to avoid traumatizing or 
re-traumatizing others. Effectively teaching and implement-
ing practices like this can expand the ways in which officers 
and community members see each other and decrease the 
negative bases for confirmation bias.

CONCLUSION

It is imperative that law enforcement agencies collaborate 
with scholars, policy makers, and community members to 
develop comprehensive training programs that address 
confirmation bias in police work. To this end, the training of 
police recruits, early career police officers, and administrators 
should make clear that police work is not just about fighting  
crime or using force. Instilling a sense of the nuanced contexts 
of policing and the broad range of circumstances that officers 
may encounter can provide a broader base of expectations and 
beliefs in which to root interpretation and decisions. Failing 
to clearly provide this perspective early in police careers risks 
interpretation and decisions that are more likely to confirm 
more narrow and unfounded assumptions. An ongoing 
organizational environment that supports and reinforces this 
perspective is also essential. 

Law enforcement researchers should further explore the 
circumstances and expectations that ground confirmation bias 
in policing. More nuanced exploration of how factors such as a 
citizen’s racial or ethnic cultural background influence officers’ 
perceptions, interpretations, reactions, and decision-making 
through confirmation bias is important. The circumstances 
in which confirmation bias may be less likely to occur should 
also be explored. It would furthermore be valuable to explore 
differences in the bases for and operation of confirmation bias 
among officers from different cultural backgrounds. In addi-
tion, research should explore how evidence-based training 
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programs might best help officers address confirmation bias, 
hence minimizing the likelihood that pre-existing attitudes 
and expectations will interfere with their decision-making 
in the line of duty or broadening the base of expectations on 
which they can draw. Studies that explore all of these issues 
will help inform strategies for addressing and mitigating 
confirmation bias as part of police work.

Recognizing and addressing confirmation bias is only one 
step in a much larger process of reform. But it is a step that can 
help pave the way to a better understanding, increased trust, 
and more effective collaboration. Confirmation bias is deeply 
embedded in all of us. If we are to improve police–community 
relations and co-create a way forward, learning to approach 
these debates with open minds, an awareness of the lens of 
our own perspective, a commitment to consider the opposite, 
and the goal of listening with curiosity are essential.
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