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Introduction 

As policymakers and the public consider how best to address crime nationwide, deeper insights 
on policing should guide decisions about its funding and role in the provision of public safety.1 
An assumption that policing is cost-effective may guide decisions to provide law enforcement 
with additional resources, yet a range of policing activities can result in “social costs of policing”: 
people suffering physical and behavioral health problems; losing educational opportunities, 
jobs, housing, and transportation; and withdrawing from civic engagement.2 These effects stem 
not only from violent interactions with police, but also from indirect exposure to routine 
policing activities; for instance, living in a neighborhood where police stop many people on the 
street. Even being arrested but not convicted and not having any continuing criminal legal 
system involvement can cause significant harm. 

This evidence brief seeks to fill a critical gap in understanding the benefits and costs of 
relying on policing as a primary approach to safety. When we measure what effect policing has 
on public safety, we must include the social costs of policing that make communities less healthy 
and prosperous, and consider whether the crime reduction benefits that policing can provide 
may be achieved through less costly means. The American Public Health Association has 
declared police violence—which often stems from encounters over minor infractions—a public 
health issue.3 Beyond acts of police brutality, routine law enforcement actions such as arrests 
and street stops can also destabilize communities. Such activities are common: in the United 
States, more than nine million arrests are made annually—one every three seconds—though 80 
percent of those are for low-level offenses, and only five percent are for serious violent crimes.4 
Responding to social problems through policing is a policy choice, and arrests and other routine 
law enforcement activities can have negative consequences for public safety.  

Traditional cost-benefit analyses, which do not typically consider the social costs of policing, 
usually find policing to be “cost-effective,” meaning it creates benefits that exceed its costs. 
These studies calculate government spending on policing (the cost side of the equation) and 
subtract it from the savings attributed to policing-driven crime reductions (the benefit side of 
the equation) to determine the net value to attribute to public safety benefits that policing 
returns. Studies that adopt this framework typically show that, due to crime prevention, policing 
saves more than it costs.5 However, omitting the collateral consequences of policing from cost-
benefit analyses can result in overestimation of the benefits of policing and mislead 
policymakers about the effectiveness of policing in improving community safety and well-
being.6 The harm of this omission is compounded because the social costs of American policing 
are primarily and unjustly borne by Black communities and other communities of color.  

The social costs of policing reviewed here include 
 

 Damage to the health of individuals and communities, including 
increased rates of physical and psychological stress, adult depression, reduced 
teenage mental wellness, as well as direct and vicarious trauma from negative 
police encounters and violence 
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 Suppression of educational achievement among teens, including poorer 
academic performance, decreased high school graduation rates, and fewer 
affected people enrolling in college 

 Harm to economic security, such as higher rates of job loss, stigma in hiring, 
and financial and housing instability 

 Reductions in civic participation and community engagement, such as 
people avoiding public institutions like banks and hospitals, decreasing their 
voting and political participation, and organizing less with their neighbors to 
informally solve neighborhood problems 

 
Research reveals that the social costs and collateral consequences of policing are akin to the 

social costs of crime to society and should therefore be considered in parallel. For example, 
childhood learning can be negatively impacted by exposure to both neighborhood gun violence 
and a high rate of police stops.7 It should not be ignored that adopting anticrime strategies like 
this one can produce harms similar to crime. Thus, a holistic assessment of the social benefits 
and costs of policing relative to other non-punitive approaches should inform decisions about 
how to invest in community safety. Nonpunitive approaches—such as employment programs, 
affordable housing, access to health care including mental health services, as well as 
improvements to infrastructure like adding street lighting, green space, and other public 
services—can improve public safety without harmful collateral consequences for communities.8  
 

Health 

Encounters with police can be stressful and traumatic events triggering adverse mental health 
effects. When policing is part of the everyday ecosystem of a neighborhood, community health 
can suffer. This is often most evident in heavily policed communities of color, where encounters 
with police can repeat and reinforce centuries of racial discrimination and the historical failures 
of the state to keep people in these neighborhoods safe. Contact with law enforcement in these 
neighborhoods also has a cumulative effect, exacerbating the trauma of previous bad 
experiences and magnifying feelings of sadness, fear, and anger at the thought of future negative 
encounters. When policing is unfair, people’s accounts of such experiences spread through social 
networks and harm the health of even residents who are not personally subject to police contact. 
Processing traumatic stress can also be more difficult for youth, especially for those with 
strained family networks or those yet to learn protective and healthy coping mechanisms. All of 
this can distort cognitive growth and development. 

Twenty-five studies reviewed by the Vera Institute of Justice (Vera) provide evidence of the 
effects of policing on a host of health outcomes including anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD), suicidal ideation, depression, and psychotic episodes. (See Appendix B: The Social 
Costs of Policing Study Matrix, available online.) These studies document the negative effect 
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policing has on individual and population health, as well as the disparate impact of policing on 
Black and Latinx communities. 
 

People who face police violence or brutality experience 
the most severe mental health trauma, but whole 
communities suffer as well 

Studies show that police killings can be detrimental to the mental health of entire communities. 
For example, Jacob Bor, Atheendar S. Venkataramani, David R. Williams, and Alexander C. Tsai 
found a 3.3 percent increase in reported poor mental health days among Black people associated 
with each police killing of an unarmed Black person that occurred in their state of residence in 
the previous three months.9 This contributed to 55 million additional poor mental health days 
per year among Black American adults, similar to the mental health burden of diabetes.10 The 
study found no corresponding impact on white people, and killings of armed civilians did not 
affect mental health at all, regardless of race.11 Desmond Ang found in a 2021 paper that Los 
Angeles high school students who lived near the site of a recent police killing were twice as likely 
to report feeling unsafe outside of school in the year following the event, which led to a 
significant increase in the number of students classified as suffering from emotional disturbance 
(ED) each year.12 

Although police killings have prompted widespread public condemnation and protest, 
nonfatal police violence also negatively impacts psychological health.13 Jordan E. DeVylder and 
colleagues, in a 2017 paper, used national survey data and found that people who had a 
physically violent encounter with police were 77 percent more likely to suffer psychotic 
experiences, which include delusional moods, paranoia, and hallucinations.14 Those who had 
experienced police violence were also 4.5 times more likely to attempt suicide in the year 
following the incident and 10.7 times more likely when police had used a weapon.15 Each 
additional experience of physical or sexual violence by police increased reports of psychotic 
episodes. Communities of color and LGBTQ+ people were more likely to face physical and 
sexual violence, as well as threatening and intimidating behavior. As a result, compared to the 
general population, these communities had greater odds of experiencing psychological distress 
and suicidal ideation, and were at greater risk of dying by suicide. Nicholas A. Smith and his 
colleagues collected reports from adult patients in two Chicago medical clinics about their 
experiences with both police and community violence.16 They measured hypervigilance, a state 
of “abnormally heightened alertness, especially to potential threats or perceived dangers.”17 
Their results indicated that exposure to police violence was associated with a 9.8 percentage 
point increase in hypervigilance, nearly twice the increase associated with exposure to 
community violence.18 Although merely experiencing a police stop was not associated with 
higher levels of hypervigilance, exposure to actual or threatened death or serious injury during a 
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stop predicted hypervigilance scores 20 percentage points higher than for people who did not 
report a traumatic police stop.19 Increases in hypervigilance were also associated with higher 
blood pressure.20 
 

Police violence, as well as street stops, can heighten 
anxiety, stress, and even sleep disturbance in children 
and adolescents 

Police contact can have a pronounced effect on children’s anxiety and stress. Christopher R. 
Browning and a group of colleagues studied levels of the stress hormone cortisol in 2021 in 
Columbus, Ohio–area children. The researchers found that the cortisol levels in Black boys who 
lived near the site of a recent incident in which police killed a resident were 46 percent higher 
than cortisol levels of those who did not live near such an incident.21 Cortisol levels were 
unchanged for Black girls and white youth.22 

Because adolescent brains are in a highly impressionable stage of cognitive development, 
police contact can harm children even more than adults. This can happen at a very young age. 
Amanda Geller found in a 2017 working paper that across 20 U.S. cities, the average age at 
which youth were first stopped was between 12 and 13.23 Although 95 percent of teens who had 
been stopped reported five or fewer stops, teens in the top percentile of stops were stopped 
between 14 and 50 times.24  

Studies have consistently demonstrated that negative experiences during stops—for 
example, when students were handcuffed with no arrest made, when officers used harsh 
language or racial slurs, or when police used force or threatened to do so—have been associated 
with worse mental health.25 For example, Dylan B. Jackson and colleagues used national survey 
data in 2019 to find that youth who reported hearing racial slurs during a police stop scored 
substantially higher on tests evaluating social stigma and posttraumatic stress compared to 
youth who did not encounter racial animus during a police stop.26 

Studies have also demonstrated that adolescents stopped by police report greater levels of 
anxiety, depression, stress, and PTSD-related symptoms. Jaquelyn L. Jahn and her colleagues 
found in a 2020 paper that Black and white girls who experienced two or more police stops in 
the prior six months had depression and poor mental health scores that were substantially 
higher than those of girls who were never stopped.27 Both Black and white girls who had been 
stopped two or more times had lower emotional, psychological, and social well-being scores, 
with Black girls and girls with an incarcerated parent suffering the worst.28  

Policing can have a harmful effect on adolescent sleep and stress as well. For example, in a 
2020 study, Dylan B. Jackson and another group of colleagues found that youth who had been 
stopped multiple times by police had 140 percent greater odds of suffering from sleep 
deprivation and 100 percent greater odds of having trouble sleeping most nights of the week.29 
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The odds of sleep problems increased by 97 percent for youth who reported “multiple forms of 
vicarious exposure to police stops,” which included both witnessing and personally knowing 
someone stopped by police.30 Even being stopped by police only a single time led to sleep 
deprivation and trouble sleeping.31  
 

Policing can cause increased physical and psychological 
harm to both communities and individuals as it increases 
in intrusiveness and becomes a persistent feature of 
everyday life 

Research has shown that police stops increased stress in Black college students in the Midwest 
and anxiety and PTSD-related symptoms in young men in New York City and Chicago.32 As the 
rate of police stops, searches, and use of force on civilians rises, a host of individual health 
measures suffer. 

For example, in a 2016 paper, Abigail A. Sewell, Kevin A. Jefferson, and Hedwig Lee found 
that men who live in New York City neighborhoods where police engaged in higher rates of use 
of force and frisks were more likely to report psychological distress.33 In neighborhoods where 
men faced a 7.7 percent increased risk of police using force against a pedestrian, they were 7 
percent more likely to report severe feelings of nervousness.34 In neighborhoods where men 
faced a 9 percent increased risk of being frisked, they were 11 percent more likely to report 
severe nervousness and 17 percent more likely to report more severe feelings of worthlessness.35 
In a separate 2016 study, Sewell and Jefferson also showed that more frequent use of stop, 
question, and frisk (SQF) came with costs for physical well-being: within a neighborhood, a 9 
percent increased risk of being frisked increased the odds of a diabetes diagnosis by 11.7 percent, 
increased the odds of a high blood pressure diagnosis by 17.2 percent, and increased the odds of 
having an asthmatic episode by 14.8 percent.36 Research consistently demonstrates that the 
negative impacts of experiences with police on health outcomes become worse the more the 
experiences are repeated. For example, Sirry Alang, Donna McAlpine, and Malcolm McClain 
used national survey data in a 2021 paper to demonstrate that people who experienced police 
stops that they perceived as negative and unnecessary had 37 percent greater odds of reporting a 
depressed mood and 43 percent greater odds of reporting anxiety compared to those with no 
negative police encounters.37 Some studies found a cumulative deleterious health effect from 
more frequent contact with law enforcement. Jana Hirschtick and her colleagues found in their 
2018 study that men in Chicago who had experienced at least 15 police stops were three times as 
likely to have PTSD symptoms.38 While their focus was on arrests rather than stops, in a 2017 
publication, Naomi F. Sugie and Kristin Turney found that an arrest was associated with a 12 to 
14.3 percent decline in mental health, made worse with each additional arrest.39 
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Health effects of police stops are racially disparate: Black 
and brown people are more likely to suffer from anxiety 
or depression and worry about police brutality   

Recent studies have identified racially disparate consequences of policing on depression.40 
Abhery Das and colleagues studied data from five states and found in a 2021 paper that 
depression-related emergency department visits among Black people increased 11 percent 
during the three months following a police shooting of an unarmed Black civilian in their 
county.41 Lisa Bowleg, writing in 2020 with four colleagues, observed that for Black men in 
Washington, DC, negative encounters with the police, and efforts to avoid the police altogether, 
led to higher rates of depression.42 In a 2021 paper, Sophie I. Leib and her colleagues examined 
the impact of policing on a developmental process by which children report declining depression 
as they age. They found that when Black teens were subjected to more police stops, their 
reported depression rates did not decline as much as those of other teens.43 In addition, 
perceived disrespect by police during the stops made this depression worse.44 

The prospect that Black people or their family members will be treated poorly by police can 
also contribute to depression, anxiety, and sleep-related difficulties. In their 2017 paper, Fleda 
Mask Jackson, Sherman A. James, Tracy Curry Owens, and Alpha F. Bryan demonstrated that 
Black pregnant women from the metropolitan Atlanta area who anticipated that their children 
would have negative experiences with the police were more likely to suffer from depression.45 
Women who agreed that Black youth face a higher risk than other children of having negative 
experiences with police experienced antenatal depression symptoms at a rate almost 12 times 
higher than those who did not.46 Dylan B. Jackson and Kristin Turney found that the mothers of 
children who were stopped by police were 69 percent more likely to report depression-related 
sleep difficulties and 79 percent more likely to have anxiety-related sleep difficulties.47 Even a 
single police stop was associated with a substantial increase in both depression- and anxiety-
related sleep problems for mothers.48 As youth experienced higher levels of stigma and trauma 
associated with a stop, their mothers experienced increased sleep disturbance. Using national 
survey data, Sirry Alang and her colleagues found that people who reported that they sometimes 
worry that they or someone close to them will be a victim of police brutality were 32 percent 
more likely to report a depressed mood and 40 percent more likely to report anxiety than those 
who reported that they never worry about police violence.49 For those who reported that they 
always worry about police brutality, these figures increased to 113 percent greater odds of 
depression and 138 percent greater odds of anxiety.50 In this study, among people who had 
negative experiences with police, Black and Latinx people were more likely to suffer from 
depression than white people.51 
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Education 

Pervasive police presence in the neighborhood that children grow up in or in the schools they 
attend can undermine their academic growth. Research shows that socioeconomically 
disadvantaged communities, particularly communities of color, are most likely to experience 
intensive policing.52 An arrest or other negative encounter with police is a fundamentally 
disruptive experience, particularly for children. It can cause students to miss school or fall 
behind on schoolwork, face harsher treatment from family and broader support networks, and 
carry a criminal record that looms when they apply to college or for employment. Pervasive 
police contact during adolescence increases the chances that these interactions will turn punitive 
through an arrest or other formal sanctions, which can lead to harsher treatment at school, 
especially in institutions with “zero tolerance” disciplinary policies. Teens with these experiences 
typically have lower grade point averages (GPAs), have worse standardized test scores, and take 
less advanced coursework. They are more likely to not complete high school and less likely to 
enroll in college. Furthermore, emerging evidence suggests that the educational outcomes of 
young Black men suffer the most, in part because they are more likely than other young people 
to be stopped, arrested, or mistreated by law enforcement. 
 

A range of encounters with police can impede the 
educational development of youth, leading to lower 
graduation rates 

Nine studies Vera reviewed found evidence that police contact—ranging from street stops to 
arrests to nearby police killings—leads to lower high school graduation and college enrollment 
rates.53 A 2006 study by Jön Bernburg and Marvin Krohn tracked public middle school students 
in Rochester, New York, through the age of 31 and found that compared to youth under the age 
of 16 with no arrests, youth arrested during childhood were more than 70 percent less likely to 
graduate high school.54 Paul Hirschfield, in a 2009 paper, observed outcomes for middle school 
students in Chicago public schools and found that ninth graders who were arrested during the 
first year of the study were more than twice as likely to not complete high school as students 
from the same sample group who were arrested the following year.55 The author concluded that 
an arrest was a “probable and important cause of the ‘graduation crisis.’”56 A 2o12 study by Giza 
Lopes, Marvin Krohn, and Alan J. Lizotte found that an arrest in adolescence more than tripled 
the probability of not obtaining a high school degree.57 A 2016 study by researchers Alex 
Widdowson, Sonja Siennick, and Carter Hay found that an arrest resulted in a 42 percent 
decrease in the probability of young adults attending a four-year college in the year after high 
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school graduation.58 An almost 10 percent gap in college matriculation rates remained even 10 
years after high school graduation.59  
 

Policing can distort school performance and produce 
racial disparities in educational achievement 

Five recent studies examining the effect of a range of police interactions on children’s school 
performance found that policing has a harmful impact on the GPAs and standardized test scores 
of children, particularly Black and Latinx students.60 For example, researchers Joscha Legewie 
and Jeffrey Fagan evaluated the New York City Police Department’s (NYPD’s) Operation Impact 
program, which operated from 2004 to 2012.61 The program sent officers to specific zones in 
precincts with instructions to maximize policing strategies such as SQF and the enforcement of 
public order offenses.62 The authors demonstrated that Operation Impact substantially 
decreased 13- to 15-year-old Black boys’ New York State English Language Arts and 
Mathematics standardized test performance, in part by reducing Black boys’ school attendance 
by an average of 1.35 extra missed school days in a 180-day school year.63 Operation Impact’s 
effect on this measure of educational performance represented about one-fifth of the test score 
gap between Black and white students.64 The authors suggested that the harmful effect of 
policing strategies like Operation Impact may “wipe out the potential benefits” of educational 
programs intended to boost academic achievement.65 

Researchers David S. Kirk and Robert J. Sampson found that Chicago public school students 
who were arrested were 43 percent more likely not to complete high school compared to those 
who were not arrested, and only 16 percent of those arrested went on to enroll in a four-year 
college compared to 35 percent of those with no arrest history.66 A 2020 report by Desmond Ang 
found that local police killings were responsible for nearly 2,000 Black and Latinx students 
dropping out of Los Angeles–area schools from 2002 to 2016.67 In addition to decreasing 
graduation and college enrollment rates, nearby police killings lowered student GPAs.68 
Although there was no statistically significant GPA decrease for white or Asian students, Black 
students experienced an average decrease of 0.038 GPA points on a four-point scale, and Latinx 
students saw an average decrease of 0.030 points.69 Similar to the paper on Operation Impact, 
this study found that GPA decreases due to a police killing of a civilian overshadowed the 
average benefits of several evidence-based education reform policies, including student 
incentives and tutoring.70 

A 2020 working paper by Andrew Bacher-Hicks and Elijah de la Campa assessed SQF 
policing of New York City middle school students outside of school settings and highlighted 
racial inequalities in the social impact of policing.71 An increase in the number of police stops 
appeared to generate moderately improved school safety outcomes for white and Asian students 
but not for Black students.72 The study found that high school graduation and college enrollment 
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rates were reduced as a result of increased use of SQF, but only for Black students, who were far 
more likely to experience SQF—Black youth were 6 percent more likely not to complete high 
school, 5 percent less likely to enroll in college, and 8 percent less likely to remain enrolled.73 In 
contrast, the study found no negative impacts for white and Asian students living in areas where 
the NYPD increased SQF practices.74 The study also found that school absences increased 
primarily for Black students, with the percentage of students missing more than 10 percent of 
school days increasing by 5 percent for Black students for every 29 additional monthly stops in a 
precinct.75 Increased use of SQF was associated with modest increases in school safety (for 
example, a decrease of 4 percent in serious incidents in school), which primarily accrued to 
white and Asian students.76 Ultimately, the paper found that, for Black students, the harmful 
effects of police stops outweighed the benefits to school safety.77 
 

Research suggests that educational development can 
suffer in neighborhoods with a heavy police presence, 
even for students who are not stopped by police  

Even when young people do not have direct encounters with police themselves, the mere fact of 
living in a heavily policed neighborhood—where children witness or hear about their peers’ 
encounters with law enforcement—may be enough to imperil their educational development. 
Using a nationally representative data set in a 2020 study, Aaron Gottlieb and Robert Wilson 
found that, compared to those with no police contact, the GPAs of students who had been 
arrested were 0.31 points lower on a four-point scale.78 Students stopped by police had GPAs 
0.13 points lower, and those with vicarious exposure, who witnessed a stop or knew someone 
who had been stopped, had GPAs 0.08 points lower.79 In addition, Juan Del Toro, Alvin 
Thomas, Ming-Te Wang, and Diane Hughes found in their 2019 working paper that the 
psychological distress and sleep problems that children experience from both direct and 
vicarious police stops help explain why heavily policed students’ academic performance suffers; 
moreover, the study found that these negative mental health outcomes most strongly affected 
students of color.80  
 

Economic Well-Being 

In the United States, 64 percent of men who are unemployed have been arrested by age 35.81 In 
a society where a missed day of work or a criminal record can result in job loss, difficulty finding 
future employment, and housing instability, the repercussions of police encounters like an arrest 
can be profoundly disruptive over the course of a person’s life. As a result, even a single arrest 
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can exacerbate economic inequality and instability. An arrest can decrease long-term economic 
self-sufficiency not just for people who are arrested but for their families and wider social 
networks as well, who rely on mutual assistance to buffer financial precarity. When someone in 
a household loses employment following an arrest, that person’s family may not be able to pay 
for food, housing, or childcare. Financial concerns may worsen if the family needs to pay bail, 
legal fines, or fees, or continue paying bills during case proceedings. These collateral 
consequences can destabilize communities, increasing scarcity in the very neighborhoods that 
have been historically subject to disinvestment and neglect.  
 

People who have experienced an arrest are more likely to 
later be unemployed, lose their jobs, or need public 
assistance 

For a 1998 study, Shawn D. Bushway used national survey data to find that although young 
white men experienced employment gains whether or not they had been arrested, those who 
were never arrested were employed 10.78 (26 percent) more weeks in the previous year 
compared to people who had been arrested for the first time.82 Giza Lopes and colleagues 
Marvin D. Krohn, Alan J. Lizotte, Nicole M. Schmidt, Bob Edward Vásquez, and Jön Gunnar 
Bernburg assessed in a 2012 study multiple waves of survey data measuring seventh- and 
eighth-grade students in Rochester, New York, public schools beginning at 14 years old and 
continuing through 31 years old.83 The study found that an arrest during adolescence had a 
significant indirect effect on several socioeconomic outcomes for respondents more than a 
decade later.84 People arrested between the ages of 21 and 23 were 13 percent more likely to 
receive public assistance and 16 percent more likely to be unemployed between the ages of 29 
and 31 than those with no arrest.85 The study also identified the cascading effects of an 
adolescent arrest throughout one’s life—an arrest in adolescence increased the likelihood of 
being arrested later in young adulthood, and, in turn, young adults with an arrest history were at 
greater risk of unemployment and more likely to be dependent on public assistance benefits 
later in life.86 For example, people arrested between 21 and 23 were more than twice as likely to 
be receiving public assistance at age 29.87 
 

Arrests make it harder to build wealth and access credit 
markets  

Wealth accumulation, including access to lending and credit, is a significant dimension of 
economic and racial inequality.88 Research shows that racial disparities in access to credit have 
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kept Black families and other families of color from accumulating wealth.89 Across racial and 
ethnic groups, families that are low income hold less “good” debt, like mortgages or motor 
vehicle loans that can build long-term net worth, than families that are middle income.90 
Michelle Maroto and Bryan L. Sykes used national survey data to study the impact of an arrest 
on individual net worth, financial assets, and debt accumulation between the ages of 25 and 
30.91 This age range is a critical period for building wealth.92 The study found that financial 
assets declined by 53 percent, and an arrest decreased a person’s financial assets even for people 
with little prior wealth.93 Maroto and Sykes also found that people who were arrested were far 
less likely to get married, which has been shown to increase family wealth and income and 
explains part of the relationship between an arrest and decreased wealth.94 This finding suggests 
that the timing of an arrest in the lifecycle has crucial implications for building material 
prosperity.95 As Sarah Brayne showed in a 2014 paper, an arrest may also lead to “system 
avoidance” behaviors that make people less likely to access banks and other financial 
institutions.96  

Sonja E. Siennick and Alex O. Widdowson published a study in 2020 that used national 
survey data to measure whether an arrest as a juvenile disrupted later wealth accumulation 
during young adulthood, measuring outcomes for 10 types of assets, six types of debt, and net 
worth for respondents at ages 20, 25, and 30.97 For people arrested as juveniles, the total value 
of their assets by age 20 was 20 percent lower than the value of the assets of those who were not 
arrested.98 By age 30, wealth disparities had widened: those who had been arrested as juveniles 
had 47 percent fewer assets, 74 percent less debt—indicating trouble accessing credit—and a net 
worth $17,183 lower than respondents who had not been arrested as juveniles.99 Because not all 
debt affects household finances equally, this study built on previous research by assessing the 
accumulation of different types of debt. It found that people arrested as juveniles held less 
“good” debt, like mortgage loans, which can benefit net worth, but the same amount of “bad” 
debt, such as credit card or other consumer debt, as the control group.100  
 

An arrest can cause stigma that creates barriers to 
employment 

Research has documented over many decades that the stigma associated with having a criminal 
conviction plays a role in limiting employment opportunities for formerly incarcerated people.101 
Even though arrest records that do not result in conviction are readily accessible to employers 
during routine background checks, few studies measure their impact on hiring practices.102 
However, audit studies have revealed significant bias in hiring based on both race and criminal 
record status. Those biases appear to extend to people with even a single arrest resulting in no 
conviction. Christopher Uggen, Mike Vuolo, Sarah Lageson, Ebony Ruhland, and Hilary K. 
Whitham used an experimental audit method to determine that a prior arrest for disorderly 
conduct that resulted in no conviction led to lower job callback rates across races, after factoring 
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in the impact of direct contact with hiring managers.103 An arrest record decreased the odds of a 
callback by 41.4 percent for white people and 36.9 percent for Black people.104 Testers of each 
race saw a 4 percentage point decrease in callbacks when reporting an arrest, which impacted 
Black people more because they had a lower overall callback rate.105 Although the effect of an 
arrest record was less than that of a prison record in similar audit tests, Uggen and his 
colleagues still found that an arrest had a “consequential” effect on job applicants, especially 
considering that racial disparities in arrest rates make Black Americans far more likely to 
experience this stigma.106 
 

Arrests can also have profound effects on housing 
security  

An arrest increases the likelihood of residential instability for young adults, according to a 2021 
study by Cody Warner and Brianna Remster. An arrest causes people both to leave their 
independent housing arrangements sooner than they would have otherwise, and to subsequently 
return to the family home post-arrest because they lack the resources to live on their own.107 
People who were arrested left home 6.3 months earlier and returned home 2.4 months earlier on 
average than those with no system contact.108 Returning to the family home nearly doubled in 
the month after an arrest.109 For those with an arrest history, returning home in any given 
month following an arrest increased by 31 percent.110 But an arrest can also cause young adults 
to leave their family homes prematurely. Leaving the family home increased by 42.3 percent in 
the month following an arrest and leaving home in any given month increased by 11.7 percent 
for people with an arrest history compared to those with no arrest.111 An arrest may warp the 
transition to adulthood by creating residential shocks that exacerbate housing instability. For 
instance, those who have been arrested can be barred from public housing, and family members 
in public housing risk eviction if they permit a relative with an arrest record to reside in the 
home.112 The families of young adults who are arrested may also be forced to allocate resources 
toward legal system costs rather than helping their children achieve independence.  
 

Civic and Social Engagement  

Nearly one-quarter of people in the United States interact in some way with police every year, 
making law enforcement one of the most visible facets of government in people’s everyday 
lives.113 The way police interact with people conveys the value government places on their lives, 
property, and overall well-being. People who have negative encounters with law enforcement 
can feel that they lack agency in shaping the way the state operates, which in turn fosters 
disengagement and alienation that makes participation in civic and social life less likely.114 In 
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recent years, high-profile incidents of police violence in places like Ferguson, Missouri, and 
Minneapolis—and ensuing protests across the country—have been the most visible 
manifestations of public outrage over abusive policing. But what police do on a daily basis—like 
making routine street and traffic stops and arrests for misdemeanor offenses—also erodes trust 
in vital social and civic institutions.  

Extensive research demonstrates that the experiences people have with civic and criminal 
legal institutions impact their perceptions of government and their participation in 
democracy.115 How government actors treat people—and whether people believe that treatment 
to be fair—shapes what people do when they need help, whether they participate in community 
institutions and services, and whether they engage with the democratic process at all.  
 

Arrests can reduce voting, while police stops may 
catalyze demands for political change even as they 
reduce trust in government 

In a 2010 article, researchers Vesla M. Weaver and Amy E. Lerman found that punitive 
interactions between police and the public are a “primary site of civic education” that “depress 
political engagement.”116 They found that arrests had a significant negative impact on several 
aspects of political engagement, including trust in government, voter registration, and voter 
turnout. Their analysis of one nationally representative survey found that people who had been 
arrested were 27.1 percent less likely to vote and 9 percent less likely to have trust in 
government than people with no arrest.117 Weaver and Lerman’s examination of another survey 
found that people who had been arrested were 36.6 percent less likely to be registered to vote 
and 43.2 percent less likely to vote.118 Their results indicated, however, that being stopped and 
questioned by police had two discrete effects on people: those stopped were 14 percent less likely 
to have trust in government, but they were simultaneously 43 percent more likely to participate 
politically.119  
 

Police killings of civilians can mobilize voting among Black 
and Latinx people 

In a study set in Los Angeles, researchers Desmond Ang and Jonathan Tebes found that each 
time a police officer killed a civilian, there was a 5 percent increase in registration and voting in 
the following election in census blocks where the killing occurred, compared to neighboring 
census blocks.120 This increase in voter registration continued for more than a decade after the 
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killing and was driven by the increased likelihood of Black (8 percent more likely) and Latinx (5 
percent more likely) community members registering to vote.121 The voting behavior of white 
and Asian people in the same census blocks remained unchanged.122 The authors also found that 
police killings of unarmed people were far more likely to lead to voting registration gains and 
support for ballot measures related to criminal legal reform than killings of armed people.123 

 As the increase in voter turnout following police shootings suggests, police intrusion and 
violence can spark political engagement not because it is desirable or inspires faith in 
government, but because it fractures it. Outrage over acts of police violence or injustice can 
mobilize demands for political change, while more routine encounters, like an arrest, can stunt 
voting and trust in government. 
 

Arrests and street stops can undermine engagement with 
local government and disrupt informal community 
problem-solving 

Lerman and Weaver analyzed 3 million 311 calls in New York City as a measure of civic 
engagement with the government and found that, in general, as police stops of pedestrians 
increased, 311 service requests increased.124 The authors took this as an indication that people 
are more willing to engage with government when they see government actively engaged in their 
neighborhood.125 However, the researchers found that “surplus stops”—in which people are 
searched or have force used against them without being arrested—led to smaller increases in 311 
calls, and even led to people making fewer safety- or crime-related 311 calls.126 Furthermore, 
police stops in neighborhoods with a higher concentration of Black and Latinx and low-income 
residents were only half as likely to see increased 311 call volume.127 The study also checked 311 
call rates against two benchmarks: the average number of surplus force stops police conducted 
and the number of such stops that would be expected in a precinct where residents shared the 
same demographic characteristics as residents in the observed neighborhoods.128 Calls to 311 
decreased in precincts with above average and above expected numbers of surplus force stops.129 
These findings suggest that communities distinguish between the types of stops police make—
engaging with government more when police make effective stops but retreating from 
engagement in the face of unnecessary stop-and-frisk encounters. 

A study by researcher Amie Schuck found that the intensification of enforcement for low-
level misdemeanor crimes in Chicago impedes communities’ ability to resolve minor conflicts 
and create a safe and orderly environment without state intervention.130 To measure informal 
social control—the individual and collective internalization of social rules and norms that shape 
behavior—the study used a four-item scale developed from prior research. Respondents were 
surveyed about how likely their neighbors would be to intervene if children were spray-painting 
graffiti on a local building; if a fight broke out in front of their house and someone was being 
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beaten; if children were skipping school and hanging out on a street corner; or if the fire station 
closest to their home was threatened with budget cuts. Survey results indicated that a 1 percent 
increase in low-level arrests was associated with a 1.5 percent decrease in the ability of 
neighborhoods to manage disorder and organize to protect vital social services.131 
Neighborhoods with the highest rates of low-level arrests had 25 percent “less capacity for 
informal social control” compared to residents in neighborhoods with the lowest arrest rates for 
the same offenses.132 
 

An arrest can suppress people’s engagement with 
community and social institutions like banks, hospitals, 
and schools 

Researcher Sarah Brayne developed the theory of “system avoidance” based on the impact of 
criminal legal system contact (specifically measuring police stops and arrests) on a person’s 
willingness to engage with social institutions.133 The formal records generated after contact with 
police may increase the risk of system-impacted people being monitored, rearrested, or 
otherwise punished if they engage with private institutions or public welfare agencies that track 
and assess this information. As a result, people may refrain from accessing these services. The 
paper found that people who were stopped and questioned or arrested by the police decreased 
their formal interactions with important social and welfare institutions such as medical, 
financial, civic, and educational institutions.134 People with an arrest had 29 percent lower odds 
of having a bank account, 30 percent higher odds of being out of work or school, and a 29 
percent greater chance of failing to obtain medical care when needed.135 People who were 
stopped and questioned but not arrested had a 33 percent greater chance of failing to obtain 
medical care when needed.136 On the other hand, arrests had no statistically significant effect on 
relationships with “non-surveilling institutions,” such as volunteer and religious 
organizations.137 
 

Conclusion  

This brief provides a comprehensive review of the body of evidence on the social costs of 
policing. Research consistently demonstrates that policing has collateral consequences that 
harm the health, educational development, economic well-being, and civic and social 
engagement of individuals, families, and neighborhoods. In light of this evidence, public policy 
debates about the role and effectiveness of policing in creating public safety must consider the 
downsides of policing interventions. The evidence also shows that the social costs of policing are 
borne more heavily by Black people, who have faced a history of discrimination and violence at 
the hands of law enforcement. Black communities that have suffered from both under-
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protection and disinvestment have the most to gain from public safety strategies that account for 
the social costs of policing, and the most to lose from ignoring these harms. 

Law enforcement practices can impact social well-being even when people have no direct 
contact with police. Policing has ancillary effects that reverberate through communities and can 
linger for many years across the lifetime of residents. Furthermore, policing can cause social 
harm even absent a negative encounter. This reflects the limitations of relying solely on efforts 
to reduce individual instances of police misconduct and violence to curb policing’s social costs. 
Ultimately, policymakers must recognize that there are quantifiable social costs to current 
policing approaches and factor this evidence into decisions on public safety investments. 
 

(Appendix A) About the Social Costs of Policing Literature: 
Methods and Data 

This evidence brief consists of four sections reviewing a combined 46 quantitative empirical 
studies published from 1998 to March 1, 2021, in peer-reviewed journals across a variety of 
disciplines, including sociology, economics, political science, criminology, and epidemiology. 
Only studies focused on the United States, using quantitative methods, assessing a policing 
intervention such as arrest as the key treatment variable, peer-reviewed, and published in the 
last 25 years were included. Although Vera included a 25-year time period, nearly all the 
included studies were published in the past five years.  

To identify relevant studies for this evidence brief, Vera began by establishing a set of search 
terms and accessed several academic search engines and databases to conduct a comprehensive 
survey of the literature. Vera researchers then conducted a title and abstract screening to 
remove irrelevant results. Remaining studies were read in full to determine which met the 
inclusion criteria. Vera researchers checked citations and reference lists in each included study 
to identify research that was not located in Vera’s original search. Included studies were 
subsequently uploaded to Zotero and tagged to generate a working bibliography and observe 
patterns in the literature for this review. Vera grouped the studies into thematic areas, four of 
which arose: economic well-being, health, educational development, and civic engagement. 

During the citation checking process, Vera found four working papers that otherwise met 
our inclusion criteria: Geller, “Policing America’s Children”; Ang and Tebes, “Civic Responses to 
Police Violence”; Del Toro et al., “The Health Related”; and Bacher Hicks and De la Campa, 
“Social Costs.” We determined that these studies were rigorous enough to meet our standard for 
inclusion, but identify them here as not having yet undergone full peer review. Final peer-
reviewed versions of these papers may have been published since the release of this evidence 
brief. 

There are some studies that are related to the research reviewed in this evidence brief, but 
which Vera ultimately excluded. For example, there is a robust literature on the criminogenic 
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effects of criminal legal system contact, including with law enforcement. However, because the 
purpose of this evidence brief is to expand knowledge of public safety cost-benefit analysis 
beyond crime reduction, this literature was not included. In addition, researchers excluded 
studies that looked at the social costs of criminal legal system contact but did not clearly 
disaggregate the effects of policing from other forms of system exposure. Finally, researchers 
excluded studies that did not measure the effects of policing on a specific dimension of 
individual or population-level well-being, but rather on complex social phenomena such as 
gentrification.  

The studies Vera reviewed analyze both longitudinal and cross-sectional data at the 
individual, neighborhood, and population levels, and use robust multivariate regression 
analyses and models, including difference-in-differences and synthetic control approaches. 
Although many of the studies use large, stratified, multi-wave nationally representative surveys 
like the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth and the Fragile Families & Child Wellbeing 
Study,138 others assessed more local survey data or records and employed quasi-experimental 
designs including experimental audit methods, or supplemental approaches such as qualitative 
focus groups. Researchers integrated data sets from a diverse range of sources, including 
administrative data, surveys, and health care, education, social welfare, and criminal legal 
records. 
 

(Appendix B) The Social Costs of Policing Study Matrix 

This table lists the studies Vera reviewed in preparing the Social Costs of Policing report. It can 
be accessed online at https://www.vera.org/publications/the-social-costs-of-policing. 
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