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Inconsistencies in Public Opinion of
Body-worn Cameras on Police:
Transparency, Trust, and Improved
Police–Citizen Relationships
William H. Sousa�, Terance D. Miethe�� and Mari Sakiyama���

Abstract Given the national interest in equipping police with body-worn cameras (BWCs), it is important to

consider public attitudes concerning the technology. This article draws on the results of a national survey of citizen

opinions of BWCs. The survey includes items related to general support for BWCs, opinions on their potential

advantages, and attitudes towards their potential consequences. Results indicate that while there is general support

for BWCs on police, opinions vary on the capacity of BWCs to increase transparency of police work, improve trust in

police, and better police–citizen relationships.

Introduction

Advances in modern policing have often been asso-

ciated with technological innovations (see Lynch

(2016) for a review). Within this wider context of

technology and policing, police departments across

the USA have demonstrated an interest in body-

worn cameras (BWCs) on officers for the better

part of the last decade. This interest has greatly

accelerated in recent years, however, as a result of

several high-profile cases involving controversial

interactions between police and citizens. These

cases helped to generate a growing demand for

increased accountability concerning police actions,

especially officer use of force and deadly force in

particular. In this regard, BWCs are often consid-

ered to be a tool that can help improve po-

lice–community relationships and enhance police

legitimacy. The growing affordability of BWCs, the

increasing experience with their use among differ-

ent agencies, and the mounting incentives for de-

partments to adopt BWCs, have also likely

contributed to the swelling popularity of the

technology.

The federal government has also taken an interest

in the role of BWCs for police departments, making

it clear that local agencies should seriously consider

adopting the technology. In late 2014, the White

House proposed $75 million over 3 years to help

purchase BWCs for local agencies as part of the
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President’s Community Policing Initiative (White

House, 2014). Furthermore, although it recom-

mended caution when adopting new tools, the

President’s Task Force on 21st-century policing

(created in response to the demand for greater

police accountability) indicates that the use of tech-

nology in general—and BWCs specifically—can

help to enhance transparency and build community

trust (President’s Task Force, 2015).

Although BWCs have become highly touted for

their perceived benefits, evidence of BWC effective-

ness remains limited, and research on the matter is

still in its infancy. In particular, relatively little is

known concerning public attitudes towards the

technology. In this article, we examine public opin-

ion of BWCs on police. We begin with a brief back-

ground on BWC research before turning to an

analysis of survey data designed to determine

public opinion of BWCs on officers. We focus on

public expectations of the technology’s ability to

achieve positive outcomes, including improved

transparency, reduced excessive force, increased

trust in policing, and better relations between

police and citizens.

Background

Much of the published research on BWCs to date is

descriptive in nature, describing their advantages to

policing. White (2014), for example, discusses po-

tential benefits and possible concerns with the tech-

nology. Potential benefits include the possibility of

greater transparency of police activities since video

recordings may be subject to public review, protec-

tion of citizens from police misconduct and/or un-

necessary use of force, and protection of officers

from false allegations of misconduct. BWCs can

also help to improve police practice in other ways,

such as gathering visual evidence and recording

interviews with witnesses or victims. In addition,

video from BWCs can be used for police training

purposes.

Among these potential benefits are several con-

cerns involving BWCs (White, 2014). The financial

and logistical resources needed to manage the tech-

nology, for example, can be a challenge for some

agencies. Another major concern relates to the

issue of privacy, particularly if video of an encounter

between an officer and a private citizen is potentially

available to the media or to the public through a

public records request. In addition, BWCs could

negatively influence the way that citizens communi-

cate with officers, making them reluctant to reveal

certain information knowing that their statements

are recorded (Miller et al., 2014). There are many

limits to the technology as well—a video record of an

incident, for example, can still be open to interpret-

ation in terms of the appropriateness of an officer’s

actions (Ready and Young, 2014).

Although currently limited, a growing body of

research on BWCs has employed various empirical

methods to examine the impact of the technology

on officer behaviours or officer perceptions of

BWCs.1 Many of these studies demonstrate the

benefits of BWCs in terms of reducing police use

of force and/or complaints of officer misconduct

(Ariel et al., 2015, 2017; Jennings et al., 2015; Katz

et al., 2015). Research also suggests that officers

with BWCs may be more proactive in terms of

initiating encounters with citizens, but do not

become overly intrusive or invasive in their tactics

(Ready and Young, 2015). Additional studies indi-

cate that police themselves are generally supportive

of BWCs on officers (Jennings et al., 2014), espe-

cially as they become more acquainted with the use

of the technology (Katz et al., 2015).

Current study

Given the political and financial investments in

BWCs, it is important to examine public

1 See Lum et al. (2015) for a recent review of empirical studies on BWCs. See also Drover and Ariel (2015) and Sousa et al.
(2016) for recent methodological discussions.
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perceptions of the technology. Some survey re-

search has demonstrated strong support for

BWCs in general (Pew Research Center, 2014;

Sousa et al., 2015; YouGov, 2015). However, less

is known about the public’s faith in the prospective

positive consequences of BWCs. In other words,

few have examined the public’s belief in the ability

of BWCs to actually fulfil the promises of improved

transparency, increased trust, and better relations

between police and citizens.

To explore these issues, we rely on survey re-

search first reported by Sousa et al. (2015). The

survey was designed to determine people’s opinions

of BWCs on police. Importantly, specific items

asked respondents to indicate their confidence in

the ability of BWCs to impact transparency, trust,

use of force, relationships between police and citi-

zens, and tensions between police and minority

communities. We are, therefore, able to examine

these variables while also considering the influence

of respondents’ demographic characteristics.

The conceptual model underlying this study in-

volves both direct and indirect effects. As illustrated

in Fig. 1, various demographic factors are expected

to influence support for police use of BWCs both

directly and indirectly through the impact of the

perceived consequences of this technology.

Individuals’ socio-economic characteristics (e.g.

gender, age, race, income, residency) should influ-

ence attitudes towards BWCs because these demo-

graphic factors are associated with public

satisfaction, confidence, cooperation, and contact

with police in past research (Tuch and Weitzer,

1997; Tyler, 2005; Eith and Durose, 2011).

Sample and key variables

The survey for this study was administered online to

a national sample of US residents over a 10-day

period in May 2015.2 The final sample consisted of

599 respondents. Just over half of the sample was

male (54%), and a majority were college-educated

(87%), lived in a city having less than 1 million

population (82%), were White (78%), were aged

30 years or more (63%), and earned under $50,000

per year (57%). These demographic characteristics

served as independent variables for the analysis.

The dependent variables for this study represent

the level of general support for BWCs on officers

and the level of agreement with BWCs’ potential

impact on several outcomes. Participants were

first asked to indicate whether they were opposed

to or supported a requirement that police wear

BWCs. Responses were coded into two categories:

0 = opposed/unsure; 1 = support. Participants were

then presented with items that asked about the abil-

ity of BWCs to (a) increase transparency, (b) reduce

use of excessive force, (c) improve police–citizen

relations, (d) increase citizens’ trust, and (e) de-

crease racial tensions. Respondents were asked to

indicate their level of agreement with each of these

items using a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1

(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Responses

2 The sample was generated using a sampling platform created by Amazon’s Mechanical Turk. Those who agreed to complete
the survey were directed to Qualtrics and offered a nominal payment (0.50 USD) for their participation. Although several
demographic characteristics were over-represented in this sample compared to US population estimates (i.e. males, college
educated), the overall level of support for BWCs found in this sample was comparable to the results from other US studies
using online samples (see Pew Research Center, 2014; YouGov, 2015). In addition, previous research has demonstrated that
samples generated by Mechanical Turk better represent known population estimates than other online sampling methods
(Heen et al., 2014). To evaluate whether the under-representation of particular groups in the online sample affected the
observed results, the regression analyses in this article were conducted with and without post-stratification weighting based
on national estimates of gender, age, and racial/ethnic distribution in 2015. No substantive differences in the observed results
were found across these weighted and unweighted analyses. Thus, the unweighted results are presented without loss of
generalizability. The results of the weighted analyses are available upon request.
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to these questions were also coded into two cate-

gories: 0 = strongly disagree/disagree/unsure;

1 = agree/strongly agree.3

Analysis

We performed a series of univariate, bivariate, and

multivariate analyses to assess the influence of in-

dividuals’ demographic characteristics on their

views about the perceived consequences of BWCs

and public support for BWCs. Logistic regression

analysis was conducted to assess the net effects of

these variables on the outcome measures. The re-

sults of these analyses are summarized below.

Table 1 displays the coding schemes for predictor

and outcome variables as well as their univariate

distributions. As the univariate analyses indicate,

the sample as a whole was very supportive of poli-

cies that require police to wear BWCs (approxi-

mately 85%). Similarly, high percentages agreed

that BWCs will help to increase transparency of

police work (91%) and reduce excessive use of

force by officers (80%). Smaller percentages

(although still the majority of respondents) indi-

cated that BWCs will help to improve police–citi-

zen relationships (66%) and increase citizens’

trust of police (61%). The sample was also less op-

timistic that BWCs will help to decrease tensions

between police and racial minorities (36% in

agreement).

The bivariate relations between respondents’

demographic attributes, views about the benefits

of BWCs, and public support for body cameras

are displayed in Table 2. These results indicate

that attitudes in support of BWCs and beliefs

about their benefits are largely unrelated to individ-

uals’ demographic characteristics. The primary ex-

ception is that Black respondents and individuals

under 30 years of age were significantly (P< 0.05)

less likely than their counterparts to believe that

BWCs will increase transparency. However, for

each presumed benefit of BWC, there was a

strong and significant positive bivariate relation-

ship between these beliefs and public support for

BWCs.

Demographic factors:

Gender
Age

Race/Ethnicity
Educa�on
Urbanicity
Income

Perceived benefits of BWCs:

Increase transparency
Reduce excessive force

Improve police-ci�zen rela�ons
Increase trust in policing
Decrease racial tension

Support for BWCs

Figure 1: Conceptual model of public support for BWCs.

3 Our decision to recode variables into dichotomous categories reflects our primary purpose to highlight the basic differences
between those who support / agree with BWC usage and those who do not. This decision to recode ordinal measures into
binary categories, however, had little impact on the substantive conclusions derived from this study. In particular, regardless
of their coding as binary or ordinal variables, the same variables were found to be significantly or insignificantly related to
public attitudes about the impact of BWCs, and the nature and statistical significance of the impact of these variables, in turn,
was similar across coding methods in their observed effects on public support for the police use of BWCs. The results of
analyses using ordinal-level measures are available upon request.
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To further examine these issues, we consider the

relative influence of demographic characteristics on

one’s beliefs about the perceived consequences of

BWCs and support for them. Table 3 summarizes

the results of logistic regression analyses that as-

sess the net impact of particular demographic char-

acteristics on these public attitudes about BWCs

and their perceived benefits.

As shown in Table 3, no significant differences

were found in public support for BWCs and their

attitudes about their consequences by the respond-

ent’s gender, level of education, income, or the

location of their residency. There were some differ-

ences in age, however, with younger respondents

demonstrating more confidence in BWCs’ ability

to improve police–citizen relations, increase trust

in police, and decrease racial tensions. There were

also some differences by respondents’ race, with

those identifying as Black indicating less optimism

in terms of BWCs’ ability to increase transparency,

improve relationships between police and citizens,

or increase trust in police.

Among the perceived benefits of BWCs, beliefs

about this technology increasing transparency,

improving citizen–police relations, and increas-

ing public trust had a significant net effect on

increasing public support for officers’ use of

BWCs. In contrast, public attitudes about the

capacity of BWCs to decrease excessive force by

police and reduce racial tension did not have a

significant net effect on public support for the

technology.

Table 1: Coding of variables and univariate distributions

Variable Coding % (n)

Independent variables

Gender (male) 0 = Female 45.7 (274)

1 = Male 54.3 (325)

Age (<30 years) 0 = 30 or older 63.1 (378)

1 = Under 30 years old 36.9 (221)

Race/ethnicity1 (reference category) 0 = White 78.5 (470)

Race/ethnicity2 (Black) 1 = Black 6.7 (40)

Race/ethnicity3 (Hispanic) 1 = Hispanic 5.7 (34)

Race/ethnicity4 (Other) 1 = Other race/ethnicity 9.2 (55)

Education (college graduate) 0 = High school graduate or less 12.9 (77)

1 = Some college/college graduate 87.1 (522)

City resident >1 million 0 = City/town < 1 million population 82.1 (492)

1 = Large city > 1 million population 17.9 (107)

Income >$50,000 0 =< $50k Annual income 56.9 (341)

1 => $50k Annual income 43.1 (258)

Dependent variables

Support requiring BWC by police 0 = Oppose/unsure 15.2 (91)

1 = Support 84.8 (508)

Agree BWC increases transparency 0 = Disagree/unsure 8.7 (52)

1 = Agree 91.3 (547)

Agree BWC reduces use of excessive force 0 = Disagree/unsure 19.9 (119)

1 = Agree 80.1 (480)

Agree BWC improves police–citizen relations 0 = Disagree/unsure 33.7 (202)

1 = Agree 66.3 (397)

Agree BWC increase citizen’s trust 0 = Disagree/unsure 38.9 (233)

1 = Agree 61.1 (366)

Agree BWC decreases racial tension 0 = Disagree/unsure 63.8 (382)

1 = Agree 36.2 (217)
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Based on these results, it appears that citizen’s

general demographic characteristics have little

direct or indirect effect on support for BWCs.

Instead, public support for police use of BWCs

is more directly tied to their beliefs about the

perceived benefits of this technology in terms

of improving transparency, police–citizen rela-

tions, and citizen’s trust. As an indication of the

lack of major indirect effects, the nature and mag-

nitude of the impact of citizens’ demographic

characteristics did not change substantially once

controls were introduced for the various measures

of public attitudes about the consequences of

BWCs. The minimal indirect effects in this ana-

lysis are also indicated in Table 3 by a general

absence of significant effects of demographic char-

acteristics (with the exception of race and age) on

public views about the possible consequences of

BWCs.

Discussion

The results above confirm, first and foremost, that

the public is generally very supportive of BWCs on

Table 2: Bivariate relations between demographic factors, perceived benefits of BWCs, and public support for
BWCs

Group differences BWC increase
transparency

BWC
decrease
excessive
force

BWC improves
police–citizen
relations

BWC
increase
citizen’s
trust

BWC
decreases
racial
tension

Support
BWC
requirement

Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent

Male 93 80 68 61 35 85

Female 90 80 66 61 38 85

<30 years 88� 83 72 65 45� 85

30–49 years 92 78 62 57 33 85

50 years and older 98 82 66 65 27 87

Black 76� 76 51 45 33 90

Hispanic 88 76 59 62 35 91

White 93 80 68 63 37 84

Other race 88 88 71 59 36 90

College graduate 92 81 67 62 37 85

Non-college 90 75 66 53 34 86

Urban 90 84 65 67 36 86

Rural 92 79 67 60 37 85

Income < $50,000 92 82 66 59 38 83

Income > $50,000 90 79 67 65 35 88

Average percent 91 80 66 61 36 85

Transparency (agree) 87�

Transparency (disagree) 63

Reduce excessive force (agree) 89�

Reduce excessive force (disagree) 70

Increase police–citizen relations (agree) 91�

Increase police–citizen relations (disagree) 72

Increase trust (agree) 92�

Increase trust (disagree) 74

Reduce race tensions (agree) 93�

Reduce race tensions (disagree) 80

�P< 0.05.
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police. Secondly, with some minor differences by

race, people are mostly positive in terms of their

belief in the ability of BWCs to improve policing

in numerous ways. Thirdly, public beliefs in the

ability of BWCs to improve transparency, trust in

police, and police–citizen relationships are the best

predictors of overall support for BWCs—socio-

demographic differences have little net impact on

overall support.

Importantly, however, people seem to have vary-

ing degrees of confidence in the various BWC

advertised positive consequences. While people be-

lieve strongly in the ability of BWCs to increase

transparency of police work and reduce excessive

use of force by police, there is less agreement that

BWCs can improve trust in police or improve

police–community relationships. Furthermore,

the majority of survey respondents are pessimistic

on the question of whether BWCs can help to

reduce racial tensions between police and minority

communities.

It would appear, therefore, that the public clearly

distinguishes between the intended outcomes of

BWCs. For example, the overwhelming majority

of respondents believed that BWCs would increase

the transparency of police work and a sizeable ma-

jority indicated that BWCs would reduce excessive

force. It may be that people interpret these out-

comes—transparency and excessive force—as gen-

erally concrete concepts with relatively direct links

to BWCs. If BWC video can be accessed by the

courts, the media, or the general public, the police

agency is directly demonstrating its transparency.

Similarly, from the public’s perspective, a BWC is

likely to have an immediate impact on officer’s

behaviour, thereby tempering his or her use of

force. Complaints of excessive force are also quan-

tifiable (presumably), and can, therefore, be clearly

monitored as a direct outcome of the implementa-

tion of BWCs.

The public was less convinced in the ability of

BWCs to increase trust in police or improve police–

citizen relationships—and most were not con-

vinced that BWCs could decrease racial tensions

between police and members of minority commu-

nities. This may be because these notions—trust,

police–citizen relationships, tensions between

police and citizens—are likely less tangible to

Table 3: Logistic regression analysis of predictors of perceived consequences of BWCs and public BWC support

Demographic
predictor variable

BWC increase
transparency

BWC decrease
excessive
force

BWC improves
police–citizen
relations

BWC increase
citizen’s trust

BWC decreases
racial tension

Support
requiring
BWC by police

Odds ratio Odds ratio Odds ratio Odds ratio Odds ratio Odds ratio

Increase transparency — — — — — 2.51�

Decrease excessive force — — — — — 1.62

Improve police–citizen relations — — — — — 2.21�

Increase citizen trust — — — — — 2.12�

Decrease racial tension — — — — — 1.78

Male 0.65 1.01 0.87 0.94 1.14 1.02

<30 years 0.56 1.28 1.59� 1.43� 1.89� 0.74

Black 0.19� 0.66 0.45� 0.43� 0.69 3.67�

Hispanic 0.59 0.75 0.63 0.91 0.83 2.78

Other race 0.54 1.62 0.93 0.69 0.77 2.05

College graduate 1.41 1.43 1.02 1.40 1.20 0.70

City resident >1 million 1.00 1.42 0.97 1.39 0.98 1.02

Income > $50,000 0.76 0.79 1.02 1.26 0.87 1.60

N 599 599 599 599 599 599

Nagelkerke R2 0.08 0.02 0.03 0.03 0.04 0.20

�P< 0.05.
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most citizens. Community trust in police is a some-

what abstract concept that cannot be easily quanti-

fied. Positive police–citizen relationships are built

over extended periods of time and often require

enormous investment on the part of both police

agencies and communities. Similarly, racial tension

between police and citizens in a given community

often has long history that cannot be easily ad-

dressed or resolved. Unlike BWCs’ potential conse-

quences of increased transparency or reduced

excessive force that may be perceived to have

direct ties to BWCs, people may consider ‘trust’

and concepts like it to be dependent on many fac-

tors that are not directly related to the technology.

Additionally, the difference between the perceived

consequences of BWCs may also be an indication

that, to the public, these concepts can operate in

opposite directions. Consider the difference between

transparency and trust, for example. If a police

agency releases BWC video involving a controversial

police shooting of a minority citizen, most would

agree that the agency is demonstrating transparency.

If, however, that video clearly shows an officer’s ac-

tions as inappropriate, unjustified, or unlawful, it is

unlikely that the community’s trust in police will

greatly improve. Indeed, trust may decrease,

police–citizen relations may worsen, and tensions

between police and minority communities could in-

crease. It is also difficult to know how an individual

citizen will perceive being approached by an officer

with a BWC. It is entirely possible that people could

interpret a BWC on an officer as a signal that the

officer does not trust the citizen (hence the need for

the recording), thereby placing the citizen on the

defensive. Again, the recording of the interaction

demonstrates transparency, but it is difficult to

argue that the BWC will necessarily improve the

trust that the citizen has for the police agency.

Conclusion

We acknowledge the limitations of the study. As

with all survey data that rely on national samples,

concerns arise regarding the sample’s representa-

tiveness of the US population. This is particularly

an issue when using online surveys since partici-

pants are restricted to those who have internet

access. Although other studies suggest similar find-

ings regarding the public’s overall support for

BWCs (see e.g. YouGov, 2015), the results pre-

sented here should be interpreted with some cau-

tion due to the potential limits of the sample. The

survey data used in this study are also cross-sec-

tional in nature; they were collected at a time

(May 2015) when BWCs were much less ubiquitous

than they are at present. It is possible that public

opinion of BWCs has changed in the (however

brief) period of time between the survey and the

writing of this article.

Despite the potential limitations, these data do

offer some insight into citizen opinion of the po-

tential positive consequences of BWCs. It is most

apparent that citizens are supportive of BWCs in

policing. Furthermore, of the advertised positive

outcomes of BWCs discussed in this article, the

public appears most enthusiastic about the poten-

tial for BWCs to improve the transparency of police

work, while there is less agreement in terms of

whether BWCs can impact trust in policing or im-

prove police–citizen relationships.

If it is the case that policing will become more

transparent as a result of BWCs, it is necessary to

carefully consider the effects of this transparency.

Elsewhere there are suggestions that, despite sup-

port for BWCs, citizens are leery about allowing

media or the general public access to recordings

of interactions between police and private citizens

(Sousa et al., 2015). This may point to an interest-

ing conflict in public opinion of BWCs: people see

the potential value of BWCs in terms of making

policing transparent, but they are concerned

about allowing the media (a primary mechanism

of police transparency) access to videos. It may be

that the public has not yet come to fully realize that

the potential benefits of BWCs also come with a

cost. The transparency of BWCs might make

police more accountable, but that same

8 Policing Article W. H. Sousa et al.
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transparency can expose private citizens to public

scrutiny as well.

BWCs are often marketed as technology with

many positive consequences. While citizens are

generally optimistic, they however appear to be at

least somewhat sceptical of some of these potential

outcomes. Future research should, therefore, con-

tinue to explore the actual impact of BWCs on con-

cepts such as police transparency, trust in police,

and police–citizen relationships.
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