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Some researchers have argued the issue is not race, but rather that black 
youth are more likely to be hostile toward the police. Others have said the 
situation is primarily the result of race, hence, the term racial profiling. 
Additional situational variables that lead to arrest are the seriousness of the 
offense (the more serious the crime, the more likely an arrest); the suspect’s 
mental state (the more mentally unstable, the less likely police will arrest 
or the more likely they will do a mental commitment); and the presence of 
others (the more people watching, the more the police feel they must make 
an arrest).

Individual variables refers to the characteristics of the police officer.35 
The officer’s age, race, education, and experience level will influence police 
officer discretion and decision making. Younger officers are more likely 
than older officers to initiate police-citizen contacts and to make arrests. 
Along with age typically go experience and education, both of which 
have similar findings to the outcomes for age. When it comes to race, the 
research is mixed, but much of it has found that White officers are more 
likely to make arrests overall (of anyone), whereas Black officers are more 
likely to treat Black suspects more severely. Some research suggests that 
when the likelihood of arrest is broken down by race, there is a greater 
chance overall that the police officer will make an arrest when he or she is 
of the same race as the suspect. It should be noted that sex was left off the 
list of individual variables, not because it has not been studied, but because 
the majority of the studies have found no discernible difference between 
male and female officers when it comes to arrest. The “Criminal Justice 
and College Students” box provides an exercise to help explain those fac-
tors that influence decision making.

Police Officer Issues
In addition to patrol-related issues, police officers themselves face a number 
of issues. The first, the inherent dangers within policing itself, has already 
been discussed to some degree. Police officers are authorized to use force 
and are typically taught the use-of-force continuum (see Figure 8.8). 

CRIMINAL JUSTICE 
and COLLEGE STUDENTS
DECISIONS, DECISIONS, DECISIONS . . .

Although we typically use the term discretion to 
refer to decisions made by criminal justice officials, 
in reality we all have and use discretion in making 
our own decisions. Just as certain factors influence 
decisions made by police officers, certain factors 
influence our own decisions as well. As an example, 
make a list of the ways in which organizational, 

neighborhood, situational, and individual factors 
influenced your decision to pick your major. Then 
meet with a small group of your classmates and 
discuss with one another how various factors 
shaped your decision making. Also, consider how 
police officer discretion is different from “college 
student” discretion.

use-of-force continuum: 
The concept that, as force 
escalates, officers are 
authorized to use force that 
is just above the level of force 
being used against them.


