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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

On July 10, 2015 Governor Gina Raimondo signed House Bill, 2015-H 5819 Sub A, and Senate Bill, 2015-S
669 as Amended into law (R.l. Gen. Laws § 31-21.2-1 et seq.) The law, also known as the Comprehensive
Police-Community Relationship Act of 2015 (CCPRA) “honors the community's desire for just stop and
search procedures, while permitting law enforcement to maintain public safety and implement best
practices.”! One component of CCPRA requires the Rhode Island department of transportation to
“conduct a study of routine traffic stops by the Rhode Island state police and each municipal police
department in order to determine whether racial disparities in traffic stops exist, and to determine
whether searches of vehicles and motorists are being conducted in a disparate manner.” The following
report is produced in fulfillment of this requirement.

CCPRA requires Rhode Island police departments to collect and report information on all traffic stops.
Traffic stop data collection is completed for each routine traffic stop. The officer, directly following the
stop, typically collects the information electronically. There are a total of sixteen data elements collected
which gather information on the driver (race, ethnicity, age, gender) and the traffic stop (time of day,
result of stop, search, etc.). Data is then sent to the Rhode Island Department of Transportation (RIDOT)
where, on a quarterly basis, a summary report of the monthly data provided by each department and the
state police is published.

This report presents the results from an analysis of approximately 237,000 traffic stops conducted
between January 1, 2018 and December 31, 2018 by 37 municipal police departments?, the Rhode Island
State Police and two special police agencies. This is the third analysis conducted by the Institute for
Municipal and Regional Policy (IMRP) at Central Connecticut State University (CCSU) in Rhode Island.

The report is divided into two parts. Part | of this report serves as a screening tool, essentially highlighting
areas where disparities between races and ethnicities are greatest in traffic enforcement throughout the
state, thereby providing guidance as where to focus attention and resources for the next step of the
process. It is important that readers understand the context of the initial findings in this report. There are
many reasons for disparities to exist. Further analysis is presented in Part Il on those specific departments
identified with statistically significant disparities. By examining factors such as the location of accidents,
call for service records, crime patterns, and areas of major traffic generators, readers will gain a better
understanding of the nature of policing and the variety of factors that influence traffic enforcement in
each identified community. It is during this part of the process that policymakers, citizens and law
enforcement can best come together to understand and address the disparities present in those
departments traffic stops.

Although Part Il of this report only focuses attention and resources on specific departments identified
with statistically significant disparities, all departments and communities would benefit from carefully
reviewing the findings in this report. Addressing statewide racial and ethnic disparities will require a
collective effort of all law enforcement and community stakeholders. An atmosphere of open-

1 http://www.dot.ri.gov/community/CCPRA /index.php

2 The New Shoreham Police Department did not report traffic stop information during this period.

3 The two special police agencies are the University of Rhode Island and the Department of Environmental
Management.
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mindedness, empathy, and honesty from all stakeholders remains necessary to create sustained police
legitimacy and a safer, more just society.

The authors of this report are hopeful that the information contained herein will be valuable to the citizens
of Rhode Island as they seek to fulfill the promise of the Comprehensive Police-Community Relationship
Act of 2015. We are both humbled and grateful for the opportunity to be part of this important effort.

E.1: 2018 STATEWIDE TRAFFIC STOP ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS

Assessing racial disparities in policing data has been used for the last two decades as a policy tool to
evaluate whether there exists the possibility that racial and ethnic bias is occurring within a given
jurisdiction. The statistical evaluation of policing data in Rhode Island is an important step towards
developing a transparent dialogue between law enforcement and the public at large. As such, it is the
goal of this report to present the results of that evaluation in the most transparent and unbiased manner
possible. The report is organized to lead the reader through a host of descriptive and statistical tests that
vary in their assumptions and level of scrutiny. The intent behind this approach is to apply multiple tests
as a screening filter for the possibility that any one test (1) produces false positive results or (2) reports a
false negative.

The research strategy underlying the statistical analysis presented in Part | of this report was developed
with three guiding principles in mind. Each principle was considered throughout the research process and
when selecting the appropriate results to display publicly. A better understanding of these principles helps
to frame the results presented in the technical portions of the analysis. In addition, by presenting these
principles at the onset of the report, readers have a better context to understand the overall framework
of the approach.

Principle 1: Acknowledge that statistical evaluation is limited to finding racial and
ethnic disparities that are indicative of racial and ethnic bias but that, in the absence
of a formal procedural investigation, cannot be considered comprehensive evidence.

Principle 2: Apply a holistic approach for assessing racial and ethnic disparities in Rhode
Island policing data by using a variety of approaches that rely on well-respected
techniques from existing literature.

Principle 3: Outline the assumptions and limitations of each approach transparently so
that the public and policy makers can use their judgment in drawing conclusions from
the analysis.

Seven distinct analytical tools were used to evaluate whether racial and ethnic disparities are present in
the Rhode Island policing data. In the analysis, the demography of motorists was grouped into four
overlapping categories to ensure a large enough sample size for the statistical analysis. Although much of
the analysis focuses on stops made of black (Hispanic or non-Hispanic) and Hispanic motorists (any race),
the analysis was also conducted for aggregated groupings of all non-white motorists (Hispanic or non-
Hispanic) as well as a combined sample of black and Hispanic motorists. In terms of identifying
departments or state police barracks in individual tests, the estimated disparity (i.e. the higher likelihood
of stopping a minority motorist) must have been estimated with at least a 95 percent level of statistical
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significance for either black or Hispanic motorists alone. Put simply, under the rigorous conditions set by
each test, there must have been at least a 95 percent chance that either black or Hispanic motorists were
more likely to be stopped (or searched) at a higher rate relative to white non-Hispanic motorists.

First, a method referred to as the Solar Visibility analysis, also known as Veil of Darkness, was used to
assess the existence of racial and ethnic disparities in stop data. The test is a statistical technique that was
developed by Jeffery Grogger and Greg Ridgeway (2006) and published in the Journal of the American
Statistical Association. The Solar Visibility analysis examines a restricted sample of stops occurring during
the “inter-twilight window” and assesses relative differences in the ratio of minority to non-minority stops
that occur in daylight as compared to darkness. The inter-twilight window restricts stops to a fixed window
of time throughout the year when visibility varies due to seasonality as well as the discrete daylight savings
time shift. This technique relies on the idea that, if police officers are profiling motorists, they are better
able to do so during daylight hours when race and ethnicity is more easily observed. After restricting the
sample of stops to the inter-twilight window and controlling for things like the time of day and day of
week, any remaining difference in the likelihood a minority motorist is stopped during daylight is
attributed to disparate treatment. This analytical approach is considered the most rigorous and broadly
applicable of all the tests presented in this report.

The second analytical tool used in the analysis is the synthetic control where the number of minority traffic
stops in a given department is evaluated against a benchmark constructed using stops made by all other
departments in Rhode Island. Since departments differ in terms of their enforcement activity (i.e. time of
stops, reason for stops, etc.) and the underlying demographics of the population on the roadway, this
analysis relies on the rich statistical literature on propensity scores. Here, a propensity score is a measure
of how similar a stop made outside a given department is to a stop made by the department being
analyzed. These measures of similarity are used to weight stops when constructing an individual
benchmark for each department. For example, if the department being analyzed has a high minority
population and makes most of their stops on Friday nights at 7PM for speeding violations then stops made
for speeding violations by departments with a similar residential population at this time and day will be
given more weight when constructing the benchmark. This methodology ensures that there is an apples-
to-apples comparison between the number of minorities stopped in a given town relative to their
benchmark and allows for the interpretation of any remaining differences to be attributed to possible
disparate treatment.

The three techniques contained in Section V are descriptive in nature and compare department-level data
to three benchmarks (statewide average, estimated commuter driving populations, and resident
population). These methods are referred to as population benchmarks and are commonly used to
evaluate racial disparities in police data across the country. The statewide average comparison provides
a simple and effective way to establish a baseline for all departments from which the relative differences
between department stop numbers and the average for the state are compared. A comparison to the
statewide average is presented alongside the context necessary to understand differences between local
jurisdictions. Next, researchers adjust “static” residential census data to approximate the estimated
driving demographics in a particular jurisdiction. Residential census data can be modified to create a
reasonable estimate of the possible presence of many nonresidents likely to be driving in a given
community because they work there and live elsewhere. This estimate is a composition of the driving
population during typical commuting hours based on data provided by the U.S. Census Bureau. The final
population benchmark comparison limits the analysis to stops involving only residents of the community
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and compares them to the community demographics based on the 2010 decennial census for residents
age 16 and over. Although any one of these benchmarks cannot provide by itself a rigorous enough
analysis to draw conclusions regarding racial disparities, if taken together with the more rigorous
statistical methods they do serve as a useful tool.

The sixth analytical tool used in the analysis tests for disparities in the outcomes of traffic stops using a
model that examines the distribution of dispositions conditional on race and the reason for the stop.
Specifically, we test whether traffic stops made of minority motorists result in different outcomes relative
to their white non-Hispanic peers. We provide one important cautionary note about interpreting this test
as causal evidence of discrimination. Ideally, this test would be performed on data containing all violations
observed by the police officer prior to making a traffic stop and where we would include a control for the
number of total violations. In practice, data on traffic stops typically only contain the most severe reason
that motivated the stop. In the absence of data on the full set of violations observed by police officers, we
suggest that the reader interpret results from this test as providing descriptive evidence to be viewed in
concert with other such empirical measures.

Lastly, an analysis of post-stop outcomes using a hit-rate approach following a technique published in the
Journal of Political Economy by Knowles, Persico and Todd (2001). The hit-rate approach relies on the idea
that motorists rationally adjust their propensity to carry contraband in response to their likelihood of
being searched by police. Similarly, police officers rationally decide whether to search a motorist based
on visible indicators of guilt and an expectation of the likelihood that a given motorist might have
contraband. According to the model, a demographic group of motorists would be searched by police more
often than white non-Hispanic motorists if they were more likely to carry contraband. However, the higher
level of searches should be exactly proportional to the higher propensity for this group to carry
contraband. Thus, in the absence of racial animus, we should expect the rate of successful searches (i.e.
the hit-rate) to be equal across different demographic groups regardless of differences in their propensity
to carry contraband. ? In this test, discrimination is interpreted as a preference for searching minority
motorists that shows up statistically as a lower hit-rate relative to Caucasian motorists. Note that this test
inherently says nothing about disparate treatment in the decision to stop motorists as it is limited in scope
to vehicular searches.

Finally, we emphasize the message that any statistical test is only truly capable of identifying racial and
ethnic disparities. Such findings provide a mechanism to indicate possible racial profiling, but they cannot,
without further investigation, provide sufficient evidence that racial profiling exists.

E.1 (A): Findings from the Statewide Analysis

Across Rhode Island’s municipal departments and State Police barracks, a total of 15.8 percent of
motorists stopped during the analysis period were observed to be Black while 14.9 percent of stops were
Hispanic motorists. The results from the Solar Visibility Analysis indicate that stopped motorists were
more likely to be minorities during daylight relative to darkness suggesting the existing of a racial or ethnic

4 Although some criticism has risen concerning the technique and extensions have suggested that more
disaggregated groupings of searches be used in the test, the ability to implement such improvements is limited by
the small overall sample of searches in a single year of traffic stops. Despite these limitations, the hit-rate analysis is
still widely applied in practice and contributes to the overall understanding of post-stop police behavior in Rhode
Island.



disparity in terms of the treatment of minority motorists relative to Caucasian motorists. The statewide
results from the Solar Visibility Analysis were found to be robust to the addition of a variety of controls.
The level of statistical significance remained relatively consistent in sigh when the sample is reduced to
only moving violations but become somewhat noisier when officer fixed-effects are included. The results
from the post-stop analysis confirm that the statewide disparity carries through to post-stop behavior
across all racial and ethnic groups. In aggregate, Rhode Island police departments exhibit a tendency to
be less successful in motorist searches across all minority groups but most of this effect is concentrated
in the subsample of stops made by municipal police.

Itis important to note that it is impossible to clearly link any of these observed disparities to racial profiling
as they may be driven by any combination of policing policy, heterogeneous enforcement patterns, or
individual officer behavior.

Solar Visibility Analysis Findings, 2018

In an effort to better identify the source of these racial and ethnic disparities, each analysis was repeated
at the department level. Although there is evidence of a disparity at the state level, it is important to note
that specific departments are likely driving these statewide trends. The threshold for identifying individual
departments was the presence of a disparity that was statistically significant at the 95 percent level in the
Black or Hispanic alone categories.> By construction, the departments that were identified as having a
statistically significant disparity are the largest contributors to the overall statewide results. Here, the unit
of analysis is a municipal department or State Police barracks where disparities could be a function of a
number of factors including institutional culture, departmental policy, or individual officers.¢

There was a total of four municipal departments identified to exhibit a statistically significant increase in
the odds that a minority motorist is stopped during daylight. These departments include:

Bristol

The Bristol municipal police department was observed to have made 8.0 percent minority stops
in 2018 of which 3.9 percent were Black and 2.9 percent were Hispanic. During the inter-twilight
window, 2.5 percent of stops were Black and 2.3 percent were of Hispanic motorists. The Solar
Visibility Analysis indicated a statistically significant disparity in the rate that both Black and
Hispanic motorists were stopped during daylight relative to darkness. However, only the result
for Hispanic motorists withstood our threshold of a ten percent false discovery rate. Within the
inter-twilight window, the odds that a stopped motorist was Black and Hispanic motorists
increased by 2.1 and 4.1 respectively during daylight. The results for Hispanic motorists were
statistically significant at a level greater than 99 percent and robust to the inclusion of a variety
of controls including officer fixed-effects as well as to a restricted subsample of moving violations.

5 Put simply, there must have been at least a 95 percent chance that the motorists were more likely to be stopped at a
higher rate relative to white Non-Hispanic motorists.

¢ Since department or state police barrack estimates represent an average effect of stops made by individual officers
weighted by the number of stops that they made in 2018, it is possible that officer-level disparities exist in departments
which were not identified.
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Smithfield

The Smithfield municipal police department was observed to have made 15.9 percent minority
stops in 2018 of which 6.7 percent were Black and 7.7 percent were Hispanic. During the inter-
twilight window, 5.5 percent of stops were Black and 5.6 percent were of Hispanic motorists. The
Solar Visibility Analysis indicated a statistically significant disparity in the rate that both Black
motorists were stopped during daylight relative to darkness. Within the inter-twilight window,
the odds that a stopped motorist was Black motorists increased by 2.1 during daylight. The results
for Black motorists were statistically significant at a level greater than 99 percent and robust to
the inclusion of a variety of controls including officer fixed-effects as well as to a restricted
subsample of moving violations.

Warwick

The Warwick municipal police department was observed to have made 20.3 percent minority
stops in 2018 of which 9.1 percent were Black and 9.4 percent were Hispanic. During the inter-
twilight window, 14 percent of stops were Black and 14 percent were of Hispanic motorists. The
Solar Visibility Analysis indicated a statistically significant disparity in the rate that both Black and
Hispanic motorists were stopped during daylight relative to darkness. Within the inter-twilight
window, the odds that a stopped motorist was Black and Hispanic motorists increased by 1.9 and
1.8 respectively during daylight. These results were statistically significant at a level greater than
99 percent and robust to the inclusion of a variety of controls including officer fixed-effects as
well as to a restricted subsample of moving violations.

Westerly

The Westerly municipal police department was observed to have made 10.9 percent minority
stops in 2018 of which 5.0 percent were Black and 3.4 percent were Hispanic. During the inter-
twilight window, 5.2 percent of stops were Black and 3.1 were of Hispanic motorists. The Solar
Visibility Analysis indicated a statistically significant disparity in the rate that Hispanic motorists
were stopped during daylight relative to darkness. Within the inter-twilight window, the odds that
a stopped motorist was Hispanic motorists increased by 2.1 during daylight. The results for
Hispanic motorists were statistically significant at a level greater than 99 percent and robust to
the inclusion of a variety of controls including officer fixed-effects as well as to a restricted
subsample of moving violations.

Other Statistical and Descriptive Measure Analysis Findings, 2018

In addition to the four municipal police departments identified to exhibit statistically significant racial or
ethnic disparities in the Solar Visibility analysis, 20 other municipal police departments and four State
Police barracks were identified using a combination of the synthetic control method, descriptive tests,
stop disposition test or KPT hit-rate analysis. Identification in any one of these tests alone is not, in and of
itself, sufficient to be identified for further analysis. However, these additional tests are designed as an
additional screening tool to identify the jurisdictions where consistent disparities exceed certain
thresholds that appear in the data. Although it is understood that certain assumptions have been made
in the design of each of these measures, it is reasonable to believe that departments with consistent data
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disparities that separate them from the majority of other departments should be subject to further review
and analysis with respect to the factors that may be causing these differences.

The results from estimating whether individual departments stopped more minority motorists relative to
their requisite synthetic control found seven municipal police departments to have a disparity that was
statistically significant at the 95 percent level in the Black or Hispanic alone categories. However, the
disparities did not persist in all of these departments through robustness checks with a more restrictive
modeling specification. In total, there were only five municipal police departments that withstood this
more rigorous estimation procedure. Those departments are Cumberland, Hopkinton, Lincoln,
Middletown, and North Smithfield.

The descriptive tests are designed as an additional tool to identify disparities that exceed certain
thresholds that appear in a series of census-based benchmarks. Those three benchmarks are: (1)
statewide average, (2) the estimated commuter driving population, and (3) resident-only stops. Although
20 municipal police departments were identified with racial and ethnic disparities when compared to one
or more of the descriptive measures, only Providence, North Smithfield, North Providence, Cranston,
Pawtucket, and East Providence exceeded the disparity threshold in more than half the benchmark areas.

In aggregate, minority motorists stopped by municipal police departments were found to have a
statistically different distribution of outcomes conditional on the basis for which they were stopped. In
the departmental analysis, there were 20 of 44 municipal departments and four State Police barracks
were found to have a disparity in the distribution of outcomes. These differences were statistically
significant at the 95 percent level or above in the Black or Hispanic alone categories. However, we note
that the number of violations might be corelated with more severe outcomes and race. Since this variable
is unobservable in the current data, we strongly caution the reader about drawing any conclusions from
this section alone. The departments identified in this test include: Bristol, Burrillville, Coventry, Cranston,
Cumberland, East Greenwich, East Providence, Foster, Glocester, Hopkinton, Jamestown, Middletown,
North Kingston, North Smithfield, Pawtucket, Portsmouth, South Kingstown, Warwick, Westerly,
Woonsocket, RISP - Hope Valley, RISP- HQ, RISP- Lincoln, and RISP- Scituate.

The results of the KPT Hit-Rate test, applied to the aggregate search data for all departments in Rhode
Island show that departments are less successful in motorist searches across all minority groups, which is
a potential indicator of disparate treatment. The North Providence municipal police department and
Lincoln State Police barracks was found to have a disparity in the hit-rate of Black motorists relative to
Caucasian Non-Hispanic motorists, which was statistically significant at the 95 percent level. However, the
sample size did not warrant an analysis of the Black or Hispanic alone category and the analysis did not
withstand the threshold of a 10 percent false discovery rate for either jurisdiction. Thus, we were unable
to rule out the possibility that these departments were identified by chance.

E.1 (B): Conclusions from the Statewide Analysis

Part | of this report should be utilized as a screening tool by which researchers, law enforcement
administrators, community members and other appropriate stakeholders focus resources on those
departments displaying the greatest level of disparities in their respective stop data. As noted previously,
racial and ethnic disparities in any traffic stop analysis do not, by themselves, provide conclusive evidence
of racial profiling. Statistical disparities do, however, provide significant evidence of the presence of
idiosyncratic data trends that warrant further analysis.
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In order to determine if a departments racial and ethnic disparities warrant additional in-depth analysis,
researchers review the results from the five analytical sections of the report (Veil of Darkness, Synthetic
Control, Descriptive Statistics, Stop Disposition and KPT Hit-Rate). The threshold for identifying significant
racial and ethnic disparities for departments is described in each section of the report (ex. departments
with a disparity that was statistically significant at the 95 percent level in the black or Hispanic alone
categories in the Veil of Darkness methodology were identified as statistically significant). A department
is identified for a follow-up analysis if they meet any one of the following criteria:

1. Astatistically significant disparity in the solar visibility analysis
2. A statistically significant disparity in the synthetic control analyses and any one of the following
analyses:
a. Descriptive statistics
b. KPT-hit rate
3. A statistically significant disparity in the descriptive statistics, stop disposition, and KPT hit-rate
analyses.

Based on the above listed criteria it was recommended that an in-depth follow-up analysis should be
conducted for the following departments: (1) Bristol, (2) Smithfield, (3) Warwick, and (4) Westerly. None
of these four municipal departments have been identified in previous reports.

North Smithfield was also identified with racial and ethnic disparities in this study as well as in both the
2016 and 2017 Traffic Stop Data Analysis and Findings reports. An in-depth follow-up analysis, with
recommendations, was previously completed for the department. The racial and ethnic disparities have
remained consistent in each of the annual studies. Based on the results of the previously published follow-
up analyses and our further understanding of traffic stop enforcement in North Smithfield, we do not
believe another follow-up analysis would significantly add to the knowledge of factors that may have
influenced these disparities already documented in the previous follow-up report. The department should
continue to review and monitor traffic enforcement policies to evaluate the disproportionate effect they
could be having on minority drivers. They should also continue to take steps to assure that their minority
community is fully engaged in the process of understanding why the allocation of enforcement resources
are made and what outcomes are being achieved.

Although further analysis is important, a major objective of any review of possible racial profiling in Rhode
Island is bringing law enforcement officials and community members together in an effort to build trust
by discussing relationships between police and the community. Public forums should be held in each
identified community to bring these groups together. They are an important tool used to inform the public
of the findings and outline steps for moving forward with additional analysis. The IMRP is committed to
utilizing both data and dialogue to enhance relationships between the police and their community.

E.2: 2018 FOLLOW-UP ANALYSIS

A total of four municipal police departments were identified as having a statistically significant disparity
in the conditional probability of a minority motorist being stopped in each respective jurisdiction. As noted
in Part | of the report, these four municipal departments were identified across multiple statistical and
descriptive tests. Although it is impossible to draw any direct inference about racial bias itself, the findings
present compelling statistical evidence that warranted further investigation. The agencies identified were
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Bristol, North Smithfield, Smithfield, Warwick, and Westerly. In Part Il of this report researchers
conducted an in-depth follow-up analysis for four of the five departments (Bristol, Smithfield, Warwick,
and Westerly). A follow-up analysis, with recommendations, was previously completed for the North
Smithfield Police Department as part of the 2016 report. The racial and ethnic disparities have remained
consistent in each of the annual studies for North Smithfield. Based on the results of the previously
published follow-up analysis and our further understanding of traffic stop enforcement in North
Smithfield, we did not believe another follow-up analysis would significantly add to the knowledge of
factors that may have influenced these disparities already documented in the previous report. We would
refer readers to the follow-up analysis for North Smithfield published in 2016 Supplemental Traffic Stop
Analysis and Findings report for more specific information on the department.

By conducting additional in-depth analyses on the four new police departments identified, the public can
have a better understanding as to why and how disparities exist. This transparency is intended to assist in
achieving the goal of increasing trust between the public and law enforcement. The in-depth analysis was
designed to be a collaborative effort between research staff, the police department and the community.
The analysis was tailored based on the department and community’s unique characteristics. Traffic stop
disparities can be influenced by many factors such as the location of accidents, high call for service volume
areas, high crime rate areas, and areas with major traffic generators such as shopping and entertainment
districts, to name a few.

The first part of the in-depth analysis outlines additional descriptive measures that were applied to
department-level data for the four municipal departments. In order to understand the factors that might
be contributing to traffic enforcement decisions in the identified departments, researchers sought to
understand where their respective traffic enforcement patterns occurred and why. Analyzing the traffic
stops for each identified community by the reported location (i.e. patrol zone, street, neighborhood, etc.)
was a primary means to conduct this analysis. A more detailed location analysis not only provided a more
nuanced understanding of population demographics, but also allowed researchers to focus on the unique
attributes of a subsection of a community such as major traffic generators, accident rates, local crime
problems, and calls for service. The analysis also included a much more in-depth post-stop data review to
examine differences in citation rates, contraband found as a result of a search, and stop reasons.

To date, traffic stop studies in other states have primarily focused on statewide or department level
trends. Aside from formal investigations, there is little precedence for a state to gain a more nuanced
understanding of department level enforcement patterns with an eye towards racial and ethnic disparities
contained therein. Yet researchers believe it is imperative to the success of this project that the
conversation not end at the identification of departments with significant racial and ethnic disparities.
Indeed, the individual department analysis proved enlightening for both researchers and departments.
The analysis should be viewed as a part of an ongoing process for the public, law enforcement and the
law’s implementing agency to gain an increasingly enhanced understanding of the factors contributing to
racial and ethnic disparities in traffic stops.
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PART I: 2018 TRAFFIC STOP ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS



I: METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH UNDERLYING THE
ANALYSIS

Assessing racial disparities in policing data has been used for the last two decades as a policy tool to
evaluate whether racial bias exists within a given jurisdiction. Although there has always been widespread
public support for the equitable treatment of individuals of all races, recent national headlines have
brought this issue to the forefront of American consciousness and prompted a contentious national
debate about policing policy. The statistical evaluation of policing data in Rhode Island is an important
step towards developing a transparent dialogue between law enforcement and the public. As such, this
report’s goal is to present the results of that evaluation in a transparent and unbiased manner.

The research strategy underlying this statistical analysis was developed with consideration to three
guiding principles. Each principle served as an important foundation for the research process, particularly
when selecting the appropriate results to disseminate to the public. A better understanding of these
principles helps to frame the results in the technical portions of the analysis. Further, presenting these
principles at the outset of the report provides readers with the appropriate context to understand our
overall approach.

Principle 1: Acknowledge that statistical evaluation is limited to finding racial and
ethnic disparities that are indicative of racial and ethnic bias but that, in the absence
of a formal procedural investigation, cannot be considered comprehensive evidence.

Principle 2: Apply a holistic approach for assessing racial and ethnic disparities in Rhode
Island policing data by using a variety of approaches that rely on well-respected
techniques from existing literature.

Principle 3: Outline the assumptions and limitations of each approach transparently so
that the public and policy-makers can use their judgment in drawing conclusions from
the analysis.

The report is organized to lead the reader through a host of descriptive and statistical tests that vary in
their assumptions and level of scrutiny. The intent behind this approach is to apply multiple tests as a
screening filter for the possibility that any one test (1) produces false positive results or (2) reports a false
negative. Seven distinct analytical tools were used to evaluate whether racial and ethnic disparities are
present in the Rhode Island policing data. In the analysis, the demography of motorists was grouped into
four overlapping categories to ensure a large enough sample size for the statistical analysis. Although
much of the analysis focuses on stops made of black (Hispanic or non-Hispanic) and Hispanic motorists
(any race), the analysis was also conducted for aggregated groupings of all non-white motorists (Hispanic
or non-Hispanic) as well as a combined sample of black and Hispanic motorists. In terms of identifying
departments or state police barracks in individual tests, the estimated disparity (i.e. the higher likelihood
of stopping a minority motorist) must have been estimated with at least a 95 percent level of statistical
significance for either black or Hispanic motorists alone. Put simply, under the rigorous conditions 