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INTRODUCTION

In the United States, more than fifty million people have direct contact with
police every year.! Types of direct contact include pedestrian or traffic stops,
traffic accidents, arrests, or resident-initiated events.> During these police
encounters, approximately one million individuals experience use of force.’
Annually, an estimated 250,000 individuals are injured in interactions with
police officers and about 85,000 suffer a non-fatal injury requiring hospital
treatment.* Law enforcement kills approximately 1,000 individuals each year.’
These are considered to be conservative estimates.®

While there are clear linkages between police use of force, civilian bodily
harm, and even premature death, an emerging body of research suggests that the
health consequences of policing are far more expansive. In this review, we
summarize the empirical evidence on the varied connections between policing
and population health in the United States. We move beyond describing direct
linkages between policing practices and immediate bodily harm to considering
the ways in which multiple forms of police contact can harm families and
communities. Additionally, we examine the durable and potentially long-run
consequences of police contact for individuals’ mental and physical well-being.
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Finally, we consider the racial and ethnic disproportionality in contact with
police and its consequences for health disparities. While still an emerging area
of scholarship, a growing body of research suggests that police contact, in its
multiple forms, is linked to adverse physical and mental health consequences.
These consequences affect not only the individuals who experience direct
contact with law enforcement but also their families and communities.

1.
INJURY AND DEATH

The most direct—and oft-discussed—pathway connecting law
enforcement to civilian harm is physical violence. This is typically due to
excessive use of force that results in civilian injury and sometimes death. Indeed,
relative to civilians in comparable countries, U.S. residents of all races and
ethnicities face an exceptionally high risk of being killed by law enforcement.’
Police are responsible for an estimated eight percent of all homicides of adult
males in the United States® and often kill more civilians over the course of
months than police in other comparable countries do over the course of decades.’
Moreover, there are also considerable racial and ethnic disparities in deaths at
the hands of police: about one in 1,000 Black men and boys are estimated to be
killed by police sometime over the course of their life, compared to one in 2,000
Latinx or American Indian men/boys, one in 2,500 White men/boys, and one in
5,000 Asian men/boys.!® While the risk of being killed by the police is
significantly lower among women and girls, there are also significant racial and
ethnic disparities within this population.'" For instance, Black and American
Indian/Alaska Native women and girls face approximately a 1.4 and 1.5 times
higher risk of being killed by police, respectively, than their White
counterparts.'?

Large racial and ethnic disparities also exist in non-fatal injuries resulting
from police use of force. During police-initiated contact, for instance, both Black
and Latinx men are nearly twice as likely to experience either force or threat of
force.!* Black women also experience more frequent use of force than their
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Latinx or White counterparts.'* Relatedly, during a police encounter, Black
civilians are almost five times more likely than non-Hispanic White civilians to
suffer an injury that requires medical care at a hospital.'> This is likely the lower
bound of estimates given that approximately thirty-seven percent of individuals
injured by the police seek medical care following the event.!® However, among
the non-fatal injuries that are reported, many comprise serious injuries from
blows, manhandling, firearms, or strikes from blunt objects by police.'”

Based on additional demographic information from individuals who
received emergency health services following a non-fatal, police-involved
injury, we know that, in addition to being disproportionately Black, Latinx, and
male, they are also young and socioeconomically disadvantaged.'® For instance,
approximately thirty-five percent of injuries from law enforcement in Chicago
concentrate in young adults aged 25-34 years old.!® Information on the housing
status of individuals injured by the police shows that approximately 5.5% were
injured in abandoned housing and 1.5% were homeless.?’ Lastly, the majority of
individuals injured by the police paid for emergency health services following
the injury using Medicaid (49.8%).2! Although there are burgeoning efforts to
collect demographic information in different urban localities,”> data on law
enforcement-related injuries are still very limited because they lack information
on socioeconomic factors, costs, geographic location, and healthcare resources
used for treatment.?

Collecting data that describe in detail all civilian-police interactions, and
not only encounters ending in injury or death, is a critical step towards better
understanding how police interactions shape peoples’ well-being. For example,
with more data, we could systematically analyze the factors that increase risk of
injury or death during an interaction with law enforcement. Compilation of these
detailed data systems will necessitate considerable state buy-in, including but not
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limited to laws that require public reporting of most police activity,?* as well as
universal data reporting standards to ensure the quality and consistency of data
sourced across agencies. Currently, police data sources undercount use of force
by and injuries from law enforcement.?* They also do not provide granularity for
local or agency-specific trends.?® To overcome these issues, the Federal Bureau
of Investigation (FBI) created a national police use of force dataset in 2019.
However, voluntary participation in the dataset only allowed for information on
fifty-five percent of officers and forty-one percent of agencies in the United
States.” Without mandated participation from the government, progress in
tracing connections between policing and well-being will continue to be slow.

The harms that can result from direct encounters with law enforcement
include other forms of injury as well, such as sexual assault, psychological
violence, and neglect. Approximately 18.6% of individuals report psychological
violence from police, such as being threatened, intimidated, stopped without
cause, or being called discriminatory slurs. Similarly, 18.8% report neglect from
the police, such as receiving no response when asking for assistance. A smaller
proportion of individuals (2.8%) report sexual violence, such as inappropriate
sexual conduct or public strip searches.”® Comprehensive data describing such
interactions with police, however, are generally restricted, incomplete, or
limited.”

11.
MENTAL AND PHYSICAL HEALTH

While physical injuries or death resulting from use of force provide
straightforward links between policing and population well-being, police contact
can also undermine individuals’ long-term mental and physical functioning well
after an interaction with law enforcement occurs. And here, it’s important to note
that “police contact” encompasses a broad package of exposures. Prior research
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has drawn connections between people’s long-term welfare and everything from
voluntary encounters with law enforcement to indirect and community-level
policing. Below, we summarize the health impacts of various forms of direct and
indirect police contact at both the individual and community levels.

A. Individual-Level Harms

People who have experienced violence in encounters with law enforcement
have been shown to display elevated levels of psychological distress.>* These
include clinically valid indicators for post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD),
anxiety, and depression among adults and adolescents.’! Racial and ethnic
minoritized groups experience greater adverse mental health following police
contact when compared to their White counterparts.>> Adults exposed to law
enforcement violence show an increased risk for psychotic episodes, suicidal
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ideation, and suicide attempts relative to those who have not been exposed.*
Psychotic experiences and suicide attempts also follow policing experiences that
include physical violence, sexual violence, and neglectful behavior.>* Moreover,
the mental health consequences of police contact do not appear to be conditional
on experiencing physical injury or arrest.’® Indeed, research suggests that the
stress of even relatively nonviolent, short-lived interactions with police, such as
pedestrian stop-and-frisk or Terry stop encounters, can produce greater
psychological distress, anxiety, depression, and trauma.

In addition to these durable psychological harms, direct, intrusive contact
with police might also have persistent physiological consequences for
individuals. Police altercations have been shown to result in greater
hypervigilance—the propensity to constantly assess for potential threats and
exhibit a state of heightened alertness—as well as induce increases in blood
pressure.’’ Stress-laden police contact may also result in the development of
abnormalities in the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis and the subsequent
release of cortisol or increases in inflammatory responses.’® Chronic

33.  Jordan E. DeVylder, Jodi J. Frey, Courtney D. Cogburn, Holly C. Wilcox, Tanya L. Sharpe,
Hans Y. Oh, Boyoung Nam & Bruce G. Link, Elevated Prevalence of Suicide Attempts Among Victims
of Police Violence in the USA, 94 J. URB. HEALTH 629, 631 (2017) [hereinafter DeVylder et al., Elevated
Suicide Attempts]; DeVylder et al., Exposure to Police Victimisation, supra note 28, at 468; Jordan E.
DeVylder, Hyun-Jin Jun, Lisa Fedina, Daniel Coleman, Deidre Anglin, Courtney Cogburn, Bruce Link
& Richard P. Barth, Association of Exposure to Police Violence with Prevalence of Mental Health
Symptoms Among Urban Residents in the United States, | JAMA NETWORK OPEN e184945, at 5 (2018)
[hereinafter DeVylder et al., Prevalence of Mental Health Symptoms).

34. DeVylder et al., Exposure to Police Victimisation, supra note 28, at 468.

35.  See Turney et al., supra note 30, at 3; Turney et al., supra note 30, at 3; Gaines, supra note
32, at 846; Motley et al., supra note 30, at 55; Sophie I. Leib, Emma C. Faith, Samuel R. Vincent &
Steven A. Miller, Police Interactions, Perceived Respect, and Longitudinal Changes in Depression in
African Americans, 40 J. SOC. & CLINICAL PSYCH. 27, 34 (2021); Adam C. Alexander, Joseph J.C.
Waring, Bishop Noble, David Bradley, Oluwakemi Olurotimi, Jack Fronheiser, Munjireen Sifat, Sarah
J. Ehlke, Laili Kharazi Boozary, Julia McQuoid & Darla E. Kendzor, Perceptions of Mental Health and
Exploring the Role of Social Activism Among African Americans Exposed to Media Coverage of Police
Brutality and Protests, 10 J. RACIAL & ETHNIC HEALTH DISPARITIES 1403, 1406 (2023); Alang et al.,
supra note 30, at 214; Jonathan M. Cox, Anais Toussaint, Jacqueline Woerner, Andrea Smith & Angela
M. Haeny, Coping While Black: Comparing Coping Strategies Across COVID-19 and the Killing of
Black People, J. RACIAL & ETHNIC HEALTH DISPARITIES, at 5 (2023); Adam D. Fine, Juan Del Toro
& Carlena Orosco, Consequences of Fearing Police: Associations with Youths” Mental Health and Felt
Obligation to Obey Both the Law and School Rules, 83 J. CRIM. JUST. 101934, at 4 (2022).

36. See Fine et al., supra note 35, at 4; Turney et al., Disclosure Among Youth Stopped, supra
note 30, at 3; Turney et al., Erosion of Positive Future Orientation, supra note 30, at 182.

37. Nichole A. Smith, Dexter R. Voisin, Joyce P. Yang & Elizabeth L. Tung, Keeping Your
Guard Up: Hypervigilance Among Urban Residents Affected by Community and Police Violence, 38
HEALTH AFFS. 1662, 1665 (2019); Matthew Kimble, Mariam Boxwala, Whitney Bean, Kristin
Maletsky, Jessica Halper, Kaleigh Spollen & Kevin Fleming, The Impact of Hypervigilance: Evidence
for a Forward Feedback Loop, 28 J. ANXIETY DISORDERS 241, 246 (2014); Jennifer Ahern, Ellicott C.
Matthay, Dana E. Goin, Kriszta Farkas & Kara E. Rudolph, Acute Changes in Community Violence and
Increases in Hospital Visits and Deaths from Stress-Responsive Diseases, 29 EPIDEMIOLOGY 684, 689
(2018); Michelle Billies, Surveillance Threat as Embodied Psychological Dilemma, 21 PEACE &
CONFLICT: J. PEACE PSYCH. 168, 178 (2015).

38.  Ahern et al., supra note 37, at 689.



2024] BODILY HARM 1049

perseveration and rumination after experiencing intrusive contact with law
enforcement, as well as the anticipation of similar contact in the future, may
serve as unique social stressors that increase the risk of developing several
chronic conditions.* These conditions include, but are not limited to, diabetes,
hypertension, or stroke.*” Although research on the long-term physiological
consequences of police contact is generally new and limited to overall physical
health status, recent studies have identified associations between interactions
with law enforcement and biomarkers, such as telomere length.*! This suggests
that policing may biologically age or “get under the skin” of the people it affects
and engender enduring physical harm.*? Research also shows that recovery from
physical conditions or injuries becomes more difficult for individuals who have
experienced consistent police discrimination.*’

Intrusive police encounters and the resulting hyperawareness and distress
have also been shown to contribute to deficits in sleep among youth and adults
in the United States. Specifically, adverse experiences with the police increase
the frequency with which individuals have trouble sleeping and reduce the
number of hours they are able to sleep.** Insufficient sleep may further
exacerbate chronic conditions, as it has previously been linked to obesity and
depressive symptoms, and it also coincides with increased participation in risky
behaviors, such as drinking and driving. For youth populations, sleep deprivation
also impedes significant cognitive development.*’

The negative impact of police encounters on individuals’ long-term health
manifests in other contexts as well. For instance, recent research has
demonstrated a link between individuals’ prior experiences with police and their
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subsequent mistrust of medical institutions, such as hospitals. Indeed, people
who have had negative past experiences with police—even in cases where that
contact was perceived to be necessary—express higher levels of medical mistrust
than those lacking this exposure.*® This type of harm perpetuated by law
enforcement, while less apparent than the harms described above, may prove to
be particularly destructive for health over a person’s life. For instance, greater
generalized mistrust in medical institutions can lead individuals to forgo seeking
regular treatment from health care facilities, which, in turn, can lead to
development of several otherwise preventable health conditions. Research on
similar distal mechanisms is needed to fully understand the variety of potential
ways that police contact may impact individuals’ health as they age.

B.  Community-Level and Vicarious Harms

Beyond direct, one-to-one civilian encounters with police officers, “police
contact” might also be defined as interactions between civilians and law
enforcement that are indirect or occur at higher levels of spatial aggregation, such
as within neighborhoods or counties. These alternative forms of contact carry
with them several significant population health consequences.

As an example of this form of contact, consider so-called order-
maintenance policing strategies, which typically involve the persistent
surveillance of communities and routine engagement with civilians in a
concentrated area in order to control crime and deviance.*’” Under these regimes,
police generate indirect forms of contact with civilians—i.e., they create a broad,
hypervigilant neighborhood climate where residents anticipate being unfairly
and unnecessarily criminalized when leaving their homes.*® The additional stress
stemming from the chronic anticipation of possible unfair treatment produces
additional health harms: residents of heavily surveilled neighborhoods, for
instance, have been shown to experience elevated levels of psychological distress
and worse outcomes on several long-term and chronic physical health
conditions.*
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Day-to-day experiences of police stops and surveillance may also
practically prohibit or constrain individuals’ ability to engage in healthy
behaviors, such as physical activity, that prevent the incidence of poor health.
For example, a robust body of research has examined the ways in which daily
police surveillance and stops of Black and Latinx young men impact their
perceptions of safety and the public places they feel safe to navigate.>® In other
words, constant surveillance by the police may keep targeted groups from
walking outside to engage in otherwise productive, healthy behavior. These
expectations of surveillance and unfair criminalization spurred by police extend
to other institutions.”’ Consequently, residents of communities with high levels
of aggressive policing may also forgo health care utilization, even in moments
of acute need, based on the real or perceived legal ramifications of seeking care
that would initiate contact with police.>

Similar “secondhand” or “spillover” effects of police contact can be seen
in so-called vicarious exposures. This type of police contact is where a person
does not experience direct contact with officers but instead witnesses or
experiences violent police engagement with another civilian, a family member,
or a friend. Vicarious contact with police and its associated health harms are
experienced on an individual level, as well as area-level exposure within
neighborhoods or counties.’* More localized examples include the stopping of
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individuals within a person’s community, and more national examples include
highly publicized killings of civilians by police that occur far from where a
person lives. Both produce acute and persistent health harms.>

Various levels of spatial aggregation (e.g., neighborhoods, counties, states,
census divisions) with heightened police stops and police killings of unarmed
Black Americans have produced detrimental impacts on the mental health and
psychiatric needs of individuals.® Overpolicing by way of police stops, frisks,
and use of force within urban neighborhoods and cities has resulted in greater
anxiety symptoms and psychiatric emergencies among residents of those areas.>’
Additionally, killings of unarmed Black civilians by police have corresponded
with greater emergency department visits related to depression and suicides
within Black populations at the county and regional levels, respectively.’® This
brings attention to the far-reaching nature of such acute exposures.’* Urban
neighborhoods with excessive policing also have a higher prevalence of poor
birth outcomes, such as preterm birth and small-for-gestational-age measures.*
This suggests that overpolicing may have intergenerational consequences by
placing additional stress on mothers, which subsequently transfers to their
infants. Residents of overly surveilled neighborhoods are also more likely to
exhibit poor health behaviors and physical health conditions, such as smoking
cigarettes, physical inactivity, diabetes, increased Body Mass Index (BMI), and
asthma.®!

Research finds significant negative mental and physical health
consequences for the family members and friends of those who have had
intrusive police contact.®> For instance, mothers and fathers of adolescents who
experience police stops have increased rates of depression and anxiety.®
Mothers also experience worse overall health and encounter anxiety-related
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sleep difficulties.®* Lastly, friends of adolescents who have experienced police
altercations show greater behavioral problems, including engaging in defiant
activities at school.®

Overall, additional research is needed to specify the full breadth of health
effects of these indirect forms of police contact. Specifically, police encounters
and oversurveillance may have long-term health effects over the life course.
Overpolicing and racial targeting may contribute to chronic stress and premature
aging, also known as “weathering,”® in certain subpopulations. Research on
policing and health conditions related to aging, such as early-onset dementia,
may allow for such evaluation. Still, the research findings available to us now
suggest that members of law enforcement not only erode population welfare
through their direct interactions with individuals, but also through their broader
vicarious and community-level contacts. And here, it’s important to again note
that these forms of contact (e.g., contact in heavily surveilled neighborhoods) are
unevenly shouldered by Black, brown, and working-class communities—and so
too are the potential consequences for health. Further interrogating these linkages
is thus a matter of health equity.

CONCLUSION

Emerging evidence suggests that police contact harms population health
through various means. Excessive force applied in police encounters can directly
result in civilian injury or death. Excessive force and the lasting chronic stress
stemming from these experiences also increase the long-term risk of poor mental
and physical health outcomes for individuals. These harms extend to the mental
and physical well-being of friends and family members connected to individuals
who have been harmed by the police. These consequences extend even further
outwards, impacting the health of entire communities that are in close proximity
to spaces where violent or intrusive police contact has occurred. While these
issues are of concern for the entire nation, Black, Latinx, and economically
disadvantaged individuals and communities disproportionately shoulder these
harms. This is because they are the consistent targets of police surveillance,
intrusion, and violence.

Research has only begun to scratch the surface of how police contact
generates population harm. Moving forward, we must consider a broad and
encompassing definition of police contact—beyond just encounters ending with
excessive force—in order to understand the full range of potential connections
between law enforcement and health. In addition to relying on more expansive
definitions of contact, this will require careful and systematic empirical
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measurement of the alternative forms of police contact and harm. For example,
police negligence or other means through which police may prevent individuals
from meeting their basic needs should be considered in this shared project of
cataloging police-produced health harms.®’

Critics argue that use of crowdsourced data on police killings overcounts
estimates of police killings and provides inconsistent measurement of whether
the individual killed by police was armed. In turn, they contend that this results
in inflated estimates of the true health consequences of policing in Black, brown,
and low-income communities.®® But crowdsourced databases on policing are
triangulated with other sources, including official police records, news reports,
social media references, and obituaries. These datasets were developed in
response to administrative datasets and police records that underreport police
encounters that result in fatal and non-fatal injuries.® Differences in reporting of
injuries also makes comparability an issue when using official police records.
This said, police departments legally mandated to report actions during police
stops, such as frisks and use of force, have produced more consistent reports
when auditing occurs at multiple levels.”

In this review, we have examined the ways in which policing can cause
health harms to populations and disproportionately harm disadvantaged and
racial and ethnic minoritized populations. While beyond the scope of this review,
our examination does not negate the potential role police can play in promoting
population health. Indeed, central to the mission of most police departments
across the United States is the promotion of public safety, which is a key driver
of population well-being.”! However, the fact remains that the United States far
exceeds most wealthy democracies in killings by police. Additionally, the United
States continues to struggle with police brutality, particularly in poor, racial and
ethnic minoritized communities.”> Moreover, racial violence remains
foundational to policing as it stems from a long history of racial control that
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began with slavery.”® Therefore, it is critical to better understand the scope and
scale of police violence and its health consequences to inform policies and
practices that can serve to improve population well-being across all
communities.
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