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Requesting and collecting the data



Marrying academic research
Journalistic use and public access

250 million
33 states / 57 cities



Academic research 
100 million traffic stops



Stops

Evidence of bias 
against black drivers 
at the stop decision

Black drivers are 
stopped more often 
than white drivers, 
relative to their share 
of the driving-age 
population.



Stops

But there’s a problem.

The driving-age 
population of an area 
doesn’t mean that 
accurately 
represents the 
drivers on the streets.



Other ways to 
test for 

disparate 
impact, bias 

and 
discrimination

● Searches

● The result or outcome 
of the search (hit rate)

● Threshold test

● Veil of Darkness test
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Are officers searching 
minority drivers on 
the basis of less evidence 
than whites?

https://openpolicing.stanford.edu/findings/


Searches

Black and Hispanic 
drivers are searched 
on the basis of less 

evidence

Black and Hispanic 
drivers are searched 
considerably more often 
than white drivers but 
found with contraband 
less often.



The outcome test [Becker,1957, 1992]

Compares the search success rate (hit rate) across race groups.

Lower hit rate for minorities suggests discrimination. 



The outcome test
The outcome test can be misleading: can suggest discrimination when there is 
none, and vice versa.



The threshold test
Statistical test to estimate the 
minimum level of suspicion that 
officers require to search 
drivers of different race groups.

Lower search thresholds for 
minorities suggest 
discrimination.



The threshold test
A new statistical test for discrimination

The test lets us infer the standard of evidence officers apply 
when deciding whom to search.

A lower search threshold for one group relative to another 
indicates discrimination.

The test is based on both the search rate and the search 
success rate.



The threshold test
Evidence that black and Hispanic drivers are searched 
on the basis of less evidence than whites



The “veil of darkness” test
Grogger and Ridgeway, 2006

It’s harder to infer the race of a driver at night, when a “veil of 
darkness” masks one’s race.

If black drivers comprise a smaller fraction of those stopped at 
night than those stopped during the day, it suggests officers 
may be discriminating against black drivers.



The “veil of darkness” test
Grogger and Ridgeway, 2006

But driving patterns might also change by time of day.

To account for this possibility, one can use the fact that the 
sun sets at different times throughout the year.
[ 7 p.m. is dark in the winter but light in the summer. ]



The “veil of darkness” test [ in Texas ]
In aggregate, across our dataset, we 
see the share of stopped drivers who 
are black is smaller after dusk than 
before sunset. This pattern is 
suggestive of racial profiling.  It is 
also easier to explain to readers.



Going from data to stories

https://www.instagram.com/p/BvzLTalFk00/?igshid=fzl09da7siad


Making the data accessible
Since initial release in 2017: trained nearly 200 journalists

Followed with ongoing support for journalists as they analyze 
data, both locally and nationally.

Working with Big Local News, an effort that collects, 
processes and shares governmental data that are hard to 
obtain and difficult to analyze; partnering with local and 
national newsrooms.



















And from stories to impact



Explore the data, tutorials and code



Tips for how to write about policing efforts

● Don’t assume discrimination when you see differences in stops. Do more digging first.

● Check for disparities

● Check for disparate impact

● Examine whether bias could be at play - Veil of Darkness test

● And investigate whether that bias is an indicator of discrimination



Expanding beyond 
police stops



More journalism organizations are sharing data 
along with stories.
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Big Local News data-sharing reduces siloed efforts

Allows for private projects shared 
with specific uses

Open projects available to anyone on 
the platform

Plus, archiving with the Stanford 
Digital Repository for permanence



Resources for finding data and documents

911 and 311 calls

Even tracking the 
volume of calls 
can mean a story.

Source: presentation by Mary Jo Webster/Minneapolis Star-Tribune



Resources for finding data and documents
Court settlements available through public records requests

Police misconduct and Use of Force records

Who are cops employing? BJS survey data of about
3,500 local law enforcement agencies

That and plenty more at the National Archive of Criminal 
Justice Data, plus experts for interviews.

Audits of police agencies (Federal Audit Clearinghouse)

https://www.icpsr.umich.edu/web/NACJD/studies/37323/variables
https://www.icpsr.umich.edu/web/pages/NACJD/about.html
https://www.icpsr.umich.edu/web/pages/NACJD/about.html
https://facdissem.census.gov/


Resources for finding 
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Reporting on red light cameras

In 2014, WTSP reported on 
how government officials and a 
contractor had made millions in 
fines by shortening yellow 
lights at intersections with 
red-light cameras. The 
investigation spurred a state 
investigation and a change in 
state law.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wbheoxBME9Q


Reporters found one 

suburban officer who 

reviewed and approved 41 

tickets in 59 seconds. His 

boss, the chief, had more 

than 400 instances where he 

assessed and approved a 

citation in 2 seconds or less.



Voice of San Diego:

“SDPD audited its employees’ use of license plate reader data during roughly six 
week stretches in the fall of 2016 and the summer of 2017. During both periods, 
SDPD staff failed to enter a reason they were accessing the database nearly half 
of the time.

In 2016, SDPD users didn’t enter a reason for their search in 258 instances out 
of the 496 times they used the system, or about 51 percent of the time.

In 2017, SDPD staff didn’t enter a reason 238 times out of the 500 times they 
used the system, or about 47 percent of the time.”

License Plate Readers

https://www.voiceofsandiego.org/topics/public-safety/sdpd-may-not-be-following-state-law-on-license-plate-readers/
https://www.voiceofsandiego.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/PRA-17-1242-LEARN_Audit_Report_2016_Redacted.pdf
https://www.voiceofsandiego.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/PRA-17-1242-LEARN_Audit_Report_2017_Redacted.pdf

