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ABSTRACT
This paper analyzes police and public reactions to an intergroup- 
communication intervention developed and tested in Santa Barbara, 
California. We discuss the theory underlying the development of the 
intervention as well as its implementation as a means of improving 
relationships between police officers and members of the Hispanic com-
munity. Based on thematic analysis of interviews with program partici-
pants, we provide qualitative evidence about police and public reactions 
to the intervention. The data presented herein indicate that the interven-
tion improved empathy and trust between participants from both groups. 
These results suggest that interventions based on principles of intergroup 
communication could be a useful mechanism for improving relationships 
between police and historically marginalized communities. They also 
provide a promising framework for research on how police can translate 
research into practice in the area of community trust-building with groups 
reluctant to engage with police. Future research should begin testing the 
effectiveness of these types of interventions using experimental or quasi- 
experimental methods.
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Historically, public opinion polls have found that the vast majority of the public views police in the 
United States in a positive light (Gallagher et al., 2001; Maguire & Johnson, 2010). However, 
U.S. police are currently experiencing a significant legitimacy crisis. Police legitimacy refers to 
people’s judgments about the extent to which the police, as an institution, are ‘entitled to be 
deferred to and obeyed’ (Sunshine & Tyler, 2003, p. 514). Police legitimacy influences people’s 
willingness to cooperate and comply with the police. In July 2020, about two months after the death 
of George Floyd in Minneapolis, a Gallup poll revealed that confidence in the police had reached its 
lowest point in the poll’s 27-year history (Ortiz, 2020). Thoughtful police leaders are trying a variety 
of creative approaches to bolster their relationships with communities and improve the perceived 
legitimacy of the police, particularly in marginalized communities (e.g., Katz & Maguire, 2000). One 
approach for improving these relationships is bringing police officers and the public together to 
engage in genuine dialogue and to recognize each other’s shared perspectives and humanity.

The relationship between the police and the public is intergroup in nature (see for example, Giles 
et al.; Giles et al., 2022). Social Identity Theory (SIT; e.g., Tajfel & Turner, 1979) explains how 
people have an intrinsic motivation to maintain a positive social identity (self-concept), and favor 
people they perceive to be similar to themselves (i.e., ingroup members). In the process, people 
develop unfavorable evaluations of those they perceive to be different (i.e., outgroup members). 
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Recognizing outgroup members’ humanity and engendering mutual trust is important in over-
coming intergroup conflict, and reducing prejudice and discrimination. These are central for 
converging to, and developing an affinity for, outgroup members (see, Giles, 2016). SIT has been 
a major driver of social psychology and communication theories, including intergroup commu-
nication theory (IGC). Intergroup communication occurs when people are relating to each other 
primarily as members of ingroups and outgroups, as a result of their social category memberships, 
as opposed to their individual characteristics or personalities (see, Dragojevic & Giles, 2014). In this 
paper, we introduce readers to an intergroup communication intervention called VOICES that was 
developed by police and community members in the City of Santa Barbara, California, to improve 
relationships between police and the public.

Historically, relationships between police and racial and ethnic minorities have been strained 
(e.g., Brunson, 2007; Epp et al., 2014; Foster et al., 2022; Peck, 2015; Pryce et al., 2021). Weitzer and 
Tuch (2004, p. 305) report that ‘blacks and Hispanics are more likely than whites to report having 
negative interactions with police, to be exposed to media reports of police misconduct, and to live in 
high-crime neighborhoods where policing may be contentious – each of which increases percep-
tions of police misconduct’ (see, also, Shrikant & Sambaraju, 2021). Research shows that there are 
often significant cultural differences between police and the residents of certain minority commu-
nities. For instance, based on a study in Texas, Carter (1985, p. 499) found that ‘there appears to be 
a general lack of knowledge on the part of both the police and Hispanic community members about 
each other’s culture.’ These issues have grown more salient in recent years in the aftermath of 
numerous controversial uses of deadly force by American police against racial and ethnic minorities 
(Kochel, 2019; Maguire & Giles, 2022; Reny & Newman, 2021).

The history of policing immigrants in the United States is filled with controversy, unintended 
consequences, and tragedy. Law enforcement has frequently participated in discriminatory anti- 
immigrant programs and enforced anti-immigrant policies on behalf of the federal government 
(Provine et al., 2016). For example, state and local law enforcement agencies played a key role in 
supporting Operation Wetback, a federal initiative that involved the mass deportation of undocu-
mented Mexican workers in the 1950s (Astor, 2009; García, 1981). The mass deportation of 
Salvadoran immigrants from the United States in the 1990s destabilized El Salvador and led to 
the growth and expansion of two well-known transnational gangs: MS-13 and Barrio-18 (Arana,  
2005; Nuño & Maguire, 2021). Contemporary research evidence suggests that the policing of these 
transnational gangs continues to raise serious concerns about inaccurate labeling and the over- 
policing and over-criminalization of immigrants (Barak et al., 2020). As might be expected, these 
policing practices have strained the relationships between police and immigrant communities, 
beyond the already tenuous relationship with Hispanic Americans. Even for the many police 
departments that do not engage in overt anti-immigrant practices, communication issues arising 
from language and cultural barriers tend to hinder progress in improving these relationships. At the 
same time, research on immigrants’ perceptions of the police suggests that when police officers 
engage with immigrants in a procedurally just manner, these interactions can positively influence 
immigrants’ perspectives on the police (Pryce, 2018; Pryce et al., 2017).

The above stated cultural and language differences between police officers and immigrant 
communities are precisely the types of issues that intergroup contact and communication inter-
ventions are intended to address (see, Hewstone et al., 2014; Paolini et al., 2021).1 The intergroup 
contact hypothesis (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2005) suggests that when groups are brought together to 
interact with one another under certain (nonthreatening) conditions, the contact improves inter-
group relations (for the successes of mediated and even imagined intergroup contact, see, Joyce,  
2018). Intergroup contact interventions have been found to be successful in reducing prejudice in 
a wide variety of settings (for a meta-analysis of over 500 studies, see, Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). For 
example, a recent study in England and Northern Ireland found that intergroup contact improved 
social cohesion among adolescents from different ethnic backgrounds (Reimer et al., 2021). These 
interventions have also been found to be an effective tool for intergroup reconciliation following 
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intractable ethnic or religious conflict (Hewstone et al., 2008; Tropp et al., 2017; Voci et al., 2017). 
Given the variety of complex settings in which intergroup contact interventions have succeeded in 
reducing prejudice and promoting beneficial outcomes like forgiveness and trust, these interven-
tions seem like a promising solution for helping to improve relationships between police and the 
public (Hill et al., 2021; see next section). In this paper, we report qualitative findings from an 
intergroup contact intervention involving police officers and Hispanic immigrant residents in Santa 
Barbara, California.

Intergroup contact and communication

In a democracy, trust is a vital component of the social contract between the government and the 
populace (Kettl, 2017). This is especially true for law enforcement agencies, which are the only 
government agencies authorized to use deadly force against the citizens they are intended to serve 
(Bittner, 1970). Unfortunately, recent events have begun to diminish public trust in the police in the 
United States (Reny & Newman, 2021). This is especially true for racial and ethnic minorities, many 
of whom feel that police are more likely to harm them and their loved ones than to help them. Thus, 
a major current challenge for police leaders is learning how to increase trust between police and 
minority communities. Research and theory on intergroup contact and communication provide 
a useful framework for thinking about how to overcome these tensions and improve trust between 
police and communities (Hill et al., 2021; Holmes & Smith, 2012; for a critical review, see, Wagner 
& Hewstone, 2012).

Encounters between police and members of the public are a classic example of intergroup 
contact (Choi & Giles, 2012). When a police officer comes face to face with a member of the public, 
the communication dynamics between them cannot be described only in interpersonal terms. The 
officer represents a superordinate group (the police specifically and the law more generally), as 
clearly identified by a visibly distinctive uniform, a badge and other insignia, and weapons. The 
member of the public is subordinate to the police and the law and may represent other visible or 
invisible social group categories. Because the dynamics that occur in such an interaction are 
influenced heavily by the group memberships of the individuals involved (that is, they are inter-
group dynamics), understanding these group memberships – and the social identities associated 
with them – can help illuminate the psychological and behavioral dynamics that occur during these 
interactions (see, Giles et al., 2021).

In the early twentieth century, scholars working from a social Darwinism perspective argued that 
intergroup contact inevitably results in conflict (Sumner, 1906). Allport’s (1954) intergroup contact 
hypothesis was based on a very different perspective. It postulated that under certain conditions, 
intergroup contact could reduce prejudice and tension between groups:

“Prejudice . . . may be reduced by equal status contact between majority and minority groups in the pursuit of 
common goals. The effect is greatly enhanced if this contact is sanctioned by institutional supports (i.e., by law, 
custom, or local atmosphere), and provided it is of a sort that leads to the perception of common interests and 
common humanity between members of the two groups”. (p. 281)

In this passage, Allport articulated four conditions under which intergroup contact could produce 
the most beneficial results: equal group status, common goals, intergroup cooperation, and institu-
tional support (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2005). Research has found support for the intergroup contact 
hypothesis overall. It has also found that the abovementioned contact conditions are associated with 
greater reductions in prejudice (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). Allport was also aware that under sub- 
optimal circumstances, contact could increase intergroup tensions and prejudice. Such effects can 
reduce the likelihood of successful interpersonal communication by increasing the salience of one’s 
own social identity, and worsening attitudes toward outgroup members. The chain of effects 
hypothesized to result from suboptimal contact conditions can be detrimental to the goal of 
bringing people together to seek commonalities and improve intergroup empathy and trust.
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The vast majority of the scientific literature on the effectiveness of intergroup contact interven-
tions has developed outside of policing. However, two studies have examined these interventions 
within policing. Researchers in England tested the effects of assigning police officers to schools on 
students’ views of police. They found that students had more positive views of police officers 
assigned to schools (school liaison officers) than of police officers assigned to other functions. 
Students viewed the school liaison officers as atypical of police more generally because these officers 
had a specialized function that set them apart from their peers (Hewstone et al., 1992). Based on 
these findings, Hopkins (1994, p. 1409) noted that intergroup contact interventions often fail if the 
individuals making contact are not viewed as representative ‘of the category as a whole.’ These 
findings suggest that for intergroup contact interventions in policing to be successful, the officers 
involved in the intervention must be regarded by participants as ‘typical’ police officers (see, also, 
Brown & Hewstone, 2005).

Based on the literature on intergroup contact initiatives, police and community members in 
Santa Barbara, California worked together in 2017 to design and launch the VOICES intervention. 
This intervention involved bringing police officers and community members together to engage in 
structured dialogue sessions in a neutral setting. The sessions were purposely designed to incorpo-
rate Allport’s (1954) optimal contact conditions. VOICES was initially pilot tested with several 
historically marginalized populations, including the LGBTQ community, delinquent youth, and 
previously incarcerated youth. Based on an analysis of surveys completed by participating commu-
nity members, Hill et al. (2021) found that these initial VOICES sessions helped improve trust 
between police and the public. Participants reported that what they found most valuable about the 
sessions was the opportunity to talk with police officers and get to know the people behind the 
badge. Further details associated with this initial pilot test of VOICES are described in Hill et al. 
(2021). The present study reports findings from an evaluation of a later VOICES session that 
included police and members of the Hispanic immigrant community in Santa Barbara. This 
evaluation is based on more detailed qualitative data from both police officers and community 
members than the earlier study, which focused only on the experiences of community members.

Method and materials

The City of Santa Barbara, California serves as the setting for this study. More than a third of the 
city’s residents identify as Hispanic and approximately 22% of residents are foreign-born (U.S. 
Census, 2020). The racial/ethnic composition of the Santa Barbara Police Department resembles the 
composition of the community, with about 25% of sworn personnel identifying as Hispanic.

On 4 November 2021, the Santa Barbara Police Department and the Santa Barbara Unified 
School District’s Family Engagement Unit held a VOICES intervention at a local school to improve 
the relationships between police officers and Spanish-speaking immigrant community members. In 
keeping with the spirit of intergroup contact interventions, the organizers sought to bring equiva-
lent numbers of community members and police officers (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). Five police 
officers and five Spanish-speaking community members (including three adults and two youth) 
participated in a structured dialogue session led by an experienced facilitator.2 The facilitator had 
experience in restorative practices and post conflict community development, including field work 
in Rwanda, the Democratic Republic of Congo, and Sri Lanka. The event started with a catered 
dinner, with police officers and community members dining at the same tables together. Following 
the dinner, the chairs were formed into a circle and the facilitator led a discussion in which 
participants described their perceptions and expectations of the other group. The goal was to 
allow both groups to see the other’s perspective, reduce prejudice and increase empathy for 
outgroup members. A translator was available for people who were not bilingual. Participants 
wore earpieces and a translator provided simultaneous translation.

Following the event, all VOICES participants were contacted by the first author, a Mexican- 
American university professor whose first language is Spanish. Semi-systematic interviews were 
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conducted with five of the six law enforcement participants, including four by phone and one using 
Zoom. A sixth officer agreed to be interviewed but we were unable to conduct the interview due to 
logistical difficulties. All of the interviews with police officers were conducted in English and 
recorded. Three of the four officers were interviewed within a month of the intervention, and two 
officers were interviewed within two months. The resulting interview transcripts served as data for 
our thematic analysis. Interviews were conducted with four of the five community members; one 
participant chose not to participate because she was not comfortable sharing her experiences. All 
community members were interviewed within a week of the intervention. Before the start of the 
interview, community members were asked whether they had any interaction with the police since 
the intervention. None of the participants reported having an interaction with the police after 
participating in the intervention. All of the community member interviews were conducted in 
Spanish, three via Zoom and one via telephone. We received permission from three of the 
community members to record the interview, thus resulting in three interview transcripts. One of 
the community members did not provide consent to record the interview, so we took detailed field 
notes summarizing this one interview. The resulting transcripts and field notes served as data for 
our analysis.

To analyze the data, we relied on thematic analysis, a qualitative methodology based on 
grounded theory that is useful for ‘reading, interpreting, and categorizing pieces of linguistic data 
and verbal interaction into theme-based patterns’ (Dittmar & Drury, 2000, p. 119). We were 
particularly interested in uncovering patterns associated with participants’ thoughts and feelings 
about themselves, the VOICES intervention, and the perceptions of the relations between the two 
groups that participated in the intervention. Coding was completed using a combination of manual 
methods and computer-aided methods available in NVivo 12, a software package used for qualita-
tive data analysis (Hilal & Alabri, 2013). The initial coding process resulted in a series of codes that 
served as building blocks for identifying more general themes. This was an inductive process in 
which themes emerged from the coded data. After these themes were identified, the lead interviewer 
reviewed all the Spanish transcriptions to assure that the themes were accurately reflected in the 
transcriptions and translations, and to correct for any errors in translations. Based on this process, 
we identified three key themes that are presented in detail in the Results section. These themes 
served as the basis for theory development as articulated in the Discussion section. The various 
stages of this iterative analytical process involved ‘a number of cognitive and creative processes, 
from clustering and comparing to hypothesising and conceptual cohering’ (Chapman et al., 2015, 
p. 203).

Results

Our analysis of the interview data revealed three dominant themes associated with the outcomes of 
the VOICES intervention. The first two themes – empathy and trust – constitute specific attitudinal 
dimensions. The third theme – police-community relationships – constitutes a more diffuse 
attitudinal dimension. We will discuss the difference between specific and diffuse attitudes in 
more detail in the Discussion section.3 In addition, participants provided feedback about the 
structure and process of the intervention itself. We begin by reviewing the three themes that 
emerged in our analysis, and then we discuss feedback about the intervention itself.

Empathy

Empathy was the most common theme that emerged during our interviews with participants (see, 
Clark et al., 2019), particularly among officers. Participants from both groups described having 
more empathetic thoughts and feelings toward the other group after participating in VOICES. For 
example, one officer explained that participating in VOICES affected the way he hopes to commu-
nicate with immigrants in the future. He explained that the intervention helped him understand the 
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importance of informing immigrants that as a local police officer, he does not enforce immigration 
laws. Another officer commented that he never understood before why someone would not want to 
call the police when they need help. He feels more empathetic after interacting with non-English 
speakers following the VOICES intervention. He now feels he has a ‘better perspective of how hard 
it is for certain demographics to come forward to the police’ and that there are ‘a lot of complex 
issues that come into play of why they don’t want to call the police.’ Another officer stated that 
participating in the program allowed him to develop a better understanding of the challenges 
immigrants face and that he was grateful for ‘how honest the community members were’ during the 
VOICES session.

Feelings of empathy from the officers were often tied to language barriers and cultural 
differences. For example, one officer explained that through his participation in VOICES, he 
learned that language and cultural differences can heavily impact the outcome of an interaction. 
After participating in VOICES, he believes he is better prepared to better serve immigrant 
communities. Another officer learned from the community members that police sometimes do 
not provide clear explanations about the processes that take place during an interaction. 
Community members reported that this is a source of stress and confusion. The officer learned 
that simply providing more thorough explanations can help to improve the outcome of an 
interaction. The officer also stated that certain cultural barriers make interactions with immi-
grants more challenging. For example, immigrants sometimes engage in illegal behaviors that are 
considered culturally acceptable or are not routinely enforced in their nation of origin (e.g., 
driving without a license and driving while intoxicated). In such moments, officers sometimes do 
not take the time to explain the law and its requirements during their interactions with 
immigrants. Two officers mentioned the frustration they have experienced when trying to 
communicate with someone who does not speak English. Both officers stated that they wished 
they were bilingual to help facilitate these interactions. Participating in VOICES taught them that 
community members often feel the same frustration when not being able to speak English and 
communicate directly with an officer.

While community members also felt empathy towards the officers, this was not necessarily 
a result of participating in VOICES. Rather, community members explained that they already felt 
empathetic toward officers, particularly because they recognized the difficulties that officers faced 
on the job. One community member shared a ‘negative’ experience he had with the police during 
a traffic stop when officers removed his daughters from the vehicle. Though he referred to the 
experience as ‘traumatic,’ he also repeatedly said ‘he understands that it is their job.’ He stated 
a wish that ‘police would be more sensitive around children because this causes trauma’ and 
negative perceptions of the police. At the same time, he acknowledged that this is not his country 
and he needs ‘to abide by the laws and rules.’ Another community member stated that regardless of 
the outcome, he would have a hard time characterizing the interaction as negative because he 
‘understands the police are doing their job and that [he] shouldn’t be driving without a license.’ The 
same participant noted that ‘perhaps the officer does not have any options, or perhaps they do not 
want to do it, but it is their job.’

Community members reported that participating in VOICES enabled them to humanize officers 
to a greater extent than previously. For example, one community member stated that while she 
always viewed police officers as authority figures, she never really thought of police officers as ‘real 
people’ who are also members of the community. Another community member stated that after 
participating in the program, she felt better able to understand the complexity of a police officer’s 
job, and to feel more empathetic towards officers in general. For some community participants, this 
was the first time they had experienced a non-enforcement interaction with a police officer. 
A community member stated that she now sees police officers as ‘real people . . . with families 
like us.’ Another participant stated that after interacting with the officers in this setting, she sees 
them as people just like her. ‘They are equal to me . . . they just have different professions. I am 
a mom, they are cops.’ This participant also stated that the program allowed her to identify the 
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things they have in common and that the participating officers did not fit the stereotypical image of 
police officers.

Trust

A second theme that emerged from our analysis was trust (see, Brunson, 2007). Several community 
members discussed the impact of VOICES on their level of trust in police officers. After participat-
ing in VOICES, community members reported feeling a higher level of trust in the police, including 
a greater willingness to call them for help or to report a crime. For example, one community 
member stated that she ‘wasn’t necessarily scared of the police before VOICES, but after the 
program [she is] definitely not scared.’ She also noted that she feels ‘much more trust in the police’ 
after participating in VOICES. Another participant stated that after participating in VOICES, she 
feels she can now trust the police. She stated that the ‘only perception [she] had about the police was 
from movies and social media’ and this perception was very negative. After meeting and sharing 
a meal with officers, she feels she can trust them and would like to engage more with them. One 
community member discussed how her trust in the police stems from an existing relationship that 
she and her family have with one officer who did not participate in VOICES: Officer Ramos (a 
pseudonym). She said that all of her experiences with the police have been positive and she 
attributes this to her interactions with Officer Ramos. Officer Ramos has been central to developing 
her trust and willingness to engage with the police. She explained that participating in VOICES can 
help foster relationships like the one her family has with Officer Ramos, by helping people learn to 
trust the police. This anecdote reinforces the importance of positive interactions between police and 
the public for building trust in the police.

Community members also highlighted the impact of cultural and language barriers on devel-
oping trust and willingness to call the police. For example, one participant stated that she ‘wouldn’t 
be as comfortable with an officer who wasn’t Hispanic or spoke Spanish’ and she doesn’t know how 
she ‘could open her heart to someone who doesn’t understand [her] language and someone who is 
not familiar with [her] experience as Hispanic . . . the fears of being undocumented.’ Another 
participant stated that she ‘wouldn’t call an officer to help with [her] children if [she] didn’t know 
the officer understood her language and culture’ because she’d be scared of a potential negative 
outcome where her ‘child was affected or taken.’ Overall, we find these results promising for 
developing and maintaining trust with this community. We discuss our interpretation of these 
findings below.

Police-community relationships

The third theme that emerged from our analysis was related to police-community relationships 
more generally (see, Oxholm & Glaser, in press). Unlike empathy and trust, which are specific 
attitudinal dimensions, this theme is a more diffuse set of attitudes and perspectives. Several 
participants alluded to the relationship between the police and the community, and the potential 
impact of VOICES on this relationship. For example, one officer stated that participating in the 
program served as a really good reminder that people have mixed emotions about the police, and 
that these do not necessarily represent judgments about him personally. People carry previous 
experiences into later interactions with police, and officers need to understand the complexity of 
people’s attitudes toward the police. Another officer mentioned that programs like VOICES can 
help deal with the ‘source of the problem,’ which he believes to be a perceived negative relationship 
between police and communities. An officer also stated that participating in VOICES will help him 
to develop a better relationship with the community because he can now put a face to the 
population. He particularly appreciated children being included in the conversations. He felt it 
‘was very powerful to hear the children speaking about their experiences’ as these experiences will 
affect how they grow to feel about the police.
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Two officers also emphasized the importance of ‘being part of the community.’ For example, an 
officer stated that because she is Hispanic, was born and raised in the community, and attended 
local public schools, she has a unique perspective among Santa Barbara police officers. Another 
officer said that even though some fellow officers are from the area, they are not aware of many of 
the social issues in the community. She noted that ‘even though they [some other officers] are from 
here, they are not from from here’ because they have more privileged backgrounds. She feels that 
VOICES is a great opportunity for helping officers develop deeper relationships with the 
community.

Community members shared similar sentiments. One community member stated that she now 
feels more comfortable saying ‘hello’ to police officers when she sees them on the street. Another 
said he no longer distinguishes between ‘them and us’ but instead he sees police officers as people 
he can approach and say ‘hi’ to. A community member stated that after participating in VOICES, 
she now has a better understanding of what police work is and what officers do. Before this, she 
had a very negative perception and thought they were ‘bad guys.’ After meeting and interacting 
with them, her perceptions have started to change. She also stated that she felt she ‘learned her 
rights and their rights’ and now has a better understanding of what each party’s role is in an 
interaction. One community member stated that he really enjoyed the meeting because he feels 
that ‘communication is the best way to build community.’ Another community member stated 
that giving people a place to speak and validate their experience is one of the most valuable 
aspects of this program. She stated that ‘it is different than filing a report because instead you are 
listening to them.’ VOICES enables both groups to ‘be part of the solution and not only complain 
about the problem.’ She further stated that communication in these settings is essential because 
‘maybe officers do not even know they are doing something wrong’ and having these conversa-
tions in what she referred to as a ‘safe space’ allowed her to be more trusting and be more willing 
to share. While respondents were generally quite positive about the intervention, one community 
member stated that he would like to see officers be friendlier and that he is still skeptical about 
approaching officers because he does not know whether all officers are going to be okay with 
being greeted in public.

Feedback about the VOICES intervention

Though the goal of the interviews with participants was not to evaluate participants’ perceptions of 
the VOICES intervention, this was a recurring topic discussed by every participant and, thus, 
a recurring theme in our findings. Overall, participants reported that they were satisfied with their 
involvement in the VOICES intervention. Respondents from both groups provided useful feedback 
about their experience with VOICES. The principal concern noted by members of both groups was 
that the number of participants was too small. They believed more people should be involved, 
including both community members and police. For example, one officer stated that the program is 
‘a little inefficient in terms of the ultimate goal of getting police on a good level with the community’ 
because of its size. However, participants also acknowledged that the groups need to be small 
enough to allow for intimate and honest conversations.

All officers said they would participate in VOICES again, if invited. One officer noted that 
VOICES created an opportunity to ‘see the other side’ and be able to understand others’ perspec-
tives. It provided officers with a better understanding of what the residents are going through. He 
found it reassuring that, while community members had had negative experiences, they were still 
very supportive of the police department and the officers. Another officer said ‘it was an invaluable 
experience, and it was absolutely a good use of [his] time.’ Another stated that he ‘considered it 
a privilege to be part of this part of the program.’ The same officer stated that he left the meeting 
feeling that ‘community members appreciate what we are doing.’ One of the officers explained that 
the ‘conversation was overall really positive . . . some of the things that were shared were really 
challenging, but also really encouraging to me. I left there feeling . . . empowered and affirmed in the 
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role that I was taking. Which is cool because that is not the overall narrative right now, politically or 
socially right now, so it was it was really encouraging to hear from community members.’

While officers were generally satisfied with VOICES, they recommended certain changes to its 
design and implementation. For example, an officer stated that he hopes it will become voluntary 
and expressed a concern that he did not know beforehand what he was walking into. He also stated 
that the ‘mingling’ period before the meeting was a waste of time. However, another officer said that 
this portion of the event was nice because it allowed time to speak informally with other partici-
pants: ‘I got to meet some people that I wouldn’t normally meet during my daily life.’ One of the 
officers stated that he felt skeptical about the actual outcome of the intervention. He said he would 
like to see some evidence about whether approaches like this are effective for improving relation-
ships with the community. Two officers also stated that involving a mix of younger and older 
officers would be good because some older officers have lost touch with the community. Programs 
like this ‘will help you stay connected especially for officers who have been in law enforcement for 
a long time and have become disconnected.’

All community members stated that they would participate in VOICES or similar programs 
again if given the opportunity. All community members also stated that they would gladly 
recommend VOICES to their neighbors, friends, and family. One community member noted that 
the program has a tremendous future because it provides benefits for both police and the commu-
nity. Another community member reported being surprised to learn about the diverse backgrounds 
of the officers. She even envisioned her own daughter becoming a police officer and helping her 
community. Some community participants expressed hope that VOICES will grow and become 
available in other jurisdictions and venues. For example, one community member suggested that 
VOICES could be expanded to allow families to participate in the sessions together. Community 
members said they would like to see more youth involved in programs like this. Finally, all 
community members expressed a feeling that VOICES has the potential to close the gaps between 
the police and the community. We interpret participants’ feedback about VOICES as supportive of 
the intervention and its potential for improving relationships between police and immigrants.

Discussion

A large body of research evidence shows that intergroup contact interventions, when carefully 
planned and executed, can decrease stereotyping, reduce prejudice and promote harmony between 
groups with a history of conflict with one another (FitzGerald et al., 2019; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). 
However, little is known about the effects of such interventions for improving relationships between 
police and the public (for exceptions, see, Hewstone et al., 1992; Hill et al., 2021). This paper 
presented qualitative evidence on police and public reactions to an intergroup contact intervention 
called VOICES that was implemented in Santa Barbara, California. The results of our analysis reveal 
that the intervention led both groups to view the other with greater levels of empathy and mutual 
understanding. It also led community members to express a greater level of trust in, and empathy 
for the police. The intervention also led both groups to believe that VOICES could improve 
relationships between police and the public more generally. These findings suggest that intergroup 
contact interventions may be a promising mechanism for reducing prejudice and promoting 
harmony between police and the public.

One additional pattern that emerged from the interview data was that neither group appeared to 
view the other as homogeneous (e.g., ‘all cops are the same’ or ‘all immigrants are the same’). This is 
positive because a common pattern in intergroup conflict is the tendency of groups to view 
outgroups as homogeneous. Learning to see outgroups as heterogeneous enables group members 
to avoid stereotyping and to recognize each other’s shared humanity. Put differently, the more an 
outgroup is perceived as highly variable in its characteristics, the less likely it is that people will 
generalize stereotyped traits to members of that group (see, Hewstone & Hamberger, 2000). One 
important research question worthy of further inquiry is the causal mechanism through which 
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groups come to view each other as homogenous or heterogeneous. We hypothesize that intergroup 
contact interventions like VOICES may allow group members to observe differences between 
members of the other group and, therefore, to see the other group as heterogeneous. That causal 
mechanism, if valid, could help reduce stereotyping and prejudice, which would be a significant 
contribution to policing practices, and address concerns that have been highlighted by many recent 
high profile police use of force incidents.

Trust was a recurring theme throughout the interviews. Though there is a substantial body of 
work on trust in the police, not much is known regarding perceptions of police among Hispanics 
and/or other immigrant populations in the United States, including undocumented immigrants. 
The studies that have focused on these populations’ perceptions of the police tend to find negative 
(Weitzer & Tuch, 2004) or null (Nuño, 2018) effects. Unlike prior studies, our results show that 
ethnic minorities can have positive perceptions of police when police take thoughtful, proactive 
steps to engage with them. We believe the results of our study are encouraging because they provide 
a promising framework for improving and maintaining trust with the Hispanic community 
specifically and immigrant communities more generally.

Implications for policy and practice

The findings from this study have useful implications for police policy and practice. 
Communication has been broadly recognized as a vital tool for police practitioners (S. L. Hill & 
Giles, 2021; McDermott & Hulse-Killacky, 2012; Schneider, 1998). However, theory and research 
evidence from the field of communication are rarely used in developing and implementing police 
programs and practices. Using this robust body of scholarship can provide police with practical 
frameworks for improving communication between police officers and communities. Intergroup 
interventions such as VOICES serve as a good example of how researcher-practitioner partnerships 
can influence how police approach community trust-building with groups that are reluctant to 
engage with them. More generally, this study provides a useful example of how evidence-based 
interventions can be tested and implemented in police agencies to improve police policies and 
practices (Sherman, 2013).

Strengths and limitations

This study has a mix of strengths and limitations that readers should keep in mind when evaluating 
the findings. First, although we were able to conduct interviews with most VOICES participants, the 
overall number of participants is nonetheless small. Second, the study relied on only one type of 
data and analytic method. The use of additional qualitative and quantitative methods would be 
a welcome supplement to our thematic analysis of the interview data (see, for example, Augoustinos 
& Goodman, 2018; Gallois et al., 2012; Regnault et al., 2017). In particular, VOICES is well-suited 
for a high-quality impact evaluation using experimental or quasi-experimental methods. Such 
research could also examine the effects of moderators such as age, ethnicity, gender, and sexual 
orientation as well as the intersectionality of these and other socio-demographic characteristics. 
Future research should also begin to explore the duration of effects associated with VOICES or 
similar interventions. Many interventions are only effective in the short term, therefore, it is vital to 
understand how long different program effects last (e.g., Williams & Jones, 2006). Third, there is 
also room in this body of research to explore interventions from a variety of different (but likely 
overlapping) theoretical frameworks. These could include a focus on expressions and perceptions of 
empathy (e.g., Klimecki, 2019), procedural justice (e.g., Tyler & Huo, 2002), common or super-
ordinate group identities (e.g., Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000), and communication accommodation 
(e.g., Giles, 2016).

Furthermore, little is known about how interventions like VOICES propagate throughout social 
networks. Thus, it would be useful to explore the extent to which participants subsequently 
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conversed with others (e.g., their family, friends, colleagues, and acquaintances) about their 
experience with VOICES. For instance, Shin et al. (2021) note that when participants discuss 
their experiences during the intervention with others, they are potentially widening its effects to 
people who did not participate (see, also, Pettigrew et al., 2018). This phenomenon is similar to the 
notion of a ‘diffusion of benefits’ in criminology, whereby people or places not targeted by an 
intervention still realize benefits from it (Guerette & Bowers, 2009). There is evidence that indirect 
forms of intergroup contact can influence people’s perspectives on an outgroup. For example, the 
extended contact hypothesis (see, Wright et al., 1997) has shown that mere knowledge of positive 
direct contact between groups can reduce intergroup anxiety and prejudice (see, Turner et al., 2007,  
2008; Vezzali et al., 2015). Learning more about the direct and indirect effects of intergroup contact 
interventions like VOICES will help expand our knowledge about how to improve police- 
community relations.

In spite of the limitations outlined here, the present study makes several useful contributions 
to the literature. It is only the third study to examine the effects of an intergroup contact 
intervention in policing. It acquaints readers with useful concepts and theories from the study 
of intergroup communication and explains how these ideas can be applied in a practical sense to 
improve relationships between police and the public. It also broadens the scope of the earlier 
findings on VOICES reported by Hill et al. (2021) in two ways. First, it examines the effects of 
VOICES on Hispanic immigrants, a historically marginalized community that sometimes has 
tense relationships with police. Second, it also examines, for the first time, how police officers 
view participating in an intergroup contact intervention. Future research should continue to build 
on this study in different settings, using a variety of rigorous qualitative and quantitative 
methods.

Conclusion

At its core, policing is an ongoing exercise in intergroup relations. Thus, policing can benefit from 
the large body of social psychological theory and research on preventing and reducing intergroup 
conflict. In particular, the evaluation research evidence on intergroup contact and communication 
interventions is useful for thinking about how to improve police-community relations, particularly 
those involving marginalized populations. Based on this scholarship, the Santa Barbara Police 
Department worked closely with community representatives to design and implement an inter-
vention called VOICES. This paper provided qualitative evidence on the effects of VOICES on 
police officers and Hispanic immigrants. The results show that VOICES was associated with 
a number of beneficial effects for both police and the public. The emerging scientific evidence 
suggests that VOICES is a potentially promising intervention for improving police-community 
relations. The next step is to test the effects of this intervention using a rigorous experimental or 
quasi-experimental design.

Notes

1. Here we use the terms intergroup ‘contact’ and ‘communication’ interchangeably to refer to interventions in 
which members of two or more groups are deliberately brought together under carefully specified conditions 
to communicate with one another.

2. The community members who participated in the intervention were chosen by community leaders who work 
with immigrant communities in the City of Santa Barbara.

3. For discussions of the difference between specific and diffuse attitudes generally, see, Easton (1965, 1975). For 
discussions of the difference as applied to policing, see, Brandl et al. (1994) and Frank et al. (2005).
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