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Abstract
Objectives Because of the merging of immigration control and criminal justice, or

‘‘crimmigration,’’ state and local police increasingly drive interior immigration enforce-

ment through the routine policing of crime. At the same time, growing evidence indicates

that immigration is an ethnicity-coded issue that allows for the veiled expression of broader

anti-Latino sentiments. Yet little research has examined whether public perceptions of

either immigrants or Latinos influence support for police policies and practices that, in the

context of crimmigration, may significantly shape immigration enforcement and, more

broadly, may contribute to the subordination of Latinos. The current study addresses this

research question.

Methods The study draws on data from a recent nationally representative telephone

survey and employs multivariate regression methods to evaluate whether perceptions of

Latino economic and political threat are associated with support for granting police greater

latitude in stopping, searching, and using force against suspects.

Results This study provides the first evidence that, at least among Whites, perceived

Latino threat is positively associated with support for expanding police investigative

powers, especially the power to stop suspects based only on the way they look.

Conclusions The results suggest that by increasing public support for aggressive

policing, or, at minimum, by reducing opposition to discriminatory social controls such as

police profiling, Latino threat perceptions may increase the political attractiveness and

viability of crimmigration as a ‘‘solution’’ to the ‘‘Latino problem.’’
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Few social or political issues are as salient in the contemporary United States as immi-

gration (Chavez 2008; Kubrin et al. 2012; Román 2013). Research examining public

opinion on immigration thus has considerable societal relevance and import. Scholars in

diverse disciplines have developed an extensive body of knowledge about popular attitudes

toward immigrants and immigration policy (Brader et al. 2008; Ellison et al. 2011; Filindra

and Pearson-Merkowitz 2013; Hainmeuller and Hiscox 2010; Hopkins 2010; Wang 2012).

Informed by minority group threat theory, studies have documented that public perceptions

of both immigrants and Latinos as socially threatening are associated with the desire for

reduced immigration levels (Citrin et al. 1997; Espenshade and Hempstead 1996; Fetzer

2000; Hawley 2011; Hood and Morris 1997; Lu and Nicholson-Crotty 2010; Watson and

Riffe 2013). Threat perceptions have also been linked to increased support for specific anti-

immigration policies, such as building a border fence and denying illegal immigrants work

permits and emergency healthcare (Berg 2013; Buckler et al. 2009; Chiricos et al. 2014;

Stupi et al. 2014; Wilson 2001).

In recent years, however, immigration enforcement in the US has changed dramatically

(Chacón 2009, 2012), undergoing a ‘‘historical about-face’’ (Coleman and Kocher 2011:

229). Specifically, the deportation of noncitizens—documented and undocumented—with

criminal arrest records—misdemeanor or felony, remote or recent—has become ‘‘the

driving force in American immigration enforcement’’ (Eagly 2013: 1128, see also Inda

2013). In turn, ‘‘the criminal justice system has become the primary means to locate,

remove, and permanently banish immigrants from the United States’’ (Vazquez 2011: 642).

Scholars have characterized the growing focus on the policing of ‘‘criminal aliens’’ as

‘‘crimmigration’’ (Stumpf 2006), a ‘‘criminal removal system’’ (Eagly 2013: 1128), and the

‘‘governing [of] immigration through crime’’ (Inda and Dowling 2013: 2). Historically,

federal authorities have maintained a monopoly over the policing of immigration (Coleman

and Kocher 2011). Under crimmigration, by contrast, state and local police have emerged

as gatekeepers of immigration enforcement, and ‘‘the key decision-making moment has

been the initial identification of a potentially removable noncitizen by some form of arrest’’

(Motomura 2011: 1858). The result has been that ‘‘entire categories of police encounters’’

have been infused ‘‘with immigration-related meaning and potential consequences’’

(Kalhan 2013: 1152). Put simply, ‘‘mundane, everyday policing … can now lead to de-

tention and eventually deportation’’ (Coleman and Kocher 2011: 230).

While considerable research exists on the antecedents of popular views about immi-

gration reform, less is known about how perceptions of either immigrants or Latinos

influence public support for police policies and practices that, in the context of crimmi-

gration, may significantly shape immigration enforcement. This is notable because many

scholars contend that crimmigration has increased racial profiling of Latinos and other

abuses of police power, as well as the deportation of legally present noncitizens for minor

offenses, such as traffic violations (Chacón 2012; Golash-Boza 2012; Golash-Boza and

Hondagneu-Sotelo 2013; Inda 2013). Vasquesz (2011: 674) argues that ‘‘crimmigration has

become the current mechanism to extend the longstanding subordination and marginal-

ization of Latinos in the United States.’’ Recent studies also suggest that in the same way

crime and welfare are race-coded issues, immigration is an ethnicity-coded issue—support
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for punitive immigration policies is often a way to covertly express anti-Latino sentiments

(Ayers et al. 2009; Hartman et al. 2014; Lu and Nicholson-Crotty 2010; Valentino et al.

2013).

The current study builds on both the scholarship on crimmigration and the literature

linking immigration preferences to underlying anti-Latino attitudes. I analyze public views

about police powers that while ostensibly race-neutral, influence officers’ ability to identify

undocumented immigrants, and to investigate both legally present noncitizens and Latino

citizens for evidence of criminal wrongdoing. Using national survey data, I examine

whether perceptions of Latinos as politically and economically threatening are associated

with support for expanding such powers.

Crimmigration: Emergence and Criminal Justice Implications

Eagly (2013: 1142) documents that as a result of crimmigration there has been a two-fold

increase in criminal alien removals in recent years, which was juxtaposed against a decline

in the use of other forms of removal. This section briefly reviews some of the key statutory

and procedural changes that have contributed to this shift in immigration enforcement.

More detailed discussions of the historical development of crimmigration are available

elsewhere (see Chacón 2009, 2012; Provine and Doty 2011; Stumpf 2006). My objective

here is merely to outline how local police patrols and investigations, even those not

targeted specifically at immigration enforcement, have emerged as important means

through which anti-immigrant (or anti-Latino) sentiments among members of the public

may be transmitted into discriminatory social controls.

The roots of crimmigration trace back to the 1980s, when Congress began taking steps

to make it easier to deport noncitizens for criminal offenses and moved to criminalize

behaviors associated with immigration, such as hiring undocumented citizens (Chacón

2009; Stumpf 2006). State and local officials subsequently continued the criminalization

process, targeting such behaviors as loitering, failing to register employment of day la-

borers, and using a false identity (Chacón 2009; Varsanyi 2010). An example of nonfederal

anti-immigration legislation is Arizona’s SB 1070. The law, which was enacted in 2010,

made it a crime for undocumented immigrants to engage in various employment-related

activities, and also required police officers to investigate, during lawful stops or arrests, the

immigration status of persons who they suspect may be undocumented immigrants

(Chacón 2012; Golash-Boza 2012).1

In terms of federal initiatives, Congress passed both the Illegal Immigration Reform and

Immigrant Responsibility Act (IIRIRA) and the Anti-terrorism and Effect Death Penalty

Act (AEDPA) in 1996, which allowed for the deportation of legally present noncitizens for

misdemeanor and felony offenses that carry one-year sentences (Morawetz 2000; Inda

2013). These laws also reduced judicial checks on and opportunities for relief from de-

portation (Vazquez 2011). The result was an expansion of the influence of local criminal

justice policies and police practices on immigration enforcement (Golash-Boza 2012;

Morawetz 2000). Discussing the ‘‘practical meaning’’ of the 1996 laws, Morawetz (2000)

explained that:

1 In the Arizona v. United States, 132 S. Ct. 2492 (2012), the US Supreme Court ruled against most
provisions of SB 1070, but permitted Arizona to require police officers to investigate suspects’ immigration
status.
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The likelihood of deportation is greater in communities that are subject to elevated

levels of police activity and in which people are more likely to be arrested and

prosecuted. For example, a person of color who is more likely to be stopped while

driving is also more likely to be saddled with a drug possession conviction if

someone in the car is carrying drugs. That conviction, even if it involves only a small

amount of drugs, could mean mandatory deportation (pp. 1945–1946).

During 1996, Congress also added Sect. 287(g) to the Immigration and Nationality Act

(INA). Section 287(g) authorized ‘‘Memorandum of Understanding’’ (MOU) agreements

between non-federal law enforcement and federal immigration authorities, such that after a

brief period of training, state and local police could essentially operate in the capacity of

immigration agents, investigating and arresting suspects for immigration offenses (Kalhan

2013; Vazquez 2011).2 Although there were no MOU agreements signed until 2002

(Golash-Boza and Hondagneu-Sotelo 2013), more than seventy police agencies eventually

entered into these agreements, which in turn resulted in nearly 200,000 additional nonci-

tizens being identified for deportation (Coleman and Kocher 2011; Inda 2013). Many

police agencies that have obtained 287(g) agreements have identified removable nonci-

tizens primarily by policing minor offenses, such as driving infractions and violations of

open container laws, and have concentrated their immigration enforcement efforts in

Latino neighborhoods (Coleman and Kocher 2011; GAO 2009). Lacayo (2010:1-2) has

argued that by providing ‘‘perilously unchecked authority to local law enforcement,’’ the

287(g) program ‘‘exacerbated racial and ethnic targeting of Hispanics at the local level …
and created a threatening and insecure environment for all Latinos.’’

More recently, the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) developed the Secure

Communities program, which automated and routinized the checking of criminal arrestees’

fingerprints against the Department of Homeland Security’s (DHS) immigration database

(Kalhan 2013). Implementation of the program began in select jurisdictions during 2008

and was completed in January 2013, at which point it was fully operational in all 3,181

jurisdictions in the US (ICE 2013). In the 4 years following the initial implementation of

Secure Communities, there was a five-fold increase in the percentage of all deportations

occurring through the program, which amounted to more than 180,000 removals (GAO

2012). The available data reveal that noncitizens deported through Secure Communities

have most frequently been identified because of arrests for traffic offenses (GAO 2012).

The significance of Secure Communities has been that it has given local police officers the

ability ‘‘to arrest individuals for the very purpose of booking them and having their

immigration status screened—without regard to whether that arrest leads to any criminal

prosecution’’ (Kalhan 2013: 1153).

Latino Threat, Immigration, and Criminal Justice Attitudes

The more Hispanic America becomes, the more Democratic America becomes…
The naturalization and registration of 500,000 to 1 million immigrants each year is

thus locking up the future for the Democratic Party… If the GOP does not do

something about immigration, immigration will do something about the GOP: Turn it

into a retirement home of America’s newest minority.

2 The scope of 287(g) agreements narrowed in 2012 to focus on ‘‘jail-based agreements,’’ in which local
officers limit their immigration enforcement efforts to inmates in prisons and jails (Kalhan 2013).
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—Pat Buchanan (2006: 59–61).

They come here, they have their babies, and after that they become citizens and all

those children use those social services.

—‘‘Save Our State’’ organizer (cited in Kadetsky 1994: 418).

My son, Alexander, is a white male with blue eyes and blond hair… public policy

now discriminates against him. The sheer size of the so-called ‘protected classes,’

that are now politically favored, such as Hispanics, will be a matter of vital im-

portance as long as he lives. And their size is basically determined by immigration.

—Peter Brimelow (1995: 11).

The previous section detailed how routine policing by local law enforcement has be-

come a central component of contemporary immigration enforcement (Kalhan 2013;

Vazquez 2011). This section draws on minority group threat theory and prior empirical

work to identify the potential social foundations for this policy approach. Minority group

threat theory suggests that perceived intergroup threat may increase support for dis-

criminatory social controls directed at outgroup members (Blalock 1967, Liska 1992).

Specifically, threat theorists argue that when faced with the possibility of reduced racial

privilege or power due to increased intergroup competition, dominant group members

often attempt to defend the racial hierarchy by engaging in ideological, behavioral, and

political forms of discrimination against outgroup members.

A key premise of minority group threat thoery is that the criminal justice system con-

stitutes an important line of defense against threats to the racial status quo (King and

Wheelock 2007; Ousey and Unnever 2012). Studies find, for instance, that aggregate indi-

cators of minority threat are positively associated with police force size, police brutality, and

arrest rates (Eitle and Monahan 2009; Jacobs and O’Brien 1998; Kane et al. 2013; Smith and

Holmes 2014; Stults and Baumer 2007). The key assumption underlying these studies is that

contextual factors such as racial composition and changes in racial composition are

positively associated with perceived minority threat and outgroup animus (Pickett et al.

2012). Perceived threat, however, is the key ‘‘action’’ variable in minority group threat

theory (King and Wheelock 2007; Pickett et al. 2012), and is believed to be the most

proximate cause of the mobilization of formal social controls. Theoretically, empowering or

mobilizing the police should help to neutralize outgroup threat by increasing the probability

that even low-level deviance by racial others will be detected and punished (Johnson and

Kuhns 2009; Weitzer and Tuch 2006). Perceived threat, by increasing outgroup animus, may

also reduce social concern for the discrimination and hardship faced by outgroup members as

a result of aggressive policing (Unnever and Cullen 2009).

Supporting minority group threat theory, previous studies show that support for punitive

immigration policies is higher among persons who perceive immigrants to be culturally,

criminally, and economically threatening (Berg 2013; Chiricos et al. 2014; Espenshade and

Hempstead 1996; Fetzer 2000; Stupi et al. 2014; Wilson 2001). For example, Chiricos

et al. (2014) find that persons who agree that ‘‘illegal immigrants’’ pose a cultural (e.g.,

‘‘damage the social fabric of America’’) or economic (e.g., ‘‘increase the demand for social

services, which raises taxes’’) threat to the US are more likely to favor punitive border

(e.g., ‘‘erecting a wall along the border’’) and internal (e.g., ‘‘send anyone the police can

identify as an illegal immigrant back to their native country’’) controls to stem the flow of

immigration.

Importantly, however, recent research demonstrates that a principal antecedent of

perceived immigrant threat is animus toward Latinos (Hartman et al. 2014; Lu and
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Nicholson-Crotty 2010). Other investigations reveal a strong relationship between anti-

Latino prejudice and views about immigration policies (Ayers et al. 2009; Burns and

Gimpel 2000; Valentino et al. 2013). The implication is that the underlying concerns that

energize the immigration debate largely have to do with Latinos generally, regardless of

their citizenship status, rather than with undocumented immigrants per se (Hartman et al.

2014). This fact is evident in the quotes that lead off this section.

The conclusion that attitudes toward immigration largely reflect broader fears about

Latinos is further supported by Chavez’s (2008: 42) analysis of immigrant threat discourse.

He finds that such discourse ‘‘does not imagine Latinos, whether immigrants or US-born,

as part of the national community,’’ but rather depicts them ‘‘as an internal threat to the

larger community.’’ Discussing one example of the social construction of immigrant threat,

Chavez (2008: 30) notes:

[I]t was not just recent Mexican immigrants who posed a threat but even those

Americans who were descended from the first Spanish-speaking explorers of the

Southwest. Not even 400 years of living in the Southwest, and over 150 years of that

period as US citizens, reduced the threat posed by Latinos.

In the view of many non-Latinos, the growing number of Latinos—both immigrants and

US citizens—is threatening because it escalates intergroup competition over social and

economic resources, such as jobs, results in tax dollars being spent on racial others, and

reduces non-Latinos’ influence over political outcomes (Chavez 2008; Román 2013).

If, in fact, immigration functions as a coded issue that allows for the veiled expression

of broader anti-Latino sentiments, then the focus of prior research on perceived immigrant

threat and public views about immigration policies may be too narrow, especially given

crimmigration.3 Rather, there is warrant for examining whether, as minority group threat

theory would predict, broader criminal justice attitudes, particularly attitudes toward ag-

gressive policing, are shaped by perceptions of Latinos, and not just of immigrants, as

threatening. Intensifying state and local law enforcement efforts may provide a particularly

attractive route to mobilizing against perceived Latino threat. Instrumentally, aggressive

policing, by uncovering Latino criminality, can lead to deportation for noncitizens (Eagly

2013), but, as importantly, it can also result in the incarceration and disenfranchisement of

Latino citizens (Stumpf 2006). More generally, scholars argue that local police involve-

ment in immigration enforcement has resulted in police discrimination against Latinos, and

has exacerbated socio-economic disadvantage in Latino families and communities (Go-

lash-Boza 2012; Golash-Boza and Hondagneu-Sotelo 2013; Inda 2013; Vazquez 2011).

Indeed, survey estimates suggest that in the wake of crimmigration, each year ap-

proximately 5–9 % of Latinos in the US are stopped and questioned by legal authorities

about their immigration status; nearly one-third of Latinos personally know someone who

was recently detained or deported as a result of immigration enforcement (Lopez et al.

2010:11–12). For these reasons, Vazquez (2011: 674) contends that ‘‘crimmigration has

proven to be an effective vehicle for modern Latino oppression.’’4

3 Specifically, focusing only on public opinion about immigration policies overlooks the possibility that
general anti-Latino sentiment—a key antecedent of immigrant threat perceptions (Ayers et al. 2009;
Hartman et al. 2014; Lu and Nicholson-Crotty 2010)—may also be positively associated with support for
other types of harsh policies that affect both Latino citizens and immigrants alike.
4 Aggressive policing in the context of immigration enforcement may also play an important role in
deterring immigrant involvement in public life (Coleman and Kocher 2011), by cultivating intense fear and
distrust of legal authorities in immigrant communities (Vazquez 2011).
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Many non-Latino Americans are aware that crimmigration policies that facilitate ag-

gressive immigration policing by local law enforcement authorities result in discrimination

against Latinos, and yet they support them anyway (Nill 2011). As discussed above,

minority group threat theory would suggest, as would scholarship on the coded nature of

the immigration debate (Ayers et al. 2009; Lu and Nicholson-Crotty 2010), that an im-

portant source of support for such policies may be perceptions of the threatening char-

acteristics of Latinos. However, very little evidence exists about whether perceived Latino

threat influences support for either local policing of immigration or for police practices,

such as racial profiling, that may contribute to discrimination against Latinos in the context

of crimmigration. Indeed, to my knowledge, no prior studies have analyzed whether

perceptions about Latinos affect attitudes toward either aggressive police practices or

toward police investigative powers. More broadly, there has been a neglect of Latino issues

in policing scholarship (Martinez 2007; Weitzer 2013).

Although no previous research has assessed the influence of views about Latinos on

policing attitudes, a handful of studies have explored whether stereotypes about Latinos

and perceptions of Latino threat impact other types of criminal justice attitudes, such as

views about drug rehabilitation and capital punishment (Barkan and Cohn 2005; Johnson

et al. 2011; Nielsen et al. 2010; Stewart et al. 2015; Unnever and Cullen 2012; Welch et al.

2010). These investigations, though, save for two exceptions (Johnson et al. 2011; Stewart

et al. 2015), all drew on relatively dated data—the respective surveys were conducted

between thirteen and twenty-four years ago. As important, the results from this empirical

literature have been mixed, with many studies reporting null effects (Barkan and Cohn

2005; Nielsen et al. 2010; Unnever and Cullen 2012). Nielsen et al. (2010), for example,

found no evidence that either anti-Latino prejudice or negative stereotypes about Latinos

were associated with views about drug rehabilitation.

The studies by Johnson et al. (2011) and Stewart et al. (2015), which drew on the same

data, both reported significant effects of perceived Latino threat on, respectively, (1)

support for the use of ethnicity in criminal sentencing, and (2) support for harsh punish-

ments for Latino offenders. However, the outcome variables in these two studies explicitly

focused on sentences for Latino offenders. For example, Stewart et al. (2015) found that

respondents who agreed with statements such as ‘‘Hispanics hurt the US by committing

more violent crimes than other racial or ethnic groups’’ were more likely to express

punitive Latino sentiment, as measured with agreement with statements like ‘‘In the US

Hispanic offenders commit most of the violent crimes and should be punished severely.’’

There are two potential issues with this approach. First, if both the independent and

dependent variables explicitly refer to Latinos, it raises the possibility that the findings may

simply reflect the correlation of alternative measures of anti-Latino attitudes, rather than

the effect of perceived threat on support for punitive social controls. Second, criminal

justice policies are publically debated in the US in ostensibly race- and ethnicity-neutral

terms (see King and Wheelock 2007; Pickett and Chiricos 2012; Unnever and Cullen

2010), and by law cannot be applied differentially based on a defendant’s race or ethnicity.

Thus, the most relevant question is whether perceived threat influences support for

ostensibly race- and ethnicity-neutral crime policies. Finally, in the context of crimmi-

gration, the specific type of criminal justice attitude that is arguably the most theoretically

germane and politically relevant for understanding the criminal justice consequences of

anti-Latino sentiments is support for aggressive policing.

Similar to the case of views about Latinos, there has actually been very little research that

has explored whether attitudes toward Blacks or other minorities are associated with support

for police powers. Rather, most prior research on racialized fears and perceptions has focused
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either on punitive attitudes, such as support for the death penalty or juvenile transfers (see, e.g.,

King and Wheelock 2007; Pickett and Chiricos 2012; Unnever and Cullen 2010), or on views

about rehabilitation (Nielsen et al. 2010; Pickett et al. 2014). Indeed, to my knowledge, no

previous studies have examined whether perceptions of either Black economic or political

threat are associated with policing attitudes. A few studies have assessed whether stereotypes

about Blacks and general racial prejudice are associated with increased support for aggressive

or biased policing, but this literature has yielded equivocal findings. For example, Barkan and

Cohn (1998) found that stereotyping Blacks as violent was positively associated with Whites’

support for police use of excessive force, but was not significantly associated with support for

police use of reasonable force. Interestingly, those authors also found that general racial

prejudice was not associated with Whites’ support for either type of force (see p. 749; see also

Arthur and Case 1994). Jonson and Kuhn (2009) found that stereotyping Blacks as violent was

associated with Whites’ support for police use of force specifically against Black suspects,

regardless of whether the force was excessive or reasonable, but was not associated or was

negatively associated with support for using force against White suspects. By contrast, Johnson

et al. (2011) found that stereotyping Blacks as violent was not significantly associated with

support for racial profiling. Finally, Peffley et al. (1997) found that stereotyping Blacks as

violent was positively associated with Whites’ support for allowing police officers to search

Blacks if they were using foul language in public, but not if they were well behaved.

Below, I advance the existing Latino threat literature and the scholarship on crimmi-

gration by analyzing data from a recent national survey to provide the first examination of

whether perceived Latino threat is related to attitudes toward aggressive policing, which I

operationalize as support for expanding police powers. Specifically, building on minority

group threat theory, I test the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis #1 Perceptions of Latino economic and political threat will be positively

associated with support for expanding police investigative powers.

To the extent that group threat theory is correct, and support for aggressive policing

functions as a defensive reaction to perceived outgroup threat, then some types of police

policies should receive greater levels of threat-based support than others. Specifically,

perceived threat should be most strongly correlated with those policies that provide the

police with the greatest discretion to differentially investigate and patrol outgroup mem-

bers, and that also insulate police officers from charges of discrimination. For this reason, I

test the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis #2 The relationship between perceived Latino threat and support for ex-

panding police powers will be strongest in the case of investigative powers, such as police

profiling, that have the clear potential to result in discrimination against Latinos.

Data and Methods

I test my hypotheses using data from a large nationally representative telephone survey

conducted in the summer of 2010. To generate the sample for the survey, a list of randomly

generated telephone numbers was purchased from Survey Sampling International (SSI),

and a single adult (18 and older) respondent was randomly selected from within each

sampled household using the ‘‘most recent birthday’’ method. A team of trained inter-

viewers employed by Oppenheim Research, a public opinion polling firm in Florida,

fielded the survey using computer assisted telephone interviewing (CATI). To allow
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supervisors to closely monitor interviews for consistency and accuracy, interviews were

conducted from a single call center equipped with multiple call stations. In addition, as a

check against data entry errors, supervisors called back 12 % of respondents to verify their

responses.5

In total, 961 respondents participated in the survey. This sample had the following

characteristics (as compared to the population of US adults in parentheses): whites, 78 %

(75 %); blacks, 12 % (12 %); Latinos, 8 % (14 %); males, 44 % (49 %); age 65 or older,

16 % (17 %); college graduates with at least a four-year degree, 37 % (25 %); and annual

household income of $100,000 or more, 19 % (21 %). After listwise deletion, the analytic

sample size ranges between 929 and 932. That the sample is more educated than the US

public is normal in telephone surveys (Lavrakas 1993). I attempt to address this issue by

controlling for education in the models. Additionally, prior studies find that education is

not strongly or consistently correlated with views about police powers (Barkan and Cohn

1998; Johnson and Kuhns 2009; Weitzer and Tuch 2002, 2006).

Dependent Variable

As discussed above, routine policing by state and local police is now the driving force of

interior immigration enforcement and is also a key source of discrimination against Latino

citizens (Vazquez 2011). For example, Kalhan (2013: 1155) explains that the implemen-

tation of programs such as Secure Communities has cast ‘‘virtually all routine law en-

forcement activities at least potentially with immigration enforcement significance.’’

Moreover, under 287(g) agreements, ‘‘the general investigatory powers that police possess

to stop and question individuals on criminal law enforcement grounds can be used for

immigration status inquiries under the guise of public safety’’ (Coleman and Kocher 2011:

233).

Accordingly, a central question, which I address in the analysis, is whether perceived

Latino threat influences views about expanding police investigative powers within the

context of routine law enforcement activities. Respondents’ support for expanding police

powers is measured using a three-item index (a = .824). Each respondent’s score on the

index (Expand Police Powers) is equal to his or her average level of support (1 = not at all

supportive, 10 = very supportive) for the following three policies: (1) ‘‘Allowing police

officers to stop and question individuals based on the way they look’’; (2) ‘‘Making it easier

for police officers to search individuals’ cars and homes’’; (3) ‘‘Allowing police officers to

use more force against suspects.’’ The descriptive statistics for this variable, and those

described below, are included in Table 1.

Independent Variables

There are two key independent variables in this study, which separately capture the extent

to which respondents perceive Latinos as politically and economically threatening. I focus

on these two forms of intergroup threat for several reasons. First, these two forms of threat

5 The cooperation and response rates for the survey were 64 and 35 %, respectively. These rates are closely
in line with those in other published studies analyzing telephone survey data (King and Wheelock 2007;
Stupi et al. 2014; Wang 2012). Although common wisdom holds that response rates are informative about
the extent of bias in survey data, studies conducted over the past 15 years strongly dispute this assumption.
There is now considerable evidence that response rates by themselves provide little information about the
quality of survey data and cannot validly be interpreted as indicators of non-response bias (Curtin et al.
2000; Groves and Peytcheva 2008; Holbrook et al. 2008; Keeter et al. 2000, 2006).
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were those originally delineated by Blalock (1967), but have received less attention in the

empirical literature than criminal threat or violence stereotypes. These forms of threat are

also central themes in anti-Latino discourse (see, e.g., Brimelow 1995; Buchanan 2006).

Latino Political Threat is measured as a respondent’s average level of agreement

(1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree) with the following two statements: (1) ‘‘When

Latinos vote in local or national elections, they can have too much influence on the

outcome;’’ (2) ‘‘As a result of recent events, too many Latinos will vote in upcoming

elections.’’ The responses to these two items are highly correlated (r = .592, a = .743),

which supports their integration into a single measure of perceived political threat. Latino

Economic Threat is measured as respondents’ level of agreement (1 = strongly disagree,

5 = strongly agree) that: ‘‘Latinos take away economic resources that should go to others,

like jobs and welfare.’’6

Table 1 Descriptive statistics
and bivariate correlations be-
tween independent and control
variables and support for ex-
panding police powers

SD standard deviation
� p\ .10; * p\ .05;
** p\ .01; *** p\ .001 (two-
tailed)
a Age, Education, and Income
are ordinal variables. The
response options for Age are as
follows: 1 = 18–24, 2 = 25–34,
3 = 35–44, 4 = 45–54,
5 = 55–64, 6 = 65–74, 7 = 75
or older. Education is measured
as 1 = no high school degree,
2 = high school degree,
3 = some college,
4 = Bachelor’s degree, and
5 = graduate degree. Income is
coded 1 = less than 15 K,
2 = 15–34.9 K, 3 = 35–49.9 K,
4 = 50–74.9 K, 5 = 75–99.9 K,
and 6 = 100 K or more

Variables Mean SD r

Expand police powers 4.010 2.611 –

Latino economic threat 2.836 1.550 .204***

Latino political threat 2.602 1.310 .195***

Black .115 .319 -.136***

Latino .079 .271 -.014

Female .558 .497 .025

Agea 3.937 1.584 .136***

Educationa 3.163 1.127 -.096**

Incomea 3.674 1.636 -.014

Moderate .357 .479 -.097**

Conservative .414 .493 .226***

National news .776 .417 .077*

Local news .852 .355 .062�

Crime TV .641 .480 .010

Punitiveness 5.942 2.052 .407***

Symbolic racism 3.396 1.007 .257***

Perceived risk 3.756 2.173 .210***

Household victim .278 .448 -.081*

Percent latino 13.508 15.343 -.054�

Latino growth 3.176 2.438 -.022

Percent republican 47.840 13.964 .062�

Percent unemployed 9.373 2.599 -.063�

Homicide rate 4.857 5.271 .021

Border state .157 .364 -.043

6 The percentage of respondents endorsing the response options ‘‘strongly agree,’’ ‘‘somewhat agree,’’
‘‘neither agree nor disagree’’ ‘‘somewhat disagree’’ and ‘‘strongly disagree’’ for each of the three threat
questions was as follows: Latino voting (17.50, 17.07, 9.97, 26.51, 28.95 %); Latino political influence
(14.26, 17.63, 6.12, 29.78, 32.21 %); Latino economic resources (22.09, 19.56, 5.50, 25.58, 27.27 %).
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Control Variables

To reduce the potential for omitted variable bias, I control for factors that extant theory and

research suggest may be correlated with views about Latinos and criminal justice attitudes.

Previous studies show that demographic characteristics, especially age and race, are as-

sociated with attitudes toward police powers, such as racial profiling and the use of force

against suspects (Barkan and Cohn 1998; Gabbidon and Higgins 2013; Higgins et al. 2008;

Johnson and Kuhns 2009; Johnson et al. 2011; Weitzer and Tuch 2002; 2006). Accord-

ingly, I control for respondents’ race (Black = 1), ethnicity (Latino = 1), gender (Fe-

male = 1), Age, Education, and household Income.7 Age, Education, and Income are

ordinal variables; the response categories for each variable are presented in Table 1.

There is evidence that political ideology, media consumption, and crime salience in-

fluence attitudes toward the police (Callanan and Rosenberger 2011; Gabbidon et al. 2009;

Higgins et al. 2010; Reitzel and Piquero 2006; Weitzer and Tuch 2002, 2006). I therefore

control for respondents’ political ideology (Moderate = 1, Conservative = 1, Liber-

al = 0), exposure to television news and crime programs, perceived victimization risk, and

actual victimization experience in the 5 years preceding the survey (Household Vic-

tim = 1). I measure media consumption using three questions that asked respondents to

estimate the weekly number of hours they spend (1) ‘‘watching national evening news like

CNN,’’ (2) ‘‘watching local television news,’’ and (3) ‘‘watching crime programs (such as

Law and Order, CSI, or COPS).’’ Research suggests that survey respondents cannot ac-

curately recall their exact amount of media consumption (Prior 2009). For this reason, I

recoded responses to the above questions to generate three binary controls (National News,

Local News, Crime TV) that differentiate respondents who reported no weekly exposure

(coded ‘‘0’’) from those who reported a nonzero amount of exposure (coded ‘‘1’’).8 Per-

ceived Risk is a six-item index (a = .902) equal to the average across each respondent’s

assessments of the probability (1 = not at all likely, 10 = very likely) of experiencing six

different types of victimization—auto theft, burglary, assault, robbery, rape, and murder—

in the following year.

A handful of prior investigations have found that racially prejudiced individuals are

more likely to favor granting police greater latitude in searching and using force against

suspects (Peffley et al. 1997; Johnson and Kuhns 2009, but see Johnson et al. 2011). More

broadly, an extensive literature demonstrates that racial concerns exert a strong impact on

crime control preferences (Pickett and Baker 2014; Pickett et al. 2014; Unnever and Cullen

2010). In the analysis, I control for racial attitudes using responses (1 = strongly disagree,

5 = strongly agree) to five items from Henry and Sears’s (2002) Symbolic Racism 2000

scale: (1) ‘‘There is a lot of discrimination against Blacks in the US today, limiting their

chances to get ahead’’; (2) ‘‘It’s really a matter of some people not trying hard enough; if

7 To preserve sample size, for those respondents who had item non-response only the Income variable, I
imputed the missing values based on respondents’ scores on the other measures in the data set. This was
done using the Stata command ‘‘impute,’’ which uses linear regression to estimate the missing values. If
models are estimated using the original, non-imputed Income measure, it leads to the loss of an additional
100 respondents. However, both the imputed and non-imputed models produce substantively similar results.
The most notable difference between the two sets of models is that in the non-imputed analyses that
separately examine views about police profiling, searches, and use of force among Whites, the coefficients
for perceived threat are often only marginally (e.g., p = .057) significant. Similar results are also obtained if
the Income variable is not used in the analyses.
8 Substantively identical results are obtained if continuous versions of the media consumption variables are
used.
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Blacks would only try harder they could be just as well off as Whites’’; (3) Irish, Italians,

Jewish, and many other minorities overcame prejudice and worked their way up. Blacks

should do the same without any special favors’’; (4) ‘‘Over the past few years, Blacks have

gotten less than they deserve’’; (5) ‘‘Generations of slavery and discrimination have created

conditions that make it difficult for Blacks to work their way out of the lower class.’’ I

recoded responses so that higher values indicated greater racism, and then averaged across

the items to construct a measure of Symbolic Racism (a = .732).9

Previous research documents a strong positive association between punitive attitudes

and support for police powers (Arthur and Case 1994; Cullen et al. 1996). I control for

Punitiveness using a seven-item index (a = .817) that measures respondents’ average level

of support (1 = not at all supportive, 10 = very supportive) for the following ‘‘get tough’’

youth justice policies: (1) ‘‘Trying more juvenile offenders in adult courts’’; (2) ‘‘Locking

up more juvenile offenders’’; (3) ‘‘Making sentences more severe for juveniles who

commit crimes’’; (4) ‘‘Making juvenile offenders work hard labor while they are in pris-

on’’; (5) Taking away television and recreation privileges from juveniles in prison’’; (6)

‘‘Putting violent juvenile offenders in adult prisons’’; (7) ‘‘Giving the death penalty to

juveniles who commit murder.’’ Although the items focused on youth justice, I believe

they provide an adequate control for punitiveness. Support for punitive youth justice

policies is highly correlated with general punitiveness toward criminals (Mears et al.

2007). Indeed, the correlation is sufficiently large that separate items asking about juvenile

justice and criminal justice policies are often combined into a single measure of puni-

tiveness (Johnson 2009; Pickett and Baker 2014; Welch et al. 2010).

Finally, consistent with prior research (Burns and Gimpel 2000; Stupi et al. 2014; Wang

2012), I also control for the characteristics of respondents’ local environment. Percent

Latino is the percentage of county residents who identified themselves as Latino in the

2010 US Census.10 Latino Growth is the difference between 2000 and 2010 in the per-

centage of the county that was Latino. To control for the local political environment, I

include an indicator of the percentage of the county that voted for John McCain in the 2008

Presidential election (Percent Republican). Percent Unemployed is an indicator of local

economic conditions, and is measured as the average unemployment rate in the county in

2009, as documented by US Bureau of Labor Statistics. Homicide Rate is the average

homicide rate in the respondent’s county between 2007 and 2009, the 3 years preceding the

survey.11 To correct for skewness, I use the natural logs of the Percent Latino, Percent

Unemployed, and Homicide Rate variables in the regression models. I also control for

whether the respondents reside in the four states—Arizona, New Mexico, Texas, and

California—that border Mexico (Border State = 1).

9 In the full sample, there are modest positive correlations between Symbolic Racism and the measures of
perceived Latino threat (r = .096 for political threat, and r = .175 for economic threat). The correlations
are slightly larger among whites (r = .198 for political threat, and r = .235 for economic threat). In the full
sample, the two measures of Latino threat are highly correlated (r = .517), and the correlation is slightly
larger among whites (r = .539).
10 At the request of a Reviewer, I estimated supplementary models that also controlled for the percent of the
county population that was Black. Including this control did not appreciably alter the findings.
11 Similar to prior studies (Johnson et al. 2011; King and Wheelock 2007; Stewart et al. 2015; Stupi et al.
2014), I controlled for local crime using the homicide rate because: (1) homicide is the crime for which we
have the most accurate and reliable data, and (2) citizens are more likely to be aware of local homicides than
of less serious offenses because homicides are disproportionately covered by the media. The results are
unchanged, however, when the index crime rate is included in the models instead of the homicide rate.
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Analytic Strategy

To examine the relationship between perceived Latino threat and support for expanded

police powers, I use both bivariate and multivariate methods. I asses general support for

expanding police powers, and then I separately investigate support for each of the three

specific police powers that make up the Expanded Police Powers index. In the multivariate

analyses, because the dependent variables are all approximately normally distributed

continuous measures, I use ordinary least squares regression to estimate the models.

Correlated errors are a concern due to the nested nature of the data—the 961 respondents

are clustered in 596 counties. Therefore, all of the models were estimated using robust

standard errors, clustered at the county level. This was done using Stata’s vce(cluster)

command, which generates robust standard errors that are unbiased in the context of

clustered data by generalizing the Huber/White/sandwich estimate of variance to account

for clustering (see Rogers 1993; Williams 2000). The models also include a quadratic term

for Age to account for this variable’s nonlinear relationship to views about police powers,

which was detected in a preliminary analysis. At varying points during the review of the

results, I discuss the indirect associations of different variables to the outcome. In accor-

dance with the best practices in mediation analysis, and following scholars’ suggestions not

to use Baron and Kenny’s (1986) causal steps procedure or the Sobel test, I assessed

indirect associations using the product of the coefficients approach with percentile-based

bootstrap (k = 5000) confidence intervals (Hayes 2009, 2013; Zhao et al. 2010).

Findings

As a first step in the analysis, I assess the bivariate correlations between perceptions of

Latino political and economic threat and support for expanding police officers’ inves-

tigative powers. The correlations are presented in Table 1. As predicted, significant

positive correlations (r = .195 and .204, respectively) exist between both perceived Latino

Political Threat and perceived Latino Economic Threat and the desire to Expand Police

Powers. These positive correlations provide initial evidence that respondents who conceive

of Latinos as threats to their racial group’s political influence and economic interests are

more supportive of taking steps to strengthen police officers’ ability to investigate suspects.

Other significant findings also emerge. Most notably, the evidence suggests that support for

increasing police powers tends to be significantly lower among Blacks, and significantly

higher among older persons, political conservatives, punitive respondents, those who are

racially resentful, and individuals who perceive a greater risk of criminal victimization.

I turn now to the multivariate results, which are presented in Table 2. Models 1 and 2 in

Table 2 separately introduce the two measures of perceived Latino Threat to examine

whether concerns about Latinos’ political influence and use of economic resources, re-

spectively, are correlated with the willingness to provide police officers with greater in-

vestigative powers. The results are fully consistent with minority group threat theory. In

model 1, perceived Latino Political Threat is significantly and positively (b = .212,

p = .001) associated with support for expanding police powers. Likewise, in model 2,

perceived Latino Economic Threat is significantly and positively (b = .172, p = .002)

associated with support for expanding police powers. The relationships between perceived

Latino threat and attitudes toward expanded police power are not trivial in magnitude. For

example, setting the controls at their means, a small shift in threat perceptions from
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‘‘somewhat agree’’ to ‘‘strongly agree’’ on the Latino Political Threat and Latino Economic

Threat measures, respectively, increases the predicted level of support for expanding police

powers by 5 % (4.154–4.365) and 4 % (4.052–4.225). The models account for ap-

proximately 25 % of the variation in views about police powers.

Seven of the control variables also have significant (p\ .05) associations with support for

expanding police powers in both models. Respondents who older, politically conservative,

punitive, and who perceive a greater risk of criminal victimization are all more likely to favor

an expansion of police officers’ investigative powers. By contrast, Black respondents, those

residing in a household where someone has been criminally victimized in the past 5 years,

and those residing in counties with higher unemployment rates are less likely to support

expanding police powers. Contrasting the bivariate findings, Symbolic Racism is no longer

Table 2 Regression of support for expanding police powers on perceived latino political and economic
threat and controls

Variables Model 1 Model 2

b RSE Beta b RSE Beta

Latino economic threat – – – .172** .054 .102

Latino political threat .212** .064 .106 – – –

Black -.993*** .256 -.123 -.939*** .255 -.116

Latino -.356 .343 -.037 -.266 .344 -.028

Female .155 .153 .030 .146 .154 .028

Age -.389� .198 -.234 -.404* .196 -.243

Age2 .061* .025 .299 .064* .025 .314

Education -.079 .081 -.034 -.095 .081 -.041

Income .117� .060 .070 .110� .060 .066

Moderate .024 .198 .004 .010 .199 .002

Conservative .662** .207 .125 .687** .205 .130

National news .190 .186 .030 .217 .186 .034

Local news .137 .224 .018 .120 .225 .016

Crime TV -.069 .165 -.013 -.069 .163 -.013

Punitiveness .411*** .045 .324 .411*** .045 .324

Symbolic racism .141� .083 .055 .122 .084 .047

Perceived risk .174*** .042 .145 .171*** .041 .143

Household victim -.362* .172 -.063 -.346* .171 -.060

Ln percent latino -.147 .121 -.064 -.136 .122 -.059

Latino growth .032 .046 .030 .022 .047 .021

Percent republican -.008 .006 -.042 -.008 .006 -.043

Ln percent unemployed -.714* .294 -.074 -.738* .297 -.076

Ln homicide rate .093 .121 .026 .125 .120 .035

Border state -.035 .264 -.005 .005 .263 .001

Adjusted R2 .252 .252

N 932 932

b = unstandardized coefficient; Beta = standardized coefficient; DV = dependent variable; RSE = robust
standard error, clustered by county
� p\ .10; * p\ .05; ** p\ .01; *** p\ .001 (two-tailed)
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significantly associated with policing attitudes. The results from supplementary analyses (not

shown) indicate that the relation of Symbolic Racism to policing attitudes is fully mediated by

increased Punitiveness (indirect relationship: b = .212, 95 % CI = .140–.295).

The standardized (Beta) coefficients in Table 2 show that the two measures of perceived

Latino threat both have smaller associations with policing attitudes than such factors as

respondents’ race, political ideology, punitiveness, and perceived victimization risk. This

fact, however, does not reduce the theoretical or practical importance of the findings.

Minority group threat theory does not argue that perceived threat will be the strongest

predictor of policy views, but only that it will influence such views. Additionally, from a

policy standpoint, what is of utmost interest is the potential impact of public attitudes, and

thus of determinants of such attitudes, on crime policy. However, it is not clear at what

threshold changes in public attitudes translate into meaningful effects on crime policy.

Indeed, political scientists suggest that very small changes in public opinion can have large

effects on policymaking (Stimson 2004: 158). And there is strong evidence that public

opinion exerts sizeable effects on both criminal justice policy (Nicholoson-Crotty et al.

2009; Enns 2014) and practice (Baumer and Martin 2013; Brace and Boyea 2008).12 It is

also important to point out that in addition to the direct relations of Latino Political Threat

and Latino Economic Threat on support for expanding police powers, both variables also

have significant indirect associations with these policy attitudes through Punitiveness

(b = .079, 95 % CI .035 to .128, and b = .067, 95 % CI .031–.107, respectively).

Next, I unpack the relationship between perceived Latino threat and support for ex-

panding police powers by separately exploring the influence of the former on views about

the three forms of police power—police profiling, police searches, and police use of

force—that collectively make up the Expand Police Powers index. The goal here is to

investigate whether perceived threat has a similar influence on attitudes toward expanding

each of these three forms of police power, or alternatively if the impact of threat is

concentrated most heavily in the case of certain forms of investigative power. This portion

of the analysis tests my second hypothesis, which predicts that perceived Latino threat will

be most consequential for views about those types of police power that have the clearest

potential to result in ethnic discrimination, such as the ability to stop individuals simply

because of the way they look.

Tables 3 and 4 display the relevant regression results. Inspection of the Tables reveals

that perceived Latino political and economic threat both have significant or marginally

significant positive associations with support for all three forms of police power. However,

for both measures of perceived threat, the coefficients are much larger, and are more

significant, for police profiling than for police searches or police use of force. The evidence

thus suggests that while respondents who perceive greater political and economic threat

from Latinos are on average more supportive of expanding police powers generally, they

are especially likely to favor allowing police officers to stop and question individuals based

on the way they look.

In the final portion of the analyses, I disaggregate the sample on the basis of race and

ethnicity, and separately estimate the models for Whites, Blacks, and Latinos.13 The

12 Enns (2014: 867–868, emphasis in original), for example, explains that his results ‘‘suggest that if public
opinion had maintained its 1974 level, there would have been an average of approximately 185,000 fewer
state and federal incarcerations each year… In other words, this simulation suggests that rising public
punitiveness since the mid-1970s accounts for approximately 20 % of all state and federal incarcerations.’’
13 Respondents who did not identify as White, Black, or Latino are excluded from this portion of the
analyses.
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disaggregated results are presented in Table 5. The findings reveal the perceived Latino

threat is only a significant predictor of attitudes toward police powers among White re-

spondents. Specifically, among Whites, both measures of perceived Latino threat are

significantly associated with support for expanding police powers generally, as well as with

views about police profiling and police searches specifically. Among Whites, as with the

full sample, perceived Latino Threat appears to be more strongly related to views about

police profiling, than to views about police searches or police use of force. Setting the

controls at their means, a small shift in threat perceptions from ‘‘somewhat agree’’ to

Table 5 Analyses disaggregated by race

Respondent race and dependent variable IV = Latino political threat IV = Latino economic threat

b RSE Beta b RSE Beta

Whites

Models 1–2

DV = Expand police powers (N = 709) .202** .074 .101 .176** .065 .105

Models 3–4

DV = Police profiling (N = 708) .256** .093 .108 .271** .081 .137

Models 5–6

DV = Police searches (N = 706) .229* .094 .094 .171* .083 .083

Models 7–8

DV = Police use of force (N = 707) .123 .086 .056 .088 .069 .047

Blacksa

Models 9–10

DV = Expand police powers (N = 109) .119 .199 .064 .160 .140 .105

Models 11–12

DV = Police profiling (N = 109) .282 .229 .140 .198 .152 .120

Models 13–14

DV = Police searches (N = 109) -.096 .236 -.042 .050 .183 .027

Models 15–16

DV = Police use of force (N = 109) .171 .197 .086 .233 .157 .143

Latinosa

Models 17–18

DV = Expand police powers (N = 76) .298 .255 .151 .198 .243 .115

Models 19–20

DV = Police profiling (N = 75) .118 .331 .053 .243 .268 .125

Models 21–22

DV = Police searches (N = 76) .357 .345 .149 .068 .299 .033

Models 23–24

DV = Police use of force (N = 75) .301 .295 .141 .191 .294 .103

Estimates shown are from equations that include all control variables

b = unstandardized coefficient; Beta = standardized coefficient; DV = dependent variable; IV = Inde-
pendent variable; RSE = robust standard error, clustered by county
� p\ .10; * p\ .05; ** p\ .01; *** p\ .001 (two-tailed)
a The results for Blacks and Latinos should be interpreted with caution, because of the low sample sizes in
the models. In the models for Latinos, there are less than four respondents per variable
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‘‘strongly agree’’ on the Latino Political Threat and Latino Economic Threat measures,

respectively, increases Whites’ predicted level of support for police profiling by 6 %

(4.043–4.299) and 7 % (3.953–4.224).

Among Blacks and Latinos, by contrast, there are no significant, or even marginally

significant, relationships between perceived Latino threat and support for expanding police

powers. It bears noting that some of the coefficients that emerge for Blacks and Latinos are

actually larger than those for Whites, while other coefficients are smaller than or even in

the opposite direction of those for Whites. The relatively large standard errors for Blacks

and Latinos reflect the smaller sample sizes for these groups. If the sample sizes for Blacks

and Latinos were equal to that for Whites, the standard errors for Blacks and Latinos would

be virtually identical to those for Whites, ranging from .055 to .093 for Blacks, and from

.080 to .113 for Latinos.

It remains true, however, that the probability that the regression coefficients reported in

Table 5 for Blacks and Latinos would be observed simply by chance as a result of random

sampling error exceeds all conventionally accepted limits for significance (p[ .10). Ad-

ditionally, in the models for Latinos there are less than four respondents per variable,

which falls under the recommended minimum sample size for multiple regression models

(see Allison 1999: 9). And unlike the coefficients for Whites, which are consistently

positive and are robust to model specification, the coefficients for Blacks and Latinos are

sensitive to model specification, changing in size and direction across the various sup-

plementary models that I estimated (e.g., if state-level controls are included, or if the

control variables are dummy coded). Readers should thus use caution when interpreting the

results for Blacks and Latinos. The most reliable inference from the data is that among

Whites, there is a significant positive relationship between perceived Latino threat and

support for expanding police powers, especially those powers used to stop and search

suspects.

Sensitivity Analyses

In this section I report the results from several sets of supplementary analyses (not shown)

that examine the sensitivity of the findings to alternative model specifications. First, it is

possible that the broader state environment may be more important than county context in

shaping attitudes, and thus that state-level contextual conditions may serve as key sources

of omitted variable bias in the relationship between perceived threat and support for

expanding police powers. Accordingly, I reestimated all of the models after replacing the

county-level controls with their state-level counterparts (e.g., State Percent Latino, State

Percent Unemployed). The findings regarding the relationship between perceived Latino

threat and support for expanding police powers remained unchanged.

In a second set of supplementary analyses, I reestimated all of the models after using

dummy coding for the three ordinal control variables: Age, Education, and Income.

Specifically, in these models I included dummy variables for each response category of the

ordinal control variables, with the exception of the lowest category, which served as the

reference group. The results were substantively identical to those reported in the

manuscript.

I also estimated a set of supplementary models in which I disaggregated the index

measuring perceived Latino Political Threat, and separately included each political threat

item in the models. The results for each item were substantively similar to those obtained
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with the Latino Political Threat index. The coefficients for both measures were significant

or marginally significant in all of the models in which the coefficients for the Latino

Political Threat index were significant. For each measure, the coefficient was larger and

more significant in the model predicting views about police profiling, than in the models

for views about the other types of police power, and each measure was significantly related

to views about police power only among whites.

In another set of supplementary analyses, I simultaneously entered the measures of

Latino Economic Threat and Latino Political Threat into the models. The results again

were similar to those reported in the paper. Both threat measures had significant or

marginally significant associations with the Expand Police Powers index. They also both

had significant or marginally significant associations with support specifically for Police

Profiling, and there was a marginally significant relationship between the political threat

measure and support for Police Searches. However, neither variable was significantly

related to views about Police Use of Force. In the racially disaggregated analyses, the two

threat measures only had significant or marginally significant associations with policing

attitudes among whites.

Finally, because the Punitiveness, Symbolic Racism, and Perceived Risk indices were all

constructed by averaging separate survey items, I reestimated all of the models after

including alternative versions of the indices that were generated from the predicted

component scores following a principal components analysis (PCA) of the items in each

index. The results that emerged with the PCA-generated indices were substantively

identical to those obtained with the mean indices, but the levels of explained variance in

the models were generally lower.

Discussion and Conclusion

As a result of crimmigration, ‘‘immigration enforcement is now deeply intertwined with

the local enforcement of criminal law’’ (Eagly 2013: 1130), such that ‘‘enforcement,

detention, and removal of immigrants [currently] pervade every aspect of the criminal

justice system’’ (Vazquez 2011: 642). State and local police increasingly function as the

gatekeepers in this process—they exercise ‘‘the discretion that matters’’ by deciding who to

investigate and arrest (Motomura 2011:1822). At the same time, mounting evidence

indicates that public opinion on immigration largely reflects veiled sentiments about

Latinos (Ayers et al. 2009; Hartman et al. 2014; Lu and Nicholson-Crotty 2010). In this

context, it is unfortunate that previous studies have not assessed whether perceptions of

Latino threat influence support for aggressive policing of crime or immigration, and more

generally that policing scholarship has devoted so little attention to Latino issues (Martinez

2007; Weitzer 2013).

Informed by minority group threat theory, my analysis examined whether perceptions of

Latino economic and political threat were associated with support for expanding police

investigative powers among a nationally representative sample of Americans. Additionally,

I separately explored the relationship between perceived threat and support for expanding

three specific forms of police power—the discretion to stop, search, and use force against

suspects. These forms of police power influence officers’ ability not only to identify

undocumented immigrants, but also to engage in aggressive policing against legally pre-

sent noncitizens and Latino citizens. Consistent with minority group threat theory, the

results revealed that both forms of perceived Latino threat—political and economic—were
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associated with greater support for expanding police powers, at least among White re-

spondents. The evidence also showed that this relationship was strongest in the case of

attitudes toward police profiling. This finding suggests that perceived Latino threat may be

most consequential for public views about police policies that have clear potential to result

in discrimination against Latinos.

Previous studies of public views about police policies have yielded mixed findings

about whether racial attitudes, political ideology and anxieties about victimization are

related to support for aggressive policing, but have generally shown that respondents’ race

and gender are relatively consistent and strong predictors of such attitudes (Arthur and

Case 1994; Barkan and Cohn 1998; Gabbidon and Higgins 2013; Gabbidon et al. 2009;

Higgins et al. 2010; Johnson and Kuhns 2009; Johnson et al. 2011; Weitzer and Tuch

2002). In the current study, perceived Latino threat was only slightly less strongly cor-

related with overall support for expanding police powers than respondents’ race, but was

more strongly correlated with the former than respondents’ gender. In the case of police

profiling specifically, perceived Latino threat was more strongly correlated with support for

profiling than either respondents’ race or gender. Perceived Latino threat was also more

strongly correlated with support for profiling than symbolic racism or perceived victim-

ization risk, and was only slightly less strongly correlated with support for profiling than

political ideology.

An important implication of the results is that widespread perceptions of Latino threat

(see Chavez 2008, Román 2013) may constitute an important social foundation for

crimmigration. That is, by increasing public support for aggressive policing, or, at mini-

mum, by reducing opposition to discriminatory social controls such as police profiling,

threat perceptions may increase the political attractiveness and viability of crimmigration

as a ‘‘solution’’ to the immigration problem. To be clear, the findings do not suggest that

individuals necessarily view aggressive policing as a mechanism for intensifying immi-

gration enforcement, though some may. Rather, they suggest that some Whites understand

that the negative consequences of aggressive policing fall disproportionately on Latinos,

and that these Whites appear to become less concerned about such discrimination as they

become more anxious about the threat posed by Latinos. Thus, in turn, high levels of

perceived threat in society may create a social environment that is more favorable toward,

or at least more acquiescent about, the types of policies and practices involved in crim-

migration. It bears emphasizing, however, that growing evidence suggests that among

many Americans, the ‘‘immigration problem’’ is simply one dimension of a larger diversity

problem—the Hispanicization of America (Hartman et al. 2014; Lu and Nicholson-Crotty

2010). For such individuals, aggressive policing within the context of crimmigation may

hold additional threat-reduction benefits not provided by more traditional forms of im-

migration enforcement—namely, the potential to facilitate the deportation (for nonci-

tizens), incapacitation, and disenfranchisement of Latinos who are in the US legally.

To build on the findings presented herein, future research should examine the extent to

which local criminal justice authorities are responsive to community members’ perceptions

of Latino threat and levels of support for aggressive policing. Recent evidence suggests

that popular support for punitive policies, such as the death penalty, can influence criminal

justice practice and policy (Baumer and Martin 2013; Nicholoson-Crotty et al. 2009).

However, less is known about how public opinion shapes local policing, especially in the

context of immigration enforcement (but see Stults and Baumer 2007). Yet, local au-

thorities have not responded uniformly to crimmigration (Ramakrishnan and Wong 2010).

In some communities, local police have adopted anti-immigrant practices, whereas in

others they have resisted involvement in immigration enforcement or have developed pro-
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immigrant procedures (Eagly 2013; Provine et al. 2012). It seems plausible that commu-

nity-level attitudes may help to explain this variation in enforcement approaches across

local jurisdictions.

Another line of inquiry that merits attention in subsequent studies is exploring the

antecedents of Latino threat perceptions. Few prior investigations have assessed the

sources of perceived Latino threat. A larger literature, however, has explored the sources of

narrower forms of threat perceptions, such as those focusing specifically on documented or

undocumented immigrants. For instance, some researchers have found that contextual

measures of threat, particularly Latino growth, are positively related to perceived immi-

grant threat (Newman 2013; Rocha et al. 2011), though the evidence has been far from

consistent (see, e.g., Stupi et al. 2014; Timberlake and Williams 2012; Vallas et al. 2009;

Wang 2012). Other investigations suggest that perceived immigrant composition (Wang

2012), media consumption (Dunaway et al. 2011; Watson and Riffe 2013), and beliefs

about changing race relations (Higgins et al. 2010) may shape perceptions of immigrant

threat. Again, however, perceived immigrant threat appears largely to constitute either a

dimension or an outcome of attitudes toward Latinos, broadly (Lu and Nicholson-Crotty

2010; Valentino et al. 2013). The current study shows that broader perceptions of Latino

threat are associated with support for aggressive policing, net of county- and state-level

contextual factors. However, investigations are needed that explore whether factors such as

contextual threat, perceived Latino composition, media consumption, and racial beliefs

influence perceptions of Latino threat.

Additional studies are also needed that examine the association between perceived

Latino political threat and criminal justice attitudes. Despite the centrality of political (or

power) threat to minority group threat theory (see Blalock 1967), the current investigation,

to my knowledge, constitutes only the third study to date that has included a measure of

perceived outgroup political threat—whether in relation to Blacks, Latinos, or immi-

grants—as a potential predictor of criminal justice attitudes. And it is the first to show that

perceived political threat is significantly associated with such attitudes. Johnson et al.

(2011) and Stewart et al. (2015), by contrast, found that perceived Latino political threat

did not exert a significant influence on support for allowing judges to consider offenders’

ethnicity when deciding criminal sentences.14 However, both studies measured perceived

political threat with two survey items that potentially conflated anxiety about Latinos’

political influence with favorable attitudes toward Latino political mobilization (e.g.,

‘‘When Hispanics vote in local or national elections, they can influence the outcome’’) (see

Johnson et al. 2011: 414). In the current study, I used similar items to measure political

threat, but I modified them slightly to reduce any ambiguity in meaning (e.g., ‘‘When

Latinos vote in local or national elections, they can have too much influence on the

outcome’’). This may explain the divergence in findings across the three studies.15 Even

still, as Johnson et al. (2011: 427) stress, political threat has great theoretical relevance, and

thus ‘‘a priority in future work’’ should be to examine alternative measures of the concept

that capture perceptions about different forms of Latino political influence and

mobilization.

14 Johnson et al. (2011) did find that both perceived economic and criminal threat were significantly
associated with support for judicial use of ethnicity in sentencing. Stewart et al. (2015) found that criminal
and economic threat were associated with support for harsher punishments specifically directed at Latino
offenders.
15 Clearly, there are other potential explanations for why perceived political threat did not emerge as a
significant predictor in these studies, not the least of which is that they focused on different outcomes.
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Relatedly, there is a need for subsequent studies that examine whether other forms of

perceived Latino threat influence support for expanding police powers. My objective in this

study was to determine whether perceptions of Latino economic and political threat were

associated with views about aggressive policing, rather than to comparatively evaluate the

effects of different forms of threat perceptions. The findings indicate that both forms of

perceived threat are associated with policing attitudes, though the evidence herein cannot

speak to whether those associations would persist unchanged after controlling for other

forms of perceived Latino threat. Indeed, to my knowledge, no previous study analyzing

the relationship between perceived minority threat and criminal justice attitudes has in-

cluded measures of all of the relevant forms of perceived threat—political, economic,

criminal, and cultural, etc.

As noted above, I chose to focus on political and economic threat because they were

both emphasized in Blalock’s (1967) original formulation of threat theory, and have also

constituted key themes in public discourse on immigration (see, e.g., Brimelow 1995;

Buchanan 2006). However, recent work on immigration attitudes suggests that other forms

of perceived threat, particularly criminal and cultural threat (Chiricos et al. 2014; Stupi

et al. 2014), may be of theoretical importance. Blalock (1967:166–168) also discusses the

possibility that perceived criminal threat, which he describes as a ‘‘threat-oriented ide-

ology,’’ may hasten and intensify dominant group members’ counter-mobilization against

other non-criminal forms of threat: ‘‘If buses are integrated, the next thing you know

they’ll be raping our women.’’ This may occur because perceived criminal threat may

foster particularly high levels of fear and hatred, and, unlike other forms of threat, may

imply the existence of internal racial differences (e.g., in personality or biology). There-

fore, perceived criminal threat may contribute to the delegitimization of outgroup mem-

bers’ political and economic advancements. Research is thus needed that examines the

possibility that criminal threat perceptions may mediate or condition the relationships

between political and economic threat and support for expanded police powers.

Although the negative consequences of crimmigration are well documented (Golash-

Boza 2012: India 2013; Vazquez 2011), it is not clear that members of the public are

informed about these adverse outcomes (Román 2013). For example, evidence suggests

that crimmigration policies can have a detrimental effect on state and local economies

(Román 2013). Recent research also shows that because immigrant concentration is

negatively associated with crime (Ousey and Kubrin 2009; Stowell et al. 2009), deporta-

tions can, in some circumstances, actually increase crime rates (Stowell et al. 2013).

Likewise, racial profiling resulting from local police involvement in immigration en-

forcement ‘‘cuts at the heart of [Latinos’] sense of belonging and essentially creates a caste

system that demotes Latinos to second-class citizens’’ (Nill 2011: 55). Future research

should explore whether informing the public about the negative effects of crimmigration

policies has the potential to reduce support for aggressive policing, and to attenuate the

relationship between perceived Latino threat and policing attitudes.

I close by emphasizing the need for continued research into the ways that both per-

ceived immigrant threat and Latino threat shape attitudes toward the police, sentencing,

and criminal sanctions. This is not only important because crimmigration has created a

situation where ‘‘immigration law and the criminal justice system are merely nominally

separate’’ (Stumpf 2006: 376). It is also critical because the US population will continue to

diversify demographically in the coming decades (US Census Bureau 2008), which in turn

will likely exacerbate perceptions of immigrant and Latino threat. For example, in a

seminal study, Craig and Richeson (2014a) recently showed that among Whites, exposure

to information about the US Census Bureau’s projections of demographic change increased
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perceived outgroup threat as well as racial and ethnic animus. A second study by these

authors found that the same experimental manipulation, by increasing perceived threat,

fostered more conservative policy preferences on a variety of fronts, including immigration

(Craig and Richeson 2014b). To the extent that these experiments accurately forecast the

public’s reaction to increased diversity, the findings in the current study suggest there may

be a concurrent increase in support for aggressive police practices, such as police profiling.

This possibility deserves close monitoring in future research.
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