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Rightful Policing 
Tracey L. Meares, with Peter Neyroud 

Executive Session on Policing and 
Public Safety 
This is one in a series of papers that will be 
published as a result of the Executive Session on 
Policing and Public Safety. 

Harvard’s Executive Sessions are a convening 
of individuals of independent standing who take 
joint responsibility for rethinking and improving 
societ y’s responses to an issue. Members 
are selected based on their experiences, their 
reputation for thoughtfulness and their potential 
for helping to disseminate the work of the Session. 

In the early 1980s, an Executive Session on Policing 
helped resolve many law enforcement issues of 
the day. It produced a number of papers and 
concepts that revolutionized policing. Thir ty 
years later, law enforcement has changed and 
NIJ and the Harvard Kennedy School are again 
collaborating to help resolve law enforcement 
issues of the day. 

Learn more about the Executive Session on 
Policing and Public Safety at: 

ww w.NIJ.gov, key words “Executive Session 
Policing” 

w ww.hks.har vard.edu, keywords “Executive 
Session Policing” 

Introduction 

During the summer of 2009, the nation and the 

world t rai ned t heir at tent ion on Ca mbr idge, 

Massachusetts, a small northeastern cit y of about 

100,000 people abut t ing Boston a nd home to 

Harvard University. �at summer, a Cambridge 

p ol ic e of f ic er a r re s t e d r enow ne d Ha r v a rd 

Universit y A f r ica n A mer ica n St ud ies schola r 

Henr y Louis Gates, Jr., who was attempt ing to 

enter his home following a long trip abroad. �e 

media were �ooded w it h stories and accounts 

of “racial pro�ling,” the nature of t he problem 

and the necessity for a national response. Even 

President Obama famously commented on the 

incident.1 

To u n der s t a nd t h e c o n t r o v er s y fo l lo w i n g 

Professor Gates’s a r rest, it is usef u l to have a 

fact ua l contex t: Sergea nt James Crowley, t he 

o�cer who arrested Professor Gates, radioed that 

he would go to the Gates residence after receiving 

a dispatch at 12:46 p.m. on July 16, 2009, that a 

possible breaking and entering was in progress. 

Crowley arrived to �nd Gates in his home, and 

from there the stories diverge. Crowley’s version 

of t he event s is t hat Gates w a s yel l i ng a nd 
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4 | New Perspectives in Policing 

in turn are usually described using t he same set of 

tools — t he architecture of law and rights. 

T h i n k i ng about pol ice law f u l ness i n ter ms of a 

tradeo� bet ween the risk of arbit rar y or oppressive 

enforcement a nd a n i nd iv idua l’s r ig ht to pr ivac y 

a nd autonomy is a dom i na nt approach i n t he 

http:practice.12
http:crime.11


http:concerns.17
http:poorly.15
http:raint.13


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6 | New Perspectives in Policing 

t reat ment — ma ke up what psycholog ists ca l l 

“procedural justice.” 

Procedura l just ice matters a g reat dea l in civ i l 

societ y. One impor ta nt consequence of people’s 

percept ions of procedural fairness according to 

t hese ter ms is t hat t hey lead to popu lar beliefs 

of leg it i mac y. W hen soc ia l ps ycholog ist s use 

t he ter m “leg it i mac y,” t he y a re refer r i ng to a 

http:northeast.21
http:deterrence.20


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rightful Policing | 7 

justice in encounters can change public 
Figure: Rightful Policing as the Convergence of Lawfulness and 
Legitimacy 

W 

perceptions of policing agencies, leading 

N to lack of t r ust, i l l-w i l l and u lt imately 

Legitimacy less law-abiding.22 Considering both the 

law fulness and the legitimacy of police 
Rightful conduct allows both the police o�cer and 
Policing 

the citizen stopped to be right in a way 

that is not possible when one operates in Lawfulness 
E the single dimension of lawfulness. �e 

possibility of both sides being right can 

lead to fruit ful conversat ion about the 

rightfulness of policing. 

Putting Legitimacy to Work 
S 

T his arg u ment ra ises t he quest ion for 
Source: Tracey L. Meares, The Good Cop: Knowing the Difference between Lawful or 
Effective Policing and Rightful Policing — And Why It Matters, 54 WM. & MARY L. REV. 1865, police of how t hey can put t hese ideas 
1879 (2012). 

into practice. A focus on the procedural 

globe, is that too often such policing comprises 

behavior I would locate in the southeast: police 

http:enforcement.24
http:law-abiding.22


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8 | New Perspectives in Policing 

mission. �ese t wo initiatives, however, are not 

unique. Lorraine Mazerolle and her colleag ues 

recent ly completed a meta-analysis of legitimac y 

policing inter vent ions and concluded that “police 

can achieve positive changes in citizen attitudes 

to pol ice t hroug h adopt i ng procedu ra l just ice 

d ia log ue as a component pa r t of a ny t y pe of 

police inter vention.”25 

W hen t he Chicago init iat ive sta r ted, t he cit y ’s 

hom ic ide r at e hovere d ne a r 2 2 p er 10 0,0 0 0. 

Crime is often concentrated by geography, and 

i n C h ic a go t he nei g hb or hood s on t he c it y ’s 

west a nd sout h sides drove t he cit y ’s hom icide 

rate. �e h ig hest crime a rea on t he west had a 

hom ic ide rate of 72 per 10 0,0 0 0. Usi ng f u nd s 

prov ided by a billion-dollar nationw ide federal 

initiative to combat g un crime called Project Safe 

Neighborhoods (PSN),26 United States Attorney 

Patrick Fitzgerald proposed a strateg y modeled 

a f t e r P r oje c t E x i l e i n R ic h mo n d , V i r g i n i a , 

target ing ex-o�enders i n t he h ig h-cr i me a reas 

w it h federa l pena lt ies for g u n possession a nd 

ot her g u n of fenses. Fi zgera ld bel ieved, f rom 

crime analysis, t hat ex-o�enders were primarily 

http:offenders.27
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12 | New Perspec tives in Policing 

ever y communit y and shape what people t hink, 

feel and do. People want to feel comfort, not fear, 

when the police are present and to anticipate that 

they w ill receive help and professional t reatment 

when they need it. W hen they do, t hey become 

invested in the communities in which t hey live. 

Research on popular legitimacy, to which police 

contribute, suggests t hat when people evaluate 

t hei r pol ice a nd cou r t s ystems as procedura l ly 

fair, t hey identif y more w it h their communities 

and engage in them socially by trust ing neighbors, 

p ol i t ic a l l y b y v o t i n g , a nd e c onom ic a l l y b y 

shoppi ng a nd goi ng to enter t a i n ment venues 

http:citizen.46


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

   

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

Rightful Policing | 13 

Com m it ment to r ig ht f ul policing can help, but 

executives cannot be sanguine about its potential 

impact. �e approach requires broadly conceived 

a nd c oord i n ate d ef for t s a mon g a v a r ie t y of 

c o n t e x t s — c r i m e r e d u c t i o n , c o m m u n i t y 

relations and, importantly, internal discipline48 

— to e�ect real change. 
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