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INTRODUCTION

The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA), a federal agency within the US Department 
of Transportation, distributes over $600 million each year to state highway safety offices in all US states 
and territories (see U.S. Department of Transportation (US DOT) National Highway Traffic Safety 
Administration, 2022, p. 4, pp. 53–55).1 These agencies in turn provide funds for programs designed to 
enhance safety on the roadways. The vast bulk of these funds are allocated to police agencies to implement 
enhanced highway safety programs such as impaired driving campaigns, speeding patrols, or targeted ef-
forts to promote the use of seat belts.2 Emphasis on traffic safety may only increase as communities commit 
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Abstract
As communities throughout the country adopt policies de-
signed to reduce traffic fatalities to their lowest possible num-
bers, they rely heavily on police for traffic enforcement. Within 
policing communities, however, traffic stops are seen not only 
as a means to encourage better driving, but also as an impor-
tant tool for drug interdiction and crime control. This renders 
the police “distracted partners” in the fight against dangerous 
driving. We analyze 246,003 stops conducted by the San Diego 
Police Department using geolocated traffic-stop data. We com-
pare a model of traffic stops driven by injury-causing collisions 
to models where the stops are associated with crime and minor-
ity population. We find that the police are attentive to colli-
sions but driven more by crime and minority population levels. 
We conclude that traffic safety efforts could more effectively 
be enhanced by a non-police agency devoted solely to reducing 
serious collisions, fatalities, and the public health threats from 
cars, with the police focused on crime control. The combined 
mission for the police of doing traffic safety and crime control 
results in suboptimal outcomes with regard to crash and injury 
prevention.
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themselves to “Vision Zero,” an effort to eliminate traffic deaths and serious injuries. Typically, these efforts 
rely on the police for many of their most important and most expensive traffic safety initiatives.

At the same time as the federal government continues its long-standing practice of moving hundreds 
of millions of dollars to local police departments throughout the country, activists and scholars are in-
creasingly questioning the police's role in traffic stops. Jordan Woods (2021a, 2021b) has been the most 
influential legal scholar to promote the idea that an alternative traffic-focused agency might be a better way 
to promote safety on the roads and highways. The question for Woods is whether we would be safer with 
an agency tasked with enforcing the traffic code but with no further police powers. The police, Woods 
notes, often use the traffic code for something else, the opportunity to have conversations and informally 
investigate people for other reasons, particularly the suspicion of being involved in drugs or other crimes.

In this paper, we assess whether the police are reliable partners in the effort to promote traffic safety. 
Analyzing 246,003 geo-located traffic stops, injury-related collisions, and 911 calls for police service from San 
Diego CA, we find that police are attentive to collisions in the morning, but that in the afternoon and eve-
ning, the association between collisions and moving violations weakens. Instead, police focus their activity in 
the afternoon in evening much more on non-moving stops, and on traffic stops in areas with higher numbers 
of  911 calls and larger minority populations. Importantly, even as police move their attention toward crime 
control later in the day, the number of  collisions remain high, only beginning to taper off  in the evening. That 
is, we find support for Woods' implicit assessment that the police are “distracted partners” in the war on bad 
driving, largely because of  their over-arching concern with the war on drugs and crime.

We have no doubt that the police are sincere partners in the goal of reducing traffic collisions and 
fatalities. But police agencies clearly have other priorities as well that may cause them to be “distracted 
partners” in the implementation of “Vision Zero” goals. Our analysis suggests that the police focus on 
crime makes them distracted partners in the effort to improve traffic safety.

Police and traffic stops

Sarah Seo (2019) explains how police agencies across the country were transformed by the rise of the 
automobile. The car and the police grew in a symbiotic relationship, with the police expanding nation-
wide by orders of magnitude as they responded to a new and expensive challenge: monitoring the roads. 
As cars expanded dramatically during the time of Prohibition, the issue of transporting contraband 
was always connected to the police vision of the automobile. As Seo describes, the courts would later 
have to decide what level of privacy a person may expect in a car: is it similar to one's home (with a high 
expectation of privacy), or a public sidewalk (with a lower expectation). Eventually, the answer came in 
a series of court decisions: your car is a crime scene. Because every driver is violating some aspect of 
the traffic or vehicle code, the police may intervene in virtually every situation. The “pretextual” traffic 
stop was born. Further, the traffic stop is seen as inherently dangerous for the police (not the driver), 
and the police therefore approach traffic stops with a more aggressive attitude than their objective level 
of danger might justify. Jordan Woods explains:

On highways, traffic stops became, and still serve as, tools for drugs and weapons interdic-
tion. In neighborhoods, traffic stops offered and still provide easy justification for police 
to stop and search “suspicious” persons for non-traffic crime. Under the guise of public 
order and public safety, these practices give effect to racialized and class-based officer 
assumptions about the social positions and assumed criminality of stopped drivers and 
passengers. 

(Woods, 2021a, p. 657)

In addition to describing police as defenders of traffic safety, courts also characterize 
police as potential victims of violence in the traffic space. For instance, the U.S. Supreme 
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Court has accepted and perpetuated officer-danger narratives involving routine traffic 
stops, emphasizing on several occasions that traffic stops are “especially fraught with dan-
ger to police officers.” Over the past few decades, courts have upheld the authority of 
police officers under the Fourth Amendment to question stopped drivers and passengers, 
order them out of cars, and conduct various searches and seizures during traffic stops. 
Deference to law enforcement based on officer safety concerns has played a key role in 
these decisions. 

(Woods, 2021a, p. 660)

Michael Sierra-Arévalo  (2024) reinforces Woods' points in a book-length exploration of what he 
calls “the danger imperative”: Police training, culture, and information networks emphasize the con-
stant danger that officers are seen to face, and justify an “us v. them” mentality with regard to inter-
actions with the public (see also Balko, 2014; Vitale, 2018). These studies suggest that police culture 
may not be conducive to purely preventive traffic control designed to reduce collisions and the injuries 
that stem from them. Rather, the police may be attuned to crime, danger, and threats to their own 
personal safety. Many recent studies have documented the different experiences of black and white 
drivers. These include journalistic exposés about the “driving while black” phenomenon dating back 
to the 1990s (see for example Webb, 2007/1999); legislative mandates to investigate the question (see 
Baumgartner et al., 2018, chapter 1); law enforcement training programs designed to use “proactive po-
licing” to monitor entire communities, with traffic stops as a major element in this toolkit (see for exam-
ple Vitale, 2018); and Drug Enforcement Agency profiles of “couriers” focused on young men of color 
driving certain types of cars (see Banks, 2003; Epp et al., 2014; Sorin, 2020). The most recent literature, 
including Epp et al.'s (2014) study based on a survey of motorists as well as others based on millions of 
data points from public records of actual police stops (e.g., Baumgartner et al., 2018; Knox et al., 2020; 
Pierson et al., 2020) confirms ideas of over-policing minority drivers and neighborhoods and the use 
of the traffic code for needle-in-the-haystack searches. These collective findings have led to a number 
of reforms, particularly those directed toward the ideas of reducing the use of pretextual traffic stops 
and removing the police from some traffic stop functions so that the agency that conducts traffic stops 
would be solely concerned with traffic safety, with the police focused on crime. Mashhadi et al. (2017) 
provide evidence that targeted enforcement, such as speeding enforcement, effectively reduces traffic 
crashes, aligning with the goals of traffic safety. However, we question whether similar outcomes can 
be achieved through the enforcement of equipment violations, which are less directly related to crash 
prevention. Our analysis suggests that equipment enforcement may be more susceptible to being used 
for broader policing objectives, such as crime control, rather than purely for traffic safety.

Jordan Woods (2021a) describes calls for such reforms in New York City following the 2019 death 
of Allan Feliz, a driver pulled over for failure to wear a seat belt, and in Brooklyn Center, Minnesota 
where Daunte Wright was killed in 2021 following a similar traffic stop. Berkeley, California voted for a 
comprehensive reform of the police including removing them from routine traffic enforcement in July 
2020 (Woods, 2021a, pp. 647–648). The New York Attorney General's Office has called for the removal 
of New York City police from routine traffic enforcement in response to the killing of Allan Feliz, de-
scribed above (see New York State Office of the Attorney General (NYSOAG), 2020a, as well as in its 
investigation of the City's response to the George Floyd protests, New York State Office of the Attorney 
General (NYSOAG), 2020b). Both reports reached the same conclusion, that traffic stops are a source 
of racial friction and the police should be removed from these activities: “Armed police officers are not 
needed for traffic enforcement, particularly when the underlying conduct in question is not criminal, 
such as a broken tail light, speeding, or not wearing a seatbelt” (New York State Office of the Attorney 
General (NYSOAG), 2020b, p. 39).

Few examples exist of non-police agencies conducting traffic stops, and the limited reforms that 
have occurred in the US have not yet been evaluated (or implemented in many cases). Wilson and 
Chappell (1971) describe an alternative model of policing in New Zealand from 1936 to 1992, whereby 
the police were essentially replaced by local authorities for the enforcement of routine traffic patrols in 
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towns and by a national agency housed in the Department of Transportation for inter-city roadways. 
While there may be some examples internationally of traffic-control agencies housed outside of the aus-
pices of the police, such arrangements seem to be rare, and have never been widely used in the United 
States.

Jordan Woods has explored alternatives to the current model of policing in a series of articles pub-
lished in various prominent law review articles. In a 2019 article, Jordan Woods reviews millions of traf-
fic stops to assess the “danger narrative” so common in policing: that every traffic stop has the potential 
to end in the death of the officer. His analysis suggests that these narratives are vastly overstated in po-
lice training and judicial assessments of the police function (see Woods, 2019, p. 640). Woods also notes 
that the Court has validated traffic stops as long as the officer has probable cause to believe that a traffic 
violation has occurred, even if the traffic violation is merely the pretext for the stop (see Whren v. United 
States, 517 U.S. 806 (1996), Woods, 2019). Such pretextual stops are seen in police trainings and culture 
as more valuable than the numbers suggest in terms of their crime-fighting benefits (Woods, 2019).

All this motivates our question: Does the police concern with the war on crime detract from its 
ability to use the traffic code effectively to reduce injurious collisions? To understand this question, 
we exploit temporal and geographic variation in police stopping behavior. Traffic collisions and traffic 
stops both vary over time and space and studying the relationship between the two reveals a dynamic 
wherein police officers are responsive to traffic safety but sacrifice some degree of responsiveness in 
order to patrol areas where they suspect drivers may be violating criminal law. Our analysis is designed 
to assess the degree to which the (reasonable) police concern with crime detracts from its efficiency in 
traffic enforcement.

TR A FFIC STOPS, TR A FFIC SA FET Y, A ND CR IMINA L 
PROFILING IN SA N DIEGO

Data

This analysis relies primarily on three administrative datasets maintained by the city of San Diego. 
First, we utilize traffic stop reports that detail each stop conducted by San Diego Police Department 
and record the date, time, location, reason for the stop, if the driver was searched, if contraband was 
found, and the race of the driver. We analyzed 246,003 stops between January 2017 and June 2023. We 
also utilize 911 call data which include the date, time, location, and urgency of each call. Finally, we also 
analyze collision data which record each reported traffic crash on San Diego roads including the date, 
time, location, and number of people injured and killed. These data allow us to analyze the shifting 
priorities of the San Diego Police Department and to assess whether traffic stops appear to be more 
closely connected to collisions or to crime-related 911 calls. We use the following language conventions: 
Traffic stops can be broken down by their stop purpose and we distinguish here only among “moving 
violations” and all others, which we term “non-moving” stops. Non-moving stops emerged as a crime 
control strategy during the War on Drugs era of the 1980s–90s, legitimized by Supreme Court decisions 
like Terry v. Ohio (1968) and Whren v. United States (1996). Baumgartner et al. (2018) find that these 
discretionary stops, while ostensibly about traffic safety, actually represent a deliberate policy choice to 
use traffic enforcement as a pretext for conducting investigative searches that disproportionately im-
pact minority communities. Because of their largely discretionary nature and primary use as a means of 
crime control, we use non-moving stops as an indicator that police are engaged in crime control rather 
than traffic safety. Collisions refer to crashes or accidents in which an injury was recorded. 911 calls refer 
to urgent calls for service, excluding other types of calls.

Our analyses assess police activity geographically and temporally by assessing how police re-
spond to the demands of crime control and traffic safety in different police beats throughout the 
day. Police do not have unlimited resources—wherever and whenever officers are concentrated in 
one place or time, they are necessarily diminished in another. Table  1 shows the distribution of 
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various police activities across three time periods of the day. For each activity category, the per-
centages represent how that specific activity is distributed across morning, afternoon, and night, 
summing to 100% for each activity.

Breaking down the data by stop type and outcome, as well as by time of day, reveals important trends 
in the policing environment. Traffic stops overall are highest in the morning (5 a.m.–12 p.m.), decrease 
in the afternoon (12 p.m.–8 p.m.), and decrease even more at night (8 p.m.–5 a.m.).3 This trend is true 
for moving violations as well, but not for non-moving violations, which increase in frequency over the 
course of the day. Descriptively, we see that despite increased demand for traffic safety in the afternoon 
(over half of the collisions occur during the afternoon), police assess fewer moving violations. Instead, 
police engage in more searches and non-moving stops.

In the next section, we present a temporal analysis that parses police behavior by hour of day and day 
of week. This analysis reveals significant incongruence between the demands of traffic safety and police 
behavior over time. The following section presents a geographic analysis, in which we model police 
behavior by period of day (morning, afternoon, and night), and location. There, we find that as police 
become less geographically responsive to the demands of traffic safety over the course of the day, they 
focus their time into crime prevention.

Temporal analyses

Previous studies on traffic enforcement have predominantly focused on aggregate traffic stop data, 
often treating temporal variables in broad strokes or including time components as uninterpreted 
“control” variables. Here, we look at traffic stops, collisions, 911 calls, the racial mix of drivers 
stopped, and moving versus non-moving violations by the hour of the day and the day of the week. 
This granular approach uncovers the daily dynamics of law enforcement activities, highlighting a 
transition from traffic safety enforcement in the early hours to a pronounced emphasis on crime 
prevention later in the day. We illustrate these trends by displaying a series of weekday-hour graphs 
where the x-axis represents the time of day, and the text at the top of each cell shows the day of the 
week. The y-axis represents the relative frequency of the measure of interest in standard deviations 
from the mean value.

Figure 1 shows the relative frequency of collisions and traffic stops. The y-axis represents the stan-
dardized frequency of each event type, calculated as the number of standard deviations from the mean 
frequency. This standardization allows for a direct comparison between collisions and traffic stops, 
despite their different absolute frequencies. The pattern for collisions is relatively consistent across days 
of the week but shows strong temporal trends across the hours of the day: Collisions are most common 
in the afternoon and evening. In contrast, traffic stops show strong trends both across the hour of the 
day and the day of the week.

Figure 1 illustrates an incongruity between stops and collisions; traffic stops are most common on 
Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday mornings while collisions are most common in the afternoon of 

T A B L E  1   Share of police activity by time of day.

Category Morning Afternoon Night Total

Total traffic stops 97,495 (39.6%) 80,726 (32.8%) 67,782 (27.6%) 246,003 (100.0%)

Moving violations 73,707 (46.2%) 50,688 (31.8%) 35,139 (22.0%) 159,534 (100.0%)

Non-moving stops 23,788 (27.5%) 30,038 (34.7%) 32,643 (37.8%) 86,469 (100.0%)

Searches 6063 (21.3%) 9942 (34.9%) 12,454 (43.8%) 28,459 (100.0%)

Collisions 7583 (25.7%) 15,198 (51.5%) 6737 (22.8%) 29,518 (100.0%)

911 calls 760,057 (29.7%) 1,003,529 (39.3%) 791,905 (31.0%) 2,555,491 (100.0%)

 15410072, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/psj.12589 by A

lexander L
ove - U

niversity of N
orth C

arolina at C
hapel H

ill , W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [07/01/2025]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



6  |      LOVE et al.

any day of the week. The period between 8 a.m. and 11 a.m. on Tuesdays, Wednesdays, and Thursdays 
accounts for 14.1% of all traffic stops but only 5.6% of all collisions.

When we examine the frequencies of moving and non-moving violations in Figure 2, we see that 
moving violations are more frequent on weekday mornings before police shift into conducting more 
non-moving enforcement in the evenings and on weekends. Because the same cars remain in the com-
munity throughout the week, it seems unlikely that the rate of offense for non-moving violations varies 
so significantly during the day. Instead, this pattern suggests that police use non-moving violations 
like faulty equipment or registration violations as a means of investigating drivers for criminal offenses 
like carrying drugs or weapons, as previous studies have suggested (e.g., Baumgartner et al., 2018; Epp 
et al., 2014).

Around the time the clock strikes 3 p.m., there is a notable shift in police enforcement from 
moving to non-moving violations. Despite collisions reaching their peak on Friday afternoons, law 
enforcement activities pivot away from moving violations, suggesting a transition to alternative 
policing tasks during this period. However, this reallocation of enforcement efforts does not seem 
to align with crime patterns. As illustrated in Figure 3, 911 call volumes remain relatively constant 
throughout the day, suggesting that the rate of serious incidents requiring immediate police atten-
tion does not f luctuate significantly. This constancy occurs even as the police enforcement strategy 
shifts dramatically from active traffic patrol to targeting non-moving violations, which are often 
used as tools to fight crime.

The patterns of law enforcement activity suggest a strategic focus that varies by time and demo-
graphic factors. Analysis reveals a concentrated effort on issuing routine citations for moving violations 

F I G U R E  1   Timing of collisions and traffic stops, San Diego, 2017–2023.

F I G U R E  2   Relative frequency of moving and non-moving violations.
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       |  7DISTRACTED PARTNERS

on Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday mornings. In contrast, collisions predominantly occur in the 
late afternoon and early evening hours, indicating a temporal mismatch between peak times for traffic 
enforcement and peak times for traffic incidents.

Spatial analysis

We build on the temporal incongruity demonstrated in the previous section by assessing the degree 
of spatial and temporal congruity between collisions and moving violations during the morning, af-
ternoon, and night. For stakeholders in VisionZero Campaigns and other traffic safety advocates, it is 
important to know whether police are making traffic stops in areas and at the times where traffic is most 
dangerous. In particular, the utility of police as efficient partners for VisionZero campaigns depends on 
their ability to deploy resources effectively. That is, do police engage in more traffic safety as a response 
to increased demand for traffic enforcement, or do traffic stops respond more closely to calls for police 
service based on something else? We measure traffic safety and police responses at the beat level—the 
administrative unit where police are likely making decisions about resource allocation (e.g., how many 
patrol officers will be engaging in traffic safety operations at any given time). In order to estimate how 
responsive police activity is to collisions and 911 calls from 1 week to the next, we rely on the following 
regression model:

where Y
it
, D

it
, and X

it
 represent the outcome, the key predictors, and the covariates for beat i in period t, 

respectively. We focus on three outcome variables: the standardized number of moving violations, the ratio 
between the number of non-moving violations and the number of moving violations, and the proportion of 
stops in which a search occurred (search rate), in different periods of a day: the morning, the afternoon, and 
the night. Our key predictors are the same variables used above: the number of collisions and the number 
of 911 calls in the corresponding time of a day. Further, we interact these values with a beat's level of crime, 
measured using the indexed crimes reported yearly as part of the FBI's Uniform Crime Reporting (UCR) 
program. Our covariates include population size, the percentage of minority residents, and the median in-
come level of each beat. We control for the 1-week lag of Y and D to reduce the influence of confounders. 
We assume that E

[
�
it
|D(t−1):t

i

,Y
i,t−1,Xi, �t

]
= 0. In the literature, this is known as the autoregressive distrib-

uted lag (ADL) model (Beck & Katz, 2011; Blackwell & Glynn, 2018).4

We present the results of the ADL model in Figure 4. From left to right, the outcome variables are 
the standardized number of moving violations, the ratio between non-moving and moving violations, 
and search rate, respectively. In each panel, we report the estimated effects of collisions, 911 calls, and 
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F I G U R E  3   Relative frequency of 911 calls and traffic stops.
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their interactions with the crime rate for three different periods of the day: morning, afternoon, and 
night. In the panel on the left, we see that police assess more moving violations in the morning in beats 
with more collisions in the morning in the same week. This effect is substantively small (about 0.01 of a 
standard deviation) and becomes statistically insignificant in the afternoon and evening. 911 calls have 
a substantively larger effect on stops related to moving violations in the morning (about a 0.18 standard 
deviation increase), but this effect also attenuates in the evening. 911 calls but not collisions have a 
meaningful impact on the search rate and the non-moving-to-moving violation ratio. The estimates of 
the interaction effects show that the police are more responsive to collisions and 911 calls from beats 
with a higher-than-average crime index when we predict the number of stops for moving violations and 
the non-moving to moving violation ratio. These results highlight that to the extent that police respond 
to demands for service in the form of moving violations from week to week, they respond much more 
directly to non-traffic-related matters like 911 calls and crime; this affects both in the time of day and 
places in which they engage in traffic enforcement.

Once concern with the ADL model, the results of which are presented in Figure 4, is that police 
respond to broader trends detected within beats, like perceived levels of crime or need for traffic en-
forcement, rather than responding to a particular beat that had a particularly high number of collisions 
in a given week. To address these concerns, we regress our outcomes of interest (moving violations, non-
moving violations, and search rates) on collisions, 911 calls, crime rates, and the covariates included in 
the lagged models. In this further regression analysis, these variables are aggregated such that we have 
one observation per beat. We find that in the aggregate, police conduct more moving violation stops 
in beats with more collisions in the morning, but that this effect is substantively small and attenuates 
over the course of the day. We find no association between 911 calls and non-moving stops or vehicle 
searches at the beat level. One possible reason for this discrepancy between this finding and the esti-
mates from the ADL model is that the police respond to fluctuations in 911 calls with more policing, but 
that these effects are time-limited, and do not show up in the aggregate when looking across a broader 
time-span. Only higher percentages of non-white populations in beats are consistently associated with 
more non-moving stops and searches at the beat level. These results are presented in the Appendix in 
Tables A1–A3 and Figures A1 and A2.

Implications for racial equity

The patterns just described have important implications with regard to the racial composition of  the driv-
ers pulled over. Previous research has found that enforcement that prioritizing crime control is associated 
with increased racial disparities in policing (Baumgartner et al., 2018, 2021). Figure 5 shows that in the 
mornings, the relative frequency of  stops for black and white drivers track closely, but in the afternoon and 
evening, stops of  white drivers decrease in frequency while stops of  black drivers remain high.5

Figure 6 further explores the allocation of police resources throughout the day, plotting the percent-
age of stops that take place in beats that are in the 75th percentile for percentage minority residents. 

F I G U R E  4   Collisions, crime, 911 calls, and police responses by time of day.
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Figure 6 demonstrates that police focus more on stops in neighborhoods with the greatest percentage of 
minority residents in the afternoon and at night, further suggesting that stopping behavior is driven by 
concerns other than traffic safety or responding to demands for crime prevention (beat crime rates and 
percent minority correlate at −0.13, p > 0.1). This pattern is most pronounced when comparing morning 
and night stops, where the difference in proportions is statistically significant (p < 0.001), highlighting a 
stark contrast in police behavior between these time periods.

Additionally, beat demographics are consistently linked to crime control and prevention strategies. Across 
mornings, afternoons, and nights, a greater concentration of  minority residents in a beat is associated with 
relatively more non-moving stops and higher search rates. Looking at the models using data gathered from 
the afternoon activity (when police begin focusing much more on non-moving stops and searches), a one 
standard deviation increase in the minority share of  a beat is associated with a 0.31 standard deviation increase 

F I G U R E  5   Relative frequency of White and Black driver stops by weekday-hour.

F I G U R E  6   Proportion of stops in 75th percentile minority percentage beats.
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in the non-moving to moving violation ratio. Search rates are similar: a one standard deviation increase in the 
minority share of  a beat corresponds to a search rate increase of  0.47 standard deviations.

The statistical strength and substantive magnitude of the relationship between collisions and mov-
ing violations weakens over the course of the day. On the other hand, the relationships between traffic 
stops and beat demographics are stable over the course of the day (the effect estimates are larger as the 
day progresses, but not statistically distinguishably so). Taken together, the spatial and temporal results 
pertaining to police behaviors relating to crime prevention suggest that spatial bias affects how police 
employ traffic-based tactics related to crime control. And, as police use relatively more of these tactics 
over the course of the day, these biases grow more acute.

Intuitively, if traffic-based crime prevention activities are more intense in geographic areas with 
greater shares of minorities, then racial disparities will be magnified. These disparities may have little 
crime-fighting value, as the bottom left pane of Figure A2 illustrates. This figure looks at contraband 
hit rates, which are often used as a measure of assessing efficiency because a low contraband hit rate 
indicates that police are using an inaccurate threshold of implied suspicion with drivers of different de-
mographic characteristics (see Glaser, 2006, 2015; Pierson et al., 2020). The figure shows that these hit 
rates are negatively associated with larger shares of minority populations (the estimate becomes more 
precise and is significant at the 95% confidence interval only in the afternoon and night). The effect 
estimate is substantial: a standard deviation increase in minority population in a beat corresponds to a 
roughly 5% decrease in the contraband hit rate, a decrease of a third of a standard deviation. This sug-
gests a final paradox in our analysis: Not only do the police engage in crime control rather than traffic 
safety activities when they conduct traffic stops, but as they move through the day and focus more on 
crime rather than on traffic safety, even their crime-control activities become less efficient.

CONCLUSION

In this paper, we have demonstrated that policing practices vary over time and space in patterns consist-
ent with a distracted partnership. With diverse responsibilities, police face a trade-off between enforcing 
traffic laws for the sake of preventing collisions and pursuing broader crime-fighting goals. We illustrate 
how this tension manifests in one large police department. We find that police do indeed conduct traffic 
safety enforcement; on weekday mornings, police often stop drivers for moving violations in areas with 
many collisions. However, at other times, policing looks quite different. On weekends and in the after-
noons and evenings, the correlation between areas with collisions and areas with stops weakens. Officers 
move into areas with higher minority populations and begin to conduct more searches, more non-moving 
violations, and more stops of black rather than white drivers. This shift is particularly remarkable given 
the increase in collisions during the evening rush hour. Further, our analysis shows that the focus on 
minority neighborhoods is associated with a drop in the rate of finding contraband from searches there. 
So, we can conclude on a troubling note. The police attention to crime makes it a distracted partner in 
the fight against collisions, but its use of the traffic code to fight the war on drugs is also quite inefficient.

ORCID
Alexander Love   https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0650-4675 
Frank R. Baumgartner   https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4193-4152 

EN DNOT ES
	1	Highway traffic safety grants are the largest of  three major programs administered by NHTSA, with an annual budget of  approx-

imately $600 million; the others are vehicle safety programs ($245 million) and highway safety research and development ($155 
million).

	2	For one of  many examples of  such efforts, see the North Carolina Governor's Highway Safety Program https://​www.​ncdot.​gov/​
initi​ative​s-​polic​ies/​safety/​ghsp/​Pages/​​defau​lt.​aspx; for the full list of  agencies, see https://​www.​ghsa.​org/​about/​​shsos​.

	3	These time period categorizations aim to reflect time of  day, and are not equal (e.g., the afternoon category includes 8 h and the 

 15410072, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/psj.12589 by A

lexander L
ove - U

niversity of N
orth C

arolina at C
hapel H

ill , W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [07/01/2025]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0650-4675
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0650-4675
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4193-4152
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4193-4152
https://www.ncdot.gov/initiatives-policies/safety/ghsp/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.ncdot.gov/initiatives-policies/safety/ghsp/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.ghsa.org/about/shsos


       |  11DISTRACTED PARTNERS

morning category includes 7 h), but because we are comparing rates of  collisions and stops, or the percent of  total daily stops and 
collisions taking place in each time period, this does not bias any of  our results.

	4	As none of  the covariates are time-varying, our estimates will not be affected by the treatment-confounder feedback mentioned 
in Blackwell and Glynn (2018).

	5	A Kolmogorov–Smirnov test (Massey Jr, 1951) comparing traffic stops between noon and midnight reveals a statistically signifi-
cant difference in the distributions of  stops between Black and White drivers.
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