
 

Study shows any contact with police may be
detrimental to health, well-being of Black
youth
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Marques Watts, 18, remembers his first encounter with police at the age
of 13, when he was in eighth grade. Visiting his father, who lived in
Skokie, Illinois, Watts was walking to Dunkin' Donuts with his
headphones on listening to music to get some morning coffee. That's
when a white police officer flipped on his lights and stopped him.
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"He asked me where I was going, to empty my pockets … I had my
hands in my pockets," Watts said. "I believe it was a two- or three-
minute talk, but it felt like a lifetime because of my feeling anxious and
scared. All I remember is the fear of I didn't want to make any wrong
moves. At that age, I didn't really know how to interact with police. Part
of me is thinking 'oh, this is something that everybody goes through,' but
I still felt off about it because I felt like I wasn't doing nothing wrong."

It's interactions like Watts' that Dr. Monique Jindal, assistant professor
of clinical medicine at the University of Illinois at Chicago, researched
in a recent Journal of the American Medical Association Pediatrics
review.

"The impetus behind it was knowing that Black youth are experiencing
disproportionate contact with police," Jindal said. "And really trying to
understand what does that mean for them and, yes, death is the worst
possible health outcome, but what lies in between and what might that
mean for a child."

The work, which looks at qualitative and quantitative data from 1980 to
the present, showed exposure to police from people up to age 26—even
in instances where officers provide assistance—may be detrimental to
the health and well-being of Black youth. The data revealed interaction
with law enforcement can be associated with poor mental health,
substance use, risky sexual behaviors and impaired safety.

"We started in 1980 because that was when community policing, even
though it was instituted a little bit earlier, became pretty universal,"
Jindal said. "We were looking at quantitative and qualitative studies to
give voice to these experiences … to really understand what those
encounters look like."

That meant encounters that had an indication of some sort of police
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contact—completely benign police contact, use of force, getting a
citation, getting arrested and some sort of indicator of health (mental or
physical health) and safety.

A look at the qualitative information in the paper offers illustrative
quotes from police encounters:

"We was [sitting] in the car; we was just sittin' in there. [Police] got us
out the car, check[ed] us and said he found some drugs in the car. And
[the officers] said, 'One of ya'll goin' with us.' [To decide] they said,
'Eeny, meeny, miny, moe, catch a [racial slur] by his throat.'"

"Yes, you're worried and you're sitting there scared. … that's stress you
got to deal with every single day. If you roll [drive] you have to be
nervous with your life … it's dangerous."

"Like you can just be standing on the bus stop waiting for the bus and
the police officer will come up. Like once I experienced that, I was
sitting at the bus stop waiting to catch the bus to school, a police officer
starts asking me all these questions like, 'Have you seen this person?' Or,
'Have you seen anybody selling drugs?' And I'm like, 'Dude, I'm just
standing on the bus stop, I don't, I don't know anybody over here.'"

"And, we're saying at that same time, we're feeling restricted because if
we act in a way that we want to react—number one, we're going to jail;
number two, it's just going to feed into the stereotype that they think
we're supposed to be violent or whatever."

"These experiences are often normalized by the youth that are
experiencing it every single day," Jindal said. "There's one quote where a
kid is like: 'I feel this way, they say I'm depressed. I'm not depressed.'
That denial of something really going on because it's your everyday life
and you don't see it as depression? I think there's a lot of precursors to
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depression and anxiety, and just because someone hasn't been diagnosed
with that doesn't mean that the symptoms that they're having are not
necessarily leading to that."

Jindal, whose research focuses on how racism impacts health and health
care delivery, is hoping that work like hers leads to next steps with
policymakers and legislators working together to change systems and
create interventions for youth of color that policing impacts.

"This is data supporting that this is problematic and it can have long-
term effects on the development of a child into their adulthood," she
said. "We're doing this, trying to use this data to convince some of the
naysayers that this is something we really need to focus on. I think there
is a whole body of research that needs to be done ... we do really need to
find ways as scientists to start speaking the same language about it so
that work can be compared and synthesized together."

Jindal said the importance of including youth in the problem-solving is
key as well. Ideas from the youth who are affected by police, and
centering data and science around youth solutions to the problem, are
vital.

"What do they think would make communities safer? And improve their
well-being?" Jindal said.

Both are questions that Watts is asking as a youth leader of Communities
United, a survivor-led, grassroots, intergenerational, racial justice
organization in Chicago. In his role with the organization, Watts, a senior
at Stephen Tyng Mather High School, is helping develop a holistic
mental health plan for youth, and community healing. Watts said
Communities United is a place where youth can talk about their
experiences, traumatic or otherwise, because not everyone has a place
where they can go to do that.
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"We talk about what mental health resources we can put inside the
communities or inside the schools," he said. "Society, as a whole,
assumes that youth already has a go-to for this, but not many youth even
have family to go to. They're stuck dealing with the stuff they go through
on their own. And that's what kind of messes them up like, not only in
society, but in their education systems.

"For me when I got stopped, it put a different viewpoint on how police
work. It makes you uncomfortable with seeing police in the world. And
since they were in school, it made me uncomfortable seeing them in
school because they would give me a certain look and I'd be like: What
am I doing wrong? It makes you think like you're always doing
something wrong at that point."

Watts has already selected his early action colleges, primed to give back
to his community as a therapist or psychologist to help the next
generation. Until then, he's busy reassuring friends who have police
encounters what he wanted to hear after his experience: 'You're not in
the wrong. Keep doing what you're doing. You're never doing anything
wrong. So don't feel like you are.'

"I don't ever want them to feel alone. If they're alone that's gonna build
up their fear," Watts said. "That's what needs to happen with Black
youth. We need that reassurance that we're not doing anything wrong. I
want to be comfortable in the community that I live in, but
unfortunately, we can't be because these are the things they (police) put
us through."

"I feel like there's always going to be fear because that's how we still
live. We can't really show much confidence or be bold, because us being
bold is what makes them fear. And then if they're in fear then that's the
end of our lives. It's like, we have to show fear in order to get out of
certain situations with the police," Watts said.
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Jindal, who has been teaching a curriculum on racial bias for residents in
Ohio and Maryland for the past five years, said the end goal of the work
is to convince people that policing needs to be considered a critical
determinant of health.

"If we can first agree on that, then we can build the body of research that
is actually looking at interventions and determine what is most useful,"
Jindal said. "Hopefully, seeing this and seeing that there is a body of
work around this, we can get funders to take proposals that are going the
next step to look at interventions, seriously."

Jindal welcomes discussion with law enforcement about the research.

"I think it's something that we all have to do … to be really critically self-
conscious and to exercise some humility in this. There are a lot of beliefs
and behaviors that we all have, that we have to be willing to interrogate.
It's problematic for law enforcement to think that they're being singled
out. I think the reality is that they wield a lot of power. And when they
make a racially biased mistake, that's life or death. That is the case for
physicians as well—maybe not as quickly. But I think health care is
trying to look at how we are perpetuating racism ... how we're part of the
problem. I'd say to law enforcement, we're doing it and we're asking that
you to do it too."

  More information: Monique Jindal et al, Police Exposures and the
Health and Well-being of Black Youth in the US, JAMA Pediatrics
(2021). DOI: 10.1001/jamapediatrics.2021.2929
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