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ABSTRACT

n September 2010, China suddenly suspended

rare earth exports to Japan following yet

another dispute over the Diaoyu/Senkaku
islands. This action thrust China into the regional
and global spot-light because it looked like a blatant
abuse of international trading agreements. Discussion
of the event lead to two questions: one, if the Chinese
government intended to use the rare earth element event
for political gain, why then did it not establish the link
more firmly? Two, the fluctuation in Chinese rare earth
exports jeopardized China’s reputation as a secure and
stable supplier of rare earth metals, so why act recklessly?
Research on state crime and political accounts — elements
missing in discussions on this issue thus far - are used
to demonstrate that the data from both sides may cor-
roborate an alternative explanation. We assert that the
World Trade Organization (WTO)-defying re-action
from the Chinese government emanated from the need to
rebuff Japan and thus maintain domestic legitimacy even
though such behavior would put China at risk of being
sanctioned by the WTO.



Introduction

On September 2010, China suddenly suspended rare
earth exports to Japan following yet another dispute over the
Diaoyu/Senkaku islands. This action thrust China into the
regional and global spotlight because it looked like a blatant
abuse of international trading agreements. At the time, China
explained that it never issued a formal directive and had
little control over its rare earth industry (despite anecdotal
and circumstantial evidence to the contrary). Ting (2010) for

instance, reasons:

In China, there are 32 companies with a license
to export rare earth metals, of which 10 are
foreign owned. Although Japan’s detention of
the Chinese trawler captain may have roused

the ire of Chinese firms, it is hard to see why
foreign-owned companies would react likewise...
It would be an unlikely coincidence were all 32
firms, with no prior planning, to decide to cease

exports simultaneously.

The 2010 rare earth suspension event can be accounted
for only if some Chinese government intervention were
acknowledged. Because rare earth elements are essential to
the high-tech Japanese economy, reducing these resources
significantly starved Japan of input elements and hurt its
economy. Compounded by the World Trade Organization’s
(WTO) Dispute Settlement Body’s 2014 findings that China
had violated its rare earth trade agreements, the international
consensus was that China used its monopoly position in
the industry to punish Japan for its Senkaku/Diaoyu island

indiscretions.

King and Armstrong (2013), researchers at the Australian
National University, disagreed with this position and posed
two questions to dispute the claims regarding punishment:
First, they claimed, if the Chinese government intended to use
the rare earth element event for political gain, why then did it
not establish the link more firmly? If the embargo was to make
a point to Japan then it needed to be clear. It does not follow
that China would coordinate such a large-scale operation
and fail to connect the dots for the international community.
Second, the fluctuation in Chinese rare earth exports
jeopardized China’s reputation as a secure and stable supplier
of rare earth metals. China had no incentive to be so reckless.
In light of these two points, King and Armstrong contend that
the Chinese government’s reaction to ban rare earth element
exports would be illogical. They instead offer evidence that the
Chinese planned to cut rare earth supplies before the incident

with Japan even occurred. Thus, the cessation of exports after
the dispute was an unfortunate coincidence rather than an

enforced embargo.

These objections are questionable on a number of grounds
that will be examined in this paper. Research on state crime
and political accounts - elements missing in discussions on
this issue thus far — are used to demonstrate that the data
from both sides may corroborate an alternative explanation.
We assert that the WTO-detying reaction from the Chinese
government emanated from the need to rebuff Japan and thus
maintain domestic legitimacy even though such behavior
would put China at risk of being sanctioned by the WTO. To
better grasp this interpretation, it is helpful to return to the

foundation of Chinese legitimacy.

Theoretical Background

Chinese political legitimacy, including the right and
acceptance of Party authority, represents an interesting and
fruitful area of study (Chu, 2000; Holbig, 2006; Hsu, 2001)
and scholars tend to agree that Party legitimacy is a carefully
manipulated resource within China. For example, strict media
controls were used to maintain legitimacy during (and after)
the 1989 Tiananmen Square crackdown of mass student
protests. The Tiananmen crackdown, better known as the
June Fourth (6/4) Incident in China, refers to the violent
suppression of a student-led popular movement that lasted
over 1% months in 1989. Outside mainland China, the event is
remembered as an instance showing the Chinese government’s
willingness to use military force against its own people.
However, inside China, the event is hardly remembered at all
(Lim, 2014). The government has worked to keep it forgotten
through media censorship, forbidding access to records,
silencing dissidents, and reframing history (Bonnin 2011;
Chen 2009). The event had ruined the Chinese government’s
cultivated image internationally, and domestically positioned
the Chinese Communist Party in a repression-induced

legitimacy crisis (Yang & Zhao 2014).

China’s leadership was caught in a structural bind. Before
Tiananmen, the Chinese Communist Party believed it still had
ideological legitimacy among the people, but also understood
that it could not survive without improving people’s living
conditions, especially on the economic front (Yang & Zhao
2014). After Tiananmen, the Chinese Communist Party
recognized that it had lost much ideological ground and thus
focused on improving conditions, shifting its efforts from
ideological to performance legitimacy. To maintain legitimacy,
economic reforms were pursued and deepened while the

fallout of the massacre was contained through censorship.



According to Yang and Zhao (2014), China continues to base
its legitimacy on economic performance and, because of this,
China’s economy continues to take large strides in material
accumulation; however, this also however places the state in a
situation where it will suffer a breakdown in legitimacy if such

performance targets are not met.

This marriage between economic performance and
political legitimacy sets China apart from most other
developed nations. In the United States of America, for
example, extreme economic performance may involve illegal
acts; the 2002 corporate and accounting debacle which
included Enron, Arthur Andersen and other companies is a
prime example of this. At some point, however, the crimes
become public knowledge and the legitimacy of the state both
in allowing for conditions leading to the illegalities and in
dealing with the resulting situation, is called into question.
Thus, for capitalist economies, Poulantzas (1969) argues that
the state apparatus tolerates corporate crime because capitalist
interests and the state have an objective relation such that
success for capitalist interests (continued economic growth)
is beneficial for the state (political stability and tax revenue).
While capitalist success leads to state success, this relation
is tempered by the state’s necessity to fulfill two functions:
accumulation and legitimization (O’Connor, 1973). Studies of
the United States, and other market economies, tend to show
a "balancing act" between these two functions; for example,
regulations toward corporate crimes are frequently anemic
with minimal resources devoted to halting these crimes as
they arguably lead to wealth accumulation. However, in times
of crisis, such as the Enron scandal, political legitimacy is
called into question and governments respond accordingly
with major sanctions. As China transitioned into a free-market
economy, the Communist Party successfully linked its political
legitimacy to economic accumulation. Thus, instead of a
balancing act between two "competing" functions, in China

economic success means Party legitimacy.

This legitimacy, however, is not absolute and is subject
to public opinion. Public opinion is regulated, censored,
and otherwise controlled through media manipulation, so
Party officials have more leeway than in democracies, but as
China becomes more active globally, it is less likely that the
State will be able to act without any and all explanation for
its behavior. That is, when questionable political decisions
are made, the government is forced to explain its actions.
Political decisions tend to be easily explainable; party
ideology, legislative precedent, and accountability via the
electorate usually result in expected outcomes. Unexpected
outcomes, however, may need to be excused or justified
through political accounts (Scott & Lyman, 1968). Political

accounts "are a crucial element in the social order since they

prevent conflicts from arising by verbally bridging the gap
between action and expectation” (Scott & Lyman, 1968, p.
46). From time to time, political actors may do things that
seem initially counterintuitive, such as United States Senator
Mitch McConnell filibustering his own bill or the Chinese
government restricting the export of rare earth elements
(Kapur, 2012). Political accounts are one way in which
politician"s attempt to minimize blame, shift perception, and
otherwise improve their image or the image of a decision
they have made. Excuses are "socially approved vocabularies
for mitigating or relieving responsibility when conduct is
questioned” (Scott & Lyman, 1968, p. 47) while justifications
are "socially approved vocabularies that neutralize an act or
its consequences when one or both are called into question”
(Scott & Lyman, 1968, p. 51).

Accounts are important as they allow political actors to
delineate norms, roles, and context variables. This is described
by Bennett (1980, p. 794), "In short, accounts, unlike other
types of explanations and other forms of political discourse,
can produce systematic redefinitions of norms, roles,
settings, and political relationships in conflict situations.
This definitional power of accounts makes them central
symbolic resources in politics." We expect the use of accounts
when a political shift begins; for example, as it allows those
in control to persuade the public that change is necessary,
good, or otherwise required. Where political action is usually
constrained by institutional variables, accounts offer one

avenue to shirk constraint.

The ability to control the media maintains the central
government’s legitimacy by emphasizing its successful
performance, especially on economic fronts, and shaping
discourse where there is failure. Tai (2014) highlighted that
China’s media control—except on particularly sensitive
topics—had moved from outright censorship to subtle
control of public opinion. The Chinese central government
is no longer an absolute ruler over its media space in the
information age; instead, the government has used its
authority to guide the public towards a negotiated, but
acceptable discourse to maintain Chinese Communist
Party credibility and legitimacy. The power of the Chinese
government may be characterized less by “absolute autonomy,”
and may be better understood by what Zhao and Hall (1994)
call “bounded autonomy.” From this perspective, the Chinese
Communist Party’s power to implement policy and control
the media is contained by its requirement to maintain its own

political legitimacy (Yang & Zhao 2014).

Understanding China's explanation of the rare earth
elements event thus requires a deeper understanding of the

context in which the event occurred.



Historical Background

The Chinese people have a special view of Japan, and the
Japanese, that is defined by unease because, even though
many in China admire the Japanese and their culture, they are
consistently reminded of Japanese-lead horrors, such as the
Nanking Massacre in 1937 and The Century of Humiliation
from 1839 through 1949. Western powers are also viewed
skeptically due to events such as the NATO-lead 1999 Belgrade
bombing of the Chinese Embassy and the 2001 capture of an

American surveillance plane in Chinese territory.

Japan remains different from the West in Chinese eyes
because the island nation has historically been viewed as a
lesser race for having taken most of its language, culture,
philosophy, and even architecture from the Chinese. Thus, the
Japanese occupation of China in the Second World War, that
Japan has yet to placate, has resulted in a lingering bitterness
and a 2014 global poll commissioned by the BBC World
Service found that 90 percent of Chinese respondents held

negative views of Japan.

Because of how Japan evokes nationalistic sentiments
in China, the Chinese Communist Party has even been
compelled to respond to various domestic incidents, including
citizens attacking Japanese businesses, calling for a boycott on
Japanese goods, and egging the Japanese embassy to express
their anger at the news that the Japanese government approved
a high school textbook that glossed over the Nanking Massacre
and lessened Japanese responsibility for the war. Anti-Japanese
protests spread nationwide and continued for a large part of
April 2005 despite a media blackout instituted by the Chinese
propaganda department before the protests began. By April 16,
the demonstrations had gone on for so long and gotten so out
of control that the Chinese Communist Party had to lift the
media blackout, acknowledge the protests, and explicitly call
an end to them. What needs to be noted here is not the scale
of the protests, but the fact that anti-Japanese sentiment had
reached such an extreme that the Chinese Communist Party

was unable to contain or prevent it altogether (Shirk 2007).

Thus, in addition to being a matter of foreign relations,
Japan is also a domestic issue in China because of the
nationalism it engenders that in turn supports the Party
(1962). The legitimacy of the Chinese Communist Party is
tied to its winning of popular support through anti-Japanese
nationalism. For example, the Chinese Communist Party has
continued teaching the Century of Humiliation in schools
and emphasized its role in liberating China from her Japanese
oppressors (Shirk 2007). Duke University professor, Liu
Kang, highlights how much the Chinese Communist Party

relies on nationalism for its ideological legitimacy when he
stated that; "The current Chinese communist government is
more a product of nationalism than a product of ideology
like Marxism and Communism” Thus, when working with
Japan, the Chinese government must respond appropriately
to appease its people. The Chinese Communist Party is
essentially bounded by its own ideological legitimacy to react
to anything that could be perceived as a snub from Japan,
especially in the age of the Internet where information can be

quickly disseminated.

Methodology and Limitations

As with nearly all contemporary legal and criminological
research focusing on China, it remains difficult to acquire
accurate and useful data (see: Ghazi-Tehrani & Pontell, 2015;
Ghazi-Tehrani, Pushkarna, Shen, Geis, & Pontell, 2013; Lo,
Fryxell, van Rooij, Wang, & Honying Li, 2012). Though China
is becoming easier to study, there remain blockages due to the
country's history of censorship and the network-sustaining
process known as guanxi (Dunfee & Warren, 2001; Millington,
Eberhardt, & Wilkinson, 2005; Root, 1996). The case study
design allows researchers to partially avoid these issues by
utilizing publicly available data from U.S.-based, China-based,
and international news organizations. While the reliance on
secondary data does introduce the possibility that censorship
may hinder information availability and analysis, the study at
hand attempts to explain a public event and, thus, we believe
this possibility is minimal. Case study design remains effective
when explaining infrequent events such as white-collar crime
and the use of political accounts; "Previous research that has
examined citizens' reactions to discrete political events has

often taken a case study approach" (McGraw, 1991, p. 1134).

Case Study: China, the WTO, and
the Trade of Rare Earth Elements

The current study of China’s rare earth trade with Japan
examines a widely known case documented by international
news outlets, government reports, and scholarly work. We
collected major source materials to develop a timeline of
events that best represented the major facts for analyzing the
case. Given that largely the World Trade Organization (WTO)
governs international trade agreements, we begin by providing

some context to China’s road to becoming a WTO member.

After almost 15 years of negotiation, China officially
entered the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 2001 under

the condition that it would follow the rules of international



trade. The anticipation of China’s international economic
participation was best expressed by then-WTO Director-
General Michael Moore’s statement: “With China’s membership,
the World Trade Organization will take a major step towards
becoming a truly world organization. The near universal
acceptance of its rules-based system will serve a pivotal role

in global economic cooperation.” For China, entry into the
WTO meant gaining many political and economic benefits.
One of these benefits included having greater influence over
international trade rules. Before becoming a WTO member,
China had very little say in the trade rules that affected it
(Saich 2002). As one of the top trading nations in the world, the
Chinese Communist Party saw this as a deficiency that needed
immediate repair. WTO membership also allowed China to
participate in the 1990s high-tech revolution and other major

developments around the world (Prime 2002).

Another large incentive for China to enter the WTO was
the promise of boosting its economy. Because state legitimacy
in China is not based on democratic rights (van Rooij 2010),
the state maintains legitimacy by linking its right to rule with
economic growth and controlling threats to its legitimacy
(Beetham 1991; Holbig 2006; Ghazi-Tehrani & Pontell 2015).
Before China successfully obtained WTO membership, its
economic growth was slow despite state reforms aimed at
revitalizing it. Chinese economists at the time estimated that
the nation’s entry into the WTO would create about 10 to 15
million new jobs (Saich 2002), which would be a key element
in economic revitalization because it allowed more foreign
companies and banks to connect to the Chinese market while
additional laborers meant a potential increase in consumers.
The “gamble,” as Saich put it, was that China’s economic
revitalization would emerge from radically shifting from a

planned economy to a free economy (Prime 2002).

For such reasons, China began the lengthy process of joining
the WTO. The process was prolonged because accession into
the WTO required agreement on terms and conditions specific

to the country seeking membership. According to the WTO:

Because each accession Working Party takes
decisions by consensus, all interested WTO
Members must be in agreement that their
individual concerns have been met and that
outstanding issues have been resolved in
the course of their bilateral and multilateral

negotiations.

Furthermore, because China was ideologically opposed to
many of the WTO’s terms, the process was especially lengthy.

Former Chinese premier, Zhu Rongji, commented that the
length of the process “turned black hair white” During the
process, China’s chief trade negotiator, Long Yongtu, challenged
the 36 preparatory agreements that China had signed with
WTO members and insisted that it should not be held to
specific rules apart from the general rules of the WTO itself.
China’s argument was that things should not be so complicated
and that all WTO members should share mutual trust, follow
the general rules of international trade, and abstain from unfair
trading practices that would benefit one’s own nation at the cost

of other nations.

WTO members were hesitant to allow China’s membership
because its trade volume was larger than many other countries
and the members were suspicious of its refusal to follow
specialized rules. WTO members were further concerned with
China’s trade proposals, which called for different inspection
standards for domestic and imported products. Members of
the WTO saw this as a red flag because it enabled China to
block unwanted imports and control international trade. WTO
members also objected to China’s accession because they
did not believe the Chinese economy met the organization’s
stringent requirements. China would take 15 years to meet
those standards, bring negotiations to an agreeable conclusion,
and become a WTO member. Of its accession, the WTO’s
Michael Moore declared that China, one of the fastest growing
economies in the world, has made tremendous progress in the
last decade in reducing poverty thanks to an economic system
increasingly open to trade and foreign investment. Now this
economy will be subjected to the rules-based system of the
WTO, something that is bound to enhance global economic

cooperation.

At the end of negotiations, China agreed with the WTO to
follow certain rules. These included the following: 1) China will
provide non-discriminatory treatment to all WTO members;
2) China will eliminate dual pricing practices as well as
differences in treatment accorded to goods produced for sale
in China and those produced for export; 3) price controls will
not be used for purposes of affording protection to domestic
industries or services providers; 4) the WTO agreement
will be implemented by China in an effective and uniform
manner by revising its existing domestic laws and enacting
new legislation that is compliant with the agreement; 5) all
enterprises will have the right to import and export goods and
trade them with limited exceptions by 2004; and, 6) China will
not maintain or introduce any export subsidies on agricultural
products. China’s trade minister, Shi Guangsheng, assured the
world that, “China will, on the basis of the balance between
rights and obligations, abide by the WTO rules and honor its
commitments while enjoying its rights” Shi went on to discuss

China’s eagerness to contribute positively to the world economy



through international trade.

Not long after its entry however, China began to break its
obligations through unfair trade practices, which led some
WTO members to question China’s membership. Some of the
complaints levied against the Chinese nation included failing
to follow the agreed rules, exporting a large amount of cheap
goods due to its undervalued currency, and hoarding raw
materials essential to other countries. The WTO’s Dispute
Settlement Body found distinct violations in China’s rare earth

element trade practices.

Rare earth elements are essential to high-tech economies
and are very much a part of daily life in modern societies. As
their designation suggests, their general availability is relatively
limited. While the elements themselves are actually considered
abundant, they are classified as rare because they are not found
in high concentrations within the Earth’s crust and extracting
them is a difficult process (Grasso 2013). Prior to China’s entry
into the WTO, the United States, Brazil, and India had a large
presence in rare earth element production. China, however, now
produces 90 percent of the world’s rare earth elements supply
despite only having 23 percent of the world’s known rare earth
reserves (Information Office of the State Council 2012). Twenty
years ago, rare earths were not as vital to nations, but because
they are required in the manufacture of modern products such
as laptop computers, car batteries, cell phones, and other high-
tech products, rare earth elements have become essential to

many countries.

China came to dominate the rare earth market because
its leadership recognized their importance to the nation’s
economic future and because the nation’s lax environmental
protection laws made them easier to harvest. Former Chinese
Communist Party Chairman, Deng Xiaoping, was reputed to
have declared that, “The Middle East has oil. China has rare
earths” China’s weak enforcement of environmental regulations
contributed to a large output of rare earth elements because it
allowed for continued mining with lesser considerations for
its environmental and human impacts. This enabled Chinese
supplies to be sold at significantly cheaper prices, which
rendered the costs of mining rare earth elements in other
nations unfeasible (Ting 2010). In 2000, China updated the
Prevention and Control of Atmospheric Pollution law, showing
government awareness of harm to the environment and people;
however, the updated law appeared to have made little impact
as China continues to be plagued by worsening air quality and

other industrial pollution.

During its rapid economic development, China has
prioritized becoming a highly industrialized nation over
environmental protection. China’s reasoning has proven

successful in the mining of rare earth elements, as it has

grown the general economy and created a rare earth element
monopoly. Other countries, including the U.S., have become
dependent on China for their rare earth elements. The world’s
dependence on China for rare earth elements was a growing
concern, but fears of China’s dominance in this area peaked in
2010 when the Chinese appeared to embargo rare earth exports

to Japan following a geopolitical tussle.

The dependence on China’s rare earth element production
became a global concern when China temporarily suspended
its export of rare earth elements to Japan on September 7,
2010. The suspension was seen by most international media
commentary to be linked to a dispute regarding Japan’s
detention of a Chinese fishing trawler captain near the disputed
Senkaku/Diaoyu islands at that time. The fisherman was
detained after colliding his boat into two Japanese coast guard
vessels while fishing in waters that were customarily controlled
by Japan, but also claimed by China. Japan’s detention of the
trawler captain led to a major diplomatic incident between
the two nations, which included China’s arrest of four
Japanese employees of Fujita Corporation in Hebei Province
on September 20 and the suspension of rare earth exports on

September 23.

Regarding the suspension of rare earth sales, industry
officials shared that China had notified all Chinese companies
that, “they were not allowed to ship any rare earth oxides, rare
earth salts, or pure rare earth metals” to Japan. This report sent
a disturbing message to the world: China’s economic trade was
directly conditioned by geopolitics, and if countries did not
tread carefully in their affairs with China, they may be subject
to economic sanctions. The apparent embargo severely hurt
Japan’s economy because its high-tech industries relied heavily

on imported rare earth elements.

The suspension of trade not only denied Japan of much
needed resources, but also made it more difficult for Japan to
acquire rare earths from other sources, since the suspension
produced a significant increase in rare earth prices worldwide.
This increase took a toll on Japan’s high-tech economy and
could be seen from the production of the Toyota Prius. The
Toyota Prius is a compact car that is best known for being the
world’s first mass-produced hybrid gas/electric car. Part of the
Prius’ manufacturing required a rare earth element known
as neodymium. Because of the suspension and subsequently
reduced exports of Chinese neodymium, the price of the
element went from US$50 a kilogram at the start of 2010 to
US$500 a kilogram by the summer of 2011. This forced Toyota
to raise the price of the Prius to maintain its production levels.
Since this incident, nations sensitive to the supply of rare
earth elements have begun looking for means to break their

dependence and have become highly suspicious of China’s
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intents (Kilby 2014). China’s actions regarding the trade of rare
earth metals went unquestioned prior to 2010 as other members
felt the justification for trade quotas appeared reasonable;
however, with more scrutiny, a different picture of China’s

actions began to emerge.

Today, major rare earth consumers like Japan and South
Korea have taken active measures to end their dependence
on China’s rare earth supply (Ting & Seaman 2013). For the
Japanese, they have adopted the token measure of recycling
used electronics to salvage rare earth elements for future
production. Japan’s main measure had been to sign agreements
with other rare earth element-producing countries. In 2011,
Japan signed an agreement with Vietnam and, in a significantly
larger move in 2012; Japan signed the Rare Earth Cooperation
Agreement with India. This agreement allowed Japan to import
4,100 tons of rare earth elements a year from India. Though
these measures did not mean that Japan would be completely
unaffected by the supply of Chinese rare earth materials in the
future, the impacts on the Japanese economy would not be as

damaging should shortages occur.

China’s actions against Japan were in direct violation of three
items in the agreements made upon accession to the WTO.
By restricting exports they were, 1) using price controls for
the purposes of affording protection to domestic industries or
services providers, 2) using dual pricing practices and applying
differences in treatment accorded to goods produced for sale
in China in comparison to those produced for export, and 3)
acting discriminately against another WTO member, Japan.
When China breaks international trade laws by restricting the
export of rare earth elements, it has devastating effects on other
WTO members who rely on China for these essential elements.
It forces other countries to pay as much as three times more
than their Chinese counterparts pay, and/or requires foreign
companies to move into China to obtain those same benefits.
For these reasons, China’s practices are in direct violation of

international trading laws.

In 2011, the United States, Japan, and the European
Union brought cases to the WT'O’s Dispute Settlement Body
alleging that China’s trade measures were inconsistent with
the agreements it made. The United States argued that China
violated international trade law by applying unfair export
quotas on rare earth elements, which was most noted in the fact
that Chinese national production quotas were set at 119,500
tons while export quotas were a mere 22,512 tons (see Tse
2011). This large difference in national production and export
quotas pointed to unfair access to Chinese rare earth elements
between domestic and foreign buyers. The United States further
argued that in order for the trading relationship between China

and other WTO members to be fair, China must not only follow

its agreements, but also begin supporting a clean environment
for its workers and protecting their rights (World Trade
Organization 2014a). China’s response to the charges was that it
had a sovereign right to balance environmental regulation with
national production quotas, and setting export quotas was a
part of that (World Trade Organization 2014a).

In 2014, a WTO panel declared that China had violated
international trade law because their trade practices produced
an unfair advantage for domestic industries. The WTO’s formal
conclusion stated that, “China’s export quotas were designed
to achieve industrial policy goals,” and rejected China’s defense
that export restrictions were for environmental conservation
reasons. While the WTO does have exceptions to allow for
nations to conserve their environments, China's case does not
meet the standards of what the international body considers
conservation. Indeed, during the settlement, China was brought
to agree that “conserving” the environment meant more than
just “preserving” it. Further, if China had needed to mine more
rare earth to meet its WTO obligations then it might have had
a legitimate defense, however because the complaint was about
elements already mined, environmental protection became an
unsustainable position. Ultimately, China did not object to the
major conclusions of the WTO and promised to correct the

situation within a “reasonable time frame”

From this, it is clear that China had violated international
trade law to give its industries an advantage. This did not
explain the embargo, but it did show that China was willing to
use its monopoly position to the detriment of other nations.
To understand the untimely suspension of exports to Japan, it
is important to understand the particular relationship between
China and Japan in modern times as was discussed earlier in
this study.

Discussion

As noted earlier, some commentators rejected the notion
that the suspension of rare earth element exports to Japan
was for geopolitical gain and instead argued that the cessation
was more a coincidence than an act of punishment. Two
key arguments supported that position. First, the Chinese
government itself never said as much, which would be odd
if they intended to send a message to Japan; and second, the
Chinese government would have unnecessarily jeopardized its
position as a stable and secure supplier of rare earth elements,
which was simply illogical. Moreover, it was also noted that
the Japanese were already aware that China would severely cut
down its rare earth exports a month before the incident and
concluded that this incident was not an instance of geopolitics

where “China is rising, Japan is declining, and a power shift is



occurring in East Asia and around the world” (Hagstrom, 2012:
297).

We concur with the facts surrounding the above analysis,
but argue that the dominant discourse that the suspension of
trade was meant to send a message is more convincing. This
is because the facts of the case need to be considered in larger
context of the Chinese Communist Party’s need to maintain
ideological legitimacy, which subsequently led it to violate

international law.

China’s motives for breaking its trade agreements had
less to do with international politics and more with domestic
legitimacy. As state theory used in previous white-collar crime
research has shown, governments can be led into law violation
through an overarching concern with maintaining legitimacy.
This may be especially true in countries like the U.S. and China,
which maintain state legitimacy primarily through economic
performance (Ghazi-Tehrani and Pontell, 2015). Preserving
economic performance legitimacy, the state typically balances
between allowing free market conditions that increase corporate
criminal opportunities, and keeping social order by limiting
those same opportunities. In contrast - and unique to China -
maintaining ideological legitimacy means balancing between
portraying the Party as the prime example of patriotism by mass
persuasion (Brady 2009) and managing popular nationalism
by expressing sentiments on the people’s behalf (Hwang
& Schneider 2011). As the 2005 nationwide anti-Japanese
protests demonstrated, if the Chinese Communist Party cannot
adequately reflect popular sentiments in its policies, threats to

social harmony and state legitimacy may result.

Hwang and Schneider (2011) argue that the Chinese
leadership’s decision to anchor its ideological legitimacy
primarily to nationalism “may prove to be fatal” (p. 47).
Regarding its relationship with Japan, China has little option,
but to make stern responses that could escalate an already
uneasy relationship. Portraying Japan as a nation that has
humiliated China countless times, China’s popular nationalism
and its rise as a world power has led the Chinese people to
expect the Chinese Communist Party to ensure Japan knows
its place in the regional order and, where possible, to seek
vengeance. China is therefore compelled to respond to any
perceived slights from Japan—however small, unintended,
or misunderstood—with a display of might. Perhaps the
strongest evidence that China purposefully suspended rare
earth exports in response to the detention of the trawler
captain, thereby risking accusations of trade violations, is
the fact that China also arrested four Japanese nationals on
spying charges, summoned the Japanese ambassador to China
at 2 A.M,, reduced Chinese tourism to Japan, suspended

intergovernmental talks, and canceled joint-nation exchange

programs.

Whether China suspended those exports by moving the
cessation timetable to an earlier date or by calling on suppliers
to stop shipping are but one part of the puzzle in understanding
the rare earth elements incident. The actual violation of
international trading laws also hinges on both the intent
and actual timing of these actions themselves. Geopolitical
analysis centers on whether the event was intended to send
Japan a message, but the reality is that the message was likely
intended as much, if not more, for the Chinese people rather
than for the Japan. The very public display of China’s efforts
to bring back the Chinese trawler captain and reports of
officials declaring that “Japan’s handling was ‘absurd, illegal
and invalid” alongside the active censorship of the Chinese
Communist Party, especially regarding citizen self-organized
anti-Japanese actions, showed that the leadership was working
to subdue nationalist sentiments to, “prevent the government
from becoming hostage to public opinion,” as Tai (2014 p. 204)
puts it.

The Chinese government remains bounded by history
and the popular Chinese view of Japan to take decisive—
and possibly illegal —action to maintain legitimacy with its
domestic audience. In general, governments are compelled to
respond when they perceive that their legitimacy is somehow
threatened. This has been consistently noted in the United
States (Calavita 1983; Calavita & Pontell 1994; Goetz 1997) and
in China (Dasgupta & Wheeler 1997; Ghazi-Tehrani & Pontell
2015; van Rooij 2010). How much governments perceive such
threats depends on how sensitive they are to the sentiments
of their own citizens and how much control they believe they

potentially have over those sentiments.

At this point, it becomes necessary to return to the
idea of accounts. We argue that the Chinese response to the
detention of the fisherman, including the rare earth element
embargo, is, in fact, not out of the ordinary and the expected
response given China's long and storied history in relation to
Japan. Indeed, while King and Armstrong (2013) argued that
the "political gain" premise did not make sense given China's
relative silence on the issue, in essence arguing that political
gain only occurs when defined publicly and explicitly, we
counter by saying the relative silence speaks volumes. Had
China not responded to the Japanese detention of one of its
citizen, the country was likely to see protests in the streets akin
to what was demonstrated in 2005. In this alternate reality,
where the expected course of action was not taken, then the use
of political accounts would become necessary and there would
have been attempts to either excuse or justify the unexpected
behavior. The accounts are easy to imagine and would have

been factually accurate; for example, a "weak" response to Japan
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would have been justified given the current WTO ruling against

China and Japan's ongoing search for REEs outside of China.

Conclusion

China violated World Trade Organization rules in 2010
when it convinced 32 Chinese-based rare earth element-
producing companies to cease exporting their materials to
Japanese-based companies in response to a Chinese fisherman
being detained by Japanese authorities. On the surface, this
decision seems shortsighted and detrimental in the long-term,
but it is important to note that countries disregard or otherwise
break WTO rules quite frequently for both short-term and
long-term gain. The United States alone has violated WTO
rules in 2013 attempting to reduce the export of liquefied
natural gas (Palmer, 2013), in 2014 with "country-of-origin"
meat labeling (Menon & Tracy, 2014) and import restrictions
on steel from India (World Trade Organization, 2014b), and in
2015 with "dolphin safe" tuna labeling (Beachy, 2015). Given
this context and the antagonistic history between China and
Japan, we believe it is not unexpected the Chinese government
acted the way it did. The Party historically responds to threats
of legitimacy, even those threats that would be considered
"small" to outside observers. For example, in January 2015, the
Party called on universities to stop using foreign textbooks
because they "spread Western values" into China. China is
a nation riddled with contradictions; be it about governance
theories or policies, conflicts between ideas and practices are
rife throughout the nation (for contradictions in the Chinese
healthcare system, see Fun & Yao, 2015). The suspension of rare
earth exports to Japan was another example of contradicting
ideals as conflicting goals of performance legitimacy required
China to be a global economic player, while ideological
legitimacy required China to have a mighty regional presence.
This precarious balance puts China at risk of committing
crimes on an international scale in order to maintain legitimacy
on a national level. Our case study shows that where Japan is
involved, the risk of Chinese abusing its privileges and breaking
international law is greater because of intensified domestic
pressure. For this reason, a minor disagreement between the
two nations could quickly escalate into a major diplomatic

crisis.

Further solidifying the normalcy of bucking WTO rules,
when the WTO issued its final verdict on Chinese trade
violations the organization noted that, “China did not appeal
any of the final conclusions of the Panel” (World Trade
Organization 2014). As a rising superpower, the world watches
China’s international roles closely, but how China behaves in

the world flows forth from what happens within its borders.

Situations such as the REE event demonstrate that when China
violates international laws, it may be less for geopolitical gain
than for purposes of domestic legitimacy. Understanding
China’s actions simply from a geopolitical perspective makes
the Chinese Communist Party’s decisions appear erratic and
confounding to the observer, and may overlook the underlying
causes of international violations of trade laws as well as other

domestic and global white-collar and corporate illegalities.

China’s ascendance as a world superpower continues to
provide numerous opportunities for the study of white-collar
and corporate illegalities as state-related crimes, and to research
such acts in both global and comparative perspective. In the
absence of uniform and reliable official data, we suggest that
the best way to accomplish such research is through detailed
case studies that can provide information to understand
international and global illegalities and apply explanations that

may be used to guide future policies of control and prevention.

Future research may return to the use (or lack thereof)
of political accounts in Chinese politics. The study at hand
demonstrated the sense of normalcy for the Chinese public
behind what appeared to be a nonsensical decision to outsiders.
The absence of an account speaks volumes to the expectations
of the Chinese people, and the REE case is not the only example
where internal and external perceptions of an event may differ

greatly.

Statements:

This article does not contain any studies with human

participants. Thus, informed consent is not applicable.

References

Beachy, B. (2015, November 20). The WTO Just Dealt a
Blow to U.S. Consumers and Dolphins. The Huffington Post.
Retrieved from http://www.huffingtonpost.com/ben-beachy/
the-wto-just-dealt-a-blow_b_8611550.html

Bennett, W. L. (1980). The Paradox of Public Discourse:
A Framework for the Analysis of Political Accounts.
The Journal of Politics, 42(3), 792-817. http://doi.
org/10.2307/2130553?ref=search-gateway:98e1652ca57fa6f7c5b
ff7355£f9f2dd

Beetham, D. (1991). The legitimation of power. Houndmills,
UK: Palgrave Macmillan.

Bonnin, M. (2011). The Chinese Communist Party and 4
June 1989—Or how to get out of it and get away with it. In J.



P. Béja (Ed.), The impact of China’s 1989 Tiananmen massacre
(pp. 33-48). New York: Routledge.

Brady, A. M. (2008). Marketing dictatorship: Propaganda
and thought work in contemporary China. Lanham, MD:
Rowman & Littlefield.

Brady, A. M. (2009). Mass persuasion as a means of
legitimation and China’s popular authoritarianism. American
Behavioral Scientist, 53(3), 434-57.

Calavita, K. (1983). The demise of the Occupational Safety
and Health Administration: A case study in symbolic action.
Social Problems, 30(4), 437-48.

Calavita, K., & Pontell, H. N. (1994). The state and white-
collar crime: Saving the savings and loans. Law & Society
Review, 28(2), 297-324.

Cartier, C., & Tomba, L. (2012). Symbolic cities and the ‘cake
debate’ In G. Barmé (Ed.), Red rising, red eclipse (pp. 26-52).

Canberra, Australia: Australian Centre on China in the World.

Chen, J. (2009). Tiananmen and the fall of the Berlin Wall:
China’s path toward 1989 and beyond. In J. A. Engel (Ed.), The
fall of the Berlin Wall: The revolutionary legacy of 1989 (pp.
96-131). New York: Oxford University Press.

Chu, M. (2000). Criminal Procedure Reform in the People's
Republic of China: The Dilemma of Crime Control and Regime
Legitimacy. UCLA Pac Basin LJ.

Congressional-Executive Commission on China. (2014).
China’s Compliance with the World Trade Organization and
International Trade Rules: Hearing Before the Commission.
113th Cong. 1.

Dasgupta, S., & Wheeler, D. (1997). Citizen complaints as
environmental indicators: Evidence from China. Washington,
DC: The World Bank.

Dunfee, T. W.,, & Warren, D. E. (2001). Is Guanxi Ethical?
A Normative Analysis of Doing Business in China. Journal of
Business Ethics, 32(3), 191-204.

Fun, Y., & Yao, Z. (2015). A state of contradiction: Medical
crimes, political decrees, and collectivized strain in Beijing’s

public hospitals. Manuscript in preparation.

Ghazi-Tehrani, A. K., & Pontell, H. N. (2015). Corporate
crime and state legitimacy: the 2008 Chinese melamine milk
scandal. Crime, Law and Social Change, 63(5), 247-267. http://
doi.org/10.1007/s10611-015-9567-5

Ghazi-Tehrani, A. K., Pushkarna, N, Shen, P,, Geis, G.,
& Pontell, H. N. (2013). White-collar and corporate crime in
China: a comparative analysis of enforcement capacity and non-
issue making. Crime, Law and Social Change, 60(3), 241-260.
http://doi.org/10.1007/s10611-013-9454-x

Goetz, B. (1997). Organization as class bias in local law
enforcement: Arson-for-profit as a “nonissue” Law & Society
Review, 31(5), 557-87.

Grasso, V. B. (2013, December). Rare earth elements in
national defense: Background, oversight issues, and options
for congress (CRS Report No. R41744). Retrieved from
Congressional Research Service website: https://www.fas.org/
sgp/crs/natsec/R41744.pdf

Hagstrom, L. (2012). “Power shift” in East Asia? A critical
reappraisal of narratives on the Diaoyu/Senkaku islands
incident in 2010. The Chinese Journal of International Politics,
5,267-97.

Holbig, H. (2006). Ideological Reform and Political
Legitimacy in China: Challenges in the Post-Jiang Era. SSRN
Electronic Journal. http://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.909186

Hsu, C. (2001). Political narratives and the production
of legitimacy: The case of corruption in Post-Mao China.

Qualitative Sociology.

Hwang, Y. J., & Schneider, E (2011). Performance, meaning,
and ideology in the making of legitimacy: The celebrations of
the People's Republic of China's sixty-year anniversary. The
China Review, 11(1), 27-56.

Information Office of the State Council. (2012). Situation
and policies of China’s rare earth industry (White paper).
Beijing, China: Information Office of the State Council.

Johnson, C. (1962). Peasant nationalism and communist
power: The emergence of revolutionary China 1937-1945.
Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.

Kapur, S. (2012, December 6). McConnell Filibusters His
Own Bill To Lift Debt Ceiling. Talking Points Memo. Retrieved
from http://talkingpointsmemo.com/dc/mcconnell-filibusters-
his-own-bill-to-lift-debt-ceiling

Kilby, C. (2014). China’s rare earth trade: Health and the
environment. The China Quarterly, 218, 540-50.

King, A. & Armstrong, S. (2013). Did China really ban rare
earth metals exports to Japan? Retrieved from East Asia Forum
website: http://www.eastasiaforum.org/2013/08/18/did-china-
really-banrare-earth-metals-exports-to-japan/

Leung, J. (2015). Xi's corruption crackdown: how bribery

and graft threaten the Chinese dream.

Foreign Affairs (May/June) https://www.foreignaffairs.

com/articles/china/2015-04-20/xis-corruption-crackdown

Lim, L. (2014). The people's republic of amnesia: Tiananmen

revisited. New York: Oxford University Press.

Lo, C. W.-H,, Fryxell, G. E., van Rooij, B., Wang, W., &
Honying Li, P. (2012). Explaining the enforcement gap in

13



14

China: Local government support and internal agency obstacles
as predictors of enforcement actions in Guangzhou. Journal

of Environmental Management, 111, 227-235. http://doi.
0rg/10.1016/j.jenvman.2012.07.025

Li, X. (2014). Social policy and regime legitimacy: The
effects of education reform in China. American Political Science
Review, 108(2), 423-37.

McGraw, K. M. (1991). Managing Blame: An Experimental
Test of the Effects of Political Accounts. The American
Political Science Review, 85(4), 1133-1157. http://doi.
org/10.2307/1963939%ref=search-gateway:c7¢47019225605ee70
70f0c3c0f5626¢

Menon, N., & Tracy, T. (2014, October 20). WTO Panel
Finds U.S. Meat-Labeling Requirements Violate WTO Rules.
The Wall Street Journal. Retrieved from http://www.wsj.com/
articles/wto-panel-finds-u-s-meat-labeling-requirements-
violate-wto-rules-1413824655.

Millington, A., Eberhardt, M., & Wilkinson, B. (2005).
Gift Giving, “Guanxi” and Illicit Payments in Buyer-
Supplier Relations in China: Analysing the Experience of UK
Companies. Journal of Business Ethics, 57(3), 255-268.

O’Connor, J. (1973). The fiscal crisis of the state. New

Brunswick, N.J.: Transaction.

Palmer, D. (2013, January 31). US ban on LNG exports
would violate WTO rules - experts. Reuters. Retrieved
from http://www.reuters.com/article/usa-trade-Ing-
idUSLINOAZMTU20130131

Poulantzas, N. (1969). The problem of the capitalist state.
New Left Review, 58(67).

Prevention and Control of Atmospheric Pollution Law, Law
of the People’s Republic of China. Retrieved from National
People’s Congress website: http://www.npc.gov.cn/englishnpc/
Law/2007-12/12/content_1383930.htm

Prime, P. B. (2002). China joins the WTO: How, why, and

what now? Business Economics, 37(2), 26-32.

Root, H. (1996). Corruption in China: Has It Become
Systemic? Asian Survey, 36(8), 741-757.

Saich, T. (2002). China’s WTO gamble: Some political and
social questions. Harvard Asia Pacific Review, 6(1), 10-15.

Scott, M. B,, & Lyman, S. M. (1968). Accounts.
American Sociological Review, 33(1), 46-62. http://doi.
0rg/10.2307/2092239%ref=search-gateway:e68805d2fdb2663009
d659a0d736bcc9

Shirk, S. (2007). China: Fragile superpower. New York:
Oxford University Press.

Shue, V. (2004). Legitimacy crisis in China? In P. H. Gries &

S. Rosen (Eds.), State and society in 21st-century China: Crisis,
contention, and legitimation (pp. 24-49). New York: Routledge.

Sullivan, J. (2014). China’s Weibo: Is faster different? New
Media & Society, 16(1), 24-37.

Tai, Q. (2014). China’s media censorship: A dynamic and
diversified regime. Journal of East Asian Studies, 14, 185-209.

Ting, M. H. (2010). China and the supply chain of rare
metals: Table of [dis]contents. Retrieved from East Asia Forum
website: http://www.eastasiaforum.org/2010/11/11/china-and-

the-supply-chain-of-rare-metals-table-of-discontents/

Ting, M. H. & Seaman, J. (2013). Rare earths: Future
elements of conflict in Asia? Asian Studies Review, 37(2),
234-52.

Tse, P. K. (2011). China’s rare-earth industry (Open-File
Report 2011-1042). Retrieved from U.S. Geological Survey
website: http://pubs.usgs.gov/of/2011/1042/0f2011-1042.pdf

Van Rooij, B. (2010). The People vs. pollution:
Understanding citizen action against pollution in China.
Journal of Contemporary China, 19(63), 55-77.

World Trade Organization. (2014a). China—Measures related
to the exportation of rare earths, tungsten and molybdenum
(Dispute Settlement DS431). Retrieved from World Trade
Organization website: http://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/

dispu_e/cases_e/ds431_e.htm
World Trade Organization. (2014b). United States —

Countervailing Measures on Certain Hot-Rolled Carbon Steel
Flat Products from India. Retrieved from https://www.wto.org/
english/tratop_e/dispu_e/cases_e/ds436_e.htm#bkmk436r

Yang, H., & Zhao, D. (2014). Performance legitimacy,
state autonomy and china's economic miracle. Journal of
Contemporary China, 24(91), 64-82.

Zhao, D., & Hall, J. A. (1994). State power and patterns of
late development. Sociology, 28(1), 211-29.



Which Factors Are Influential in
Forming Students’ Perceptions
of School Resource Officers
(SROs)?

ABSTRACT

he researchers administered a web-based survey

among U.S. university students between the

ages of 18 and 20 by asking them to recall their
memories regarding school resource officers (SROs)
during high school years. Among 12 independent
variables including three control variables in the
multivariate regression analysis, only one variable
of students’ first impressions of SROs was found to
statistically significantly predict students’ perceptions
of SROs. The other experiential predictors, such as
frequency of student-SRO communication, were found
to have statistically significant bivariate relationships
with students’ perceptions of SROs, while only some
of the contextual factors showed such relationships
with students’ perceptions of SROs. With the detected
findings, the ways of improving students’ perceptions
of SROs are discussed for maintaining school safety and
building positive student-SRO relationships.
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Introduction

School is thought to be a safe place for learning and
developing students’ various knowledge, skills, and virtues
through their interactions with school teachers, staff, and
student peers. However, heightened concerns about school
safety, mainly intensified by repeated heinous school shooting
incidents, have led to various school strategies in an effort to
keep schools safe (Coon & Travis III, 2012). Such strategies
include implementing strict school policies and disciplines,
such as zero tolerance policies in the cases of using or carrying
drugs or weapons and showing violent behaviors. Other
strategies include employing physical safety measures, such as
metal detectors and security cameras, and positioning private
security guards or police officers called school resource officers
(SROs) through diverse SRO programs (Time & Payne, 2008).

SROs are defined as sworn officers assigned to public
schools through either the local police department or school
district or through a financial collaboration between both
institutions (Carpenter, 2013; Coon & Travis, 2012; Weiler &
Cray, 2011). Since the 1990s, the number of SROs increased
substantially across the country with federal financial incentives
to employ police officers or other security personnel for
improving school safety. The increase in the presence of SROs
in schools is largely attributed to the expansion of community
policing strategies, and unwavering public concerns over school
safety (Coon & Travis III, 2012; Weiler & Cray, 2011).

The growing and widespread usage of SROs in schools has
drawn great scholarly attentions. The literature on SROs and
SRO programs has largely dealt with various themes, including
the factors and characteristics considered important for
desirable SROs and effective SRO programs (Coon & Travis,
2012; Ely, 2010; Gibson, 2001; Ivey, 2012; Lambert & McGinty,
2002; May et al., 2004; VanCleave, 2008). Other themes include
the evaluation of SRO programs, primarily in terms of school
offending, the perceptions of safety and fear of crime in school
by stakeholders, and their perceptions of SRO programs (Bracy,
2011; Brown, 2006; Brown & Benedict, 2005; Jackson, 2002;
Johnson, 1999; McDevitt & Panniello, 2005; Myrstol, 2011; Na
& Gottfredson, 2013; Theriot, 2009, 2016; Theriot & Orme,
2016; Time & Payne, 2008).

Stakeholders examined in the literature of perceptions of
SROs include school principals, teachers, general public, law
enforcement administrators, SROs, and students. However,
despite being the most crucial stakeholder group regarding
employing SROs, students have not been frequently asked of
their perceptions of SROs, compared to the other counterparts
(Bracy, 2011; Brown & Benedict, 2005; Johnson, 1999; Johnson
et al,. 2012; McDevitt & Panniello, 2005; Theriot, 2009, 2016;

Theriot & Orme, 2016). As a result, it is likely that student
input has seldom been included in planning and improving
SRO programs (Ely, 2010).This limitation is noteworthy, as
students themselves may be the best commentators on what
strategies and services are likely to work for them. Thus, the
lack of student inputs may hinder proper implementation of

SRO programs.

SRO programs have broader goals than other measures of
school safety. The programs are expected to improve police-
juvenile relations in particular and police-citizen relations in
general, and to increase community safety in addition to being
directed towards enhancing school safety (Watkins & Maume,
2012). SRO programs have the potential for increasing the
safety in neighborhoods as well as in schools. School violence
is closely related to juvenile offenses in the streets, which
arouses a considerable portion of police-citizen contacts.
McDermott (1983) pointed out that offenders, victims, and
fearful youths may not be distinctive, and youths who commit
crime in school are probably the same youths who commit
crime in the community, especially if such community is within
a socially and economically deteriorating area (Johnson, 1999).
Therefore, it is expected that building positive relationships
between students and SROs may enhance not only the safety
in schools, but also the security in the community. This can be
attained by allowing SROs to be better informed of actual and
possible crime incidents within and around schools (McDevitt
& Panniello, 2005),and possibly in the community. In addition,
such improved relationships between students and SROs may
yield positive student attitudes toward general police officers,
which will thereby raise their willingness to help the police
fight against crime and build favorable opinions of other
justice systems. Eventually, this will lead to reducing youth
involvement in crime (Lambert & McGinty, 2002; Nihart,
Lersch, Sellers & Mieczkowski, 2005; Taylor & Lawton, 2012;
Watkins & Maume, 2012).

Therefore, examining which factors influence students’
perceptions of SROs would be helpful in addressing students’
lack of input in the administration of SRO programs. The
present study attempts to fill this gap by producing information
that can be used to inform SROs, their supervisors, and
educators about how to better approach a student body. In
addition, the findings from this study may be informative
for tailoring SRO training programs to better assist SROs in
understanding how to interact with students and build trust
between students and SROs.

Prior Studies on Public Perceptions
of Police and SROs



How citizens view the police has been one of the most
frequently studied topics in police-related research. While
much research has shown generally favorable public opinions
of the police, many researchers have found that there are
important variables which may differentially influence
citizens’ perceptions of the police. The links between citizens’
demographic factors and their perceptions of the police have
been frequently studied. With regard to race, it has been often
reported that minority citizens, especially African Americans,
tend to have more negative views toward the police compared
to White citizens, (Brown & Benedict, 2002; Cao et al., 1996;
MacDonald et al., 2007; Taylor et al,.2001;Weitzer & Tuch,
2005), while some other studies did not find any significant
race impact on public perception of the local police (Taylor
& Lawton, 2012; Wentz & Schlimgen, 2012). In addition,
whether race affects public perception of the police is
significantly mediated by the introduction of neighborhood
racial composition or not, does not seem to be clear (Apple &
O’Brien, 1983; Schafer et al., 2003; Weitzer, 1999). Numerous
studies, which included age as one of the independent
variables, have shown that younger people tend to retain more
negative or indifferent perceptions of the police than older
people (Cao et al., 1996; Cheurprakobkit, 2000; MacDonald
et al., 2007; Nihart et al., 2005; Taylor & Lawton, 2012; Taylor
et al,. 2001; Weitzer & Tuch, 2005), while Larsen (1968)
reported the opposite finding. There have been inconsistent
findings about gender effect on citizens’ evaluations of the
police (Brown & Benedict, 2002). Some studies found that
female citizens were more likely to have positive opinions
of the police than male counterparts (Cao et al., 1996;
Cheurprakobkit, 2000; Taylor & Lawton, 2012), whereas Reisig
and Correia (1997) detected the opposite finding. Still others
did not find any significant gender influence (Weitzer & Tuch,
2005).

Police-citizen contact has been frequently examined in the
studies of public perception of the police. It has been generally
known that as police-citizen contact increases, citizens tend
to have less favorable opinions of the police (Cheurprakobkit,
2000). However, there have been many studies suggesting that
other factors should be considered beyond the frequency of
citizen-police contacts. Such studies have examined whether
the contact types such as who initiated the contact influenced
citizens’ perceptions of the police (Cheurprakobkit, 2000),
whether the ways of police treatment influenced assessments
of specific citizen-police contacts (Bridenball & Jesilow,

2008; Cheurprakobkit, 2000; Reisig & Correia, 1997; Reisig
& Chandek, 2001), and how citizens’ specific and general

assessments were related each other (Brandl et al., 1994).

The impact of indirect citizen experiences also has been

examined, when evaluating the police (Dean, 1980; Flexon et

al., 2009; Weitzer & Tuch, 2005; Wentz & Schlimgen, 2012).
Earlier, Dean (1980) recognized the importance of observing
police treatment of other citizens in evaluating the police (as
cited by Brown and Benedict 2002).Weitzer and Tuch (2005)
found a significant impact of vicarious experiences which was
a bit limited compared to the impact of direct experiences

on citizens’ perceptions of racially-biased policing behaviors.
In the meantime, Wentz and Schlimgen (2012) found that
citizens’ perceptions of other citizen-police contacts were the
strongest factor that influenced citizens” assessments of the

police, consistent with Flexon and colleagues’ finding (2009).

Many researchers have studied the impact of various
neighborhood contexts on citizens’ attitudes toward the police.
Some studies found that how citizens perceive neighborhood
disorders inversely and significantly influenced their
perceptions of the police (Bridenball & Jesilow, 2008; Cao et
al., 1996; MacDonald et al., 2007; Weitzer & Tuch, 2005; Wentz
& Schlimgen, 2012). However, Brick and colleagues (2009) did
not find any of such relationship.

Juveniles’ Perceptions of Police

Many studies on juveniles’ perceptions of the police
have explored whether research findings about adults might
be applicable to juveniles. Some studies have shown that
juveniles tend to retain relatively less favorable or indifferent
perceptions of the police compared to adults (Cao et al,,
1996; Nihart et al., 2005; Taylor et al., 2001). On the other
hand, some scholars suggested that such an age influence on
perceptions of the police might be substantially mediated
when other contextual factors, such as delinquent subculture,
victimization experiences and having an officer in a school
environment, are considered (Brick et al., 2009). Additionally,
Brick and colleagues (2009) found no significant relationship
between juveniles’ perceptions of community disorder or
perceptional risk of victimization and their attitudes toward
the police, which is inconsistent with other study findings
based on general citizen samples (Cao et al., 1996; MacDonald
et al., 2007; Wentz & Schlimgen, 2012).

There seems to be a general understanding that citizens’
prior contacts with police negatively influence citizens’
attitudes toward police regardless of citizen age. Leiber and
colleagues (1998) examined whether there was any difference
in juveniles’ attitudes towards the police according to the
degree of police control. They found that police-juvenile
contacts were the strongest predictor of juveniles’ perceptions
of police fairness, regardless of the level of police control.
Meanwhile, Flexon and colleagues (2009) noted that police-

juvenile contacts might work for improving juveniles’ attitudes

17



18

toward the police through increased police involvements

within school settings, such as SRO programs.

Regarding juveniles’ indirect experiences with police,
Flexon and colleagues (2009) showed that observing other
students being stopped and treated disrespectfully by police
officers was the strongest negative predictors of students’ trust
in the police. One can assume that examining the relationship
between students’ vicarious contacts with SRO and students’
perceptions of SROs will be highly meaningful. This is
because any student-SRO contact in limited school settings,
particularly negative contact, might be spread very quickly and
broadly among student body, considering current youths” high
availability of web devices.

With regard to gender influence on juveniles’ perceptions
of police, Taylor and colleagues (2001) found that female
students showed more favorable attitudes toward police
than their male counterparts. This finding is consistent with
some prior studies utilizing adult samples (Cao et al., 1996).
Nonetheless, Flexon and colleagues (2009) did not find any
significant gender effect on juveniles’ trust in police.

About perceptional differences across races, Taylor et
al. (2001) showed White students held the most positive
perception. African-American juveniles showed the least
favorable attitudes toward police, with Hispanic students’
perceptions lying between those of the White and African
American categories, and Asian students’ perceptions being
close to those of White students (Taylor et al., 2001). This
finding on White and African American juveniles’ perceptions
of police is consistent with the findings from the studies on
adults (Cao et al., 1996; MacDonald et al., 2007; Weitzer &
Tuch, 2005).

Perceptions of SROs

With regard to the prior studies on the perceptions of
school resource officers, school principals, teachers, SROs
and SROSs’ supervisors have been studied frequently relative to
students. The educator groups showed stronger emphasis on
SROs’ law enforcement or discipline-related activities, while
SROs themselves expressed a considerable amount of interest
in building relationships with students (Carpenter, 2013; Ivey,
2012; Jackson, 2002; Lambert & McGinty, 2002; VanCleave,
2008). SRO literature has presented students generally support
the presences of SROs (Brown & Benedict, 2005; Johnson,
1999), and that there is a positive relationship between
students’ positive opinions of SROs and their willingness of
crime reporting to SROs (McDevitt & Panniello, 2005).

Prior studies found some possibly influential predictors

of students’ perceptions of SROs (Brown & Benedict, 2005;
Johnson, 1999; Lambert & McGinty, 2002; McDevitt &
Panniello, 2005; Watkins & Maume, 2012). These identified
factors include the gender and race of students, victimization,
fearfulness of school victimization, perceptional school
disorder, avoiding school places, and experiences with
SROs. Johnson (1999) suggested that the race of an SRO
should be the same as the race of the majority of the student
body. However, this argument is contrary to Lambert and
McGinty’s (2002) finding that school principals, SROs, and
their supervisors collectively rated an SRO having the same
ethnicity as the majority of students as the least important

personal characteristic.

McDevitt and Panniello (2005) addressed two issues:
factors influencing students’ levels of comfort reporting crimes
to SROs and factors affecting their perceived school safety.
They examined the effects of the frequency of interactions
between students and SROs, students having favorable
opinions of SROs, and other contextual factors, such as
students’ perceptions of school safety and prior victimization
experience, on students’ comfort levels for reporting crimes
to SROs. They found that the interaction frequency with and
degree of favorable attitude toward SROs showed positive
associations with students’ comfort levels to report crimes.
They suggested developing positive students’ attitudes toward
SROs could be under the control of SROs. They argued it
was very important to discover and develop the best ways of
building positive relationships between SROs and students,
as indicated by Time and Payne’s (2008) study. However,
McDevitt and Panniello (2005) did not offer any practical
way to develop such relationships. Theriot (2016) detected
a similar finding that an increase in middle and high school
students’ interactions with SROs was positively associated with

their favorable feelings about SROs.

Brown and Benedict (2005) found that students generally
evaluated both SROs and security officers favorably, while the
percentage (about 70%) of students expressing such favorable
opinions of SROs was lower than the overall percentage
(ranging between 87 to 90% according to respondents’
genders) of adult respondents evaluating the police favorably
(Benedictet et. al. 2000). Brown and Benedict (2005) found
that female high school students were more likely to favorably
assess SROs’ abilities to keep their schools safe than male
students. This gender effect is a bit inconsistent with McDevitt
and Panniello’s (2005) finding, which reported that student
gender was not a significant predictor of students’ comfort
levels of reporting crime to SROs. Brown and Benedict
(2005) also presented that violent victimization of high
school students significantly and negatively affected students’

assessments of SROs.



Watkins and Maume (2011) examined factors influencing
students’ school crime reporting practices to school adults
including police positioned in school. Watkins and Maume
(2011) utilized avoidance of specific school places as one
of six school-related variables considered to be related to
students’ crime reporting practices. In their analyses, Watkins
and Maume (2011) did not find any evidence that students’
avoidance of certain school places influenced their crime
reporting. In a similar vein, Lambert and McGinty (2002)
examined what kinds of knowledge principals, SROs, and
their supervisors perceived as important for being an SRO.
The examined groups aggregately rated “physical layout of
the school building” as the second most important knowledge
item by putting “the law” at the first place (Lambert &
McGinty, 2002, p. 261).

Data and Methods

This study examined students’ perceptions of SROs by
surveying students in one southwestern university in the
U.S.A. about their memories regarding their SROs during
high school years. The study target university had about
43,000-student enrollment. It would be better to minimize
the time lapse between the high school graduation of survey
respondents and their survey participation to address possible
recalling issues. For this, the sampling frame consisted only
of the students between the ages of 18 and 20.The researchers
were provided with the e-mail list of 7,779 students aged
between 18 and 20 from the university’s research office.
Among them, 3,000 students were randomly selected using

SPSS program for the e-mail survey invitation.

The survey was administered online, and the potential
respondents were solicited through the university’s e-mailing
system for 10 days. The survey invitation e-mail indicated
that two of survey participants would be randomly chosen for
offering them a $50 gift card as an incentive. The researchers
sent two additional follow-up e-mail invitations only to the
students who had not joined the online survey. Among the
3,000 students invited to participate in the survey, 436 students
responded, resulting in a response rate of 14.5%. 353 students
(81%) out of the 436 survey participants indicated that their
high school had at least one SRO. Fifty-one students (11.7%)
answered that their high school did not have any SRO, and 32
students (7.3%) indicated that they did not know whether any
uniformed security-related person in their school was an SRO
or a security guard. Therefore, the survey result presentations
and the data analyses only used the data gained from the 353
students who indicated that they had an SRO in their high

school.

While some researchers have expressed concerns about
the validity of survey data collected online (Kraut et al.,
2004), there is evidence online survey methods are viable
for collecting valid data (Barrios et al., 2011; Gosling et
al., 2004; Hardigan et al., 2012). Further, online surveys
have been previously utilized to study students across a
variety of contexts (Hollis, 2010; Matthews, 2011). A survey
questionnaire consisting of 54 questions was used to collect
data. The researchers developed the questionnaire by referring
to related literature and prior survey questionnaires, and by
creating new survey items. Most of the survey items utilized a
closed-ended format, partly with some response choices that
further asked respondents for more detailed responses with an

open-ended format.

Independent Variables

The survey instrument collected data on factors that may
impact students’ perceptions of SROs. These factors included
frequency of communication, time spent on communication,
the first impression of SRO, positive experiences with SRO,
negative experiences with SRO, serious victimization,
perceived school gang violence, available communication

methods, and perceived SRO coverage of school space.

The frequency of communications between a student
and an SRO may be an important determinant of students’
perceptions of SROs (Theriot, 2016). Given students tend
to exhibit greater willingness to report crimes when they
have positive perceptions of SROs (McDevitt & Panniello,
2005), this may indicate greater trust in individuals that
they interact with more frequently. To measure frequency of
communication between a student and an SRO, respondents
were asked to report how frequently they communicated with
SROs in a day or in longer time periods. Time spent while
interacting with an SRO may reveal the level of intensity of
student-SRO relationship. To assess the time spent on each
communication, respondents were asked to report average

time spent on talking with SROs.

The first impression is an experiential factor formed at
an earlier phase of a student’s school life. Respondents were
asked to indicate under which situations they came to have
their first impression. The suggested situations include school
orientation, being questioned or arrested by SROs, and several
more situations. To measure the first impression, respondents
were asked to report their first impressions of SROs along the

continuum from “highly positive” to “highly negative”

Students’ positive and negative experiences with an
SRO were included as independent variables considering
prior study findings (Brandl et al., 1994; Brick et al., 2009;
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Bridenball & Jesilow, 2008; Cao et al., 1996; Cheurprakobkit,
2000; Dean, 1980; Flexon et al., 2009; Leiber et al., 1998;
McDevitt & Panniello, 2005; Weitzer & Tuch, 2005; Wentz

& Schlimgen, 2012). To measure the positive and negative
experiences with SROs, respondents were asked to indicate
whether they had any of six particular experiences with
SROs. The six experiences include both positive and negative
experiences coming from direct interactions with an SRO,
observing the interactions between another student and an
SRO, and observing the interactions between a teacher and
an SRO. Direct and indirect experiences either positive or
negative were summed together to generate overall positive or

negative experience measures.

Prior studies have shown that student victimization
has relationships with either students’ evaluation of SROs
(Brown & Benedict, 2005) or their perceptional school
safety (McDevitt & Panniello, 2005; Theriot & Orme, 2016).
The respondents were asked to report whether they had
experienced any serious victimization of being threatened
or physically attacked, having lost property due to threat or
physical attack, or having been sexually victimized. Responses
were coded with 0 having no victimization experience and

with 1 having any one of the three victimization experiences.

There have been inconsistent findings on the relationship
between citizens” perceptional community disorder and their
general police evaluation (Brick et al., 2009; Bridenball &
Jesilow, 2008; Cao et al., 1996; MacDonald et al., 2007; Wentz
& Schlimgen, 2012). For school settings, Watkins and Maume
(2011) employed perceived level of school gang violence
as a measure of perceptional school disorder. Therefore,
respondents were asked to report the frequency of school
gang violence along the continuum from “most of the time” to

« »
never.

SRO coverage of school space may be an important factor
that influences students’ perceptions of SROs. Considering
prior study findings on school layout (Lambert & McGinty,
2002; Watkins & Maume, 2011), there may be a relationship
between the number of school places not well cared for as
perceived by students and their perceptions of SROs. Thus, the
current study respondents were asked to indicate whether any
specific school place from a list of school locations was not
well cared for by their SROs for measuring the total number of

such places.

The number of available communication methods for
contacting an SRO was included as an independent variable.
Students that can readily and easily reach SROs when in need
may have better perceptions of SROs. The respondents were
asked to indicate any available communication method, such
as SRO office visit and SRO e-mail address.

The survey also collected information on three relevant
control measures, including student gender, student race, and
school size. There have been inconsistent prior findings on
students’ gender effect on their evaluations of SROs (Brown &
Benedict, 2005; McDevitt & Panniello, 2005). Student gender
was measured as either male or female. Two prior studies
showed different findings on whether an SRO’s race should be
the same with that of the majority of a student body (Johnson,
1999; Lambert & McGinty, 2002). Respondents were asked to
indicate their race or ethnic background, and the responses
were grouped into White and Non-White groups for analyses.
Maskaly and colleagues (2011) discovered that school size was
positively associated with the level of school crime. In this
regard, school size was included in the analysis for mainly

control purpose.

Dependent Variable

Prior studies examining various stakeholder groups’
perceptions of SROs indicated that both of building good
relationships between a student body and SROs and
maintaining school safety were the most important issues
in integrating SROs into school environments (Carpenter,
2013; Coon & Travis, 2012; Ely, 2010; Jackson, 2002; Johnson,
1999; Lambert & McGinty, 2002; McDevitt & Panniello,
2005). Guided by these findings, the survey for this study
included questions that reflected each of the two constructs.
Each question asked respondents to indicate their levels of
agreement with given statements using a 10-point Likert
scale with 1 indicating “Strongly Disagree,” and 10 indicating

“Strongly Agree”

SROs’ efforts for building good relationships was
assessed through students’ responses to three

prompts:

“SRO remained neutral and fair in dealing with

student-related problems.”
“SRO addressed students with respect.”
“SRO cared about student safety.”

SROs’ competence for developing and maintaining

school safety was assessed through four prompts:

“SRO appeared to be knowledgeable about laws,
school rules and policies.”

“SRO appeared to be reliable in addressing
school bullying problems”

“SRO appeared to be reliable in addressing

school violence problems.”

“SRO appeared to be reliable in addressing



school emergencies, such as school shootings.”

To examine whether each set of statements properly
measured the two suggested underlying constructs, a principal
component analysis (PCA) was conducted. PCA is often used
to reduce the number of variables in multivariate analyses,
while retaining the variability in the original multiple
variables (Shen & Huang, 2008). To assess the strength of the
relationship, correlational analyses were conducted. Typically,
variables are included in PCA if they exhibit some correlation
(r=0.3). All seven statements exhibited correlations with
magnitudes greater than 0.3 with at least one other statement.
Next, the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure was used to
assess if the relationships between statements were linear.
KMO ranges from 0 to 1, and 0.6 is typically utilized as the
minimum criterion indicating linearity (Dziuban & Shirkey,
1974). For the data, the KMO value was 0.932, indicating that
the data met the requirements for PCA.

Although building good relationships and maintaining
school safety were initially believed to be separate constructs,
only a single component emerged from the PCA analysis
(eigenvalue = 5.9). The eigenvalue-one criterion is one
of the most frequently used methods for determining
how many components to retain in a set of data (Valle et
al., 1999); an eigenvalue of less than one indicates that a
component explains insufficient variance to be retained. The
eigenvalue for the second component was .376. Therefore,
it was determined that the responses to all seven statements
measured a single construct of students’ perceptions of SROs.
As a result, responses to all seven questions were summed into

a single scale for analysis ranging from 7 to 70.

Analyses

From the initial data analysis, the data did not show
normality. For addressing this issue, the “log” transformation
was applied so that the transformed data was normally
distributed. There was no missing data. For the analyses of
dichotomous independent variables, Mann-Whitney Utest
was employed. Mann-Whitney U test is popularly used to
examine whether there are differences between two groups

on a continuous or ordinal variable (Rosner &

usually utilized to examine the correlation between either two
continuous variables, two ordinal variables, or one ordinal and
one continuous variable (Caruso & Cliff, 1997).The examined
independent variables with ordinal level measures include
frequency of student-SRO communication, average time spent
on student-SRO communication, the first impression of an
SRO, sum of student’s positive experiences, sum of student’s
negative experiences, perceptional school gang violence,
number of available communication methods, number of the

places not cared-for well by an SRO, and school size.

After the bivariate analyses were conducted, multivariate
regression analysis was employed to determine factors
impacting students’ perceptions of SROs, controlling for
other factors. Multivariate analysis has been largely applied
to examine empirical associations among variables, while
making it possible to control the effects of the other possibly
influential factors in an analysis (Holmes & Taggart, 1990).
In the multivariate analysis, all of the 12 independent

variables were included to examine their impacts on students

perceptions of SROs.

Findings

The findings from Mann-Whitney U tests to examine
whether students’ perceptions of SROs differ based on
student gender, student race (White or Non-White) and
whether students having serious victimization or not,
are reported in Table 1.Regarding gender difference, the
Mann-Whitney Utest showed that there was no statistically
significant difference in the Perception scores between male
and female students, U = 10959, z = -.848, p = .396. With
regard to student race, The Mann-Whitney U test showed
that there was not any statistically significant difference
in the Perception scores between White and Non-White
students, U = 15387.5, z = -.168, p = .866. About student
serious victimization experience, the Mann-Whitney U test
showed that the Perception scores for the students without any
serious victimization experience (mean rank = 181.95) were
statistically significantly higher than those for the students
with such experience (mean rank = 139.37), U = 4853,z =
-2.521, p = .012.

Tabiel Mann-Whitney U Test of Differences of Mean Ranks of Students’ Perceptions

Grove, 1999). The dichotomous variables are

Perception
victimization experience, student gender, and Categary Mean rank F4 p
student race (White/Non-White). Male 168.03
Student gender -.848 396
Spearman rank-order correlation analyses Female 179.65
. . . . . White 177.87
were run to examine the bivariate relationships SEidEE e 168 866
between some ordinal level independent Non-white 176.05
. ; . With 139.37
variables and students’ perceptions of SROs. Any serious victimization S s

Spearman rank-order correlation analysis is

Without 181.95

Note. *p < .05
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Spearman rank-order correlation analyses examined the
bivariate relationships between nine independent variables
with ordinal measures and students’ perceptions of SROs.

The results of the bivariate analyses are reported in Table 2.
While some of the independent variables showed statistically
significant relationships with students’ perceptions of SROs

in the bivariate analyses, only the variable of students’ first
impressions of SROs was found to predict the perceptions
statistically significantly in both the bivariate and multivariate
analyses. When a multiple regression analysis was run, at least
one of the 12 previously mentioned independent variables

in the model has a non-zero impact on students’ perceptions
of SROs, F(12, 339) = 8.164, p< .0005, adj. R*> = .20. Among
the independent variables, only the variable of students’ first
impressions of SROs added statistical significance to the
prediction of students’ perceptions of SROs, p< .0005. There
was no multicollinearity issue as examined by VIF values. The
regression coefficients and standard errors can be found in
Table 3.

Table2 Correlation Coefficients (Spearman’s Rho) for Variables in Analyses

Regarding the frequency of school gang violence, the
bivariate analysis using the Spearman rank-order method
showed an inverse and statistically significant relationship
between students’ perceived levels of school gang violence and
their perceptions of SROs, rs(353) =-.125, p< .05.With regard
to the correlation between students’ positive experiences with
SROs and their perceptions of SROs, there was a positive and
statistically significant association between students’ positive
experiences and their perceptions of SROs, with the Spearman
correlation coefficients of rs(353) = .309, p= < .0005. There
was a negative and statistically significant relationship between
students’ negative experiences and their perceptions of SROs,
with the Spearman correlation coefficients of rs(353) = -.191,
p< .0005.

The bivariate correlation analysis between the number of
places not well cared-for by SROs and students’ perceptions of
SROs showed an inverse association. The association, however,
was not found to be statistically significant. In addition, school
size did not significantly correlate with students’ perceptions

of SROs. The number of communication

1 2 3 4 E] 3 8 9 10 . .
P S ways available to students for contacting
2. School size 005 1.000 their SROs showed a positive and
3. School gang -.125* 1.000 istically sionifi s s ith
o 130* statistically significant association wit
4. Positive os* 000 067  1.000 students’ perceptions of SROs. This
experiences = . . .
5. Negative . _0s0  187* 098 1000 relationship was detected when using
experiences -191* N the Spearman rank-order method,

-
6. Communication 073 003 .259* 045 1.000 15 (353) = .174, p< .01. However, the
methads A28 * number of available communication
7.Notcared-forwell -092 -009 161" -081 083 - methods was not found to be a

L] . . . P . .

places ) ‘_152 statistically significant predictor in the
8. Communication -042  108*  481%  -054 212" 1.000 multivariate analysis.
frequency _249% * L]

- For some of the experiential factors,

H * - * - - * .

:.;.:n\;emge time ;]90 025 ;145 .*45? 037 ;138 .‘?3? 1.000 the Spearman correlation analyses
10. First impression  .4B0* 033 -102 .378* - .163* .294% 1.00 showed that there were statistically

* . 268%  * . 233 0

significant and positive correlations

Note.*p< .05, **p< .01,

Table 3 Summary of Multivariate Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Students’ Perceptions of

between either the frequency of student-
SRO communication or the average time

spent on student-SRO communication,

SROs
Variables B SEB 8 and students’ perceptions of SROs,
Intercept 29.360 5.153 with the correlation coefficients of
Communication Frequency 1.036 607 120 _
Average Time Spent -.766 989 -.053 rs(353) = 249, p<.0005, and rs(353)
First Impression 4.300 .749 3204+ =.190, p<.0005, respectively. Such
Sum of Posntn.re Experir?nces 1.702 1.059 094 statistical Significances of the two
Sum of Negative Experiences -2.145 1.510 -.076 . .
Any Serious Victimization -3.697 2.730 -.067 variables, however, were not found in
Perceived School Gang Violence -1.127 1.076 -.054 the multivariate analysis.
Sum of Available Communication Methods 931 754 064
Sum of All Not Cared-For Well Places -101 175 -.029 As for another experiential factor’
Student Gender =463 1.997 -.011 . . s
School Size 072 562 006 the relationship between students
White or Non-white -.041 1.752 -.001 first impressions of SROs and their

Note. **p<.01; B=unstandardized regression coefficient; S B =standard error of the coefficient;

B=standardized coefficient.

perceptions of SROs was examined.



Different from all the other independent variables including
the experiential factors mentioned before, only students’

tirst impressions of SROs turned out to have statistically
significances in both the bivariate analysis, rs(353) = .480, p<
.0005and the multivariate analysis, F(12, 339) = 8.164, p< .0005,
adj. R>= .20.

Discussion and Conclusion

The current findings of non-statistically significant bivariate
associations between both gender and race of students and
their perceptions of SROs are very meaningful. This is because,
whereas general citizens are not designated to encounter either
male or female officers, with possibly varying racial or ethnic
backgrounds, who are dispatched to the places of citizen
requests or incidents, students in schools tend to have only
limited access to police authorities within school settings. This
finding may cautiously imply a bit of flexibility with regard to

the gender and race of SROs being positioned in schools.

Serious victimization experience, frequency of school gang
violence, and either positive or negative experience with SROs
present statistically significant associations with students’
perceptions of SROs in bivariate analyses. However, these
factors are not found to be significant predictors of students’
perceptions in the multivariate analysis. This suggest that while
these contextual factors difficult to regulate might influence
students’ perceptions of SROs, such impact might not that big,

when other predictors operate together.

The variable of all the available communication methods
was utilized in this study in order to assess the impact of one
of the measures for students’ school safety environments on
students’ perceptions of SROs. Such environments will tend
to be guided and maintained by the efforts of school officials
and SROs, such as providing students with basic and useful
information on SROs. The positive bivariate association
between the number of available communication methods
and students’ perceptions of SROs suggest that even though
the influence of students knowing various ways to contact
their SROs in times of needs is mediated by other factors, the
influence is observable in a statistical way. More importantly,
such influence can be created through one of the modifiable
ways with regard to student-SRO communications in practical
school settings under the conditions of proper training and

guidance for utilizing such communication ways.

The variable of students’ first impressions of SROs is the
only one variable that has been assessed to be statistically
significantly associated with their perceptions of SROs in both
the bivariate and multivariate analyses. Furthermore, when the

relationship between students’ first impressions of SROs and

their levels of feeling comfortable discussing with SROs about
various student issues was examined in bivariate analysis, a
positive and statistically significant correlation was detected.
This finding indicates a student’s positive first impression of
an SRO, which happens relatively earlier in their school life
than other events, will not only impact the student’s overall
perception of an SRO, but also may influence the student’s
willingness to interact with an SRO for discussing various

issues, such as possible crimes or threats in or around school.

It would be understandable for one to think that the
way each student obtains basic information on an SRO may
influence how the student perceives the SRO at an early
school period. Therefore, it can be expected that if such basic
information is offered to students through formal school
information opportunities, such as school orientations, printed
school brochures, a classroom presentation made by an SRO,
and an introduction of the SRO made by school teachers, the
information on the SRO will be delivered more effectively.
During these formal informational events, the responsibilities
and roles of SROs and their willingness to help youths can be
expressed and transferred to the student body more clearly and

in more positive ways.

The realities, however, discovered from the current study
do not seem to be reflecting such expectations. Only 16.8%
of the current survey respondents indicated that they came to
know their SROSs’ presences through school-offered information
sources. The majority of students, 74.8%, noticed the presences
of their SROs by simply observing SROs working in school
grounds. This situation may seriously harm the effective ways of
forming students’ positive first impressions of SROs. Moreover,
the fact that 32 students (7.3%) of the survey respondents
reported that they did not know whether a uniformed security-
related person in school was an SRO or a security guard, shows
that any basic information on SROs was not delivered to many
of the student body. Further analyses using a Mann-Whitney
U test showed that the group of students who came to know
the presences of SROs in their schools through formal school
sources, compared to the student group knowing their SRO
presence through personal ways, had statistically significantly
better first impressions and overall perceptions of SROs.
Therefore, developing and implementing more planned ways
to introduce SROs to students at early school periods will be
crucial for improving students’ perceptions of SROs and their

mutual communications.

SRO programs largely started and spread fast with the
ideas of community policing, which seeks to interact with the
community members by offering them friendly approaches
and gaining support and informal social control from the

citizens (Rosenbaum et al. 2011). While general research
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findings suggest that citizens’ prior contacts with police
officers negatively impact citizens’ attitudes toward the police
(Brandl et al., 1994; Cao et al., 1996; Cheurprakobkit, 2000;
Reisig & Correia, 1997), SRO-student interactions may help
students have positive attitudes toward SROs and the police in
general. School is an ideal place where all the elements of the
setting meet and interact regularly within given spaces. School
environments provide both SROs and students with much more

opportunities to interact frequently on a daily basis.

Students have been more and more exposed to environments
where they can share their personal and vicarious experiences
with an SRO among other peers actively and quickly through
internet-based communication devices. Such student
environments pertaining to SRO programs may work to
facilitate the relationships between broader groups of students
and SROs. Thus, it is critical to build positive relationships
between the two parties from an earlier time in a given
school setting, for example, by enhancing students’ first good

impressions of SROs.

This study has some limitations. First, this study used
university students as a sample for examining high school
students’ perceptions of SROs. This may compromise the study
findings, mainly due to recalling accuracy issues. Second, the
cross-sectional characteristics of the study design are not the
best ways to examine student-SRO relationships and students’
perceptions of SROs, which, inevitably, are concerned with
causality issues. Future studies will need to employ better
research designs, such as longitudinal research, that can more

effectively address the issues.
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