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We recently requested PNAS retract our article,
“Officer characteristics and racial disparities in fa-
tal officer-involved shootings” (Johnson et al., 2019).
This statement serves as explanation for this decision.

1 The Short Answer

We were careless when describing the inferences that
could be made from our data. This led to the misuse
of our article to support the position that the prob-
ability of being shot by police did not differ between
Black and White Americans (MacDonald, 2019). To
be clear, our work does not speak to this issue and
should not be used to support such statements. We
accordingly issued a correction to rectify this state-
ment (Johnson & Cesario, 2020).

Although our data and statistical approach were
valid to estimate the question we actually tested (the
race of civilians fatally shot by police), given con-
tinued misuse of the article (e.g., MacDonald, 2020)
we felt the right decision was to retract the article
rather than publish further corrections. We take full
responsibility for not being careful enough with the
inferences made in our original article, as this directly
led to the misunderstanding of our research.

2 The Long Answer

Our article reported two main results: First, we pro-
vided information about the officers involved in fatal
police shootings. This officer information had never
been comprehensively collected and provided the first
insight into the police who have shot civilians. Sec-
ond, we found there was no relationship between the
race of officers and the civilians they fatally shot when
controlling for county racial demographics and crime
rates.

While the data and statistical approach we took to
answer these questions was appropriate, the mistake

we made was drawing inferences about the broader
population of civilians who interact with police rather
than restricting our conclusions to the population of
civilians who were fatally shot by the police. We are
thankful to Knox and Mummolo (2020) for highlight-
ing this error.

To better understand our thinking while writing
the article, it may be helpful to place this work in the
broader context of research on fatal police shootings.

3 Broader Context

The starting point for understanding the approach
of Johnson et al. 2019) is the main criticism that
has arisen of it, that we did not calculate the prob-
ability that a person is shot given their race, i.e.,
P(shot|race).

As we should have made more clear in the intro-
duction to our article, the reason we did not calculate
P(shot|race) is that many researchers have already
calculated approximations to this quantity. Indeed,
benchmarking approaches (in which the number of
Black and White civilians shot is compared to the
proportion of Black and White civilians of some rel-
evant pool) have been widely used for decades.

Benchmarking calculations and their derivations
generally point to the same conclusion: Relative to
the proportion of Black civilians in the U.S., Black
Americans are shot more than we would expect.
However, relative to various proxies for the propor-
tion of Black civilians who commit violent crime,
Black Americans are not shot more than we would ex-
pect. This has been consistently shown for the major-
ity of fatal shootings (90-95%) where the citizen shot
is an immediate threat to an officer or other citizen
(Cesario et al., 2019; Fyfe, 1980; Goff et al., 2016; Inn
et al., 1977; Tregle et al., 2019; Worrall et al., 2020),
though some evidence has been presented that racial
bias may be present in the remaining types of shoot-
ings (Ross et al., in press). The lack of racial dispar-
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ity once violent crime rates are taken into account has
also been shown in papers using more complex ana-
lytic approaches than proportion comparisons (Fryer,
2016; Mentch, 2020; Ross et al., in press).

One problem with such benchmarking approaches
is that debate arises about whether it is more infor-
mative to compare the number of civilians shot to
overall population proportions or to proxies for vio-
lent crime proportions. Indeed, one will obtain dif-
ferent results depending on what one thinks is the
relevant comparison group: calculating P(shot|race)
for the entire population will likely show evidence of
anti-Black disparity, whereas calculating P(shot|race)
for the pool of civilians who have violent interactions
with the police will likely show no evidence of anti-
Black disparity.

It is in this context that Johnson et al. (2019) was
produced. Rather than debating which pool of civil-
ians is the correct comparison group, we tested a less
broad question that could be answered with current
data: Is there a relationship between the race of of-
ficers and the civilians they fatally shot? However,
this does not address the larger question of how race
impacts the probability of being shot by police.

4 Future Directions

Readers might wonder why we chose to examine only
police encounters that resulted in fatal shootings of
civilians versus encounters that did not, as the lat-
ter is necessary to estimate racial disparities in the
probability of being shot. The reason is that current
analyses on police use of force are limited by the lack
of comprehensive and complete national databases on
police interactions with the public, where force is used
and where force is not used.

Without more data on police-civilian encounters,
it is difficult to estimate racial bias in police use of
force. This lack of data is why we collected infor-
mation about all officers who fatally shot civilians
in 2015, an undertaking that took more than 1800
hours over three years. The lack of detailed, publicly-
available information on police-civilian encounters is
unacceptable and necessary for a more complete un-
derstanding of where bias exists in police-civilian in-
teractions.
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