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Abstract Evolutionary life history theory (LHT) is a power-
ful organizing framework central to the life sciences. Interest
in biosocial criminology is growing, and adoption of LHT
may accelerate progress toward an integrative evolutionarily
informed human science. We examined the relationship of life
history to attitudes toward the police using data from a demo-
graphically representative community-wide survey in a Mid-
western county with an urban center exhibiting high rates of
violent crimes. As expected, life history was associated with
demographic characteristics. Controlling for demographics,
slower life history was associated with greater perceptions of
procedural justice and police legitimacy, i.e., intentions to
contact the police. LHT may promote an integrative human
science and a deep theoretical framework for understanding
modern social patterns.
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Examinations of the role of police in societies and the purpose
of the institution of law enforcement have been a consistent
component of the social science literature since at least the
formation of the earliest formal police force in the 19th century.
These examinations often center on the manner in which the
police are employed to maintain social order as agents of larger
societal authorities. Until recently, scholars have left relatively

unaddressed the ways in which the police can have influence as
agents within the individual social networks of citizens in a
community or neighborhood. Elemental to comprehending
how the police can affect the social relationships and well-
being of group members within a social network is the way
in which the public view the police (Tyler 1997).

Given the influential role police can play in social net-
works, understanding public perceptions of the police has
substantial academic and practical value. Examinations of this
topic can help illuminate important theoretical issues regard-
ing justice as well as guide policy directed at the behaviors and
functioning of law enforcement agencies (Lai and Zhao
2010). This recognition has manifested in the extant literature
where considerable empirical and theoretical attention has
been paid to public perceptions of police over the past few
decades. Assessments of the relationship between public opin-
ion of the police and various outcomes have shown that more
positive attitudes toward and a greater willingness to contact
the police appear to be associated with increased cooperation
with the police (Tyler 2004), law-abiding behavior (Sunshine
and Tyler 2003; Tyler 2006), and greater probability of adher-
ence to the philosophy of important policy initiatives like
community policing (Posick et al. 2013). The bulk of the
literature in this area traces its origin to Tyler’s (1997, 2004,
2006) process-based model of policing. Tyler’s model is a
social-psychological framework for assessing the intricacies
underlying police-citizen relations and focuses on the con-
cepts of procedural justice and police legitimacy (Reisig
et al. 2007; Tyler and Wakslak 2004). The model maintains
that police can increase public perception and willingness to
interact with police by allowing for the expression of opinion
by members of the public, by interacting with the public in a
respectful manner, and by clearly explaining the rationale for
their law enforcement decision making (Tyler 1997, 2004,
2006; Tyler and Wakslak 2004; Gibson et al. 2009). Collec-
tively, these socially interactive techniques, it is argued, serve
to heighten the fairness (aka, procedural justice) and
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legitimacy with which the public views the police. Literature
assessing the process-based model has provided empirical
support for the association between attitudes toward police
and various behavioral and procedural outcomes (Reisig
et al. 2007; Sunshine and Tyler 2003; Tyler 2006; Tyler and
Wakslak 2004).

Although the literature examining the process-based model
of policing has evaluated the relationships between attitudes
and various outcomes, there has also been a great deal of
attention paid to the antecedents of the observed group and
community differences in terms of perceptions of the police
and reporting behaviors and intentions (Wolfe 2011). The ma-
jority of these analyses have focused on a number of basic
demographic factors such as race and ethnicity (Lai and Zhao
2010; Posick et al. 2013; Tuch andWeitzer 1997; Tyler 2005),
age (Goudriaan and Nieuwbeerta 2007; Lee et al. 2010), sex
(Baker et al. 2014), and education (Lai and Zhao 2010).

Despite the substantial attention paid to these demographic
characteristics, few consistent findings have arisen beyond the
differences in public perception of the police between racial
groups (Brown and Benedict 2002; Lai and Zhao 2010). In-
deed, researchers in this area have noted that demographic
characteristics may be insufficient to explain the variance in
attitudes toward police and have called for a more nuanced
approach (Lai and Zhao 2010). As part of this nuanced ap-
proach, researchers have recognized that there are currently
multiple theoretical viewpoints regarding the antecedent vari-
ables influencing perceptions of the police, complicating ex-
planations of the observed variance in perceptions of and will-
ingness to contact the police (Gibson et al. 2009; Lai and Zhao
2010). Additionally, other scholars have noted that some re-
search examining potential influential factors on the variance
in perceptions of police is atheoretical and therefore lacking in
guidance in terms of the production of hypotheses (Brown and
Benedict 2002). Furthermore, embedded in this area of re-
search is the recognition that perceptions of the police are
inexorably enmeshed with views regarding the role and pur-
pose of police within a social milieu (Brown and Benedict
2002; Tyler 1997). In other words, the manner in which citi-
zens view the police based on issues such as legitimacy and
procedural justice is based partially on their view of the police
as social actors within the wider community. Thus, the police
can be considered as integral components of individuals’ so-
cial networks that can potentially have an impact on one’s
fitness-relevant experiences.

Although the majority of criminological analyses (includ-
ing those examining attitudes toward police) are based on
sociological theories and methodologies, a growing minority
of criminologists are diverting from this practice by
employing the methods of fields outside of criminology
(Walsh and Beaver 2009). This perspective, known as bioso-
cial criminology, is based on the assumptions and methodol-
ogies of fields such as behavioral genetics, neuroscience,

molecular genetics, and evolutionary biology (Beaver 2009).
At its core, biosocial criminology recognizes that all pheno-
typic development and expression are the results of an inter-
action between genetic/biological processes and environmen-
tal factors, rather than being solely determined by either com-
ponent (Walsh and Beaver 2009). However, the interaction is
not equally weighted across phenotypic variance, and genetic
and nongenetic factors differentially contribute to variance
across phenotypes (see Barnes et al. 2014a and Wright et al.
2015). Importantly, this dynamic applies to the processes that
influence social-psychological attitudes as well as those which
influence morphological traits (Walsh and Beaver 2009). To
date, biosocial criminologists have assessed a number of tra-
ditional criminological assumptions and have convincingly
illustrated that adherence to a purely sociological examination
of crime, criminality, and criminal justice system processing
produces an incomplete understanding of these topics (Barnes
et al. 2014b; Beaver 2009; Beaver et al. 2013a; Walsh and
Beaver 2009; for reviews, see Moffitt 2005; Moffitt et al.
2011; Raine 2002). One component of a biosocial criminolo-
gy approach is derived from evolutionary biology and is
known as life history theory (LHT). Although some re-
searchers have employed LHT in empirical assessments of
criminality (e.g., Boutwell et al. 2013; Nedelec and Beaver
2012; Wilson and Daly 1997), devoid from the criminological
literature is an application of LHT to an examination of atti-
tudes toward police.

The current study seeks to address this gap and employs a
novel approach by integrating LHT into the analysis of public
perceptions of the police. More specifically, we examine how
an individual’s life history can shape trust in the police and
intention to contact or interact with police beyond the influ-
ence of various demographic factors. In doing so, we illustrate
how life history theorymay provide the theoretical scaffolding
for which to assess the antecedent influences on attitudes to-
ward the police and willingness to contact the police.

Life History Theory

Evolutionary LHT is a powerful framework for understanding
behavioral and physiological strategies, including effort
tradeoffs across the lifespan (Gadgil and Bossert 1970), as
functional adaptations to environmental conditions designed
to maximize average lifetime inclusive fitness (Roff 1992;
Stearns 1992). Fisher (1958) stated the importance of under-
standing the physiological mechanisms that regulate the bal-
ance of investments between reproduction and maintenance of
the body, as well as the life history and environmental factors
that would affect the relative allocations. Cole’s (1954) paper
addressing the simultaneous existence of semelparity and
iteroparity brought increasing attention to the study of life
cycle traits and their variations.
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Schmalhausen (1949, as cited in Dobzhansky 1950) noted
that unpredictable extrinsic mortality accelerates development
and reproduction, leading to higher fertility. The future pre-
dictability of those resources most needed for reproduction
will shape an organism’s life history (Weinrich 1977). Species
living in environments with resource instability and unpredict-
ability of future events (due to high predation rates, for exam-
ple) will tend to evolve clusters of traits associated with rapid
and prolific breeding with relatively low investment in off-
spring (MacArthur and Wilson 1967; Pianka 1970). Species
living in stable and predictable environments instead have
longer-term, “slower,” strategies of investing more so in so-
matic and parental effort with lower reproductive rates and
longer intergenerational times than those in less predictable
environments. In addition to life history variation between
species, there are individual differences in strategies within
species, which is partially contingent upon environmental
conditions (Rushton 1985).

Because the total amount of effort is limited, organisms face
tradeoffs between different possible forms of investment. These
inherent tradeoffs include somatic versus reproductive effort,
mating versus parental effort, current versus future reproduc-
tion, and quantity versus quality of offspring (Roff 1992;
Stearns 1992). In the early stages of an organisms’ life, the
somatic effort of building and maintaining one’s body takes
precedence over reproduction. Once an organism reaches sex-
ual maturity, however, a greater portion of the organisms’ re-
sources becomes devoted to reproduction. For some species,
reproductive effort is predominantly mating effort; however,
many animal species also exhibit parental care of offspring.

Human Life History

Humans have exceptionally long life spans, substantially lon-
ger developmental periods, extended juvenile dependence,
relatively stable reproductive pair bonding, and high levels
of paternal investment compared to closely related species
(Kaplan 1997; Low 1998). The longer developmental period
is attributed to the very large somatic investment in human
brain development (Barton and Capellini 2011) and the eco-
logical dominance attained by our hominid ancestors
(Alexander 1979), which reduced predation pressure.

Although paternal investment is relatively high on average,
male mating effort remains substantial. The shift in the male
allocation of effort from somatic to mating to parenting over
the life course helps explain the pattern of risky behavior
underlying the peak in sex differences in mortality from be-
havioral causes during young adulthood (Kruger and Nesse
2006). The observed peak of risky behaviors in young adult-
hood corresponds with entrance into mating competition.
Consequently, the risky behavioral strategies of young males
(compared to females) were selected for over time because

they tended to aid in mating competition (Wilson and Daly
1992). Humans also have a substantial postreproductive life
span, which may increase inclusive fitness (Hamilton 1966)
through the alloparenting of extended family members includ-
ing grandchildren (Hrdy 2009) as well as the transfer of skills
and knowledge to subsequent generations (Lee 1997).

Human Life History Variation

Initially, life history variation was examined exclusively be-
tween species (Figueredo et al. 2005). Rushton (1985) pro-
posed that LHT could be useful in understanding human indi-
vidual differences in behavioral strategies and physiological
functioning. Although life history strategies are partially heri-
table (Figueredo and Rushton 2009; Figueredo et al. 2004;
Heath and Hadley 1998; Minkov and Bond 2015), human life
history strategies are influenced by environmental circum-
stances such as socioeconomic and cultural conditions and
physical constraints (Heath and Hadley 1998). Thus, LHT
can be used as a framework for understanding variation in
human physiological and behavioral strategies as evolved
adaptations to socioenvironmental conditions. For example,
Quinlan (2007) found lower levels of parental investment in
environments where parenting cannot improve offspring sur-
vival due to high pathogen load. Additionally, women who
grow up without father involvement show earlier sexual activ-
ity, as well as a lack of interest or ability to form and/or main-
tain long-term monogamous relationships (Belsky et al. 1991;
Chisholm 1999). Likewise, women experiencing a warm and
highly investing father reach menarche later than do women
with an emotionally distant or absent father (Ellis et al. 1999).
The relationship between parental separation and reproductive
pattern is partially mediated through variation in androgen re-
ceptor genes; however, this does not completely account for the
effects of father absence (Comings et al. 2002). Each of these
empirical observations illustrates the manner in which environ-
mental cues can influence individuals’ life history strategies.

The person-environment interaction underlying life history
strategies can also shed light on the etiology of risky behaviors.
For example, the discounting of future outcomes by many ad-
olescents and young adults could be a rational response to
uncertainty and would be exacerbated when uncertainty is rel-
atively higher (Wilson and Daly 1997). Individuals who devel-
op in relatively uncertain environments develop riskier behav-
ioral strategies to take advantage of possibly fleeting opportu-
nities (Chisholm 1999). Those living in chronically risky and
uncertain environments (e.g., one with significant family con-
flict) are more likely to experience earlier menarche, earlier
ages of reproduction, and higher reproductive rates (Chisholm
1999; Kim et al. 1997). Risky behaviors may have facilitated
early reproduction before death occurs. As an illustration, com-
munity college students who had shorter lifespan estimates and
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higher estimates of the unpredictability of the future had a
higher frequency of risk-taking (Hill et al. 1997). Employing
data from the nationally representative Add Health study,
Nedelec and Beaver (2012) illustrated that those respondents
who had a more pessimistic future outlook (e.g., more likely to
be killed by age 21) were also more likely to engage in juvenile
delinquency and adult criminal behavior. Additionally, the au-
thors found that pessimism about the future was also associated
with an increased amount of sexual activity and number of
lifetime sexual partners. Interestingly, these results were obtain-
ed for both males and females (Nedelec and Beaver 2012). At a
macro level, Wilson and Daly (1997) found that neighborhood
life expectancy (at birth) and neighborhood income inequality
predicted neighborhood homicide rates across 77 neighbor-
hoods within Chicago over a 5-year period. More specifically,
the authors observed that for both males and females, shorter
life expectancy at birth predicted higher homicide rates as well
as overall mortality rates. Consequently, members of these
high-mortality and unpredictable environments engaged in an
increased amount of risky behavior (homicide). A less risky,
long-term strategy was displayed in neighborhoods character-
ized by low mortality rates and predictable social environmen-
tal conditions.

Human Life History Variation and Evolutionary
Psychology

Life history research in other species assesses the relationship
between environmental conditions, behavioral and life event
patterns, independent of any cognitive mediation. For
humans, psychological measures bring the added value of
identifying proximal mental processes or mechanisms that
guide behavioral strategies (see Cosmides and Tooby 1994).
Kaplan and Gangestad (2005) argue that an evolutionary psy-
chology approach is crucial for an understanding of human
life history variation and that LHT can effectively guide
inquiry into the development, nature, and operation of
psychological adaptations. To make optimal decisions in
investment tradeoffs, organisms must assess relevant cues
about the environment and integrate them. Kaplan and
Gangestad (2005) noted that very little was known at the time
about the adaptations by which organisms solve most tradeoff
problems. Allocations and reallocations of effort typically in-
volve both physiological and psychological processes, and
such processes can and should be assessed.

Human psychometric assessments are complementary to the
traditional biometric assessments of developmental parameters
such as spacing of births, length of gestation, weight at birth,
length of juvenile dependency, and age at sexual maturity. Al-
though some may argue for the superiority of such “objective”
life event data over self-reported psychological measures, the
environmental mismatch between contemporary human

populations and the environments in which their adaptations
evolved creates difficulties for interpreting such measures
(Figueredo et al. 2014). Contraception, scientific medicine
and modern public health, industrialized food supplies and di-
verse and abundant diets, as well as many other cultural and
technological innovations (including institutionalized law en-
forcement) have strong influences on the life events of people
living in contemporary human societies. Thus, such outcome
measures may not be indicative of evolved, and thus heritable,
life history strategies. Psychometric assessments provide access
to the functional and mediating processes for these distal
achievements (Figueredo et al. 2014). Certain tradeoffs inher-
ent in human life history, such as between investments in pa-
rental effort versus mating effort, also justify a psychometric
approach (Kaplan and Gangestad 2005).

Figueredo and colleagues (see Figueredo et al. 2006) pro-
pose that a common factor underlies human life history pa-
rameters and reproductive, familial, and social behaviors.
They proposed a continuum of strategies, called Differential
K (see also Rushton 1985), ranging from a focus on short-term
gains at the expense of long-term costs, high mating effort,
and low parenting effort to long-term strategies, selective mat-
ing, and high parental effort. This continuum is related to
impulsivity, social support, disregard for social rules, and
risk-taking behaviors. Table 1 provides some examples of
the variance in strategies along the Differential K continuum.

Life History and Relations with the Police

As noted above, no previous research has examined the rela-
tionship between life history and attitudes toward the police.
Rushton (1985) predicted that individuals with slower life
histories would have greater tendencies for following rules
and laws, as mediated by higher intelligence, introversion,
conscientiousness, and altruism. He noted the greater
complexity of social organization in species with slower life
histories, and that more complex social structures depended
on individuals following social rules. Following this
argument, Ellis (1988) proposed that victimful criminal of-
fenses (property and especially violent crimes) are the oppo-
site of altruism, and thus would be committed more often by
those with fast life histories. Ellis (1988) reviewed nearly 500
studies and documented the association between serious crim-
inal offenses and life history indicators such as the following:
shorter gestation periods and lower birth weight, earlier sexual
initiation, less stable pair-bonding, greater tendencies for
extra-pair sexual relationships, lower parental investment in
offspring, and shorter life expectancy. Empirical assessments
of the association between attitudes and behaviors have shown
that those who tend to follow rules and laws also have more
favorable attitudes toward enforcers of such rules and laws
(Sunshine and Tyler 2003; Tyler 2006).
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There are additional reasons why individuals with slower
life histories may have more favorable attitudes toward au-
thorities than those with fast life histories. Slower life histories
develop in environments where personal safety and access to
resources are predictably reliable. Although competition for
resources exists and may even be intense, the variation in
outcomes is relatively low, and social status is based more
so on potential for resource investment than on the outcomes
of direct physical conflict. There are strong incentives for
maintaining social stability: the preservation of resource hold-
ings and to protect offspring and other kin, who are smaller in
number, receive greater investment, and face lower extrinsic
mortality risk. The returns gained from slow life histories lie
more so in the future, and individuals may invest in behaviors
and systems that help guarantee the attainment of those future
outcomes. Thus, there is a convergence of interests with au-
thority figures who enforce social norms and maintain conti-
nuity. This congruence may result in greater trust in police and
stronger intentions to facilitate police work by reporting
crimes and providing other information.

In contrast, those with faster life histories develop in envi-
ronments where outcomes are less predictable, as variations in

both mortality and reproductive success are substantially
higher. Individuals, especially men, allocate substantially
more energy to mating effort, including direct status competi-
tions. The stability of social structure is lower, and individuals
will rise and fall in social standings more rapidly than those in
stable environments. Those in positions of authority, such as
law enforcement officers, may be seen more so as successful
competitors for social status and power within the social net-
work, rather than being benevolent maintainers of a justified
system. Thus, attitudes toward the police may be less favor-
able, relations more antagonistic, and cooperation in terms of
reporting crimes lower.

Hypotheses

Based on the logic above, we hypothesize that slower life
history will predict more favorable attitudes toward the police
(i.e., greater trust and perceptions of fairness), greater inten-
tions to contact the police to report a crime, and greater inten-
tions to interact with police for any other reason than reporting
a crime. In the vernacular of Tyler’s process-based model, we

Table 1 Human life history variation (based on Ellis 1988; Pianka 1970; Rushton 1985)

Human life history

Fast
Slow

Shorter Gestation length Longer

Shorter Life expectancy Longer

Short-term Future outlook Long-term

Rapid Maturation rate Slow

Early Age of sexual reproduction Delayed

High Mating effort Low

Many Number of offspring Few

Low Parenting effort High

High Levels of risk-taking Low

Low Levels of altruism High

Low Degree of social organization High
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expect that slow life history will have a positive relationship
with measures of procedural justice, police legitimacy, and
overall attitudes toward the police. Additionally, based on pre-
vious research (Gau et al. 2012; Tyler and Fagan 2008), we
expect that more favorable attitudes toward the police (proce-
dural justice) will predict intentions to interact with the police
(police legitimacy), creating a mediated relationship with life
history.

Congruent with existing life history research, we expect
specific demographic characteristics to predict scores on life
history measures. In technologically advanced nations, there
is a transition from mating effort to parental investment and
investment in extended kin across adulthood. Because of the
large investment required for each of their offspring and lower
potential reproductive capacity, women provide substantially
greater parental investment thanmen do, whereas men expend
comparatively more matting effort for obtaining partners
(Trivers 1972). As a result, we expect that female respondents
will report a slower life history strategy than their male coun-
terparts. Higher educational attainment may be a product of
slower life history, including longer time horizons for motiva-
tional outcomes, as well as an influence on behavior. Conse-
quently, we expect educational attainment to be associated
with a slower life history strategy. In terms of race, we expect
that African Americans will be more likely to report fast life
histories, as evidence illustrates their disproportionate likeli-
hood of residing in dangerous and unpredictable neighbor-
hoods (Anderson 1999). However, Dunkel (2012) found that
hypothesized difference in life history strategy between
Blacks and Whites were minimal.

We include these demographic characteristics in our model
to provide a strong test of our central hypotheses. In order to
test this hypothetical framework, we utilized data collected
from a survey of respondents to a demographically represen-
tative countywide health survey in a community with an urban
center known for high violent crime rates in the Midwestern
United States. We created a path model analysis of our hypo-
thetical framework, including demographic covariates.

Method

Participants and Procedure

Our study utilized data from the 2011 wave of a demograph-
ically representative countywide health survey in Genesee
County, MI. Genesee County’s urban center of Flint is an
industrial city whose economy and population has followed
the manufacturing capacity of the city’s largest employer, the
General Motors Corporation (GM). In 1970, GM employed
an estimated 80,000 workers at Flint area automotive plants.
By 2000, GM and affiliated industries employed less than 16,
000 area workers. As manufacturing jobs left the area, Flint’s

population declined 36.5 % from 196,940 in 1970 to 124,943
in 2000 (U.S. Census 2001). Flint’s population declined an-
other 18 % to 102,434 between 2000 and 2010 (U.S. Census
2011). Accompanying this population decline, Flint has con-
sistently ranked as one of the most dangerous cities in the
USA based on Federal Bureau of Investigation crime statistics
(Morgan et al. 2014). These characteristics make Genesee
County a well-suited location in which to assess attitudes to-
ward the police as past researchers have illustrated the associ-
ation between neighborhood crime rates and attitude toward
police (Lai and Zhao 2010; Weitzer and Tuch 2005). In addi-
tion to the City of Flint, Genesee County contains suburban
and rural areas, where 53 % of the survey participants includ-
ed in these analyses resided.

The survey sample was developed based on randomly se-
lected records across all residential Census Tracts from ad-
dress lists provided by the US Post Office. Telephone landline
numbers were merged with these records, when available,
based on data from Marketing Systems Group. The data col-
lection agency subcontracted with a professional printing/
mailing company and mailed prenotification letters informing
residents about the Community Survey. The survey could be
completed in three ways: as a mailed hardcopy (send in a Self-
Addressed Stamped Envelope), a Qualtrics™ survey on the
Internet, and as a Computer Aided Telephone Interview. The
letter noted that the survey provided multiple options for com-
pletion and contained a link to the on-line survey website.

Two weeks after the prenotification letter mailing, the data
collection agency began telephone contact for households with
appended phone numbers and mailed survey packets to
address-only households. Households were again given the
choice of survey method for completion. Reminder letters were
sent to nonresponders in order to increase response rates and
obtain target completes per Census Tract. The health depart-
ment also featured a link to the on-line survey from its
homepage. The data collection agency managed call attempts
in a manner comparable to the standard Behavioral Risk Factor
Surveillance System protocol (i.e., up to 10 attempts, screening
for eligible households, assign final disposition codes). The
response rate was 25 %. The most frequent method of survey
completion was returning hardcopy surveys in a self-addressed
stamped envelope (SASE, n=861, 72.5 %), followed by the
on-line survey (n=257, 21.7 %), landline telephone survey (n=
55, 4.6 %), and 14 hardcopy surveys (1.2 %) distributed and
collected by Community Based Organization (CBO) partners.
Maintaining cases with complete data on the study measures
resulted in an analytical sample of N=1069.

Measures

Survey respondents answered five questions about their atti-
tudes toward the police on a five-point (Strongly Agree [5] to
Strongly Disagree [1]) scale. These included the root phrase,
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“The police in my neighborhood…,” followed by the branch
phrases “treat people with respect,” “take time to listen to
people,” “explain their decisions to people they deal with,”
and “can be trusted.” The individual items were then com-
bined to form the procedural justice scale (Cronbach’s al-
pha=.935), where higher values indicate stronger perceptions
of procedural justice. These items match similar questions
used in the extant literature to tap the procedural justice com-
ponent of the process-based model (cf. Reisig et al. 2007).

Participants also answered two questions regarding their
willingness to contact the police. Specifically, participants
were asked, “How likely would you be to contact the police
to report a crime if one occurred?” and “How likely would you
be to talk with a police officer for any other reason?” Partic-
ipants completed the same five-point scale as for the attitudes
toward police questions, where higher values indicate an in-
creased willingness to initiate contact with the police. As not-
ed, researchers argue that citizens who perceive the function
and power of the police to be legitimate are also more likely to
obey and rely on the police (Sunshine and Tyler 2003). Con-
sequently, these two items were combined to represent the
police legitimacy portion of the process-based model of
policing.

Past researchers have noted the methodological and theo-
retical value to employing both individual and global attitudi-
nal measures of perceptions of the police (Lai and Zhao 2010;
Reisig et al. 2007). Consequently, we constructed a global
attitude toward the police measure composed of the four items
tapping procedural justice and the two items tapping police
legitimacy. The six items all loaded on a similar factor and
showed strong internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha=.866).
Higher values on the global measure of attitude toward the
police represent a more positive overall perspective of the
police.

Employing Differential K theory, Figueredo et al. (2005)
developed the Arizona Life History Battery (ALHB) based on
analysis of a large national dataset from the Midlife in the US
(MIDUS) study. The ALHB is a composite of developmental
experiences, proclivity toward risk-taking, and social support,
which systematically cluster in life history variation. We
employed the 20-item Arizona Life History Battery Short
Form (Mini-K; Figueredo et al. 2006). This is not a traditional
short-form measure of one psychological construct, but rather
a brief proxy for an entire battery of convergent life history
scales (Figueredo et al. 2014). Different subsets of items all
assess the same underlying latent common factor of a slow
human life history. The Mini-K correlates strongly with the
full 199-itemArizona Life History Battery (Dunkel and Deck-
er 2010; Figueredo et al. 2014), predicts theoretically conver-
gent indicators of a slow life history strategy, as assessed with
standard (longer) instruments (Gladden et al. 2008; Figueredo
et al. 2006; Figueredo and Wolf 2009; Sefcek, and Figueredo
2010), and demonstrates construct and criterion-related

validity (Figueredo et al. 2014; Olderbak et al. 2014; see also
Figueredo et al. 2013). Respondents provided their level of
agreement on a 7-point scale (Disagree strongly [−3] to Agree
Strongly [+3]) to questions such as “I am often in social con-
tact with my blood relatives,” “I avoid taking risks,” and “I
would rather have one than several sexual relationships at a
time.” The items were then combined to form the life history
strategy scale (Cronbach’s alpha=.814) where the higher the
score on theMini-K, the slower a person’s life history strategy.

Four demographic items were used as control variables in
the analyses. First, respondents’ age was included and was
measured continuously in years. Second, the sex of respon-
dents was coded dichotomously where 0=female and 1=
male. Third, race was also coded dichotomously where 0=
White or European American and 1=Black or African Amer-
ican (note: less than 2 % of the sample indicated another race
other than Black or White). Finally, we also controlled for the
influence of educational attainment coded continuously in
years, where higher values indicate a greater number of years
of education completed. The descriptive statistics for all of the
study variables are displayed in Table 2.

Analyses

In order to test the study hypotheses, we conducted a series of
interrelated analytical steps. First, we assessed the zero-order
associations among the study variables. Second, we construct-
ed a series of path models to test our hypotheses. We included
age, sex, race, and education as exogenous predictors of each
of the other constructs. The Mini-K (“K”) scores were includ-
ed to predict procedural justice and police legitimacy, and we
allowed procedural justice to directly predict police legitimacy
enabling a potential-mediated path from life history scores
(“K”). The initial model was created with all possible predic-
tive paths freed. Nonsignificant paths were trimmed from the
model based on descending p values. A final parsimonious
model was constructed with remaining paths that were statis-
tically significant (i.e., p<.05). Finally, these steps were re-
peated using the global attitude toward police measure in
place of the two constituent scales (i.e., procedural justice
and police legitimacy). We also conducted post hoc analyses
examining whether the association between life history and
police outcome measures could be explained by other factors.

Results

The first step in our analysis was to assess the zero-order
associations among the study variables. These results are
displayed in Table 3. As illustrated, two of the control vari-
ables are associated with the life history strategy measure, and
three are associated with the procedural justice, the police
legitimacy, and the global attitude scales. Consequently, we
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maintain inclusion of the control variables in the path models.
The second step in the analysis included the use of a series of
path models to directly assess our hypotheses. The results of
these analyses are displayed in Figs. 1 and 2. Examination of
Fig. 1 illustrates that as expected, age, sex, and educational
attainment covaried with life history. More specifically, older
individuals, women, and those with higher educational attain-
ment indicated slower life history. Once these factors were
controlled for, however, race did not have a unique association
with life history. Continued examination of Fig. 1 indicates
that slower life history uniquely predicted greater perceptions
of both procedural justice and police legitimacy. The relation-
ship between slower life history and greater perceptions of
procedural justice was the second strongest relationship

identified in the model, following the anticipated highly
shared variance between procedural justice and police legiti-
macy. Procedural justice mediated the relationship between
life history and police legitimacy. In addition to the significant
association between life history strategy and perceptions of
procedural justice, higher educational attainment, White race,
and older age also uniquely predicted perceptions of proce-
dural justice. In sum, our predictors accounted for 18 % of the
variance in procedural justice and 17 % of the variance in
police legitimacy.

The model predicting global attitude toward the police (see
Fig. 2) uses the same framework to examine the entire set of
police-related items as a whole. The pattern of prediction for
life history (K) is identical to that in the previous model. Life
history (K) was the strongest predictor of global attitude to-
ward the police, explaining 10 % of the variance. Higher
levels of education, older age, and White race also predicted
more positive global attitudes toward the police, accounting
for an additional 9 % of the variance (19 % in total).

In post hoc analyses, we examined whether the association
between life history and police outcome measures could be
explained by proximity to criminal activity or experiences of
discrimination. We ran partial correlations controlling for
whether or not respondents had a friend or relative in prison
in the past 5 years (binary yes/no), the total number of indi-
viduals known in prison in the past 5 years (continuous), and
demographic covariates (age, sex, race, education). All asso-
ciations remained significant: procedural justice,
r(1016)=.296, p<.0001; police legitimacy, r(1016)=.181,
p<.0001; and global attitude toward police, r(1016)=.306,
p<.0001. We then replicated these partial correlations, adding
a five-item measure (Cronbach’s alpha=.832) of experiences
of discrimination in the past 12 months (from The Everyday
Discrimination Scale; Williams et al. 1997). Again, all asso-
ciations remained significant: procedural justice,
r(1015)=.275, p<.0001; police legitimacy, r(1015)=.164,
p<.0001; and global attitude toward police, r(1015)=.284,
p<.0001.

Table 2 Descriptive statistics for all study variables (N=1069)

ALHB (Mini-K) (M, SD) 4.03±0.44

Procedural Justice (M, SD) 3.60±0.91

Police Legitimacy (M, SD) 4.35±0.83

Global Police Attitude (M, SD) 3.84±0.76

Age (y, SD) 53±15

Race

White (1) 76 %

Black (2) 24 %

Sex

Female (1) 73 %

Male (2) 27 %

Education

Less than High School 5 %

High School 20 %

Technical school 5 %

Some college 27 %

Associate’s 12 %

Bachelor’s 17 %

Master’s or higher 14 %

M mean, y years, SD standard deviation, ALHB Arizona life history
battery

Table 3 Zero-order correlations among the study variables

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

(1) K

(2) Procedural justice .307**

(3) Police legitimacy .215** .400**

(4) Global police attitude .323** .943** .682**

(5) Age .011 .154** .154** .179**

(6) Male -.184** .000 −.004 −.002 .164**

(7) Black .028 −.259** −.159** −.264** −.071* −.058
(8) Education .188** .149** .180** .184** −.113** −.004 −.160**

*p<.05 (two-tailed test); **p<.01 (two-tailed test); male: 0=no, 1=es; Black: 0=no, 1=yes. The Global police attitude scale (4) is a combination of the
procedural justice (2) and police legitimacy (3) items
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Discussion

Attitudes toward the police are of increasing concern to
scholars and practitioners, and this concern is especially high
in crime-prone areas. Most studies examining individual dif-
ferences in police attitudes examine differences based on basic
demographic factors. However, there is a lack of consensus in
terms of which demographic factors account for the greatest
amount of variance in attitudes toward the police. Some re-
searchers have noted that this inconsistency could be due to
the multitude of theories that are applied to assessments of
perceptions of the police or to the lack of theoretical guidance.
Using these observations in the extant literature as a spring-
board, we applied a component of evolutionary biology, LHT.
In this study, we demonstrated that an individual’s life history
has a strong influence on perceptions of procedural justice and
police legitimacy, as measured by intentions to contact the
police. Life history was related to demographic factors, but
these characteristics did not account for the relationship be-
tween life history and police attitudes. Overall, our results
indicate that slower life history is associated with greater per-
ceptions of procedural justice, increased views of police legit-
imacy, and an overall positive attitude toward the police. Giv-
en the evolutionary biological roots of LHT, these findings
indicate that a biosocial process may underpin the develop-
ment and expression of perceptions of the police (Beaver
2009). Furthermore, the findings speak to the potentially crit-
ical role that police can play within a social network of group
members.

The results of the current study provide a unique contribu-
tion to the theoretical literature on perceptions of the police
and illustrate the need recognized by other researchers that
citizens’ attitudes toward police are more nuanced than pro-
vided in past examinations of the dynamic between police and
public views of the police (e.g., Wolfe 2011). Our results echo
Wolfe’s (2011, p. 72) assertion that “individuals do not eval-
uate the police as blank slates.” Individual variance in life
history was a strong predictor of attitudes toward the police
in multiple models even after controlling for the effect of
numerous important demographic and behavioral characteris-
tics. Given that variance in life history is partially impacted by
individual characteristics (e.g., genetic factors), our findings
provide further support for this assertion.

Our findings also highlight the importance of
socioenvironmental conditions in the development and expres-
sion of perceptions of the police. Recall that individual varia-
tion in life history is influenced, in addition to genetic factors,
by the stability and predictability of an organism’s environ-
ment. Consequently, given the illustration of the association
between life history and perceptions of the police our findings
call for policy which can impact the stability of environmental
conditions as a method to enhance perceptions of the police. In
other words, laying the responsibility of increasing attitudes
toward police solely on law enforcement agencies may be an
unfair and unfruitful exercise. Enhancing the perceptions of
police may require the cooperation of numerous social
agencies directed at the stabilization of environments. This
stabilization could help to decrease the perception of police as
a potential rival within the social network system and increase
the perception of the police as maintainers of stability and
social order. Future research would do well to examine which
socioenvironmental conditions influence life history in such
ways as to best enhance public perception of the police.

In addition to the finding that life history predicted attitudes
toward the police, our assessment added to the literature illus-
trating consistent differences in perceptions between racial
groups. Although the effect of race was not as strong as the
effect of life history, our examination illustrated that African
Americans were more likely to have negative views of the
police. Although this association was significant, race was
not associated with life history once educational attainment,
age, and sex were accounted for in the analysis. Older indi-
viduals, women, and those with higher educational attainment
indicated slower life history. At the time of data collection,
Flint was characterized by a massive economic outmigration.
It is possible that those remaining in the city are more similar
to each other than racial groups in other metropolitan areas.
Matching for educational attainment also reduces group dif-
ferences. Consequently, our results indicate that factors be-
yond individual variation in life history that are associated
with race are important to understanding variation in attitudes
toward the police. We encourage future research to examine

Fig. 1 Standardized regression coefficients in parsimonious path model
predicting procedural justice and police legitimacy

Fig. 2 Standardized regression coefficients in parsimonious path model
predicting global police attitude
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this relationship while also controlling for the effects of vari-
ance in life history. Beaver et al. (2013b) showed that racial
disparities in American male incarceration rates were
completely accounted for after including covariates for self-
reported lifetime violence and verbal IQ scores. If these pre-
dictors were available, they would likely contribute to the
variance in our analyses. However, we would not expect them
to fully account for the central findings, as meta-analysis in-
dicates that life history and intelligence (g) are orthogonal
(Woodley 2011).

Our confidence in our conclusions is augmented by the test
of our hypotheses in a large, demographically representative
community sample. The survey participants live in a commu-
nity beset by very high rates of violent crimes and thus con-
siderable police activity. Although the current study employed
similar methodologies to those in past studies (i.e., phone
surveys; e.g., Reisig et al. 2007), the sample utilized in the
analyses matches few in the extant literature in terms of the
inclusion of participants from a high crime area. Past re-
searchers have employed high school and college samples
(Goudriaan and Nieuwbeerta 2007; Wolfe 2011), national
samples (Gibson et al. 2009; Reisig et al. 2007), city-wide
registered voters (Sunshine and Tyler 2003), serious juvenile
offenders (Lee et al. 2010), among others. The extent to which
measures of perceptions of the police in these samples are
valid may be questionable due to varied frequency and quality
of police-citizen interactions. By employing a community rep-
resentative sample, which includes a high crime urban area,
the current study incorporated respondents who reside in areas
of high police-citizen interaction. Therefore, the respondents’
perceptions of the police are likely derived from proximal
relationships with police and are less likely to be derived from
distal sources such as the media. This recognition adds to the
reliability of the results of our analysis. We do note that those
with less than a high school education are undersampled with
respect to their population proportion (as is typical of commu-
nity surveys). These individuals are likely to have a fast life
history and less favorable attitudes toward the police. Thus,
our sample may be restricted in range in a way that would
weaken the predicted relationships.

Although the use of a community sample strengthens the
confidence in the analyses, our findings should be tempered
by three main limitations. First, due to time constraints and
concerns about respondent dropout, our measures of percep-
tions of the police are not as expansive as some employed in
the extant literature. However, the scales used in the current
study matched theoretical expectations and past empirical
analyses in their association with key demographic variables.
Nonetheless, future research examining the influence of life
history on attitudes toward police may benefit from a more
comprehensive measure.

Second, although the sample is a strong sample bywhich to
examine the development and expression of attitudes toward

the police, it is derived from a specific location, the character-
istics of which may not be representative of other areas. To the
extent that the socioenvironmental conditions found in Gene-
see County, MI differ from other areas of the world, general-
izations of our results should be tempered accordingly. For
example, discussions with community members reveal that
the understaffing of the police force is the primary community
concern. At the time of data collection, there was only one
community liaison officer for the entire City of Flint. Resi-
dents of other areas across the world will likely have other
concerns, such as police corruption. The general level of po-
lice corruption may differ from other areas, though this would
not explain the demonstrated relationships based on individual
variation.

Our aim is to demonstrate the relationship between life his-
tory and cooperation with the police, rather than systematically
identify all of the factors affecting attitudes toward the police.
Perceptions of police competency, effectiveness, and corruption
would also likely predict cooperation with the police. As we did
not assess individuals’ actual experiences with police, this
would increase unexplained variability (noise) and make it
more difficult to find the predicted relationships. We note that
some of the constructs included in our arguments are not direct-
ly assessed, such as perceptions of the social functions of police,
and the relationships with these constructs will need to be con-
firmed by future research. Biosocial criminologists have noted
the methodological problems that can arise when ignoring the
influence of genetic factors in criminological research (Barnes
et al. 2014a). Heritable genotypic variation would likely explain
some of the variance and interrelationship in our model, as life
history strategies are partially heritable (Figueredo and Rushton
2009; Figueredo et al. 2004; Heath and Hadley 1998; Minkov
and Bond 2015). However, part of the value of LHT is the
explicit recognition that developmental environments shape
phenotypes (beyond the influence of genetic factors). Thus,
we believe that our findings cannot be reduced solely to genetic
factors, as has been demonstrated in previous similar work
(Kruger et al. 2008). Future research utilizing twins or other
siblings for comparisons, and direct assessment of genetic and
epigenetic factors will help clarify this issue.

With these limitations in mind, this study provides consid-
erable empirical support for our specific hypotheses and also
suggestive evidence from the broader theory from which they
are derived. If true, this relationship between life history var-
iation and social patterns would have broad and consequential
implications. Environments fostering faster human life histo-
ries may also exhibit qualitatively different social infrastruc-
tures. Individual perceptions may accurately track the social
reality; in fact, it would be adaptive for them to do so. Overall,
this project illustrates how LHT promotes understating in ap-
plication to real-world social issues, in addition to the tradi-
tional academic domains of criminology and evolutionary
psychology.
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