Finding 4
Public Safety & Law Enforcement
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Active-duty family respondents of color report experiencing harassment
and police profiling across all U.S. regions, both on and off installation, and
reports are most prevalent among Black respondents.

As discussed at length in Finding 13, a series of racially/ethnically-charged events coalesced in
2020, leading to nationwide increases in racial/ethnic tension and racially/ethnically-motivated
threats and harassment.1 Results from this study suggest that experiences of these national
trends are only slightly less prevalent within military communities than civilian communities.
While active-duty family respondents* generally report better outcomes with regard to their
military community, an alarming percentage report feeling unsafe in their military community
and lack trust in military law enforcement. Moreover, reported experiences of racial/ethnic
discrimination and police profiling since January 2020 are high in all regions of the United States
and among all racial/ethnic minority groups analyzed.

One former neighbor, a dual officer household, had a giant
Confederate flag hanging on the wall of their garage. Another
neighbor, an officer household, had a QAnon flag all through 2020
until the ban on flags was enacted. Further, a majority of residents on
base come from non-diverse, ideologically conservative places and
are closed off to others who look or think differently from them.
- Asian Military Spouse

*Unless otherwise noted, respondents indicated having at least one racial/ethnic identity other than white.
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Fewer active-duty family respondents* report feeling unsafe in their military
community than their civilian community; however, four in 10 report fearing
for their personal safety in their military community at least once since January
2020 due to their race/ethnicity.
About one in three active-duty family respondents* report experiencing at least one incident of being
threatened or harassed in their local civilian (33%)2 or military (29%)3 community due to their race/
ethnicity since January 2020, echoing reports from focus group participants. In addition, fewer activeduty family respondents report fearing for their personal safety at least once in their military community
due to their race/ethnicity since January 2020, compared to their civilian community (41%4 vs. 54%5 ).
However, the fact that four in 10 active-duty family respondents report this to be the case with regard
to their military community is alarming. When asked to describe what these incidents looked like in an
open-ended format, respondents describe general feelings of racism and discrimination, sometimes
accompanied by overt symbolic displays (e.g., the Confederate flag) and discussion of politics in ways
they viewed to be coded racism.

In communities that are not diverse,
some locals are very verbal about
their support of political figures
that have been polarizing in issues
concerning race. We opted to not
get as connected to the community
after being warned by others on
base that African Americans are
only ‘tolerated’ in certain areas of
town, so we should be careful. As a
result, we lived on base and enjoyed
the diversity of the active-duty
community.
- Black Military Spouse

*Unless otherwise noted, respondents indicated having at least one racial/ethnic identity other than white.
The appearance of U.S. Department of Defense (DoD) visual information does not imply or constitute DoD endorsement.

Racially/ethnically-motivated fear and experiences of threats and harassment
since January 2020 are common for active-duty family respondents* residing in
all regions of the United States.
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Finding 1 highlights that, when considering their racial/ethnic identity, active-duty family respondents*
report feeling substantially more comfortable being stationed in the Northeast and Hawaii than other
regions of the United States. This finding prompted further exploration of the data within the sample
regarding experiences of discrimination and harassment since January 2020.
While subsample sizes are small
(especially in the Midwest and
Northeast), responses suggest
that many active-duty family
respondents* have experienced
“fear for [their] personal safety due
to [their] race/ethnicity” and actual
incidents of threats or harassment
in their local civilian communities
in all regions of the U.S.6 (Figure 1).
More than half of active-duty family
respondents residing in the Midwest,
West, and South report fearing for
their safety due to their race or
ethnicity in their civilian community
at least once since January 2020, and
more than four in 10 (43%) living in
the Northeast say the same.

Figure 1: Experiences in Current Civilian Community
Since January 20206
% active-duty respondents* reporting at least one incident

Although respondents report similar rates of police profiling on and off
installation, they report higher levels of trust in military law enforcement than
civilian law enforcement.
After overall confidence in law enforcement hit an all-time low in 2020 following the murder of George
Floyd,7 the public disclosure of the assault on uniformed and unarmed Lt. Caron Nazario8—a biracial
(Black and Hispanic) Army officer—caused an additional uproar within military and Veteran-connected
communities.9 Focus group participants discussed the risks of “driving while black” in their civilian
communities and described being pulled over by law enforcement for minor infractions (e.g., window
tint, expired registration) they perceive their white, non-Hispanic counterparts would not be held
accountable for.

*Unless otherwise noted, respondents indicated having at least one racial/ethnic identity other than white.
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Notably, active-duty family respondents report remarkably higher levels of trust in military law
enforcement than civilian law enforcement, despite similar levels of reported police profiling (Figure
2). Striking differences emerged by race/ethnicity, with Black active-duty family respondents reporting
the highest levels of police profiling and lowest levels of trust (Figure 2), aligning with national polls.10
Nearly one in three Black active-duty family respondents report being profiled by military (33%11)
or civilian (36%)12 law enforcement at least once since January 2020, and a greater proportion trust
military law enforcement (49%)13 than civilian law enforcement (30%),14 though trust remains low in
military law enforcement as well. Similar to the previous section (and with the same caveats regarding a
small sample size), active-duty family respondents* residing in all regions of the U.S. report incidents of
perceived profiling by civilian law enforcement, with incidents most commonly reported among those
residing in the Midwest (33%)15 and West (32%)16 and least commonly among those in the Northeast
(23%).17
Figure 2: Trust in military law enforcement higher than in civilian
despite similar levels of perceived profiling since January 202018
% of active-duty family respondents*

*Unless otherwise noted, respondents indicated having at least one racial/ethnic identity other than white.
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