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SUMMARY 
Public demands for police accountability, particularly in relation to misconduct and excessive use-of-

force, have placed pressure on law enforcement organisations to pursue reforms. The implementation of 

body-worn cameras (BWCs) is an increasingly popular response, adding to the range of police-issued 

surveillance technologies already used by law enforcement. This report details findings from a systematic 

analysis of police-issued surveillance technology research in relation to police misconduct. The study 

combines a systematic review of research on police-issued surveillance technologies’ effect on police 

misconduct with a qualitative textual analysis that scrutinised the particular claims supported by 

experimental research. Results demonstrate the evidence base is inconsistent and a propensity for this 

research to narrowly conceptualise these technologies as independent, stable interventions. The report 

reveals the shortcomings of experimental research in understanding contingent social interactions, which 

reflect broader challenges for evaluation research of police practices.  
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Introduction 
The widespread use of surveillance technologies to monitor law enforcement interactions signals 

what some scholars call ‘policing’s new visibility’ (Brucato 2015: 455). As a response to instances of 

police killings of unarmed Black and ethnic minority residents, body-worn cameras (BWCs) have been 

promoted as tools of police accountability and are increasingly worn by officers in the United States, 

Australia, Canada and Europe.1 Debates regarding the merits of BWCs as a solution to the issue of 

police misconduct have received considerable public attention. In response, there is a rapidly growing 

body of criminological literature detailing the effects of BWCs. Advocates of BWCs have framed them as 

an effective and ‘evidence-based’ response to demands for police reform (e.g., Ariel et al. 2017). Some 

scholars, however, have expressed concern that BWCs have been implemented without strong evidence 

they deliver on such promises (Lum et al. 2019).  

This review examines the claims made and supported in the current body of BWC research, 

considering these technologies within a longer trajectory of police surveillance (Bradford et al. 2020). US 

legislation supporting the implementation of dashboard cameras, for example, responded to civil unrest 

following instances of police racial bias during the 1980s. In-car cameras emerged as a solution by 

recording whether police received consent to search stopped vehicles. Law enforcement still use these 

cameras today to monitor police-citizen interactions during routine traffic stops (Morton 2018). Most 

contemporary police cruisers are also equipped with Global Positioning Systems (GPS) that use real-time 

locations to track officers and vehicles (Mabrey 2003), as well as microphones, affixed to officers or 

vehicles, to ‘create an audible record of events as they happen’ (IACP 2004: 48).  

In 2015, the US Department of Justice committed $23 million to BWC pilot programs in 32 

states (Yokum, Ravishankar and Coppock 2019). The uptake of this technology by police departments 

has increased rapidly, with over 90 per cent of police organisations in major US cities implementing 

BWCs (Leadership Conference on Civil and Human Rights and Upturn 2017). While there is a longer 

history of police-issued technologies, BWCs are unique in that their embrace aligns with more recent 

calls for evidence-based policing practices, which respond to criticisms of contemporary policing (Engel, 

McManus and Isaza 2020).  

Against this backdrop, it is not surprising that evaluations of BWCs have proliferated. To date, 

most studies have employed randomised controlled trials (RCTs), which are designed to isolate the effect 

of BWCs on a specific outcome—for example, police use-of-force. While many studies draw conclusions 

about BWCs’ positive impacts (e.g., Ariel et al. 2017; Ariel et al. 2020; Demir 2019; Sutherland et al. 

2017; White, Gaub and Todak 2017), recent assessments cast doubt on such assertions. For example, 

a Washington DC study revealed no detectible effects of BWCs on any measured outcomes, including 

officer behaviour and citizen complaints (Yokum et al. 2019). Some scholars describe the effects of 

BWCs as unclear, noting empirical findings are sometimes contradictory and suggesting the need for 

1 The adoption of BWCs extends to other countries, such as Uruguay and South Africa, though they are not 
necessarily promoted as tools for police accountability. 

Justice and Technoscience Lab (JusTech)

Police-Issued Surveillance Technologies:  
A Systematic Review and Analysis of the Research 

3



replication studies and research that investigate contextual factors (Cubitt et al. 2017; Piza 2018). Others 

argue that important questions remain unanswered, such as whether BWCs mitigate officers’ unfair 

treatment of citizens based on social categories of difference, such as class, ethnicity, gender, race and 

religion (Lum et al. 2015). This report summarises findings from a mixed-methods review of police-issued 

surveillance technology research, which prompt questions the capacity of experimental research to 

adequately engage with socially dynamic issues, including how BWCs affect police misconduct in 

practice. 

 

Aims 
 

The purpose of this research is to assess the state of research that examines the effect of 

police-issued surveillance technology on police misconduct as well as what constitutes the current 

evidence base for popular policing reforms such as BWCs. In doing so, the research also aims to 

scrutinise epistemological grounds on which empirical claims are made.  

 

Methods 
 

This study employed a mixed-methods design to assess the state and nature of evidence 

regarding the impact of police-issued surveillance technologies on police misconduct. The research team 

integrated findings from a systematic review of quantitative studies measuring police misconduct with a 

qualitative textual analysis of the claims they make. The systematic review portion audited the quality of 

measures used to assess the outcome of police-issued surveillance technologies on police misconduct. 

The textual analysis enabled deeper scrutiny of scientific claims and how these claims become valued 

among researchers and policy makers despite their negation of important social considerations (i.e., 

race/racism) (Nichols 2017). Following Woolley’s (2009) suggestion that an iterative analysis facilitates 

better integration of mixed-methods findings, the research team made sure to consider the systematic 

review results in relation to patterns emerging from the textual analysis. Doing so ensured ‘mutually 

illuminating’ insights and ‘findings that are greater than the sum of the parts’ (Woolley 2009: 7).  

 

Systematic Review 
 

As systematic reviews offer a thorough and objective approach to collating evidence to address 

a specific research question (Green and Higgens 2011), they offer an ideal method for assessing the 

available evidence on the effects of PIST on police misconduct. While many systematic reviews of 

quantitative literature entail meta-analysis, such analysis requires homogenous methodological 

requirements and shared definitions of constructs among all studies included in the review (Siddaway, 

Wood and Hedges 2019). Given the methodological diversity in our sample, this study required a 

narrative synthesis, which is considered more suitable for drawing conclusions across quantitative 

studies with different methodologies (Siddaway et al. 2019).  
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The first step in the review process was to conduct a systematic search of literature assessing 

the effect of police-issued surveillance technologies on police misconduct. The research team followed 

Cochrane guidelines and selected three databases, building a search strategy for each based on the 

driving research question (see Appendix A). To ensure a robust search (Higgens and Green 2011), the 

team also reviewed the references of pertinent studies and various policing-specific journals. This search 

was originally completed in late 2018 and repeated in 2020. 

Next, using Covidence software, each researcher independently screened all studies returned by 

the initial search according to the following inclusion criteria:  

Peer Reviewed Publication. To ensure methodological rigor, the team included only peer-

reviewed studies in the review.  

Quantitative Study Design. In systematically evaluating an effect, only quantitative studies were 

included in the review.  

PIST as the Independent Variable. Studies that include PIST in any form were included in this 

review, though studies in our final sample assessed only BWC technology. 

Police Misconduct as the Outcome Variable All studies included in the review measure police 

misconduct as an outcome of PIST. Recognising police misconduct is a broad term, the research team 

reviewed all outcome measures to assess whether they could constitute police misconduct. 

Study Includes Control Measure. All studies in this review use a measure of control as either: a) 

a measure of police misconduct before and after the introduction PIST (crossover design), or b) a 

measure of police misconduct in concurrent experimental and control groups (parallel design).  

High Methodological Quality and No Duplicate Data. Each member of the research team 

screened all studies included in the review for quality, which included the omission of studies that used 

data that were identical to a previous study as the basis of its findings. 

After screening, the research team extracted and synthesised data from 21 studies that met all 

inclusion criteria. Keeping with Pettecrew and Roberts’ (2006) guidelines required gathering information 

on each study’s methodology and tabulating results pertinent to the review to draw more general 

conclusions about the effectiveness of police-issued surveillance technologies at reducing police 

misconduct. Figure 1 details the number of studies included at each point in the review process.  
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Qualitative Textual Analysis 
 

The data extracted during the narrative synthesis was subject to qualitative textual analysis to 

allow for deeper scrutiny of their claims. The textual analysis entailed an in-depth reading of the language 

and rationales employed when explaining findings across the studies. Following other criminological 

analyses (e.g., Henne and Shah 2015), the research team sought to identify patterns in the construction 

of BWC-related evidence. This level of scrutiny enabled tracing the logics underpinning authors’ 

descriptions of whether and how findings in the sample met standards of evidence—a process that the 

systematic review alone does not facilitate.  

Accounting for alignments and divergences across the studies enabled the analysis of 

constitutive relationships that substantiated authors’ claims, such as their research design decisions and 

assessments. To ensure the necessary level of immersion for textual analysis, the research team 
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collectively carried out the analysis following the systematic review process. The deep level of familiarity 

of all the studies enabled a close focus on sections within and across articles. The findings reveal 

evidentiary claims do not always adhere to accepted standards. Instead, there is a more common 

tendency to overlook how social contexts can shape police-citizen encounters. 

 

Findings 
 

Results from the systematic review, which captures the scientific construction of evidence, while 

the qualitative text analysis enables scrutiny the claims captured in the systematic review and reasoning 

behind them. 

 

Results from the Systematic Review 
 

Though the systematic review was not limited geographically, the vast majority of studies were 

US-based. The final sample assessed only BWCs, which reflects a wider disciplinary response to calls for 

evidence of effectiveness and tended to employ RCT. Appendix B provides details of the small number 

of studies that met the criteria for evidence.  

Many studies in the review have official complaints against officers as an outcome measure and 

claim the presence of BWCs may reduce poor officer or citizen behaviour—thereby reducing the number 

of complaints made against police. Support for these claims, however, is limited. Only three studies 

found a treatment effect that was statistically significant (Braga et al. 2019; Grossmith et al. 2015; 

Hedberg, Katz and Choate 2017). Generally, statistical power is an issue, as the overall number of 

complaints against officers in a given study was often too low for any effect of BWCs to be detected by 

statistical means.  

Relatedly, some studies measured officer perceptions that BWCs reduce citizen complaints, and 

results here are mixed. Of the two studies reporting that officers believe that BWCs reduce citizen 

complaints, one found a significant treatment effect (Grossmith et al. 2015). The other (Goetschel and 

Peha 2017) found a significant correlation between officer experience with BWCs and their perceptions 

that BWCs reduce complaints. A third study found that wearing BWCs led to a decrease in officer 

perceptions that BWCs would reduce citizen complaints, though this study did not test for significance 

(Headley, Guerette and Shariati 2017). Taken together, they present inconsistent findings that officers 

feel wearing BWCs reduces the number of complaints made against them. 

More recent studies measure the effect of BWC technology on citizen perceptions of police 

legitimacy and procedural justice, two concepts many scholars suggest are interrelated (Ariel et al. 2020; 

Taylor and Lee 2019). While one study found BWCs increase citizen perceptions that an officer acted 

fairly and appropriately during an encounter (Demir et al. 2020), another study (Demir 2019)—reporting 

different survey items related to procedural justice but from the same dataset as Demir and colleagues 

(2020)—found both mixed and non-significant results. Interestingly, studies that measured officer 

perceptions found something different: that the implementation of BWCs decreases perceptions among 
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officers that BWCs lead police to act professionally and follow procedure during interactions with citizens 

(Wooditch et al. 2020; Wood and Groff 2019; see also Taylor and Lee, 2019).  

 Other measures included in this review were miscellaneous measures of police misconduct. One 

study found individuals who viewed a video of an officer shooting (similar in style to viewing BWC 

footage) were more likely to consider the shooting unjustified compared to individuals who either read 

about the incident or listened to it over audio (McCamman and Culhane 2017). Another study measured 

various officer perceptions relating to misconduct both pre- and post-BWC deployment—including 

perceptions that BWCs will lead to more accurate incident reporting, more cautious decision-making, 

more professional behaviour, and overall better job performance—generally finding mixed results and a 

lack of significant treatment effect (Gaub et al. 2016). Relatedly, a different study reports that viewing 

BWC footage increases officer perceptions that their reports are accurate, though this finding is not 

statistically significant, and the authors note actual errors in officer report writing persist even after 

viewing BWC footage (Dawes et al. 2015). Finally, one study found no change when measuring whether 

wearing BWCs increase officer perceptions that BWCs enhances police transparency and accountability 

(Headley et al. 2017).  

Despite using strict inclusion criteria to ensure the studies reviewed reflected high scientific 

quality, the research team’s findings reveal most empirical findings are not as strong as calls for rigorous 

science would suggest. Many claims that BWCs reduce police misconduct are, for the most part, 

methodologically unsubstantiated if following accepted scholarly standards of assessment. They tend to 

suffer from statistical and logical challenges that undermine their results; that is, they lack statistical 

significance, fail to maintain strict experimental conditions during large-scale police studies, and use 

inconsistent definitions of police misconduct. The latter is particularly notable given that it emerges as a 

driving reason for using BWCs. The most common outcome variable used to measure police 

misconduct—official complaints against the police—is a particular issue of concern considering 

residents’ ability and desire to bring complaints to the police are often constrained by tenuous police-

community relationships (Gascón and Roussell 2019). Other measures of police misconduct rely on 

officer perceptions of their behaviour, which can be misleading as researchers have long recognised that 

officers underestimate their own misconduct (Hader and Snortum 1975). 

 

Findings from the Qualitative Text Analysis 
 

Further analysis of the content of these studies reveals how positivistic methods conceptualise 

police-issued surveillance technologies, which influence what evidence can say about their impact. The 

sample reveals framings of BWCs as independent entities that affect behaviour in ways that either overtly 

posit a cause-and-effect relationship or implicitly suggest one. As the studies present their aims as 

assessing BWCs’ impact on actions, such as reducing use-of-force and complaints, they reinforce a 

presumption that BWCs’ successes or failures (e.g., to reduce force or not reduce force) can be 

understood as consistent and fixed interventions—even if the contexts, situations, and other actors 

involved vary greatly. In short, they cast BWCs as things used by human actors to do policing in 
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methodical and predictable ways. In doing so, they render the technology as a thing that can be 

abstracted from context rather than as a constitutive part of the interactions that make up policing 

practices. 

 The problematic dimensions of these framings become evident when scrutinising what 

considerations are removed from analyses to make objective assessments. To illustrate, Ariel and 

colleagues (2017) claim BWCs reduce complaints against police, thus improving police legitimacy. They 

argue the reduction in complaints occurs because either BWCs curb bad police behaviour that would 

lead to a legitimate complaint or curb illegitimate complaints by citizens who want to ‘make trouble’ 

(302). The authors thus fail to account for the technology’s agentive role in police-citizen interactions. In 

particular, they overlook possible power dynamics that influence police-citizen interactions, suggesting 

the reduction in complaints is a result of improved citizen or officer behaviour caused by the presence of 

a BWCs and not, for instance, a result of the citizen being intimidated out of making a legitimate 

complaint due to the interaction being recorded from exclusively the officers’ perspective.  

Such assertions depart from observations made by other social scientists. To elaborate, Brucato 

(2015: 470) has documented how police perspectives are legally and culturally privileged; BWC footage 

and supporting police narratives of events can ‘nullify’ citizen narratives in court. By buttressing police 

narratives, BWCs can serve as repressive tools against citizens seeking to make claims against police, 

especially for those whose claims of police misconduct are historically dismissed. In contrast, Ariel and 

colleagues’ (2017: 303) assert ‘complaints are a proxy to police (mis)conduct’ and thus a proxy to police 

legitimacy, ignoring dynamics that inform police-citizen encounters. They divorce their analytic 

assessments from the social conditions and inequalities shaping these encounters (Roussell et al. 2017). 

In other words, the narrow focus on the specific ‘act’ and ‘effect’ yields research that does not capture 

structural considerations, in turn, minimising—and arguably dismissing—how context contributes to 

these interactions.  

Overall, the studies create distance from embodied experience as a requirement for making 

objective assessments. This tendency aligns with observations that many privileged notions of scientific 

objectivity reinforce an abstracted ‘reductionism’ which becomes ‘enforced as the standard’ (Haraway 

1988: 580). In this case, the studies from the sample enable certain kinds of claims to be presented as 

verified findings: BWCs having a ‘civilising effect’ on both police and civilians (Headley et al. 2017), 

recordings de-escalating anti-social behaviour like use-of-force, and BWCs encouraging more desirable 

conduct, such as respect and understanding between police and civilians. One set of conclusions based 

on these claims is that police alter their behaviour when being recorded because they believe their 

chance of being caught is higher (Ariel et al. 2017). It can be asserted as an evidence-based finding 

precisely because it disregards the on-the-ground relationships of which these technologies become a 

part.  

The textual analysis points to a deeper issue regarding how the limited empirical support for 

BWCs is constructed: the concern that many researchers fail to meet their own standards of evidence. 

Two epistemological manoeuvres stand out across the studies in the making of evidence-based claims: 

(1) constructing police-issued surveillance technologies as interventions that operate in neutral 

Justice and Technoscience Lab (JusTech)

Police-Issued Surveillance Technologies:  
A Systematic Review and Analysis of the Research 

9



conditions, and (2) rendering structural inequalities as outside the parameters of study. By actively 

removing technologies from context to explain impact, BWCs are represented as stable objects with 

measurable outcomes due to predictable conditions. Results across the studies—both among those that 

meet and fail to meet positivistic standards of evidence—dismiss localised and structural conditions that 

invariably inform policing in practice. Accordingly, these observations prompt questions about the 

interests the evidence base might serve if they are negating power and context (even if unintended by 

researchers). The design of BWC evaluation research, which reflects accepted hierarchies of evidence 

(Engel et al. 2020), reveals the inability for experimental research to fully capture dynamic social 

interactions that are necessary to understand for robust social policy.  

This observation reflects critiques expressed in other disciplines: a clear tradeoff of RCTs is their 

narrowness in scope, which can result in limited practical benefit (Cartwright 2007; Deaton and 

Cartwright 2018). As Deaton and Cartwright (2018: 2) explain, RCT results may help advance ‘science 

but are weak ground for inferring “what works”.’ The discussion reflects on how these dynamics play out 

in relation to the experimental research used to evaluate BWCs’ impact on police misconduct. 

 

 
Discussion 
 

This analysis reveals there is not only limited evidence that BWCs reducing police misconduct 

but also that the evidence is particularly narrow and abstracted from lived realities. These interconnected 

considerations are necessary when examining the nature and integrity of their empirical foci and design.  

First, although RCT research and findings are often considered the gold standard of evidence, 

many of the BWC studies examined here demonstrate challenges. One concern that stands out is 

maintaining the conditions of their experiment due to the unpredictable nature of studying interactions in 

real-life settings. Most notably, researchers struggle to verify whether noted effects can be attributed to 

BWCs because of two key difficulties during experiments: (1) knowing for sure whether or not officers 

had their BWCs turned on; (2) keeping officers assigned to wear BWCs separate from those assigned 

not to wear BWCs during their encounters with citizens. Such issues undermine the methodology. The 

potential co-mingling of officers wearing BWCs and officers not wearing BWCs during an experiment, for 

instance, prompts questions about whether changes in officer-civilian encounters are due to the 

technology specifically or to some other factor—a concern most authors did acknowledge.2 Many 

studies also inconsistently adhere to accepted statistical logics. At times, authors acknowledge this 

concern, citing issues with statistical power due to low incident rates (e.g., White, Gaub and Todak 

2018). Others, however, make no note of the statistical issues affecting their experiments.3  

2 This is understandable, especially in large-scale studies, given the dynamic nature of policing; however, it 
points to the limitations of using these methodologies. 
3 For example, Gaub and colleagues (2016) report statistically significant group differences at p<.10, though 
the conventionally accepted level of significance in social science research is an alpha level of .05 or lower. 
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The second finding of particular concern is the many examples of claims based on non-

significant results. For instance, a US-based study found no significant difference in the number of 

complaints received by officers wearing BWCs compared to officers not wearing BWCs during their one-

year experiment. The authors nonetheless claim that BWCs reduce officer complaints because of a 

significant drop in all complaints (that is, for both officers wearing and not wearing BWCs) during the 

experimental period compared to the overall number of complaints received the year prior to BWCs 

being implemented (Ariel et al. 2015). The authors argue BWCs improve officer behaviour even for 

officers who only observe others wearing the cameras. This claim is arguably based on faulty statistical 

logic4 and fails to account for broader social considerations that may have influenced their results. 

Consider, for example, the time period of this study: January to December 2012, during which the death 

of Trayvon Martin, an unarmed Black adolescent killed by a white Florida resident, sparked renewed 

outrage on issues of racial justice, including police violence toward Black persons. The study disregards 

how a climate marked by significant public scrutiny could affect police actions, not simply the presence 

of BWCs.  

 The methodological issues of concern in these studies, like inconsistencies in the definition of 

officer misconduct and inability to maintain experimental conditions, cast further doubt on whether 

experiments are the most appropriate method for evaluating dynamic issues like police misconduct. 

Some proponents of evidence-based policing concur, arguing that experiments are constrictive and that 

more diverse methodologies would provide more robust evaluations (Brown et al. 2018). The heavy 

reliance on RCT and other positivistic criteria reveal clear limitations; they examine police technologies as 

a set of isolated variables that can be controlled and manipulated. As a result, the criminological 

evidence base exemplifies a case of what Woolgar and Pawluch (1985: 216) call ontological 

gerrymandering—that is, ‘portraying statements about conditions and behaviours as objective while 

relativising the definitions and claims made about them.’ Here, the privileged framing of experimental 

evidence presents BWC technology as a tool that can impact policing practices in ways that supersede 

important contextual dimensions. 

 Other dimensions of this gerrymandering extend beyond research design to questions of ethics. 

Research funded by the makers of BWC technology raises concern about the objectivity and 

independence, as is the case in the study by Dawes and colleagues (2015),5 which presents BWC as an 

effective tool for improving the accuracy of report-writing among officers. Although the authors 

acknowledge research-industry collaboration, such associations arguably cannot be appropriately 

mitigated by methods of disclosure alone. The concern here is how the industry partnership may have 

shaped the study’s focus and influenced the particular focus of claims being made, not whether or not it 

is acknowledged after the fact (see Goldberg 2019). In cases where experimental research is funded by 

4 By this, we refer to the practice of combining effects for treatment and control groups and still making a 
causal claim based on the intervention (Field 2009). 
5 TASER International Inc., now Axon (and its subsidiary Vievu), funded study. As of 2018, the company held 43 
of the 54 active BWC contracts in the United States (Brustein 2018). Four of the five study authors were 
employees of Axon, and two authors were investors at the time of publication. 
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industry partners with vested interests in the outcome, the cloak of neutrality provided by experimental 

methodology can deflect the potential for public harm.6 Additionally, concerns about positivistic BWC 

research—such as the discounting of contextual considerations—are compounded when multiple 

papers from the same authors (or subset of authors) feature duplicate data and findings, as was the case 

with some studies in our sample.7 While often done for comparative purposes, the repetition of data and 

findings reinforces previously made claims, thus amplifying earlier conclusions as if they are seemingly 

more valid. 

Observations regarding the nature of evidence around BWCs’ impact point to broader critiques 

of criminology, which emphasise the field’s complicit relationships with state and corporate entities, and 

its depoliticisation of significant, even life-threatening, issues through the use of value-neutral claims 

(Young 2012). For example, Van Cleve and Mayes (2015: 420-1) warn that ‘criminal justice research and 

statistics play a crucial role in the cultural reification of Black criminality’ because their ‘seemingly race-

neutral statistics’ become understood as ‘scientific proof’ and thus a ‘justification for support of practices 

and policies that reinforce racial segregation and inequality’. The sample analysed here offer a case in 

point: many studies that position BWCs’ as an effective tool for reducing police misconduct, despite 

notable methodological shortcomings. In doing so, they appear race-neutral when they are, in fact, 

erasing relevant racialised contexts. As BWCs contribute to the expansion of police surveillance capacity 

(Mateescu, Rosenblat and boyd 2016), such studies, even though advocating for reform, do not address 

the underlying social concern: the disproportionate targeting of racialised communities by police. 

 

Conclusion 
 

In contrast to systematic reviews that suggest BWC technology is innovative and promising 

(Cubitt et al. 2017) or state there is not yet enough evidence to make an assessment (Lum et al. 2019), 

findings presented here point to an important concern overlooked by many advocates of evidence-based 

policy: the hegemonic influence of accepted gold standards of evaluation. The ‘the lay public, and 

sometimes researchers, put too much trust in RCTs over other methods of investigation,’ which can be 

especially problematic given their narrow scope and limited capacity to explain ‘what works’ (Deaton and 

Cartwright 2018: 2). 

Some existing criminology scholarship demonstrates the importance of highlighting the 

conditions that inform police misconduct, including the social position of persons involved and the 

duration of police-civilian encounters (e.g., Willits and Makin 2018). For example, many qualitative studies 

of police-issued surveillance technologies illuminate the agentive role of perspective in both civilian 

documentation of police misconduct and BWC footage, revealing that the presumed objectivity of the 

later is ‘conditioned by the [privileged] point-of-view from which the documentation is captured’ (Brucato 

6 As was the case when deep partnerships between the pharmaceutical industry and health care providers 
contributed to the opioid crisis (Goldberg 2019). 
7 Six studies included duplicate sets of data and findings (five presenting new research). 

Justice and Technoscience Lab (JusTech)

Police-Issued Surveillance Technologies:  
A Systematic Review and Analysis of the Research 

12



2015: 470). Although this in-depth research does not meet the positivistic criteria for inclusion as 

evidence, it illustrates how BWCs are part of complex technosocial relations that cannot be captured by 

an epistemological vantage point that renders ‘events and phenomena’ as ‘singular, isolated moments’ 

(Pascale 2010: 161). In contrast, reductive constructions often used in positivistic evaluations can carry 

over into poorly informed research, policy, and practice, with grave consequences for communities who 

are targeted by law enforcement (Roussell et al. 2017). Bringing in qualitative and participatory methods 

could aid in addressing validity and reliability concerns long recognised as problems for strictly 

quantitative accounts of social interactions (Sieber 1973). 

Beyond widening the methodological lens for evidence, it is imperative that policing research be 

appropriately attuned to the situational circumstances and power dynamics present during police-citizen 

encounters. Russell-Brown (2016: 213) argues the proposition of BWCs as a solution to police racial 

violence is indicative of how partnerships between criminologists and policymakers, both historically and 

currently, discredit ‘Black claims of state violence’. In particular, BWCs and the footage they produce can 

lead to the invalidation of civilian narratives of racialised police violence (Russell-Brown 2016). Reforms 

premised on constructions of objectivity can thus contribute to powerful, albeit misguided, rhetoric that 

police violence is being addressed. They also enhance police surveillance capabilities that 

disproportionately target groups already marginalised by the state (Maynard 2017). Insidiously, reforms 

can thus exacerbate the problematic dimensions of policing for many communities of colour. While this 

analysis illuminates shortcomings in quantitative research that presents BWCs as promising 

interventions, the more important point is these practical implications. Research claims can do more than 

encourage investment in technologies that may not be effective; they can buttress the expansion of 

problematic police practices under the guise of pursuing accountability. 
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Appendix A 
 

Systematic Review Search Strategy 

To generate a list of all relevant terms, the research team divided the topic of the review into the three 

variables of interest: 1) police, 2) police-issued surveillance technology, and 3) police misconduct. The 

team then generated a list of all possible search terms associated with each, collectively agreeing to only 

use terms related to variable 1 and 2 in the search, as they would capture all relevant studies. Table 2 

captures the comprehensive list of the search terms included in the search process. 

Table 2 
Search terms relevant to study 
1) Police-issued surveillance technology 2) Officer 
Body-worn video 
BWC 
Cam 
Camera 
Camera-equipped vest 
Cameras 
Cams 
Dash –cam 
GPS 
Head-cams 
Headcams 
Microphone 
OVC 
Technology 

Law enforcement 
Officer 
Officers 
Police 
Policing 
 

 

We followed Cochrane guidelines to conduct the search: we selected three databases to 

search, including one cross-disciplinary database, and built one search strategy for each database 

based on the variables noted above by using database-specific syntax (Higgens and Green 2011). We 

conducted a hand search in addition to the database search by reviewing the references of each of the 

studies identified in our database search that, based on the article’s title and abstract, met items 1, 2, 

and 3 of our inclusion criteria, manually adding the studies to our search results. Additionally, we tracked 

and tallied which journals published relevant studies and hand searched them for recent publications and 

special issues on our variables of interest. This search process was originally conducted in late 2018 and 

subsequently repeated to ensure the inclusion of new studies.  
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Appendix B 
Summary of Studies Included in Review 

Authorship 
(Year 

Published) 

Study 
Location 

 

PIST 
Intervention 

 

Outcome Measure Relating 
to Police Misconduct 

 

Intervention Effect on 
Outcome Measure 

 

Significance 
 

Ariel at al. 
(2015) 

Rialto (US) 
 

BWCs 
 

Citizen complaints 
 

Intervention led to decrease 
of 2 
 

Not significant 

Ariel et al. 
(2020) 

5 regions of 
Uruguay: 
Area 
Metropolitan, 
Rocha, 
Canelones, 
Maldonado 
and Soriano 

BWCs 

D
riv

er
 p

er
ce

pt
io

ns
 o

f p
ol

ic
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le
gi

tim
ac

y 

D
riv

er
 p

er
ce

pt
io

ns
 o

f p
ro

ce
du

ra
l j

us
tic
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Driver 
perception that 
officer allowed 
the driver to 
speak for 
themselves 
during 
interaction 

Intervention lead to 
increased perceptions 
(standard difference in 
means: 802, large effect) 

p ≤ 0.001 

Driver 
perception that 
officer 
explained 
decisions well 

Intervention lead to 
increased perceptions 
(standard difference in 
means: .232, small effect) 

p = 0.096  
(reported as 
marginally 
significant) 

Driver 
perception that 
officer acted 
respectfully 

Intervention lead to 
increased perceptions 
(standard difference in 
means:.460, small effect) 

p ≤ 0.001 

Driver 
perception that 
officer showed 
concern for the 
well-being of 
the driver  

Intervention lead to 
increased perceptions 
(standard difference in 
means: .534, medium effect) 

p ≤ 0.001 

Driver 
perception that 
officer 
demonstrated 
impartiality or 
neutrality in 
their decision 
making 

Intervention lead to 
increased perceptions 
(standard difference in 
means: .497, medium effect) 

p ≤ 0.001 

Driver perception of 
distributive justice: 
perception that they 
were treated the 
same as any other 
driver would have 
been treated 

Intervention lead to 
increased perceptions 
(standard difference in 
means: .417, small effect) 

p ≤ 0.001 

Driver perception of 
officer lawfulness; 
measured as a binary: 
whether officer asked 
for ticket payment ‘on 
the spot’ (bribery) 

Intervention lead to no 
change  

p > .05 

Driver perception of 
safety during their 
encounter with the 

Intervention lead to 
increased perceptions 
(standard difference in 

p ≤ 0.001 
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officer means: .654, medium effect) 
Ariel et al. 
(2017) 

England and 
Ireland  
 

BWCs 
 

Citizen complaints 
 

Intervention led to increase 
of 3 
 

Authors do not 
report whether 
there were 
significant 
differences 
between control 
and treatment 
groups; instead, 
authors report 
significant 
difference 
between pre-test 
and post-test 
analysis 
(combining 
scores from 
intervention and 
control groups) 

Braga et al. 
(2019) 

Boston (US) BWCs Citizen complaints Intervention lead to 
decrease of 19 (standard 
difference in means: -.137, 
small effect) 
 

p = .021 

Dawes et al. 
(2015) 

Scottsdale/ 
Phoenix (US) 

BWCs Officer perception of their 
report writing accuracy 

Intervention led to increase 
in perceptions 

No significance 
testing reported 
 

Accuracy of officer reports 
 

Intervention did not affect 
report accuracy 
 

No significance 
testing reported 
 

Demir 
(2019) 

Eskisehir, 
Turkey 

BWCs Civilian perception of quality 
of police behaviour 

Intervention led to increase 
in perceptions 

p < .01 

Civilian perception that 
police would comply with 
legal and administrative 
standards and rules during 
interaction 

Intervention led to increase 
in perceptions 

Not significant 

Civilian perception that 
BWCs prevent officer 
corruption 

Intervention led to increase 
in perceptions 

p < .01 

Civilian perception that 
BWCs reduce complaints 
against police 

Intervention led to increase 
in perceptions 

Not significant 

Demir et al. 
(2020) 

Eskisehir, 
Turkey  

BWCs Civilian perceptions of 
procedural justice 

Intervention led to increase 
in perceptions (standard 
difference of means: 1.04, 
large effect size) 

p < .0001 

Civilian perceptions of traffic 
police legitimacy  

Intervention led to increase 
in perceptions (standard 
difference of means: .26, 
small effect size) 

p < .01 

Civilian perceptions of 
general police legitimacy 
perceptions  

Intervention led to increase 
in perceptions (standard 
difference of means: .28, 
small effect size) 
 

p < .05 

Demir and 
Kule (2020) 

Eskisehir, 
Turkey 

BWCs Civilian satisfaction with the 
encounter 

Intervention led to increase 
in perceptions 

p < .001 
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Gaub et al. 
(2016) 

Phoenix, 
Tempe and 
Spokane (US) 

BWCs Officer 
perception that 
BWCs affect 
an officer’s 
decision to use 
force 

Phoenix 
 

Intervention increased 
perception by 2.1% 

Not significant 

Tempe 
 

Intervention decreased 
perception by 11.2% 

Not significant 
(though reported 
significant,         
p < .1) 

Spokane 
 

Intervention decreased 
perceptions by 1.6% 

Not significant 

Officer 
perception that 
BWCs lead to 
officers being 
more cautious 
in making 
decisions 

Phoenix 
 

Intervention increased 
perception by 0.3% 

Not significant 

Tempe 
 

Intervention increased 
perceptions by 5.5% 

Not significant 

Spokane 
 

Intervention decreased 
perceptions by 9.5%  

Not significant 
(though reported 
significant at p < 
.1) 

Officer 
perception that 
BWCs will lead 
officers to act 
more 
professionally 

Phoenix 
 

Intervention decreased 
perceptions by 4.7%  

Not significant 

Tempe 
 

Intervention decreased 
perceptions by 0.3% 

Not significant 

Spokane 
 

Intervention decreased 
perceptions by 10.7%  

Not significant 

Officer 
perception that 
BWCs improve 
overall officer 
job 
performance 
 

Phoenix 
 

Intervention decreased 
perceptions by 5.8% 

Not significant 

Tempe 
 

Intervention increased 
perceptions by 4.4% 

Not significant 

Spokane Intervention increased 
perceptions by 8.2% 

Not significant 

Goetschel 
and Peha 
(2017) 
 

Pittsburgh 
(US) 
 

BWCs 
 

Officer perceptions that 
BWCs will decrease citizen 
complaints against officers  
 

Intervention increased 
perceptions by 20% 
 

Study did not 
test group 
differences, but 
rather 
correlations.  
Significant 
positive 
correlation (0.37) 
between officers 
with BWC 
outcome 
measure p ≤  .05 
 

Groff (2020) Philadelphia 
(US) 

BWCs Citizen complaints Citizen complaints were 
about 25.6% lower for the 
BWC officers net of pre-
treatment levels 
 

Not significant 

Grossmith 
et al. (2015) 

London (UK) BWCs Citizen complaints Six of ten treatment groups 
had lower average 
complaints than control 
groups 

Two treatment 
groups showed 
significant 
difference, but 
no significant 
combined effect 
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Officer perceptions of citizen 
complaints 

Officers in treatment groups 
were more likely to feel 
protected against 
complaints than control 
group 
 

Significant at p < 
.001 
 

Headley et 
al. (2017) 

Hallandale 
Beach (US) 

BWCs Number of complaints 
against officers 

Intervention led to decrease 
of 2 (50%) 

Not significant 

Officer perceptions that 
BWC increases police 
transparency & 
accountability 
 

Intervention led to decrease 
in officers who ‘strongly 
agree’ (down 22.5%), 
increase in officers who 
‘agree’ (up 13.5%), 
decrease in officers who feel 
‘neutral’ (down 4.9%), 
increase in officers who 
‘disagree’ (up 25%), and 
decrease officers who 
‘strongly disagree’ (down 
11.1%) 

No significance 
testing reported 

Officer perceptions that 
BWC reduces citizen 
complaints  
 

Intervention led to decrease 
in officers who ‘strongly 
agree’ (down 22.2%), 
decrease in officers who 
‘agree’ (down 29.8%), 
increase in officers who feel 
‘neutral’ (up 9.5%), increase 
in officers who ‘disagree’ (up 
39.0%), and increase in 
officers who ‘strongly 
disagree’ (up 3.4%) 

No significance 
testing reported 

Office perceptions that BWC 
reduces the number of 
citizen complaints per officer 
 

Intervention led to decrease 
in officers who ‘strongly 
agree’ (down 3.7%), 
decrease in officers who 
‘agree’ (down 11.2%), 
decrease in officers who feel 
‘neutral’ (down 20.1%), 
increase in officers who 
disagree (up 35.2%), and 
decrease in officers who 
strongly disagree (down 
0.1%) 
 

No significance 
testing reported 

Hedberg et 
al. (2017) 

Phoenix (US) BWCs Number of citizen 
complaints 

Intervention led to 2 point 
(.5%) decrease in 
complaints 

Did not test 
between-groups 
significance (too 
little power); 
Used generalized 
linear model to 
predict whether 
an incident is 
associated with 
a complaint: 
found significant 
treatment effect 
(p < .001) for  
predictive 
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models 1 & 2 
(model 1 enters 
treatment 
assignment into 
predictive model, 
model 2 adds 
controls for 
incident type and 
time of year) 
 

Jennings et 
al. (2015) 

Orlando (US)  BWCs Official  
number of 
serious  
external 
complaints 
(reported as  
mean  
proportion) 

Treatment 
group 
change 
(pre/post 
interventio
n) 

Intervention lead to post 
experimental drop of 0.17 
for mean number of 
complaints 

Not significant, 
though reported 
significant at p < 
.10 

Control 
group 
change 
(pre/post 
interventio
n) 

Intervention lead to post 
experiment drop of 0.21 for 
mean number of complaints 

Not significant 

Prevalence  
of serious external 
complaints 
(reported as 
percentage) 

 

Treatment 
group 
change 
(pre/post 
interventio
n) 
 

Intervention led to post 
experiment drop of .0869 for 
mean number of complaints 

Not significant, 
though reported 
significant at p < 
.10 

Control 
group 
change 
(pre/post 
interventio
n) 

Intervention led to post 
experiment increase of 
.0232 in mean number of 
complaints 

Not significant 

McCamman 
and 
Culhane 
(2017) 

Cross-
Country (US) 

3X3 research 
design 
including 
"officer 
reaction 
during video" 
(3 levels: 
crying, 
talking, 
calling 
attorney) and 
"type of 
medium" (3 
levels: video, 
audio, text) 
 

Degree to which participants 
agreed with the notion that 
the officer was justified in 
the shooting  

Respondents exposed to 
the shooting via video were 
more likely to perceive the 
shooting as unjustified 
(compared to viewing 
incident through text or 
audio); Officer reaction did 
not affect participants' 
perceptions of justification 
for the shooting 

Type of medium 
significant at p = 
.006, video 
condition varied 
significantly from 
text (p = .001) 
and audio (p = 
.018) conditions; 
Officer reaction 
was not 
significant 
 

Sutherland 
et al. (2017) 

Rialto (US) BWCs Citizen complaints Intervention lead to increase 
in average number of 
complaints from 37 (pre-

Authors do not 
compare groups, 
instead assess 
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experiment) to 4 (post 
experiment) 

pre/ 
post differences 
using time-series 
models but 
report no 
significance  
 

White et al. 
(2018) 

Spokane (US) BWCs Citizen complaints Intervention led to decrease 
in mean complaints 
 

Not significant 

Wood and 
Groff (2019) 

Philadelphia 
(US) 

BWCs Officer perceptions that 
police act more 
professionally when wearing 
BWCs 

Intervention led to decrease 
in the proportion of officers 
that ‘agree’ and increase in 
the proportion of officers 
that ‘disagree’ 
 

p < .05 

Wooditch et 
al. (2020) 

Los Angeles 
(US) 

BWCs Officer perception that 
wearing BWCs are more 
likely to follow department 
procedure when they 
encounter members of the 
public 
 

Mission: officers agreeing 
with statement decreased 
by 14.15% post intervention 

p < .01 

Newton: % of officers 
agreeing with statement 
decreased by 13.56 post 
intervention 

Not significant 

Combined: % of officers 
agreeing with statement 
decreased by 13.94% post 
intervention 
 

p < .001 

Yokum et 
al. (2019) 

Washington 
(US) 

BWCs Official civilian complaints No difference (intervention 
led to very small increase) 
 

Not significant 
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