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INTRODUCTION 

 

Recent unsettling events in cities across the country—from Ferguson, New York City to Baltimore— 
have highlighted the need for improved relations between communities and police. As attention is 
drawn to reforms, too often key voices seem to be missing: those of young people of color and street-
level officers.  Philadelphia, in an effort to prevent similar tragedies from occurring in our city, wanted 
to provide a platform for youth to share their perspectives with police in order to foster an 
environment of respect and mutual understanding. From media reports to anecdotes to statistics, it is 
clear that youth-police interactions seed either harmony or disruption. Without youth insights, 
dialogues taking place stand at risk of being more academic than practical, no matter how well 
intended. Philadelphia has to take another route.  
 
That is why the Philadelphia Commission on Human Relations, the Philadelphia Police Advisory 
Commission, My Brother’s Keeper Philadelphia, and the Mayor’s Office on Immigrant and Multicultural 
Affairs united to launch the Securing Our Future initiative. This two-part process began with reflections 
and perspectives from over 200 young Philadelphians and those who champion them. Armed with data 
and details about crime and law enforcement in the city they spoke about how we, as a city, could 
reframe and re-imagine meaningful and robust relationships among all residents and police. 
Facilitators replaced myths with facts. Special attention was paid to what occurs between those living 
and working in higher crime areas and those charged with serving and protecting them. With the help 
of the University of Pennsylvania’s Project for Civic Engagement, the Justice Department’s Office of 
Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, and a host of trained volunteers, the summit focused on 
creating suggestions for achievable outcomes. By design, these younger residents fleshed out their 
feelings and then took an active role in crafting sober, viable recommendations for improvements.  
 
The next step called for representatives to deliver their findings directly to the Philadelphia Police 
Department’s administrative leaders and beat cops. They did this to discuss ways to enact pragmatic 
and measurable change. Creating an open portal to enable those wearing a badge to exchange views 
with youth is critical. It is equally essential for those in city leadership – from the police commissioner 
to the mayor – to hear and incorporate youth perspectives in any related action plans. Action is 
certainly expected, in the wake of two landmark studies about local policing – one on officer-involved 
shootings in Philadelphia completed by the U.S. Department of Justice, the other commissioned by 
President Barack Obama through his Task Force on 21st Century Policing.  
 
Securing Our Future participants worked from the premise that progress can only come via talking with 
– not at – one other. They took to heart the words of Philadelphia Police Commissioner Charles H. 
Ramsey when he speaks about addressing long-simmering concerns in a sustainable way: 
 

It’s about police officers treating people in a respectful way. Not everyone in a community, 
however challenged it may be, is guilty of committing a crime. And not every police officer, even 
though there are some who engage in misconduct, is bad; it starts with conversations and 
getting to know one another. 
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That mantra served as the basis for these recommendations. It is the expectation of these young 
people, their advocates, the partners, and the convening agencies that such work will be respected 
accordingly. To Philadelphia’s future, it cannot be in vain. 
 
 
We would like to thank those organizations the participated in the summit: 
 

Asian Americans United 
Attic Youth Center 
BET  
Canaan Baptist Church 
Candle Light Productions 
CAPA High School 
CCO 
Center for Male Engagement  
City Year 
Concerned Black Men (CBM) 
Constitution High School 
CTR  
Disproportionate Minority Contact Philadelphia 
Working Group 
East Stroudsburg University 
Front Line Dads 
GW Carter High School 
Health Promotions Council 
Holy Cross Baptist Church 
Jubilee School 
Kutztown University 
 

Mastery Charter, Shoemaker 
Martin Luther King High School 
Mayor’s Commission on African and Caribbean 
Immigrant Affairs  
Mayor’s Commission on Asian American Affairs  
Native Hill 
PA School for the Deaf  
The Penn Project for Civic Engagement 
Philadelphia Youth Commission  
Philadelphia Youth Network 
Philly-wood 7 
Police Athletic League 
PowerCorpsPHL  
School District of Philadelphia 
Science Leadership Academy 
Summer Search 
The Forward Firm  
Town Watch Integrated Services  
United Healthcare 
University of Pennsylvania Law School 
West Chester University  
Youthbuild Philadelphia Charter School 
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WHAT WE FOUND, IN SUMMARY 

Through moderated discussions youth were provided an 

opportunity to have their voices heard in a meaningful and 

constructive way.  Moderators, over the span of two hours, 

facilitated discussions centered on youth attitudes towards 

police, finding out what contributes to positive and negative 

interactions with cops, and what can be done to improve 

relationships between police and youth. 

 

Moderators noted that, generally, youth struggled to identify 

positive interactions with local law enforcement. Recurring 

themes through the discussions centered on the need for 

police to develop practices to engage with youth in more 

positive ways, in getting to know them as individuals, outside 

of the traditional policing context.  

Youth are generally apprehensive of police officers and 

related many instances of discourteous service, being 

mistakenly identified as suspects, or feeling targeted because 

of the way they look, behave or express themselves. 

Nevertheless, the young people acknowledged that the 

relationship between youth and police is influenced by the 

negative portrayal of youth and police in the media and 

popular culture. They expressed the need for communities to 

hold themselves accountable, to be more active in policing, 

and to find ways to change the current narrative to a positive 

one in which youth and police can build better relationships.  

  

“Well this was a positive thing. The police clearly 

know that something is wrong and they are trying 

to find a solution.” 

Youth Think That a Good Cop 

Is One Who: 

• Is respectful 

• Leaves personal issues at home 

• Has the ability to de-escalate 

• Has the ability to mediate 

• Has the ability to engage all 

people 

• Exhibits integrity 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“I feel like I’m in a constant 

state of trauma around 

cops…really nervous around 

cops. Feel like they’re 

constantly surveying me. 

Can’t picture an ideal….the 

whole structure would have to 

change.” 
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HOW DO YOUTH VIEW COPS? 

 

 Youth understand that there are good cops and bad 
cops but are generally apprehensive of police 

 Longstanding tensions between youth and police and 
negative perceptions of police are embedded in the 
community 

 Many believe that police stereotype and unfairly 
target people of color 

 Many believe that police exhibit a lack of concern 
and urgency when youth of color and their families 
are victims of crimes 

 Many youth believe that cops use their position as 
people in uniform to be overly aggressive and 
intimidating 

 Youth feel treated with lack of respect and civility 

 Becoming a cop is something youth do not aspire to; 
in fact, some would even hesitate to call 911 Black 
cops are perceived as being separate from other 
police but not necessarily more positively 

 Youth acknowledge that media, music, news 
contribute to current negative narrative and 
stereotypes 

IN THEIR OWN WORDS… 

“It isn’t hard for me to see police as a regular human being.” 

“I see the good in people; I know police are doing good 

work.” 

“There are some police who we respect, some who we 

don’t.” 

“Police profile young black males - police are trouble makers - 

make big deal out of little things.” 

“Police don’t help blacks as much as they help white 

people.”One participant believes that black cops are on the 

outside, not part of the “cop culture”… they have to prove 

themselves.   

Are any of your peers 

interested in joining police 

force? 

 “No, because he and his peers have 

a negative view of police officers.” 

 “No, police make a big deal of small 

things.” 

 “My friends [are] not interested, 

don’t want to be seen with the 

police.”  

 

Would you like more people 

you know to join the police? 

“Yes, better to have people from 

your community on the police 

force.” 

 

Would you call 911? 

“No, they take too long.  They don’t 

care when they eventually show 

up.” 

“Situation has to be really bad to 

call the police.” 

 

What would make youth join 

the police force? 

“Better interaction with police - if 

interactions change - then vision of 

police would change.”  
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WHAT MAKES FOR POSITIVE INTERACTIONS BETWEEN 

POLICE & YOUTH? 

 

 When police and youth develop personal 
relationships 

 When police take part in community in activities that 
are unrelated to policing 

 When police are caring and courteous 
 

IN THEIR EXPERIENCE…  

“I was lost and a cop came up to me and asked me where I 

was going.  I told him I was lost and he gave me directions.  I 

was scared because of what my father told me they do to 

people.” 

“One positive thing is that some cops see us [using] sign 

language and they come over and say that they want to learn 

that.” 

When playing with neighborhood kids, some cops pulled over 

nearby and the kids got worried, but cops just started playing 

football with them, nothing bad happened.  

The District Commander stopped by a block party. 

WHAT GETS IN THE WAY OF POSITIVE INTERACTIONS 

BETWEEN POLICE & YOUTH? 

 

 When the only police interaction with youth is law 
enforcement 

 When police are discourteous, too aggressive, or 
exhibit lack of care and concern 

 When police act unethically and are not held 
accountable. 

 Negative portrayal of youth in the media 
  

How Police Show They Care 

A police officer from DARE changed 

his whole curriculum just to make 

sure the kids got what they needed 

to learn in a way that relates to 

them and the neighborhoods they 

were in. 

 

Officers buying candy for a school 

fundraiser when kids selling it 

weren’t having any luck. 

 

A cop drove one participant’s 

brother to the hospital after he was 

shot.  

Dialogue Builds Trust 

At Kensington High, police came to 

talk to students and even a student 

whose brother was killed by police 

grew to trust these officers over 

time. At the conclusion of the 

conversation there was a 

trust/bond.  

On Language Access 

They need to follow the rules and 

their directive. “I asked for the 

interpreter and they say they don't 

want to pay for it/or they say they 

can't get a hold of one.” 

On Inclusion 

Girls feel left out of efforts of police 

to build relations--- they only play 

basketball with the guys. The police 

seldom seem to reach out to girls.  
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WHAT GETS IN THE WAY OF POSITIVE INTERACTIONS 

BETWEEN POLICE & YOUTH? (CONTINUED) 

 When police are desensitized, show contempt for 

the residents/communities in which they work 

 Fear, mistrust and lack of communication between 

youth and police 

 Lack of community engagement in policing 

 Lack of police engagement in the communities that 

they serve 

 Unnecessary and excessive use of the Stop and Frisk 

policy 

 Embedded negative views about police in the 

community 

 Disparities in how people of color are treated by 

police 

IN THEIR EXPERIENCE… 

 

One youth stated: “Only time I see a cop is when something 

bad happens.” 

“I was just picking my daughter up from day care, when I 

stopped to shake hands with a couple of neighborhood guys. 

The police pulled up jumped out of their cars and pushed me 

against the wall, in front of my daughter, accusing me of 

selling drugs.”  

A participant described incidents where her parents’ store 

was robbed. It took an hour for the police to come. When the 

police arrived they acted as if the robbery was not a “big 

thing.” Same thing happened at a later date when her 

parents were robbed by a man with a knife.   

“I went to go pick up food for my mom. As I was coming 

home from the store, cops stopped me and took the food. 

They took off my shoes, checked my shoes, and asked for my 

information.” 

A Case of Mistaken Identity 

A youth described an incident 

where he was picked up by the 

police because he matched the 

description of a person who was 

reported to be in the neighborhood 

with a gun.  

When the police realized their 

mistake they let him go. No 

apology. The incident made him 

bitter. An apology would have made 

a big difference.  The youth said he 

was traumatized at the time, but he 

is now “immune” to negative 

interactions with police.  

He Became Homeless 

A participant relayed an experience 

- He was listening to music in 

playground, police asked him to 

turn the music off. He turned it 

down, not off. Police told him again 

to turn it off, so he got up to leave 

the playground.  Police became 

aggressive; he was thrown on the 

ground, arrested, spent two weeks 

in jail, as a result lost his job and 

became homeless.  

 

“There is a constant portrayal 

that everyone living in a 

community riddled by poverty 

is a criminal.  Assumptions are 

made about why people deal 

and use drugs, when in fact 

people are trying their best to 

survive.”  
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OPPORTUNITIES FOR IMPROVING INTERACTIONS 

BETWEEN YOUTH AND POLICE 

WHAT POLICE CAN DO 

Improve their service delivery, even during an enforcement 

action 

 Officers should get out of their patrol cars and 

participate with community members 

 Officers should be on bicycles instead of in cars 

 Police should have a calm conversation before 

arresting someone 

 Cops need training on how to treat people; 

Communications training, not just firearms training 

 Improve technology, like video phones to 

communicate with Deaf people. 

Eliminate biases and improve cultural competency 

 Police need counseling, sensitivity training 

 More police communicating in multiple languages, 

including American Sign Language. 

 Cultural sensitivity training on race, ethnicity, religion, 

customs, cultures, and LGBT community 

 Police should be sensitized to Deaf and blind culture 

Become engaged in the communities they serve, build 

relationships with residents outside enforcement role 

 Getting to know the neighborhoods they are assigned  

 Creating opportunities for community to interface 

with officers outside of formal policing 

 Build better relationships with the faith-based 

community 

 Recruit officers from the community 

 More involvement in after school/recreational 

activities for kids, like PAL  

  

Get To Know Youth Better 

“If I was protecting and serving 

people, I’d want to get to know 

them.”  

 “I’m a young person and feel like 

cops in schools with positive 

interactions could shape the ideas of 

young kids of color growing up, their 

mindset could be different.” 

Effective Dialogue 

“Be more present in a positive way 

like at this discussion. Our table 

talked about the pros and cons of 

including officers in this round table 

discussion – the group thought it 

would be good to talk to them 

directly, but that the conversation 

would be less candid. Maybe there 

could be a future event with an 

officer at each table, or an event 

where there was a listening session 

without officers followed by a 

listening session with an officer.”  

 

Youth reported the need to have 

real voices at the table when 

discussing the relationships 

between community members and 

police officers.  Not only those who 

pose as community “leaders” but 

people who actually live in these 

communities that is affected and 

carries the voice of the community. 

 

As community members, we can 

also greet and give officers the 

respect to build a better 

relationship. 
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CONTINUED…WHAT POLICE CAN DO 

 
 Incorporate into a part of the Police Academy 

training sending officers to various 
communities to volunteer or participate in 
community programs such as PAL, local 
schools, and local events.  

 

Include youth in a meaningful way in policing 
 Develop Youth Advisory Boards in which 

meetings are held with police officers and 

youth. 

 More dialogues like this one (Youth Summit) 

 More discussion with the community about 

what is going on, officers working alongside of 

communities. 

 Discussion of issues should be inclusive of 

everyone not just youth who are well spoken 

for. 

 Develop monthly town hall meetings with 

police officers in the area that are safe spaces 

to empower and educate communities. 

 Include girls in outreach and relationship 

building initiatives. 

Increase and promote existing programs and 
efforts to build relationship with youth, like PAL 

 Use social media/advertising methods to 

better inform/reach out to community 

 Cards for officers to give young people 

information on community programs (PAL, 

Youth Build, PYAP, etc.) 

 Maybe have community meetings where 

officers explain laws? Or maybe teach a class 

in school?  

Become better informed about youth culture 

 Educate the police about youth culture (how 

they speak etc.)  

 

Improve understanding of the underlying context 
of the communities 

 Being more understanding of who people are 

and where they come from; current 

conditions, life styles and situations 

 Develop empathy 

 Cops need to make more effort to understand 

why people are doing illegal things (family 

needs) 
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WHAT COMMUNITY MEMBERS CAN DO 

 
Change the current narrative to a positive one 
 More positive media coverage on good 

community-police relations  

 Instilling a positive mentality of police in young 

children 

 Community member can have more of an open 

mind towards police 

 People shouldn’t believe everything they see, read 

and hear in mass media   

 Community should be more friendly with police 

Build bridges, encourage positive interactions between 
youth and police 
 Communities can develop training for police and 

residents (incl. the Deaf community). 

 Make the police more comfortable because they 

are also scared 

 Use social media to engage more with the police. 

 Develop more opportunities to have positive 

interactions with the police 

Support youth 
 Develop community resources and outlets; 

recreational, social and getting youth involved in 

their communities  

 Making community service appealing to youth and 

available prior to coming into contact with the 

justice system   

 Create programs for youth that encourage 

innovation and creativity, “not just picking up 

trash”  

Become active, engaged and build capacity 
 Develop leaders in the community 

 Seek the voices of those whom are not heard     

 Educate young people on their rights, responsibilities, and the laws  

 Continue to raise community awareness through community dialogues like this summit 

 Participate in police district meetings 

On Accountability 

Accountability goes both ways--- we 

don’t tell people in our community 

that they did things wrong—we 

need to talk among ourselves about 

doing more positive activities and 

being accountable. 

One problem is that many complain 

about neighborhood problems but 

don’t go to meetings or be active. 

They talk about problems but don’t 

address them (this goes for the 

community and the police). 

“We know who the drug dealers 

are—what are we in the community 

going to do?” 

 

Supporting Youth 

There is a need for more job 

opportunities for youth. “Crimes 

committed are often crimes of 

survival”.   

Community service should be 

appealing to youth and available 

prior to coming into contact with a 

system.  Projects which allow for 

innovation and creativity, “not just 

picking up trash”.  
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 Address the small quality of life issues that make the community better 

 Work to bridge gaps between the elders and youth in the community 

 Interact with each other and collaborate to address issues before calling the police 

 Invest in neighbors and the neighborhood 

 Report police misconduct 

 Hold community members accountable for their wrong actions 

 


