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Abstract

Objective: This article identifies the role of structural racism in
policy implementation and argues that a starting point to eval-
uate the potential outcomes of calls for systemic change is to
better situate racism in the study of policy implementation.
Method: This article reviews existing policy implementation lit-
erature to assess the extent to which they account for structural
racism in their analyses of policy implementation success and
failure.
Result: Policy failures have been attributed to multiple factors,
including hierarchies and communication problems, but rarely
to racism.
Conclusion: If racism is to be taken seriously by public admin-
istration scholars, then a new conceptual understanding is called
for along with better efforts to operationalize the crippling
impact racism has on public organizations.

Police reforms since at leastthe first Kerner Commissionhave repeatedly failed to address the brutal treat-
ment of Black Americans in the United States.1 Past reforms have tended to focus on small, incremental
fixes to systemic problems; routinely failing to change the profession of policing, specifically the relation-
ship between police and communities of color. Though there is recent evidence of promising policies to
reduce fatal encounters, such as strong police oversight agencies (Ali and Nicholson-Crotty, 2021), these
policies have not been implemented nationally, only leading to short-term reductions, thereby permitting
violence to persist. The continuity of police violence against Black bodies motivates the growth and radi-
calization of mobilization against this violence and the police force. Since its emergence in 2014, the Black
Lives Matter movement has changed its demands and called for more systemic approaches to ending
violence against Black people.

Scholars of public policy and the study of implementation—in its simplest definition: the practice
of enacting a policy decision—offer several approaches to understanding how and why policies fail or
succeed. Policy may fail to meet the intended goals of its authors for many reasons, including poor design,
but scholars have identified at least four factors associated with failed policy implementation, our primary

1 President Lyndon Johnson convened the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders—or the first Kerner Commission—to study policing.
The final report was issued in 1968.
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focus inthis article. These factors include overly optimistic expectations, implementation in dispersed gov-
ernance, inadequate collaborative policy making, and the vagaries of the political cycle (Hudson, Hunter,
and Peckham, 2019). Yet, despite an increase in the number of studies on the failure of policy imple-
mentation (Bastien, 2009; Chun and Rainey, 2005; Linder and Peters, 1987; Matland, 1995; Pressman and
Wildavsky, 1984), implementation research has yet to acknowledge, conceptualize, and operationalize the
role of structural racism.

We argue that a starting point to evaluate the potential outcomes of recent protests and calls for sys-
temic change is to better situate racism in the study and practice of policy implementation. This is especially
important for understanding why past incremental changes to policing—many well-resourced and often
supported by local leaders—have not ultimately changed police officer practices or behavior. If racism is
to be taken seriously by social science scholars, then a new conceptual understanding of the racist under-
pinnings of policing is called for along with increased efforts to operationalize the crippling impact racism
has on public organizations (Ray, 2019).

This article is an initial effort to do this by contrasting lessons from failed police reforms of the past
with the new calls for system-wide changes to policing.

A CRITIQUE OF THE IMPLEMENTATION LITERATURE

From their influential book on implementation, Pressman and Wildavsky (1984:XXIV) write: “the sepa-
ration of policy design and implementation is fatal.” They meant this metaphorically, as a way to express
the idea that if the government fails to pay attention to implementation, or exactly how a policy will be
enacted, then public policy will inevitably fail or die. We concur, but much more literally. The failure to
properly implement police reform has resulted in death; too often the death of Black people at the hands
of law enforcement officials. We also see the conceptual and practical necessity in distinguishing between
the role of structural racism in policy design versus in policy implementation in policy failure.

In the case of feminist policy making, in a comparative analysis of 27 policy cases, Mazur (2002) observes
that legal interpretations of policies contributed to the failure to preserve the feminist intent of policy
designs. Mazur (2002) states: “[a] law with clear feminist intent may be interpreted in quite non-feminist
ways by judges and lawyers who are not interested in promoting feminist interests.” Similarly, policies
adopted with anti-racist aspirations may be subject to seemingly “colorblind” judicial interpretations that
run counter to their original intent. Further, policy designs that allow for a high level of discretion in
implementation, such as the selective use of body cameras, may provide multiple opportunities for racial
biases to influence policy outcomes and contribute to policy implementation failures. These are some of
the ways in which structural racism, and what Bonilla-Silva (2010) terms the new racism, may shape the
extent to which policy reforms can achieve their desired outcomes.

If we look back at some of the influential studies of implementation outside of police reform, we can
observe a pattern of overlooking racism as a factor in failed policy implementation. This neglect of race
plagues influential policy implementation books exemplified here by the formative work of Pressman and
Wildavsky (1984). Pressman and Wildavsky examined the implementation failure of a job program in
the 1960s in Oakland, CA, of the Economic Development Administration (EDA), a division of HUD.
Despite the EDA job’s program creation as a direct response to Black organizing in Oakland, the authors
underestimate how structural racism undergirded local economic and housing policies when assessing
the myriad of reasons why this failure occurred. Instead, the authors argue that, though ample funding
and well-meaning government officials backed the program, the “technical details” of implementation
proved difficult to overcome. The program was deemed a failure and provided few of the jobs promised
at the onset. This is a small point about a major book with many contributions.2 Yet, by contextualizing
implementation on this micro-level, emphasizing a vast array of small decisions made across government,

2 Pressman and Wildavsky suggest that there were 70 “clearance points” that had to be overcome for successful implementation. At each point there
was a chance that the policy would fail, meaning the odds of clearing all 70 are slim, in the case they studied but also in a more generalizable way to
other policies and programs.
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the authors minimize macro-level factors and system-wide features. Racism operates across and within
various scales of governance in ways that are self-reinforcing, including in the “technical details” and
“clearance points” that Pressman and Wildavsky (1984) emphasize. Additionally, by linking design and
implementation too closely, the authors miss out on the chance to demonstrate the distinct ways that race
and racism features in the design of policy versus the implementation of public policy, and how each may
contribute to policy failure.

Other foundational studies contribute to this tendency to omit the mention and analysis of structural
racism. Martha Derthick’s study of the federal “new towns” program explained away the failure of the
program to build adequate low-income housing as a flaw of federalism and hierarchies. Derthick argues
that Federal officials were “too remote from the urban scene” to realize that local rules prevented this
approach: “it was learned that there were laws on the books prohibiting disposal of land at less than fair
market value” (142). This oversight neglects that local zoning and housing regulations—like apparently
color blind, fair market value rules—have been perpetuated to protect white property from the threat
of Black neighbors. Outside of these two agencies, both systemic and institutional racism appears within
local policing infrastructure as well. It is evident in the systematic targeting of people of color within
vehicles (Wright, Gaozhao, and Snow, 2020), the disproportionate use of force against Black Americans
(Johnson and Kuhns, 2009) as well as excess traffic fines levied against the Black community (Blessett
and Box, 2016). As a result of these institutions being flawed and fundamentally racist, Black lives across
the country are grappling with policy implementation that is biased and predatory. Further, Derthick does
not consider how an “unawareness of arcane local rules” could stem from racism given the prevalence
policymakers exercising power over communities in which they do not live, engage with, or listen to. We
propose that racism may, in fact, be the root cause of failed implementation, and a contributor to the
unawareness of arcane local rules among federal officials.

This point becomes clear when we look to the way other scholars have conceptualized implementation
failure. Sabatier and Mazmanian (1979) summarize a host of similar factors related to clear statutes and
sufficient resources. They write: “any new program requires implementors who are not merely neutral
but sufficiently persistent to develop new regulations and standard operating procedures, and to enforce
them in the face of resistance from target groups and from public officials reluctant to make the man-
dated changes” (547). If persistent implementors are a necessary condition for successful implementation,
it might appear that policymakers simply should seek out the right part of government or create new insti-
tutions. However, if structural racism pervades a sector, determining not just the outcome of any given
decision point, but the foundational attitudes of officials up and down the hierarchy, a different perspec-
tive may be needed to understand systemic policy failure for Black communities. In short, the practice
of public administration and policy institutions can be designed in ways that do not need the conscious
discriminatory practices against people of color to produce racist outcomes (Bonilla-Silva, 2010; Stivers,
2007).

Within the study of implementation, Michael Lipsky’s work, exemplified by Street-level Bureaucracy: Dilem-

mas of the Individual in Public Services (first published in 1980 and updated in 2010), stands out for its attention
to the pernicious role of racism and bias in implementation failure. He famously conceived of the street-
level bureaucrat as an important, and often overlooked, actor in implementing public policy. From the
teacher to the social welfare official to the police officer, these public servants take the broad mandates
from above and act on them.

The discretion granted to street-level bureaucrats and difficulty of the work, leads to coping techniques,
cognitive short-cuts, and differentiation of those clients they serve into simple categories of good and
bad, all contributing to held and developing biases. For Lipsky (2010), the street-level bureaucrats are
predisposed to bias and prejudice, nearly as a feature of the work. Lipsky concludes that this magnifies
other social conditions, especially when those correspond with the population served. He writes: “unsanc-
tioned, persistent differentiation is supported by the racism and prejudices that permeate society and are
grounded in the structure of inequality” (115). Lipsky’s approach, along with others in the later generations
of implementation studies, is important and a contrast from much of the other scholarship in implemen-
tation which tends to discount racism or conceptualize implementation failure in abstract or microlevel
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ways that demote racism to an unmeasured factor. Despite Lipsky’s acknowledgement that bias may be
persistent with street level bureaucrat’s decision making, he does not acknowledge that racism helps create
these conditions. In this view, racism is reduced to an individual level phenomenon, all the while omitting
the structural edifice of systemic racism.

More recent research on the implementation of various social policies has gone much further to inte-
grate issues of race and racism (Fording, Soss, and Schram, 2011; Keiser, Mueser, and Choi, 2004; Kim and
Fording, 2010; Michener, 2016), yet we respectfully contend that more work is needed to interrogate struc-
tural racism itself as a barrier to effective implementation of public policy. In the electoral policy arena,
Jamila Michener (2016) places race into the center of implementation failure of national efforts to broaden
voter registration, but it is the failure to implement key elements of the federal law often by unsupport-
ive elected officials, not the failure of implementation, that frustrates the aims of the policy. This is more
than a semantic difference, each suggesting structural racism as a common cause, yet prone to different
dynamics, the former principally political and the other bureaucratic.

Moreover, Fording, Soss, and Schram (2011) investigate the racial disparities in local implementation
of temporary assistance for needy families (TANF), especially in the biased implementation of sanctions.
Their findings, based on methodologically sophisticated data analysis, point to the problem of policies
that grant implementation discretion to officials who believe in racial stereotypes, and the authors sug-
gestion potential solutions for policymakers to design sanctions that limit the risk of arbitrary and racism
implementation. Nevertheless, they stop short of concluding that it is structural racism that drives their
theoretical model, potentially underestimating the systemic problem that consistently leads policies, not
just limited to the social policy realm, to embed racist outcomes in implementation.

Our call for the adoption of a systemic understanding of racism entails recognizing that, in the absence
of street-level bureaucrat biased decision-making and hostile partisans, racism persists. This is because
racism is a structural phenomenon (Bonilla-Silva, 2010). Structural racism refers to “a network of social
relations at social, political, economic, and ideological levels that shapes the life chances of the various
races” (Bonilla-Silva, 2010). These networks of social relations enable oppression and racial domina-
tion. Oppression includes domination, which refers to the institutional conditions that prevent people
from participating in determining their actions or the conditions of their actions (Young, 1990). Institu-
tions are rules (both formal and informal) embedded in social structures that shape behavior (Montoya,
2016). There is a dialectic relationship between institutions and structures insofar as structures underlie
and inform the creation and operation of new institutions while also stemming from existing institutions
(Montoya, 2016). Even after racist rules are no longer codified in law, they have lasting legacies and the
practices that they sanctioned may persist, as Bonilla-Silva (2010) has argued in relation to Jim Crow and
Davis (2005) in relation to punishment and voter disenfranchisement.

Thus, racism is a social structure that pervades across institutions in which decision making takes place,
the formal and informal norms that govern those decision-making processes, policy implementation, and
enforcement. Further, social structures consist of practices that have been institutionalized over time
(Connell, 1987; Montoya, 2016). Collectively, formal and informal rules and institutions make up the social
structures that immobilize social groups.

Institutions like policing are part of racist social structures and organizations insomuch as they structure
behavior and differentially enable the mobility of racially dominant classes while constraining that of eth-
noracially marginalized groups. Marable (1981) traces the increasing reliance on the state apparatus, and the
criminal justice system specifically, as a mechanism for racial control beginning with the Great Depression,
and particularly after 1945. The institutionalization of violence against Black people in the United States as
extra-legal lynchings was replaced by “legal lynchings” and capital punishment (Bonilla-Silva, 2010). Thus,
the criminal justice system has become an instrument to perpetuate white hegemony and racial dominance
(Bonilla-Silva, 2010).

As institutionalized practices over time, social structures are persistent and operate across and within
multiple scales of governance in ways that are self-reinforcing. It is challenging, but not impossible,
to subvert and transform the social structures that produce oppression and domination (Montoya,
2016). It is challenging to transform social structures because they are produced and reproduced through
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norms, habits, symbols, practices, and assumptions underlying institutional rules that often go unques-
tioned (Young, 1990). These norms, assumptions, and their consequences are also often concealed, denied,
and the evidence of their existence rejected—a phenomenon that Bonilla-Silva (2010) termed colorblind
racism. Collectively, these norms enable racial domination, which produces material and nonmaterial ben-
efits for the dominant race, whose members can actively or passively struggle to maintain their privi-
lege (Bonilla-Silva, 2010). The exercise of power is not only the result of the relation between rulers and
subjects, but also the effect of “liberal and ‘humane’ practices of education, bureaucratic administration,
production and distribution of consumer goods, medicine, and so on” (Foucault, 1977; Young, 1990).
Colorblind racism pervades the institution of policing and criminal justice more generally. The absence of
descriptive and substantive representation in instances of government involved in policy implementation,
particularly in areas that grant significant discretion to officials involved in implementation, or that render
large portions of policies subject to broad interpretation, enables the continuity of colorblind racism in
policy implementation.3

Yet, despite their persistence, social structures change over time, they are fluid, and they can exhibit
aspects of the past or the future and coexist with existing ways of conducting business (Bonilla-Silva, 2010).
Davis (2005), for instance, links the institution of policing to the history of slavery and the maintenance
of racism. Social structures change because they are discursively produced by socially situated subjects
whose position and discourses change over time and across place (Fraser, 2013).4 Thus, the pervasive
reach of social structures and their reproduction across cultural, economic, social, and political norms
and institutions obstructs their elimination simply through the enactment of new laws, the elimination of
existing legislation, or the emergence of new rulers (Young, 1990).

Insofar as the institutions of policing are a reflection of broader and interlocked social structures,
reforming or even abolishing the institution of policing can contribute but not fully subvert racial domina-
tion. Thus, reforming and even abolishing police is an important but not sufficient step to subvert struc-
tural racism. Accordingly, addressing biased decision making is a necessary but not sufficient condition
for dismantling racism in policing, and racism more generally. Collectively, the implementation literature
has shown the failures of policy implementation, yet lacked any substantive discussion around the role
of race as a social structure and systematic racism leading to these failures. We argue that an account of
racism as social structure contributes to an understanding of the complex implementation roots of policy
failures. The scholarship on critical institutions and Black feminist policy research provides useful points
of departure for structural understandings of the drivers of implementation failures and success through
the attention that these fields place on the structures, discourses, and processes that engender oppression
and the voices of those who are affected by the problems that policies seek to address (Hankivsky and
Jordan-Zachery, 2019; Hunting et al., 2015; Hancock, 2007; Jordan-Zachery, 2017).

POLICE REFORM FAILURES

Pressman and Wildavsky, Derthick, Lipsky, and others set the framework for studying implementation,
but much of the social science literature on police failure and reform derives from the work of James Q.
Wilson. Wilson famously provided much of the intellectual foundation for the “broken windows” theory
of policing. Importantly, he downplayed racism as an important factor in policing and police reform He
writes “regardless of whether the victim is Black or white, there are no significant differences between
victim reports and police arrests. This suggests that, though racism may exist in policing (as in all other
aspects of American life), racism cannot explain the overall black arrest rate.” Instead, it was the style
of policing that led Black residents to report harassment, misinterpreting the police as racist (Skolnick,
2008). Similarly, police reform in the United States has fundamentally lacked any apparatus to address

3 See, for instance, Ba et al.’s (2021) study on officer identity and police-civilian interactions in Chicago.
4 Black feminist policy scholarship has developed insights about the role of discursive practices in policy-making processes and questioned the racial
and gendered power dynamics of the theories and methods used to conduct policy analysis (Hankivsky and Jordan-Zachery, 2019).
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racism in the design and implementation stage. Despite having five national police commissions since
1967 (Headley and Wright, 2019) to address issues of policing, none have yielded the systemic changes
that many scholars, policymakers, and advocates have called for.

Often the indirect result of these task forces has been an increase in racial disparities within the crim-
inal justice system (Ridgeway, 2007). Each commission took on critical issues, such as police corruption,
excessive police use of force, crime prevention, recruitment and retention, and building police community
relations (Cook, 2015), but not racism. Without an explicit focus on racism, these commissions have failed
in changing police culture in the United States. Two principal examples of this are the National Advisory
Commission on Criminal Justice Standards and Goals, 1973 and the President’s Task Force on Policing in
2015.

In 1971, the Law Enforcement Assistance Administration appointed a National Advisory Commis-
sion on Criminal Justice Standards, also known as the second Kerner Commission. Its goal was to cre-
ate national criminal justice standards and goals related to crime reduction and prevention that could be
administered at the state and local level. The commission sought to explore the criminal justice system
holistically to reform and reduce crime. The second Kerner Commission’s focus on the reduction of crime
failed to place the perspectives of Black communities within this focus. The exclusion of Black perspec-
tives from Kerner Commissions was the result of active efforts. Among the perspectives excluded was
the notion that police violence instigated riots. Notably, James Q. Wilson pressured the first Kerner Com-
mission to delete any reference to these statements, claiming that refuting it could give the idea credence
(Schrader, 2015).

Most recently, President Barack Obama formed the President’s Task Force on 21st Century Policing
(2015) after a series of police-civilian interactions resulted in the death of a Black American at the hands
of the police in Ferguson, MO. As a consequence of these deaths, a wave of protests began across the
United States focused on combatting unjust police violence geared at Black Americans. The task force
sought to qualm these protests by focusing on issues such as the need for trust between the community
and the police, accountability, transparency, and better training standards. While it went a step further in
acknowledging that implicit and explicit racial bias may exist, the task force did not adopt an understanding
of racism as a structural phenomenon nor solutions to combat systemic racism.

As a consequence, the progress the task force petitioned for in changing police practices has led to no
results except for increased diversity in hiring practices (Silvestri, 2019). Furthermore, one of the main
drivers of the task force was to reduce negative confrontations between police and civilians of color that
results in deadly violence (Malm, 2019); however, since 2016, incidents of deadly force between officers
and civilians of color has remained the same (Schwartz and Jahn, 2020). As recently as 2020, policing pol-
icy failures persist in spite of the activist and scholarly calls to address racism as a structural phenomenon
(Carruthers, 2018; Taylor, 2016). In so far as the institution of policing is merely a tentacle of a broader
system of racial oppression, efforts to reform it might only produce incremental improvements, if any
at all. Policing in the United States and the race-based violence that it enables is a manifestation of the
institutionalization of violence against Black people. Policing in the United States, along with other insti-
tutionalized practices and norms, is part of the institutional edifice that constitutes structural racism.

CONCLUSION

We have argued that the tradition in implementation studies is to focus on factors that overlook racism
in all its forms. Policy failures have been attributed to dozens of factors, including hierarchies and
communication problems, but rarely to racism. We demonstrated this with a scan of the literature, and
a more in-depth analysis is surely needed in the future. Nevertheless, the literature suggests a blind spot
which has led to a misunderstanding of why many social policies, in general, and policing policies, in par-
ticular, have often failed to deliver equitable and just treatment for Black people.

Scholars of implementation are not to be blamed for policy failures, but their role in misinterpreting
these reasons for failure has perpetuated several unfounded myths, including the regular claim that racism
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is not the reason for implementation failure, social movements do not understand what it takes to actual
make change, and that movements are too vague about policy goals. Past studies of police reform and
major policing commissions demonstrate this problem, and centering racism in the social science study of
implementation and policing, a potential solution.

Enacting such solutions for future scholarship, though, is far from obvious. We suggest social scien-
tists follow the words of Bonilla-Silva (2010) who wrote: “the task of analysts interested in studying racial
structures is to uncover the particular social, economic, political, social control, and ideological mecha-
nisms responsible for the reproduction of racial privilege in a society.” In the case of the study of imple-
mentation, what this might mean is to shift the focus from racially disparate outcomes of public policy
to the mechanisms that embed racism in implementation systems. This would include everything from
studying the mechanisms that allocate resources to implement public policy, to the mechanisms that give
particular people the power to implement public policy, to the ideologies that grant discretion, autonomy,
and oversight to the implementers.

ORCID

Fernando Tormos-Aponte https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1781-1016
James E. Wright II https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6896-563X
Heath Brown https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8423-2700

REFERENCES

Ali, M. U., and S. Nicholson-Crotty. 2021. “Examining the Accountability-Performance Link: The Case of Citizen Oversight of
Police.” Public Performance & Management Review 44(3):523–559.

Ba, B. A., D. Knox, J. Mummolo, and R. Rivera. 2021. “The Role of Officer Race and Gender in Police-Civilian Interactions in
Chicago.” Science 371(6530):696–702.

Bastien, J. 2009. “Goal Ambiguity and Informal Discretion in the Implementation of Public Policies: The Case of Spanish Immigra-
tion Policy.” International Review of Administrative Sciences 75(4):665–85.

Blessett, B., and R. C. Box 2016. “Sharecropper Finance: Using the Justice System as a Public Revenue Source.” Public Integrity

18(2):113–26.
Bonilla-Silva, E. 2010. Racism Without Racists: Color-Blind Racism and the Persistence of Racial Inequality in the United States, 3rd ed. Lanham,

MD: Rowman & Littlefield.
Carruthers, C. 2018. Unapologetic: A Black, Queer, and Feminist Mandate for Radical Movements. Boston, MA: Beacon Press.
Chun, Y. H., and H. G. Rainey 2005. “Goal Ambiguity in US Federal Agencies.” Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory

15(1):1–30.
Cook III, J. A. 2015. “Police Culture in the Twenty-First Century: A Critique of the President’s Task Force’s Final Report.” Notre

Dame Law Review Reflection Online 91:106.
Connell, R. W. 1987. Gender and Power: Society, the Person, and Sexual Politics. Redwood City: Stanford University Press.
Davis, A. Y. 2005. Abolition democracy: Beyond empire, prisons, and torture. New York: Seven Stories Press.
Foucault, Michel. 1977. Discipline and Punish. New York: Pantheon.
Fording, R. C., J. Soss, and S. F. Schram. 2011. “Race and the Local Politics of Punishment in the New World of Welfare.” American

Journal of Sociology 116(5):1610–57.
Fraser, N. 2013. “Against Symbolism: The Uses and Abuses of Lacanianism for Feminist Politics.” In Fortunes of Feminism: From

State-Managed Capitalism to Neoliberal Crisis. Brooklyn: Verso Books.
Hankivsky, O. and J. S. Jordan-Zachery. 2019. “Introduction: bringing intersectionality to public policy.” In The Palgrave Handbook of

Intersectionality in Public Policy, edited by O. Hankivsky and J. S. Jordan-Zachery: 1–28. Cham: Palgrave Macmillan.
Hancock, A. M. 2007. “When multiplication doesn’t equal quick addition: Examining intersectionality as a research paradigm.”

Perspectives on Politics 5(1):63–79.
Headley, A. M., and J. E. Wright 2019. “National Police Reform Commissions: Evidence-Based Practices or Unfulfilled Promises?”

The Review of Black Political Economy 46(4):277–305.
Hudson, B., D. Hunter, and S. Peckham 2019. “Policy Failure and the Policy-Implementation Gap: Can Policy Support Programs

Help?” Policy Design and Practice 2(1):1–14.
Hunting, G., D. Grace, and Hankivsky, O. 2015. “Taking Action on Stigma and Discrimination: An Intersectionality-Informed Model

of Social Inclusion and Exclusion.” Intersectionalities: A Global Journal of Social Work Analysis, Research, Polity, and Practice, 4(2):101–125.
Johnson, D., and J. B. Kuhns, 2009. “Striking out: Race and Support for Police Use of Force.” Justice Quarterly 26(3):592–623.
Jordan-Zachery, J. S. 2017. Shadow bodies: Black women, ideology, representation, and politics. New Jersey: Rutgers University Press.
Keiser, L. R., P. R. Mueser, and S.-W. Choi. 2004. “Race, Bureaucratic Discretion, and the Implementation of Welfare Reform.”

American Journal of Political Science 48(2):314–27.

 15406237, 2021, 7, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/ssqu.13009 by U

niversity O
f Pittsburgh U

niversity L
ibrary System

, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [26/05/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1781-1016
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1781-1016
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6896-563X
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6896-563X
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8423-2700
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8423-2700


3094 TORMOS-APONTE ET AL.

Kim, B., and R. C. Fording. 2010. “Second-Order Devolution and the Implementation of TANF in the US States.” State Politics &

Policy Quarterly 10(4):341–67.
Linder, S. H., and B. G. Peters. 1987. “A Design Perspective on Policy Implementation: The Fallacies of Misplaced Prescription.”

Review of Policy Research 6(3):459–75.
Lipsky, M. 2010. Street Level Bureaucracy: Dilemmas of the Individual in Public Services. Manhattan, New York: Russell Sage Foundation.
Matland, R. E. 1995. “Synthesizing the Implementation Literature: The Ambiguity-Conflict Model of Policy Implementation.” Journal

of Public Administration Research and Theory 5(2):145–74.
Malm, A. 2019. “Promise of Police Body-Worn Cameras.” Criminology & Public Policy 18(1):119–30.
Marable, M. 1981. How Capitalism Underdeveloped Black America. Boston: South End Press.
Mazur, A. G. 2002. Theorizing Feminist Policy. New York: Oxford University Press.
Michener, J. 2016. “Race, Poverty, and the Redistribution of Voting Rights.” Poverty & Public Policy 8(2):106–28.
Montoya, C. 2016. “Institutions.” In The Oxford Handbook of Feminist Theory, edited by D. Lisa and M. Hawkesworth. 367–384. New

York: Oxford University Press.
O’Toole, L. 2000. “Research on Policy Implementation: Assessment and Prospects.” Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory:

J-PART 10(2):263–88.
Pressman, J., and A. Wildavsky 1984. Implementation: How Great Expectations in Washington Are Dashed in Oakland; Or, Why It’s Amazing

that Federal Programs Work at All, This Being a Saga of the Economic Development Administration as Told by Two Sympathetic Observers Who

Seek to Build Morals on a Foundation. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.
Ray, V. 2019. “A theory of Racialized Organizations.” American Sociological Review 84(1):26–53.
Ridgeway, G. 2007. Analysis of Racial Disparities in the New York Police Department’s Stop, Question, and Frisk Practices. Santa Monica, CA:

RAND Corporation.
Sabatier, P., and D. Mazmanian. 1979. “The Conditions of Effective Implementation: A Guide to Accomplishing Policy Objectives.”

Policy Analysis 5(4):481–504.
Schwartz, G. L., and J. L. Jahn. 2020. “Mapping Fatal Police Violence Across US Metropolitan Areas: Overall Rates and Racial/Ethnic

Inequities,” 2013–2017.” PLoS One 15(6):e0229686.
Schrader, S. 2015. “American Streets, Foreign Territory: How Counterinsurgent Police Waged War on Crime” (PhD diss., NYU).
Silvestri, M. 2019. “In Search of Diversity: An Embodied Account of Police Leadership.” In Police Leadership, edited by P. Ramshaw,

M. Silvestri and M. Simpson, 99–120. Cham: Palgrave Macmillan.
Skolnick, J. 2008. “Enduring Issues of Police Culture and Demographics.” Policing and Society 18(1):35–45. https://doi.org/10.1080/

10439460701718542
Stivers, C. 2007. “So Poor and So Black”: Hurricane Katrina, Public Administration, and the Issue of Race.” Public Administration

Review 67:48–56. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-6210.2007.00812.x
Taylor, K.-Y. 2016. From #BlackLivesMatter to Black Liberation. Chicago: Haymarket Books.
Wright, J. E., D. Gaozhao, and M. A. Snow. 2020. “Place Plus Race Effects in Bureaucratic Discretionary Power: An Analysis of

Residential Segregation and Police Stop Decisions.” Public Performance & Management Review 44(1):1–26.
Young, I. M. 1990. Justice and the Politics of Difference. New Jersey: Princeton University Press.

How to cite this article: Tormos-Aponte, F., Wright, J. E. II, and Brown, H. “Implementation
has failed, implementation studies have failed even more: Racism and the future of systemic
change.” Social Science Quarterly. 2021;102:3087–3094. https://doi.org/10.1111/ssqu.13009

 15406237, 2021, 7, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/ssqu.13009 by U

niversity O
f Pittsburgh U

niversity L
ibrary System

, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [26/05/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense

https://doi.org/10.1080/10439460701718542
https://doi.org/10.1080/10439460701718542
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-6210.2007.00812.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/ssqu.13009

	Implementation has failed, implementation studies have failed even more: Racism and the future of systemic change
	Abstract
	A CRITIQUE OF THE IMPLEMENTATION LITERATURE
	POLICE REFORM FAILURES
	CONCLUSION
	ORCID
	REFERENCES


