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Traffic stops represent an important opportunity for officer and community member 
engagement insofar as they are a relatively common and routine way that law 
enforcement personnel interact with members of the public. As such, traffic stops are 
useful ways in which officers can leave a positive impression on community members, 
educate drivers, and increase the likelihood that members of the public will reach out to 
the police for help in the future.  However, language barriers can impede all of these 
things: trust, education, and public safety.    
Language barriers make it more difficult for an 
officer to request information from a driver (e.g., 
their license), explain why they stopped a driver 
(e.g., speeding), and describe next steps to a 
driver (e.g., pay a fine). In addition, the potential 
for traffic stops to become fatal or involve 
excessive use of force may be increased when an 
officer and a driver speak different languages. 
Finally, language barriers during traffic stops can 
hinder an officer’s ability to question a driver, 
conduct a field sobriety test, or issue a Miranda 
warning, all of which may have legal implications 
in future judicial proceedings.1 Further 
complicating things, language barriers may go 
hand-in-hand with cultural differences.  
Officers, of course, cannot be expected to have working knowledge of every possible 
language or culture they might encounter in their jobs. However, there are potential 
language access tools that could support law enforcement. Before adopting any of these 
solutions, agencies need to assess and make informed decisions about officers’ current 
strategies when responding to language barriers and the effectiveness of those strategies. 

Research Questions 
• What language access tools do 

officers use for traffic stops with 
language barriers? 

• What strategies do officers 
identify as being helpful or, 
conversely, less productive when 
navigating language barriers?  

• What can law enforcement 
agencies, officers, and drivers do 
to support each other in 
addressing language barriers? 

The purpose of this research is to help law enforcement officers identify and mitigate 
challenges posed by Spanish language barriers during traffic stops. 
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Legal Landscape 
Law enforcement agencies that receive 
federal financial aid are prohibited from 
discriminating on the basis of national 
origin, which may include not taking 
reasonable steps to provide meaningful 
language access, pursuant to the below: 
• Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, 
• Omnibus Crime Control and Safe 

Streets Act of 1968, 
• Multiple Supreme Court decisions, 

including Lau v. Nichols (1974), and 
• Revised Code of Washington 49.60. 

Language Access Plans 
Law enforcement agencies are 
encouraged to draft, adopt, and regularly 
update Language Access Plans (LAPs), also 
referred to as plans for individuals with 
Limited English Proficiency, that best fit the 
specific needs and circumstances of the 
communities they serve. Examples of these 
plans in Washington state include: 
• King County Sheriff’s Office's (KCSO)’s 

“Language Access Services for Persons 
Who Are Limited English Proficient 
(LEP)."2 

• Washington State Patrol’s (WSP)’s “Title 
VI Language Access Plan 2025."3 

Why It Matters 
LAPs are meant to increase officers’ 
efficacy, reduce the likelihood of agencies 
responding to costly litigation from civil 
suits, and ensure that agencies comply 
with federal law.1 They can also support 
officers with the dual challenges of 
overcoming communication barriers while 
also building trust with linguistically and 
culturally diverse communities.4 

 
As Carl R. Peed, the former director of the 
U.S. Department of Justice's (USDOJ) 
Office of Community Oriented Policing 
Services (COPS) notes, "By developing and 
implementing a language access plan, law 
enforcement agencies will be able to 
strengthen their police-community 
relations, increase trust, and be better 
positioned to address public safety 
problems.”5 

Data & Methods 

We analyzed two sources of data: 
• Body-Worn Camera Footage — We 

randomly sampled 84 traffic stops, 
43 of which had language barriers, 
that were conducted from July 1 to 
October 31, 2022. We then 
quantitatively and qualitatively 
coded the BWC footage associated 
with these 84 traffic stops.   

• Interviews — We used convenience 
sampling to interview 15 officers in 
Summer 2025 about their 
experiences and views regarding 
language barriers during traffic 
stops. All 15 interviewees were 
male; 10 identified as White, 5 
identified as Hispanic or another 
race, and 5 were bilingual. We then 
qualitatively coded the interview 
transcripts for common themes 
and / or experiences. 

This data came from a police agency in 
Washington state that serves a 
predominantly Hispanic community, 
many of whom speak a language other 
than English at home. 

https://public.powerdms.com/KCSO/tree/documents/1834830
https://public.powerdms.com/KCSO/tree/documents/1834830
https://public.powerdms.com/KCSO/tree/documents/1834830
https://wsp.wa.gov/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/WSP-Title-VI-Language-Access-Plan-2025May.pdf
https://wsp.wa.gov/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/WSP-Title-VI-Language-Access-Plan-2025May.pdf


 

 

Body-Worn Camera Footage of Traffic Stops 
We randomly sampled and coded 84 traffic stops conducted between July 1, 2022, and 
October 31, 2022.  Of those, 43 traffic stops involved a language barrier, and 41 traffic 
stops had no language barrier (i.e., the officer and driver both spoke fluent English or 
fluent Spanish). This allowed us to assess whether there were any differences in how 
officers conducted traffic stops with language barriers versus without language barriers. 

Results 
Of five different language access 
resources, officers most relied upon 
“Survival Spanish” (79% of stops), defined as 
basic Spanish vocabulary, followed by having 
an adult passenger or civilian serve as an 
interpreter (21% of stops), receiving 
assistance from a bilingual officer (12% of 
stops), using Google Translate (7% of stops), 
and relying on LanguageLine (0% of stops). 

There are two caveats to these findings. First, 
these findings only pertain to the BWC footage 
of the 43 stops involving language barriers. 
This means that LanguageLine might be 
leveraged in traffic stops, but that it was not 
used in the 43 stops involving a language 
barrier in our random sample. Indeed, a few of 
the 15 interviewees discussed using 
LanguageLine, but noted they relied on it less 
during traffic stops due to traffic noise and 
safety considerations. Second, a single traffic 
stop could involve multiple language access 
tools (e.g., “Survival Spanish” and a bilingual 
officer).  

Officers pantomimed more frequently in 
stops with language barriers (63%) compared 
to stops without language barriers (19%). 

Officers provided the reason for the stop 
regardless of whether or not there was a 
language barrier present; specifically, in 81 of 
84 traffic stops (96% of stops), the driver was 
informed of the reason for the stop. 

 

 12% 
Used a bilingual 

officer to interpret 

 7% 
Used 

Google Translate 

 79% 
Used  

“Survival Spanish” 

 

Adult passenger or 
civilian interpreted 

21% 

¿Licencia? 

No luz. 

 

Language Access Resources* 

Of the 43 stops with a language barrier: 

* A single stop could involve multiple 
language access resources. 

** Less used due to traffic noise and 
safety considerations, per some 

interviewees. 

 0% 
Used 

LanguageLine** 
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Interviews with Officers 
We interviewed 15 officers via 
convenience sampling in Summer 2025. 
These 15 interviewees offered several 
insights into their experiences with 
language barriers. 

Finding #1 
Interviewees explained the strengths and 
limitations of five different language access 
tools they used (see Table 1 at the end of 
this brief). For example, while interviewees 
considered bilingual officers to be their 
preferred resource for mitigating language 
barriers, they generally only used them for 
serious or complex traffic stops due to 
resource constraints (i.e., insufficient 
bilingual officers).  

Finding #2 
Interviewees provided five pieces of 
advice for their fellow officers for 
addressing language barriers: 
 Keep statements short and simple. 
 Speak in a measured cadence. 
 Be patient. 
 Build rapport. 
 Develop linguistic and cultural 

awareness. 

Finding #3 
A few interviewees focused on the 
importance of the beginning and ending 
scripts of traffic stops, and recommended 
that they include the following three 
components:  
First, a comprehensive introduction that 
includes the officer stating the below: 
• Their name, 
• The name of the agency they represent, 
• Whether or not the driver is being audio 

and video recorded, and  
• The reason(s) for the stop.  
Second, a closing statement that reiterates 
the following: 
• The reason(s) for the stop, 
• The outcome of the stop (such as a 

warning, citation, or arrest), and 
• Any next steps the driver should take 

(such as paying a fine, mitigating the 
ticket, or contesting the ticket). 

Third, an assessment of the driver’s 
understanding of the stop, as well as 
explicitly asking the driver if they have any 
questions about the reason(s) for the stop 
or next steps. 

Having a Spanish-speaking officer 
come to your location is always the 
most dependable because generally 
they understand that you're going to 
translate word for word but also have 
the law enforcement perspective. 

- Officer 7 

 

 

Allow time, whatever time is necessary 
to be able to communicate accurately. 
Really hear out the person… You can't 
be narrow-minded and [say], "I'm in a 
hurry to get this traffic stop done." It's 
really, take the time and do it right. 

- Officer 8  
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Finding #4 
Interviewees identified seven practices as 
being less productive for navigating 
language barriers during traffic stops:  
 Unclear, technical, or confusing speech. 
 Speaking louder. 
 Negative mindsets. 
 Unclear or incorrect “Survival Spanish.” 
 Making assumptions. 
 Not giving the reason(s) for the stop. 
 Using potentially biased interpreters. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Finding #5 
Interviewees discussed how their agency, 
fellow officers, and drivers could support 
them in addressing language barriers. 
Agencies 
• Hire bilingual officers. 
• Encourage Spanish language 

proficiency. 
• Invest in technology that supports 

language access. 
Fellow Officers 
• Identify the most appropriate language 

access tool(s) for a given situation. 
• Rely on bilingual officers for complex, 

sensitive, or criminal matters. 
• Be cognizant of bilingual officers’ 

workloads and higher demands. 
Drivers 
• Be aware of traffic rules and what 

documents are needed for a traffic stop.  
• Meet officers halfway, if possible (driver 

uses basic English, officer uses 
“Survival Spanish”). 

• Show patience with officers. 
• Attend police outreach events, and 

cultivate an informed opinion about law 
enforcement by consulting multiple 
sources of data and news. 

Interviews with Officers 
 

 

If you know that your partner, bilingual 
officer, is taking a bunch of calls for you, 
I think you should do the same for him. 
So kind of help each other. 

- Officer 4  

You shouldn't assume that they're 
understanding you… read their body 
language, think about how quick they're 
replying and if they're saying "si" [yes] to 
every question… Because I've seen that 
a lot on both languages [English and 
Spanish] … sometimes you just agree 
because you're uncomfortable. 

- Officer 1 
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Conclusion 
Limitations 
• Possible sampling bias for both our 

random sample of 84 traffic stops and 
our convenience sample of interviews. 

• Possible bias in both our quantitative 
and qualitative coding, as no researcher 
can be fully objective when making 
coding decisions.  

• Our quantitative codebook may have 
omitted variable and perception bias.  

• Our data come from one agency that is 
not representative of all agencies within 
Washington state or the United States. 

Future Research 
Technological tools and AI are rapidly 
advancing, often at a pace that supersedes 
their ability to be thoroughly vetted. Indeed, 
many of the interviewees in this study 
expressed some reservation over using 
Google Translate due to their perception 
that it was insufficiently vetted, even as 
they expressed enthusiasm for and interest 
in new Axon body-worn camera  technology 
that allows for real-time interpretation, 
translation, and transcription. 
We are entering a world in which: 
• Officers are being tasked with more. 
• Communities’ linguistic and cultural 

identities are changing. 
• Technological advancements for 

language access are evolving. 
All this is occurring without the world 
pausing long enough for agencies, officers, 
community members, or technological 
innovators to fully assess how to respond 
to these changes. 
 

Looking Ahead... 
We do not fully know: 
• To what extent technological language 

access tools are up to the task. 
• Which language access resources are 

most useful for different situations. 
• Officers’ and community members’ 

views on language access tools. 
As we enter this new technological, 
linguistic, cultural, and legal landscape, 
researchers can support law enforcement 
agencies and the communities they serve 
by assessing how language access is 
provided. We urge law enforcement 
agencies, officers, and community 
members to collaborate together to 
address language barriers. 
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