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Abstract

The use of force, its prevalence, and its definition are problems that have evaded
researchers and practitioners for the better half of two centuries. While we may never be
able to tap the prevalence of police use of force incidents, we may be able to analyze the
multitude of factors related to its use. With the affirmation of Graham v Conner (1989)
by the Supreme Court, we currently have a legal standard dictating that police use of
force at any level can be justified so long as the officer is acting like other reasonable
officers given the same set of circumstances. However, the question still remains, what is
reasonable?

This work attempts to answer this question by asking officers to respond to a
simulated police citizen encounter where the suspect is actively resisting. The included
encounters are presented in the form of a vignette. Using a factorial design, each police-
citizen encounter is composed of randomly selected individual and situational level
variables that the extant literature has found to be correlated with instances where the
police use force.

This survey was distributed to 800 police officers attending use of force training
modules at the Ohio Peace Officers Training Academy in London, Ohio. Following each
vignette, officers are asked to evaluate how many warnings they would issue to an
potential suspect prior to using physical force. And are prompted to respond to the level
appropriate and highest level of force they would consider either appropriate or
reasonable from a list of officer responses arranged in a continuum of force.

The results in Chapters 4, S and 6 denote three primary findings. First, officers
from different background ground perceive situations differently. Specifically, white
officers are more likely than black or hispanic officers to believe that higher levels of
force are both necessary and appropriate. Second, the results of this study indicate that
there are three primary determinants of the level of force that officers believe determine
the level of force that should be used. These three include the gender of the suspect, level
of resistance and the overall threat that the situation presents to either the officer or those
in the immediate surrounding area. And finally, the data presented in Chapter VI
illustrate that officers in this sample only hold marginal values of consensus regarding
the level of force that should be applied to actively resisting suspects. Specifically,
officers in this sample appear to be sure of how much force should be applied in average
threat encounters, however when the situation is perceived by the officer as either being a
high or low threat encounter, the consensus of opinions disappears.
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Chapter 1

Introduction and Statement of the Problem
Introduction

The relationship in a democratic society between the police and the public is one
that has been labeled a “balanced tension” (Bittner, 1970; McLaughlin, 1992). Scholars
such as Goldstein (1977:1) and Manning (1977) noted that the police “are an anomaly in
a free society.” Others, Lundman (1980) and Langworthy and Travis (1994), noted a
“dynamic tension” between the police and the public, contrasting the concepts of liberty
and civility. These authors state that on one hand we have a government that protects
individual rights and freedom of expression. On the other, the state authorizes a police
force that is given “almost” unlimited freedom to use coercion and force to make people
behave in certain ways.

Police use of force whether justified or not, can have grave effects on individual
citizens, officers, departments, states, and communities as a whole (Friedrich, 1980). For
instance, an unjustified killing by a police officer results not only in loss of life, but
community outrage may lead to civil disturbances, riots, property damage, political
Jjeopardy, job termination for the offending officer and civil liability for all interested
parties (Blumberg, 1993). These consequences of police force have historically plagued
the public’s perception of the police (Pate and Fridell, 1995). For instance, Smith (1994)
and Montgomery (1980) noted that public perceptions of misuse of force were one of the
precipitating causes of the Chicago riot of 1919, the Harlem disturbance of 1935, the
Watts riot of 1965, and the Miami riot of 1980.

Given the significance of the problem and possible community ramifications, it is

not surprising that police use of force has received considerable attention lately. Citizens.



academics, practitioners, as well as legislators, have begun to ask the important questions.
These questions include: how often do the police use either appropriate or excessive
force? What circumstances precipitate the use of force? And what officers are more
likely to use it (Friedrich, 1980:83)?

Incidence and Prevalence

How pervasive the problem of excessive force by the police is within our nation is
currently unclear. Although several studies have concluded that the illegal use of force is
extensive, no reliable estimate of its magnitude exists (Conklin, 1981:56; Kania and
Mackey, 1977; Kobler, 1975). In fact, after concluding a nationwide survey of 1,111
police agencies, Pate and Fridell (1993) found that there is little information available
regarding the extent to which police use even marginal amounts of force. Furthermore,
Hirschel (1994) found that a relatively large number of departments do not record the use
of most types of force. When they do, reports are typically required only when injuries or
complaints result from a confrontation.

Compounding this problem, Reiss (1970:33) stated that “police chiefs are
notoriously reluctant to disclose information that would allow us to assess the nature and
volume of complaints against the police.” Illustrating the extent of either the lack of
acknowledgment of the problem or the intentional failure to disclose sensitive
information, when the Virginia Association of Chiefs of Police initiated a use of force
survey in 1993, only 23 percent of departments surveyed responded (Virginia
Association of Chiefs of Police, 1994).

Although the threat of police use of force is present in all aspects of law

enforcement, the frequency where force is used and defined as excessive is rare
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(Chevigny, 1969). It has been suggested that if we are truly interested in how pervasive
the use of excessive force by the police is within our communities, we should look to the
community in order to gauge their perceptions of the magnitude of the problem (Ross,
1996.) However, citizen surveys must be treated cautiously since the public’s
conceptualization of how often and to what degree the police routinely use force is
shaped by extensive media coverage of highly publicized incidents (Rudosvsky, 1992;
Jefferis, 1997). As such, the public’s perception of the extent to which police-citizen
interactions involve force may not be an accurate indicator.

For academics, use of force knowledge is not much better. Aside from research
on deadly force, there is sparse mention in the literature about the utilization of low levels
of force within police-citizen encounters. Pate and Fridell (1993: 21) claim that our
current knowledge base on police force is based on researchers’ intuition, personal
experiences and limited ride alongs with the police. Adams (1995) and Klockars (1995)
both agree that data on police use of force is just as difficult to attain as interpret.

The first reason why so little is known about the extent to which police use force
is that measurement of this phenomenon is extremely difficult. There is no study
indicating the prevalence of police force without validity problems (Alpert, 1994; Pate
and Fridell, 1993). Early observational studies base their conclusions on limited sample
sizes, inadequate training of observers and questionable inter-rater reliability. Official
records may indicate departmental biases in record keeping. Counts of successful
litigation may include systematic biases thereby conservatively underestimating the
prevalence of excessive force. Finally, surveys of police officers often tap only socially

desirable responses since officers are often unwilling to reveal to researchers personal



















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































