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THE USE OF FORCE

Police officers are vested with the authority and power to use force, including
lethal force, within constitutional bounds. Misusing this power undermines police
legitimacy. Indeed, the use — and misuse — of police force is and has long been
the source of distrust and discord between police and communities, especially
communities of color.
In most cases, officers use words and gestures to defuse conflict, and, sometimes,
their mere presence achieves this goal. In rarer circumstances, they use force,
ranging from physical maneuvers (e.g., grabs, holds, punches, and kicks) to
physical, chemical, and electrical instruments (e.g., batons, pepper spray, Tasers,
and firearms) to protect themselves and the public. Sometimes, however, officers
misuse these tools and tactics, as evident in recent beatings, chokeholds, and
shootings of unarmed people in the back.1 The deaths of Eric Garner and Walter
Scott, for example, were recorded by members of the public, reported in the news
media, and shared widely on social media, continuing a long history of misuse and
abuse of police force, particularly against the Black community.

The Use of Force

Chapter 4

110

The legal system provides a corrective, but only a modest one. Individuals can
press prosecutors to bring criminal charges against officers who misuse force,
but the reluctance to do so makes convictions rare. Victims and their families can
sue for civil rights violations, but civil litigation is lengthy, expensive, stressful, and
unpredictable. What’s more, these cases typically pertain to past conduct; they
don’t address, much less guarantee, broad police reform.
Police departments, of course, take measures to ensure that use of force is minimal
and effective (i.e., that it is, at a minimum, a “reasonably objective” response to
the threat posed to public and officer safety). But they can, and should, go further.
Doing so will reduce misuse of force against members of the public, strengthen
relationships between departments and communities, and restore trust and
confidence in policing.
To ensure fair, safe, and effective policing now and in the future, community
members and police leaders should work together to create clear and specific
guidance and expectations on appropriate uses of force and equip officers to
meet these expectations through training on implicit bias, procedural justice, deescalation, harm-reduction tactics, and other areas. This may seem like a tall order,
especially as departments grapple with limited resources and competing priorities,
such as responding to the opioid epidemic and other crises. But improving practices
and policies around the use of force will give officers tools and tactics they can
apply across all policing work and will, ultimately, improve public and officer safety.
The good news is that communities, departments, and the field of law enforcement
are working together to develop best practices in this area. At the same time,
advances in technology have led to the development of less lethal types of force
(e.g., Tasers) and more robust accountability systems (e.g., review of bodyworn camera footage) — each of which has its own challenges. These practices,
technologies, and tactics are summarized in the following recommendations.
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RECOMMENDED
BEST PRACTICES
To protect communities and officers,
departments should:

4.1
Commit to respecting
and protecting human
life and ensuring safety
for all.

4.2 4.3 4.4
Permit the use of force

Prohibit and regulate

Set clear policies

only when necessary to

tools and tactics with

applicable to all force

resolve conflict and

a high risk of death

instruments.

protect public and officer

or injury that are

safety.

disproportionate to
the threat.

4.5 4.6 4.7
Set clear policies

Ensure officers consider

Require officers to

regarding specific force

personal characteristics

intervene in improper

instruments.

before using force.

uses of force.

4.8 4.9 4.10
Require officers to

Provide continual,

Establish robust processes

render aid until medical

scenario-based training.

for reporting and

assistance arrives.

investigating uses of force.

THE LEGAL FRAMEWORK
Broadly defined, the phrase “use of force”

Two officers saw Graham enter and exit the

refers to the effort officers make to ensure

store quickly and suspected him of robbery.

individuals comply with their commands.

They stopped Graham, who ran around

Force exists on a spectrum, ranging from

his friend’s car twice, sat on the curb,

non-lethal (e.g., compliance techniques

and passed out. The officers handcuffed

such as wrist grips or takedowns) to less-

Graham and pushed him onto the hood of

lethal (e.g., Tasers and pepper spray) to

the car. When he regained consciousness,

lethal (e.g., firearms and impact strikes to

he asked officers to take his diabetic ID

the head). No law or court can prescribe

card out of his wallet, but they didn’t.

2

specific rules that apply to every imaginable

Graham struggled as the officers threw

scenario in which force is or may be used.

him headfirst into their patrol car, leading

Consequently, officers have little concrete

to additional uses of force that resulted in

direction to determine when and how to

injuries including a broken foot, cuts, and

use force — and whether certain uses of

bruises.5 Only later did the officers learn

force are legal, legitimate, and necessary.

that Graham was in insulin shock.

The U.S. Supreme Court laid out the broad

In assessing the case, the Court focused

principles for use of force in Graham v.

on what the officers knew or perceived

Connor, a case in which officers mistakenly

at the time they used force. The relevant

believed an innocent man had engaged in

constitutional inquiry, the Court explained,

criminal activity. Dethorne Graham was a

was whether the officers’ actions were

diabetic who in 1984 asked his friend to

“objectively reasonable” given the totality of

drive him to a nearby convenience

the circumstances.6 The “reasonableness”

store so he could buy some orange juice.

of any use of force, it concluded, must

When he walked in the store, he saw a

be judged “from the perspective of a

long line, so he turned around and got

reasonable officer on the scene, rather than

back into his friend’s car.

with the 20/20 vision of hindsight.”7 The

3
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Court offered several factors to define the

leading up to incidents, such as (1) whether

“reasonableness” standard, including (1)

officers could have reduced the likelihood

whether the person poses an immediate

of using force with de-escalation or other

threat of harm to officers or others;

reasonably available tactics; or (2) whether

(2) how resistant the person is; and (3)

their actions unnecessarily contributed to or

whether he or she is associated with an

escalated the situation and thus provoked

underlying criminal offense.8

or triggered a physical confrontation.

This formulation, known as the Graham

The Graham Court did not question

test, focuses on what officers knew or

whether the officers could or should have

reasonably perceived at the time force

kept a safe distance from Graham or

was used. It does not examine the steps

explored opportunities to communicate with
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him. Instead, it focused on whether the officers had sufficient justification to stop Graham and use
force to keep him under control after they decided to make contact. The Graham test is, as a result,
ambiguous and difficult to apply in the field. It provides scant guidance on acceptable uses of force or
policies, training, and tactics to avoid or minimize the use force.
In short, the Graham test does not guide officers to use less force. Because it does not provide a
“holistic, comprehensive approach” to protecting the public and preserving bodily safety, it does not
incentivize departments to develop policies or practices to reduce the need to use force.9
Other rulings have, however, disincentivized the use of force. The U.S. Court of Appeals for the
Ninth Circuit, for example, ruled that officers who unnecessarily create circumstances that lead to
use of force may be civilly liable for negligence, even if the force used meets the Graham standard.10
The state of California, meanwhile, instructs juries that “liability can arise if the [officer’s] earlier
tactical conduct and decisions show, as part of the totality of circumstances, that the ultimate
use of force was unreasonable.” In this respect, California provides people with greater protections
than does the U.S. Constitution.11
Relying on the bare constitutional requirement for uses of force — much like relying on the minimum
constitutional protections for stops and searches (as discussed in Chapter 3) — fosters “lawful but
awful” practices that disserve police and the public. Many departments recognize this shortcoming
and, even though not compelled to do so by courts, have adopted force policies and practices that go
beyond Graham’s minimum constitutional requirements.

RELYING ON THE BARE
CONSTITUTIONAL REQUIREMENT
FOR USES OF FORCE FOSTERS
“LAWFUL BUT AWFUL” PRACTICES
THAT DISSERVE POLICE
AND THE PUBLIC.

POLICIES TRAINING
AND OVERSIGHT
Departments should establish clear guidelines and expectations about the use of force
and develop policies that aim to reduce it.12 The Seattle Police Department,13 for example,
allows officers to “only use objectively reasonable force, proportional to the threat or
urgency of the situation, when necessary, to achieve a law enforcement objective.”14 It
directs officers to recognize that their actions, such as displaying a firearm, could affect the
need to use force15 and to use de-escalation tactics to lessen or avoid force.16 Under the
department’s force policy, moderate-to-high uses of force fell 60 percent between 2014
and 2016 — without increasing crime or officer injuries.17
Many other departments, however, rely on general, cursory policies that simply recite the
Graham standard. And some departments have contracted with outside companies that
sell cookie-cutter policies. This is problematic for several reasons: It makes communities
vulnerable to potential constitutional violations, exposes jurisdictions to legal liability, and
impedes community-police cooperation.
To reduce uses of force, departments should work with communities to develop force
policies and should equip officers to adhere to them. If departments require officers to use
de-escalation techniques before using force, for example, they should also train officers to
do so. Without adequate training, force policies exist on paper but not in practice.
Furthermore, departments need proper review systems to ensure that all officers comply
with departmental policies and provide mechanisms to intervene when they don’t.
All use-of-force incidents should be reported and reviewed as a matter of course, not
because of presumed mismanagement but because the use of force is a serious and
potentially harmful event for community members and officers alike. Every review of force
should be seen as a learning opportunity that can inform practice and training and thereby
enhance public and officer safety.
The Use of Force
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BEST PRACTICES IN
THE USE OF FORCE
Policies that set clear expectations about the use of force, as well as training in how to reduce and
mitigate it, improve public safety and strengthen community relationships. Communities that hold
departments accountable for meeting expectations set forth in policy will change how departments
understand and approach using force — without sacrificing public or officer safety. To protect
communities and officers, departments should:

RECOMMENDATION 4.1
COMMIT TO RESPECTING AND PROTECTING HUMAN LIFE
AND ENSURING SAFETY FOR ALL.
Officers should make respecting and protecting the public and ensuring safety for all their highest
priority in all enforcement actions, and departments should affirm this commitment in their useof-force policies.18 The Las Vegas Metropolitan Police Department and the New Orleans Police
Department, for example, have developed force policies that prioritize respect and value for all lives.19
Departments should also craft policies that promote officers’ roles as guardians of public safety. This
principle lays a foundation for policies and practices that permit the use of force only when necessary
and when reasonable attempts to de-escalate or resolve situations without force fail.

RECOMMENDATION 4.2
PERMIT THE USE OF FORCE ONLY WHEN
NECESSARY TO RESOLVE CONFLICT AND
PROTECT PUBLIC AND OFFICER SAFETY.
In 1829, Sir Robert Peel, a pioneer in police reform who established the London Metropolitan Police
Department, reportedly articulated nine principles of policing. The sixth recommends that police “use
physical force to the extent necessary to secure observance of the law or to restore order only when
the exercise of persuasion, advice and warning is found to be insufficient.”20 This principle still holds
true. To apply it today, departments should:
Provide protections beyond those afforded by the U.S. Constitution. To meet constitutional
standards, officers are required to make “objectively reasonable” decisions when using force. But force
policies should go beyond this requirement and require “objectively reasonable” decisions not only
during uses of force but also in the moments leading up to them. The Los Angeles Police Department
(LAPD), for example, considers an officer’s tactical conduct and decisions leading to deadly use of force
to determine whether it was reasonable.21
Specifically, and in keeping with international standards, force policies should require that officers use
only as much force as necessary to address threats.22 They should clearly state that the “objectively
reasonable” standard may not compromise public or officer safety23 and that using the least amount of
force necessary builds trust and confidence in police.
Require force to be necessary and proportional. To provide protections that go beyond
the “objectively reasonable” standard, departments should require that force be necessary and
proportional. These concepts are inextricable; when deciding to use force, officers should consider

not only whether it is necessary under

facing certain threats, even though lesser

the circumstances but also whether it

options may be equally or more effective.

is proportional to the threat (i.e., it is the

For this reason, departments have begun to

minimal amount, level, and severity needed

train officers to evaluate “the totality of the

under the circumstances). The question

situation” (i.e., all the facts known to officers

becomes not whether the force is reasonable

at the time) when deciding what type

but whether it is avoidable. As the Seattle

and level of force to use.29

24

25

Police Department explains:
Policies should recognize that the
Proportional force does not require

circumstances of each encounter vary,

officers to use the same type or

so officers’ responses should vary, too.

amount of force as the subject. The

Force should not be used because it is

more immediate the threat and the

more convenient or expedient, to punish

more likely that the threat will result

or retaliate, or because it has traditionally

in death or serious physical injury, the

been perceived as integral to maintaining

greater the level of force that may be

public safety. It should only be used when

proportional, objectively reasonable,

community members or officers or are in

and necessary to counter it.26

danger and no reasonable alternatives
exist. As the Seattle Police Department

Proportionality does not prohibit officers

states, “[O]fficers will use physical force

from using lethal force when necessary.

only when no reasonably effective

If someone threatens to shoot an officer

alternative appears to exist” to achieve

or other people, then deadly force would

a legitimate and lawful objective.30

be proportional.27 To teach proportionality,
instructors should train officers to assess the

Ensure officers use de-escalation tactics

surrounding circumstances of encounters,

and exhaust reasonable alternatives.

including the severity and immediacy of the

To reduce uses of force and lessen the

threat. Not all threats need to be met with

risk of injury or death in force applications,

equal levels of force. Officers should use

departments should require officers to de-

only the force necessary to control the

escalate encounters when safe and feasible.

situation; they should not automatically

De-escalation is defined as “[t]aking action or

ratchet up the level of force.

communicating verbally or nonverbally during
a potential force encounter in an attempt

This recommendation departs from use-

to stabilize the situation and reduce the

of-force continua that teach officers to use

immediacy of the threat so that more time,

specific tactics or tools depending on the

options, and resources can be called upon to

level of an individual’s resistance. This rigid

resolve the situation without the use of force

approach can lead officers to believe that

or with a reduction in the force necessary.”31

28

certain forceful responses are required when
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De-escalation techniques — such as slowing
down, maintaining a calm and composed
demeanor, creating distance or physical
barriers, and attempting verbal persuasion
or warnings32 — can reduce the need to
use force. These techniques should be
incorporated into all basic and in-service
training curricula, as is the case in some
states. Police officer certification
commissions in Georgia and Massachusetts,
for example, require annual de-escalation
training,33 and Washington state passed a
measure in 2018 requiring de-escalation in
basic academy and in-service training.34
Force policies should describe affirmative and
proactive tactics, strategies, and approaches
that can de-escalate incidents and resolve
situations with minimal or no force. These
policies should require officers to reasonably
exhaust all available approaches to resolve
situations, address threats, and achieve
required law enforcement objectives
(such as apprehending a suspect) without
using force or, if force is necessary, with the
least amount of force possible.35
Officers should also be required to justify
why they didn’t use alternative or less lethal
uses of force36 and should be prohibited
from unnecessarily escalating situations.
Many departments require officers to use
de-escalation tactics. The Seattle Police
Department, for example, requires officers to
“take reasonable care that their actions do not
precipitate an unnecessary, unreasonable,
or disproportionate use of force, by placing
themselves or others in jeopardy, or by not
following policy or training.”37

The duty to de-escalate should apply not only to officers’ specific decision to use force but also to their
decision-making process and performance leading up to and during an incident.38 Officers should
also be trained to recognize when an individual’s resistance wanes and to reduce the level of force
accordingly.39 The New Orleans Police Department, for example, states:
When feasible based on the circumstances, officers will use de-escalation
techniques[;] disengagement; area containment; surveillance; waiting out a subject;
summoning reinforcements; and/or calling in specialized units such as mental health
and crisis resources, in order to reduce the need for force, and increase officer and
civilian safety. Moreover, the officers shall de-escalate the amount of force used as
the resistance decreases.40
Ensure officers are trained in communication skills. Critics of de-escalation claim that it promotes
“soft” policing because it prioritizes communication skills, which they say risks officers’ lives by
encouraging them to hesitate during dangerous situations.41 This approach is sometimes referred to as
“hug-a-thug” policing (a term with racist overtones).42 In fact, de-escalation protects public and officer
safety because it teaches strategic communication skills that enable officers to affirmatively defuse
crises and gain voluntary compliance. Basic training should cover de-escalation skills, such as:
++ Allowing people to vent feelings and frustrations.
++ Actively listening to people without attempting to dissuade or argue with them.
++ Showing interest in people through eye contact and attentive body posture.
++ Controlling voice, speech, and tone.
++ Reading body language.
++ Responding calmly and evenly to curses, insults, and nonviolent challenges to authority.43

Ensure officers are trained in repositioning tactics. Policies and training should instruct
officers to enlarge the “safety zone” between themselves and people suspected of crime.44
Officers who know how to create distance and take cover during potentially dangerous situations
have more time to respond and more tactical options to consider if people are noncompliant or
threaten officers or bystanders.45
The strategic use of distance and cover shows how use-of-force policies have evolved over time. In
the 1980s and 1990s, many departments and officers formally embraced the “21-foot rule,” which
stated that “it was entirely possible for a suspect armed with an edged weapon to successfully and
fatally engage an officer armed with a handgun within a distance of 21 feet.”46
Officers trained in this rule often misapplied it; many mistakenly believed they had carte blanche to
shoot anyone with a knife who approached within 21 feet, a.k.a. “the kill zone.”47 Law enforcement
officials claim that fewer departments train officers to follow the rule, but it is still taught informally.48
The Police Executive Research Forum, an independent research organization, recommends that
departments remove any reference to this outdated guidance from policies and training.49

RECOMMENDATION 4.3
PROHIBIT AND REGULATE TOOLS AND TACTICS
WITH A HIGH RISK OF DEATH OR INJURY THAT ARE
DISPROPORTIONATE TO THE THREAT.
Many officers want specific guidance — or “rules of the road” — about acceptable uses and
applications of force. Community members also want a clear sense of how officers should perform.
Because courts have not provided much guidance, departments should step in. Policies and training
should explicitly prohibit or limit uses of force that carry a high risk of death or injury when they are
unwarranted because they are disproportionate to the threat. Clear rules, with clear exceptions, ensure
that officers know in advance which force responses, tools, and techniques are prohibited under most
or all circumstances. Specifically, departments should:
Prohibit maneuvers that restrict blood or oxygen flow to the brain. Chokeholds, strangleholds,
neck restraints, neckholds, and carotid artery restraints are lethal hands-on maneuvers that cut off the
supply of blood and oxygen to the brain. There is widespread support for banning these maneuvers,
especially in the wake of the death of Eric Garner. In 2014, a New York City officer was recorded
wrapping his arm around Garner’s neck and wrestling him to the ground (in violation of department
policy) while he pleaded that he could not breathe.50
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Recognizing the inherent danger of

and can disable drivers, causing them

chokeholds and the threat they pose to

to lose control and endanger the lives of

human life, departments such as New York,

passengers, bystanders, and officers.57

Atlanta, and Miami prohibit them. Other

The department also prohibits officers from

states and cities have outlawed them too.

creating circumstances that might make

Washington, D.C., bans chokeholds (but

shooting at a vehicle necessary,58 such

allows “strangleholds” in some situations),

as entering into or obstructing a vehicle’s

and Illinois prohibits them unless deadly

path. This practice can be expensive. Some

force is justified.

people have sued cities for deaths caused

51

by officers shooting at moving vehicles,
Prohibit techniques and modes of

and city officials have opted to settle for

transport that risk suffocation. Positional

large sums of money to avoid long and

asphyxia (i.e., suffocation) occurs when

expensive litigation.59

people are restrained behind their backs and
placed on their stomachs. Restraints include

Bans on shooting at or from vehicles have

the hobble restraint, or “hog-tie,” by which

been extremely effective. The New York

officers tie people’s ankles with a strap and

Police Department banned shooting at

connect it to handcuffs.52 Positioning people

moving vehicles more than 45 years ago,

on their stomachs while they are restrained

causing officer shootings to plummet.

can make it difficult to breathe and can

Within the first year, the number of

result in death. Officers should be trained

officer-involved shootings declined by 33

to not restrain people who are face-down

percent.60 Officer deaths in the line of duty

and lying flat and to get handcuffed or

also decreased during this time, indicating

restrained people off of their stomachs as

that the policy does not jeopardize officer

quickly as possible. Instructors should train

safety.61 In short, this policy saves lives and

officers not to apply pressure to people’s

reduces liability for cities and departments.62

53

54

backs while restraining them in face-down
positions and handcuffing them, because

Set clear guidelines for vehicle pursuits.

doing so compresses the airway

High-speed police car chases are inherently

and risks suffocation.55

dangerous, especially in urban areas and
on densely populated streets, where they

Prohibit officers from shooting at or

pose serious risk of injury to other drivers,

from moving vehicles. This policy should

passengers, and bystanders.63 Indeed, a

apply except when drivers or passengers

2015 analysis of police car chases found

use or threaten imminent lethal force

that more than 5,000 passengers and

with weapons other than their vehicles.56

bystanders have been killed by them since

The Denver Police Department prohibits

1979, and tens of thousands more have

shooting at moving vehicles because doing

been injured.64 What’s more, most pursuits

so does not necessarily stop vehicles

involve minor offenses: A report by the
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“ IN A DEMOCRATIC SOCIETY,

POLICE MUST NEVER FORGET
THAT OUR AUTHORITY
IS DERIVED FROM THE
CONSENT OF THE PEOPLE.
WE HAVE SWORN A SOLEMN
OATH TO SAFEGUARD THE
CONSTITUTIONAL GUARANTEES
AND PERSONAL SAFETY OF ALL
PEOPLE. FOR THAT REASON, NO
POLICING POLICY WARRANTS
GREATER CARE AND ATTENTION
THAN THE USE OF FORCE. WE
SHOULD NOT BE MOTIVATED
SOLELY BY PUBLIC PROTESTS;
THIS ISSUE SHOULD RECEIVE
OUR CONSTANT ATTENTION, TO
ENSURE OFFICER AND PUBLIC
SAFETY.

“

- CHIEF J. SCOTT THOMSON,
CAMDEN COUNTY POLICE DEPARTMENT
AND PRESIDENT OF THE POLICE
EXECUTIVE RESEARCH FORUM.

International Association of Chiefs of Police

their supervisors after vehicle pursuits, and

(IACP) and the National Institute of Justice

departments should not discipline officers who

found that 92 percent of pursuits were initiated

refuse to initiate them.68

for traffic violations, misdemeanors,
Set clear guidelines for foot pursuits.

or non-violent felonies.65

People of color and people who live in highDepartments should provide clear parameters

crime areas may wish to avoid contact with

dictating when officers may initiate a vehicle

an officer — even if they are not involved in

pursuit. For example, the Seattle Police

criminal activity. Many factors may motivate

Department prohibits pursuits solely in

an innocent person to flee, such as the fear of

response to traffic violations, civic infractions,

police use of force, a natural dislike of authority,

misdemeanor offenses, property crimes, or

past negative interactions with police officers,

for the sole reason of eluding an officer (e.g.,

or fear of wrongful accusation, particularly

by increasing speed or refusing to stop).

among Black people because of their difficult

Officers should also end pursuits when the

history with police.69

66

risk outweighs the need to stop the driver.
Factors to consider include the original reason

Officers often respond on foot, which is

for the pursuit, location, direction of travel,

inherently dangerous and often ends in officer-

weather conditions, speed (of the eluding

involved shootings.70 Perception problems

driver), and traffic conditions, such as the

also occur during foot pursuits; officers may

presence of pedestrians and other vehicles.67

think someone who makes a quick or sudden

Officers should also be required to notify

movement is reaching for a weapon and shoot
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them.71 Officers also often experience fatigue

protestors from the Standing Rock Sioux

and/or an adrenaline rush when pursuing

Tribe in North Dakota, which resulted in

people, which can compromise their tactical

mass injuries, including fractured bones and

abilities and judgment.72 Foot pursuits by

hypothermia.76 Acoustic weapons are also

solo officers without backup are especially

used to control crowds, as was the case in

dangerous and often result in injury because

Ferguson, Missouri, where officers used them

officers may have to resort to force.

against people who were protesting the fatal
police shooting of Michael Brown, an unarmed

Departments should provide clear guidance

Black teen, by delivering painful blasts of

and training about how to safely engage in foot

noise, which can cause permanent damage

pursuits. Doing so will reduce the incidence of

and potential hearing loss.77 More recently, the

injury and death to the public and officers alike.

U.S. Border Patrol fired tear gas at a group of

Policies should specify when foot pursuits are

migrants, including young children, who were

warranted and limit them to when officers have

attempting to cross the U.S.-Mexico border.78

probable cause that someone has committed
crime; mere flight, in other words, is not

While these weapons are rarely used by police

enough. In its model policy, the IACP makes

officers in the United States, they fuel outrage

a series of recommendations on foot pursuits,

when they are. They induce fear, turn police

including that officers end foot pursuits when

encounters into war-like scenarios, and carry

they are alone or lose the person; when the

a high risk of injury and, therefore, should not

person enters a building or other structure;

be used to control crowds, including against

when they lose communication with dispatch;

people engaging in lawful protests and other

when they know they can apprehend the

activities protected by the First Amendment.

person at another time; or when they lose their

(For more detail, see Chapter 6.)

73

sense of direction or location.
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Water cannons shoot pressurized water
Prohibit water cannons and acoustic

(sometimes mixed with chemical agents or

weapons and restrict tear gas for crowd-

dyes) through hoses that are connected to

control purposes. Water cannons, fire hoses,

in-ground water supplies or to “bladders”

and tear gas (along with other uses of force,

mounted on top of vehicles. They can cause

including dogs, whips, and batons) were used

internal injuries and hypothermia (when used in

during the civil rights movement not only to

colder climates) and other injuries from slipping

control crowds but also to scare, intimidate,

and falling or exposure to chemicals and

and injure demonstrators.75 Despite their risk of

dyes.79 Departments should ban their use for

injury and intimidation, these instruments and

crowd-control purposes, as they are ineffective

tactics, though rare, are still used today.

and cause injury. Indeed, in 2015, England
banned them because they haven’t proven a

In 2016, police used water cannons, tear gas,

safe or effective crowd control tool.80

and lead-filled beanbags against peaceful
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Tear gas is a chemical that irritates eyes, causes skin pain, interferes with breathing, and disorients and
agitates people.81 It can be sprayed at people or thrown grenade-like into crowds, where it “explodes”
with gas.82 Like pepper spray, tear gas cannot be targeted when sprayed; as such, it carries a high risk
of affecting unintended targets or bystanders.83 When tear gas canisters explode, the gas disperses
widely to surrounding areas.84 For these reasons, departments should restrict the use of tear gas to
situations in which crowds engage in violent acts, such as riots, that risk death or serious injury and all
other options have been exhausted. The use of tear gas should require approval from the highest level
of the department, (i.e., from the chief or commissioner).
Like tear gas, acoustic weapons are indiscriminate; they can’t be targeted at specific individuals and
can harm bystanders and other officers.85 They’re primarily “pain compliance” tools that can cause
lasting physical impairment. Departments should ban their use, as they have not been proven to
be an effective method of crowd control.86

Limit acquisition of military equipment and militarized police responses. Since 1990, the U.S.
Department of Defense has transferred some $6 billion worth of excess military equipment to law
enforcement agencies through its 1033 Program, so named for a section of the National Defense
Authorization Act.87 Under the program, local police departments can acquire armored vehicles,
including Humvees and Mine Resistant Ambush Protected (MRAP) vehicles, which were designed to
withstand explosive ambushes in combat zones. They can also acquire military grade weapons, such
as high-caliber assault weapons, grenade launchers, and other equipment.
This program has been in effect for decades but only recently attracted national scrutiny. In 2014,
the Ferguson (Missouri) Police Department used this type of equipment in response to widespread
protests following the fatal shooting of Michael Brown.88 Images of officers in MRAPs, body armor,
and gas masks confronting protesters and of snipers perched on top of tactical vehicles89 spread
around the world — and recalled images of excessive uses of force against protesters during the civil
rights movement.

The U.S. Department of Justice (DOJ) launched an investigation
into the Ferguson Department’s response to the protests,
and President Obama issued an executive order directing
a working group to review programs that supply military
equipment to police.90 In 2015, the DOJ concluded that the
heavily armed, militarized response was disproportionate to
the threat posed by the protestors and deployed in a manner
that intimidated the community.91
The working group subsequently recommended prohibiting
acquisition of military equipment including tracked armored
and weaponized vehicles, bayonets, grenade launchers,
and high-caliber firearms and ammunition.92 In 2017, the
Trump administration revoked the order and disavowed the
recommendations,93 yet they nonetheless serve as a guide
and confirm that the significant risk of misusing or overusing
military weapons, which undermines community trust,
warrants their prohibition.94
Indeed, evidence shows that militarization influences police
behavior. One study found a correlation between military
equipment and the number of police-involved killings.95
Access to military equipment also increases officers’ tendency
to use military tactics (i.e., force) to resolve conflicts.96 The
massive transfer of such equipment to local departments is
tantamount to arming officers for war against communities.
That said, while military-grade equipment should not be
used against members of the public, especially when
engaging in lawful protests, it may be appropriate in limited,
high-risk situations, such as hostage rescues, special
operations, terrorist attacks, active shooters, and fugitive
apprehension. These situations may require heavy riot gear
and powerful weapons to protect public and officer safety.97
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Limit the use of SWAT teams. Departments historically used Special Weapons and Tactics (SWAT)
teams to handle hostage rescues, active shooters, and terrorist attacks. Today, SWAT teams are
routinely used to execute search warrants, often for drug searches.98 Officers on SWAT teams receive
military-style training and use weapons, such as battering rams and flashbang grenades (which can
blind or deafen people), to break into homes.99
Some search warrants for drugs are high-risk and may warrant the use of SWAT teams. Yet the shift
from their original use calls for careful evaluation of SWAT programs to determine whether they are
being used appropriately after careful threat assessments. SWAT teams should be used for warrant
service only when officers can show the existence of an imminent threat of serious bodily injury or
harm, such that officers would be unable to execute a warrant safely without SWAT assistance.
Department leaders should provide guidance on the types of warrant searches that justify the SWAT
deployment and reasonable tactics when serving high-risk warrants.100 When executing a warrant
each action taken (for example, using a battering ram to enter after a knock-and-announce fails), each
action or use of force should be justified. SWAT teams, and officers in other units who also execute
warrants, need ongoing specialized training to reduce use of force.101
No-knock warrants are an especially high-risk tactic and they should be the exception not the rule.
Only when a threat exists that officers can specifically articulate, should they be used.
Prohibit retaliatory and punitive uses of force. Though typically used in response to a legitimate
threat of serious injury or death, force is sometimes used as a punitive measure. Officers might use
retaliatory force when someone appears confrontational or records an officer with a cell phone video
camera (which is generally permissible under the First Amendment).102 Departments should explicitly
prohibit retaliatory and punitive force,103 especially against people who are handcuffed or restrained
and therefore pose no threat.

RECOMMENDATION 4.4
SET CLEAR POLICIES APPLICABLE
TO ALL FORCE INSTRUMENTS.
The rules and trainings that departments put in place regarding the use of force should ensure it
is reasonable, necessary, and proportional, regardless of the instrument or technique used. This
recommendation explores basic parameters around use of force that apply to all instruments and that
should be covered in policy and training.
Departments should ensure that officers:
++ Use only department-issued or
department-approved instruments.104
++ Complete required training and
certification in each instrument and are
recertified on a regular basis.105

++ Consider whether they can’t effectively
communicate with targeted people
because of their limited English proficiency;
mental health, developmental, or physical
disabilities; or substance use disorders. (For
more detail, see Recommendation 4.6.)

++ Consider their surroundings before use
to avoid unnecessary risk to bystanders,
victims, and other officers.106

++ Use instruments only when reasonable,
necessary, and proportional to threat
posed.110

++ Identify themselves as officers,107
consider de-escalation tactics (including
verbal de-escalation techniques),108 and
give verbal warnings before use.109

++ Render medical aid and request medical
assistance if necessary.111 (For more detail,
see Recommendation 4.8.)

++ Determine whether people are in mental
health or substance use crisis and, if so,
use crisis intervention techniques.

++ File a report immediately after each use of
force and justify each separate use of force
(i.e., each firearm discharge, Taser shock,
baton strike, etc.).112 Shooting someone
once may be justified; shooting someone
more than once may not.

RECOMMENDATION 4.5
SET CLEAR POLICIES REGARDING
SPECIFIC FORCE INSTRUMENTS.
Different instruments introduce specific considerations and risks. Pepper spray requires different
knowledge and precautions than tear gas, and handguns require different approaches than Tasers. Yet
many departments lack specific policies regarding the use of each instrument.113 Without such policies,
and training to adhere to them, supervisors can’t adequately hold officers accountable when officers
misuse instruments. Specifically, departments should:
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Set clear policies regarding firearms. Firearms, such as handguns, shotguns, and rifles, are among
the most lethal weapons at officers’ disposal, and their use impacts not only officers and individuals
but entire departments and communities.114 Some departments address the use of firearms in general
policies, while others provide specific, stand-alone guidance. Either way, firearms merit special
attention, and their proper use should be a major component of departments’ policies regarding the
use of force.115 Force policies should clearly address all topics related to firearm use, including training
and certification, holstering and discharge, and reports, investigations, and discipline.
Departments should ensure that officers follow the general guidelines relating to use of force l
isted in Recommendation 4.4.

In addition, departments should ensure
that officers:

++ File a force report whenever a firearm is
unholstered and pointed at someone.120

++ Understand that “use of force” includes
pointing a firearm at people, which is
considered a “seizure” under the Fourth
Amendment.116

++ File a report even after unintentional
discharge and even if no injury or
death results. All discharges should be
immediately investigated.121

++ Unholster, draw, and exhibit firearms
only when they reasonably believe the
situation may rise to a level where lethal
force would be authorized.117

Departments should prohibit officers from:

++ Understand that unsuccessful use
of less-lethal weapons does not
automatically authorize an officer to use a
firearm.118
++ Determine whether the person is
experiencing a mental health or
substance use crisis and, if so, use crisis
intervention techniques.119

XX

Firing warning shots (so as not to harm
others in the area).122

XX

Shooting through doors, windows, or
when targets are not clearly in view.123

XX

Firing at moving vehicles (except in
limited situations).124

Set clear policies regarding Tasers. Tasers — also referred to as electronic control weapons (ECWs),
conducted electrical weapon (CEWs), and conducted energy devices (CEDs) — are increasingly used
by law enforcement agencies as a less-lethal alternative to firearms.125 Tasers fire two barbed wires
that pierce the skin and deliver high voltage electric shocks to stun and disable people.126 Tasers can
also be used in “drive-stun” mode, which does not affect motor functions but causes significant pain.127
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Though most Taser shocks do not inflict serious injury, some do. The shock induces muscle contraction,
which can cause people to fall and sometimes break bones, hit their heads, and even die.128 On the other
hand, Tasers are less injurious to members of the public and officers than other applications of force,
such as punches, kicks, batons, and flashlights, research shows.129
Community and advocacy groups have questioned the safety of Tasers and raised concerns about their
use (and abuse). Indeed, studies show that some officers use Tasers with impunity because supervisors
don’t scrutinize Taser use as closely as firearm use.130 One study found that officers deployed Tasers
without appropriate justification in nearly 60 percent of reported Taser incidents and sometimes
shocked people who were “merely passively or verbally noncompliant” or were already handcuffed or
restrained.131 A study of the Chicago Police Department found that expanded use of Tasers did not
reduce the use of firearms or the number of people injured by the department’s officers.132
For these reasons, departments should develop and implement specific policies to maximize safety and
restrict the unnecessary or improper use of Tasers and should train officers to comply with these policies.
In general, departments should consider Tasers a “weapon of need, not a tool of convenience.”133 And
supervisors should respond to the scene whenever one is used.134
Departments should ensure that officers follow the general guidelines relating to use of force
listed in Recommendation 4.4.

In addition, departments should ensure
that officers:
++ Carry Tasers in “weak-side holsters” (i.e.,
on the side of their nondominant hand) to
reduce accidental discharge.135

under the influence of drugs (prescription
and illegal) or alcohol, or who have slight
builds.138
XX

Using them on vulnerable body parts,
such as the head, neck, chest, and groin.139

++ Consider the severity of the crime before
determining what mode to use them in.136

XX

Using more than one Taser against one
person at one time.140

++ Stop using them after one standard (fivesecond) cycle to determine whether more
than one cycle is necessary.137

XX

Using a Taser on someone more than
three standard (five-second) cycles.141

XX

Using “drive-stun” mode, which causes
pain but not loss of muscle control142 and
can escalate encounters by causing rage
in response to pain.143

XX

Using them for the sole reason of
preventing flight.144

Departments should prohibit officers from:
XX
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Using Tasers against high-risk groups,
such as pregnant women, older people,
young children, or people who are visibly
frail, have known heart conditions, are
in a medical or mental health crisis, are

Set clear policies regarding batons. Batons, including straight batons, espantoons, and expandable
batons, are impact weapons that can cause serious injury and sometimes death. Batons are inherently
fraught with risk because they are less lethal if used properly but lethal if used improperly. For example,
strikes to the head, neck, throat, spine, heart, and kidneys are lethal force; strikes to other body parts
aren’t.145 Thus, force policies should clearly state that batons are a low-risk option but are capable of
lethal force depending on how they are used.146
Departments should ensure that officers follow the general guidelines relating to use of force listed in
Recommendation 4.4.
In addition, departments should ensure
that officers:
++ Understand that strikes to vulnerable
body parts are considered lethal force
because of their high risk of serious injury
and death.147

Departments should prohibit officers from:
XX

Using flashlights or other hard objects in
place of batons (because flashlights are
potentially more injurious).148

XX

Striking the head or other vulnerable
body parts, such as the neck, chest,
spine, groin, or kidneys.

XX

Using batons against people who are
restrained, even if they are noncompliant,
unless they pose an imminent threat to
officers or others.149

Set clear policies regarding pepper spray.

and physically threatening. One study found

Oleoresin capsicum (OC) spray, commonly

that the use of canine force resulted in a

known as pepper spray, is an inflammatory

higher proportion of hospital visitations than

agent that burns the skin, eyes, and throat

Tasers, batons, and “bean bag” projectiles

and, in some cases, causes temporary

(fabric bags with lead filled pellets that

blindness and restricts breathing. Officers

are fired from a shotgun). The study also

often use pepper spray to disperse crowds

concluded that injuries inflicted by canines

and force people to comply with orders.

are more likely to require medical attention

While pepper spray is a valuable alternative

than those caused by less lethal weapons.154

to lethal force, it still risks serious harm. It
is not very accurate, especially in windy

A 2011 DOJ investigation of the New

conditions, and it can hit people other than

Orleans Police Department found that police

intended targets, including other officers.

dogs were so uncontrollable that they bit
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And, because it is flammable, it can’t be used

people (including officers) more than twice

in combination with Tasers or other ECWs.

as often as properly trained dogs in well-run
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canine units.155 The department was ordered
Departments should ensure that officers

to suspend the program until it developed

follow the general guidelines relating to use

appropriate training.156

of force listed in Recommendation 4.4.
In addition, departments should prohibit
officers from:
XX

XX

Using pepper spray on passive resisters
or to disperse crowds.152
Using spray on people who are
handcuffed or otherwise restrained
unless they pose a threat to public or
officer safety.153

Set clear policies regarding canines. Police
canine (K-9) teams serve many important
purposes: they detect evidence, bombs, and
narcotics; find people who are suspected
of criminal activity; and search fields and
wooded areas for missing people, with much
more precision than officers.
Without proper policies and training,
however, police dogs can be traumatizing
139

More recently, the St. Paul Police Department
stiffened restrictions on canine use after two
high-profile incidents involving the misuse
of canine force (one man was bitten after he
was mistaken for a suspect and a woman
was bitten while taking out the trash).157
The new policy limits the use of dogs to
apprehend people suspected of felony crimes
of violence (e.g., murder, manslaughter,
aggravated robbery, kidnapping, criminal
sexual misconduct, and drive-by shootings)
and prohibits them in other felonies (e.g.,
theft, fleeing in a vehicle, drug sales, and
burglary of vacant buildings).158
To some, the mere presence of dogs is
threatening, in part due to misuse of canine
force in the past, and particularly during
the civil rights movement. To alleviate
concerns about the use of canine force,

departments should implement policies and training to ensure that canine teams, police dog handlers,
and police dogs operate safely and effectively. Some states require departments to do so. New Jersey,
for example, enforces training standards and qualification requirements for all state and local law
enforcement agencies with canine units.159
Departments should ensure that officers follow the general guidelines relating to use of force
listed in Recommendation 4.4.

In addition, departments should ensure
that dog handlers:
++ Complete a certification program with
a qualified trainer in obedience, agility,
scent work, criminal apprehension,
handler protection, record-keeping and
other areas.160
++ Train dogs to “find and bark” rather than
“find and bite.”161
++ Obtain supervisory approval before
deploying dogs,162 especially when offleash.163
++ Use dogs on-leash primarily to locate
people suspected of being armed or
committing a violent felony or a person
who is fleeing and presents a serious risk
of injury to others.164
++ Keep dogs within visual or auditory
range.165
++ Deploy dogs off-leash only when people
are suspected of being armed or of
committing a violent felony.166
++ Determine whether the person has
limited proficiency in English. If so,
determine whether they can understand
the phrase “canine warning;” if not, obtain
language assistance.167
++ Call off the dog immediately if it bites

someone.168
++ Consider whether people may not be
able to cooperate because of behavioral
health problems or developmental or
physical disabilities.169
++ Document the use of dogs, including
training, incident reports, and canine
health reports.170
++ Submit a force report when a dog
apprehends someone (even if no bite
occurs).171
Departments should prohibit dog
handlers from:
XX

Using dogs for crowd control.172

XX

Using dogs for force or intimidation.173

XX

Using dogs when people don’t pose an
imminent danger or when a lower level of
force can secure them.174

XX

Using dogs to apprehend children and
adolescents or people suspected of being
under the influence of drugs or alcohol,
who are in mental health crisis, or have
developmental disabilities.175

XX

Releasing dogs trained to “bite and
hold” people without first issuing verbal
warnings and offering an opportunity for
peaceful resolution with the suspect.176
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The science of cognitive psychology

RECOMMENDATION 4.6
ENSURE OFFICERS
CONSIDER PERSONAL
CHARACTERISTICS
BEFORE USING FORCE.

increasingly recognizes differences in
young people’s decision-making capacities,
so departments should require officers
to “employ developmentally appropriate”
responses to youth.180

Officers should be trained to remember that
individuals may have specific characteristics
affecting how they respond to police.
Mental health or developmental disabilities,
substance use disorders, physical disabilities,
deafness, blindness, primary language,
cultural background, and age influence
communication and how officers are able to

RECOMMENDATION 4.7
REQUIRE OFFICERS TO
INTERVENE IN IMPROPER
USES OF FORCE.
Officers who don’t intervene to prevent or

effectively convey orders or instructions.

stop improper uses of force may be liable

In California, the Santa Ana Police

The vast majority of officers (84 percent)

Department cites the “[s]ubject’s mental state
or capacity” as a factor to determine whether
use of force is reasonable.177 The Las Vegas
Metropolitan Police Department similarly
describes “[t]he influence of drugs/alcohol
or the mental capacity of the subject” as a
factor for consideration in the use of force

for harm caused by their colleagues.181
agree that officers should be required to
intervene to prevent other officers from
using excessive force, according to a
survey by the Pew Research Center.182
And for good reason: One study found
that departments that implemented “duty
to intervene” policies had 9 percent fewer

‘reasonableness inquiry.’”178

officer-involved deaths.183

Officers and individuals sometimes

The Police Executive Research Forum

miscommunicate due to language barriers
and cultural differences. Departments should
therefore incorporate cultural competency
training into their overall training programs.
(For more detail, see Chapters 1, 2, and
11.) Cultural competency programs equip
officers to respond effectively to different
communities’ public safety needs and reduce
the use of unnecessary force.179 They also
help build trust and understanding between
officers and the communities they serve.
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recommends that departments train
officers to safely intervene when a fellow
officer is using unnecessary or excessive
force or is engaging in other misconduct
and to detect warning signs that an officer
may be likely to use excessive force.184
Witness officers should also report uses of
excessive force to supervisors.185

MENTAL HEALTH OR
DEVELOPMENTAL
DISABILITIES,
SUBSTANCE USE
DISORDERS, PHYSICAL
DISABILITIES,
DEAFNESS, BLINDNESS,
LANGUAGE
ABILITIES, CULTURAL
BACKGROUND, AND
AGE INFLUENCE
HOW PEOPLE
COMMUNICATE AND
HOW THEY RESPOND
TO POLICE.

Intervention by fellow officers during applications of unreasonable force protects the public and
officers alike.186 The New Orleans Police Department’s force policy trains officers on various
intervention techniques, including verbal or physical intervention, notifying supervisors, and
issuing direct orders to stop unreasonable uses of force.187

RECOMMENDATION 4.8
REQUIRE OFFICERS TO RENDER AID
UNTIL MEDICAL ASSISTANCE ARRIVES.
To carry out their mission to preserve public safety, departments should require officers to render
first aid to people who have been injured and to request medical assistance promptly.188 The New
Orleans Police Department requires officers to immediately check people for injuries following the use
of force and to render aid consistent with their skills and training until medical assistance arrives.189
Departments should train all officers to render first aid and provide them with the tools to do so, such
as first-aid kits.190 First-aid kits greatly reduce the risk of death from blood loss,191 and first-aid training
helps save the lives of community members and officers.

RECOMMENDATION 4.9
PROVIDE CONTINUAL, SCENARIO-BASED TRAINING.
Departments devote significant time to training in firearms (58 hours) and defensive tactics (49 hours),
according to a 2015 survey of Police Executive Research Forum members.192 But they spend much
less time (about 8 hours) training officers in de-escalation and crisis intervention tactics and in uses of
less-lethal force,193 and few officers receive ongoing in-service training on these topics.
Departments should require officers to receive scenario-based training in uses of force at regular
intervals.194 Officers should practice, in interactive environments, de-escalation techniques and
threat assessment strategies that account for implicit bias in decision-making.195 (For more detail,
see Chapter 2.) In addition to lecture-based review of written policies, training should be immersive,
interactive, and reflect contemporary approaches to adult learning.
Departments should also develop training scenarios for officers that replicate real encounters and
require supplemental training even for veteran officers with extensive field experience.196 And
supervisors should receive additional training on investigations into uses of force, strategies to direct
officers to minimize uses of force, and managing force incidents.197
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RECOMMENDATION 4.10
ESTABLISH ROBUST PROCESSES FOR REPORTING AND
INVESTIGATING USES OF FORCE.
Developing a comprehensive force policy is the first step toward reducing excessive uses of force.
Departmental policies should also provide clear guidance for officers to report uses of force and for
supervisors to review and investigate them.198 Uses of force that go beyond “hand controls” and
“escort techniques,” which are used to handcuff unresisting individuals and generally do not cause
pain or injury, should be reported and investigated.199 Specifically, departments should:
Provide clear guidance on reporting, reviewing, and investigating force. After using force,
officers and witness officers should orally notify supervisors of the incident.200 Instead of requiring
officers to merely note uses of force on arrest reports, departments should maintain separate files for
use-of-force reports so they can track each incident. Officers should file force reports before the end of
the shift during which the incident occurred.
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Force investigations
should be fair, thorough,
objective, and completed
in a timely manner to
adhere to the principles of
procedural justice.

All involved officers should provide detailed narratives of the
facts leading to the use of force.201 Without accurate and timely
reporting, even the most comprehensive use-of-force policies
will fail. Incomplete, vague, or boilerplate language in use-offorce reports allows violations to go unchecked and cripples
misconduct investigations, so this type of language should be
prohibited. Officers who fail to report uses of force, or who falsify
reports, should be disciplined (up to and including termination).202
Departmental policies should require the review and investigation
of all reported uses of force. Supervisors should respond to
the scene of all incidents involving anything beyond lowerlevel uses of force, such as pressure point compliance and joint
manipulation (which generally do not cause injury or significant
pain).203 While nonreportable and lower-level uses of force do not
require a supervisor response, supervisors can, upon notification,
opt to respond to the scene; they may conclude that the force
used was excessive even if minimal.
If they do not respond to the scene, supervisors should review
force reports for lower-level uses of force by the end of the shift
during which the force occurred.204 Additionally, supervisors
should visit the scene and investigate nonreportable and lowerlevel uses of force upon complaint of pain or injury. Departments
should require officers to file use-of-force reports for nonreportable uses of force when there has been an injury
or complaint of injury.205
Force investigations should be fair, thorough, objective, and
completed in a timely manner to adhere to the principles
of procedural justice. Transparent policies that detail the
investigation process give both the public and officers clear
expectations. Specific factors for determining reasonable
uses of force reduce the appearance and occurrence of bias
and arbitrariness in decisions. And timely investigations build
legitimacy, give community members a sense of closure, and
allow officers who did not violate policy to return to work quickly.
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In determining the reasonableness of force, department leaders should consider officers’ tactical
conduct and decision-making before and during the incident.206 In the shooting death of Dontre
Hamilton, for example, internal affairs investigators at the Milwaukee Police Department found
that the involved officer was within his rights at the time he used deadly force.207 However, they
also found that his decisions and actions leading up to the incident created the need to use force.
Because he did not apply his training and crisis intervention leading up to the use of force, and
because he identified Hamilton as in a mental health crisis, he was fired.208
Some departments employ dedicated squads of specialized force investigators who conduct
investigations of mid-level and serious force incidents.209 The New Orleans Police Department’s
Force Investigation Team investigates all serious and potentially criminal uses of force, all uses of
force by officers ranked higher than sergeant, and all in-custody deaths.210
Respond fairly and appropriately to policy violations. When force investigations find that
officers have violated policy, supervisors should impose discipline and interventions that comport
with policies and procedures. Departments should commit to fairly and impartially enforcing their
use-of-force policies. Lax accountability, or cultures where written policies aren’t respected or
followed, render even the best-written policies powerless.211
Departments should integrate use-of-force expectations into disciplinary measures and establish
clear, fair penalties for policy violations. They should also publish disciplinary rules in conjunction
with use-of-force policies. When policy is violated, departments should publicly disclose final
disciplinary actions. The LAPD releases abridged summaries of use-of-force incidents on its
website, including summaries of the incident and administrative findings.212
Departments can strengthen accountability by maintaining publicly accessible electronic
tracking systems for force data.213 To reevaluate and continuously improve policies and training,
departments should track and analyze incidents that identify systemic patterns of harmful or
excessive force (e.g., incidents where no force was necessary but an officer nonetheless used
a Taser or other weapon).214
147

Departments should also aggregate use-of-force data and integrate it into nondisciplinary early
intervention systems to identify problematic trends in other areas (e.g., stop-and-search practices
and wellness indicators) to provide professional and personal development and to prevent crises.
(For more detail, see Chapters 7 and 8).
Publicly release information about serious and lethal uses of force as soon as possible.
Departments should release basic or preliminary information soon after officer-involved shootings
or other serious use-of-force incidents occur and should regularly update the public as new
information becomes available (to the extent permitted by concurrent criminal investigations).215
The Las Vegas Metropolitan Police Department, for example, releases the name, rank, tenure, and
age of the involved officer to the public within 48 hours and conducts a media briefing within 72
hours.216 These and other practices illustrate how to quickly give the public information about uses
of force even during internal or criminal investigations. Such transparency enhances community
trust in police and in its internal investigative processes.
Make use-of-force policies publicly available. Although not yet standard, many departments
have begun to implement publicly accessible policies and systems.217 Enabling the public to read
police policies, especially those governing the use of force, increases people’s ability to understand
and offer input on departmental practices.218 To promote transparency and accountability,
departments should make them available upon request and publish policies online in standard as
well as alternative and accessible formats.
Engage communities in developing and revising use-of-force policies. As with virtually
every other aspect of democratic government, police policies should be formulated with public
participation and deliberation. Communities should participate directly in developing the policies
and practices that police departments use to preserve public safety, including, and especially,
those regarding the use of force. As discussed elsewhere in this report, community participation
in policing improves transparency, accountability, legitimacy, and trust — and protects
communities and officers.219
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