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Abstract This article provides the background to an international project on use of
force by the police that was carried out in seven countries. Force is often considered
to be the defining characteristic of policing and much research has been conducted
on the determinants, prevalence and control of the use of force, particularly in the
United States. However, little work has looked at police officers’ own views on the
use of force, in particular the way in which they justify it. Using a hypothetical
encounter developed for this project, researchers in each country conducted focus
groups with police officers in which they were encouraged to talk about the use of
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force. The results show interesting similarities and differences across countries and
demonstrate the value of using this kind of research focus and methodology.

Introduction

For as long as modern public police forces have existed, their use of force and
violence has been a potential topic of public and political interest, scrutiny, challenge
and controversy, as well as the subject of occasional litigation. In many
contemporary societies, it is a topic that is rarely absent from the news headlines
for very long. And in some cases, these events become memorable and emblematic,
irreversibly influencing public attitudes toward the use of force by police. Many
people remember something about the Rodney King beating in Los Angeles in 1991,
the shooting of Amadou Diallo by New York City police officers in 1999, the
Uzbekistan “massacre” in May 2005,1 the execution-style shooting to death of Jean
Charles de Menezes by London Metropolitan police officers in July of the same
year, and the death of the unarmed Polish immigrant, Robert Dziekanski, after being
tasered by police in Vancouver Airport in October 2007.

Indeed, some influential North American policing scholars—most notably Egon
Bittner [13, 14], but see also Klockars [47, 49]—have argued that the authority to
use force in an almost unlimited range of circumstances is the essential defining
characteristic of the modern public police. And during the last forty years or so, an
astonishing array of new weaponry has been developed and provided to the police
for this purpose, to the point that the routinely “unarmed”2 police officer is
becoming an increasing rarity in modern life. The fact that police may be “unarmed,”
however, does not mean that the use of force is not still an essential “tool” in their
working “toolbox” [59].

1 There are indications, however, that these killings were perpetrated mainly by soldiers rather than police
officers (see e.g. http://hrw.org/english/docs/2005/06/07/uzbeki11077.htm).
2 No public police officer is completely “unarmed” in the broadest sense, and it is significant that this term
has now come to mean simply that a police officer does not carry a firearm. Most police in Britain and in
New Zealand are still routinely “unarmed” in this more restricted sense.
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As we shall illustrate in the brief discussion of the literature which follows, much
of the scholarship and research on the use of force by police has been normative in
its orientation—addressing the question of when, and under what circumstances and
conditions, it may and may not be justified, from a legal [30], philosophical [24] or
ethical [46, 61] point of view. And the extant empirical research has tended to focus
on identifying the kinds circumstances in which police do actually resort to the use
of force in carrying out their duties, and the kinds of precipitating factors in such
events [e.g., 6, 12, 78]. A third body of literature focuses particularly on police
weaponry and training with respect to the use of force, and the development of “use
of force models” to guide police in its use [e.g. 9, 34].

Rather neglected in this scholarship, however, have been the perspectives on this
subject of police officers themselves. How do they identify situations as justifying or
not justifying the use of force as a police practice? And what kinds of justificatory
arguments do they deploy in support of such practices? Is there broad consensus
among police officers on these matters, or do they display a significant variety of
different viewpoints about them? Does the way the police think about and justify the
use of force vary significantly from one class of police officers to another (e.g.
regular patrol officers vs. “special weapons” or “tactical” squad members)? Or from
one police force to another? From one country to another? Or within different
cultural contexts? And if so, what kinds of factors might best explain such
differences? Finally, if understandings and practices do differ significantly in these
respects, what implications might this have for any attempts to develop some
“universal” minimum standards with respect to the use of force by police?

The research that is reported in this Special Issue was designed specifically to try
to address some of these questions in a systematic, comparative international,
empirical way. Originally the brainchild of the Venezuelan participants (and
initiators) of the research, the study of which the findings are reported in this issue
grew over a period of five years eventually to include replicated research in seven
disparate countries3 in different parts of the world. While obviously this “coverage”
does not allow us to draw any “global” conclusions about police understandings of
the use of force,4 it does, we believe, allow us to begin to identify similarities and
differences in the way in which officers talk about, and approach, the use of force in
their work.

Before describing in more detail the design, objectives and methods of the
research, however, we provide, by way of background, some brief comments on the
extant published research literature on the use of force by police, out of which our
interest in this topic developed.

Scholarship on the use of force by police

There is a vast body of research literature on the use of force by police, dating back
over many years. Obviously we cannot summarize all of this literature here. Rather,

3 Australia, Brazil, Germany, The Netherlands, the United Kingdom, the United States of America, and
Venezuela.
4 No countries in Africa or Asia, for instance, were included in the research.
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in this section we seek to do no more than highlight some of its main themes in
recent years, so that our readers will be able to gain some appreciation of how our
own research relates to this body of work and contributes to current understandings
of this topic.

The great majority of the published literature on the use of force by police has
derived from research in the United States of America (for a recent review of this
research, see [6]), beginning with the seminal works of William Westley [89] and
Albert Reiss [67]. These researchers demonstrated the centrality of force to the
police role in that country, and it was Egon Bittner [13, 14] who first put forward the
idea that access to, and the legitimate authority to use, force is the central defining
characteristic of modern police work. Police organisations are not commonly called
“police forces” for no reason [17].

Even some non-English language books on the subject are actually reviews of
North American research (e.g. [45]). However, since there is every reason to believe
that the use of force by police is at least significantly influenced by the culture and
traditions of the societies in which they do their work,5 this major bias of the extant
literature towards the situation in the United States of America almost certainly has
negative implications for the possibility of generalising from its findings. One might
reasonably suspect, for instance, that the use of force by police is significantly
related to such factors as the general relationship between the police and the citizens
they police (including the perceived legitimacy of, and public confidence in, the
police), levels of violence and weapon carrying within the wider community, the
domestic laws and customs that define acceptable and unacceptable police practices,
and expectations of citizen deference to police authority and compliance with police
demands [68]. In this respect, the U.S.A. undoubtedly has very particular character-
istics which are quite different from those of many other countries of the world.

Even within the U.S.A, however, systematic research on the use of force by police
is a relatively recent addition to the broader literature on the police. A variety of
factors account for this, including the obvious sensitivity of the topic (particularly in
a relatively litigious society such as that in the U.S.A.) and the related reluctance of
police forces to grant access to relevant data on the subject.6 Indeed, police
executives understandably have concerns that such research may focus dispropor-
tionately on misuse or abuse of force by police (see e.g. [30, 88]), while not paying
sufficient attention to instances of legitimate, justified and acceptable use of force.
Participation of police forces in such research is often perceived to involve some
degree of organisational risk.

In our own research, we have been fortunate to draw on research literature on the use
of force by police which is derived from a number of other countries. For example,
significant research has been undertaken in Latin America focusing on police use of
force and citizens’ reactions to it [11, 12, 16, 20, 21, 25, 31, 32, 39, 40, 58, 62, 70].

5 So, for instance, Great Britain, New Zealand and, until fairly recently, Australia all have long traditions
of police who do not routinely carry firearms, which clearly have implications for the incidence of the use
of deadly force by police in those countries.
6 Alpert & Dunham [6] have argued, however, that it is only since the 1980’s that police in the United
States have kept sufficient systematic and reliable records of their use of force to make such research
possible. This is undoubtedly true of many, if not most, other countries too.
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Research in Germany, on the other hand, has focused primarily on police–citizen
encounters and violence by citizens against police officers [10, 18, 28, 36, 41–44, 51,
55, 63, 72]. In The Netherlands, research on the use of force by police has mostly been
rather more recent, but is nevertheless substantial [2–5, 50, 60, 80–83, 50].

At the heart of any discussion of the use of force by police are some difficult
definitional issues. What, precisely, is legitimately (or usefully) embraced within the
term “use of force”? A range of terminology—from “coercion” [17: Ch. 2; 79] and
“force” [6, 32, 33, 65] to “violence” [23–24, 35, 45, 56, 68, 89], “brutality” [52, 66,
74] and “torture” [19, 29]—with variably emotive connotations, can be found in the
literature.7 While “violence,” “brutality” and “torture” arguably connote excessive or
unjustified degrees of force, the content of even the seemingly more neutral terms
“coercion” and “force” is nevertheless not self-evident. While many people might
concede that even police presence could be considered at least mildly or potentially
intimidating and coercive, treating mere police presence as police “use of force” is
arguably not conceptually useful. On the other hand, it is generally recognised that
numbers and appearance (police “out in force” and “a show of force”) can make a
difference to how police are perceived and how the policing that they do is
experienced [87]. While most research on police use of force considers only the
actual use of physical force, with or without weapons, there have been those who
have argued that this is too narrow a definition for understanding the essentially
coercive character of police work, which derives as much from the threat of, or
potential for, force rather than from its actual use (see e.g. [78]).

Even the concept of actual physical force, however, is open to interpretation. Can,
for instance, a coerced strip search (coercively requiring a suspect to remove their
own clothing and submit to intimate bodily inspection) be legitimately regarded as
police “use of force” [73]?8 Does a high-speed police vehicle chase amount to police
“use of force” [7]? Or shouting commands or interrogating in an aggressive,
threatening manner? Obviously, the decision whether or not to treat such actions as
“police use of force” in undertaking research will have direct implications for
findings about the prevalence and circumstances of the use of force by police.

Without clear agreement about such definitional matters, gaining a reliable picture
of the extent, nature and circumstances of the police use of force through research
poses a significant challenge,9 and given the likely cultural variations in this respect,
this poses especial problems for comparative research on this topic. There is,
however, widespread recognition that the use of force by police is a matter of
concern and controversy in virtually all countries—at least among human rights

7 In the present project, we also encountered the intriguing problem that the word “force” is not found in
all of the languages represented by participating countries. In Germany, the law refers to “immediate
physical coercion” (unmittelbarer Zwang), while in The Netherlands the relevant term is geweld, which
translates as “violence” (there is no distinction in Dutch between force and violence).
8 In an extensive review of the law relating to strip searches in the case of R. v. Golden [2001] 3 S.C.R.
679, a majority of the judges of the Supreme Court of Canada commented that “women and minorities in
particular may have a real fear of strip searches and may experience such a search as equivalent to a sexual
assault” (at para. 90).
9 It might be noted, however, that similar difficulties arise with respect to research on the incidence and
nature of domestic violence (see e.g. [23], and the debates between Straus & Gelles [77] and Dobash et al.
[26]).
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activists and certain sections of the academic community, if not within
government or the mass public. As we noted earlier, how the use of force by
police is regarded, at least in terms of official responses to it, may well be
influenced by broader social and cultural experiences of, and attitudes towards,
force, violence, the carriage of weapons, and police more generally. Thus, for
instance, in societies in which levels of violence are high and attacks on police
common, it may well be that tolerance towards police use of force is higher, and
willingness to characterise it as “excessive” or unjustified lower. The relation-
ships between general levels of violence, attitudes towards police, prevalence of
firearms ownership, and use of force by police, however, appear to be by no
means straightforward [62]. Thus, even in a country like the United States of
America, which is commonly regarded as having relatively high levels of firearms
ownership and violence, and in which virtually every police officer routinely carries
a firearm on duty, research has consistently suggested that actual use of physical
force by police is relatively infrequent, regardless of the definition of force that has
been adopted [1, 6: 22].

Data on the use of force by police have most commonly been drawn from one or
more of three sources—official records (including the routine use of force reports
that have been required in many jurisdictions since the 1980’s), observational
studies, and the records of various kinds of litigation (including criminal
prosecutions, civil lawsuits, coroners’ inquests, hearings of citizen complaints
against police, and police internal disciplinary proceedings). Each of these involves
significant limitations in terms of their completeness and reliability as sources of
data for systematic research.

Most of the research, however, has focussed on drawing conclusions about such
matters as: the extent to which, and circumstances in which, police resort to the use
of force in their encounters with citizens (e.g., [25, 81]); the kinds of factors in
police–citizen encounters which make it more or less likely that force will be used
(e.g. [54, 55]); the efficacy of different strategies for reducing the amount of force
used by police (e.g. [47, 21]); public attitudes towards the use of force by police (e.g.
[16]); the emergence of police and police-supported “death squads” (e.g., [20, 39]);
whether police use force differentially in their encounters with members of different
racial, ethnic, religious, gender, age and/or socio-economic groups within society
(e.g. [12, 58, 64, 71, 74, 75]); whether resort to force varies according to the gender
or racial background of the officers involved [38, 57]; the role of use of force in
citizen complaints against police [37, 74]; the development of use of force decision-
making models, designed to regulate the use of force by police (see e.g. [69]), and of
alternatives to the use of lethal force by police [86]. Other literature, with a more
normative orientation, and written primarily by legal scholars, discusses the legal
rules governing the use of force by police and the philosophical and moral
justifications which they reflect (e.g. [8, 32, 48]).

Much neglected in this research literature, however, have been the views and
attitudes of police officers themselves to the use of force in doing police work.
Indeed, we are aware of very little significant published research on this aspect of the
topic [11, 58, 62, 88].

On behalf of the U.S. Police Foundation, Weisburd and his colleagues undertook
a telephone survey of more than 900 police officers drawn from the estimated
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350,000 American municipal and county police [88: 2]. The major findings of this
research were summarized by the authors as follows:

& American police believe that extreme cases of police abuse of authority occur
infrequently. However, a substantial minority of officers believe that it is
sometimes necessary to use more force than is legally permissible.

& Despite support for norms recognizing the boundaries of police authority,
officers revealed that it is not unusual for police to ignore improper conduct by
their fellow officers.

& American police believe that training and education programs are effective
means of preventing police from abusing authority. They also argue that their
own department takes a “tough stand” on the issue of police abuse. Finally they
argue that a department’s chief and first-line supervisors can play an important
role in preventing abuse of authority.

& Police officers believe that the public and the media are too concerned with
police abuses of authority.

& American police officers support core principles of community policing; they
generally believe that community policing reduces or has no impact on the
potential for police abuse.

& A majority of African-American police officers believe that police treat whites
better than African Americans and other minorities, and are more likely to use
physical force against minorities or the poor. Few white police officers, however,
share these views [88: 3].

Interesting as these findings are, they only reflect, of course, the views of police
officers in the U.S.A., and almost certainly cannot be generalised beyond that
jurisdiction. More importantly, from our point of view, however, they do not directly
address what we have considered to be a very important element of police attitudes
towards the use of force—namely the normative frameworks within which police
themselves distinguish between justified (or justifiable) and unjustified uses of force.
Specifically, how do police themselves justify their uses of force, and what
justifications do they consider acceptable and persuasive in this respect?

Birkbeck & Gabaldón [11] interviewed a group of Venezuelan supervisory
officers to explore the “tactical rules” that they articulated as playing an important
role in guiding police use of force and in shaping their retrospective accounts of it.
They found that these “tactical rules” differed significantly from the formal legal-
administrative rules governing the use of force by police, and were oriented by the
attempt to avoid external inquiries that represent a continual threat to police
occupational stability and prestige—not unlike Ericson’s [27] concept of police
“account ability”.

More recently, in a project deriving from the international comparative research
reported in this Special Issue, Monsalve [58] interviewed a small number of the
more talkative police officers from two police departments in Caracas, Venezuela,
who had participated in the focus group sessions undertaken for the main study
(discussed below). These officers recognized that the police apply forms of
“punishment” involving physical force, either by “delegation” from (or at least with
tacit approval of) other criminal justice officials, such as prosecutors, or on their own
initiative. The perceived inadequacy and ineffectiveness of the criminal justice
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system’s response to crime and disorder was identified as a motivation for such
extra-judicial police punishment. The research suggested that it was citizens who
were, in the eyes of the police, morally devalued and/or perceived to have limited
effective power to complain, who formed the typical “clientele” for such
punishment.

The views and attitudes of front-line police officers towards the use of force in
their day-to-day work were the primary focus of the international comparative
research project, the findings of which we report in this Special Issue. Before
describing the project in more detail, however, we wish to make some comments on
why we felt that such research is necessary and important.

Why study police justifications for the use of force?

There are, we believe, several major reasons why it is important to have a better
understanding of how police themselves think about and justify the use of force in
their work. The first of these derives from the nature of police work itself.
Specifically, most “front-line” police work is characterised by low visibility,
relatively little direct supervision and a high degree of individual officer discretion.
All of these characteristics suggest that an officer’s own normative framework for
assessing the necessity and justification for the use of force is likely to have a major
influence in his or her decisions as to when to use force, and how much and what
kind of force to use. Of course, we recognize that an officer’s normative framework
in this respect is not likely to be confined to abstract ethical principles; it might also
be expected to include considerations such as the officer’s beliefs about what is
“expected” of him or her (by peers, superiors, the public more generally, and
specifically by those citizens with whom he or she interacts and who may be in a
position to complain), as well as about what behaviour he or she can “get away
with.”

Secondly, once officer attitudes with respect to justifications for the use of police
become known to those whom they police—which seems likely—it can be expected
that such knowledge will have a direct and significant influence on the attitudes and
behaviours towards the police of those with whom they have dealings, which in turn
will have implications for the ability of the police to accomplish effective policing
without resort to force.

Thirdly, we do not currently have a very clear understanding about how well
aligned police attitudes towards the use of force are with official police policies on
this matter, or what factors may be most significant in determining such alignment or
non-alignment. Such understanding, if it can be improved, is likely to be helpful for
determining the most effective ways to influence and shape such attitudes so that
they best reflect accepted policy in this regard.

Fourthly, as several policing scholars have recently pointed out (see e.g. Loader
[53] drawing on Bourdieu [15]) the police, as an institution, enjoy significant
symbolic and political power and influence in most societies, which allows their
voice to be influential in the determination of social policy and legislation
(especially policy and legislation directly concerning the police themselves). Police
attitudes and values with respect to the use of force are thus likely to be influential in
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shaping public policy and legislation on this topic. A better understanding of such
police attitudes and values may thus be helpful in better understanding public policy
and legislation on this sensitive topic.

Finally, if any meaningful and effective universal principles with respect to the
use of force by police (see e.g. [84, 85]) are to have any chance of being accepted
and implemented in practice, there certainly needs to be a better appreciation of how
police officers themselves think about, and justify or not, its use, and the extent to
which, and ways in which, their views and attitudes towards the use of force are
shaped by cultural and contextual factors.

The research project

Our objective was to gain a clearer understanding of how police themselves think
about and justify the use of force in police work, and of the justifications they invoke
in this respect—to identify, in other words, the normative frameworks which they
deploy in explaining and justifying police practices with respect to the use of force.
We also wanted to try to ascertain whether, and if so to what extent, such normative
frameworks may be culturally relative, or at least whether they vary in significant
and interesting ways from one national jurisdiction to another, and if so, what factors
might account for such variations.

In order to answer these questions, we designed a hypothetical scenario which
formed the basis for facilitated discussions about the use of force with focus groups
of police officers in each of the countries included in the research [76]. Our intent
was to apply the scenario in as similar a manner as possible within each country, so
that comparable data could be generated. Some small modifications to the scenario
were necessary in some countries, however, in order to take account of significant
contextual differences.10

Why use a scenario rather than standardised attitudinal scales of the Likert
variety? First, this was intended as an exploratory investigation and the piloting
necessary for the development of valid and reliable attitudinal scales would need to
be done in all the participating jurisdictions. This greatly exceeded the resources
available. But there were more than simply expedient reasons for eschewing the use
of standardised scales, for judgements are, we believe, made in complex social
situations that rarely are the product of some aggregation of discrete attitudinal
dispositions. This is particularly so in the case of policing with force, because like
any violent encounter it involves a complex interplay of considerations and
interacting participants. It was as important to understand what the members of
our focus groups paid attention to, as it was to appreciate how they applied
normative standards. By providing our focus groups with a single, complex and
lengthy narrative that paused at predetermined points to elicit discussion, we hoped
to simulate at least some of the complexities of a real encounter in which force might
be use.

10 For example, England was the only country in the sample in which regular front-line police do not
routinely carry firearms, and in which armed response is a specialist function. The questions asked as the
scenario unfolded during the focus groups had to be adjusted to accommodate this reality.
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The scenario described a putatively routine encounter which begins when, while
on patrol, two police officers see a parked (possibly stolen) car with two young men
in it who might be smoking marijuana. They stop to investigate. The scenario was
unfolded in nine stages during the focus group discussions, from the young men’s
failure to comply with the officers’ initial requests and commands, through a vehicle
chase to a final armed confrontation. Each of the nine stages of the scenario
presented new developments that could potentially provide additional opportunities
or pretexts for use of force responses by police. After each stage of the scenario was
presented, therefore, focus group participants were asked what kinds of police
responses would be justified by the developing situation, and why. Members of the
focus groups were encouraged to discuss possible alternative responses as well as
possible alternative justifications, so that we could gain some indication of how
much agreement or dissent there was within the group as to both possible responses
and possible justifications.

The focus groups were recorded and the discussions subsequently transcribed and
analysed in accordance with a common conceptual framework. The results were
written up (in English) in separate reports for each country included in the study,
each of which was in an agreed format including standard contextual information.
These country reports provided the basis for the next article in this Special Issue
which seeks to draw out some commonalities in the findings from the different sites
where focus groups were conducted (see Waddington et al.). The other articles in the
issue present findings from the focus groups in individual countries.

The papers in this special issue

The paper by P.A.J. Waddington et al. offers an overview of findings in six of the
countries where the study was conducted (Australia, Brazil, England, Germany, the
Netherlands and Venezuela). It begins with a brief description of each country and of
the public policing arrangements to be found there. This serves to highlight the
contrasts between wealthy countries and poorer countries, but also between countries
with a Common Law tradition of policing (Australia and England) and those with a
Continental tradition (the rest). Such contrasts, it might be thought, would be
reflected in different attitudes to, and experiences with, the use of force. In some
ways they were; notably in the much greater disposition among Brazilian and
Venezuelan participants to say that firearms would (and should) be used in the final
stage of the scenario (a disposition which is paralleled by the higher incidence of
fatal shootings by the police in Latin America compared to wealthier countries).
Waddington et al. attribute this difference to the considerably higher levels of threat
perceived by Latin American police officers in their daily work environment, a
perception that was very evident in comments they made in the focus group sessions.

Nevertheless, there were also a surprising number of similarities between the
responses from focus groups at all sites included in the study. All participants
perceived the encounter to initiate in a routine way, and many were critical of the
fact that it was allowed to get out of hand (with the suspects fleeing in their vehicle).
In addition, officers in all focus groups articulated similar regulatory considerations
regarding the appropriate use of force at different stages of the encounter, for
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example, in relation to the possibility of a vehicle chase or the use of firearms in the
final confrontation. Finally, participants displayed a marked tendency towards
caution in their approach to the encounter, even when—as in the case of the Latin
American police—they were more likely to say that the use of lethal force was
justified. Thus, Waddington et al. argue, common elements of reasoning, justification
and disposition emerge from very different institutional and cultural contexts.

David Baker’s paper illustrates very well the cautious approach taken by
Australian police. While officers said that they would feel a rush of adrenalin as
the encounter developed, they felt that efficient and low-key approaches to control
were paramount. Thus, as Baker aptly points out, the discussions were as much
about preventing the use of force as they were about using it. Moreover, he finds
considerable similarity between the cautious approach to the use of force shown by
focus group participants and the policies and practices used to police public order
and disorder in Australia. Nevertheless, officers are not so idealist as to think that all
encounters can be managed peaceably: force is recognised as a necessary (and
important) last resort for maintaining control.

The paper by Kevin Barrett, Maki Haberfeld and Michael Walker presents
findings from focus groups conducted with officers from urban, suburban and rural
police departments in the state of New Jersey, USA. Of particular interest to the
authors are the differences in perspectives on the use of force that emerged between
urban officers and their rural and suburban counterparts. The urban officers in this
study revealed an action-oriented, “watchman” [90], approach to the use of force
which focused heavily on the behaviour of the two young men in the scenario and
the need to respond quickly to the situation as resistance to officers’ instructions
became evident. By contrast, the suburban and, especially, the rural officers showed
a much more legalistic approach to the use of force, citing legal and administrative
guidelines with great frequency. Nevertheless, in the final stage of the encounter, in
which one of the young men is described as pointing a handgun at the officers who
are in pursuit, focus group participants from all departments were in quick and clear
agreement that they would shoot. Barrett et al.’s findings seem to locate the US
police closer to their colleagues in Latin America than to their colleagues in Europe
or Australia.

The paper by Astrid Klukkert, Thomas Feltes and Thomas Ohlemacher presents
results from Germany, prefaced by an overview of the organisation of public
policing in that country and of the findings from prior research on the use of force
there. Klukkert et al. analyse their focus group results in considerable detail and
identify a number of dimensions that characterise officers’ thinking about the
situation, including the fear of escalation, the need to maintain authority and the
tension between rational action and emotional behaviour. The latter, in particular,
offers an interesting window on the psychological ingredients in decision making
which can push legal considerations into the background. Klukkert et al. find that
justifications for the use of force are sometimes framed as a reaction to resistance to
government authority, or as self defence. However, they may also rest on the fact
that disrespect has been shown towards the officer. While the margin for declaring
force to be “excessive” is greater in this third instance, the authors find that all of the
justifications are associated with the potential abuse of force, although accounts may
subsequently be constructed to hide excess.
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In the final paper in this issue, Luis Gerardo Gabaldón presents results from
Venezuela. Congruent with the notion of higher perceived levels of threat in Latin
American policing environments, identified in Waddington et al.’s paper, Gabaldón
finds in the Venezuelan focus group discussions a strongly developed sense that the
scenario is impregnated with uncertainty. Officers frequently commented that
“anything could happen” and had no difficulties in imagining the nightmare
circumstances that, for example, German police officers could not specifically
envisage (but definitely wanted to avoid). Gabaldón argues that, in situations of
uncertainty, officers employ force as a strategy for bringing the suspects (and the
encounter) under control. While on some occasions force may be justified in ways
that are supported by the law (for example, when used in self-defence) on many
occasions force is seen as necessary for interrupting the continued development of
events and bringing the encounter to a close, irrespective of whether the action taken
is subsequently vindicated (e.g., through successful avoidance of disciplinary inquiry
or the successful conviction of the offender). The findings from Venezuela therefore
suggest that levels of predictability (or better, unpredictability)—in the social
interactions that make up police–citizen encounters, in the functioning of the police
organisation and in the workings of the criminal justice system—may be a key
determinant of the disposition to use force, in any country.

Conclusion

Taken together, the papers in this special issue suggest that inviting police officers to
talk about the use of force yields considerable benefits. As always, the immediacy
and richness of qualitative data provides a striking counterpoint to the more abstract
tone, and character, of quantitative data. To hear, for example, a German officer
talking about “hunting fever,” a Venezuelan officer matter-of-factly predicting that
the armed aggressor will become “luncheon meat,” or an Australian officer saying
that “We’d draw a line in the sand,” is to gather seductive discursive clues to modes
of thought that arguably have some bearing on behaviour. But beyond the turns of
phrase, the occasionally colourful language, the anecdotes and the jokes, the
conversations between participants in our focus groups offered a picture of the way
that they think about the key characteristic of policing that is the use of force.

Particularly striking about officers’ comments was the greater tendency to talk
about what they would do rather than why they would do it—a focus, in fact, on
actions rather than justifications. And in so doing, they revealed an enormous
diversity of choices, which was greater within focus groups than between them (and,
similarly, within countries rather than between them). Both at the beginning of the
scenario (quickly defined as routine) and at the end (which for some was like a
horror story), participants disagreed with each other over what might be done and
what should be done. There are many ways of approaching a suspicious vehicle, just
as there are many ways of bringing a firearm into play. This suggests that the manner
in which encounters are actually handled may vary quite subtly (although
occasionally very markedly) from one officer to another.

When the conversation did turn to justifying the use of force, this diversity
disappeared and officers in all groups called on similar strategies to defend their
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putative actions: the legal responsibility to investigate crimes or make arrests; force
as a legitimate response to civilian resistance; and the right to self-defence. What
was interesting, therefore, was the manner in which a wide variety of behaviours was
discursively subsumed under these normative frameworks. Not only does this
process underline the character of these justifications as accounts, constructed either
prospectively or retrospectively, but it raises questions about the degree of fit
between a given justification and its behavioural referents. These are matters for
further research.

Finally, the opportunity created by the international research group to conduct
focus groups in seven countries provided a unique comparative perspective on police
officers’ attitudes towards the use of force. That perspective allowed the
identification of commonalities in thinking among focus group participants, notably
the cautious approach to the use of force and the desideratum that the encounter be
kept under control, while also highlighting differences, such as the markedly greater
perception of threat and uncertainty among the officers in Latin American countries.

There is, however, another sense in which this special issue provides a
comparative perspective on the use of force by the police. As with any other
international project using a common methodology, we have obviously developed a
common framework for analysis and compared the countries in our sample (viz., the
paper by Waddington et al. in this issue). However, the other contributions represent
autonomous reflections undertaken by colleagues who have explored particular
themes or lines of analysis that are of interest to them. While their findings are
presented with reference to one country, their arguments and conclusions could
fruitfully be explored for other countries. Thus this special issue does not simply
offer a comparative study of cases; it also offers an opportunity for the comparative
study of perspectives on the use of force by the police.
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