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Abstract

Demands for police reforms to address racial injustice and excessive force have increased since the release of a video showing
George Floyd dying as a result of police brutality. A promising recommendation to reduce conflict and violent encounters
between the police and the public that has the support of academics, expert panels on policing, and community leaders is
police deescalation training. Currently, some law enforcement agencies require deescalation training for their offices and
some do not. The training that is provided in deescalation varies in content, by style of instruction, and dosage. The lack of
standardization is due, in part, to a lack published research on police deescalation. For this article, agency practices supportive
of deescalation are reviewed. Communication techniques that officers use to defuse hostility, avoid physical aggression, and
calm people in crisis to increase the likelihood of voluntary compliance are reviewed. Methods involving (a) agency surveys,
(b) patrol officer surveys, (c) use of force and incident reports, (d) citizen complaints, (e) interviews, (f) focus groups, and

(g) police ride alongs are examined for how they may be applied to the study of deescalation and use of force.
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With the release of a video of George Floyd dying as a result
of police brutality (May 25, 2020) and the continued release
of videos of police using excessive force, unresolved griev-
ances concerning racial injustice have erupted into social
unrest, protest, and calls for police reform. The global Black
Lives Matter movement has grown in prominence; there has
been an upsurge in white nationalist activity and provocation
(Black Lives Matter: 2020 Impact Report, 2020; New Hate
and Old: The Changing Face of American White Suprem-
acy 2018), and an increase in hostility towards the police
(Hutchinson 2020). Surveys indicate that confidence in the
police has declined and that nonwhite Americans have less
favorable views of the police than white Americans. For the
first time in 27 years, a Gallop poll of US adults (n=1226)
found that the majority of the respondents, at 52%, do not
have confidence in the police. This included 43% of the
white respondents and 81% of the black respondents (Jones
2020). US adults (n=_875) were surveyed about their views
on police brutality by Graham et al. (2020). About 32%
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of the black and 26% of the Hispanic respondents reported
that they worry a lot about police brutality in comparison
to only 6.6% of the white respondents. Less favorable views
of the police among non-white Americans are likely a reflec-
tion of the increased likelihood that non-white Americans
have of experiencing and witnessing police use force com-
pared with white Americans.

Police use of Force

Lautenschlager and Omori (2018) studied police use of force
across neighborhoods in New York City from 2003-2012
using data from the NYPD’s Stop, Question, and Frisk Data-
base . It was discovered that the black neighborhoods experi-
enced more frequent police actions involving lower levels of
force (against the wall, pat-down, handcuff) and more severe
levels of force (suspect on the ground, pepper-sprayed, baton
strike, weapon-pointed) than the neighborhoods with greater
ethnic and racial heterogeneity. In the more ethnically and
racially diverse neighborhoods, the police used force rela-
tively infrequently. But when force was used, it tended to be
severe. Worall et al. (2020) examined the use of force actions
of the Dallas Police Department (n=2150) that occurred
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in 2017. The black suspects in these cases were found to
be 2/3rds more likely to have had a gun or electric control
device pointed at them by a police officer than the white
suspects after controlling the for the risk level of the call;
the gender, mental stability, drug use, and aggression level
of the suspect; and the demographics of the officer.

These findings indicate that officers use force more fre-
quently, at more mild and severe levels, when policing in
black compared with more affluent neighborhoods. Police
actions in more affluent neighborhoods are relatively infre-
quent. But when they occur, they tend to involve a severe
level of force, suggesting that police are generally reluctant
to use force in more affluent neighborhoods except for the
most serious cases.

Less experienced, white and Hispanic, and male police
officers have been found to use force more often than expe-
rienced, black, and female officers. Officers who participated
in the national survey of police (n=7917) for the Police
Executive Research Forum (PERF) were asked if they physi-
cally struggled or fought with a suspect in the past month
(Morin et al. 2017). About 22% of the female officers com-
pared with 35% of the male officers reported that they physi-
cally struggled or fought with a suspect in the past month.
By race and ethnicity, 20% of the black compared with 33%
of the Hispanic and 36% of the white officers physically
struggled or fought with a suspect in the past month. About
33% of the officers with more than 5 years of experience
compared with 50% of the officers with less than 5 years
of policing physically struggled or fought with a suspect.
Ridgeway (2016) examined police shootings (n=106)
involving 291 officers that occurred in New York City from
2004 to 2006. The officers with more experience interacting
with criminal suspects making misdemeanor arrests and the
officers who were relatively older when hired were found to
be less likelihood of being involved in a shooting compared
with officers with less experience and the officers who were
hired when they were younger.

Research that indicates that officers with more experi-
ence interacting with criminal suspects use force less often
than officers with less experience interacting with criminal
suspects (Morin et al. 2017; Ridgeway 2016) supports the
policy that some sheriff departments have of requiring new
deputies to work at the jail to gain experience interacting
with criminal suspects and offenders before putting them
out on patrol. The finding that female officers tend to be
better at resolving conflicts without having to resort to
force than male officers is one among many reasons why
increased recruitment and promotion of female officers
is beneficial (Lonsway et al. 2003; Morin et al. 2017).
The finding that black officers were more likely to be
involved in police shootings than white officers in New
York City (Lautenschlager and Omori 2018) could be

related to black officers being disproportionately assigned
to neighborhoods where violent crimes and police use of
force actions occur more often (Gray and Parker 2020;
Helms and Costanza 2019; Lautenschlager and Omori
2018; Worall et al. 2020) and should be considered in the
context that black officers report using force less often
than white officers nationally (Morin et al. 2017) (Table 1).

According to the Washington Post’s Database of Fatal
Force, approximately 1000 people are killed by the police
per year. About 26% of the people who are killed by the
police are black and 49% are white. Considering that about
13% of the general population is black and 62% is white,
blacks are about 2.5 times more likely than whites to be
killed by the police. The person was not armed with a
firearm for about 40% of the fatalities and had signs of
mental illness for about 10% of the fatalities (The Wash-
ington Post’s Database of Fatal Force, 2020). Data from
the Mapping Police Violence Program and from the
Killed by Police Database indicate that police killings of
citizens occur most often in the US counties with income
inequality, unemployment, and predominately black and
Hispanic populations, and in the states with more con-
servative ideologies (Gray and Parker 2020; Helms and
Costanza 2019). It has been estimated that about 10% of
the cases involve individuals who committed “suicide by
cop” ("Suicide by Cop’ Is a Persistent Problem. Here’s
How to Prevent It, 2020).

Police deescalation training has been recommended
to reduce conflict and violent interactions between the
police and the public by academics, community leaders,
and expert panels on policing for a variety of situations
involving intoxicated, mentally ill, and suicidal people;
domestic disputes; and victims of an accidents, assaults,
and other circumstances (Final Report of the President’s
Task Force on 21st Century Policing 2015; Limiting Police
Use of Force: Promising Community-Centered Strategies
2014; President’s Commission on Law Enforcement and
the Administration of Justice 2020). It is supported by
the majority of the American public (Schumaker 2020;
Shannon 2020); and it is believed that if officers were
adequately trained, encouraged, and supported in their
deescalation efforts that there would be (a) fewer fatal
encounters between the police and the public, (b) fewer
injuries for officers and suspects, (c) greater flexibility in
the use of misdemeanor charges, (d) fewer people with
serious mental illnesses being sent to jail, (e) fewer law
suits, (f) improved community relations, and (g) improved
officer job satisfaction (Guiding Principles on Use of
Force 2016; President’s Commission on Law Enforcement
and the Administration of Justice 2020; Morin et al. 2017;
Oliva et al. 2010; Vickers 2000).
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Table 1 Police demographics and use of force findings

Study

Findings

Ridgeway (2016)
Police shootings (n=106) involving 291 officers that
occurred in NYC from 2004 to 2006

o Officers with more experience interacting with criminal suspects making misde-
meanor arrests were less likely to be involved in a shooting

o Officers who were relatively older when hired were less likely to be involved in
a shooting

Morin et al. (2017)
National sample of police from large departments (n=7917)

o Reported physically struggling with a suspect in the past 30 days:

v 22% of female and 35% of male officers
v 20% of black, 33% of Hispanic, and 36% of white officers
v 33% of officers with more than 5 years of experience

v 50% of officers with less than 5 years of experience

Lautenschlager and Omori (2018)
Data from the NYPD’s Stop, Question, and Frisk Database
from 2003 to 2012

e Black neighborhoods experienced more frequent police actions involving lower
levels of force (against the wall, pat-down, handcuff).

o Black neighborhoods experienced more frequent police actions involving more
severe levels of force (suspect on the ground, pepper-sprayed, baton strike,
weapon-pointed).

o Police used force relatively infrequently in the more ethnically and racially
diverse neighborhoods, but when they did, it tended to involve a severe level of

force.

Worall et al. (2020)
Use of force actions of the Dallas Police Depart. (n=2150)

e Black suspects were 2/3rds more likely to have had a gun or electric control
device pointed at them by an officer than the white suspects.

Deescalation as a Central Theme of Policing

The Guiding Principles on Use of Force (2016) report
explains that departments can establish deescalation as a
central theme of their policing by emphasizing the sanctity
of all human life and that officers use the minimal amount
of force necessary to mitigate an incident, make an arrest,
or protect themselves or others from harm in their value
statements, policies, and training materials. When possible,
officers should use advisements, warnings, and persuasion to
convince individuals to comply with law enforcement objec-
tives before resorting to using force. If officers witnesses a
fellow officer using force or about to use force unnecessar-
ily, they should be obligated to intervene. References to the
21-foot rule pertaining to individuals who are armed with an
edged weapon should be removed from policy and training
manuals. Instead, tactics such as (a) slowing down the situ-
ation if immediate action is not required, (b) proportionate
use of force, (c¢) using distance and cover to create a reaction
gap or safe zone, and (d) calling for supervision and back-up
should be emphasized.

When responding to a call, it is recommended that officers
follow the five-step critical decision-making model (CDM)
(Morin et al. 2017). Officers who have been taught the CDM
process (a) gather information on the way to a call, (b) deter-
mine whether immediate action is required in response to
an imminent threat, (c) consider what the law requires, (d)
decide on a plan of action, and (e) implement the plan and
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determine what else needs to be done. In support of the sanc-
tity of all human life, departments should have agreements
with local providers for referral procedures that officers may
use when they encounter someone in need of services for
(a) physical, mental health, and substance abuse issues; (b)
a psychiatric hold; (c) shelter; (d) child welfare and abuse;
(e) veterans; and (f) human trafficking (Limiting Police Use
of Force: Promising Community-Centered Strategies 2014)
(Table 2).

Law enforcement agencies should be documenting the
use of force actions of their officers and verifying the written
reports of these actions with body or dashboard camera foot-
age (Morin et al. 2017). The trend has been moving in this
direction. As of January of 2019, some 5043 out of 18,514
federal, state, local, and tribal law enforcement agencies
reported the incidents involving their officers that resulted
in the discharging of a firearm, a fatality, or serious bodily
injury to the Bureau of Justice Statistics for the National
Use-of-Force database, representing 41% of sworn officers
in the USA (National Use of Force Database, n.d.; Use of
Force Report for 2019: Law Enforcement Collections 2020).

In the interest of transparency and the public’s trust in the
police, departments should be producing annual reports of
their officer-involved shootings, deployments of less-lethal
devices, and use of canines (Final Report of the President’s
Task Force on 21st Century Policing 2015). Information
should be provided about the circumstances of the event,
the demographics of the officer(s) and subject(s) involved,
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Table 2 Critical decision-making model (CDM) for how to respond to crisis situations

Consider what you are attempting to achieve, how person may respond to particular options, and decide on course of action

Step 1 Gather information on way to the call about whether weapons are present, what prompted the crisis, the people at the
scene, substance and mental health issues, and previous calls

Step 2 Determine whether immediate action and additional resources are needed

Step 3 Consider your legal authority, agency polices, and options

Step 4

Step 5 Implement plan. Determine whether it is working and what else needs to be done

(Morin et al. 2017)

and the department’s efforts to reduce bias and prevent dis-
crimination. These reports should be publicly available and
featured on the department’s website, see the Palm Beach
County Sherift’s Office for example (Internal Affairs Annual
Report: The Palm Beach County Sheriff’s Office 2019).

Agencies should be following recommended critical inci-
dent response procedures for officer-involved shootings and
other serious incidents that have the potential of damaging
community relations. Beyond the criminal investigation of
such incidents, departments should be prepared with (a) a
list of key community leaders to contact, (b) a media plan,
(c) an advisory board that reflects the diversity of the com-
munity to review cases and suggest changes in policy or
procedure if appropriate, and (d) a plan to initiate follow-
up that involves the community (Finn 2001; Police Critical
Incident Checklist, n.d.).

Training in Verbal Deescalation

The Dolan Consulting Group is an academy that provides
training for law enforcement officers and other public service
professionals on a variety of topics including a course titled
Verbal De-Escalation & Surviving Verbal Abuse. The objec-
tives of this course are (a) to teach verbal and non-verbal com-
munication techniques most likely to defuse hostility, avoid
physical aggression, and obtain voluntary compliance; (b)
to protect public service professionals from saying or doing
something that unnecessarily jeopardizes safety or that puts
their career at risk, and (c) to save money and resources by
limiting the number of times that officers must call assistance
for a physical intervention. It is made clear that verbal deesca-
lation tactics are not appropriate or useful for all situations
like when someone is threatening people with a firearm and
action must be taken immediately. But for most of the inter-
actions that officers have with the public, verbal deescalation
techniques are useful (Dolan 2020; Dolan and Johnson 2020).

Instruction Provided
The Verbal De-Escalation & Surviving Verbal Abuse course

is taught using a three-step instructional process of explana-
tion, demonstration, and practical application. For the first

step, students learn approximately thirty verbal deescalation
concepts and techniques via basic classroom instruction (see
Table 3). Each concept is explained using real life stories
and video clips of officers responding to situations. Exam-
ples of situations that were handled poorly and of situations
that were managed in an exemplary manner are provided for
students to examine, discuss, and contrast. For the second
step, students are placed into groups of two to practice the
verbal deescalation skills of making meet and greet state-
ments, verbally deflecting abuse, and providing a closing.
After becoming comfortable with these skills, role-playing
scenarios are used to practice responding to challenging and
manipulating people whose aim it is to provoke the officer
into doing or saying something unprofessional (Dolan and
Johnson 2020, Johnson 2016).

Making an Introduction

If safety permits, officers are taught to begin interactions
with the public by (a) making a friendly introduction, (b)
identifying the department that they represent, and (c)
explaining the reason for the interaction with statements
like... “Hello, my name is officer , with the

police or sheriff department. The reason that I stopped you/
We need to talk to you/Why I am here/etc. is ”. When
more than one officer is on the scene, the one-voice rule
applies. The one-voice rule is that only one officer should
communicate with suspects and others present during an
encounter to avoid the confusion that could occur if more
than one officer is speaking (Dolan 2018).

Ethos, Logos, and Pathos

Officers are introduced to Dolan’s Rhetorical Continuum
of Persuasion. This continuum applies Aristotle’s concepts
of ethos, logos, and pathos to police interactions with the
public (Dolan 2017b, 2018). For the training, ethos refers to
the persuasive power of an officer’s appearance, words, and
actions. Officers who display a professional ethos are more
likely to gain compliance because they are more likely to be
viewed as legitimate and competent. Logos is an officer’s
ability to persuade others to comply by explaining the logic
and reasonableness of their request. It addresses the human
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Table 3 Verbal deescalation techniques taught to public service professionals by Dolan Consulting

Te:

chniques and concepts

Description

[ S R I A

. Guardian of the peace
. Hypervigilance

. Officer and citizen safety first

Rope-a-dope syndrome

. TUI syndrome

. Actions that create jeopardy

7. Language of the street fallacy

8. Handling “Officer Schitz-Storm”

9. Conflict and career jeopardy

10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.

Making your audience
Dolan’s rhetorical continuum

How important is this?

Verbal deflection

Empathy and paraphrasing
The 24-h rule

Human universals

Dolan’s Dust ‘em off Rule
Verbal contact and cover
The “one voice”
Non-verbal communication
Appearance and demeanor
Uniform courage

Body language and violence
Three types of people
Sterile cockpit rule
Debriefing

Commander intent: explain why

Uses professional presence and verbal persuasion before resorting to physical action to restore peace
Developing a personal plan of action to confront cynicism and professional over-investment

Physical action (disengaging, engaging, or calling for assistance) is needed when safety is compromised
When officers are provoked into saying or doing something unprofessional

Avoid talking, texting, or typing under the influence of anger, fear, grief, or intoxicating substance

When officers depart from sound tactics or policies and place themselves and others at greater risk for
harm

Negative consequences of officer’s using “street language” to establish authority and gain compliance
An officer who can’t help “stirring things up’ and creating jeopardy

Recognizing when verbal conflict may lead to a potentially career-altering consequence for you or a
partner

Demonstrate competence, good intention, and empathy

Making ethical, logical, and emotional/self-interested appeals during law enforcement interactions

What is the government’s overriding interest? Am I taking this personally?

If safety permits, begin encounters with a quick introduction and explanation for the encounter

Phrases to redirect conversation back to the matter at hand and gain compliance

Listening and stating your understanding of a person’s concerns back to him or her in your own words
When possible, delay from responding to information in the midst of crisis to avoid shortsighted reactions
All people what respect, to be asked rather than told, to be told why, to have options, and a second chance
Provide an explanation and offer assistance following abrupt or negative interactions with the public
Duty to intervene when a fellow officer becomes involved in a verbal altercation that is unprofessional
One officer needs take the lead when communicating with suspects and others present to avoid confusion
Interpreting body language to predict behavior

Visually communicates an officers professionalism and competence

Courageous or arrogant statements uttered only when an individual is wearing their uniform

Boxer’s stance, invades personal space, clenches hands, makes threats, looks around, head/neck roll, etc.
Managing agreeable, challenging, and manipulative people

Officers should use professional language and demeanor in public and when conducting business

Creates a learning organizational culture focused on constant improvement

(Dolan and Johnson 2020)

universal that people want to be told why when they are
asked to do something.

Some of the people that officers interact with will pro-
vide excuses for why they should not have to comply with
their request. Officers are advised to respond to individuals
who provide excuses for their non-compliance by briefly
restating the excuse back to the person. If it is not valid, the
officer should immediately follow up with an adverb like
“however” and contrast the excuse with the legitimate reason
for why the person needs to comply. Providing the reason
“why”” when asking someone to do something is referred to
as commander’s intent. Suggested phrases for officers when
responding to people who provide excuses include... “I can
see you are upset and I agree it’s difficult, however ___ " and
“I hear what you’re saying, that however 7.

Pathos is persuasion by appealing to a person’s self-
interest. Some of the people that officers encounter will con-
tinue to verbally resist even after a legitimate reason for the
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officer’s request has been explained to them. Officers should
inform such individuals about how complying with their
request will benefit them personally by, perhaps, explain-
ing the negative consequences for refusing to comply. If an
individual continues to resist after having the negative con-
sequences of non-cooperation explained, the officer should
ask the person to confirm that he or she really wants the con-
sequences before escalating to physical action. A suggested
phrase that an officer may use is “Sir, so what you’re saying is
you would rather we use force to take you to jail and risk you
getting hurt in the process. Is that what you are really saying?
I need to know if that is really what you want.”

Agreeable, Challenging, and Manipulative People
It is explained that the people who officers interact with be

either agreeable, challenging, or manipulative (Dolan 2017a,
b, Dolan and Johnson 2017). Agreeable people are those
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Table 4 Examples of warning
signs that an officer is being
rope-a-doped

Resume recital
Demanding respect

Insult seesaw

Threaten arrest without probable cause

Aggressive body language

“Do you know how long I have been a police officer?

“I know you aren’t talking to me like that.”
“You know, I don’t get paid to take this crap.”

“Screw me? Well, screw you!”

“Do you want to go to jail?!”

Finger pointing

Moving in close, nose-to-nose with the citizen

(Dolan 2016)

who willingly comply with an officer’s requests. Challenging
people will question the legitimacy of an officer’s request
and attempt to debate. Some people will say things with the
intent of making the officer angry. A manipulating person
may say things with the aim of provoking an officer into say-
ing or doing something unprofessional that may jeopardize
his or her career.

The term “rope-a-doped” is used to refer to when an
officer says or does something unprofessional as a result of
being provoked by a member of the public (Table 4). To
avoid being rope-a-doped, officers are instructed to respond
to insults by (a) briefly restating it and (b) immediately fol-
lowing up with an adverb like however (c) to redirect the
conversation back to the matter at hand and explain the
options that the person has available for compliance. Sug-
gested phrases to deflect verbal abuse include “I hear what
you’re saying, you think I"m a racist, however my reason for
stopping you today” and “I hear what you’re saying. You're
angry we weren’t here quicker, but we’re here now. What can
we do to help you now?”. Officers are advised to conclude
their interactions with members of the public by informing
them of their concern for their well-being. Suggested phrases
for closing an interaction include “Your safety is important
to me, be careful as you ____.” or “For your safety and mine,

ER)

Officers are taught Dolan’s Contact and Cover Principle,
which is to be on the lookout and intervene if they notice a
fellow officer in danger of being rope-a-doped (Dolan 2016,
Dolan 2017b). If an officer notices a fellow officer involved
in a verbal altercation with a member of the public, the
officer is to intervene by taking control of the interaction and
directing the officer involved in the altercation away from
the person. It is recommended that departments establish a
warning phrase to use for such situations, such as “Sergeant
Coffee wants you to call him right away. I will talk to this
person while you take care of that.” If an officer catches him
or herself falling victim to being rope-a-doped, the officer
should stop the conversation by using his or her hands to
make a time-out signal and then restart the conversation with
a statement like, “Whoa, that didn’t come out right. Can I
start over?”.

Body Language Cues of Impending Violence

Some people will respond violently or attempt to flee to
avoid complying with an officer’s request (Dolan 2018).
Particularly dangerous are people who are manipulative
and violent, as they may feign compliance in an attempt to
lure the officer into a false sense of security while looking
for an opportunity to strike. Officers are taught to be atten-
tive to potential violent responses from people by paying
attention to their body language. During the training, video
examples are used to identify and discuss body language
indicators of impending violence. Johnson and Aaron (2013)
investigated non-verbal behavior indicators of violence by
presenting a verbal argument scenario to a sample of 178
university students with a list of non-verbal behaviors that
their opponent could display. The students were asked to
rank each of the behaviors by the level of concern that it
would raise for them about their opponent becoming violent.
The results of the non-verbal behaviors ranked from the most
to least indicative of impending violence are listed in the
table below (Table 5).

In addition to agreeable, challenging, and manipulative
people (Dolan 2017a, b, Dolan and Johnson 2017), officers
also interact with people who are in crisis. A person in crisis

Table5 Body language cues associated with impending violence
ranked from high to low

1. Assumes boxer’s stance 13. Looks around area

2. Invades personal space 14. Head rolls or neck stretches
3. Clenched hands 15. Tense jaw muscles

4. Makes threats 16. Places hands in pockets

5. Looks around area 17. Paces back and forth

6. Head rolls or neck stretches  18. Stretches arms or shoulders
7. Tense jaw muscles 19. Whole body becomes tense/rigid
8. Places hands in pockets 20. Removes excess clothing

9. Assumes boxer’s stance 21. Face becomes flushed red
10. Invades personal space 22. Yells

11. Clenched hands 23. Breathes rapidly

12. Makes threats 24. Sweats profusely

(Johnson and Aaron 2013)
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is someone who is acting strangely, disorderly, illegally, or
dangerously due to being out of control emotionally (Fitch
2016; Oliva et al. 2010; Todak 2017). This could be due
to issues such as (a) suicidal despair, (b) trauma caused by
being a victim of a crime or accident, (c) a mental illness or
disorder, (d) addiction withdrawal, or (e) an interruption in
medication. Verbal deescalation techniques recommended
for people in crisis focus on calming the person, showing
respect, and gaining their trust to increase their likelihood
of compliance.

Verbal Deescalation for People in Crisis

The verbal deescalation techniques of (a) modeling and
making an introduction, (b) using “I”” statements, (c) ask-
ing questions, and (d) paraphrasing have been recommended
for interacting with a person in crisis (Fitch 2016; Limiting
Police Use of Force: Promising Community-Centered Strate-
gies 2014; Oliva et al. 2010; Todak 2017). For modeling, an
officer needs to be aware of his or her body posture, demea-
nor, and tone of voice. As the officer approaches a person
in crisis, the officer should model the type of behavior that
he or she would like the person to adopt by demonstrating
a relaxed demeanor and calm voice. While doing so, the
officer should make a non-threatening introduction by saying
something like “Hello, my name is , I was called out
to see how we can help”, followed by a question like “What
is your name?”’.

Officers learn to avoid making “you” statements like “you
need to listen” or “you are not explaining yourself very well”
because they may come across as accusatory and judgmen-
tal. Instead, officers develop the habit of using “I”” statements
like “I need to better explain myself,” “I don’t understand,”
or “I would like your help in better understanding what’s
going on.” A large part of the deescalation process involves
asking questions and listening to a person’s concerns. Offic-
ers ask questions to learn about the circumstances that pre-
cipitated the crisis, to learn about the person’s problem, and
to calm the person. What is learned informs their decisions
about how to respond and whether additional personnel and
resources may be needed.

Asking Questions

Questions require people to engage in non-emotional
rational thinking to formulate and provide a response, espe-
cially open-ended questions. As a person who is in a height-
ened state of emotion responds to an officer’s questions, the
regions of the person’s brain associated with rational think-
ing, the prefrontal cortex, become more active. This shifts
the person’s perspective from being based on emotions to
being more rational. By asking questions, listening, and
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engaging in dialog with a person in crisis, the officer is help-
ing the person gain control over their emotions. It has the
effect of making the person more reasonable, calm, and less
likely to react emotionally. Open-ended questions like “can
you help me understand what happened?” and encouragers
like “tell me more,” and “can you give me an example?”
are useful for obtaining information and creating dialog,
while yes or no close-ended questions may be useful when
an officer is seeking to reach an agreement.

Paraphrasing is listening to a person explain his or her
problem or concerns and then restating what you heard back
to the person. People who are in crisis often feel as though
nobody is listening. They have a need to be heard and will
repeat the same message multiple times in hope of finally
getting through to someone who cares. Restating the prob-
lems of individuals who are in crisis back to them acknowl-
edges this need by letting the person know that he or she has,
indeed, been heard. Paraphrasing facilitates communication
because it gives people an opportunity to provide additional
details and correct misunderstandings.

These techniques support the procedural justice ideals of
transparency, treating all people with dignity and respect,
and giving people an opportunity to be heard. They help
officers calm and build rapport with individuals in crisis
so they will be more reasonable and likely to be persuaded
to voluntarily comply with what the officer needs them to
do in support of the principle of the least amount of force
necessary. The goal is that the officer will not have to use
any force (Fitch 2016; Limiting Police Use of Force: Promis-
ing Community-Centered Strategies 2014; Oliva et al. 2010;
Todak 2017).

Using Empathy to Promote Compliance

Todak (2017) interviewed officers from the Spokane, WA,
police department who were nominated by their peers as
being highly skilled in conflict-deescalation. The officers
explained that they treat everyone with respect. When they
encounter someone in crisis, they attempt to understand their
point of view by imagining themselves in the person’s situ-
ation. They explain the law pertaining to the situation to the
person, what this means in regard to what the officer needs
the person to do, and how they will help the person if he
or she complies. If it does not jeopardize safety or violate
the law, they will reward positive steps towards compliance,
such as giving a person in crisis a cigarette for agreeing to
sit down and listen. The officers cautioned that it is more
difficult to obtain compliance from people who are drunk,
under the influence of drugs, or mentally ill due to their
diminished ability to think rationally. Sometimes, crisis situ-
ations involve a committed person who has made up their
mind prior to the officer arriving on the scene to fight the
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police, jump off a bridge, or provoke a cop to shoot and will
not be persuaded otherwise by deescalation tactics.

Fitch (2016) recommends that officers follow the three-
step describe, express, and request (DER) script to encour-
age compliance from people in crisis. Officers who use the
DER script promote compliance by describing the person’s
behavior, expressing or explaining how the person’s behav-
ior is making the situation more difficult, and making a spe-
cific request to the person to change the behavior (Table 6).

Deescalation Training is not Standardized

The officers who participated in national survey of police
(n=7917) for PERF were asked if they have received at
least 4 h of training in deescalation (Morin et al. 2017). The
majority of the officers, at 66%, reported that they have not.
A similar percentage, at 64%, reported that they have not
received at least 4 h of training in crisis intervention. Note-
worthy is that 61% of the black officers, 44% of the Hispanic
officers, and 37% of the white officers reported that they
worry that some of their colleagues do not spend enough
time diagnosing a situation before deciding to act decisively,
i.e., use force. Also, 15% of the officers felt that they should
not be required to intervene when a fellow officer is not fol-
lowing the department use of force guidelines.

Gilbert (2017) reports that police officers are not required
to receive training in deescalation in 34 states, and the
majority of agencies only a provide a minimal amount or no
training in deescalation for their officers due to beliefs that
the training is too expensive, that it is not needed, and that
it may jeopardize officer safety. The training that officers do
receive in deescalation varies in content, by style of instruc-
tion, and dosage. There is a lack of standardization. This is
due, in part, to a lack published research on police deescala-
tion. Engel et al. (2020) reviewed the literature for studies
on police deescalation over a 40-year period and did not find
any. The training that officers receive in deescalation is an
extension of the training that they receive in use of force.
In the next section, (a) agency surveys, (b) patrol officer
surveys, (c) use of force and incident reports, (d) citizen
complaints, (e) interviews, (f) focus groups, and (g) police
ride alongs are discussed for how they may be applied to the
study of deescalation and use of force.

Identifying Agency Use of Force
and Deescalation Policies

Terrill et al. (2012) surveyed agencies to identify the type
of use of force polices that they follow and their report-
ing mechanisms. Surveys were mailed to a sample of police
departments (n=1083) across the country stratified by
agency size (i.e., the number of sworn officers) and type
(i.e., municipal or sheriff) to determine the type of use of
force polices and report mechanisms that agencies use. A
total of 662 responded. The police agencies were asked (a) if
they had a written policy on less than lethal force, (b) if they
follow a use a force continuum, (e) about how they file their
use of force reports, and (f) about the number of sworn and
unsworn officers, calls for service, and crimes reported to the
agency over a 2-year period (see National Survey of Police
Agencies: Examining Force Types: Appendix A).

The use of force polices that agencies follow varied sig-
nificantly, ranging from being restrictive by only allowing
officers to use more severe forms of force on individuals who
are actively aggressive to more lenient by allowing officers
to use nearly all types of force against nearly all types of
citizen resistance, short of extreme imbalances like using a
baton in response to suspect complaint. About 80% of the
agencies reported that they followed a use of force contin-
uum for their policy. Approximately 73% of the use of force
continuums used were linear, 10% were a matrix/box design,
and 10% were circular in design.

A similar survey could be used to identify and gain
insights into the deescalation policies that agencies follow.
The information obtained could be used to rate agencies by
their level of support for deescalation and to identify agen-
cies to approach for site visits and deeper analysis. Topics
for a survey of police agencies about deescalation are listed
in the table below (Table 7).

Police Agency Site Visits

Terrill et al. (2012) secured agreements with the police
administrators of eight of the agencies that they surveyed
to conduct site visits and collect data over a 2-year period
(Columbus, OH; Charlotte Mecklenburg, NC; Portland, OR;
Albuquerque, NM; Colorado Springs, CO; St. Petersburg,
FL; Fort Wayne, IN; and Knoxville, TN). These agencies

Table 6 Describe, express, and
request script for promoting

. . rupts yelling...It is his fault!
compliant behavior

Ex. Each time an officer responding to a domestic dispute presents the wife with a list of options, she inter-

Step 1: Ma’am, each time I offer a solution, you interrupt me by yelling. (Describe)

Step 2: By interrupting me, you make it more difficult to resolve this. (Express)

Step 3: What I need from you is to let me finish speaking; otherwise I cannot be of any help. (Request)

(Example taken from Fitch 2016, p. 55)
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Table 7 Topics for a National Survey of Police Agencies about deescalation

Whether the agency has a relatively liberal or restrictive use of force policy (Terrill et al. 2012)

Process used to file use of force reports (Terrill et al. 2012)

Number of sworn and unsworn officers, calls for service, and crimes reported (Terrill et al. 2012)

Whether the agency has a written deescalation policy (Engel et al. 2020)

Percentage of officers trained in deescalation, number of hours of training received, whether this included training in verbal deescalation, and
whether it was pre-service or during service (Dolan 2020; Morin et al. 2017)

Whether the agency requires officers to receive deescalation training, including verbal deescalation (Dolan 2020; Engel et al. 2020).

Whether officers are required to intervene if they witness a fellow officer using force or about to use force unnecessarily (Morin et al. 2017)

Whether officers are required to intervene if they notice a fellow officer saying or doing something unprofessional that may jeopardize safety or

his or her career (Dolan 2016, 2017b)

Whether the deescalation efforts of officers are recognized by their agency (Guiding Principles on Use of Force 2016)

were selected because they (a) engaged in regular filing
of use of force reports, (b) had a consistent use of force
policy and reporting procedure, (c) were a mid-to-large
size agency, and (d) were comparable in respect to juris-
dictional size, crime rate, workload, and socioeconomic
status (see Table 8). During the site visits, researchers (a)
administered surveys to patrol officers on their views about
their use of force policy; (b) obtained 2 years of records on
the agencies’ use of force encounters, citizen complaints,
reported crimes, arrests, and calls for service; (c) reviewed
the agencies’ organizational charts, rosters, rules, and regu-
lation manuals; and (d) informally interviewed officials at
the middle and upper management levels.

Surveying Patrol Officers
Terrill et al. (2012) surveyed the patrol officers of the agen-

cies they visited about (a) whether their less than lethal pol-
icy assists them in their decision-making is too restrictive

Table 8 Characteristics of agencies and cities selected for site visits

and is clear about when force can and can not be used, (b)
whether they agree with their less than lethal policy, and
(c) the impact of their less than lethal policy on suspect
injuries, officer injuries, citizen complaints, and lawsuits
(see National Survey of Police Agencies: Examining Force
Types: Appendix C). Prior to administering surveys, the
names and work schedules of the officers who were to be
surveyed were obtained from “master rolls” provided by
the agencies. This allowed the researchers to plan out when
to visit an agency’s different precincts, districts, and shifts
during roll call to administer surveys to the patrol offic-
ers. Each officer’s name was printed on an informed con-
sent form along with a random number. The number on the
informed consent form was also printed on survey that was
stapled to the informed consent form. No names were writ-
ten or printed on the surveys. The numbers were used to
keep track of which officers had been surveyed and to link
the survey responses to the agency’s use of force reports and
citizen complaint files. Shift commanders were notified with
the dates and times of when they would be administrating

Columbus  Charlotte- Portland Albuquerque Colorado Springs  St. Petersburg Fort Wayne Knoxville
Mecklenburg

Use of force continuum Linear Linear Linear  Linear Linear Matrix Linear Linear
City characteristics

Population size 733,203 733,291 538,133 513,124 374,112 248,069 248,423 182,337

% Non-white 32% 36% 22% 28% 19% 29% 25% 20%

% Female headed 9% 8% 6% 8% 7% 8% 10% 8%

% Below poverty 11% 7% 9% 10% 6% 9% 10% 14%

% Unemployed 4% 4% 5% 4% 3% 3% 4% 4%
Agency characteristics

Total # of sworn officers 1819 1638 989 986 669 520 457 382

Officers per 1000 people 2.48 2.23 1.84 1.92 1.79 2.10 1.84 2.0
UCR index crime per 1000 PPL  78.8 79.8 65.5 66.9 49.5 76.6 43.6 81.8

Terrill et al. (2012)
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Table 9 Survey topics for patrol officers about use of force and deescalation

1. Whether their less than lethal policy:
a. Assists them in their decision-making
b. Is too restrictive

c. Is clear about when force can and cannot be used (Terrill et al. 2012)
. Whether they agree with their less than lethal policy (Terrill et al. 2012)

. Whether oversight for use of force is fair (Terrill et al. 2012)

N O LR WN

. Whether they received training in deescalation/verbal deescalation
a. Received training pre-service/in-service

b. Number of hours of deescalation training received.

. Perception of relationship between police and minorities of the communities they serve (Morin et al. 2017)
. Perception of relationship between police and minorities of the communities they serve (Morin et al. 2017)
. Whether their agency recognizes and is supportive of the deescalation efforts of officers (Guiding Principles on Use of Force 2016)

c. Name of deescalation courses completed (Engel et al. 2020; Morin et al. 2017)

8. Whether their deescalation training is effective at reducing:
a. Number of use of force encounters
b. Suspect and officer injuries
c. Number of calls for backup for physical interventions

d. Citizen complaints about an officer’s use of force or discourteous behavior

e. Lawsuits (Dolan and Johnson 2020; President’s Commission on Law Enforcement and the Administration of Justice 2020; Terrill et al.

2012)
9. Demographics of the officers
a. Sex
b. Age
c. Race/ethnicity
d. Years of experience

e. Number of hours of deescalation training/verbal deescalation training

surveys so that they would not be caught off guard. The
purpose of the survey, the informed consent, and confiden-
tiality and anonymity were explained to the officers before
they were asked to fill out the survey. They were informed
that their agency was selected because the study was exam-
ining how the use of force policies that departments use
vary. They were not selected because of something that the
department or individuals within the department failed to
do or did incorrectly. It took between 7 to 10 days to sur-
vey the patrol officers of each of the precincts, districts, and
shifts of an agency. The completion rate for the survey was
approximately 96.5%.

A survey and procedure similar to that used by Terrill
et al. (2012) to interview patrol officers about their use of
force polices could be used to survey patrol officers about
deescalation. Topics about use of force and deescalation to
include on a survey of patrol officers are listed in the table
below (Table 9) (Dolan and Johnson 2020; Guiding Princi-
ples on Use of Force 2016; Morin et al. 2017; Terrill et al.
2012).

Use of Force Reports

Terrill et al. (2012) obtained information from examining
the use of force reports of the agencies they visited about
(a) the number of use of force encounters that occurred and
(b) the type of force used, (c) the level of citizen resist-
ance, (d) whether the suspect had a weapon, (e) whether
the suspect or officer suffered an injury, (f) whether the
suspect had signs of substance abuse or mental illness, and
(g) the demographics of the suspect during the use of force
encounters. Some of the agencies catalogued their use of
force records electronically, some kept paper records, and
the others used a combination of electronic data and paper
records. The type of force used by the officer that was indi-
cated on the reports was classified into the categories of
weaponless tactics (handcuffing, firm grip, pressure points,
control maneuvers, takedowns, and empty hand strikes)
and weapon tactics (chemical sprays, baton, CED, impact
munitions, and firearm). The level of citizen resistance
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indicated on the use for force reports was classified into
the categories of (a) compliance and (b) passive, (c) ver-
bal, (d) defensive, (e) active, and (f) deadly resistance (The
Use-of-Force Continuum 2009) (Table 10).

The uses of force policies of six of the eight agencies
that were studied were ranked by their level of restrictive-
ness. This was done by comparing the level of force that
a policy permits in relation to the level of citizen resist-
ance. Colorado Springs was the agency that had the most
restrictive use of force policy. Albuquerque had the least
restrictive policy (see Table 11). Two of the agencies, Fort
Wayne and Knoxville, were not compared because their
use of force polices did not connect the types of force that
officers may use to levels of citizen resistance.

Multivariate analyses were used to examine the rela-
tionship between the levels of force that officers used in
response to the level of “citizen resistance” while con-
trolling for the officer’s agency and for the sex, race, age,
drug use, and mental impairment of the suspect. The level
of force that officers used, the dependent variable, was
grouped into four categories ranging from (0) soft hands
to (3) deadly force. The agencies were included in the
analyses as dummy variables. Albuquerque was used as
the reference agency because it is was the agency that had
the least restrictive use of force policy (Table 12).

Table 10 Common measures of police use of force and citizen resistance

Suspect and Officer Injuries

Seven out of eight of the agencies that Terrill et al. (2012)
visited indicated if a suspect was injured on their use of
force reports. The percentage of use of force encounters that
result in an injury for the suspect varied greatly between
agencies, ranging from 15.9% for St. Petersburg to 73.5%
for Charlotte-Mecklenburg. The high percentage of use of
force encounters that resulted in an injury for the suspect for
Charlotte-Mecklenburg makes it an outlier in comparison
with the other agencies. Officers were less likely to suffer
an injury during a use of force encounter than the suspects.
Six of the agencies indicated whether the officer suffered an
injury. The percentage of use of force encounters that result
in an injury for the officer varied from 8.1% for Columbus
to 13.4% for Charlotte (Table 13).

If an injury occurred during a use of force encounter, offic-
ers circled the type from a list of five categories of injuries
on their use of force reports for some of the agencies and
wrote in the injuries that occurred in a blank box for the
other agencies. The injuries that were indicated on the use of
force reports were coded into the categories of (a) bruises,
(b) abrasions, (c) lacerations, (d) broken bones, and (e) some-
thing else. The most common were abrasions, lacerations,
and something else for both suspects and officers (Table 14).

Police use of force tactic

Weaponless tactics m Handcuffing

m Firm grip

m Pain compliance (hammerlock, wristlock, finger grip, pressure points)

m Control maneuvers (struggle to handcuff, arm bar, bear hug, etc.)

m Takedowns (suspect thrown, pushed, or shoved)

m Empty hand strikes (striking with any part of the body including hands, fists, feet, or legs)

Tactics with weapons m Chemical spray

m Baton

m Electronic control device

m Impact munitions (e.g., beanbag)
m Firearm

Levels of citizen resistance
Compliance

Passive resistance

Responds to officer direction without resistance
Unresponsive to verbal communication or direction (e.g., ignored or disregarded police attempts at communication

or control, went limp, failed to respond or move)

Verbal resistance
leave me alone, or not to bother me)

Defensive resistance

Active resistance
perceived as a weapon)

Deadly resistance Attacked with deadly force

Verbally rejects police verbal communication or direction (e.g., telling the officer that he or she will not comply, to

Attempts to evade (e.g., attempts to leave the scene, flee, hide, pull away, etc.)
Attacked officer (e.g., lunging toward the police, striking police with hands, fists, kicks, or any instrument that may

Terrill et al. (2012)
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Table 11 Use of force tactics
allowed by level of citizen
resistance for agency policies

Passive resistance Verbal resistance

Defensive
Resistance

Physically aggressive

1. Colorado Springs

(most restrictive)

2. Portland

3. Charlotte-Mecklenburg

4. St. Petersburg

5. Knoxville

6. Albuquerque

(least restrictive)

m Verbal tactics
m Soft hands

m Verbal tactics
m Soft hands

m Verbal tactics
m Soft hands

m Verbal tactics
m Soft hands

m Verbal tactics
m Soft hands

m Verbal tactics
m Soft hands

m Chemical

m Hard hands

m Verbal tactics
m Soft hands

m Verbal tactics

m Verbal tactics

m Verbal tactics
m Soft hands

m Verbal tactics
= Soft hands

m Verbal tactics
m Soft hands

m Chemical

= Hard hands

n CED

m Verbal tactics
m Soft hands

m Chemical

u CED

m Verbal tactics
m Soft hands

m Chemical

u CED

m Verbal tactics
m Soft hands

m Chemical

m Hard hands

m Verbal tactics
m Soft hands

m Chemical

m Hard hands

= Impact weapon

m Verbal tactics
m Soft hands

m Chemical

m Hard hands

n CED

= Impact weapon
m Verbal tactics
m Soft hands

m Chemical

m Hard hands

n CED

m Verbal tactics
m Soft hands

m Chemical

n CED

m Hard hands

m Impact weapon
m Verbal tactics
m Soft hands

m Chemical

u CED

m Hard hands

m Impact weapon
m Verbal tactics
m Soft hands

m Chemical

m Hard hands

u CED

m Impact weapon
m Verbal tactics
m Soft hands

m Chemical

m Hard hands

m Impact weapon
u CED

m Verbal tactics
m Soft hands

m Chemical

m Hard hands

u CED

= Impact weapon
m Verbal tactics
m Soft hands

m Chemical

m Hard hands

u CED

m Impact weapon

(Terrill et al. 2012)

Deescalation Incident Reports

Agencies could be encouraged to have their officers com-
plete “deescalation incident” reports similar to their use
of force reports after responding to situations without
having to use force that had a potential for violence or that
involved a person in crisis (The President’s Task Force
on 21st Century Policing Implementation Guide: Moving
Recommendations to Action 2015). Officers could report
the reason for the call, the number of people involved in
the encounter, and whether the primary person who they

interacted with was a challenging or manipulative person
(Dolan 2020; Dolan and Johnson 2020) or a person in
crisis (Fitch 2016; Oliva et al. 2010; Todak 2017). They
could indicate how they deescalated the situation and
whether it was resolved with a warning, referral, arrest,
or commitment. Information could be provided on the
person’s demographics, history of prior contacts, and
whether there were signs of substance abuse or mental
illness. The table below provides a list of topics that offic-
ers could be asked to include on a deescalation incident
report (Table 15).
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Table 12 Variables for
multivariate analysis of officer
force compared with suspect
resistance

Dependent variable

Independent variables
Suspects’ level of resistance

Suspect’s sex

Suspect’s race

Suspect’s age
Suspect on drugs

Suspect is mentally impaired

Suspect has weapon

Officer’s department

Highest level of force used during encounter

0=Soft hands

1 =Hard hands and chemical spray
2=CED and impact weapons

3 =Deadly force

0=None

1 =Failure to comply

2 =Physically defensive

3 =Physically aggressive

4 =Deadly

0=Female

1=Male

0=White

1=Non-white

number of years

0= All other

1 =Showed behavioral effects of alcohol/drugs
0=0Other

1 =Showed behavioral effects of mental impairment
0=0Other

1=Had weapon

0=All other departments

1 =Name of the officer’s department

Terrill et al. (2012)

Departments that develop measures to track their
deescalation efforts could evaluate them in the context of
the more traditional measures of police performance used
for COMPSTAT (President’s Task Force on 21st Century
Policing Implementation Guide: Moving Recommendations
to Action 2015). The information generated would provide
departments with the ability to (a) evaluate their deescala-
tion efforts, (b) recognize their officers for implementing
deescalation techniques, (c) produce reports on their use

Table 13 Percentage of use of force encounters that resulted in injury

% with injury to % with
suspect injury to
officer

Colorado Springs 37.10% 12.70%
Portland 27.60% 9.00%
Albuquerque 26.90% -
Fort Wayne 27.10% 12.20%
St. Petersburg 15.90% 9.30%
Knoxville 45.90% 14.80%
Columbus 26.40% 8.10%
Charlotte-Mecklenburg 73.50% 13.40%

Terrill et al. (2012)
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of force and deescalation efforts, and (d) justify changes.
Some departments currently keep track of events like their
firearm discharges, use-of-force incidents, and citizen com-
plaints using an electronic database with an early warning
system that alerts a supervisor if an officer exceeds a certain
threshold of significant events indicating that an intervention
like counseling or training may be appropriate to address
potential problems before they escalate (Limiting Police Use
of Force: Promising Community-Centered Strategies 2014).

Examining Citizen Complaints

As the quality of the deescalation training improves,
becomes more institutionalized, and the proportion of offic-
ers who are trained increases, there should be a decrease in
conflict and the likelihood of violent encounters between
the police and the public. One indicator of the relation-
ship between a police department and the community are
the complaints that citizens file against an agency. Terrill
et al. (2012) examined the citizen complaints that were filed
against the agencies they visited concerning an officer’s use
of force and an officer’s discourteous behavior. Complaints
were obtained from an internal affairs department for some
of the agencies, from internal affairs and the officer’s chain
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Table 14 .Frequency of injury Bruises Abrasions Lacerations Broken bones Other
types during use of force
encounters Colorado Springs Suspect injuries - - - - -
Officer injuries - - - - -
Portland Suspect injuries  13.10%  50.40% 16.20% 0.50% 19.80%
Officer injuries  16.50% 43.30% 14.00% 1.50% 24.70%
Albuquerque Suspect injuries - - - - -
Officer injuries - - - - -
Fort Wayne Suspect injuries  17.40%  26.00% 23.60% 2.20% 30.80%
Officer injuries  15.80%  34.00% 22.00% 1.20% 27.00%
St. Petersburg Suspect injuries  5.00%  47.00% 31.20% 1.70% 15.10%
Officer injuries  13.80% 36.80% 21.30% 1.10% 27.00%
Knoxville Suspect injuries  4.30%  35.50% 49.20% 1.90% 9.20%
Officer injuries  11.70%  25.50% 33.60% 2.90% 26.30%
Columbus Suspect injuries  4.40%  32.10% 46.30% 1.20% 16.00%
Officer injuries 6.80% 24.90% 28.50% 1.10% 38.70%
Charlotte-Mecklenburg ~ Suspect injuries ~ 1.80% 36.10% 41.30% 1.00% 19.80%
Officer injuries 3.40% 43.80% 23.60% 1.70% 27.50%

Terrill et al. (2012)

of command for some of the agencies, and from a combina-
tion of department entities and external oversight agencies
for the other agencies.

The number of complaints that the agencies received
was compared with the number of (a) calls for service, (b)
reported UCR Part 1 crimes, (c) arrests for UCR Part 1
crimes, and (d) use of force reports filed for the agencies
over a 2-year period. The number of complaints that was
filed varied against the agencies varied dramatically. Colo-
rado Springs received one use for force complaint for every
2803 of their calls for service, 46 of their arrests, and 4 use
of force encounters. For comparison, St. Petersburg only
received a use of force complaint for every 17,885 of their
calls for service, 314 of their arrests, and 95 use of force
encounters (Table 16).

The outcomes of the citizen complaints were coded as
(a) sustained, misconduct occurred; (b) not sustained, mis-
conduct could not be proven or disproven; (c) exonerated,
conduct was proper; or (d) unfounded, allegation was false.
The percentage of the use of force complaints that were,
sustained, found to have occurred varied from 0.0% for Fort
Wayne and St. Petersburg to 5.0% for Albuquerque. The per-
centage of the discourteous behavior complaints that were

sustained varied from 2.0% for Portland to 28% for Knox-
ville (Table 17).

Multivariate analyses were used to examine the agencies’
relative likelihood of receiving a citizen complaint after
controlling for the sex, age, and race characteristics of the
suspects. Albuquerque and St. Petersburg were the agen-
cies that were the least likely to receive a citizen complaint.
The finding that Albuquerque was less likely to receive a
complaint filed against them than the other agencies is con-
trary to what would have been predicted because it is the
agency with the most permissive use of force policy. Fort
Wayne was the agency that was the most likely to receive a
complaint (Table 18). The characteristics of the suspects did
not have a statistically effect.

Interviews and Focus Groups with Officers
Skilled in Deescalation

Todak (2017) asked the officers of the Spokane Police
Department to nominate which of their fellow officers they
believed were the best at deescalating difficult, potentially
violent citizen encounters. The eight officers who received

Table 15 Information that could
be collected by deescalation
incident reports

1. Reason for the call or encounter.

2. Number of people involved in the encounter

3. Person encountered was (agreeable, challenging, manipulative, or in crisis)

4. Person’s history of prior contacts/prior history of violence

5. Demographics of the citizen

6. Signs of substance abuse or mental illness
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Table 16 Use of force and discourtesy complaints relative to workload

Complaint per calls
for service

Complaint per
reported crimes

Complaint per arrests Complaint per

use of force

reports
Colorado Springs Use of force 1 per 2803 1 per 202 1 per 46 1 per4
Discourtesy 1 per 2732 1 per 197 1 per 45 1 per 4
Portland Use of force 1 per 1631 1 per 264 1 per 52 1 per 16
Discourtesy 1 per 1831 1 per 296 1 per 59 1 per 18
Albuquerque Use of force 1 per 4693 1 per 508 1 per 45 1 per 10
Discourtesy 1 per 8472 1 per 918 1 per 82 1 per 19
Fort Wayne Use of force 1 per 8854 1 per 580 1 per 124 1 per 50
Discourtesy 1 per 7378 1 per 483 1 per 103 1 per 42
St. Petersburg Use of force 1 per 17,885 1 per 1959 1 per 314 1 per 95
Discourtesy 1 per 9172 1 per 1004 1 per 161 1 per 49
Knoxville Use of force 1 per 12,058 1 per 720 1 per 162 1 per 25
Discourtesy 1 per 8923 1 per 533 1 per 120 1 per 18
Columbus Use of force 1 per 3026 1 per 233 1 per 91 1 per 10
Discourtesy 1 per 2547 1 per 197 1 per 23 1 per 10
Charlotte-Mecklenburg Use of force 1 per 6139 1 per 876 1 per 27 1 per 11
Discourtesy 1 per 10,663 1 per 1522 1 per 159 1 per 17

Terrill et al. (2012)

the most nominations were interviewed in a semi-structured
format about their police experience, perceptions on deesca-
lation, and insights from the field (see Table 19). The infor-
mation gained from these interviews provided material to
explore during the focus group sessions.

The focus group sessions began with a discussion on
deescalation. Then, the group watched a body camera video
of an officer’s encounter with a citizen that was success-
fully deescalated or that possibly could have been deesca-
lated without having to resort to using force. A total of
six videos were shown. Three of the videos were provided
from the officers, and three of the videos were selected
from the department’s body camera video storage system.
Two of the videos depicted situations when deescalation
tactics were not used or were used unsuccessfully. The

Table 17 Percentage of citizen complaints sustained

% of use of force % of Discourtesy
complaints sustained complaints sus-

tained
Colorado Springs 0.5% 8.1%
Portland 1.5% 2.0%
Albuquerque 5.0% 14.3%
Fort Wayne 0.0% 12.5%
St. Petersburg 0.0% 17.9%
Knoxville 2.7% 28.0%
Columbus 3.8% 19.7%
Charlotte-Mecklenburg  1.0% 6.7%

Terrill et al. (2012)

@ Springer

other four videos were of situations when the officer was
able to obtain compliance from the citizen without having
to use force. After the video, the group discussed the nature
of the call, the tactics that the officer(s) used, and whether
the tactics were effective. Analysis of the focus group ses-
sion transcripts revealed that the officers used the deescala-
tion tactics of (a) displayed humanity, (b) listened, (c) hon-
esty, (d) compromised, and (e) empowered. These and the
tactics of (a) make an introduction, (b) used one voice, (c)

Table 18 Variables for comparing agencies by their likelihood of
receiving a complaint

Dependent variables

Use of force complaint 0=No; 1 =yes
Discourtesy complaint  0=No; 1 =yes
Combined complaint 0=No; 1 =yes

Independent variables

Citizen’s sex 0=Female; 1 =male
Citizen’s race 0=White; 1 =non-white
Citizen’s age Number of years

Colorado Springs 0=All other; 1 =Colorado Springs

Portland 0=All other; 1 =Portland
Albuquerque 0=All other; 1= Albuquerque
Fort Wayne 0=All other; 1 =Fort Wayne

St. Petersburg 0=All other; 1 =St. Petersburg

Knoxville 0=All other; 1 =Knoxville
Charlotte-Mecklenburg 0= All other; 1 =Charlotte-Mecklenburg
Columbus 0=All other; 1=Columbus

Terrill et al. (2012)
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Table 19 Questions for semi-structured interview of officers highly skilled in deescalation

1. What is your current position? How many years have you been a police officer? Have they all been at Spokane PD? Where else have you

worked?

2. What specialty units are you a member of? Do you think you were selected as a hostage negotiator because you have good communication

skills, or vice versa?

3. Why do you think your peers voted you as a top deescalator? Do you think of yourself as a good deescalator?

4. What is deescalation? Do you think your definition is different from the public’s definition? How does an officer deescalate a situation? What
are the most important skills an officer needs to do this? Does having backup help or hinder this process?

5. What types of formal training have you had on communication or deescalation? Do you think the ability to deescalate difficult encounters is
covered effectively in your department? How frequently do you use these skills in the field? Do you think this type of training is important in

police work?

6. Can you describe a call in which you sensed the situation might escalate and you were able to stop that from happening? Can you describe a
call in which you employed tactics to deescalate a situation, but they didn’t work? In hindsight, what else would you have done?

7. Are there situations in which deescalation is more difficult? What elements make deescalation more difficult?

Taken from Todak (2017)

deflected verbal abuse, (d) paraphrased, and (f) provided a
closing (Dolan and Johnson 2020; Fitch 2016; Oliva et al.
2010) are described in the table below (Table 20).

Police Ride Alongs

Todak (2017) observed deescalation practices during citi-
zen encounters while participating in police ride alongs. She
completed 13 ride alongs with officers from the group of
eight who were nominated as highly skilled in deescalation

and 22 ride alongs with other officers. During these ride
alongs, she observed 132 police-citizen interactions. A
police-citizen interaction was considered any interaction
that generated an official police response or that involved an
officer in contact with a citizen for more than two minutes.

A verbal consent form was read to the officer at the
beginning of each ride along, and information was recorded
about the officer’s demographics, experience, and fatigue.
As the officer responded to calls and interacted with citi-
zens, information was recorded on the urgency of the call,
whether the interaction was self-initiated, and whether

Table 20 Police verbal deescalation tactics

Made an introduction Began interaction by making a friendly introduction, identified their department, and explained the reason for

the interaction.(Dolan 2017a; Dolan and Johnson 2020)
Only one officer communicated during an encounter with suspects and others present when more than one
officer was present (Dolan and Johnson 2020)

Used one voice
Displayed humanity Showed emotion. Treated citizen with dignity and respect. Minimal authoritativeness and condescension
(Fitch 2016; Todak 2017)

Used commander intent/honesty Explained the law pertaining to the situation, what this means in regard to what the person needs to do, and
how the person will be helped if he or she complies (Dolan 2018; Dolan and Johnson 2020; Fitch 2016;
Todak 2017)

Responded to insults by briefly restating it and immediately redirecting the conversation back to the matter at
hand by explaining the options that the person has available for compliance (Dolan 2016; Dolan and Johnson
2020)

Listened to person speak. Legitimized their feelings and problems (Fitch 2016; Todak 2017)

Asked questions and engaged in dialog with the person. Helped person gain control over their emotions (Fitch
2016; Oliva et al. 2010; Todak 2017)

Listened to person explain their problem and restated what was heard back to the person. Gave person an
opportunity to provide additional details and correct misunderstandings (Fitch 2016; Oliva et al. 2010;
Todak 2017)

Rewarded steps towards compliance when possible, legal, and did not risk safety (Dolan and Johnson 2020;
Fitch 2016; Todak 2017)

Made citizen feel involved in the decision-making process. Gave information and advice. Referred person to
services (Fitch 2016; Limiting Police Use of Force: Promising Community-Centered Strategies 2014; Todak
2017)

Concluded interaction by informing the citizen of their concern for their well-being (Dolan 2017a; Dolan and
Johnson 2020)

Deflected verbal abuse

Listened
Asked questions

Empathized and paraphrased

Compromised

Empowered

Provided a closing
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Table 21 Predicting the use of deescalation and whether it was successful

Dependent variables

Any deescalation technique used 0=No;

1 =Used humanity, empower, compromise, honesty, and/or listening

Deescalation was successful 0=Citizen in crisis, agitated, at end of incident;

Officer characteristics

Expert
Negotiator
Years of service
Gender

Race

Ethnicity
Fatigue

Citizen characteristics

Role

Age

Gender

Race
Ethnicity
Low SES
Disobey
Mental health
Suicidal

Anti-police

Situational

Urgent

Domestic violence
Investigative stop
Number of officers
Initiated

1 =Citizen not in crisis, agitated, at end of incident

0=All other officers; 1 =peer nominated

0=All other officers; 1 =crisis negotiator

Years as a sworn officer

0=Female; 1 =male

0=White; 1 =black; 2 =other

0=Non-Hispanic; 1 =Hispanic

0=No fatigue; 1 =some fatigue; 2 =moderate to high fatigue

0=All other; 1 =offender

Number of years

0=Female; 1 =male

0=White; 1 =black; 2=other

0=Non-Hispanic; 1 =Hispanic

0=No evidence of poverty; 1 =low income; 2 =chronic poverty
0=0Other; 1=citizen disobeyed during interaction

0=All other; 1 =citizen suffered mental health problems

0= All other; 1 =citizen made suicidal statements

0=All other; 1 =citizen made anti-police statements

0=All other; 1 =officer traveled to scene with urgency

0= All other; 1 =domestic violence call

0=All other; 1 =investigative stop of a suspicious person
Number of responding officers on scene

0= All other; 1 =call for service; 2 = officer self-initiated contact

Tactics
Entry plan 0=All other; 1 =officer(s) developed plan of approach before contact
Backup 0=All other; 1 =waited for back up before making contact; 2 =was back up
Citation 0=All other; 1=officer issued citizen citation
Arrest 0=All other; 1=officer arrests citizen
Compromise 0=All other; 1 =officer used compromise
Honesty 0=All other; 1 =officer used honesty
Listen 0=All other; 1 =officer used listening
Humanity 0=All other; 1 =officer used humanity
Empower 0=All other; 1 =officer used empower
(Todak 2017)

there was an “anticipation of potential violence.” Antici-
pation of potential violence was measured by recording if
the call indicated that violence was in progress or being
threatened, if the person had history of violence, or if the
officer felt the situation may become violent. Information
about the citizen was recorded on (a) their demographics,
(b) whether there were signs of substance abuse or men-
tal illness, (c) whether the citizen disobeyed the officer or

@ Springer

vocalized anti-police attitudes, and (d) whether the citizen
was calm or agitated at the end of the encounter. When
multiple citizens were present, information was recorded
on the one citizen who could best be labeled as the suspect,
who appeared to be the most escalated in behavior, or with
whom the officer had the longest interaction. The officer’s
body camera video footage of the encounter was reviewed
for clarity following an interaction if needed.
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Multivariate analyses were used to examine the influ-
ence of the officer, citizen, and situational characteristics on
the likelihood that a deescalation technique was used and
on the likelihood that it was successfully. Only a few vari-
ables were found to be associated with whether an officer
used a deescalation tactic. Officers were more likely to use
a deescalation tactic when they developed a plan of entry
before making contact with the citizen. This may be because
when an officer takes the time to develop a plan, they are
more likely to be prepared to take specific tactical actions,
like use a deescalation tactic. Attempts at deescalation were
less likely to be successful when the interaction involved a
citizen who disobeyed police orders, a citizen who made
anti-police statements, a domestic violence call, and when
the officer initiated the interaction. The officers were incon-
sistent in using deescalation when faced with particular
problems, most likely because the officers for the department
studied did not receive training in deescalation.

The deescalation tactic of humanity, i.e., talking to the
person with respect, was the only tactic that was positively
associated with a successful outcome; the person was not
agitated or in crisis at the end of the interaction. The tactic
of humanity may have been positive associated with suc-
cessful deescalation outcomes while the other tactics were
not because it is the simplest option for officers to go to
when they are faced with a potential conflict. The tactics of
honesty, listening, and empowerment may be second choice
options that are used for more difficult situations when the
tactic of humanity was unsuccessful (Table 21).
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