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Abstract Each year in the United States, an unknown number of individuals are shot
by law enforcement officers. Many of the suspects shot by officers are suspects who
pose a lethal threat to officers or others, and thus the officers were legally justified in
using deadly force. However, some estimates indicate that as many as 40 % of those
shot by law enforcement each year are unarmed at the time of the encounter (Roy,
2004). Here, we present a theoretical model that integrates a traditional criminological
theory (social learning theory) and a social psychological theory (terror management
theory) in an effort to explain police shootings of unarmed suspects. Independently,
neither theory can effectively or consistently explain the phenomena. However, when
the two theories are integrated, a strong conceptual base is developed for explaining
law enforcement shootings of unarmed suspects.

Keywords Deadlyforce .Terrormanagement theory.Social learningtheory.Theoretical
integration

One of the most controversial topics in law enforcement is the use of force against
members of the general public. This controversy is further exacerbated when consid-
ering the use of deadly force. Although police shootings are believed to occur infre-
quently, it is difficult to determine exactly how many police shootings there are
annually as no national data are available. Some research indicates that in 2007 there
were 391 fatal officer-involved shootings (Johnson, 2008). Fatal shootings are likely
the easiest type of law enforcement shooting to record because there is a body
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associated with the shooting. Other researchers have attempted to create a rate-of-
occurrence index for police shootings, and they have determined that there are approx-
imately 4.1 shootings1 for every 1000 officers in a department (Fridell & Binder, 1992).
Although these statistics were generated in 1992, if the general trend were to hold
through time this would translate to approximately 3500 total police shootings annu-
ally.2 Other research indicates that within one region in Florida, approximately 40 % of
all persons that police officers shot at were unarmed (Roy, 2004). While this statistic
represents a very small portion of the United States, if a similar trend were observed
nationwide it would translate into more than 1000 unarmed people shot at by the police
annually.

There have been several recent high-profile incidents of police officers
shooting unarmed suspects in the United States. Two prominent examples of
police shooting unarmed suspects occurred in 2014. The first example is the
shooting death of Michael Brown by a police officer in Ferguson, Missouri on
August 9, 2014. While the events that led up to the shooting are widely
contested, it is clear that Michael Brown was shot six times by Officer
Darren Wilson. The second example involves the case of Tamir Rice who
was shot and killed by an officer from the Cleveland, Ohio Police
Department on November 22, 2014. The officers received a call indicating that
there was an African-American male in a city park brandishing a firearm,
although the caller noted that the firearm was likely fake. Again, the sequence
of events after the officers arrived on the scene is unclear, but what is clear is
that one of the officers fired two shots at Tamir Rice within seconds of arriving
on scene. In the wake of the shooting, investigators noted that Tamir Rice was
carrying a toy gun—one that had the orange safety tip removed—with him at
the time officers made contact with him in the park. Further, the officer stated
that Rice was reaching for the gun in his waistband as the officers arrived on
scene.

It is worth noting that these are not the only two high profile incidents of
police shooting unarmed suspects. Two of the most infamous examples involve
the New York City Police Department. The first is the case of African immi-
grant Amadou Diallo, who was shot at 41 times—with 19 rounds striking
him—by NYPD officers on February 4, 1999. Diallo was shot because he
was reaching into his pockets for something and refused to follow the officers’
verbal commands. A subsequent investigation revealed that Diallo was reaching
for his wallet and likely did not comply with the officers commands because he
did not speak English (Morrison, 2000). The second example is the case of
Sean Bell, who was shot and killed on November 25, 2006. After exiting a
night club, several plain-clothes detectives attempted to prevent the car that Bell
and two friends were riding in from leaving the club, believing there was a gun
in the vehicle. Officers claimed that the driver of the vehicle tried to run them
over (Fernandez, 2008). Officers opened fire, striking the three occupants of the

1 This includes shooting and killing a suspect, shooting a wounding a suspect, and shooting and missing a
suspect.
2 Obtained using Bureau of Labor Statistic (2008–2009) Occupational Outlook Handbook estimates that there
were 861, 000 police officers in the United States in 2009.
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vehicle a total of 50 times, and subsequently killing Bell. No gun was located
in the vehicle or on the three men. Although both of these examples stem from
the New York City Police Department, the problem is far from being isolated to
this city or this agency. Similar shootings have occurred in other locations, such
as California (McKinley, 2009) and Florida (Anderson & Brink, 2005).

When law enforcement executives and members of the public attempt to
understand why police officers shoot unarmed suspects, there seems to be a
general disconnect in the logic. There are stringent legal standards and agency
policies in place dictating the necessary elements for officers to discharge their
weapons. Many departments have adopted, or incorporated, the so-called
Bdeadly force triangle3^ into their use of deadly force policy (Olson, 1998).
The triangle specifies that, in order to use deadly force, an officer needs a
suspect who has: 1) the opportunity and 2) the ability to cause great bodily
harm or death to the officer or others. Additionally, the suspect must 3) pose an
Bimminent danger.^ Yet, as can be seen from the Diallo and Bell cases, not all
of these elements were satisfied. This begs the question Bwhy are police
officers using deadly force in these situations?^ A potential explanation lies
within the police subculture. The police subculture is designed to serve a
multitude of functions; one of the more important functions of the subculture,
for the discussion at hand, is self-preservation. Researchers have noted that
police officers are trained to see every person and every situation as potentially
dangerous (e.g., Herbert, 1998; Skolnick & Fyfe, 1993; Van Maanen, 1974).
This mentality leads to the documented Bus versus them^ phenomenon, in
which law enforcement officers are seen as inherently good while the remainder
of society is seen as potentially dangerous. This belief system is reinforced
each time that a police officer is injured or killed in the line of duty, strength-
ening the officers’ belief in the dangerousness of society. This reinforcement
also serves to emphasize the legitimacy of the police subculture. Next, we
outline SLT and TMT, as well as discuss how an integration of these two
theories could explain police shootings of unarmed suspects.

Social Learning Theory

Akers devised social learning theory (SLT) as an extension of differential
association theory (DAT) by condensing the concepts from DAT into two
concepts and adding an additional two concepts from behavioral learning theory
(Akers, 2009). The two condensed concepts taken from Sutherland were broad-
ly defined as differential associations and definitions. The two concepts that
were added from other learning theories (e.g., Miller & Dollard, 1941) were
differential reinforcement and imitation (Akers, 2009). The basic assumption of
SLT is that the same learning process which is used to learn socially acceptable
behavior is also utilized when people learn criminal/deviant behavior (Burgess
& Akers, 1966). The full effect of each these concepts are explored below.

3 Olson is the first to spell out the policy in publicly available literature, and he admits that he does not
remember the exact origins of the use of force triangle concept.
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Differential Associations

SLT posits that a person will be more likely to commit a crime if he 4

differentially associates with persons who commit, model, and support viola-
tions of laws or social norms (Akers, 2009). Association is loosely defined by
communication and interaction between two or more people. Akers (2009)
identifies two primary types of interactions to which people might be subjected:
behavioral (or interactional) and normative. Behavioral interaction is described
as direct exposure to people with deviant behavioral tendencies. Normative
interactions are described as a type of passive exposure where people are
exposed to values and norms that are conducive to delinquent behavior.
Recall that the effects of differential associations are believed to be moderated
by four modalities of the interactions (Sutherland, 1947). Specifically the
associations are moderated by, 1) frequency, 2) duration, 3) priority, and 4)
intensity. Akers (2009) highlights that early in life these modalities are primar-
ily associated with peer and friend groups. Later in life, these modalities
expand to include spouses and members of working groups.

Differential Reinforcement

Akers (2009) indicates that when deviant behavior is differentially reinforced
over conforming behavior, deviance is more likely to occur. It is believed that
there are three primary reinforcement factors that will increase the likelihood of
a behavior: 1) the higher the amount of the perceived reward, 2) the more
frequently the behavior is rewarded and, 3) the greater the probability that the
behavior will be rewarded. Akers (2009) identifies two distinct primary types of
reinforcers: nonsocial and social. Nonsocial reinforcers (either positive or neg-
ative) occur within one’s self. Social reinforcers, however, are not exclusively
the positive or negative reaction of others present when one engages in a
particular behavior, but also the whole gamut of things that society and other
subgroups value (e.g., money), including things that are highly symbolic (e.g.,
status and respect; Akers, 2009).

Imitation

A person who observes more delinquent than non-delinquent models is also
more likely to be delinquent (Akers, 2009). Modeling behavior occurs when a
person observes and then emulates the behavior of others. People who observe
the behaviors of others that they admire or respect are particularly susceptible
to the influence of the model and are more likely to engage in similar
behaviors (Bladwin & Baldwin, 1981). Modeling has its strongest influence
on a person’s initial decision to engage in delinquent behavior, and although it
has an influence on continuation and cessation of behaviors, the effect is not as
pronounced (Akers, 2009).

4 Note, he is used throughout the paper; this is not to suggest that only men will commit crime or are affected
by SLT, but rather is used for simplicity sake.
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Definitions

A person is more likely to commit delinquent acts when he has learned definitions
favorable towards delinquent acts; likewise, the more that one’s own attitudes reflect
disapproval of a particular behavior, the less likely one is to engage in it (Akers, 2009).
Each of the three previous concepts works to create definitions that are more favorable
toward delinquent acts. Akers (2009) identifies three types of definitions that people
may form which make offending more or less likely; only two, however, have bearing
on the present discussion. The first is a positive definition, where a person has attitudes
that are favorable towards deviant acts. The second definition is a neutralizing defini-
tion, whereby a person engages in delinquent acts, not because they see them as
positive, but rather because they can justify or excuse the behavior. This type of
definition is commonly associated with negative reinforcement schemes. Here, a person
learns to escape the negative consequences of their behavior by justifying the behavior
as morally correct.

Connecting Policing and SLT

Although the Chappell and Piquero (2004) study is the only study which directly tests
SLT on law enforcement officers, there is a multitude of support for why the four
different SLT concepts apply to police officers in general. Each of the four SLT
variables work to create a police subculture. This subculture then serves as a platform
for teaching and reinforcing police behavior. The behaviors that are taught and rein-
forced using this subculture are designed to protect law enforcement officers from
harm, both from those wishing to do physical harm and harmful decisions of a
punishment-centered upper-management. It is important to note that although these
variables can be linked to the creation of a (deviant) police subculture, the variables
alone cannot explain police shootings of unarmed suspects.

Differential Associations

Both police officers within organizations and researchers alike acknowledge the exis-
tence of a police subculture (Conser, 1980). The police subculture is designed to help
officers deal with the sense of isolation that they feel from society (Alpert & Dunham,
1997). The sense of isolation is created by the powerful Bus vs. them^ mentality that is
prevalent among many law enforcement officers (Rubenstein, 1973; Sparrow, Moore,
& Kennedy, 1990; Tauber, 1970). As such, police officers often turn to other officers
for moral support (Alpert & Dunham, 1997). The social interactions between officers
and the subculture lead many officers to act in a manner that the peer group will
approve of in order to develop a positive self-concept (Conser, 1980). Officers, thus, are
likely to adopt cultural norms, of which, other officers will approve. Research indicates
that the police subculture is so powerful and prevalent that officers are bound to adopt it
(Skolnick, 1966).5

5 It is important to note that some researchers do not believe that all police officers adopt the same subculture;
in one specific study, results indicate that only 25 % of law enforcement officers become what are termed
Bsub-cultural adherents^ (Cochran & Bromley, 2003).
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Definitions

Police officers hold several definitions that may be favorable to shooting a
suspect given the right circumstances. Many officers mistakenly hold the belief
that policing is about action, adventure, excitement, and the use of force
(Brown, Maidmont, & Bull, 1993; Fletcher, 1996; Holdaway & Parker, 1998).
The policing subculture, thus, respects aggressive, authoritative, and Btake-
charge^ personalities of officers (Cochran & Bromley, 2003). Furthermore,
nearly every police situation is seen as potentially dangerous, and every person
is viewed with suspicion (Van Maanen, 1974). The confluence of the allegorical
beliefs as to the role of police officers, the action orientation that is respected
by other officers, and the inherent danger and untrustworthiness of all citizens
work to create positive definitions towards using force against members of
society.

The definitions that officers create are passed down from one Bgeneration^ of
police officers to the next. Research indicates that once officers adopt the police
subculture, it provides an ideal medium to pass attitudes, beliefs, and values to
the incoming generation of law enforcement officers (Kappeler, Sluder, &
Alpert, 1994). Research also indicates that the police subculture is designed
to create and maintain a normative order for the officers (Herbert, 1998). This
normative order has been found to be similar to the definitional component of
SLT, as originally conceived by Burgess and Akers and some researchers have
used it as such (e.g., Ahern, 1972).

Differential Reinforcement

The subculture of policing has such a powerful effect on officers that it can
reinforce deviant behavior (Conser, 1980). In fact, some researchers have gone
so far as to say that one of the most powerful motivators within a police
agency is the peer influence exerted by other members of the subgroup (Alpert
& Dunham, 1997). One of the roles of the police subculture is to protect
officers from punishment-centered upper-management (Waddington, 1999).
Officers often perceive that upper-management is attempting to punish them
for Bminor^ procedural errors (Walker, 1977).

This fear of a punishment-centered upper-management is contrasted with the rein-
forcing structure of other police officers and the police subculture. New police officers
gain status, reputation, and respect from other officers for their use of force (Brown &
Sargent, 1995). The police subculture is one of masculinity through which
aggression, violence, danger, risk taking, and engaging in courageous acts is
rewarded by one’s peers (Waddington, 1999). Therefore, officers are differen-
tially reinforced by different groups within the organization for the same
behavior. They are positively and socially reinforced (as defined by Akers,
2009) by their peers within the police subculture, which is likely to lead to
positive definitions for engaging in delinquent acts (e.g., shooting unarmed
suspects). This is juxtaposed against the heavy-handed and punishment-
centered policies of upper-management, which, as Akers (2009) states, is likely
to lead to neutralizing definitions that are favorable toward deviance.
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Imitation

This is the most challenging of the SLT concepts to apply to police officers –
so much so that Chappell and Piquero (2004) did not include imitation as a
variable in their study. However, based on the training methods of law enforce-
ment, it is plausible to assume modeling behavior occurs at work. Currently,
most police agencies in the United States utilize some form of Field Training
Officer (FTO) program (Pitts, Glensor, & Peak, 2007). Many of these training
programs are based on the original San Jose, CA FTO program, designed by
Zwemke and Roberts in 1972 (San Jose Police Department, 2009). In an FTO
program, a rookie officer begins his career by observing the actions of the
training officer and assisting where possible or acting under the guidance of the
trainer where appropriate. Throughout the course of the program, the new
officer is progressively given more responsibility to act as a police officer with
the Bsafety net^ of an experienced officer. Although the academic literature
seems to neglect the fact that FTO’s can act as role models, the professional
literature does not. For example, the California Police Officer Standards and
Training Commission requests recruits who are finishing an FTO program to
provide an overall evaluation of the program. One of the evaluation compo-
nents asks officers to rate their FTO on the quality of role model that they
believe him to be for new officers (California Police Officer Standards and
Training Commission, 2004).

Furthermore, the FTO programs allow and encourage new officers to inte-
grate into the policing culture. New officers are frequently rated by their FTO
(in many cases once per shift) by the subjective perceptions of the FTO. That
is, if the new officer does not alter his behavior to the FTO’s subjective
expectations, which are likely based on the way the FTO would have handled
the situation, the new officer will be poorly evaluated. It is necessary to have
positive evaluations throughout the FTO program in order to maintain employ-
ment as a police officer.

Summary of SLT and Policing

The information presented herein makes a case for the applicability of SLT to police
officers and, perhaps, even to police shootings of unarmed suspects. The method of
transmission of learning is through the policing subculture. The officers are differen-
tially reinforced by the members of their subculture who reward them for behaving in a
particular manner. Officers obtain their definitions about many things in their
world from the subculture, especially in regard to the trustworthiness and
dangerousness of members of the public. Lastly, at the inception of their career,
officers are strongly encouraged to model their behavior after that of a more
seasoned officer under the threat of termination for non-conformity. The ulti-
mate question that remains is not why law enforcement officers shoot unarmed
suspects, as this can be reasonably explained through SLT. The bigger question
is why officers only shoot some of these suspects and not others. The expla-
nation for this lies in Greenberg, Pyzczynski, and Solomon’s (1986) Terror
Management Theory.
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Terror Management Theory

Terror Management Theory (TMT), an extension of much of the work of Ernest Becker
(1962), posits that much of what happens in human life is based on the denial of one’s
own mortality (Pyszczynski, Greenberg, & Solomon, 2003). All creatures, including
humans, engage in actions that are directed toward self-preservation; however, humans
are the only animal that is uniquely aware of their own inevitable death (Pyszczynski
et al., 2003). In fact, humans are the only animal that can project and imagine their own
death, the thought of which causes B…potentially overwhelming terror at virtually any
given moment^ (Pyszczynski et al., 2003, p.16). In order to protect from the terror of
the inevitability of our own death, humans form a cultural worldview (Pyszczynski
et al., 2003).

The purpose of the cultural worldview is to distract humans from the terror that is
essentially caused by the thought of their inevitable death. Greenberg, Pyszczynski, and
Solomon (1986) advise that the cultural worldview created serves to inform humans
that they live in a world of value and are, thus, differentially situated than other
creatures. This cultural worldview also serves to allow humans to transcend their
own mortality by allowing a person to feel as if he is part of a meaningful world and
is contributing to that world in an important manner (Pyszczynski et al., 2003). There
are two primary beliefs upon which TMT is founded. First, subscribing to a cultural
worldview gives people a sense of order, stability, and permanence in their lives.
Second, people must feel that they are valuable contributors to that worldview, which
creates their reality (Pyszczynski et al., 2003). If these two elements are present,
individuals are able to deny that they are merely creatures who are on Earth for a finite
amount of time and are simply awaiting their own death.

There are two major problems not accounted for by the creation of a worldview.
First, there are several different cultures and competing worldviews. The threat posed
by others possessing a different cultural worldview makes a person question one’s own
worldview and undermining it on some level (Pyszczynski et al., 2003). Second, no
cultural worldview can completely insulate a person from the thoughts of his own
eventual death (Becker, 1975); this fear that can never really be removed is then
projected onto an outside group or object (Pyszczynski et al., 2003). However, there
are strategies that have been identified as possible methods of resolving the problems
associated with competing worldviews and the fact that the thought of mortality can
never be fully removed.

Pyszczynski et al. (2003) identify five distinct types of solutions, which someone
could implement in order to resolve the problems of uncertainty in their worldview. The
authors do not indicate which solution is most likely, although it seems that certain
solutions are more likely than others. The solutions seem to be presented in two
different forms: passive (requiring little or no direct action by the person) and active
(requiring a substantial undertaking of action).

The first passive solution is conversion, whereby a person will simply adopt the
worldview of another. This is most likely to occur when a person is not getting the
validation that he needs and desires from his original worldview. Examples of this are
religious conversions, in which people adopt a distinct religion based on the higher
appeal of the new religion over the old one. The second passive solution is assimilation,
whereby a person is asked by other people to set aside his Boutlandish^ worldview and
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accept the dominant worldview. This is typically the result of physical proximity to
another dominant cultural worldview. Pyszczynski et al. (2003) indicate there is a
psychological boost given to one’s worldview when a large number of people accept it;
in essence, people judge the ultimate validity of their worldview based on the number
of others that subscribe to it as well. The final passive solution is accommodation,
whereby a person accepts the appealing parts of a contrary worldview into his own
worldview while simultaneously excluding those parts that they do not care for.6

The active solutions, however, require a person to engage in more drastic behavioral
changes. The first active solution is derogation, whereby members of a worldview
disparage those who ascribe to different worldviews. By demeaning others with
dissimilar views, the threat they pose is somehow neutralized. Examples of this are
seen in the sweeping pejorative generalizations made by one cultural group towards
another (e.g., Ball black people are lazy^). The second type of active solution is the
most extreme: annihilation. This solution indicates that a person will try to eliminate
the threat posed toward his worldview by eliminating those with competing world-
views. Pyszczynski et al. (2003) discuss this solution to the presence of multiple
worldviews; although it is an extreme solution, it is also the most effective solution
and one of the most frequently observed. Lifton (1979) writes, BWars and prosecutions
are, at bottom, expressions of rivalry between contending claims to immortality and
ultimate spiritual power^ (p. 315). This type of solution can be seen throughout the
history of the world, including the Civil War in the United States, as well as World War
II. Modern examples include some of the violent gang wars in South Los Angeles
(among other urban areas) and the War on Terror currently being fought in the Middle
East. Annihilation is the principle response for the purposes of this integration.

There are two distinct hypotheses that are derived from TMT. The first is that B…
when people believe that they are objects of value in a world of meaning they should be
able to function securely^ (Pyszczynski et al., 2003, p, 39). Essentially, Pyszczynski
and his colleagues argue that self-esteem insulates a person from the terror he feels
from knowing he is inevitably going to die. This hypothesis has been tested and
sustained in various contexts (for a review see Pyszczynski et al., 2003). The second
hypothesis states that reminders of one’s own death (through a process known as a
mortality salience prime) should make a person rally around, and more zealously
defend, his worldview (Greenberg et al., 1986). This hypothesis is the more popular
of the two; with more than 100 studies testing and further sustaining the veracity of the
hypothesis (see generally Pyszczynski et al., 2003). For the purposes of this integration,
we will exclusively focus on the second hypothesis.

General Research on TMT

The very first test of TMT was conducted utilizing 22 municipal court judges in
Tucson, Arizona (Rosenblatt, Greenberg, Solomon, Pyszczynski, & Lyon, 1989).
Specifically, the judges were asked to set the bond amount for a prostitute that came
into court; half the judges were in a control condition and half were in a mortality

6 The primary example given by Pyszczynski et al. (2003) is the Hippie Movement of the 1960’s and 1970’s,
where some members of the mainstream society adopted the music and fashion of the competing cultural
worldview.
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salience prime condition. The mortality salience prime was accomplished through the
use of a new open-ended measure in which participants were asked to describe, in their
own words, what physically happened to them when they died as well as the emotions
that they associated with their own death. The results revealed that the judges in the
mortality salience prime condition were substantially more punitive (setting an
average bond of $455) than the judges in the control condition (setting an
average bond of $50). Furthermore, results from a mood inventory filled out by
the judges in the mortality salience prime condition revealed that the judges in
this condition were not emotionally distraught about thinking about their own
death. Rosenblatt et al. (1989), in an attempt to make the results more gener-
alizable, conducted the same experiment but substituted undergraduates for
judges. The results were consistent with those observed for the judges with
one exception. The higher bonds were set by persons who had a negative view
of prostitution within the mortality salience prime condition; yet, these partic-
ipants still acknowledged that they were not upset after thinking about their
own death.

In order to determine if the results that Rosenblatt et al. (1989) observed were an
effect of the negative perceptions of prostitutes, and criminals in general, they
conducted an additional study. In their third study, Rosenblatt et al. (1989) asked
participants to recommend a reward for a person who went out of their way to assist
the police in catching a mugger and also asked them to rate the prostitution scenario
again. The results for the prostitute scenario validated the earlier results. Moreover, the
results from the new scenario revealed that participants recommended a substantially
higher reward for the Bhero^ in mortality salience prime conditions (approximately
$3500) than in the control (approximately $1100).

The results from these three studies laid the groundwork upon which much of the
additional TMT research has been conducted and strengthened. For instance, many
scholars assumed that the results seen in other TMT research (i.e., individuals from
other worldviews judged more harshly and individuals from the same worldview
judged more positively) were a product of thinking about any terrifying event (e.g.,
taking an exam, dental pain, or general anxiety; Greenberg et al., 1995). This hypoth-
esis was tested, and subsequently dispelled, as these events failed to produce the same
results (for a more thorough discussion see, Greenberg et al., 1997). Other studies have
examined the mortality salience hypothesis on more of a macro scale by having
American college students read and rate essays that either represented pro- or anti-
American sentiments (Greenberg et al., 1990). As expected, the results indicated that
students in the mortality salience prime condition rated the pro-American essay signif-
icantly higher than the anti-American essay and higher than those in the control
condition.

These studies support the fact that mortality salience can be observed under labo-
ratory conditions, but there was no indication whether it is a naturally occurring
phenomenon. In an effort to answer this question, a series of studies were undertaken
in which the researchers asked participants to indicate their position on an immigration
reform measure in Germany (Pyszczynski et al., 2003). Participants were interviewed
either in front of a funeral home (mortality salience condition) or more than 100 m
away from a funeral home (control condition). Results indicated that the salience-
primed participants in the minority position of the immigration reform debate
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substantially over-estimated the amount of support they would have in the reform;,
however, this effect was not observed in the participants away from the funeral home or
with the majority group in either location.

Although this body of research generally supports the mortality salience prime, there
have been a few problems associated with it. Specifically, it appears that mortality
salience primes are most effective when a participant is distracted after the prime and
the evaluation of the dependent variable is delayed (Greenberg et al., 1994). This is
thought to occur for two reasons. First, the accessibility of a primed concept deterio-
rates over time (Fiske & Taylor, 1991). Second, experiencing goal-obstruction produces
increased goal-related thoughts only after a distraction and delay (Martin & Tesser,
1993). This signifies that when a morality salience prime occurs, it is viewed as a goal-
obstruction because of the presence of an alternative worldview. However, when a
mortality salience prime deteriorates, an individual has increasing goal-related thoughts
(i.e., worldview reaffirming thoughts).

Connecting Policing and TMT

As one can see from the types of experiments reviewed above, TMT has never been
directly applied to law enforcement officers or police use of force directly. However,
TMT has been applied to situations in which a person might invoke force. It is
important to note that some people believe the reactions observed in TMT research
might be a product of the research itself. Specifically, some research indicates partic-
ipants might be more willing to advocate extreme responses because they are
responding to hypothetical vignettes in which they are not responsible for the conse-
quences of the decisions they are advocating (Cohen & Insko, 2008).

The key area of this integration is the use of violence. Mortality salience primes (and
TMT) significantly affect people’s beliefs in the acceptability of the use of violence in
certain situations. Specifically, research has demonstrated that, after receiving a mor-
tality salience prime, participants indicated increased support for the extreme anti-
terrorism policies of President George W. Bush (Landau et al., 2004). Additionally,
mortality salience has led to political conservatives expressing higher levels of
Bacceptable^ collateral damage caused by the use of extreme military tactics in the
capture of Osama Bin Laden (Pyszczynski et al., 2006). These types of attitudes are not
only prevalent for Americans in regard to the Middle East, but also in other countries as
well. For example, Israelis who support never returning the Gaza Strip to the
Palestinians were more supportive of violent anti-terrorism policies (Hirschberger &
Ein-Dor, 2006). Based on the results of these studies, it has been well documented that
mortality salience increases prejudice, intergroup hostility, aggression, and support for
war (for review see Pyszczynski et al., 2003).

It is important to note that mortality salience primes do not affect all people in the
same way. Evidence suggests that those most susceptible to respond to mortality
salience primes with hostility and violence are those defined as rigid authoritarians;
these individuals believe in absolute good and evil, and that they know the absolute
Btruth^ in the world (Jost et al., 2003; Jost & Hunyady, 2005). Examples of people who
are likely to fall into this category are religious fundamentalists, those who score high
on measures of authoritarianism (e.g., The Right Wing Authoritarian Scale; Altemeyer,
1996), and those who are politically conservative.
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There are also concerns that mortality salience primes are most effective in certain
situations. Although mortality salience primes are effective at producing results some of
the time, these primes should not be taken as an indicator of an inevitable outcome
(Pyszczynski et al., 2006). Mortality salience primes direct people towards subjective
attitudes, behaviors, and feelings of safety and security. Therefore, if a person’s beliefs,
behaviors, or attitudes associated with violence making them feel more safe and secure,
it is more likely the person will respond with violence.

Integrating SLT and TMT to Explain Police Shootings of Unarmed Suspects

Although there are distinct differences in the SLTand TMT models, there are also many
similarities in how they function. This integration will show how TMT works as an
ancillary process to SLT, potentially explaining why police officers shoot unarmed
suspects. It appears that SLT cannot fully explain the problem of police shootings of
unarmed suspects; otherwise, there would be a systematic pattern to the events.
Specifically, officers would be killing every unarmed person that met a certain criteria;
however, this does not appear to be the case. Additionally, TMT cannot fully explain
police shootings of unarmed suspects either. Again, officers would be shooting more
people that violate their cultural worldview supplied by the police subculture. Although
neither SLT nor TMT can fully explain law enforcement shootings of unarmed
suspects, together, they present a convincing explanation of the phenomenon.

The specific method in which SLT and TMT function together is in an end-to-end
linear fashion. Specifically, SLT and the police subculture work in tandem to teach that
violence, in certain situations, is normative. It appears that SLT and the police subcul-
ture work with a feedback effect. The police subculture serves to teach officers via SLT,
and, when officers experience an adverse event, the subculture is reinforced through the
learning process.

Unlike other situations (e.g., drug using or criminal offending) in which one can
passively learn acceptable behavior of a culture, the police subculture actively forces
behavioral conformity. Indoctrination into the police subculture likely begins on the
first day of the police academy. At this time, officers are instilled with definitions of
appropriate conduct. Some of the definitions are positive (e.g., it is acceptable to protect
another officer by any means necessary), some are negative (e.g., you should not use
drugs or steal), and many are neutralizing (e.g., it is acceptable to use deadly force
against a suspect in certain situations).

Once an officer has had ample opportunity to learn the definitional standards taught
at the academy (upon which he will be repeatedly tested to ensure retention), the officer
is transferred to a Field Training Officer (FTO). The officer’s FTO serves many
legitimate purposes (e.g., ensuring the new officer’s safety and ensuring compliance
with legal standards). Additionally, the FTO serves two primary functions for the
learning of the police subculture. First, the FTO confirms that the officer complies
with the definitions that were instilled in the police academy. Second, he models
acceptable behavior for the new officer to emulate. In many departments, the FTO
uses a daily observation report to rate the officer’s success in many different areas.
These areas include: use of force, driving skill, interaction with peers and supervisors,
and general appearance (Chappell et al., 2005). The officer is typically rated on a scale
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and must obtain a certain score in each of the areas to maintain employment. Much of
this grading procedure is subjective and based on the experiences and expectations of
the FTO.

The police subculture also teaches officers to work within a system of differential
reinforcements. One could make the case that the FTO grading system serves as a
differential reward for officers when first starting in law enforcement; however, the
differential rewards do not end there. Officers are differentially reinforced by upper-
management and by their peers within the police subculture. For any particular
incident, officers may observe upper-management reacting in a stereotypically punitive
manner, while the officer is socially rewarded by his peer group. An example of this
might be that of an officer who crashes a patrol car as a result of over-zealously
pursuing a fleeing traffic offender. In this instance, upper-management is likely to
punish the officer for damaging the patrol car, whereas the officer’s peers are likely to
reinforce his behavior. Although impossible to say for certain the method that the peers
might choose to reinforce the behavior, it is likely to be a social reinforcement. The
social reinforcement could come in the form of increased levels of perceived mascu-
linity or toughness. This belief falls in line with previous research which indicates that
the police subculture thrives on the concepts of toughness and masculinity (e.g.,
Herbert, 1998; Waddington, 1999), which would then increase the officer’s social
capital amongst his peers.

The final component of the SLT model is differential association. The differential
association component of law enforcement creates a defined Bus versus them^ men-
tality, in which all people outside of law enforcement are treated skeptically because
they are thought to be liars (Van Maanen, 1974). In this subculture, officers learn that
people who are not law enforcement officers are potentially dangerous and will try to
hurt them if given the opportunity (e.g., Rubenstein, 1973). This reinforces the belief
that police officers need only associate with other police officers, which also
strengthens the Bus versus them^ mentality. Moreover, by associating with a group of
people that have markedly similar definitions and role models that are reinforced for
similar behaviors, the police subculture itself is further strengthened.

It is clear that police officers develop a subculture that is designed to protect them
from the inherent physical dangers associated with the job (e.g., being killed or injured)
as well as the political dangers (e.g., a punishment-centered upper management). The
subculture also reinforces officers’ behavior through peer validation and other forms of
social reinforcement. However, what is not clear is why police officers shoot unarmed
suspects.7 A likely answer is seen in the police subculture itself; specifically, in the
striking resemblance to the concept of worldviews as described by Greenberg et al.
(1986) in the original presentation of TMT. The police subculture is designed to serve a
similar function for police officers as the worldviews concept does for entire societies.
In addition to the police subculture acting as a worldview, the subculture also serves to
act as a mortality salience prime by consistently reminding officers of their own death
that could likely be associated with the job. The effects of each of these are explored
below.

7 The effects of shooting an armed suspect likely could not be determined because the officer is shooting the
suspect in defense of themselves or others in the immediate area; ergo only unarmed suspects are considered
because the officer’s legal justification for the use of deadly force is substantially diminished.
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The effects of a mortality salience prime typically force a person to more
fiercely defend his worldview (Greenberg et al., 1990). Recall that the effects
of a mortality salience prime are most effective after a delay and a distraction
(Greenberg et al., 1994). This makes the frequently presented mortality salience
prime that police officers are exposed to through their subculture an effective
tool for convincing a police officer to defend his worldview (i.e., the police
subculture). It is important to note that there are a wide variety of mortality
salience primes that can be regularly presented in police work. On the most
simplistic level, officers are reminded of their own mortality each day when
they go to work adorning bullet-resistant Kevlar vests and handguns. These
items are worn for protection against death, while performing the duties of the
job. Additional, mortality salience primes come in the form of training, espe-
cially in officer safety and street-combat training. This is important because
police officers are mandated by law, in most states, to attend firearms training
at least twice a year. In some states, this consists of traditional firearms training
(e.g., shooting at paper targets), while agencies in other states use innovative
training methods to simulate survival situations (e.g., FATS) . Furthermore, each
officer-involved shooting, murder, or assault on a police officer is highly
publicized and dissected within the law enforcement community under the
pretense of preventability. The mortality salience prime directs the officer to
seek out safety and security when his worldview is confronted. This safe and
secure feeling is obtained by annihilating the threat to the officer’s worldview.

The reason that annihilation is chosen over other methods of worldview
defense is, again, a product of the police subculture. Research points to three
distinct explanations that indicate why the police subculture would choose
annihilation over other options. First, police officers mythically believe that
police work revolves around adventure, action, and the use of force (Brown
et al., 1993; Fletcher, 1996; Holdaway & Parker, 1998). Second, the police
subculture idealizes aggressive and authoritative actions (Cochran & Bromley,
2003). Third, the police subculture has a fascination with weapons and conflict,
which is deeply instilled in officers through the learning process (Brown &
Sargent, 1995; Chan, 1996; Herbert, 2001). This body of research seems to
indicate that law enforcement officers are quite comfortable using weapons and
force in a myriad of situations. Therefore, in accordance with the Pyszczynski
et al. (2006) claim, police officers would likely use these tactics to resolve a
threat to their worldview. This would likely be the most frequently-used
solution to threats against the officer’s worldview, especially considering that
weapons often serve as a mortality salience prime, and that police officers are
adept at, and comfortable with, using weapons.

Although this integration has focused primarily on annihilation, it should be noted
that it is not the only solution. Another potential solution that officers might use to
protect their worldview, which has been supported in the literature, is derogation.
Evidence suggests that police officers draw a distinction between themselves and the
members of society (Rubenstein, 1973, Sparrow et. al, 1990, Tauber, 1970). This
division creates an in-group and an out-group, which makes it easier to disparage the
members of the out-group. While derogation is a possible solution to maintain an
officer’s worldview, annihilation is likely more pertinent solution because of the
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importance placed upon weapons, use of force, and societal dangerousness within the
police subculture.

The other three worldview defenses as described in Pyszczynski et al. (2003) are not
applicable to law enforcement officers because of the nature of the police subculture.
Law enforcement officers would likely not use the assimilation, accommodation, or
conversion tactics. Specifically, assimilating or accommodating another worldview into
the police subculture is not a likely solution because the police subculture is riddled
with independence and insensitivity (Brown & Sargent, 1995, Chan, 1996, Herbert,
2001). The tactics that are used in these worldview defenses quickly discount police
officers from using them. Furthermore, conversion is also likely to be ruled out as a
solution because it does not logically fit into what is known about the worldview of
police officers and the police subculture. The police subculture creates the divide of Bus
versus them^ (Rubenstein, 1973, Sparrow et. al, 1990, Tauber, 1970), which has the
implicit judgment that Bwe^ (the police) are better than Bthem^ (everyone else). A
conceptual model of the causal process outlined above is depicted in Fig. 1.

Examples of the Process

Evidence suggests that there might be a connection between mortality salience primes
and police shootings of unarmed suspects. For instance, the National Law Enforcement
Memorial indicates prior to several of the well-known shootings of unarmed suspects
discussed above, a law enforcement officer was killed in the line of duty near the
location of the shooting of the unarmed suspect. For instance, on November 16, 2014—
6 days prior to the shooting of Tamir Rice—an officer with the Akron Police
Department was shot and killed in the line of duty. Akron is approximately thirty miles
from the city of Cleveland. This incident was likely in the forefront of the minds of the
officer who shot and killed Tamir Rice. Additionally, 3 days prior to the Amadou Diallo
shooting, a police officer in the New York City Health and Hospital Police Department

Fig. 1 Conceptual model of the causal process
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was killed in the line of duty by an unarmed suspect who kicked the officer in the
chest—stopping his heart. This incident would have likely been reported to the officers
that ultimately shot and killed an unarmed Diallo. The mortality salience prime likely
made the officers hold to their authoritarian and aggressive worldview taught through,
and reinforced by, the police subculture. Simultaneously, it validated the assumption
that the public is dangerous and out to kill or injure law enforcement, and, thus cannot
be trusted. Therefore, when Diallo failed to respond to verbal commands, the officers
saw him as a potential threat to their worldview and reacted in the manner that made
them feel most secure. Unfortunately, this is not an isolated incident. A similar string of
events unfolded prior to the Sean Bell shooting. A few weeks prior to the shooting of
Sean Bell, other New York City Police officers were engaged in an extensive shootout
with a suspect who was assaulting another man. Officers in this case fatally shot and
killed the suspect. Again, it is likely that this information was passed onto the officers
who shot at Sean Bell and his friends. This information could have served as a mortality
salience prime, which increased the officers’ perceptions and general paranoia of armed
suspects. It is important to note that not all cases of police shooting unarmed suspects
are preceded by the type of mortality salience prime described above. There are other
types of mortality salience primes (e.g., violent attacks that do not result in death) that
could have similar effects, although these data are not readily available.

Although the events that potentially led to the Rice, Diallo, and Bell cases were
substantially different, each had a similar effect. The events immediately preceding the
officer-involved shootings all served as mortality salience primes to the involved
officers, telling them that they needed to protect their worldview. The events had
another effect in that they served as reinforcement of the assumptions that the police
subculture makes about members of the out-group. However, it likely does not take
such drastic and tragic incidents to reinforce the subculture or serve as a mortality
salience prime. Specifically, it is possible that police officers go to a training class or a
tactical briefing about another situation, which could serve the same purpose. Specific
types of training could vary from so called Bforce on force training^ in which officers
react to real scenarios with real suspects who are really shooting back at the officers.

Research Implications

Although this theoretical integration is well founded, there are some difficulties
associated with research design. It would be improbable, and most likely unethical,
to convince police departments to allow some officers to be trained utilizing a mortality
salience prime while other officers are not trained with the mortality salience prime.
Some police administrators would be reticent allow this kind of training because it
could potentially put officers in the non-primed category in danger; additionally, the
officers in the prime condition could pose an undue risk to members of the public.
Utilizing scenario-based experimentation (i.e., vignettes) could be a potential solution
to this problem, although there is a loss of verisimilitude between the events of real
shooting situations conveyed in this manner. One possible solution to this problem
would be implement force-on-force training (either FATS® or Simunnitions ®), where-
by officers are randomly assigned to each group. This training would present a greater
degree of similarity to events on the street; however, there would still be a loss of some
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realism. In order to convince law enforcement administrators to permit this type of
research, it will likely be necessary to empirically substantiate the theoretical model.
There is no information currently available that would allow this model to be quanti-
tatively assessed; however, there are many research designs that could be utilized for
qualitative analysis. Any qualitative analysis that would be conducted must be able to
particularly address the training of the officers, the timeline of events, and any historical
events that may have altered the outcome.

Policy Implications

This theoretical model, in addition to other research, supports modifications to existing
policies within law enforcement agencies. One of the key policy implications is related
to the training of new law enforcement officers. Currently, research estimates that
police officers are trained an inordinate number of hours in the use of firearms
(including practical scenarios) and defensive tactics (including weapons retention).
Kappeler et al. (1994) indicate that fully 15 % of all academy training is devoted
exclusively to the use of firearms. These researchers have figures for defensive
tactics and scenario training as well; however, these figures cannot be disaggregated
to allow for accurate representation of how much time is devoted to officer survival
and fending off attacks from suspects on the street. However, a conservative
estimate of an additional 5 % of academy training being devoted to tasks related
to officer survival means that one-fifth of valuable academy training is devoted to
officer survival.

We must concede that the use of deadly force is an important training topic largely
because of the adverse consequences that are derived from the use of force.
Questionable police uses of force can lead to consequences for the victim, the officer,
the department, and the police/community relationship (White, 2003). Despite the fact
that law enforcement shootings are quite rare—many officers could go an entire career
without using deadly force—these consequences are still ever present. Body cameras
are one of the primary mechanisms thought to control police use of force and to
improve police-community relations. In one of the few peer-reviewed studies that has
examined the issue, Jennings, Fridell, and Lynch (2014) conclude that the police are
generally supportive of body-worn cameras. The authors suggest that officers believe
that body-worn cameras will serve to improve the behavior of citizens and police
officers alike. Further, the use of body cameras will likely increase the transparency of
the events because of the presence of video footage. The video and the improved
behavior of both parties will likely diminish the incidents of police shootings of
unarmed suspects and may ultimately serve to improve police-community relations.

Conclusion

Law enforcement officers create a subculture conducive to certain types of behaviors
via the SLT process defined by Akers (2009). Police officers differentially associate
with other officers, which creates an exclusionary in-group. The officers within the
subculture are instilled with definitions of Bacceptable behaviors^ through academy and

Am J Crim Just (2015) 40:205–224 221



field training. Furthermore, the police subculture differentially reinforces those behav-
iors conforming to established definitions and punishing those that do not. This same
process is used to teach law enforcement officers about all facets of their job, including
the use of deadly force. The law enforcement culture, in conjunction with legal
standards and departmental policies, dictate acceptable situations to use deadly force.
Police officers use their subculture to create a worldview; moreover, officers protect
their worldview from opposing worldviews through derogation and annihilation as
described through TMT. Annihilation is the primary mode of protection of the world-
view, especially after experiencing a mortality salience prime. Mortality salience primes
are frequently occurring events in law enforcement; they are provided by the death of
another officer, a dangerous shoot-out with suspects, and through training. These
mortality salience primes remind police officers of the perils of the job, which could
quite possibly lead to their inevitable death. Furthermore, the reliance upon annihilation
as a plausible solution feeds back into the police subculture and reinforces the extant
beliefs of the subculture.
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