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Abstract 

As part of their duty, police officers engage with the public. Sometimes these 

encounters can become dangerous and officers may need to resort to the use of force to 

contain these situations. Police-citizen encounters that require the use of force are usually 

dynamic and volatile events that involve high stakes.  During such difficult situations, 

officers need to make difficult decisions about using force. Officers need to decide if force is 

required, weigh up the potential risk and consequential outcomes, and make decisions about 

the degree and type of force to use. While policing researchers are gaining insights into the 

circumstances involving police use of force, less is known about how officers make decisions 

in these circumstances. Further, most of the use of force literature is informed by US data – 

hence little is known about police use of force within an Australian context, including the 

circumstances surrounding decisions to use force. In particular, little is known about the 

circumstances that pose a risk of injury to officers, and how these circumstances may affect 

officer decision making. Thus, it remains unclear why officers are using the levels of force 

that they do, and what decision-making processes are involved during such intense situations. 

This thesis examined how to better prepare officers for making use of force decisions 

during police-citizen encounters. To do this, the thesis used mixed methods by means of four 

individual studies utilising data on police officers in Queensland (Australia). The first study 

examined the nature and predictors of levels of police use of force using chi-square analyses 

and multinominal logistic regression. It used official data in the form of 202 significant use 

of force events to examine individual and situational predictors of officers’ use of 

commensurate, lower, or higher force relative to suspects’ resistance. The results found that 

officers were abstaining from using higher levels of force than suspect resistance, or were 

using lower levels of force. Interestingly, this was occurring in typically dangerous 

situations. 

The second study tested the dangerousness of these encounters by examining the 

circumstances in which officers were being injured. Using the same data as the first study, 

Study 2 examined the nature and predictors of officer injuries during police use of force 

encounters. It examined the situation, suspect, officer, decision making, and force predictors, 

and found that, while there were circumstances that posed a danger for officers, ultimately, it 

was how the officers responded to those circumstances that best determined whether the 

officer sustained an injury. That is, officers were more likely to sustain an injury when using 

lower levels of force than the level of suspect resistance. The study identified potentially 
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high and low risk circumstances for police, and in turn, the cues officers need to look for to 

assess risk. 

The third study explored which factors actually influence police officer decisions of 

whether or not to use force, and how much force to use. The study identified what newly 

trained police are considering when making decisions about force and their reasoning for 

their force decisions. It took a qualitative approach to explore the decisions of 91 police 

recruits who partook in use of force role-play scenarios as part of their final academy 

assessment. Results revealed that recruits were considering situation and suspect factors 

when making decisions about force. Moreover, they were using these factors to assess the 

threat level and the suitability of force types. 

The fourth study explored the decision-making processes and impediments using the 

same data as Study 3. The fourth study took a Naturalistic Decision Making (NDM) 

approach and showed police tended to use an intuitive decision-making style, relying on 

heuristics. They were also experiencing perceptual, cognitive, and physiological impairments 

that impacted the way they interpreted the situation. 

Combined, these four studies revealed that, beyond specific factors (such as 

individual and situational factors), it is how officers interpret and respond to certain 

circumstances that plays a substantial role in the outcomes of police use of force encounters. 

These findings shift the focus from previous research that examined discrete and common 

individual and situational factors to a more holistic approach inclusive of officers’ cognition. 

This thesis has implications for the way officers are educated and trained, and the policies 

and procedures that guide officers in use of force decisions. These findings also have 

theoretical and methodological implications for future research. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction and Overview of the Thesis 

By its very nature, policing often involves high-pressure and challenging situations. 

This is particularly evident in police use of force encounters. Typically, police use of force 

encounters are dynamic and unpredictable events in which officers need to make rapid 

decisions about using force. The consequences of these decisions can be serious, from loss of 

confidence in the police by the public to fatalities. While policing research is starting to 

provide an understanding of police use of force circumstances, little is known about what 

factors officers are considering when making decisions about force and how officers are 

making these decisions. This thesis examines police decisions about use of force. It aims to 

identify ways to aid police officers, both operationally and in training, make decisions in 

situations where force is considered. 

The purpose of this first chapter is to introduce the topic of police use of force and 

decision making which leads to the aims and contribution of the thesis. First, definitions are 

outlined of police use of force. Second, the chapter describes the nature of typical police use 

of force encounters and explains that, during such intense situations, decisions are made 

differently than in less complex situations. Third, the chapter outlines the aim and 

contribution of the thesis. Finally, the structure of the remainder of the thesis is outlined. 

1.1 : The Definition of Police Use of Force 

We entrust the police to enforce the law and maintain order. As part of this role, 

police regularly interact with citizens. While most of the time, these interactions are positive 

and civil, sometimes errant citizens may become resistant and non-compliant. In these 

circumstances, police have the right to use reasonable force to subdue and gain compliance 

from offenders (Garner, Maxwell, & Heraux, 2002; Mitchell & Flin, 2007; Queensland 

Police Service, 2012b; Reiss, 1980; Scharf & Binder, 1983; Sherman, 1980). Officers have 

similar rights to citizens in order to defend themselves, however, police are usually provided 

with additional protection that permits them to use force against citizens, a power that is 

generally not found in any other profession (Skolnick, 2008). 

In examining police use of force, Adams (1996, p. 52) states two main problems: that 

it is a difficult topic to define, and that use of force is difficult to observe. This statement is 

affirmed by Klahm IV, Frank, and Liederbach (2014, p. 559) who state that there is a ‘critical 

disjunction between the conceptualization of police use of force and operationalization of the 

construct’. Furthermore, in a systematic review of the literature, Klahm IV et al. (2014) 

found that less than one-third of the studies accurately provided a conceptual definition of 

police use of force. Garner, Schade, Hepburn, and Buchanan (1995) are acknowledged as 
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progressing the use of force literature by formally attempting to define ‘force’. This was 

achieved by applying the National Academy of Sciences definition of ‘violence’ to the 

problem of police use of force ‘behaviors by individuals that intentionally threaten, attempt or 

inflict physical harm on others’ (Garner et al., 1995, p. 152). Subsequently, definitions of 

police use of force generally involve the physical action to inflict harm taken by a police 

officer towards a member of the public. More recently, the International Association of 

Chiefs of Police refers to police use of force as the “amount of effort required by police to 

compel compliance by an unwilling subject” (International Association of Chiefs of Police, 

2001, p. 66). Similarly, the Australian and New Zealand Policing Advisory Agency 

(ANZPAA) define use of force as including ‘any situation where, in the execution of their 

duty, police use physical force or other techniques, including a weapon, instrument or 

implement to respond to an actual or perceived threat’ (ANZPAA, 2014, p. 1). 

While the ‘physical action’ aspect of defining police use of force is widely accepted 

(Homant & Kennedy, 2000; Phillips, Rodriguez, & Hagan, 2002; Williams & Westall, 2003), 

some researchers have incorporated the ‘threat’ of physical force within their definition, such 

as acts that threaten to inflict physical harm on suspects (McCluskey, Terrill, & Paoline, 

2005; Novak, McCluskey, & Terrill, 2005; Paoline III & Terrill, 2005; Paoline III & Terrill, 

2007; Terrill, 2003; Terrill, 2005; Terrill & Mastrofski, 2002; Terrill, Paoline III, & Manning, 

2003b; Terrill & Reisig, 2003). For example, simply presenting a Taser without actually 

discharging the weapon may evoke compliance (Worden, 1996a). Kaminski, Edwards, and 

Johnson (1998) argued the ‘Velcro effect’ to explain that the sound of Velcro opening to 

retrieve OC spray from officers’ utility belt was enough (in some cases) to deter assault 

against police. However, Buttle (2006) argued that it was not the Velcro but the officer’s 

appearance and demeanour that gained compliance—officers appearing competent and ready 

to fight. Nonetheless, police use of force remains difficult to define. However, researchers 

generally describe police use of force as the physical action taken by police towards a citizen 

to gain compliance, while some researchers incorporate a broader version that includes the 

threat of physical action. 

In defining police use of force, it is important to also consider that there are different 

types of force that officers can choose between. Variations exist not only between the types 

of force used by different policing agencies, but also force typologies within the literature. 

The more widely used traditional types of force (and generally recognised within the policing 

research) include accoutrements or weapons and physical hands-on tactics. For example, 

physical force includes punching, kicking, or using pressure points or pain compliance 
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techniques. Impact force weapons include batons and weighted torches. There are also 

chemical and electronic accoutrements, such as oleoresin capsicum (OC) spray or conducted 

energy weapons (CEWs) such as Tasers and, finally, the lethal force option of firearms is 

standard with officers in some countries. 

Garner et al. (1995) expanded the focus on these traditional force types in their 

research to include nonviolent acts such as verbal commands/threats and restraining 

techniques in their definition of force. This expanded range of tactics has become more 

common within the literature to define and measure force. For example, police officers can 

use verbal commands or directions as a type of force to encourage compliance, or restrictive 

force including handcuffing or creating barricades/lockdowns. However, Klahm IV et al. 

(2014) contends that the inclusion of such force types can be problematic. They argue that a 

‘command’ does not necessarily inflict or threaten physical harm and handcuffing may be the 

result of organisational policy and not a use of force option. Additionally, debate has formed 

over the inclusion of other instruments as force types such as police vehicles and canines. 

McCauley et al. (2008) argue that the moment an officer rams a suspect with a car or orders a 

police dog to bite, the officer is applying force. 

While there is some variation in defining force and the types of force, there are also 

variations in how force is applied. Throughout the world, a diverse range of police use of 

force practices and procedures are in place. In the UK, the majority of officers do not carry 

firearms as a standard practice (Waddington & Wright, 2010). In Norway, officers also do 

not carry firearms on their person but carry firearms in their vehicles and require approval 

from their Chief before using them (Myhrer & Strype, 2010). In contrast, it is common for 

officers in the US to carry several firearms (Morrison, 2010). The manner in which officers’ 

use firearms also differs. For example, Swedish police are encouraged to fire warning shots 

and to aim for the legs in order to minimise injuries (Knutsson, 2010). On the other hand, in 

most jurisdictions of the US, officers are not allowed to fire warning shots and are trained to 

aim for the central body mass (Morrison, 2010). Societal influences also contribute to the 

tolerance and acceptability of the use of firearms by police. As mentioned previously, while 

it is common for officers in the US to carry several firearms, it is also common for members 

of the public to own several firearms (although it is important to note that practices in the US 

may change according to the jurisdiction). In comparison, the UK has some of the strictest 

gun control laws of any country, which is consistent with the restrictions on officers carrying 

firearms. 
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While, policing researchers are beginning to gain insights into the circumstances in 

which police use force, the majority of studies informing this field are conducted in the US. 

It is important to study use of force in different countries as the different contexts may 

contribute to variations in police practice. For instance, Australia, where the present research 

is conducted, differs from the US in both its policing and wider cultural environment. 

Australian police agencies are more centralised than the US. Australia has only seven 

jurisdictions, which are based on the states and territories1, plus the Australian Federal Police. 

Comparatively, the US has a large number of police departments; depending on how they are 

defined (for example local, sheriff, federal, or even college campus security), the US is 

estimated to have approximately 15,400 to 18,000 departments, each with varying policies 

(President's Task Force on 21st Century Policing, 2015; Reaves, 2015).  In the US, it is said 

to be common for police officers to carry multiple personally-owned firearms, whereas in 

Australia, officers carry only their one service issued firearm (Morrison, 2010). In general, 

firearms are more socially acceptable in the US than in Australia, which is reflected in the 

laws. US citizens have a constitutional right to bear arms, based on the freedom of rights as 

found in the second amendment, however, Australia has no such constitutional right and is 

one of the strictest countries regarding firearm restrictions (Egger & Peter, 1992). The 

different legislation likely impacts the availability of firearms for both police officers and the 

citizens they encounter, presenting comparatively different risks regarding those encounters 

and the force that might be used or faced.  Therefore, there is a need to extend the use of 

force literature to incorporate research outside of the US. 

Overall, although there is some consistency, variation does exist in police use of force 

definitions, typologies, and practices. This has implications for understanding the cumulative 

findings from the police use of force literature. That is, different researchers are defining and 

examining use of force slightly differently, which may explain variations in findings. This 

thesis takes a holistic approach to police use of force by encompassing all these different 

terms, types, and practices in its review of the literature. 

1.2 : Police Use of Force Encounters 

Police use of force encounters are thought to be generally rare and typically involve 

low levels of severity (Alpert & Dunham, 2010; Bayley & Garofalo, 1989; Friedrich, 1980; 

Fyfe, 1988; Lersch & Mieczkowski, 2005; MacDonald, Manz, Alpert, & Dunham, 2003; 

 

1 Queensland Police, New South Wales Police, Victoria Police, Tasmania Police, South Australia Police, 

Western Australia Police, and Northern Territory Police. Australia’s Capital Territory (ACT) is policed by the 

Australian Federal Police (AFP). 
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Porter & Prenzler, 2012; Reiss, 1971; Worden & Catlin, 2002). However, there are 

difficulties in gaining valid and reliable information about such incidents. Complaints data 

are often used to gain a sense of the frequency of police use of force encounters. Lersch and 

Mieczkowski (1996) analysed citizens’ complaints in Sunnyville, California. They found 

that 22% of all allegations against police officers were complaints of misuse of force. This 

trend appears to be consistent in the Australian context. The Queensland Police Service’s 

oversight agency (the Crime and Corruption Commission (CCC)), reports that the most 

frequently received complaint against the Queensland Police Service (QPS) is for 

Assault/Excessive Force. In 2014, the CCC reported that 21% of all allegations were for 

Assaults/Excessive Force—one of 15 categories of allegations, which has consistently been 

20% to 24% over a five-year period (Crime and Misconduct Commission, 2009, 2010, 2011, 

2012, 2013). Most recently, the CCC reported that there were 518 complaints and 946 

allegations of use of force (Crime and Corruption Commission, 2015, 2016). However, it is 

important to note that complaints data reflect cases of alleged improper force, not all uses of 

force. Further complaints are not always substantiated and are often dismissed. The 

complaint may have been made falsely out of retaliation, or misunderstandings, amongst 

other reasons for making false allegations. Conversely, many citizens are reluctant to 

complain for reasons such as fear or inconvenience. 

Survey and observational data, therefore, may provide a more accurate account of 

police use of force frequency. In the US, the Police Public Contact Survey found that during 

2008, of all the people surveyed who had contact with police, only a small percentage (1.4%) 

reported that force was used against them or was threatened to be used against them, by the 

officer (Durose & Eith, 2011). Bayley and Garofalo (1989) observed New York City police- 

citizen encounters over three months and identified 37 of the potential 467 interactions 

involved force, representing a slightly larger proportion of 7.9%. Thus, while conclusions 

about frequency are influenced by data source, overall, studies tend to show that police 

officers rarely use force in police-citizen encounters. 

When force is used, it tends to be at the least serious end of the spectrum. Most often, 

officers use weaponless tactics such as verbal commands and threats or pain compliance 

techniques (Alpert & Dunham, 1997; Garner et al., 2002; Terrill, 2003). However, studies 

have recognised that measurements of force levels need to be placed in the context of the 

resistance officers are experiencing (Terrill, Alpert, Dunham, & Smith, 2003a). For example, 

the acceptability of reasonable and necessary force by an officer who uses a conductive 

energy weapon (CEW) (such as a Taser) can be dependent on whether the suspect is 



Use of Force 6 
 

compliant or threatening to use a weapon. Using official police reports from the Miami-Dade 

Police Department, MacDonald et al. (2003) explored the relationship between the level of 

force used by the police officer relative to the level of resistance from the citizen during an 

encounter to develop a ‘Relative Force Factor’ model. They found that police officers 

frequently use less force than the level of citizen’s resistance. This relative force finding is 

consistent with a number of studies (for example see Terrill (2003), Terrill (2005), and Wolf, 

Mesloh, Henych, and Thompson (2009)). However, there has been little research that utilises 

relative force in their measurements of force, or predicts variance in relative force. Using 

relative force to understand police use of force encounters provides a better conceptualisation 

of police use of force encounters than previous studies that only examined the level of force 

used by officers. However, it remains unclear when and why officers decide to use more or 

less force compared to suspect resistance. 

The outcome of an officer’s use of force decision can result in serious consequences. 

Police use of force encounters are high-risk situations. By their very nature, police use of 

force encounters pose a risk to not only suspects, but officers as well. When officers use 

force, it can result in injuries, permanent disabilities or fatalities to either parties (Alpert & 

Dunham, 2010; Porter & Prenzler, 2012). Aside from physical impacts, police use of force 

encounters can have psychological impacts (such as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)) 

(Burrows, 2007), societal impacts (such as rioting) (Riksheim & Chermak, 1993), and 

organisational impacts (such as financial costs, low morale, etc.) (Kalliath et al., 2014). 

Research on outcomes of the use of force has primarily focused on injuries to the 

suspect (Covington, Huff-Corzine, & Corzine, 2014). In contrast, officer injuries during 

encounters with members of the public have received less attention (Prenzler, 2012). 

Furthermore, research that does examine officer injuries tends to focus only on fatalities, 

leaving circumstances in which officers sustain non-fatal injuries largely unknown despite 

being more common (Covington et al., 2014). If the circumstances in which officers are 

sustaining injuries can be identified, then education and training can be tailored to prepare 

officers for such circumstances, thereby reducing the frequency of officer injuries and the 

level of harm. 

Overall, police-citizen encounters can be unpredictable—police cannot be sure of 

what or who to expect upon arrival at a scene or the level of resistance they may encounter; 

there may be innocent bystanders or multiple offenders involved; they are high-stakes 

encounters that may result in serious consequences; and police are typically under time 

pressure to resolve the situation before it escalates. At the same time, officers need to make 



Use of Force 7 
 

crucial decisions about how to respond and whether to respond with force. Officers need to 

decide if force is required, the level of force, the type of force, if the force is reasonable, and 

consider the potential outcomes. Hence, police use of force encounters can be challenging 

and demanding environments for making difficult decisions that have potentially dire 

consequences. 

Researchers have found that people make decisions differently in complex real-world 

situations (such as police use of force encounters) than in simpler situations without time 

restrictions (Orasanu & Connolly, 1993; Zsambok & Klein, 1997). Naturalistic Decision 

Making (NDM) is a relatively new area of research that examines decision making in 

complex real-world environments as opposed to under controlled laboratory conditions. For 

example, NDM has explored how firefighters, physicians, pilots, military commanders, and 

law enforcement officers make decisions under challenging conditions. This research has 

shown that, during high-pressured situations, people tend to make intuitive decisions based 

on previous experience, rather than following a slower analytical process (Klein, 2015). As 

previously mentioned, police use of force encounters can be dynamic and volatile events 

where officers need to make rapid decisions about force. Therefore, this thesis takes a NDM 

approach to exploring use of force encounters, particularly in its pursuit of understanding 

officer decision making. During police use of force encounters, it is more likely that officers 

are relying on intuition to make decisions about using force (Alpert & Rojek, 2011; Dror, 

2007). However, there is little research to inform how officers are making use of force 

decisions in a realistic environment. By identifying the ways in which officers are making 

decisions, education and policies can be adapted to provide optimal training and guidance. 

Hence, it is essential to understand not only the police use of force environment, but also the 

decision-making process within this environment, to best prepare officers for optimal 

decision making during police use of force encounters. 

1.3 : Thesis Aim and Contribution: Decision Making in Police Use of Force Encounters 

This thesis examines decision making in police use of force encounters. While 

officers have to make difficult decisions about the use of force, the reasons why officers 

make the decisions that they do about the use, types, and levels of force remains unclear. 

Recent social movements (such as ‘Black Lives Matter’, ‘Hands up – don’t shoot’, and ‘We 

can’t breathe’) have demanded the need to understand why officers are making the decisions 

that they do. However, little to no research has explored what officers are actually 

considering when making force decisions. Identifying the factors that officers are 

considering when making decisions about force (such as identifying what factors they are 
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considering as threatening or non-threatening circumstances) will aid in understandings of 

officers’ behaviour in the field. In turn, it will also inform training and policies to aid in best 

preparing officers for decisions in the field. 

Furthermore, it remains unknown how officers are reaching these decisions. For 

example, officers may be relying on instinct to make force decisions or systematically 

considering and weighing up all options. Understanding the decision-making processes 

involved in such high-pressured situations can help identify best training practices and 

policies to prepare officers for these situations. For example, officers can be educated about 

the decision-making process and policies can be aligned with the decision-making style of 

officers in the field. This may result in a reduced level of harm to suspects or officers, caused 

by excessive or inadequate use of force. 

This thesis aims to identify how to better prepare officers from making use of force 

decisions during police-citizen encounters. To address this, four studies are conducted. The 

first study explores what factors affect use of force, relative to suspect resistance. As noted, 

little research has explored predictors of variation in relative force, and most research is US 

based.  This thesis addresses this gap by examining predictors of police use of relative force 

in Australia. Study 1 asks ‘what is the nature of police use of force encounters?’ and ‘Which 

factors of police use of force encounters predict the likelihood of the relative force level?’ 

The second study identifies dangerous police use of force encounters in terms of officer 

injuries.  It examines predictors of officer injuries in police use of force encounters.  While 

the first two studies examine what is occurring during police use of force encounters and the 

outcomes, the third and fourth studies explore why officers choose particular types and levels 

of force and how officers make use of force decisions. Because people make decisions 

differently in real-world environments that are dynamic and unpredictable, the final two 

studies take a naturalistic decision making approach. The third study explores decision- 

making factors to establish which factors influence police officer decisions of whether or not 

to use force and how much force to use. Finally, the fourth study explores how officers are 

making these decisions by examining decision-making processes and factors that might 

impede this process. The findings of this thesis will contribute to knowledge about police use 

of force and decision making, and contribute to applied practice in policing policies and 

procedures to help inform best practice in areas such as education, training, and early warning 

systems for potentially harmful circumstances. 
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1.4 : Outline of the Thesis 

The next chapter (Chapter 2) examines the existing research, outlining the current 

body of knowledge on police use of force and decision making. It describes when force can 

be used legally by officers; and the policies and procedures provided by policing agencies to 

guide officers’ decisions. Next, the chapter explores the organisational, individual, 

situational, and societal theories of police use of force which then leads into a review of 

decision-making theories. It reviews decision-making theories from the conceptualisation of 

the early decision-making process models to the more recent naturalistic decision making 

approach and applies these to the police use of force context. The resultant outcomes of 

decisions to use force, outlining the impact of when police use force, are then discussed 

leading to an outline of the aims and research questions of the thesis. 

Chapter 3 provides the methodological approach for the thesis. The chapter reviews 

previous methodological approaches within the police use of force literature. It then explains 

that the present thesis uses mixed methods to address the aim. To do this, the thesis consists 

of four discrete studies, each of which is presented in Chapters 4, 5, 6, and 7. These studies 

have been published, or are currently under review, in international peer-reviewed journals. 

Each of the four studies provides an in-depth exploration of a specific research question by 

providing a literature review, method, results, and discussion. Specifically, Chapter 4 and 

Chapter 5 use official police data to explore predictors of relative force and predictors of 

officer injuries, respectively. Chapters 6 and 7 then use debriefs of officers in training to 

qualitatively explore the factors that influence officer decisions and how officers are making 

these decisions. The final chapter, Chapter 8, integrates the findings of all four studies and 

proposes a model of the police use of force decision-making process to address the thesis aim 

of how to better prepare officers for making decisions about force during police-citizen 

encounters. The practical, theoretical, and methodological implications, and associated 

recommendations are discussed before concluding with the key points from the thesis. 
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Chapter 2: Officer Decision Making in Use of Force Encounters 

This chapter provides background to the thesis aims by reviewing the police use of 

force literature and theories of decision making. First, the chapter outlines the policies and 

procedures that are in place to help guide officers’ decisions about the use of force. It also 

examines when force by police is considered as acceptable. Second, the chapter outlines the 

current state of knowledge of police use of force and proposes that there are four main 

theoretical perspectives; organisational, individual, situational, and societal. Third, the 

chapter discusses decision-making theories and how they can be applied to police use of 

force. Fourth, the chapter focuses on the outcomes of officers’ decisions to use force and 

discusses that, when officers do decide to use force, serious consequences such as injuries to 

both suspects and officers can occur. Finally, the chapter concludes with a summary and 

ends with a statement of the research aims. 

2.1 : Freedom and Constraints of Police Use of Force Decisions 

In understanding police use of force decision making, it is essential to understand how 

officers’ decisions regarding use of force may be constrained or supported. As noted in 

Section 1.1, officers are provided with several force options and, in choosing between these, 

they have discretionary freedom. However, officers’ decisions about force are constrained by 

legislation and department policies. In attempting to control the use of force by police, two 

options are available (Reiss, 1980). To prevent improper use of force, the first approach is to 

control the types of situations that lead to the need for police to intervene and use force. This 

first approach relies on preventing crime from occurring. The second approach is to restrict 

the opportunity of officers to use improper force and takes a narrower approach, focusing on 

the officer.  This second approach is an organisational approach that aids in guiding officers 

in their decision making by providing policies and procedures. The influence of policy on the 

deadly use of force has been well established within the literature indicating that restrictive 

policies reduce the number of police shootings (Fyfe, 1979; Fyfe, 1981, 1982; White, 2001). 

Similarly, Terrill and Paoline III (2016) and Ferdik, Kaminski, Cooney, and Sevigny (2014) 

investigated the influence of policy on less lethal use of force to find officers in agencies who 

employed restrictive policies used force less than officers in agencies with permissive 

policies. Generally, legislation states that officers are criminally liable if they use more force 

than necessary and reasonable to make an arrest (refer to Graham v Connor (1989) in the US, 

Police (Conduct) Regulations (2012) in the UK, and the Crimes Act 1914 in Australia). This 

depends on the officer justifying their actions as ‘reasonable’ and ‘necessary’. However, 
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these terms are subjective and lack clear definition for practical purposes (Alpert & Dunham, 

2004). 

Definitions of inappropriate police use of force also rely on similar terminology 

suggesting that inappropriate use of force occurs when the force used by an officer is 

‘excessive’ or ‘unnecessary’. The Australasian Centre for Policing Research (ACPR) takes a 

situational approach to defining excessive force relying on the interpretation of the user’s 

necessity. The ACPR produced guidelines that state “Excessive use of force can be defined 

as: any force when none is needed; more force than is needed; any force or level of force 

continuing after the necessity for it has ended; knowingly wrongful use(s) of force; and well- 

intentioned mistakes that result in undesired use(s) of force” (Hamdorf, Boni, Webber, Pikl, 

& Packer, 1998, p. 2). Furthermore, in identifying the appropriateness of police use of force, 

Worden (1996b) made the distinction between the amount of force used and the timing of 

forced used; suggesting that ‘excessive’ force occurs when more force is used relative to the 

amount of resistance and ‘unnecessary’ force is when the force occurs before or after the 

occurrence of resistance (Worden, 1996b, p. 32). 

The perception of reasonable and necessary force in a police-citizen encounter may be 

interpreted differently by the officer, suspect, or judge. A police officer’s perspective of what 

constitutes appropriate force may differ from an offender’s interpretation, which may also 

differ from the courts, as well as policy descriptions. For example, Adams (1996) found 

members of the public from minority groups often include verbal abuse as a form of 

unnecessary and unreasonable force, while police officers often dismiss it.  Rojek, Alpert, 

and Smith (2012) examined the differences in officers’ and citizens’ perceptions of their 

interactions. Using officer and citizen interviews of a singular documented use of force 

incident, data were collected over a six-month period from Richland County (South 

Carolina). They found that in all 21 cases, conflicts existed between an officer’s account of 

the event and the citizen’s account of the same event. In all cases, officers reported that the 

incident involved reasonable and necessary force, while citizens reported that the behaviour 

of the officers was inappropriate. Such ambiguous definitions and subjective interpretations 

adds to the complexity of understanding and measuring the decision-making process for 

officers. 

To further guide officers’ decisions in applying the use of force, policing agencies 

commonly rely on police use of force models. Terrill and Paoline III (2012) found that over 

70% of US police agencies use such models. While linear models were the most common 

type in the US, they also found that the models varied between jurisdictions. Linear models 
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inform police use of force levels by using a matching criterion and tend to be incremental. 

The model informs the officer of what type of force to use based on the suspect’s behaviour. 

Alternatively, circular situational models are more common in Commonwealth countries and 

provide officers with several options and greater flexibility. 

Overall, while legislation constrains officers’ decision making in an attempt to 

restrict inappropriate uses of force, policies and training aim to guide and support officers’ 

decision making. However, ultimately, officers have discretion to use force if their actions 

are justified as reasonable and necessary at the time of the encounter. This also relies on an 

accurate assessment of the risk or threat posed by the suspect. Therefore, it is essential to not 

only understand justifications for the use of force, but also ensure that officers are provided 

with the best guidance possible in making these decisions. While this thesis aims to 

understand officers’ decisions to use force, it is not the purpose of this thesis to make 

judgements regarding appropriate or improper use of force. 

2.2 : Theoretical Perspectives of Police Use of Force 

Police use of force literature has consistently focused on four main perspectives 

associated with the use of force; officer, encounter, suspect, and community characteristics 

(Bolger, 2015; Klahm IV & Tillyer, 2010; Riksheim & Chermak, 1993; Sherman, 1980), 

however organisational perspectives have also gained attention (Friedrich, 1980; Lersch & 

Mieczkowski, 2005; Worden, 1996a). Research that examines organisational factors 

associated with police use of force examine how differences between agency structures, 

administration, and policing practices influence the use of force. Research that focuses on the 

officer perspective examines the individual level of the officer to identify what type of officer 

is more likely to make various force decisions. Encounter and suspect can be thought of 

under the broader category of situational perspectives; that is research that examines aspects 

of the encounter such as perceptions of potential dangerousness of the suspect and the 

location. Finally, community (or societal) factors explain that police use of force can be 

influenced by variations in characteristics of the community in which the encounter takes 

place. Each of these perspectives (organisation, individual, situational, and societal) and their 

theoretical explanations are outlined below. 

2.2.1 : Organisational theories. 

Policing agencies employ several methods in an attempt to control and regulate the 

use of force (i.e. training and policing practices).  Organisational theories explain variations 

in police use of force due to differences in how the agency is organised, administered, and the 

policing methods used. These factors include the policies and procedures that are in place (as 
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outlined in Section 2.1); the leadership, supervision, and accountability of officers; the 

demand of workloads; personnel selection; and career stagnation (Hamdorf et al., 1998). 

Previous research finds that relationships between organisational factors and police use of 

force are generally unclear. For example, some variations in police use of force can be 

explained by differences in the way agencies conduct policing activities. Members of special 

units (such as rapid response teams) are more likely to use force than other officers (Geller & 

Karales, 1981). However, this may be due to their speciality, placing these officers in 

situations that are higher risk than everyday policing activities that may require force to be 

used more often (Toch, 1996). Studies using an organisational framework have focused on 

officers who work alone and lack supervision (Kappeler, Sluder, & Alpert, 1994; Walker, 

2011; Worden, 1996b) suggesting that officers operating alone may need to use more force 

than officers operating with a partner or available backup in order to control a resisting 

suspect and gain compliance (Friedrich, 1980). However, studies have also shown that the 

level of force tends to increase when more officers are involved in the situation (Friedrich, 

1980; Sherman, 1980). 

While these organisational findings are mixed, there are clearer results about 

interventions to inappropriate use of force at an organisational level. Prenzler, Porter, and 

Alpert (2013) note that the implementation of oversight bodies increases the accountability 

for deviant officers. They discuss the Police Assessment Resource Centre (2009) report as an 

example of the benefits of implementing an independent agency to review policing processes 

and inform and improve policies and tactics with the impact of reducing force. While Lersch 

and Mieczkowski (2005) emphasize the benefits of oversight bodies and review boards, they 

also warn of the difficulties in their implementation and maintenance (such as financial 

support and resistance from police unions). 

In addition to oversight bodies, greater visibility and accountability has been seen in 

recent years with the introduction of modern technology (such as smart phones) that allow 

events to be recorded and broadcast en masse. Visibility and accountability of the situation 

impacts officers’ behaviour in police use of force encounters (Goold, 2003). For example, 

police officers may alter their behaviour if they are aware they are being watched by the 

public. Farrar (2013) took this concept further by using an intervention study to test if 

wearing body cameras would alter police behaviour. Farrar (2013) found that officers who 

wore the body cameras had a 50% reduction in police use of force incidents compared with 

officers who did not wear the body cameras. While Brown (2016) found that camera phones 

and social media deterred some police behaviour, Ariel et al. (2016) found body cameras had 
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no effect on the rate of police use of force but, interestingly, did find that assaults towards 

officers increased when the officer was wearing a body camera. 

Clear and coherent policies that restrict the use of force, as well as supervisory 

reviews, have been found to reduce the frequency of police use of force and associated 

complaints (Fyfe, 1979; Kappeler et al., 1994; Meyer, 1980; Porter, Prenzler, & Fleming, 

2012; Prenzler et al., 2013; Sherman, 1980; Terrill & Paoline III, 2016; White, 2001). For 

example, the landmark change in policy on police use of deadly force in New York 

significantly impacted fatalities (Fyfe, 1979). In 1972, the policy changed from the ‘fleeing 

felon’ rule to a more restrictive ‘defence of life’ rule. This policy change has since been 

adopted by most US police departments. Thus, organisational factors that restrict or 

scrutinise officers’ use of force have been shown to affect rates of force both between 

departments and within departments over time. However, they do not necessarily explain 

individual differences across officers within a department. 

2.2.2 : Individual theories. 

Individual theories have mainly been proposed to explain deviant behaviour in the 

form of excessive force, suggesting that a small number of officers are responsible for the 

majority of the problem; commonly referred to as the ‘rotten apple’ theory (Punch, 2003). 

The rotten apple theory suggests that police deviance occurs due to the individual, and so 

ridding the organisation of that individual (the rotten apple) will remove police deviance. This 

theory is popular amongst police agencies but is often criticised by researchers for being used 

by the police as a quick and easy response to avoid backlash (Dean, Bell, & Lauchs, 2010). 

One of the commonly referred to cases to support the rotten apple theory in the use of force 

literature is the Independent Commission on the Los Angeles Police Department (1991) 

(Independent Commission on the Los Angeles Police Department, 1991). The instigation for 

the review was the Rodney King incident. In a review of the Los Angeles Police Department, 

the report revealed officers that repeatedly appeared in various use of force reports. The 

report found 183 officers had received four or more allegations of excessive force and 44 

officers had received six or more allegations. This was taken to indicate that a small 

proportion of officers were responsible for the majority of the problem; as Adams (2005, p. 

461) states ‘The degree of disproportion (30:1) is striking and suggests that focusing efforts 

on a handful of officers can eliminate roughly 1 out of 7 excessive force incidents.’ 

Similarly, Lersch and Mieczkowski (1996) investigated the rotten apple theory by examining 

complaints data in a large South-East American police department. They found that a small 

group of officers were responsible for a disproportionate number of allegations of 
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misconduct. In order to identity and intervene with potentially deviant officers, Prenzler et 

al. (2013) examined seven successful programs where reductions in harm were found. At an 

individual level, Prenzler et al. (2013) cite Toch and Grant (2005) and Porter et al. (2012) to 

illustrate the effects of using early warning systems to identify officers who repeatedly 

demonstrate inappropriate behaviour in the reduction of complaints. In addition, Porter et al. 

(2012) illustrated the reduction in complaints associated with the use of better disciplinary 

practice. 

Psychological theories are used to explain the individual differences between the 

small proportion of officers who repeatedly and unnecessarily use force and officers who do 

not. For example, an officer who is more likely to use force may also have a sensation- 

seeking personality or have a substance abuse issue (Hamdorf et al., 1998). Various 

researchers have attempted to describe the distinguishing personalities of these deviant 

officers. Toch (1996) describes that this small number of deviant officers may tend to have 

racial prejudices and lack self-control. White (1972, p. 70) describes that a ‘tough cop’ is one 

who is most likely to use excessive force. The tough cop tends to be cynical and sees their 

role as an enforcer controlling crime. On the other hand, a ‘problem solver’ is described as 

the least likely type of officer to use force. Balch (1972. p. 106) described a ‘police 

personality’ that scores high on measures of authoritative personality traits. Finally, Scrivner 

(1994, p. 3) identified five violence-prone police personalities, which included officers with 

personality disorders, officers with previous traumatic experiences, inexperienced ‘macho’ 

officers, officers who develop inappropriate policing styles, and officers who have personal 

problems outside of their job. 

Broader demographic research on police use of force generally finds that there are no 

particular types of officers who are more likely to use force than other officers, or findings 

tend to be conflicting. Individual factors of the officer (including an officer’s build, age, and 

marital status) are generally not good predictors of police use of force and are not key factors 

in an officer’s decision to use force (Alpert, 1989; Friedrich, 1980; Hayden, 1981; Riksheim 

& Chermak, 1993; Sherman, 1980). The ethnicity of the officer and its relationship to use of 

force is unclear (Lersch & Mieczkowski, 2005; Riksheim & Chermak, 1993). While some 

studies have found that black officers are more likely to use unjustifiable force (Sherman, 

1980), other research suggests no relationship between ethnicity and use of force (Friedrich, 

1980; Geller & Karales, 1981). Differences in findings have been explained by the 

overrepresentation of black officers assigned to high-crime areas (Sherman, 1980). 
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There are clearer findings, however, for officer education, experience, and gender. 

Officers who have higher education levels and are more experienced are less likely to use 

force (Brandl & Stroshine, 2012; Paoline III & Terrill, 2007; Terrill & Mastrofski, 2002). 

Gender has also been found to play a role; male officers more often use force than females 

(Brandl, Stroshine, & Frank, 2001; Horvath, 1987); furthermore, Grennan (1987) suggests 

that female officers are more effective than male officers in deescalating scenarios that 

potentially require force. Brandl et al. (2001) identified officer characteristics from a US 

police department who receive frequent complaints. They found that young male officers 

were more likely to receive a high number of complaints than other officers. Similarly, in an 

examination of complaints, Porter and Prenzler (2015) found that female officers received 

proportionately less use of force complaints than male officers. However, some studies 

indicate gender and the use of force are unrelated (Engel & Calnon, 2004; Lawton, 2007; 

McCluskey et al., 2005). While some findings are clearer than others, generally factors 

pertaining to the officer demographics remain unclear. One reason for disparate findings may 

be the lack of control for situational factors; demographically similar officers (i.e. with the 

same gender, level of education, and level of experience) may be placed in different 

situations requiring different responses. Therefore, to understand police use of force 

encounters, the context of the situation needs to be considered in addition to officer level 

factors. 

2.2.3 : Situational theories. 

Officers look for situational cues in assessing risk (Fridell & Binder, 1992). In 

making decisions, Flin, Pender, Wujec, Grant, and Stewart (2007) propose that it can be 

conceptualised as a two-stage process. First, officers assess the situation and then decide on 

an appropriate response. Hence, awareness of the situational factors and officers’ assessment 

of the situation are crucial aspects of police use of force decisions. Situational theories 

explain variance in officers’ decisions about the use of force due to elements of the location 

and the circumstances of the event. In a meta-analysis, Bolger (2015) found encounter 

characteristics were the category most strongly correlated with use of force decisions and 

recommended that what happens during an encounter should be the primary focus for future 

research. Furthermore, one of the strongest predictors of police use of force is that the 

suspect is resisting arrest (Adams, 2005; Garner et al., 1995 & Buchanan, 1995; McCluskey 

et al., 2005). Additionally, if the suspect uses a weapon, the officer is more likely to use 

force (Bayley & Garofalo, 1989). Considering the role of an officer and the models of police 

use of force that police training is based on, this indicator of resisting arrest intuitively makes 
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sense. This indicator is supported by various studies including those using official sources, 

police perception surveys, observations, and public perception surveys (Adams, 2005). 

Beyond active resistance, the demeanour of the suspect is also a strong predictor of 

police use of force. Previous research has found that a suspect whose demeanour is 

aggressive, irrational, or disrespectful is more likely to be arrested (Bayley, 1986; Bayley & 

Garofalo, 1989; Garner et al., 2002; Hayden, 1981; Kavanagh, 1997; Klinger, 1994, 1996; 

Lundman, 1994; Mastrofski, Supina, & Snipes, 1996 1996; McLaughlin, 1992; Piliavin & 

Briar, 1964; Reiss, 1968; Sherman, 1980; Worden & Shepard, 1996). In addition, suspects 

with a mental illness or who are intoxicated are also more likely to have force used against 

them (Garner, Buchanan, Schade, & Hepburn, 1996; Morabito, Socia, Wik, & Fisher, 2016; 

Rossler & Terrill, 2016). However, Kaminski, Digiovanni, & Downs (2004) found that the 

odds of using force greater than verbal commands were only slightly increased when suspects 

were suffering from impaired judgment, and that this was due to drug intoxication rather than 

alcohol or mental illness. The use of force towards suspects with a mental illness or who are 

intoxicated is most likely due to their irrational state of mind, which is perceived by officers 

to be resistant and aggressive (Adams, 2005; Morabito et al., 2016). However, Fridell and 

Pate (1997) suggest that the relationship between police use of force and suspects’ 

demeanour may not be fully attributable to the suspect. The officer may be satisficing a self- 

fulfilling prophecy by expecting an aggressive situation. Thus, they are behaving in 

accordance with their expectation of the situation rather than the situation per se. 

The relationship between demographic characteristics of the suspect and the use of 

force is less consistent among studies. For example, with regard to suspect gender, some 

studies indicate that males are more likely to receive force (Engel & Calnon, 2004; Horvath, 

1987; Kaminski, et al. , 2004; Queensland Criminal Justice Commission, 2000; Sherman, 

1980), and other studies find no effect (Engel, Sobol, & Worden, 2000; Friedrich, 1980; 

Lawton, 2007). The relationship between ethnicity of the suspect and police use of force is 

also unclear, with some studies suggesting a link (minority suspects are more likely to be the 

target of police use of force) (Buehler, 2017; Engel & Calnon, 2004; Fyfe, 2005; Horvath, 

1987; Kahn, Goff, Lee, & Motamed, 2016; Terrill & Mastrofski, 2002) and others finding no 

relationship (Brown, 1984; Friedrich, 1980; Fryer Jr, 2016; McCluskey et al., 2005; Paoline 

III, Gau, & Terrill, 2016). Furthermore, while some studies have found relationships between 

a suspect’s age and police use of force (Croft & Austin, 1987; Horvath, 1987; Queensland 

Criminal Justice Commission, 2000; Sherman, 1980) the majority of studies have found no 

relationship between age and police use of force (Friedrich, 1980). Although some studies 
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have conflicting findings about ethnicity and age of the suspect, the majority of the research 

in the US suggests that younger black citizens are more likely to experience force by police 

(Alpert, 1989; Lersch & Mieczkowski, 2005; Meyer, 1980). These findings suggest that 

there may be a broader community influence on police use of force. It is important to 

remember that police use of force events occur within a larger societal environment. 

2.2.4 : Societal theories. 

Societal theories explain police use of force as being influenced by the normative 

roles of police and citizens, police as a sub-culture, the influence of community 

demographics (ethnicity, socioeconomic status, age, etc.); and visibility and accountability of 

the police by the public. However, the relationship between these community demographics 

and the use of force remains unclear. Findings on the relationship between the suspect’s 

socioeconomic status and police use of force are varying with some studies indicating a link 

(Sherman, 1980), while others find no relationship (Friedrich, 1980).  The region of the 

event has been found to influence police use of force. Areas that have high rates of crime, 

arrests, homicides, and are socially and economically disadvantage have been found to have 

an increased likelihood of police using force (Geller & Karales, 1981; McCluskey et al., 

2005; Terrill & Reisig, 2003). 

One of the more common societal theories examined is the deference exchange 

theory (Goffman, 1961; Sykes & Clark, 1975). This theory uses the ‘normative roles’ 

concept to explain the interaction between police and citizens. During an interaction, the 

general expectation is that citizens will show deference to officers. That is, it is the 

expectation that citizens will be respectful and submissive to the officers’ commands. By 

doing so, citizens display their agreement for the societal norms and rules. If a citizen resists 

the officer’s commands, indicating rejection of societal norms and rules, then the officer 

might escalate the level of force to control the citizen into compliance (as mentioned above, 

resistance and demeanour are two of the strongest predictors for the use of force). However, 

Alpert and Dunham (2004) note that police-citizen encounters may be misinterpreted; 

officers’ commands may be misinterpreted by citizens as police superiority, while officers’ 

may misinterpret citizens’ resistance as disrespectful. Therefore, variance in police use of 

force may be explained in terms of the interactions between police and citizens and the 

interpretations and misinterpretations of behaviour within these normative roles. In an 

attempt to reduce the effects of misunderstandings and cultural differences between police 

and the public, community policing strategies have been implemented to bridge these 

differences. Community policing strategies provide greater accountability to officers by 
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implanting an officer within a community. By the officer residing within the community, 

better trust and accountability is built between the officers and the residents (Lersch & 

Mieczkowski, 2005). 

As well as community factors, the internal sub-culture of the police has also been 

the focus attempts to explain police use of force– that is, the norms, roles, values, and 

expectations of police as a group. Due to their work environment (such as working hours, 

dependency and trust of partners, and unique work-related stressors), police officers often 

socialise with other police officers who experience and understand the same problems 

(Skolnick, 1966; Skolnick & Currie, 2004). In addition, police officers tend to take a more 

cynical perspective than other citizens (Van Maanen, 1980) which enhances the group bond. 

All these factors contribute to a police sub-culture that distinguishes it from others (Skolnick, 

1966). Sub-culture theory suggests that new recruits learn from senior officers rather than the 

actual training undertaken at the academy (Worden, 1996a). Therefore, improper behaviour 

by senior officers can cultivate similar behaviour in new officers.  The assertive culture 

within the LAPD was said to be one of the contributing factors of the Rodney King incident 

(Worden, 1996a). Also contributing to the further cultivation of improper behaviour is the 

‘code of silence’; that is, the reluctance to inform on a fellow officer (Friedrich, 1980). The 

bonds and norms formed by the police sub-culture create unwritten rules including that 

officers should not report colleagues’ errors and misconduct. Hence, the cynical perspective 

that may be cultivated in the police culture and perpetuated by the code of silence may lead to 

incidents of improper use of force. 

The aforementioned theories provide a variety of explanations for police use of force. 

Organisational factors explain the impact of governing agencies on an officer’s decision to 

use force by attempting to provide constraints and offer guidance before entering the 

scenario. On the other hand, societal factors impact an officer’s decision by providing norms 

and accountability. However; ultimately, the determining decision to use of force lies with 

the individual officer at the time of the encounter. It is the officer’s assessment of the 

situation and their perception of risk that determines the act of force (Dror, 2007). Therefore, 

this thesis focuses on two perspectives: individual and situational. The thesis examines the 

individual level of decision making and the situational cues that inform officers as to the 

perceived threat or risk. While policing research provides some indication about the 

circumstances in which officers are using force, it remains unknown if officers are actually 

considering these factors, how much weight they are placing on these factors, and how they 

are reaching these conclusions. 
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2.3 : Decision Making Theories 

Making a decision involves reaching a conclusion by choosing between alternatives. 

Klein (2008, p. 457) describes making a decision as ‘committing oneself to a course of action 

where plausible alternatives exist, even if the person does not identify or compare these 

alternatives’. For example, when faced with a resisting suspect, officers must choose which 

course of action to take (whether to use force and, if so, how much). While officers’ options 

are guided by legislation and policy, this does not necessarily dictate the process by which 

they reach a decision. Thus, decision-making models may help to explain the possibilities of 

this process. 

2.3.1 : Early decision-making models. 

Traditional research on human decision making has mostly fallen into three 

categories; descriptive, normative, and prescriptive (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974). 

Normative decision-making research focuses on how people should make decisions, while 

descriptive analysis explores how people actually make decisions. Prescriptive analysis of 

decision making investigates the disparity between how people make decisions and how 

people should make decisions and aims to aid decision makers to become more normative. 

Traditional normative theories focus on rational and analytical methods of decision making. 

Indeed, early research suggested that people make decisions using an objective analysis of 

every aspect of the problem; weighing up alternatives to make a decision (Sternberg & 

Sternberg, 2010). These early models of decision making were derived by economists and 

statisticians, but other scholars have suggested that decision making involves a more 

subjective analysis. Indeed, more recent research suggests decision making is much more 

complex than earlier models suggested and that people tend to use heuristics for short cuts. 

2.3.2 : Heuristics. 

Heuristics are efficient rules to offer mental short cuts to making decisions. In their 

seminal paper, Tversky and Kahneman (1974) proposed three heuristics; availability, 

representativeness, and anchoring. The Availability heuristic relies on information being 

easily brought to the forefront of our minds. Typically, more dramatic events are more 

prominent in our minds and, therefore, more readily drawn upon. In contrast, the 

Representative heuristic relies on categorisation of information. If an incident is similar to a 

category’s prototype, then it will be characterised to that category. Finally, Anchoring 

involves using a reference (or anchor point) from which to base a decision – that is, how 

different or similar it is to the anchor point. Since this pivotal paper, other heuristics have 

been identified, such as ‘Satisficing’ and ‘Elimination by Aspects’. All these heuristics 
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provide quick and efficient ways of making decisions, which is important in complex and 

time-constrained situations. 

More often than not, using heuristics leads to making fast and accurate decisions 

(Cohen, 1981). However, sometimes using such short cuts in decision making leads to biases 

and fallacies. Illusory Correlation explains that we may attribute false relationships between 

two elements (Hamilton & Lickel, 2000). For example, an officer may perceive that using a 

particular approach always leads to a successful outcome. The officer may also become 

Overconfident in their own ability or judgments (Fischhoff, Slovic, & Lichtenstein, 1977). 

Finally, Hindsight Bias may affect future decisions (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974). For 

example, in looking at an encounter retrospectively, the officer may interpret that the way the 

sequence of events unfolded was obvious, resulting in the noticeable error in the situation. 

This may then be dismissed as unlikely to happen again, impeding future learning and 

decisions. 

Heuristics may additionally lead to false ways of thinking. The Gambler’s Fallacy 

explains the false beliefs of probabilities that are typically described after a series of bad 

encounters, where the next encounter is ‘due’ to result in a good outcome. Alternatively the 

Hot Hand Fallacy explains the belief that a good run of outcomes will continue (Gilovich, 

Vallone, & Tversky, 1985). The Conjunction Fallacy involves the false belief that multiple 

specific pieces of information are more likely to be true than a single general piece of 

information (Tversky & Kahneman, 1983). The Sunk-Cost Fallacy involves the effort that is 

put into a situation and the resistance to abandon it (Strough, Schlosnagle, & DiDonato, 

2011). For example, if an officer has invested time and effort into a particular manoeuvre, 

they may continue with this maneuverer rather than abandoning it and selecting a different 

course of action. 

2.3.3 : Decision-making styles. 

With the existence of heuristics and biases demonstrating that human beings are not 

always rational and analytical in their decision-making processes, more recent research has 

explored and identified a variety of styles people use to make decisions. Decision-making 

styles are the routine ways that people repeatedly use to make decisions (Harren, 1979); or, 

the method by which people organise and make sense of information to assess and make 

decisions (Hunt, Krzystofiak, Meindl, & Yousry, 1989 & Yousry, 1989; McKenney, 1974; 

Mitroff, 1983). The majority of decision-making research identifies analytical and intuitive 

as the two predominant decision-making styles (Behling, Gifford, & Tolliver, 1980; Hunt et 

al., 1989). Intuitive decision-making processes are based on heuristics, which involves 
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recognising and identifying cues, then matching them to patterns organised in the individual’s 

long-term memory (Allen, 2011; Sinclair, 2010). This process is not obvious and is often 

described as a ‘gut feeling’ or a ‘hunch’ (Kenneth, 2010). Intuitive decision-making has also 

been labelled in a number of ways such as ‘system 1’, ‘automatic’, ‘experimental’, ‘adaptive 

unconscious’, ‘implicit/tacit’, and ‘impulsive’ and its attributes also described as ‘modular 

cognition’, ‘domain specific’, ‘pragmatic’, and a ‘default process’. 

In contrast, analytical decision-making processes involve weighing up all options 

individually and choosing the optimum option (Kahneman & Lovallo, 1993). Within the 

literature, this process has been labelled in a variety of ways such as ‘system 2’, ‘controlled’, 

‘rational’, ‘conscious’, ‘explicit’, and ‘reflective’ (Evans, 2008). While some of these labels 

have also been used to describe the attributes of analytical decision-making, other 

characteristics include ‘fluid intelligence’, ‘domain general’, ‘logical’, and ‘sequential’ 

(Evans, 2008). 

Because intuitive decision-making is based on heuristics, it is considered to lead to 

errors and biases. Conversely, the slow and thoughtful process of analytical decision-making 

is often considered to lead to correct and optimum decisions. However, Cohen (1981) argues 

that, more often than not, intuitive decision-making actually leads to fast and accurate 

decisions. For example, in a study of facial cues, accuracy did not differ between intuitive 

and rational (analytical) decision-making styles (Giannini, Barringer, Giannini, & Loiselle, 

1984). Hence, just because someone is using heuristics to make decisions, does not 

necessarily mean that they are making inaccurate decisions. Indeed, a heuristic based 

decision-making style may be essential in complex and dynamic situations where rapid 

decisions are necessary. 

Naturalistic Decision Making (NDM) attempts to develop a better understanding of 

the thought processes in complex real-world settings. NDM originated from criticisms that 

studying decision making in laboratory settings does not adequately reflect decision making 

in real-world contexts that are more complex (Klein, 2008). It focuses on decision making 

under situations that have limited time, are shrouded in uncertainty, involve high stakes, 

contain vague goals, or have unstable conditions. NDM research has led to a better 

understanding of decision-making processes in natural settings finding that, in complex real- 

world settings, it is likely that people will take mental shortcuts and make decisions based on 

intuition and experience (Klein, 2008). NDM proposes that experts are able to operate at a 

highly intuitive and subconscious level that enables them to make quick decisions (Greitzer, 

Podmore, Robinson, & Ey, 2010). The higher the level of knowledge and experience, the 
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more intuitive the decision-making process becomes; leading to more accurate and rapid 

decisions. Zsambok and Klein (1997, p. 5) explain that: 

the study of NDM asks how experienced people, working as individuals or groups in 

dynamic, uncertain, and often fast-paced environments, identify and assess their 

situation, make decisions and take actions whose consequences are meaningful to 

them and to the larger organization in which they operate. 

The types of people that are typically required to make such decisions include emergency 

department workers, firefighters, and pilots, so too, police officers. However, NDM is a 

relatively new approach and a search of the literature found that there has been very little 

research using a NDM approach to understandings of police decisions. Uttaro (2002) took an 

NDM approach by using participant observation and focused interviews with three 

experienced police officers to gain insights into decision-making processes in various law 

enforcement activities, Zimmerman (2008) examined officers’ assessment of danger during 

traffic stops, and Klein, Klein, Lande, Borders, and Whitacre (2015) examined both police 

officers and military personnel to gain insights into why and how they gained voluntary 

compliance from civilians. So, while there has been some focus on police decisions using an 

NDM approach, there has been no direct focus on police decision-making processes during 

police use of force encounters. As previously outlined in Section 1.2, during police use of 

force encounters, officers are under time pressure to contain/control the situation, they are 

uncertain about how the situation will unfold or who will be involved, and police use of force 

encounters are dynamic and unfolding events with shifting and vague goals. Hence, as 

proposed by NDM research, during the complex situations of police use of force encounters, 

officers are more likely to make intuitive decisions than follow a slow systematic analytical 

decision-making process. However, how officers actually make decisions during police use 

of force encounters still needs to be established. This will inform not only understandings of 

officer decisions in the field, but also best practices for training and policies. 

2.3.4 : Decision making in police use of force encounters. 

Police-citizen encounters are dynamic and unfolding events, therefore, there are a 

number of decision points throughout a police-citizen encounter and information and choices 

made at prior stages impact on decisions at the later stages (Binder & Scharf, 1980). In 

addition, a number of factors can impact the accuracy and efficiency of these decisions at 

each of these stages. Policing researchers have identified a number of interactive 

phases/stages in police-citizen encounters leading to the development of a number of models 

(Bayley, 1986; Sykes & Brent, 1980; Toch, 1996). These models help to identify when 
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officers are making decisions, what officers are thinking about at each of the stages, and the 

factors that influence their decisions at each stage. 

Generally, police use of force encounters have been described in three basic stages 

involving the initial contact or verbal request, followed by the refusal of compliance by the 

suspect, ending in the use of force and completion of the encounter (Sykes & Brent, 1980; 

Sykes & Brent, 1983; Toch, 1996). For example, to describe tactics used by police officers, 

Bayley (1986, p. 332) identified three ‘stages of encounters’. The first stage ‘contact’ 

involved the officer’s initial intervention, while the final stage ‘exit’ involved the cessation of 

the encounter. All other residual aspects were allocated to the ‘processing’ stage. Bayley 

(1986) highlights the importance of the decision-making process throughout these stages and 

explored the relationships between these stages in describing tactical choices made by 

officers. The study made several findings including that the complexity of decisions 

increases as the officer proceeds through these stages and that the choices at earlier stages 

impact on decisions at later stages. However, Bayley (1986) acknowledges that these three 

stages were too simple and the stages needed to be broken down further. Fyfe (1988) 

described similar stages but included an early stage prior to contact; unassigned time. 

Alternatively, Binder and Scharf (1980, p. 116) consider that the police officer’s 

decision of whether to use force or not is better explained as a series of decisions than the 

result of a singular decision. They suggest that each police-citizen interaction contains a 

series of decision points that they refer to as ‘phases’; stating “A police ‘decision’ to use, or 

not to use, deadly force in a given context might be better described as a contingent sequence 

of decisions and resulting behaviours – each increasing or decreasing the probability of an 

eventual use of deadly force” (Binder & Scharf, 1980, p. 116). Binder and Scharf (1980, p. 

116) propose four phases of the police-citizen encounter; ‘anticipation’, ‘entry’, ‘information 

exchange’, and the ‘final decision’ that results in the act of violence. 

Anticipation. 

Prior to the police-citizen interaction, officer receive information about an incident, 

either by radio transmission from dispatch call centres or by direct observation (Binder & 

Scharf, 1980). Indeed, the majority of police-citizen encounters occur as a result of the police 

officer receiving an assignment from a call centre. Binder and Scharf’s (1980) first phase of 

‘anticipation’ focuses on officers’ reactions as a response to this information. During this 

phase, the officer is typically assessing the potential dangers that may be encountered. There 

are several elements that may influence an officer’s decision during the anticipation phase. 

The manner in which the information is provided to the officer, the level of accuracy of 
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information accepted by the officer, and the belief systems of the officer regarding that 

information (Fridell & Binder, 1992). 

Previous experiences of the officer and the information conveyed to the officer during 

the anticipation phase may set up expectations of the officer for how the encounter will 

unfold.  These expectations can impact on the decisions made by an officer.  MacDonald et 

al. (2003) found that cases involving the least amount of force used by officers relative to the 

citizen’s resistance were the traditionally more dangerous encounters such as domestic 

disturbance and violent offences. Conversely, the encounters where the officer was using 

more force relative to the citizen’s resistance were the traditionally less dangerous encounters 

of property crime. This raised some interesting questions. On the one hand, the officer’s 

safety might be at risk in the more dangerous encounters if they are not using enough force. 

On the other hand, MacDonald et al. (2003) propose that officers may be more prepared for 

such encounters, due to their expectations, enabling them to control the situation without 

resorting to force. For example, officers attending traditionally high-risk situations may 

expect a high level of resistance from the suspect and, therefore, are prepared; for example, 

arriving with back up. In comparison, officers arriving at traditionally low-risk situations 

expecting little or no resistance may be underprepared for a suspect who shows resistance and 

will need to use force to control the situation.  Zuckerman, Knee, Hodgins, and Miyake 

(1995) highlight that once expectations are set, these expectations tend to guide perceptions 

and decisions and can lead to confirmation bias, self-fulfilling prophecies, and cognitive 

dissonance, amongst other cognitive biases. These biases can, in turn, lead to less than 

optimal decisions about the use of force. 

In the anticipation phase of an encounter, the way an officer is primed for an 

encounter can impact on their decision to use force. Mitchell and Flin (2007) explain that 

people are quicker to respond and make more accurate decisions in expected events than 

unexpected events. Hence, if an officer is fully informed about a situation before arriving at 

the scene, then the officer is more able to accurately perceive and react quickly to the 

situation than they would be if they arrived at an unfamiliar situation with little knowledge. 

This highlights the importance of officers being sufficiently trained for a wide variety of 

scenarios. However, the way in which information is presented can lead to framing issues, 

where the underlying problem remains the same, but the way in which the problem is 

presented affects the decision (Tversky & Kahneman, 1981). Tversky and Kahneman (1981) 

offer an example using 100 hostages. If an officer is told that using force will result in saving 

70 hostages, then the officer is more likely to make the decision to use force. On the other 
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hand, if the officer is told that using force will result in the death of 30 hostages, then the 

officer is more likely to decide against using force. However, Druckman (2001) found that 

the effects of framing are not as influential if the source of the information is not perceived to 

be credible. 

Entry. 

The second phase focuses on the decision-making processes occurring when the 

officer initially enters the scene, but before any verbal information is exchanged between the 

officer and the citizen. Thus, this stage is predominantly based on observations and 

situational cues. As mentioned in Section 2.2.3, this may include the number of bystanders, 

if the suspect has a weapon, etc. Findings from (Mitchell & Flin, 2007) using simulations 

suggest that officers’ decisions are not based exclusively on the information provided by 

communication centres but, more importantly, based on the cues (especially the suspect’s 

behavioural cues) within the encounter. The officer may be influenced by the physical 

attributes of the suspect, the distance and obstacles between the officer and the suspect, and 

the safety options available to them (Fridell & Binder, 1992). During this phase, the officer 

is likely to be confirming or dismissing their thoughts from the previous stage, and assessing 

risk by attempting to analyse ways to maximise their own situation and find ways to limit the 

options available to the suspect. This includes weighing up suitable force options that will 

have optimal effect in obtaining suspect compliance. 

Information exchange. 

The entry phase then leads into the information exchange phase. This phase involves 

observational cues along with the verbal exchange of information between the officer and 

citizen. For example, the officer may announce his/her identity and reasons for being there, 

make attempts to extract information from the citizen, and assess the level of compliance of 

the suspect. This phase mostly involves the communication of intentions and expectations of 

the officer and the suspect. During this phase, the officer’s decisions may be influenced by 

the suspect’s body language, the content of the information, the manner of the exchange, and 

the degree of control the officer holds (Fridell & Binder, 1992). For example, as outlined in 

Section 2.2.2, the strongest predictors of police use of force are suspect resistance and suspect 

demeanour. If the suspect is displaying signs of resistance or is aggressive, irrational, or 

disrespectful, then the encounter is more likely to result in the officer using force. 

Final decision. 

The final phase outlined by Binder and Scharf (1980) involves the final decision to 

use force. They outline that the final decision can vary from a rational decision to an 
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impulsive reaction and is determined by the previous choices made at each of the phases. 

During this phase, the officer’s decisions may be influenced by the level of resistance by the 

suspect, and any immediate threat to themselves or others (Fridell & Binder, 1992). Dror 

(2007, p. 266) states that “the decision to use force is strongly based on the perception of 

risk”. However, the officer’s own confidence and capability influences the perceived level of 

risk. To assess the level of threat and risk, decisions are weighed using a cost/benefit model. 

For example, an officer will consider if the benefits of using force (e.g. subdue an offender) 

outweigh the potential costs (e.g. harm to themselves or others) (Dror, 2007). 

The final decision to use force may also be affected by accountability (Dror, 2007). 

In most countries and jurisdictions, the use of force by police needs to be justifiable in a court 

of law. In addition, to being accountable to the law, police are also held sociably accountable 

for their actions by means of the media. As noted in Section 2.2, accountability affects the 

officers’ behaviour and can reduce the number of use of force incidences (Brown, 2016; 

Farrar, 2013). 

Force outcome as a sequence interaction. 

The above decision-making model explains that the final decision to use force is contingent 

on a number of previous phases and choices. However, other researchers have further noted 

that the ‘final’ outcome of force is not a singular action. Rather, force can be used at multiple 

times and can be escalated or deescalated throughout the sequence of the encounter. Terrill et 

al. (2003a) recognised the dynamic interaction of a police-citizen encounter that may involve 

a number of points of escalation or de-escalation. They proposed that the resultant force 

outcome of police-citizen interaction may consist of a sequence of suspect actions and officer 

response. For example, the first interaction in the sequence (or ‘sequence interaction’) may 

involve a suspect who displays slight resistance (such as verbal noncompliance) to which the 

officer responds with slight force (such as strong verbal orders). Next, the second sequence 

interaction may involve the suspect defensively resisting to which the officer responds by 

forcibly subduing the suspect using takedowns. Finally, the third sequence interaction may 

involve violent resistance by the suspect to which the officer responds by using chemical 

agents such as OC spray. This example contains three sequence interactions, each with 

varying levels of officer force and suspect resistance. As noted previously, Alpert and 

Dunham (1997) constructed the Force Factor model to compare the officer’s level of force to 

the suspect’s level of resistance. However, that model only took note of the highest level 

displayed by each party. To calculate the level of relative force used across a sequence of 

interactions, Terrill et al. (2003a) proposed the Resistance Force Comparative Scale (RFCS). 
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The RFCS analyses the encounter by calculating a series of force factor scores (level of 

police force minus level of suspect resistance) for each interaction in a sequence to produce 

an overall RFCS score of relative force. The scale has subsequently been applied to 

measurements of police use of force in a number of studies (see for example Terrill (2003), 

Terrill (2005), Bazley, Mieczkowski, and Lersch (2009), and Hickman, Atherley, Lowery, 

and Alpert (2015)). 

While these phased decision-making models help to identify when officers are making 

decisions, what officers may be thinking about, and the factors that may influence their 

decisions, they fail to accurately describe how officers are making these decisions about the 

use of force – that is, they do not incorporate the decision-making style.  To understand 

police use of force and the decisions involved, it is essential to understand police use of force 

in context as an overall process.  That is, what officers are assessing, how they are 

responding, and the outcomes of their decisions.  The next section focuses on the 

impairments to the decision-making process. 

2.3.5 : Impairments. 

High pressure and demanding situations (such as police use of force encounters) can 

have physiological, sensory and cognitive effects that can impact their decision. It is 

commonly known that under stress, the body prepares itself for the fight or flight response 

with physical implications on the sympathetic nervous system and motor skills. 

Physiological impairments can affect officers’ ability to use force; that is, successfully 

execute manoeuvres and operate accoutrements. For example, a study found that shooting 

accuracy decreases from 90% in laboratory environments to 15-50% in realistic environments 

that involve threat and anxiety (Nieuwenhuys & Oudejans, 2012). This decrease was due, in 

part, to deficiencies in motor performance. 

However, stress can also impair the body’s perceptual and cognitive processes 

(Kavanagh, 2006). Perceptual impairments include auditory exclusion, tunnel vision, 

perceptual narrowing, and focused attention, amongst others. Such impairments can impact 

how officers hear and see. If officers are assessing situations incorrectly (hearing and seeing 

wrong information or excluding information), then this will impact on the decision. For 

example, Klinger and Brunson (2009) officers who had shot citizens and found that 94% of 

the officers had experienced a wide range of sensory distortions – most reported two or more. 

Furthermore, Safer, Christianson, Autry, and Österlund (1998) that focused attention can lead 

to ‘tunnel memory’ that explains a person’s ability to only recall central, emotion-arousing 

details of an event. 
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Finally, cognitive impairments include memory malfunction and slower reaction 

times. Cognitive impairment can impact on officers’ ability to recall information such as 

training techniques and tactics. This is critical for recalling past experiences to draw from in 

pattern-matching. This focus of trying to recall information may also distract officers from 

the immediate events of the encounter. Hence, while heuristics aid officers in making rapid 

decisions, impairments may impede this process and hinder the successful outcome of a 

police use of force encounter. 

2.4 : Outcomes of Police Use of Force Decisions 

As previously discussed, there are several factors that influence the decision to use 

force (and what type of force and the level of force to use). For example, Section 2.1 shows 

that police use of force decisions are guided by policy and legislation and officers’ use of 

force is assessed against it being reasonable and necessary. Section 2.2.3 explains that 

officers look for situational cues in making decisions about the use of force (Fridell & Binder, 

1992).  If officers are focusing on the wrong cues or incorrectly interpreting cues for risk, 

then this can lead to a bad decision. Dror (2007) states that decisions about the use of force 

are dependent on the officer’s assessment of the situation and their perception of risk. If 

officers are incorrectly assessing the level of threat or risk, then this too can lead to less than 

optimal decisions. In addition, Section 2.3.2 described the decision-making processes (such 

as the use of heuristics) that may be used by officers to make decisions about the use of force. 

Depending on how officers are reaching their decision (that is, the decision-making process), 

errors may occur that may lead to faulty decision-making. Finally, Section 2.3.5 proposed 

that officers may suffer from perceptual, cognitive, and physiological impairments impeding 

on their ability to make optimal decisions. These factors (and others) all lead to the use of 

force decision and the choice of action. This force action can have serious consequences. 

However, it is important to note that a ‘good’, or reasonable, decision can still lead to 

a bad outcome. Indeed, some injuries may be unavoidable. In addition, the outcome of the 

decision does not define a ‘right’ from ‘wrong’ decision. Instead, reasonable or unreasonable 

police use of force decisions are based on the information available to the officer at the time 

of the incident (Binder & Scharf, 1982). Binder and Scharf (1982) provide the example of 

two Los Angeles officers who fatally shot a suspect that they believed to be reaching for a 

firearm that turned out to be an imitation. Although the encounter resulted in the death of the 

citizen, the act of force was deemed reasonable due to the information that was available to 

the officers at the time of the incident. This example also highlights that the decision to use 

force has impacts. Any encounter that involves the use of force contains potential risks to all 
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parties involved. By its very nature, any physical force used in an encounter has the potential 

to cause physical injury to both the suspect and the officer. Injuries may include not only 

minor injuries, but also permanent disabilities or death (Porter & Prenzler, 2012). 

2.4.1 : Suspect injuries. 

The majority of studies of injuries in policing have focused on suspect injuries. Just 

as police use of force is a rare occurrence, suspect injuries as a result of police use of force 

encounters are also uncommon. For example, Office of Justice Programs Bureau of Justice 

Statistics (2012) reported that only 1.4% of police-citizen encounters resulted in the use of 

force, and of these use of force encounters, only 19% of citizens reported being injured. 

When they do occur, suspect injuries are also relatively minor such as bruises and muscle 

strains (Henriquez, 1999; Kaminski et al., 2004; Smith & Petrocelli, 2002; Taylor & Woods, 

2010). Furthermore, the introduction of non-lethal accoutrements (such as CEWs and OC 

spray) have been found to reduce injury to both officers and citizens in lieu of physical force 

or lethal weapons (MacDonald, Kaminski, & Smith, 2009; Smith, Kaminski, Rojek, Alpert, 

& Mathis, 2007). Nevertheless, suspect injuries and fatalities as a result of police use of 

force can and do occur. Furthermore, these injuries can have additional ramifications aside 

from the physical injury itself such as societal and organisational impacts. 

Injuries to the public, particularly when the public perceives police force to be 

unnecessary or unreasonable, can have societal ramifications. The community’s confidence 

in police can be undermined leading to community unrest (Alpert & Dunham, 2010; 

Queensland Criminal Justice Commission, 2000). In turn, this can result in public disorder 

and rioting such as in the 1991 Rodney King incident (Lersch & Mieczkowski, 2005). 

Rodney King was beaten by police officers in Los Angeles with the event being captured on 

camera. Four of the officers involved in the encounter were acquitted of excessive force.  It 

is suggested that the acquittal of the officers sparked riots across the country and resulted in 

the death of 53 people and thousands injured (Lersch & Mieczkowski, 2005). Also, in 2011, 

England experienced riots in 66 locations reportedly triggered by the police shooting of a 

black man (Bridges, 2012). More recently, the fatal shooting of an unarmed teenager in 

Ferguson, Missouri in August 2014 sparked protests and riots which were reignited when the 

grand jury decided not to indict the police officer responsible for the shooting. The ‘Black 

Lives Matter’ movement was initiated (and gained momentum) by the fatal shootings of 
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Trayvon Martin2, Michael Brown3, and Eric Garner4 by police in the US with protests 

demonstrating not only throughout the US but also in Canada, UK, and Australia (Goffin, 

2016, September 20; McKenzie, 2016, August 5; Stayner, 2016, July 17), while the ‘Hands 

Up, Don’t Shoot’ movement was also instigated by the fatal shooting of Michael Brown. 

The Rodney King incident also illustrates the organisational costs involved in the use 

of force. The city awarded Rodney King US $3.8 million in compensation. At an 

organisational level, the impact of financial costs includes not only restitution and the risk of 

police departments being sued, but the additional investigative and court costs (Porter & 

Prenzler, 2012; Queensland Criminal Justice Commission, 2000). 

These recent high-profile cases have prompted up-to-date research into police use of 

force fatalities, in turn providing more insights into suspect injuries and fatalities. However, 

establishing how many suspect fatalities are occurring each year has been problematic – 

mostly due to recording practices.  For example, the FBI reported an average of 390 

shootings by police officers; however, this number only includes ‘justifiable homicide by law 

enforcement’ (FBI, 2015) and does not report on unjustified police shootings. In addition to 

the FBI’s Supplementary Homicide Reports (SHRs) (from the Uniform Crime Reports 

system), officer shootings are captured in the Centre for Disease Control and Prevention’s 

(CDC) National Vital Statistics System (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2014). However, both 

these data sources have proven to be incomplete. In an attempt to obtain a more accurate 

count of police fatalities, the Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS) used police reports from 

volunteer agencies and estimated 2,931 arrest-related homicides between 2003 and 2009 

(Burch, 2011). To further highlight inconsistencies in reported data, the Washington Post and 

the Guardian tracked suspect fatalities from news reports. The Washington Post counted 990 

fatalities, while the Guardian recorded 1,146 fatalities for the year 2015, which is 

substantially higher than the averages reported by the FBI and the BJS (The Guardian, 2016; 

The Washington Post, 2016). Researchers such as Alpert (2015) and Klinger et al. (2015) 

have highlighted this inconsistency and the need for a national database. 

DeGue, Fowler, and Calkins (2016) provide insights into why officers decide to 

fatally shoot a suspect. They examined suspect deaths due to the use of lethal force in 17 US 

 

2 In 2012, Trayvon Martin was fatally shot by Officer George Zimmerman in Miami Gardens, Florida. 

Zimmerman was acquitted of second-degree murder and manslaughter in July 2013 (Campo-Flores & Woaddel, 

2013) 
3 In 2014, Michael Brown was fatally shot by Officer Darren Wilson in Ferguson, Missouri. A grand jury 

decided not to indict Wilson (Basu, Yan, & Ford, 2014) 
4 In 2014, Eric Garner died after being placed in a chokehold by Officer Daniel Pantaleo. A grand jury decided 

not to indict Pantaleo (Eversley & James, 2014) 
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states between 2009 and 2012. They found that the suspect fatalities could be grouped into 

four subtypes; mental health related, suicide by cop, intimate partner violence, and 

unintentional deaths. So, whether it be a result of a bad decision, or a good decision gone 

wrong, the decision to use force can result in serious consequences (such as suspect injuries) 

and subsequent effects (such as societal unrest and organisational costs). 

2.2.2: Officer Injuries. 

While much is known about suspect injuries, little focus has been placed on officer 

injuries with varying results. Section 2.3.4 explains that police use of force decisions can be 

the consequence of officers’ assessment of threat/risk, presumably, part of this risk/threat is 

to officer safety. Research that has examined officer injuries in the US generally finds that 

officer injuries as a result of a police use of force encounter are rare, and when they do occur, 

they tend to be relatively minor (Federal Bureau of Investigation, 2014; Health and Safety 

Executive, 2013; Mayhew, 2001).  However, prevalence rates vary amongst studies from 

10% of officers who used force (Henriquez, 1999; Kaminski et al., 2004; Smith & Petrocelli, 

2002) to 38% (Alpert & Dunham, 1997; Alpert & Dunham, 2004). Nonetheless, policing is a 

dangerous occupation. Compared with other occupations, police are consistently placed in 

the top five for injury and fatalities as a result of occupational violence (Prenzler, 2012). 

Injuries to officers can also impact the organisation. In Australia, Ferguson, Prenzler, Sarre, 

and de Cairres (2011) report that an estimated 587 hours of work time in policing agencies 

are lost as a result of injury from occupational violence. Other organisational impacts may 

include high staff turnover, low morale and less productivity (Kalliath et al., 2014). 

Furthermore, the impact of injuries as a result of police use of force can not only 

impact the parties involved, but may also impact their support networks of family and friends 

(Burrows, 2007). For example, psychological harm may result such as Post Traumatic Stress 

Disorder, anxiety or depression amongst other psychological harms. Hence, the resultant 

impact of the decision to use force can have dire consequences to all parties involved. As 

noted, while insights are being gained into the circumstances in which police use of force 

occurs, how officers are making these decisions remain. If officer decision making involves 

an assessment of risk, then examining officer injuries as an outcome of the decision may 

provide insights into factors that may lead to faulty decision making. 

2.5 : Summary of the Chapter and Thesis Aims 

This thesis aims to identify how we can better prepare officers for making use of force 

decisions during police-citizen encounters. In making decisions, officers have discretionary 

freedom and can choose from a number of options. However, to assist officers in decisions to 
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use force, legislation and policies attempt to guide and constrain use of force decisions. 

Force is considered appropriate when officers can justify its use as reasonable and necessary. 

This relies on officers being able to accurately assess the situation to make judgements of risk 

or threat posed by the suspects, and to make decisions as to the best course of action. 

The policing literature has provided some insights into factors that may be influencing 

officers’ decisions about the use of force.  Organisational theories suggest that decisions 

about force are influenced by the organisational structure, policies, and policing methods of 

the agency. Societal theories explain that officers’ decisions about force are influenced by 

norms and accountability. However, the decision to use force, what type of force, and the 

degree of severity, ultimately lies with the officer at the time of the encounter. Binder and 

Scharf (1980) proposed that the decision to use force contains four stages. The final decision 

to use force is based on choices made throughout these stages and the officer’s perception of 

risk and threat from situational cues. For example, during the anticipation stage, officers are 

assessing the potential dangers that they may encounter (such as assessing the dangerousness 

of the call-out type) and in turn, officers may be setting up expectations. During the entry 

phase of an encounter, officers are making assessments based on the observations and 

situational cues (such as the physical characteristics of the suspect and locational factors). 

During the information exchange phase, officers are looking for signs of resistance or 

aggression, which leads to the final decision to use force. These phases highlight that, despite 

organisational and societal influences, final decisions about force lie with the officer and their 

assessment of the situation. This thesis, therefore, aims to understand how officers are 

assessing situations for threat and what factors they are considering when making decisions 

about force. Particularly, the thesis focuses on the impact of individual and situational factors 

of a police use of force encounter on the level of force used. 

Furthermore, scholars have noted that the level of suspect resistance encountered by 

officers should be considered in order to place meaning on the level of force chosen by 

officers. Particularly, if officers are expected to use a level of force commensurate with 

suspect resistance in order to control the suspect without being excessive or inappropriate, 

there may be cause for concern where officers are using disparate levels of force; that is, 

where officers are using less force or greater force than the suspects’ level of resistance. 

These disparate force levels could indicate that officers are either assessing situations as low- 

threat or high-threat, respectively. Therefore, when examining the use of force, it is 

important to consider the suspect’s actions (that is, the level of force used in relation to the 

suspect’s resistance), and recognise that the event is a sequence of actions and not just one 
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decision or action. While Terrill et al. (2003a) developed a Relative Force Comparative Scale 

(RFCS) that incorporates both suspect resistance and the temporal unfolding of events, little 

is known about factors that influence these relative force levels in an encounter. 

Research on the stages/phases of decision making in lethal force situations, and 

theories of use of force can help to identify when officers are making decisions and what 

officers may be thinking about. This thesis draws on that literature to explore the factors that 

affect relative force. Particularly, it aims to test individual and situational predictors of 

officers’ use of higher and lower levels of force compared with the level of suspect resistance 

encountered. Identifying these predictors will highlight what officers may be considering, 

beyond the level of resistance encountered, and help to understand how officers may be 

assessing threat and risk. 

An additional concern, and relevant to officers’ assessment of risk, is the outcome of 

the incident in terms of officer injuries. Despite a growing body of research exploring 

suspect injuries, circumstances in which officers sustain injuries in police use of force 

encounters remains unclear. With officer decision-making likely to involve risk assessment 

of the situation, including issues of their own safety, injuries to officers could indicate faults 

in decision making. Understanding predictors of injuries, and how these compare with 

predictors of force levels, will start to provide a more complete picture of officer force 

decision making. 

However, it is also acknowledged that even optimal decisions can have unsatisfactory 

outcomes. Many have already noted that officer decisions should not be judged on outcomes, 

but on the quality of the decision-making process—what the reasonable officer would do 

given the information known at the time. Understanding the decision making of officers 

contributes to this arena—understanding reasonable expectations of officers and their 

decision making in stressful situations. While studies of associations between factors and 

outcomes may suggest that what is important for officer decisions, they do not confirm that 

officers are actually paying attention to these factors, or the processes by which they reach a 

decision. A police-citizen encounter is unpredictable and complex, typically shrouded in 

uncertainty, with time pressures, vague goals, unstable conditions, and involving high stakes. 

Under such difficult situations, it is unlikely that officers have the luxury of making slow, 

analytical decisions where they attend to all information and weigh up all options. Instead, it 

is more likely that officers depend on a more intuitive approach to decision making. 

However, factors (such as physiological, perceptual, and cognitive impairments) can impact 

on the efficiency and quality of the decision-making process. Despite a growing body of 
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knowledge about the circumstances in which police use of force occurs, there is little to no 

research that identifies how officers are making decisions about force. Therefore, it is 

important to understand the decision-making process with the aim or improving decision 

making capabilities. 

Overall, this thesis examines police use of force encounters and the decisions 

involved. It aims to identify how to better prepare officers at an operational and training 

level for making use of force decisions during police-citizen encounters. To do this, four 

studies are conducted which are discussed in the next chapter: 

1. Predicting relative police use of force in significant police use of force encounters 

2. Predicting officer injuries in significant police use of force encounters 

3. Exploring police use of force decision-making factors 

4. Exploring police use of force decision-making processes and impediments 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

This thesis examines police decision making in use of force encounters. Specifically, 

this thesis explores how to better prepare officers for making use of force decisions during 

police-citizen encounters.  It examines police decisions to use force and the outcomes of 

those decisions, as well as the decision-making process and impairments focusing on 

individual and situational factors. To do this, the thesis uses a mixed methods approach 

containing four studies (see Figure 1. Overview of the studies.). Study 1 examines the force 

decision. Using official data, it explores significant use of force events to identify the 

circumstances in which officers are using more or less force relative to the suspect resistance. 

These findings can potentially provide insights into factors that officers are assessing for risk. 

That is, the circumstances in which officers are using higher levels of relative force may 

provide insights into the factors in which the officers are assessing as high risk. Conversely, 

the circumstances in which officers are using lower relative force may provide insights into 

the factors in which the officers are assessing as low risk. Study 2 examines the outcome of 

the decision in terms of officer injuries. Using the same data set as Study 1, it examines 

which factors of significant police use of force encounters are more likely to result in officer 

injury. These findings will provide insights into the actual factors that pose a danger to 

officers during use of force events; that is, factors that officers should be considering as high 

or low risk. While the first two studies focus on what is occurring during police use of force 

encounters and the outcomes, the last two studies focus on how officers are making these 

decisions about force. 

Study 3 explores which factors officers are considering when making decisions about 

force. To do this, it uses a qualitative method to analyse the decisions of newly trained 

officers who have participated in a use of force training scenario. These findings provide 

insights into why officers are making the decisions that they do and what officers are actually 

considering as high or low risk. Finally, Study 4 explores how officers are making the 

decisions that they do. Using the same data set as Study 3, the fourth study aims to identify 

the decision-making processes used by the recruits and impairments to this process. These 

finding provide insights into how officers are reaching their force decision and factors that 

may impede on this process. In turn, Study 4 will provide insights into why officers may be 

using unintentional improper uses of force. Each of the four studies address separate research 

questions as follows: 
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Study 1: Predicting Police Use of Force in Significant Police Use of Force Encounters 

 What is the nature of police use of force encounters? 

 Which factors of police use of force encounters predict officers’ relative force 

level? 

Study 2: Predicting Officer Injuries in Significant Police Use of Force Encounters 

 What is the nature of police officer injuries in use of force encounters? 

 Which factors of police use of force encounters predict the likelihood of 

officers sustaining injuries? 

Study 3: Exploring Police Use of Force Decision-Making Factors 

 What factors influence police officer decisions regarding their use of force? 

Study 4: Exploring Police Use of Force Decision-Making Processes and Impairments 

 What are the processes of decision-making by police officers during use of 

force encounters? 

 What factors impair the decision-making process? 

The literature review has highlighted that there are several approaches to examining police 

use of force and decision making. The following section outlines these methodological 

approaches and discusses their strengths and weaknesses. This is then followed by an outline 

of the methodological approach of the current thesis and details of the studies that were 

undertaken. 
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3.1 : Methodological Approaches in Recent Police Use of Force Research 

The methodological approaches to studying police use of force vary considerably 

between researchers, making the comparability of findings difficult. Not only do the majority 

of the studies use samples from the US, but they tend to focus on specific police departments. 

As previously outlined in Section 1.1, the US has a large number of jurisdictions, each with 

varying policies and practices.  This makes comparing findings difficult due to the 

differences in policies governing appropriate use of force and ways in which the use of force 

by police is recorded.  In addition, research has highlighted that, to conceptualise police use 

of force properly, we need to not only understand the officer’s actions, but also the suspect’s 

behaviour (Alpert & Dunham, 1997; Alpert, Dunham, & MacDonald, 2004b; Alpert & Smith, 

1994; Bazley et al., 2009; Bazley, Lersch, & Mieczkowski, 2007; Garner et al., 1995; 

Hickman et al., 2015; MacDonald et al., 2003; Terrill, 2003; Terrill, 2005; Terrill et al., 

2003a; Wolf et al., 2009). The most common methods for sourcing information about police 

use of force have been examining official records, perception studies, and observations. Each 

of these has associated strengths but also potential limitations, which are overviewed below. 

3.1.1 : Official records. 

Official records provide an official account of events usually from the governing 

authority (Kesic, Thomas, & Ogloff, 2012) such as policing agencies and oversight bodies. 

These official sources of information include different types of data such as police reports 

(i.e. arrest reports and use of force reports), coroners’ reports, inquests, court transcripts or 

complaints data. Official records can provide an objective and factual account of events that 

provide rich information and a level of scrutiny of the facts, but at the same time might be 

limited in their scope or perspective. 

Police use of force reports are the most common source of data within the use of force 

literature. For example, official police use of force reports have been used to analyse the 

impact of less than lethal weapons on injuries to both suspects and officers (Kaminski, Rojek, 

Smith, & Alpert, 2012; MacDonald et al., 2009; Paoline III, Terrill, & Ingram, 2012; Smith et 

al., 2007; Terrill & Paoline III, 2012), while other researchers have used police use of force 

reports to examine the force used by the officer in relation to the suspect’s resistance (Alpert 

& Dunham, 1997; Alpert et al., 2004b; Bazley et al., 2009; Bazley et al., 2007; Hickman et 

al., 2015; MacDonald et al., 2003; Wolf et al., 2009). In addition, researchers have used 

police use of force reports to inform specific policing agencies about the use of force in their 

jurisdictions (for example see (Croft & Austin, 1987; Garner et al., 1996; McLaughlin, 1992). 

However, one of the biggest limitations with using official data is the lack of consistency in 
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reporting styles. Different countries and police regions report events differently making 

comparisons and generalizability difficult (Lersch & Mieczkowski, 2005). Additionally, as 

police reports are generally the accounts given by officers about their own behaviour, they 

tend to be biased towards the police officer perspective and the quality of the information 

dependent on the reporter. As previously outlined in Section 2.1, conflicts can exist between 

officers’ and citizens’ accounts of the same event (Rojek et al., 2012). Furthermore, a true 

reflection of events may not be captured as officers may be reluctant to report incidents for 

fear of repercussions. 

In contrast, the use of force by an officer is usually only reported by the citizen if they 

perceive that the force used was improper and warrants a complaint; encounters where the 

citizen believes the use of force was appropriate are less likely to be reported. Citizen 

complaints about officer conduct provide the voice of the citizen in the police-citizen 

encounter and are usually still recorded by governing authorities or oversight agencies, see 

for example the previously mentioned Crime and Corruption Commission (2016) report (see 

Section 1.1), so can also be subject to scrutiny and investigation. For example Brandl et al. 

(2001) used complaints data to identify trends in police officer characteristics who receive 

frequent complaints, and similarly, Lersch and Mieczkowski (1996) used complaints data to 

identify problem-prone officers. However, as noted, citizen complaint reports represent 

alleged problematic force and not all police use of force events. Conversely, citizens may not 

report all inappropriate uses of force for many reasons from fear to inconvenience. In 

addition, it must be noted that complaints data are not substantiated accounts of events. The 

complaint may have been made falsely out of retaliation, or misunderstandings, amongst 

other reasons for making false allegations. However, complaints data does contribute the 

citizen’s account of events. 

Overall, the information contained within official sources is usually well organised 

and has been substantiated, or at least scrutinised to some degree, through various processes 

to provide as factual an account as possible. Official reports are also a relatively inexpensive 

and convenient source of information that generally contains a large number of incidences, 

making them the most popular source for researchers to use (Adams, 1996; Wolf et al., 

2009). However, while such data may be good at looking at incidents and behaviour, they 

may not be good at understanding thought processes. Data gathered from official sources are 

constrained to the intent and needs of the collecting agency and tend to lack a detailed 

account of how the event unfolded or what officers were thinking at the time. 
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3.1.2 : Perception studies. 

While official data is a good source for describing police use of force events and 

predictors of force, perception studies are better at uncovering what officers are thinking 

about and their behaviour. By using surveys, interviews, and focus groups they allow the 

officers to talk through their responses. Additionally, they are more likely to capture the 

unrecorded incidences compared with the officially recorded account of events that is 

provided by official data. Citizen perception studies focus on the citizen/suspect 

interpretation of events and views on the use of force by police officers (Edwards, 2000; 

Garner et al., 1995; Schuck, 2004). For example, Jefferis, Butcher, and Hanley (2011) and 

Boivin, Gendron, Faubert, and Poulin (2016) surveyed students after they had watched a 

videotape of arrests to explore citizen perceptions of police use of force. Citizen perception 

studies mostly focus on legitimacy of police use of force (see Jefferis et al. (2011) and 

Bradford, Milani, and Jackson (2016)). In examining police use of force events, it is 

important to capture the citizen’s account of events to gain a comprehensive understanding; 

as Rojek et al. (2012) highlighted, officers’ and citizens’ have conflicting accounts of events. 

(see Chapter 2, Section 2.1: Legal police use of force). 

Most perception studies, however, aim to understand police use of force from the 

officers’ perspective. These studies tend to focus on what police think about policies (Ferdik 

et al., 2014), practices or particular use of force options, rather than informing about external 

factors associated with the use of force. For example, officer perception studies have been 

used to assess the perceived effectiveness of OC spray (Adang, Kaminski, Howell, & 

Mensink, 2006) and the likelihood of use of force by officers based on the officer’s 

perception of suspects with impaired judgment (Kaminski et al., 2004). Examples of other 

studies that have explored officer perceptions include Garner et al. (1995) who used self- 

administered surveys that were filled out by officers directly after an arrest to explore police 

use of force continuums and develop a model to measure force, while Taylor, Alpert, Kubu, 

Woods, and Dunham (2011) used surveys to analyse how use of force had changed over time. 

Also, surveys of police officers have been used to assess associations between officer gender 

and the use of force (Schuck & Rabe-Hemp, 2007), and the perceived effectiveness of the use 

of force (Smith & Petrocelli, 2002). 

Focus groups have also been used to gain a police perspective on the use of force. An 

international study including seven countries utilised focus groups to capture police officers’ 

thoughts on potential use of force in a hypothetical scenario (Stenning et al., 2009). In 
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addition, focus groups have been used to examine the validity of police use of force training 

(Rajakaruna, Henry, Cutler, & Fairman, 2016). 

Perception studies provide a valuable insight into the thought processes of the 

participants along with people’s attitudes and opinions which is generally not captured in 

other methodological sources such as official data. However, focus groups, interviews and 

surveys often rely on participants either discussing hypothetical scenarios, or recalling past 

events. Thus, results may be limited to what officers believe they would do, or what they can 

remember regarding how a past use of force event unfolded. While perception studies are 

useful to understand different perspectives, they are less useful for understanding actual 

behaviour. 

3.1.3 : Observational studies. 

Observational studies provide a more objective assessment of the event than official 

data and perception studies (Bayley & Garofalo, 1989; Friedrich, 1980; Fyfe, 1988). 

Observations were conducted as part of the Project on Policing Neighborhoods, data from 

which were then utilised to examine a number of factors such as the process of police use of 

force encounters (Terrill, 2003; Terrill, 2005) and the neighbourhood context of police use of 

force (Terrill & Reisig, 2003). Adams (1996) found that studies using observational methods 

report a higher frequency of police use of force than methods using official sources. An 

explanation for this may be the official reporting thresholds of agencies. However, it may 

also be due to a reluctance of officers to report incidences for fear of repercussions, the 

perception of officers regarding whether the incident was worthy of reporting, or just a 

general reluctance to fill out paper work. In contrast, observations allow for an unbiased 

researcher to record events rather than relying on someone else’s account (people may be 

hesitant to reveal truthful information about controversial events). Observations also allow 

access to additional information to place context and meaning on the event. For example, 

surroundings, participants and bystanders, etc. that may not have been captured in official 

records or perception studies. 

However, observation studies are difficult to conduct. The observer may be placed in 

harm’s way, or their presence may cause extra stress on an already stressful situation. The 

officer or citizen may act differently as they are mindful of being observed (observer- 

expectancy effect) (Queensland Criminal Justice Commission, 2000). Previous research 

reports that use of force in police-citizen encounters is a rare occurrence; thus, observations 

can be a time-consuming and costly activity (Queensland Criminal Justice Commission, 

2000). Finally, while observations are useful for providing context and tend to be more 
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objective than other methodological approaches, they are not useful in understanding 

officers’ decisions and the processes of those decisions. 

3.2 : The Current Thesis 

Police use of force is a difficult topic to examine and all the aforementioned sources 

have strengths and limitations. To avoid the limitations of a single approach, this thesis takes 

a mixed methods approach across the studies. The first two studies use police reports of real 

world police use of force encounters that provide an official account of events. However, as 

previously mentioned, official data has its limitations, particularly in understanding decision 

making. Therefore, to provide a more in depth understanding of the decisions involved in 

police use of force events, the third and fourth studies use conversations between trainers and 

recruits in which the recruits express their decisions about force based on police training 

exercises. The methods for each of the four studies are discussed in more detail below in 

Section 3.3, however, first a description of the research site is provided. 

3.2.1 : The research context: Queensland, Australia. 

This thesis’ four studies are conducted using data from one police service; that of the 

Australian state of Queensland. This section gives an overview of Australian policing, and 

the Queensland context, before moving on to discuss changes in these contexts that affect 

police use of force. Several changes throughout Australia’s history have aimed to alter police 

use of force. This has included attempts to alter the public image of police by changing 

names and approaches, altering training techniques, introducing new accoutrements, and 

altering policies and procedures. 

Australia is a relatively large continent covering approximately, 7,692,024 square 

kilometres and is the sixth largest nation by area (Australia Bureau of Statistics, 2010). 

However, Australia has a relatively small population which is estimated to be 22.5 million. 

This makes its population density to be approximately 2.8 people per square kilometre, 

although in reality its population is concentrated in the major cities of its eight states and 

territories and around its coastline, with vast areas in-land that are largely uninhabited. 

Australia is a culturally diverse country with approximately 27% of the population born 

overseas and 2.5% of the population identifying as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders. 

Queensland provides a valuable site for this thesis. Queensland is the second largest 

state in Australia, covering approximately 1,730,648 square kilometres. Queensland’s 

population is estimated to be over 4.5 million, which is the third highest populated state, and 

has a population density of 2.6 persons per square kilometre. The majority of the population 

(60%) are located in the major cities along the east coast. The state, encompasses a variety of 
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areas, including major cities, coastal areas with high transient (tourist) populations, rural 

areas, and very remote areas with small communities, including indigenous communities. 

Similar to the other states and territories, 81% of the population is Australian born with most 

overseas residents coming from the UK or Europe. 

Australia has two main levels of law enforcement; the Australian Federal Police 

(AFP) who enforce Commonwealth laws and have an international function, and the state 

police who enforce state laws with a local function. At the state level, there are seven police 

jurisdictions; Queensland, New South Wales, Victoria, Tasmania, South Australia, Western 

Australia, and Northern Territory. Australia’s Capital Territory is policed by the AFP. In 

2015, Australia had over 63,000 operational police officers which is 267 operational police 

officers per 100,000 people (Australian Government Productivity Commission, 2016). 

Similarly, Queensland had 281 operational police officers per 100,000 people (which is 

14,500 sworn officers and 11,107 operational officers). Queensland police officers are 

estimated to have 6 million interactions with citizens each year (Queensland Police Service, 

2016b). Between 2013 and 2014, there were 437,196 offences reported to Queensland 

police, 69,213 of these were incidences of domestic violence (Queensland Police Service, 

2016b). 

Although the Queensland Police Service (QPS) is used as a convenience sample for 

the thesis, QPS are similar to other policing agencies within Australia making findings likely 

to generalise to other Australian jurisdictions. Within Australia, there is relatively good cross 

jurisdiction cooperation and sharing of information with minimal significant differences in 

policing policies and procedures between the states (Enders & Dupont, 2001). Within 

Australia, each state and territory has its own legislation. In Queensland, the governing 

legislation is separated into two sections that differentiate between critical situations (Police 

Powers and Responsibilities Act 2000 (QLD) s616) and less critical situations (Police Powers 

and Responsibilities Act 2000 (QLD) s615). However, aside from some minor differences, 

each of these acts do not significantly differ and all have commonality with the 

Commonwealth Act (Crimes Act 1914 (Cth)) s3ZC which states that officers cannot use more 

force than necessary and reasonable to make an arrest, and that the officer cannot do anything 

that may cause grievous bodily harm or death unless the officer reasonably believes that it 

will protect life or injury of themselves or another. 

In addition, to guide officers’ decisions, the QPS adopts a situational use of force 

model which is in accordance with the Australia New Zealand Police Use of Force Principles 

(ANZPAA, 2014). Situational models are also the dominant choice in most Commonwealth 
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countries. This situational use of force model provides flexibility in choosing between 

various options (rather than relying on a matching criteria) (see Figure 2). As Queensland is 

to be used as the sample for this thesis, definitions relating to police use of force and types of 

force will be used according to the Queensland Police Service (see Queensland Police 

Service (2016a, section 14) and Appendix D). 

 
 

 
Figure 2. Representation of the Situational Use of Force Model adopted by the Queensland 

Police Service (Queensland Police Service, 2013a, s14.3.2, p. 10). 

 

 
Around Australia, the policing agencies have implemented changes in policies and 

procedures in an aim to make the use of force by police safer for both officers and suspects. 

New policies and procedures are usually created as a result of prominent events that prompt 

inquests and commissions (Prenzler, 2012). For example, between 1987 and 1994 there were 

29 fatal shootings by police officers in the state of Victoria (Office of Police Integrity, 2009). 

By comparison, this number was double the total for the rest of Australia in the same time 

period (Baker, 2009). In 1994, six out of the nine fatalities were of people experiencing 
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mental illness, a finding that led to a Coronial inquest into police shootings in Victoria. New 

procedures where put in place under ‘Project Beacon’ aimed at implementing new tactics that 

included a more planned approach to reduce the need to use firearms. In 2005 after six fatal 

shootings by Victorian police officers during a 16-month period, another investigation was 

conducted. The Office of Police Integrity (OPI), found that the implemented policies and 

procedures of Project Beacon had lapsed and 49 out of 55 new recommendations were 

implemented (Office of Police Integrity, 2009). 

More recently, in Queensland, the QPS released two publications on police use of 

force. The first was the outcome of the Violent Confrontations Review, which was initiated 

after four fatal police shootings in November 2014. The report made 31 recommendations, 

11 of which have been implemented to date. It found that the QPS use of force model was in 

alignment with best practice around the world, but made suggestions for improvement in 

areas such as communication skills training (Queensland Police Service, 2016b). The second 

report was the outcome of Taskforce Bletchley and the Cultural Review of the Gold Coast 

District, which arose from media attention and concerns over the use of force in a particular 

Queensland district (Gold Coast). This report contained 24 recommendations, of which 14 

have been implemented so far (Queensland Police Service, 2016c). 

While these cases all exemplify situations in which practices have restricted, or 

provided less harmful alternatives to, the use of force by police, other prominent events have 

resulted in the increase of police powers to use force and the introduction of new offences. 

For example, the 2005 racial riots in Sydney (New South Wales) resulted in police being 

granted powers to close licensed premises and create ‘lock-down’ zones. Additionally, a new 

offence of ‘assault during a public disorder’ was created ("Police get the power," 2005). 

Most recently in Queensland, a crackdown on gun crime and outlaw motorcycle gangs 

introduced new legislation that expanded police powers, effectively lowering the threshold 

for arrests of persons who are declared ‘violent lawless associates’ (Dempsey, 2013; 

Queensland Police Service, 2013c). The lowering of arrest thresholds can lead to further 

arrests, which in turn, leads to more opportunities for force to be used. 

Training methods and accoutrements have also changed in recent history. One of the 

most recent and controversial accoutrements introduced to Australian policing is the Taser. 

Although it is used in all states within Australia, its use is dependent on the officers’ duties 

and ranking. In Queensland, New South Wales, Western Australia, and Northern Territory, 

Tasers are issued as a standard accoutrement to all officers, while in Victoria, South 

Australia, and Tasmania, Tasers are only used by specialist units. 
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Queensland has seen a number of changes over recent decades to tactical methods. 

For example, there has been a move away from the traditional jujitsu training methods for 

hand-to-hand combat to a style that is safer for both the officer and the suspect (McLeod, 

2011). Accoutrements have also changed in recent history. In 1996, the Situational Use of 

Force Model was introduced to guide officers’ use of force decisions (Woolcock, 2011). In 

1998, officers were issued with Glock semi-automatic pistols, extendible batons and hinged 

handcuffs. Oleoresin Capsicum (OC) spray was trialled in a small sample of areas before 

becoming a standard issue in 2000, and in an aim to improve training and equipment to 

Queensland police. In the same year several other improvements as part of Project 

Lighthouse were introduced (Department of Police, 2000; Queensland Police, 2012). Tasers 

were trialled in 2008 with a complete addition to all officers in 2009. After a review of Taser 

use, a number of changes have been made to training practices and policies (Crime and 

Misconduct Commission, 2009; Queensland Police, 2012). Furthermore, in July 20125, the 

QPS started collecting police use of force data. 

In summary, within Australia, there are only seven main policing jurisdictions plus 

the AFP. These jurisdictions are similar in their policing policies and practices; therefore, 

Queensland Police provides a good representation of Australia policing. Furthermore, the 

QPS has similar features to other large policing agencies. In comparison, the Los Angeles 

Police Department consists of under 10,000 sworn officers servicing a population of under 4 

million, however, the policing area is smaller than the QPS: 1,294 square kilometres (500 

square miles). When compared with the second largest policing agency across England and 

Wales, Greater Manchester, the QPS consists of more sworn officers, who service a larger 

population across a larger area (Home Office, 2015). Greater Manchester has approximately 

6,500 sworn officers, servicing a population of approximately 2.7 million, and covers 4,300 

square kilometres (492 square miles). In addition, QPS uses a situational model to guide 

officers in their decision which is similar to other Commonwealth countries. Furthermore, 

governing policies of QPS that outline when force is legally acceptable follow the reasonable 

and necessary requirements of other policing agencies as outlined in Section 1.1. Therefore, 

the QPS provide a worthy sample for this thesis. 

3.3 : Overview of the Studies 

This thesis examines decision-making during police use of force encounters. The 

guiding question for this thesis is to identify ‘how to better prepare officers for making use of 

 

5 Hence, this data was not available at the time of data collection for this thesis 
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force decisions during police-citizen encounters?’ Section 2.2.3 and 2.3.4, have outlined that 

predominately, officers look for situational cues when making decisions. Therefore, this 

thesis focuses on individual factors of the officer and situational factors of the encounter. To 

do this, the thesis takes a mixed-methods approach using four studies. The fours studies have 

been approved by the Griffith University Human Research Ethics Committee (Approved 

number: CCJ/23/12/HREC) which is in accordance with the National Statement on Ethical 

Conduct in Human Research (2007). In addition, these studies have also been approved by 

the Queensland Police Service Research Committee. For these studies, data collected was 

obtained as part of the Griffith University Use of Force Project and was deidentified and 

securely stored ensuring participants’ confidentiality and anonymity. Participation was 

voluntary with informed consent gained. The methods of each study are summarised below, 

including a discussion of the particular strengths and weaknesses of the approach for 

answering the research questions. Each study is then presented in subsequent chapters of the 

thesis. The studies are written as journal articles (Studies 1 and 2 have been published in an 

academic journal), with an accompanying statement of author contribution. Detailed study 

methods are, therefore, contained within the relevant chapters before presenting their results 

and discussion of the findings. 

3.3.1 : Study 1 – Predicting police use of force in significant police use of force 

encounters. 

To identify how officers can be better prepared for decisions about force during 

police-citizen encounters, it is important to understand the circumstances in which officers 

are using force, the levels of force they are using and, particularly, the use of disproportionate 

force; that is when officers are using more or less force than the suspect is offering in 

resistance. While there has been a strong focus within the policing literature on the 

circumstances in which police officers use force, it is important to understand these 

circumstances in relation to suspect behaviour (relative force). Previous research has 

identified the importance of considering the suspect’s behaviour in measurements of force 

(Alpert & Dunham, 1997; Bazley et al., 2009; Hickman et al., 2015; Terrill, 2003; Terrill, 

2005), however, little research exists that predicts variance in relative force. Therefore, the 

first study examines predictors of relative force and asks, ‘what is the nature of police use of 

force encounters?’ and ‘which factors of police use of force encounters predict the relative 

force level?’ 

Study 1 draws on official data in the form of the QPS Significant Event Messaging 

System (SEMS). In Queensland, officers are required to report events that are considered 
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‘significant’; this includes the discharge of firearms, the use of Tasers, police pursuits, 

incidents involving serious injury or death, amongst other significant events. The QPS only 

recently introduced use of force reporting in 2012 which makes the SEMS reports the most 

relevant official data source. The SEMS reports are similar to the use of force reports but 

encompass a longer time period. SEMS include use of force events that are more likely to be 

more serious than the use of force events and also include other significant events that do not 

involve force. The purpose of these reports is to provide rapid and concise information to 

authorities, and potentially the media, and so the reports are reviewed periodically by a panel 

of QPS officers. Official data provides a good source of information for the study as it 

includes a large number of incidents (more that would be reasonably attainable by other 

sources of information such as observations). Furthermore, the reports may be scrutinised by 

the significant event review panel; which adds to the reliability of the account. 

The data provided by QPS under the Police Use of Force Project consisted of pre- 

coded information and officer narrative reports. For this thesis, further coding was conducted 

to extract additional variables which were from the narrative reports. Quantifying the 

narrative allowed variables to be counted and measured.  Study 1 uses a multivariate 

approach to examine 202 police use of force events reported through this system. The study 

examines individual and situational predictors of police use of lower, commensurate, and 

higher relative force, which are analysed using both chi-square analysis and multinomial 

logistic regression. In order to identify best practice for officers in police use of force 

encounters, police use of force needs to be properly conceptualised by identifying the 

circumstances in which officers are using disproportionate levels of force in relation to the 

suspect’s behaviour. The first study aims to addresses this requirement. The study does not 

make judgements about appropriate or improper uses of force, instead, it focuses on 

circumstances in which officers are using lower or higher levels of relative force which may 

indicate factors that officers are considering as low or high risk. 

3.3.2 : Study 2 – Predicting officer injuries in significant police use of force 

encounters. 

While the first study examines the circumstances in which officers are using 

disproportionate force, the second study examines the dangerousness of police use of force 

encounters in terms of officer injuries. Previous research has explored suspect injuries, but 

little is known about the circumstances in which officers sustain injuries. To better prepare 

officers for police use of force encounters, dangerous circumstances need to be identified. 

This is can be achieved by identifying the circumstances in which officers are getting hurt. 
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Therefore, the second study examines predictors of officer injuries in significant police use of 

force encounters. To do this, it asks two questions: ‘what is the nature of police officer 

injuries in use of force encounters?’ and ‘which factors of police use of force encounters 

predict the likelihood of officers sustaining injuries?’ 

The study uses the same data as Study 1. This provides an official account of events 

by officers who sustained the injury (or their partner/supervisor) providing insights into 

serious injuries that require medical treatment which informs the thesis about dangerous 

situations. The study takes a multivariate approach to examining officer injuries. Using chi- 

square analysis and binomial logistic regression, the study examines situation, suspect, 

officer, decision making, and force level predictors of whether or not an officer sustains an 

injury. Hence, the second study informs the thesis by providing insight into potentially 

dangerous circumstances. If the circumstances that pose a high risk of danger are identified, 

officers can be better prepared for these circumstances and hopefully prevent injuries 

occurring. 

3.3.3 : Study 3 – Exploring police use of force decision-making factors. 

Study 3 examines what officers are considering when making decisions about force. 

While the first two studies provide insights into when officers are using more or less relative 

force and the outcome in terms of officer injuries –examining ‘what’ is occurring during 

police use of force encounters – the third study focuses on what officers are thinking and why 

they are choosing various force types and levels – examining ‘why’ police are making 

various force decisions. To do this, the study takes a qualitative approach to gain an 

understanding of officers’ thoughts that would generally not be able to be obtained by 

quantitative data. 

Within the policing literature, there are clear factors that have been associated with 

police use of force (and Studies 1 and 2 contribute further to this); however, there is very 

little research about whether officers are actually considering these factors when making 

force decisions. Police use of force encounters can be dynamic and unpredictable events that 

can make decision-making difficult. If too much force is used, dire consequences can result, 

so too, if not enough force is used. Therefore, it is essential to understand why officers are 

making the decisions that they do about force. The third study looks at what officers are 

considering when making decisions about force. It aims to identify the cues that inform 

officers’ decisions to use or not to use force, or in choosing a particular level of force or force 

option; it asks, ‘which factors influence police decisions regarding the use of force?’ 
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Study 3 takes the Naturalistic Decision Making (NDM) approach of examining 

decisions in realistic environments. As previously outlined in Section 2.3, people make 

decisions differently in complex real-world settings (such as police use of force encounters) 

than they do in laboratory settings. Therefore, the study utilises live role-play training 

scenarios that recruits undertake while at the police academy. The study takes a qualitative 

approach using debrief conversations between trainers and 91 police recruits during which 

recruits spoke about their performance, their decisions, and the reasoning for their behaviour 

in the scenarios. The conversations took place directly after the recruits completed the use of 

force scenario-based assessment exercise. The debriefings were provided by the Police Use 

of Force Project as recordings. For this thesis, the recordings were transcribed, and content 

analysed. The systematic content analyses explored themes of force decision, force level, 

force type, and the influencing factors of suspect and situation characteristics. Recruits 

provide a unique insight into decision making. They are not novices, as they have completed 

the training required to be officers working in the field and have more training and 

experience than the average citizen. However, they are not yet considered ‘full experts’ as 

they do not possess real-world policing experience. Exploring the decision making of recruits 

provides a baseline from which further research can then test the effects of levels of 

experience. 

This study provides an understanding of the decision-making factors as described by 

officers in their own words. The qualitative data provides depth and detail to the research of 

why officers are making the decisions that they do. Overall, this study provides insight into 

what officers are thinking about during incidents that leads them to choose to use force, and 

affects what level of force and what specific use of option they choose. This study 

complements Studies 1 & 2 by showing whether the factors identified in those studies as 

significant are actually important to officers’ decisions to use force, and in what ways. 

3.3.4 : Study 4 – Exploring police use of force decision-making processes and 

impairments. 

During complex and time-restricted circumstances such as police use of force 

encounters, research has found that officers make decisions differently than in less complex 

situations. To prepare officers for police use of force decisions, it is important to understand 

how officers are making decisions. Therefore, similar to Study 3, Study 4 takes a NDM 

approach to explore the decision-making processes and impairments during police use of 

force encounters. It asks, ‘what are the processes of decision-making by police officers 

during use of force encounters?’ and ‘which factors impair the decision-making process?’ 



Use of Force 52 
 

Study 4 uses the same data source as the third study. These debriefings allow the 

recruits to talk about their process and reasoning for making their decisions about force, 

therefore, providing a rich data source which may not have otherwise been captured in the 

official data. Study 4 employs a thematic analysis of the recruit debriefings to examine the 

decision-making style of officers (for example, whether officers are thinking analytically or 

intuitively when making decisions about force) and the impairments to this process. 

Decision-making impairments are considered in terms of sensory, cognitive, and 

physiological impairments. Overall, Study 4 will inform the thesis about best policies and 

practices that align with officer’s decision-making processes and training procedures. 

3.4 : Structure of the Thesis 

The thesis takes a holistic look at the topic of police use of force and the decisions involved 

by taking a mixed-methods approach incorporating four studies. The two data sources: 

official reports and recruit’s own accounts, together complement each other to offset the 

weaknesses of each allowing for both analysis and exploration of police use of force 

decisions. The official data provides an official account of events that have been somewhat 

scrutinised. It provides a large number of incidences to describe and predict use of force. On 

the other hand, the qualitative data provides an understanding of what officers are thinking 

about and their process for making decisions which is not captured within the official data. 

This provides a broader perspective of the overall research question and findings can be 

validated by triangulation. That is, each of the four studies contribute to the overall guiding 

question and inform understanding of the decision making of officers during police use of 

force encounters. Study 1 provides insights into the potential risk assessment factors officers 

are using by examining disproportionate uses of force, Study 2 examines which factors are 

actually high or low risk by examining dangerousness in terms of officer injuries, Study 3 

examines what factors officers are actually assessing as high or low risk, and Study 4 informs 

how officers are making these decisions and which factors may be impeding this process. 

The four studies together will inform the thesis in order to identify how to better prepare 

officers for making use of force decisions during police-citizen encounters. 

The next four chapters contain each of the four discrete studies. Each of the four 

studies has been published or is currently under review in international peer-reviewed 

journals. Hence, each chapter contains a literature review of the specific topic, method, 

results, and focused discussion. This is followed by the thesis discussion in Chapter 8, which 

brings together the findings of all four studies to present the process of police use of force 

decision making and the findings’ theoretical, methodological, and practical implications. 
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Chapter 4: Study 1 - Predicting Police Use of Force in Significant Police Use of Force 

Encounters 

The first study examines police use of force when taking into consideration suspect 

resistance. It does this be examining the nature and predictive factors of significant uses of 

force in Queensland. Study 1 takes a quantitative approach using official data to investigate 

real world encounters that involve police use of force. Official sources provide the official 

account of events and involve a level of scrutiny. Official data is able to provide a large 

number of use of force events to describe and predict use of force. It asks two questions: 

‘what is the nature of police use of force?’ and ‘which factors of police use of force 

encounters predict the likelihood of the relative force level?’ Identifying the circumstances in 

which officers are using higher or lower levels of force will provide insights into what 

officers may be assessing as high or low risk when making decisions about the use of force. 

The following abstract provides a summary of the study. 

This study examines variations of police use of force by applying Terrill’s (2003) 

adaptation of Alpert and Dunham’s (1997) force factor method (where the level of force is 

explored relative to the level of suspect resistance) via the use of Terrill’s Resistance Force 

Comparative Scale. Using official data from the Queensland Police Service in Australia, this 

study examined 202 police-citizen encounters that resulted in police use of force. The impact 

of individual and situational factors on officers’ use of commensurate, lower, or higher 

relative force was explored with chi-square and multinomial logistic regression. The 

regression analyses found that officers were less likely to use higher relative force with 

suspects who were physically aggressive and suspects with weapons. Encounters that 

resulted in lower relative force were more likely to involved female suspects. These findings 

are discussed in relation to officer preparedness and decision-making. 
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4.1 : Too Much or Too Little? Individual and Situational Predictors of Police Force 

Relative to Suspect Resistance 

We entrust the police to enforce law and maintain order. To do this, we allow police 

to conduct their duties with discretion and with substantial powers. We allow officers to use 

‘reasonable’ and ‘necessary’ force in order to gain compliance from errant citizens. 

However, a string of prominent cases that have reported police potentially using too much 

force has highlighted continuing public concern over police use of force. Recent examples 

include an Arizona police officer charged with the fatal shooting of unarmed Daniel Shaver 

in January 2016, the shooting of Abdi Mohamed by officers in Salt Lake City (February 

2016) which lead to public antipathy towards the police, and the 2015 inquest into the fatal 

shooting of five men over a 16 month period by Queensland police in Australia (Bavas, 

2015). Conversely, the problem of too little force has also been highlighted such as the 2016 

fatal shooting of a police officer on her first day on the job in Virginia, US and the 2015 fatal 

stabbing of an officer in Russia (Morrow, 2015). 

Previous research has identified the importance of measuring police use of force 

relative to the suspects’ behaviour. However, there is limited research that predicts variances 

in relative force. Relative force studies have focused on the US using data from a small 

number of agencies. This paper extends previous research by using an Australian jurisdiction 

to identify a variety of factors that predict police use of force while taking into consideration 

the suspect’s behaviour. A better understanding of the predictors for relative force will aid 

trainers and officers to make better decisions about force in these difficult situations. 

4.1.1 : Defining police use of force. 

Use of force is difficult to define and observe (Adams, 1996). Although defined by 

different policing jurisdictions in different ways, definitions of police use of force generally 

involve the direct or indirect application of physical coercive actions taken by a police officer 

towards a member of the public. In Australia (the subject of this study), the Australian and 

New Zealand Policing Advisory Agency (ANZPAA) define use of force as including ‘any 

situation where, in the execution of their duty, police use physical force or other techniques, 

including a weapon, instrument or implement to respond to an actual or perceived threat’ 

(ANZPAA, 2014, p. 1). In the US, (Terrill, 2005) adapted the National Academy of 

Sciences’ definition of violence to broaden ‘force’ to include verbal force and suspect 

resistance. 
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Most countries have legislation and policies to help guide officers on appropriate use 

of force. Within Australia, each state and territory has its own legislation. Aside from some 

minor differences, each of these acts has commonality with the Commonwealth Act (Crimes 

Act 1914 (Cth) s3ZC). Conforming with this Act depends on the officer justifying that their 

actions are ‘reasonable’ and ‘necessary’. Excessive force, therefore, occurs when more force 

is used by the officer than is necessary, while unnecessary force occurs when the officer 

cannot reasonably justify using force at all. However, these definitions are problematic 

(Alpert & Dunham, 2004) because both terms are subjective and not clearly defined. 

4.1.2 : Relative force. 

To overcome the problem of evaluating the reasonableness of police use of force, 

Alpert and Dunham (1997) proposed that researchers should take suspect resistance into 

consideration. Terrill et al. (2003a) suggest that measuring force as officer-suspect 

proportionality determines objective reasonableness. Thus, ‘excessive’ force occurs when 

more force is used relative to the amount of resistance (Worden, 1996b, p. 32). To 

incorporate suspect resistance into measures of police use of force, Alpert and Dunham 

(1997) developed the ‘Relative Force Factor Model’. In the model, both officer force and 

suspect resistance is measured on a continuum from no force to the discharge of a firearm. 

The relative force factor score is calculated by subtracting the suspect’s highest level of 

resistance from the officer’s highest level of force during an encounter. 

Researchers have replicated and refined the model to examine the extent of force and 

resistance. Most recently, Terrill et al. (2003a) adapted the model to address the issue that 

police-citizen encounters can involve a sequence of multiple interactions, each with its own 

force factor, proposing the Resistance Force Comparative Scale (RFCS). The RFCS analyses 

the encounter by calculating a series of force factor scores for each interaction in a sequence 

to produce an overall RFCS score of relative force. Hence, while the original Alpert and 

Dunham (1997) force factor model only included the highest level of force and resistance, 

Terrill et al. (2003a) RFCS model takes into account the multiple sequence interactions 

within a police use of force encounter. Terrill (2003a; 2005) applied the RFCS model to 

observational data to examine the transactional processes of police-citizen encounters. 

Findings showed that, throughout the encounter, officers were not disproportionately 

escalating or deescalating their relative force; instead, levels of force typically remained 

consistent with the suspect resistance. 
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The growing body of research shows promising outcomes and highlights the potential 

use of the relative force factor model and the RFCS, not only as a measurement tool for force 

(Hickman et al., 2015), but also as a tool for policing agencies to identify ‘at risk’ officers 

(Bazley et al., 2009). Terrill et al. (2003a) also proposed the relative force factor model using 

RFCS as a management tool for evaluating police use of force by providing important 

information to agencies and the public. Alpert et al. (2004b) assert the need for an interactive 

model finding that officers’ behaviour is influenced by suspects’ actions and vice-versa. 

However, research using the relative force factor model and the RFCS analyses is 

limited to a relatively small number of US data sources. Since the original study by Alpert 

and Dunham (1997), there has been some focus on explaining or predicting variations in 

relative force. The broader literature suggests a number of factors could influence relative 

force. 

4.1.3 : Theoretical perspectives regarding police use of force. 

The majority of police use of force research has focused on descriptive and 

exploratory information with insufficient theoretical application or development. Previous 

research can be grouped into four main theoretical perspectives; organisational, societal, 

individual, and situational theories. Organisational theories explain use of force through 

factors related to the police as an organisation; while societal theories explain police use of 

force based on the influence society has on the interactions between police and the public. 

Consequently, they are less able to explain differences that exist among officers in the same 

organisation. Ultimately, the decision to use or not to use force is decided by the individual 

officer in the situation. It is the officer’s assessment of the encounter and perception of risk 

that determines the act of force (Dror, 2007); therefore, individual and situational factors can 

be considered more proximal predictors of relative force. The following sections discuss the 

research relevant to these two perspectives, paying particular attention to studies that used the 

relative force factor model (relative force research). Studies that have not used the relative 

force factor model are referred to as ‘general force’ research. 

Individual theories. 

Individual theories explain variations in police use of force as a result of the officer 

(such as personality, demeanour, gender, age, etc.). General force research has found that 

typically only a small number of officers use excessive or unnecessary force (Adams, 1996; 

Lersch & Mieczkowski, 1996; Toch, 1996; Worden & Catlin, 2002). Bazley et al. (2009) 

used official data to examine the potential use of the relative force factor model to identify 
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high-risk officers for an early intervention programme. They found that both frequency of 

force incidents and the relative force factor score were significant predictors of officers who 

met the criteria of requiring an intervention. Of concern, some officers who used lower 

relative force qualified for the early intervention program due to the number of reports they 

were submitting. In contrast, other officers who used a lower frequency but higher relative 

force did not qualify for the programme. 

That research team used the same data to examine relationships between officer 

gender and relative force (Bazley et al., 2007). Similar to previous relative force studies, they 

found that both male and female officers generally used lower relative force, but female 

officers operated within a narrower range of force options than males. This contrasts with 

Alpert and Dunham’s (1997) earlier finding that female officers proportionally used less 

relative force than males; while Terrill (2005) found that when, examining resistant suspects, 

using the RFCS method, officers’ gender was not a significant predictor of relative force 

Both general force and relative force research suggests that other individual factors of 

the officer (including an officer’s build, age, marital status, length of service, and education) 

are generally not good predictors of police use of force (Alpert, 1989; Friedrich, 1980; 

Hayden, 1981; Riksheim & Chermak, 1993; Sherman, 1980). However, Alpert et al. (2004b) 

used the relative force factor model to examine the effects of authority in police-citizen 

interactions, measuring authority by age (older/younger) and race (white/minority). Their 

findings showed that officers used higher relative force when they perceived the suspect to 

have less authority than themselves. This shows the impact of officers’ perceptions of the 

suspect on force decisions. 

Dror (2007, p. 266) states that “the decision to use force is strongly based on the 

perception of risk”. Fridell and Binder (1992) suggest that officers’ decisions about force are 

influenced by the level of suspect resistance, and any immediate threat to the officers or 

others. Flin et al. (2007) found that officers assessed situations based on familiarity of the 

situation and the level of personal risk. Dror (2007) suggests that the officer’s own 

confidence and capability influences the perceived level of threat. To assess the level of 

threat and risk, decisions are weighed using a cost/benefit model. For example, an officer 

will consider if the benefits of using force (e.g. subdue an offender) outweigh the potential 

costs (e.g. harm to themselves or others). 
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Situational theories. 

Situational theories attribute police use of force to factors of the encounter. For 

example, the nature of policing often puts officers in high pressured and highly charged 

situations (Hamdorf et al., 1998). Officers who repeatedly use force may do so because they 

are placed in high crime areas; therefore, more often encounter dangerous situations that 

require force (Geller & Karales, 1981). The majority of general force studies find that force 

is more likely to be used in private settings rather than public areas (Sherman, 1980). If 

bystanders are present, officers are less likely to use force (Friedrich, 1980). Additionally, 

the level of force tends to increase when more officers are involved in the situation 

(Friedrich, 1980; Sherman, 1980), which is consistent with relative force studies (Terrill, 

2005). Terrill (2005) suggests that, without the extra resources to control a suspect who 

might become exceedingly resistant, officers are more cautious and, therefore, avoid the 

escalation of force. 

General force studies show that the more serious the officer perceives the offence to 

be, the more likely the officer will use force (Geller & Karales, 1981). MacDonald et al. 

(2003) applied the relative force factor model to examine types of police responses using 

official data from the Miami-Dade police department. They found that, contrary to studies 

that only measure the officers’ force level (without considering suspect resistance), police use 

of force was greatest in less threatening calls for service. They found that officers used 

significantly higher relative force in responding to property offenses (typically considered 

‘safe’ calls) than in domestic disturbance offenses (typically considered ‘dangerous’). 

Similarly, Alpert and Dunham’s (1997) relative force study indicated that, in Oregon, violent 

incidents had the lowest relative force factor scores while non-violent incidents had the 

highest scores. They suggest that officers arrive at dangerous calls prepared for confrontation 

and, therefore, are able to control the situation more easily. 

Research has generally found that officers’ decisions about force are strongly 

influenced by the suspect’s demeanour. Despite Klinger’s (1994) criticism that early studies 

forming this conclusion did not adequately account for suspects’ criminal behaviour, recent 

research adjusted for Klinger’s insights has continued to find suspects’ demeanour to be one 

of the strongest predictors of police use of force (Engel et al., 2000; Worden, 1996b). 

Further, in a meta-analysis, Bolger (2015) showed two of the strongest predictors for police 

force decisions were suspect demeanour and suspect resistance. It is logical to assume that a 

higher level of suspect resistance would also result in the officer needing to use higher levels 
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of force to contain the situation. For example, general force research indicates that one of the 

strongest predictors of police use of force is the suspect resisting arrest (Adams, 2005; Garner 

et al., 1995). Bayley and Garofalo (1989) found that officers were more likely to use force 

when the suspect had a weapon. Interestingly, relative force research from Alpert and 

Dunham’s (1997) Miami study suggests that when suspect resistance level increased, the 

officers’ proportional level of force decreased. Indeed, using the RFCS method to enable 

more in-depth examination of encounters as they unfold, Terrill (2005) found that, officers 

used higher relative force against suspects who were angry, but were less likely to escalate 

their relative force when suspects were physically resistant, compared with suspects who 

were passive/verbally resistant. Furthermore, officers used lower relative force towards 

suspects with excellent fitness. Hence, it seems officers were employing lower relative force 

with suspects who were of high risk (such as physically fit and physically resistant). 

While it is generally accepted that police are more likely to use force with a person 

who has consumed alcohol/drugs (Adams, 2005), there are mixed results about the relative 

force used towards impaired suspects. Terrill (2005) found that, when examining non- 

resistant suspects, officers were more likely to escalate their force with suspects who had 

consumed alcohol/drugs; however, there were no significant findings for suspects who were 

resisting. They proposed that officers may be more frustrated with non-resistant intoxicated 

suspects. In contrast, Alpert and Dunham’s (1997) Miami study found that officers used 

lower relative force with suspects who were impaired than non-impaired suspects. They 

proposed that officers may provide more leeway for impaired suspects, and that their 

behaviour may not be as threatening as similar behaviour by non-impaired suspects. 

Generally, studies on police use of force demonstrate that male suspects are more 

likely to have force used against them than female suspects (Garner et al., 2002; Terrill & 

Mastrofski, 2002; Terrill & Reisig, 2003). Further, relative force research indicates that 

officers use lower relative force towards female suspects than male suspects (Alpert & 

Dunham, 1997; Terrill, 2005). Alpert and Dunham (1997) suggest that officers may find 

female suspects less threatening. Studies have had conflicting and unclear findings for 

suspect age. While most of the literature suggests that officers are less likely to use force on 

older suspects (Paoline & Terill, 2007; Terrill, Paoline III, & McCluskey, 2005), other studies 

find no significant relationship between suspects’ age and use of force by police (Garner et 

al., 2002; Kaminski, 2004). Similarly, the little relative force research on suspect age is also 

conflicting and unclear. 
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Summary. 

Overall, relative force studies suggest that officers are using less relative force in 

high-risk situations with high-risk suspects. A police officer’s decision to use force, and the 

level used is dependent on the officer’s interpretation and assessment of the situation. They 

look for situational cues to make judgements of threat and risk. Optimal decisions in police- 

citizen encounters are dependent on the officer correctly assessing the elements of the 

encounter. 

In summary, it is important to incorporate the level of suspect resistance when 

measuring force. Within the large body of police use of force research, there are relatively 

few studies that incorporate Alpert and Dunham’s (1997) force factor model let alone Terrill 

et al. (2003a) more recent adaptation using RFCS. Studies that have employed the model 

have been primarily conducted with US data. This study widens the application of relative 

force research by examining force used by an Australian agency and examining the influence 

of a variety of predictors. The study aims to explore the outcomes of police-citizen 

encounters by examining the most serious uses of force by police taking into consideration 

suspect resistance. It focuses on the individual and situational components of the encounter 

to identify predictors of relative force. 

4.2 : Method 

4.2.1 : Sample. 

The sample consists of 154 police-citizen encounters that involved police use of force. 

All cases occurred in Queensland, a state of Australia, and involved the same police service6. 

Seventy-eight occurred in the state capital, Brisbane, while 76 occurred in the more rural 

town of Toowoomba. Brisbane was chosen for its unique demographic and transient 

population which includes professionals, persons attending night time entertainment districts, 

and vulnerable persons. Toowoomba is one of Queensland’s major cities; however, it is more 

rural. Like Brisbane, Toowoomba contains diverse community members that include 

professionals as well as high refugee and youth populations. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
6 The Queensland Police Service consists of over 10,500 sworn officers. The policing jurisdiction covers an 

area of 1,727,000 square kilometres (666,798 square miles) with a population of 4.75 million. In comparison, 

the Los Angeles Police Department consists of under 10,000 sworn officers covering an area of 1,294 square 

kilometres (500 square miles) and a population of under 4 million. 
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4.2.2 : Data collection. 

Data source. 

In Queensland, police officers need to report the occurrence of ‘significant events’ 

using the Significant Event Messaging System (SEMS). The Queensland Police Operational 

Performance Manual (Queensland Police Service, 2009, section 1.6.10) defines a significant 

event as a ‘matter involving a member of the Service which by reason of its nature, 

seriousness, or frequency of occurrence, warrants further consideration by a Significant Event 

Review Panel’. The purpose of the messaging system is to provide rapid and concise 

information to a number of persons including ministers, senior executives, and the media, and 

which may be reviewed by the significant event review panel. Significant events include the 

discharge of firearms, the use of Tasers, police pursuits, incidents involving serious injury or 

death, and other significant events such as incidents that generate media interest or are of a 

politically sensitive matter (Queensland Police Service, 2013b, section 1.18). The reports are 

input by the officers involved in the incident or their supervisors. A sample of de-identified 

SEMS reports were obtained from the Queensland Police Service (QPS) for this study. The 

data were provided as pre-coded data accompanied by a short incident narrative from which 

additional variables were coded by the first author. 

Data selection criteria. 

To identify matters involving police use of force, significant event reports were 

selected from the following report categories: discharge of firearm, Taser deployment, injury 

to member, injury to suspect, serious assault, oleoresin capsicum (OC) spray deployment, and 

arrest; thereby excluding irrelevant incidents such as matters involving non-police officers 

and political matters. To reach the target sample size of 100 for each district (Brisbane and 

Toowoomba), reports were collected from a 40-month period (February 17, 2009 to June 18, 

2012).  This resulted in a total of 202 reports; 48 of these reports did not provide enough 

force data for this study and were removed from the sample. The final sample therefore 

consisted of 154 reports. 

4.2.3 : Coding procedures. 

As noted, the data contained a mix of pre-coded variables and a narrative response 

that was coded to extract further information. Pre-coded variables had been coded by an 

expert panel that included a Senior QPS researcher, Acting Superintendent, Inspector, and 

Senior Constable. The first author used the narrative to verify and refine the pre-coded 

variables. A coding dictionary derived from a combination of grounded theory and previous 
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studies of police use of force was developed and used to extract additional variables from the 

narratives. Definitions were discussed with subject matter experts and refined before coding. 

The variables used in this study are shown in Appendix A and described in more detail 

below. Each incident was coded for all variables in the framework. Consistent with previous 

studies (Alpert & Dunham, 1997; Bazley et al., 2009; Bazley et al., 2007; Garner et al., 

1995), where coding categories were not mutually exclusive the most serious was coded. 

4.2.4 : Dependent variable. 

The dependent variable for this study is the force used by the officers relative to the 

suspect resistance. This is operationalised through the levels of force and resistance 

described in the force factor model developed by Alpert and Dunham (1997) and adapted for 

the QPS (Queensland Police Service, 2012b) (see Appendix B). These force and resistance 

levels were then coded across all interactions in an encounter, using Terrill’s (2003) 

Resistance Force Comparative Scale (RFCS). 

Terrill (2003) notes that a police-citizen encounter can include a number of 

interactions (sequence interaction) between the officer and suspect. Therefore, the force 

factor of each sequence interaction was initially coded according to the levels of force and 

resistance. A ‘sequence interaction’ is characterised by suspect resistance followed by officer 

action. Coding in this way has advantages over the original force factor method that codes 

only the highest level of force and resistance as it accounts for when resistance and force are 

used by taking into consideration the actions and responses of the officer and suspect 

throughout the encounter (Terrill, 2003). 

The force factor score of each sequence interaction was then calculated by subtracting 

the suspect’s level of behaviour from the officer’s level of behaviour. If the score was 

negative, then the officer used lower relative force to the suspect’s resistance. Conversely, if 

the score was positive, then the police officer used higher relative force to the suspect’s 

resistance. Alpert and Dunham (1997) explain that, while the model identifies a relative force 

factor, a positive score does not necessarily indicate unjustifiable force.  We would expect 

that officers may need to use more force than the suspect in order to control some situations. 

However, cases that are too disproportionate may result in either too much force or too little; 

it is the extremities that are of most interest. Therefore, to identify disproportionate force 

interactions, the relative force factor score of each sequence interaction was recoded into 

three categories; ‘Commensurate’, ‘Higher’, and ‘Lower’ relative force. ‘Commensurate’ 

relative force describes encounters where the officer is using a similar level 
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of force to the suspect’s resistance level, indicating a force factor score of -1, 0, or +1. The 

‘Higher’ group are encounters that involve the officer using a level of force that is higher than 

the suspect’s level of resistance, represented by force factor scores of +2 through to +6. 

‘Lower’ relative force encounters involve the officer using less force than the suspects’ 

resistance, represented by force factor scores of -2 through to -6. 

Once all sequence interactions had been coded for each encounter, the overall relative 

force of the encounter (sequence outcome) was coded using Terrill et al.’s (2003a) Resistance 

Force Comparative Scale. If all sequence interactions in an encounter were commensurate 

relative force, then the sequence outcome of the encounter was also coded as 

‘Commensurate’.  If all sequence interactions were lower relative force (or a mix of lower 

and commensurate relative force), then the sequence outcome was coded as ‘Lower Relative 

Force’. If all sequence interactions were higher relative force (or a mix of higher and 

commensurate relative force), then the sequence outcome was coded as ‘Higher Relative 

Force’. Finally, if the series of sequence interactions involved both higher and lower relative 

force, then the sequence outcome was coded as ‘Mixed Relative Force’. One sequence 

outcome involved mixed relative force and was excluded from the analysis (consistent with 

Terrill (2003)). 

4.2.5 : Individual variables. 

Fourteen ‘individual variables’ were coded that included three officer characteristics 

(Gender, Age and Rank) and 11 decision-making ‘rationales’. References to officers’ 

rationale for decisions relating to force were coded as dichotomous categories of ‘Absent’ or 

‘Present’. Three variables related to officers’ statements that their decisions of force were 

based on a fear to persons involved: fear the suspect would self-harm, fear the suspects would 

harm the victim(s)/bystander(s), or fear of harm to the officers themselves or their partner(s). 

Five rationale variables emerged relating to the suspect. Officers reported force decisions 

based on the suspect’s alcohol/drug consumption, build, criminal history, presence of a 

weapon, and the suspect’s demeanour. While there is debate surrounding the definition of 

‘demeanour’, this variable uses the term to describe any instance where officers refer to 

suspect behaviour when providing a rationale for their decision. Statements were coded as 

‘rationale – suspect demeanour’ if the officer specifically stated that their decision was based 

on the suspect’s demeanour (for example ‘due to the suspect’s demeanour’), or if the officer 

referred to the behaviour of the suspect and this behaviour was not a direct criminal 

behaviour (for example, ‘due to his highly agitated and irrational state’). Additionally, the 
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narratives reported force decisions based on situational factors including the number of 

suspects at the scene, proximity of the officer to the suspect, and the suspect being a person 

with mental illness. 

4.2.6 : Situational variables. 

Twelve situational variables were coded categorically. This included three temporal 

characteristics (Season, Day, and Hour) and two location variables (policing district and 

setting). Five crime event variables coded the type of incident, number of officers and 

suspects, behaviour of the suspect (only at the onset of the police-citizen encounter7), and if 

the suspect had consumed alcohol/drugs. Finally, two suspect characteristics were also 

coded: gender and age. 

4.2.7 : Analyses. 

The report (police-citizen encounter) was the unit of analysis for this study. First the 

data were analysed to explore descriptive trends, using chi-square to explore the relationships 

between the independent variables (individual and situational factors) and the dependent 

variable of relative force. Next, variables with significant associations identified by chi- 

square analyses were tested as predictors of the likelihood that police-citizen encounters 

result in commensurate, lower, or higher relative force through multinomial logistic 

regression. 

4.2.8 : Limitations and strengths of the data. 

Being an official data source, the reports provide the official account of events from 

the police perspective. The significant event reports, therefore, provide a valid and reliable 

source of information that is subject to a higher level of scrutiny than general use of force 

reports collected by police and oversight bodies, which increases its objectivity and factual 

account of events. However, being secondary data, they are constrained by how the 

information was originally collected, which was for review purposes rather than research. 

The data only included the more significant events and did not include all or minor police use 

of force incidences. The rationales for officer decisions about force are considered to be an 

underestimate. While officers often alluded to a number of decision factors, for validity 

purposes if they were not stated explicitly as a factor, they were not coded as such and so not 

 
 

7 ‘Suspect Behaviour’ coded the behaviour of the suspect (i.e. belligerent, physically aggressive, or the 

involvement of a weapon) reported to the officer prior to arriving at the scene or observed upon arrival. This 

differed from ‘Suspect Resistance’ coded as the highest level of resistance towards the officers throughout the 

encounter coded at six different levels (see Appendix B). The latter is part of the interaction, while the former is 

behaviour prior to the interaction. 
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included in the analyses. For the same reason, the suspects’ consumption of alcohol/drugs 

was also considered to be an underestimate. For example, 64 encounters occurred in or 

around licenced premises, but only 15 of these were coded as ‘suspect consumed alcohol’. 

While officers may have indicated that alcohol consumption was ‘unknown but likely’, 

substance use was only coded if it was clearly stated or known, thus avoiding the researcher 

making inferences about the data. 

While the sample size is smaller than previous relative force research using official 

data, particularly those using data from the United States, it was collected over a longer time 

frame. Previous studies contained data from approximately one year (Alpert et al., 2004b; 

Bazley et al., 2009; Bazley et al., 2007) or two years (Alpert & Dunham, 1997; Hickman et 

al., 2015; MacDonald et al., 2003), while the current study collected data from a period of 

almost three and a half years. The smaller sample size of our study reflects both the data, in 

that the reports are of significant events rather than all use of force, as well as likely 

differences in the policing environment. However, the number of cases satisfies the criteria 

for the analyses conducted (detailed later in the results section). 

4.3 : Results 

4.3.1 : Relative force factor (dependent variable). 

There were a total of 349 sequence interactions within the encounters. However, the 

majority of the encounters involved only one (32.68%) or two (32.68%) sequence 

interactions, while 22.22% involved a series of three sequence interactions. There were only 

a small number of encounters that involved more than three sequence interactions (5.23% 

involved a series of four sequence interactions, 2.61% involved five sequence interactions, 

and 3.27% involved six sequence interactions) while the highest number of sequence 

interactions was seven which was only 1.31% of all the encounters. 

Figure 3 shows that the sequence interactions had force factors ranging from -4 

through to +4, which indicated no extreme lower or higher relative force factor scores of five 

or six. The majority of the sequence interactions were coded as commensurate force 

(78.22%), while 7.45% involved lower relative force, and 14.33% involved higher relative 

force. Where interactions did result in lower or higher force, these were always early in the 

sequence. The later sequence interactions (five, six, and seven) all involved commensurate 

relative force. 
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Figure 3: Frequency of sequence interaction by relative force score (n = 349). 

 

 
At the encounter level (the dependent variable), the overall sequence outcomes were 

most frequently coded as commensurate levels of force (62.09%), with 26.80% of the 

encounters coded as officers using higher relative force and 11.11% of the encounters coded 

as officers using lower relative force. 

4.3.2 : Individual variables. 

Examination of the officers’ characteristics (gender, age, and rank), and also decision 

variables8, found no significant relationships with relative force (see Table 1). 

4.3.3 : Situational variables. 

Temporal characteristics. 

Analyses of the temporal characteristics found that, most frequently, the encounters 

occurred during the winter months (30.72%), on weekends (53.59%), and at night (74.86%), 

however chi-square analyses found no significant relationships between temporal 

characteristics and relative force. 

 

 

 

8 Rationales of Self-Harm, Substance Use, Criminal History, Suspect Numbers, Person with Mental Illness were 

not included in the chi-square analyses due to the low frequencies (less than 10 reported encounters for each). 
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Table 1. Chi-Square Associations with Relative Force  
    Relative Force  

Variable Category Lower Commensurate  Higher X2 df p 
  n % n % n %   

Officer Gender 
Male 13 72.22 81 88.04 38 92.68 4.85 2 .089b 

Female 5 27.78 11 11.96 3 7.32 

 
Officer Age 

35 and 
Younger 

9 50 39 42.39 22 53.66 1.56 2 0.459 

 

Officer Rank 

36 and Older 9 50 53 57.61 19 46.34 

Constable 9 50 38 41.3 21 52.5 1.59 2 0.452 

  Higher Ranking 9 50 54 58.7 19 47.5  

Officer 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Temporal 

Rationale– 
Weapon 

Rationale–Build 

Rationale– 
Proximity 

Rationale– 
Demeanour 

Rationale–Fear of 
Harm Officer 

Rationale – Fear 
of Harm Victim 

 
 

Season 

 

Day 

Hour 

Absent 18 100 87 92.55 34 82.93 5.24 2 .073 d 

Present 0 0 7 7.45 7 17.07 

Absent 18 100 86 91.49 32 78.05 7.78 2 .021d 

Present 0 0 8 8.51 9 21.95 

Absent 16 88.89 84 89.36 37 90.24 0.03 2 .984d 

Present 2 11.11 10 10.64 4 9.76 

Absent 16 88.89 78 82.98 30 73.17 2.61 2 .272b 

Present 2 11.11 16 17.02 11 26.83 

Absent 18 100 75 79.79 30 73.17 5.77 2 .056b 

Present 0 0 19 20.21 11 26.83 

Absent 16 88.89 81 86.17 33 80.49 0.97 2 .617b 

Present 2 11.11 13 13.83 8 19.51 

Summer 4 22.22 20 21.28 7 17.07 2.31 6 .889c 

Autumn 6 33.33 23 24.47 14 34.15 

Winter 4 22.22 30 31.91 13 31.71 

Spring 4 22.22 21 22.34 7 17.07 

Weekday 7 38.89 45 47.87 19 46.34 0.49 2 0.783 

Weekend 11 61.11 49 52.13 22 53.66 

0700-1800 4 22.22 24 25.53 12 29.27 0.37 2 .832b 

1900-0600 14 77.78 70 74.47 29 70.73 

Location 

Setting 
Private Space 6 33.33 46 49.46 15 36.59 2.87 2 0.238 

Public Space 12 66.67 47 50.54 26 63.41 
Brisbane 9 50 39 41.49 30 73.17 11.47 2 0.003 

Police District 
Toowoomba 9 50 55 58.51 11 26.83 

Minor 2 11.11 13 13.83 7 17.07 20.6 6 .002e 

Serious 7 38.89 10 10.64 4 9.76 

Incident Type Social 
7 38.89 49 52.13 29 70.73 

 
 
 

 
Crime Event 

  Officer           

Single Suspect 13 81.25 60 69.77 28 82.35 2.48 2 .289b 

Multiple Suspects Multiple 3 18.75 26 30.23 6 17.65 

  Suspects  

Belligerent 1 5.56 8 8.51 31 77.5 78.81 4 .000a 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Suspect 

Suspect 
Behaviour 

 
 

Substance Use 

Suspect Gender 

Suspect Age 

Physically 
14 77.78 48 51.06 6 15 

Aggressive 

Weapon 3 16.67 38 40.43 3 7.5 

No 13 72.22 54 57.45 30 73.17 3.73 2 0.155 

Yes 5 27.78 40 45.55 11 26.83 

Male 11 61.11 86 91.49 37 90.24 13.18 2 .001b 

Female 7 38.89 8 8.51 4 9.76 
30 and 

15 83.33 49 52.13 24 60 6.13 2 0.047 
Younger 

31 and Older 3 16.67 45 47.87 16 40 
 

a 1 cell (11.1%) has expected count less than 5 
b 1 cell (16.7%) has expected count less than 5 
c 2 cells (16.7%) have expected count less than 5 
d 2 cells (33.3%) have expected count less than 5 

Disturbances  

PMI/Suicidal 2 11.11 22 23.4 1 2.44    

Single Officer 1 7.69 5 7.94 4 16 1.39 2 .500d 

Multiple Officers Multiple
 12 92.31 58 92.06 21 84 
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Location characteristics. 

More encounters were recorded in public settings (55.92%) than private settings 

(44.08%), but chi-square analysis found no significant relationship with relative force. There 

were significant relationships between policing district and relative force. While encounters 

that resulted in officers using lower relative force are evenly distributed between the two 

policing districts, 73.17% of encounters that resulted in officers using higher relative force 

occurred in Brisbane and only 26.83% in Toowoomba (2 (2, n = 153) = 11.47, p = .003). 

Examination of the residuals found that this association is mainly driven by higher relative 

force encounters (standardised residual = 2.03, corresponding to an alpha of .05). 

Crime event characteristics. 

The most frequently occurring type of incident within the encounters was social 

disturbances (55.56%). When the encounters resulted in officers using lower relative force, 

the majority of the encounters were either social disturbances (38.89%) or serious incidences 

(38.89%). When the encounter resulted in officers using higher relative force, a high 

proportion (70.73%) involved social disturbances. Interestingly, there was only one case 

(2.44%) in which an incident with a person with mental illness and/or suicidal intent resulted 

in higher relative force. However, the chi-square analysis is violated due to 25% of the cells 

having an expected frequency of less than five. The different incident types may partially 

explain the differences in the policing district reported above. While both Brisbane and 

Toowoomba have similar proportions of minor and serious incidents, Brisbane has more 

social disturbances (62.26%) than Toowoomba (46.24%) and Brisbane has fewer 

PMI/suicidal incidents (7.55%) than Toowoomba (20.43%) (2 (3, n = 199) = 9.31, p = .025). 

The majority of the encounters involved multiple officers at the scene (90.10%) while 

74.26% of the encounters involve only a single suspect; neither of these variables have a 

significant association with relative force. In 56 encounters, it was recorded that the suspect 

had been under the influence of alcohol/drugs. The low frequency resulted in the chi-square 

analysis assumptions being violated. 

There were 152 reports in which the suspect’s behaviour was able to be extracted. 

Encounters that resulted in officers using higher relative force most often occurred with 

suspects who were belligerent (77.50%), while encounters with officers who used lower 

relative force mostly involved suspects who were physically aggressive (77.78%). While chi- 

square analysis found the relationship between the suspect’s behaviour and relative force to 
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be significant 2 (4, n = 152) = 78.81, p < .001, caution should be noted in that one cell had 

an expected count of less than five. 

Suspect variables. 

Suspect gender and age had significant relationships with relative force. Of the 153 

reports, 87.58% involved male suspects and 12.42% female suspects. Incidents of 

commensurate and higher relative force both showed similarly low numbers of female 

suspects (8.51% and 9.76% respectively), while encounters that resulted in lower relative 

force involved female suspects 38.89% of the time (2 (2, n = 153) = 13.18, p = .001). The 

standardised residual for the relationship between female suspects and lower relative force 

was 3.19 (corresponding to an alpha of .01) indicating that the association of suspect gender 

and relative force is mostly driven by this group. Further analyses were conducted and found 

that in 52.64% of the encounters with female suspects, officers presented or deployed their 

Taser. 

Suspect age ranged from 14 to 66 years old with a mean age of 30.11 years old (SD = 

10.30). When suspect age was dichotomised, a significant association was shown with 

relative force (2 (2, n = 152) = 6.13, p = .047). The most disproportionate category was 

when officers used lower relative force in which 83.33% of the cases were with suspects 

under 31 years old compared with just three reported incidences where the suspect was 31 or 

older. Further examination of suspects’ age revealed three juvenile encounters (aged 14-16) 

in which Tasers were presented/deployed 75.00% of the time and eight encounters with 

suspects who were 17-18 (and may be mistaken for juveniles) in which Tasers were 

presented/deployed in 62.50% of the time. 

4.3.4 : Predicting the force factor level: Multinomial logistic regression. 

Multinomial logistic regression was performed to test the ability of the variables to predict 

the relative force sequence outcome (see Table 2). Only those variables with significant 

associations at the bivariate level (as identified from the chi-squares9) were entered into the 

regression model. The multivariate model, therefore, contained four independent variables; 

the police district (Brisbane or Toowoomba10), suspect gender (female or male3), suspect age 

(30 and younger or 31 and older3), and suspect behaviour (belligerent3, physically aggressive, 

or weapon. Multinomial logistic regression analysis requires a number of assumptions to be 

 
 

9 While the chi-square analyses for ‘Incident type’ was significant, the analyses violated the chi square 

assumption of expected frequencies and so this variable was excluded from the regression. 
10 Reference category 
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satisfied. The analysis was conducted with and without outliers, which resulted in no 

significant differences, therefore the outliers were retained. Standard errors were examined 

finding no issues of multicollinearity. In addition, the model contains 153 valid cases with 

four variables, which satisfies the Hosmer Jr, Lemeshow, and Sturdivant (2013) requirement 

of a ratio of 20 cases to one variable. 

The full model containing all predictors was statistically significant χ2 (10) = 163.87, 

p < .001. The classification accuracy rate (78.81%) was substantially greater than the 

proportional by chance accuracy criteria (46.84%) using the 25% improvement rate (making 

the cut off 58.55%). The Nagerelkerke R2 indicated a strong relationship at .53. Although all 

the variables included in the regression were previously significantly associated with relative 

force at the bivariate level, the multivariate analysis showed only two significant predictors of 

relative force. Two variables contributed significantly to explaining differences in relative 

force during police-citizen encounters; the gender of the suspect χ2 (2) = 10.55, p = .005 and 

the behaviour of the suspect χ2 (4) = 57.54, p < .001. 

The results show that the odds of an encounter resulting in officers using lower 

relative force were nine times greater if a female suspect was involved compared to a male 

suspect. Deeper investigation revealed that 73.68% of female suspects 

displayed/threatened/used a weapon. When compared with suspects who were belligerent, the 

odds of the encounter resulting in officers using higher relative force were 96.47% less with 

suspects who were physically aggressive. Further investigation into the highest force options 

chosen by the officer indicated that, in encounters with physically aggressive suspects, 

officers were mostly using restraining accoutrements (38.24%) followed by the use of OC 

spray (23.53%), presentation of Taser (16.18%), and the deployment of Taser (11.76%). 

There were also seven encounters (8.82%) in which the officer used hand tactics. 

Finally, compared with suspects who were belligerent, the odds of an encounter 

resulting in officers using higher relative force were 96.86% less when the suspect was 

displaying/threatening/using a weapon. Further investigation of highest force options used by 

the officers revealed that, in encounters where officers confronted suspects with a weapon, 

officers were most often presenting their Taser (48.89%) or deploying the Taser (31.11%). 
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Table 2. Multinomial Logistic Regression of Relative Force, n = 152 Encounters 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Weapon 

Aggressive 

 

 
 

Weapon 

Aggressive 

Model Chi-Square = χ2 (14) = 102.55, p < .001 

Police District Chi-Square χ2 (2) = 1.83, p = .401 

Suspect Gender Chi-Square χ2 (2) = 10.55, p = .005 

Suspect Age Chi-Square χ2 (2) = 3.45, p = .178 

Suspect Behaviour Chi-Square χ2 (4) = 57.54, p < .001 

Nagerelkerke R-Square = .53 

Classification Accuracy Rate = 78.87% 
  Proportion by Chance = 46.87%  

 

4.4 : Discussion 

To conceptualise properly police use of force we need to understand not just police 

actions, but how they relate to a suspect’s behaviour. Relative force research has begun to 

address this important issue by examining police use of force relative to a suspect’s 

resistance. The current study aimed to expand this body of knowledge by examining what 

variables are associated with police use of force, taking into consideration the suspect’s 

behaviour, in an Australian police jurisdiction. While both individual and situational factors 

were explored, all factors significantly associated with the level of relative force were suspect 

related, highlighting the importance of the suspect’s role during encounters with the police. 

In the majority of both interactions and encounters, officers used similar force levels 

to the levels of suspect resistance they were faced with. However, some encounters resulted 

in officers’ using lower and higher relative force. The results showed that when suspects 

were demonstrating high risk behaviour, officers were abstaining from using higher relative 

force. When encountering suspects who were physically aggressive or who had a weapon, 

officers were less likely to use higher relative force. The avoidance of using higher relative 

Relative 
Force 

 

Variable 
 

Log Odds 
Standard 
Error 

Wald 
Statistic 

 

p-Value 
Odds 
Ratio 

Lower Brisbane Police District 0.37 0.60 0.38 .538 1.450 
 Female Suspect 2.23 0.69 10.30 .001 9.304 

 Younger Suspect 

Suspect Behaviour 
1.22 0.73 2.81 .094 3.397 

Display/Threat/Used 
-0.47 1.29 0.13 .716 0.625 

Physically
 0.69 1.14 0.36 .549 1.986 

Higher Brisbane Police District 0.75 0.58 1.65 .199 2.109 
 Female Suspect 0.36 0.91 0.16 .694 1.433 

 Younger Suspect 

Suspect Behaviour 

0.39 0.55 0.49 .484 1.474 

Display/Threat/Used 
-3.46 0.76 20.63 .000 0.031 

Physically 
-3.35 0.61 30.49 .000 0.035 
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force with high-risk suspects is consistent with the findings of Terrill (2005). Further, when 

encountering suspects who were female and young, officers were more likely to use lower 

relative force, which is consistent with previous relative force research (Alpert & Dunham, 

1997; Terrill, 2005). There are two main explanations for these findings, which are both 

based on officers’ threat assessment of the suspect. Dror (2007) suggested that decisions 

about force are strongly based on the officers’ perception of risk, with decisions weighed 

using a cost/benefit model. 

First, officers may have used lower relative force, or abstained from higher relative 

force, because they underestimated the amount of risk presented by these suspects and the 

amount of force required to contain/control the situation. For example, officers may have 

considered females and younger suspects as less threatening and, in turn, used lower levels of 

force. Similarly, officers may have been underestimating the dangerousness of situations 

involving physically aggressive suspects and suspects with weapons and, therefore, abstained 

from using higher relative force to control the situation. If lower levels of force indicate 

underestimating the suspect, it is possible that officers were putting themselves at risk of 

being injured. Outcomes of incidents were not measured as part of this study, but Alpert and 

Dunham (2004)11 found that officer injuries are more likely to occur when officers use lower 

relative force. 

Second, officers may have assessed these suspects as high risk and entered these high- 

risk situations with a higher level of preparedness (see Alpert and Dunham (1997)). High- 

risk suspects are less compliant, more unpredictable and challenging for officers (Terrill, 

2005). Officers may therefore have been more cautious in these encounters and attempted to 

de-escalate the situation or approached the situation using lower levels of force.  Baker 

(2009) also found police officers taking a more cautious approach in high-risk situations. In 

an examination of police thinking about use of force, Baker (2009) provided an unfolding 

scenario to Victorian (Australia) police officers.  When presented with a scenario in which 

the suspect was holding a handgun, officers spoke about using a more cautious approach; 

mostly suggesting a ‘control and contain’ strategy with other units. The current study found 

that approximately three quarters of the female suspects also had weapons enhancing the 

dangerousness of the situation; and younger suspects are typically considered more 

physically fit, more likely to be under the influence of drugs/alcohol, and generally take more 

 

 

11 This study was conducted prior to Tasers becoming a common force option 
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risks (Terrill, 2005). Some officers may have assessed these characteristics as high risk and 

approached the situation more cautiously by attempting to de-escalate the situation or sought 

alternative methods. Similarly, officers may consider suspects who are physically aggressive 

and involve a weapon to be of high risk; and therefore, may be more prepared entering these 

situations and avoid using higher levels of force due to the potential to escalate the situation 

further. 

Officers’ aversion to using higher relative force towards high-risk suspects may 

indicate a general reluctance to use higher force options. An officer may be hesitant to use 

OC spray due to secondary/overspray, Tasers can be difficult to operationally deploy 

effectively in a chaotic situation with unpredictable and desperate suspects, and officers may 

be reluctant to use firearms as they are not to be used except as a last resort. The findings 

from this study however indicated that, in almost a third of all encounters, the officer 

deployed OC spray/Taser, or presented their firearm, and presented their Taser in almost half 

of all the encounters. Therefore, some officers do seem willing to employ the range of 

options available to them. 

It is also important to consider these findings in the context of the relative force model 

adopted. Findings that officers are less likely to use higher relative force when the suspect 

displayed/threatened/used a weapon, can be explained by the limitations in force options 

available and the way the categories of lower, commensurate and higher force were 

calculated. Suspect weapon is categorised as level five suspect resistance; therefore, from the 

six officer force levels, officers are limited to only one level higher (which is considered in 

this study to be commensurate12). Therefore, it is not possible from this model for an officer 

to display a ‘higher’ level of force when suspects are resisting to level 5 or higher. However, 

findings indicated that where suspects did resist with a weapon (level five), officers were 

actually frequently using one force level lower by presenting their OC spray or Tasers 

without deployment (level 4), and there were no encounters with the officer force level of six. 

This does not suggest a tendency for escalation that is constrained only by the model. Instead 

it suggests officers are avoiding higher levels of force. Therefore, it is more likely that some 

officers are either underestimating the level of force required to control the situation or are 

resolving situations without the need to resort to higher levels of force. 

 

 

 
 

12 Commensurate force includes scores of -1, 0, and +1 
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This study has provided a starting point for a more complex understanding of police 

use of force. By examining police-citizen encounters, we can better prepare officers to make 

optimum decisions in these difficult situations. The findings of such research can be applied 

to officer training and policies. For example, police education programs can inform officers 

about perceptions of risk and decision making, while this knowledge can be practiced through 

scenario-based training that focuses on specific situational or offender characteristics that 

might present potential decision or outcome problems. Scenario-based training that varies 

gender, age, and the behaviour of the suspect (for example including more female and 

younger suspects) would help to prepare officers who may underestimate such situations. In 

addition, officer training should include alternative force tactics such as containment and 

communications to prepare for potentially dangerous situations. Providing evidenced-based 

knowledge and practice for officers will help improve outcomes when faced with similar 

situations in the field. 

4.4.1 : Limitations and future research. 

This study is one of the first to use police data from outside the US to incorporate 

suspect resistance when measuring force. Future studies should seek to overcome the 

constraints generated by using police self-reports about significant events and focus on 

different methodological and sampling approaches to further explore the issues raised here. 

For example, it should be noted that the regression model did not show any factors that 

predicted when officers were more likely to use higher relative force levels. Future research 

should aim to examine additional factors that may affect relative use of force but which were 

unable to be explored here due to data limitations. Examples might include details about the 

officer’s decision-making, experiences, beliefs, and expectations, as well as details about the 

suspect’s history with police, and alcohol/drug consumption (i.e. type of drug and level of 

intoxication), along with situational details (such as the presence of bystanders, involvement 

of private security (i.e. nightclub security guards), and confinement of places). Follow-up 

information would further contribute to police use of force insights (such as blood alcohol 

readings, arrest and trial outcomes, or injuries sustained by officers and suspects). Although 

prior studies have used observational data from the US, which are better able to capture an 

objective perspective and some of the variables suggested above (e.g. ‘Project on Policing 

Neighbourhoods’, Terrill 2003, 2005), wider understanding would be gained from replicating 

such work in other jurisdictions. Different data sources such as interviews/surveys of both 
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officers and suspects and improved recording practices by agencies may better capture a 

more complete data set. 

A better exploration of officer decision-making would also improve understandings 

about rationales for force decisions, and tease apart decision-making factors from post-event 

justifications. Studies of decision-making could help to determine if officers’ decisions about 

force are due to an underestimation of risk or attempts to neutralise and de-escalate the threat. 

Studies are also required that examine the outcomes of police-citizen encounters to determine 

how relative force relates to outcomes (such as injuries sustained as a result of the encounter, 

or arrest rates). Determining the outcome of the event will help to identify if the force level 

was effective or ineffective in controlling the situation. Finally, the current paper focused on 

individual and situational factors of police use of force in an Australia context and reached 

similar conclusions to previous US research regarding the importance of situational theories 

of force. While this study has created a baseline for research within Australia, future studies 

could incorporate data from multiple countries and jurisdictions to see if situational factors 

that are strong at the jurisdictional level remain so when organisational and societal factors 

are taken into account. 

4.5 : Conclusion 

Police-citizen encounters are typically dynamic and complex with officers needing to 

make difficult decisions in difficult situations.  Too much force may be deemed excessive 

and result in serious consequences, while too little force may place officers and the public at 

risk of harm. While previous research has mostly focused on the officers’ force, an emerging 

area of research has measured officer force relative to suspect resistance. However, research 

using the relative force model is still in its infancy and has relied on samples from the US. 

The current study is one of the first to explore relative force outside of the US (using an 

Australian sample). It has expanded on previous research by examining a variety of variables 

to include individual, situational, and decision-making factors. Similar to the previous US 

studies, this paper found support for situational theories of force in Australia. In particular, 

the study identified the importance of suspect factors in determining relative levels of force. 

It is suggested that future officer education and training should consider these findings when 

developing training programs and policies, in order to best prepare officers for scenarios in 

the field. 
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Chapter 5: Study 2 - Predicting Officer Injuries in Significant Police Use of Force 

Encounters 

The previous study (Study 1) examined police use of force encounters in an 

Australian context to find that officers were abstaining from using higher levels of force or 

using lower levels of force relative to suspect behaviour. This raised interesting questions 

about officers’ assessment of the event – perhaps officers were underestimating the 

dangerousness of certain encounters, and in turn, were choosing to use lower levels of force. 

The next study (Study 2) will examine the dangerousness of police use of force encounters in 

terms of officer injuries. While there has been some research examining police use of force 

injuries, most of the focus is on suspect injuries with little focus on officer injuries. In 

addition, most of the focus has been on fatalities with little focus on non-fatal or minor 

injuries. Using the same data set as Study 1, Study 2 examines police use of force encounters 

to determine which factors predict the likelihood of whether or not an officer sustains an 

injury. This study will provide insights into which factors may actually pose a risk to officers 

in terms of officer injuries, and therefore, factors that officers should be considering as high 

or low risk. The abstract below provides a summary of the study. 

Policing is one of the most dangerous occupations and is consistently placed in the top 

five occupations for injuries and fatalities as a result of occupational violence (Prenzler, 

2012). Police-citizen encounters that involve the use of force present a high risk of injuries to 

officers. This study used official data from an Australian jurisdiction to explore injuries 

sustained by officers in 202 police-citizen encounters involving force. The study examined 

situation, suspect, and officer characteristics, as well as officers’ decision-making and the 

force level chosen relative to the suspects’ level of resistance.  Multiple regression showed 

the most predictive factors of officer injury were encounters with physically aggressive 

suspects and situations where police used lower levels of force compared to suspect 

resistance. Significant effects were also found for crime event and suspect-related variables. 

The findings of this research help identify what types of incidents provide the greatest risk for 

police and develop risk reduction strategies. 
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5.1 : The Understated Ugly Side of Police-Citizen Encounters: Situation, Suspect, 

Officer, Decision-Making, and Force Predictors of Officer Injuries 

Policing is a dangerous occupation with officers facing not only accidents, but also 

assaults and homicides not typically faced in other occupations. Prenzler (2012) outlines that 

police are consistently placed in the top five occupations for injuries and fatalities as a result 

of occupational violence. In the UK, the Health and Safety Executive (2013) state “the rate 

of physical assault to police officers is almost 12 times the ‘all occupations’ rate”. In 

Australia, approximately 10% of officers are assaulted every year (Mayhew, 2001). The 

Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) report that during 2013 49,851 US officers were 

assaulted, 29% of whom sustained injuries (Federal Bureau of Investigation, 2014). While 

most injuries sustained as a result of police-citizen encounters are not serious or life- 

threatening (Ellis, Choi, & Blaus), the impact of officer injuries is not only limited to the 

physical consequences, but may also include psychological stress (such as PTSD, anxiety, 

depression, etc.). Violanti and Aron (1994) found police ranked being physically attacked as 

the third most significant stressor (after killing someone and a fellow officer being killed). 

Indeed, some police-citizen encounters do result in the death of an officer. In the US, The 

National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health stated that police had the second 

highest rate of occupational homicide (Fridell, Faggiani, Taylor, Brito, & Kubu, 2009). The 

(Federal Bureau of Investigation, 2014) reported that over a five-year period (2009-2013), an 

average of 50 US officers were feloniously killed. In the UK, during the same five-year 

period, an average of 10 officers were killed or died while on duty or as a result of their duty 

(Police Roll of Honour Trust, 2014). In Australia, it is estimated that an officer is killed 

every year (Mayhew, 2001). An examination of coroners’ reports in Queensland, Australia 

found that 22% of officer deaths were due to an attack by a suspect (Prenzler, 2006). 

Police typically have the power to use reasonable and necessary force if they perceive 

the risk of attack. But if an officer uses too much force, this can result in dire consequences 

such as fatal/permanent injury, community unrest, or rioting (Alpert & Dunham, 2004; 

Lersch & Mieczkowski, 2005). If appropriate force is not applied, the situation can escalate 

placing officers and the community at risk of harm (Alpert & Dunham, 2004; Wolf et al., 

2009). Officers are therefore required to make difficult decisions about force during complex 

events – with risks to those involved. Research consistently finds that officers typically use 

lower levels of force relative to the suspect resistance (Alpert & Dunham, 1997; Bazley et al., 

2007; Terrill, 2003; Wolf et al., 2009). Thus, officers may be putting themselves at risk of 
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injury. Not surprisingly, Wolf et al. (2009) and Alpert and Dunham (2004) found that 

officers were more likely to sustain injuries when they used a level of force lower than the 

suspect’s level of resistance. 

Despite the inherent dangers of policing, there is little focus in the literature on officer 

injuries resulting from incidents where police use force. Research that explores injuries 

during police-citizen encounters usually focuses on injuries to the suspect, not the officer 

(Covington et al., 2014). When officer injuries are examined, research mostly focuses on 

officer deaths and are not inclusive of non-fatal or minor injuries (Batton & Wilson, 2006; 

Chamlin, 1989; Jacobs & Carmichael, 2002; Kaminski, 2008; Kent, 2010). Yet, non-fatal 

officer injuries are more common and can also result in high long-term costs (for example, 

through lost work time, increased paperwork, and medical and counselling services) 

(Covington et al., 2014). Finally, almost all officer injury research relies on US samples, so 

little is known about encounters resulting in officer injuries outside of that country. The aim 

of the present paper is to explore injuries sustained by officers as a result of police use of 

force encounters in Australia. It examines injuries sustained as a result of the suspect 

assaulting the officer or in the context of suspect resistance. By gaining a better 

understanding of these situations, we can potentially reduce or prevent officer injuries from 

occurring by better preparing officers going into such potentially dangerous situations. 

5.1.1 : Theoretical approaches to police injuries. 

There have been a number of theoretical perspectives within the officer injury 

research. Societal explanations have consistently found links between racial and economic 

factors of the community with officers who have been killed or seriously injured (Chamlin, 

1989; Jacobs & Carmichael, 2002; Kaminski, 2008; Kaminski, Jefferis, & Gu, 2003; Kent, 

2010). Organisational approaches have shown agencies that were engaged with community 

policing were associated with lower levels of assault rates, while agencies with aggressive 

policing styles were associated with higher levels (Wilson & Zhao, 2008). Fridell et al. 

(2009) used the National Incident-Based Reporting System to find body armour policies and 

violent crime rate increased the probability of an officer being assaulted or killed, while 

agency accountability decreased the likelihood. Furthermore, Shjarback and White (2016) 

showed the importance of education finding departments who required a tertiary degree 

resulted in fewer officer assaults. However, while this information may be useful to police 

managers, it may be less operationally useful to the officer in the field who may be more 

concerned with factors of the immediate situation. Whether an officer sustains an injury is 
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ultimately dependant on the interaction between the officer and the suspect. Indeed, Sykes 

and Brent (1983) suggests three key factors the officers need to assess during an encounter; 

what is the situation, who is involved, and what should be done. Hence, more useful 

information for assessing risk of injury in the field may include factors of situation, suspect, 

officer, and force decisions. 

Early officer injury research that examined these aspects mostly centred on situational 

factors. Kaminski and Sorensen (1995) used a multivariate analysis to examine individual, 

situational, and environmental factors and found situational factors best predict injuries 

caused by assaults. Most research examining situational factors has focused on the type of 

incident, particularly the dangerousness of domestic disturbances (Ellis et al., 1993; Garner & 

Clemmer, 1986; Hirschel, Dean, & Lumb, 1994; Uchida, Brooks, & Kopers, 1987). Wilson, 

Brunk, and Meyer (1990) found officers in two-person patrol units were less likely to be 

injured than an officer in a one-person unit. 

While early research introduced a body of knowledge on officer injuries, changes in 

police training and accoutrements have necessitated further research. For example, Brandl 

and Stroshine (2012) found that the frequency and rate of officers who were injured declined 

over time between the late 1990s and the late 2000s, which were most likely due to enhanced 

training and an increase in the availability of less lethal force technology and protective 

equipment. 

Indeed, the primary focus for most of the recent research has been the impact of force 

options (particularly conducted energy weapons (CEW)) on officer injuries. However, some 

additional variables have been examined. Findings have been mixed for temporal effects on 

officer injuries. Violanti et al. (2013) found that officers were more likely to sustain injuries 

at night. They suggested that this was most likely due to the effects of circadian disruption. 

They also explain that, as more crime occurs at night, officers were more active than during 

the day which also contributed to the temporal differences. Conversely, using a multivariate 

analysis, Covington et al. (2014) found no significant relationship between temporal factors 

of seasons, days of the week, or time of day with officer injuries. Furthermore, Covington et 

al. (2014) found that officers were more likely to be ‘battered’ when multiple officers were 

involved (rather than officers operating as a single unit). They suggest that suspects may feel 

the need to act offensively when confronted by multiple officers. 

Research findings have consistently found characteristics of the officer (gender, age, 

rank, experience, and race) do not affect whether or not injuries resulted from an encounter 



Use of Force 83 
 

 

with a suspect (Covington et al., 2014; MacDonald et al., 2009; Paoline III et al., 2012; Smith 

et al., 2007). However, studies on suspect-related factors tend to have mixed results. 

Generally, officer injuries are unrelated to the suspects’ age (Covington et al., 2014; 

MacDonald et al., 2009; Paoline III et al., 2012; Smith et al., 2007). However, Taylor and 

Wood’s (2010) study contained inconsistent findings for suspect gender, age, and race 

depending on the severity of the officer’s injury. While some studies indicated that the 

suspect’s gender had no association with officer injuries (Paoline III et al., 2012; Smith et al., 

2007), MacDonald et al. (2009) found officers were more likely to be injured with male 

suspects. In contrast, Covington et al. (2014) found that encounters with female suspects 

were more likely to involve officer assault. They suggest that these violent women may be 

more likely to act outside of ‘traditional female behaviour’. This comprehensive study also 

found that suspects with a bigger build (based on body mass index) and suspects who had 

recently consumed alcohol were more likely to assault officers. These two findings are 

consistent with earlier research (Ellis et al., 1993; Kaminski & Sorensen, 1995). 

Additionally, Paoline III et al. (2012) found that officers were less likely to be injured in 

encounters with suspects who displayed signs of alcohol or drug use. 

Above all, recent research has predominately focused on the type of force used by the 

officer, particularly the impact of Conducted Energy Weapons (CEWs) such as Tasers on 

reducing officer injuries (Alpert & Dunham, 2010; Lin & Jones, 2010; MacDonald et al., 

2009; Paoline III et al., 2012; Smith et al., 2007; Taylor & Woods, 2010). Results 

consistently show that the use of CEWs decreases the probability of officer injuries. 

MacDonald et al. (2009) examined the effect of CEWs and OC spray on officer injuries in 

events where police used force. They examined pre and post test introduction of CEWs in 

two agencies and found significant declines in the odds of officer injuries when police used 

CEWs. Similarly, Taylor and Woods (2010) found that departments with CEWs had lower 

rates of officer injuries than departments that did not use CEWs. Examining CEWs and use 

of force outcomes, Lin and Jones (2010) used official data to show that the adoption of 

CEWs led to a decrease in officer injuries. Expanding on the research, Paoline III et al. 

(2012) similarly found that CEWs lowered the probability of officer injury but only when 

used by themselves; if CEWs were used with other force options, the probability of officer 

injury increased. Furthermore, Smith et al. (2007) found CEWs usage was associated with 

lower probabilities of officer injury and additionally found that the use of hand tactics was 

associated with increased odds of officer injury. Conversely, Womack, Morris, and Bishopp 
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(2016) found that the implementation of a stricter Taser use policy increased the monthly rate 

of officer injuries. 

A number of studies have included the effects of suspect resistance on officer injuries 

to show that, as suspect resistance increases, the more likely an officer will sustain an injury 

(MacDonald et al., 2009; Paoline III et al., 2012; Smith et al., 2007). Nevertheless, it is 

important to not only examine the type of force officers used or the suspect’s resistance, but 

also to examine the relative level of force used by an officer in relation to the suspect’s 

resistance.  This can be achieved using the relative force factor model originally developed 

by Alpert and Dunham (1997).  Studies have shown the model’s usefulness and importance 

in measuring officer force relative to suspect resistance (Alpert et al., 2004b; Bazley et al., 

2009; Hickman et al., 2015; Terrill et al., 2003a). In their examination of relative force, Wolf 

et al. (2009) found the lower relative force officers used, the more likely the suspect and the 

officer would sustain injuries. Furthermore, Hine, Porter, Westera, and Alpert (2016b) 

examined the circumstances in which officers used lower and higher relative force. They 

found that officers were more likely to use lower relative force with female suspects and were 

abstaining from using higher relative force with physically aggressive suspects and suspects 

with weapons. The avoidance to use higher relative force and to use lower relative force 

raised questions about whether officers were putting themselves at the risk of injury by 

underestimating the dangerousness of these circumstances. The current paper therefore 

addresses the questions raised by Hine et al. (2016b) research and expands previous officer 

injury research by providing a more holistic and up-to-date understanding of officer injuries. 

In summary, Sykes and Brent (1983) outlined three key components during an 

encounter that officers need to ascertain; the situation, the people involved, and a course of 

action. Recent officer injury research has provided little focus on situational effects with 

mostly inconsistent findings. However, there is a growing literature that focus on the people 

involved in encounters resultant in officer injuries.  Officer characteristics tend to be 

unrelated to whether an officer sustains an injury, while suspect effects tend to show mixed 

findings. The majority of officer injury research has, however, concentrated on force 

decisions, with consistent findings that Taser usage decreases the odds of officer injury, while 

hand tactics and suspect resistance increases the odds of officer injury. The present study 

extends previous research by providing a more holistic and contemporary examination of 

officer injuries sustained as a result of assault or due to the suspect’s resistance during police 

use of force encounters. Using a multivariate analysis, it examines not only the officer, 
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suspect, and situational factors in a police use of force encounter, but also the officers’ force 

relative to the resistance encountered. 

5.2 : Method 

5.2.1 : Sample. 

The present study used the same data source and sampling technique as Hine et al. 

(2016b). Official data from the Queensland Police Service (QPS)13 in Australia was collected 

and analysed. The sample consisted of 202 police use of force encounters from two policing 

districts; Brisbane Central and Toowoomba during a 40-month period (February 17, 2009 to 

June 18, 2012). Being the state’s capital, Brisbane has a unique demographic and transient 

population which includes professionals, persons attending night time entertainment 

precincts, and vulnerable persons. Similarly, Toowoomba contains diverse community 

members that include professionals as well as high refugee and youth populations; and 

although Toowoomba is one of Queensland’s major cities, it is more rural than Brisbane. 

5.2.2 : Data collection. 

Data source. 

Queensland police officers are required to report ‘significant events’ using the 

Significant Event Messaging System (SEMS) in order to promptly provide information to a 

number of parties such as senior leadership, media, and review panels. A ‘Significant event’ 

is a ‘matter involving a member of the Service which by reason of its nature, seriousness, or 

frequency of occurrence, warrants further consideration by a Significant Event Review Panel’ 

(Queensland Police Service, 2013b, p. 100). Significant events are inputted by the officer or 

their supervisor and include injuries sustained by officers that require medical treatment 

while on duty or travelling to and from work.  They also include the discharge of firearms, 

the use of Tasers, police pursuits, and other significant events such as incidents that generate 

media interest or are of a politically sensitive nature (Queensland Police Service, 2013b, 

section 1.18). 

Data selection criteria. 

To distinguish events involving police use of force from non-relevant incidents (such 

as events not involving police officers and political matters), the data set comprised of report 

 

 
 

13 The Queensland Police Service consists of over 10,500 sworn officers. The policing jurisdiction covers an 

area of 1,727,000 square kilometres (666,798 square miles) with a population of 4.75 million. In comparison, 

the Los Angeles Police Department consists of under 10,000 sworn officers covering an area of 1,294 square 

kilometres (500 square miles) and a population of under 4 million. 
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categories of injury to member, serious assault, injury to suspect, discharge of firearm, Taser 

deployment, OC spray deployment, and arrest. 

5.2.3 : Coding procedures. 

As described in Hine et al. (2016b), the data contained both pre-coded variables and a 

narrative describing the event. Additional variables were extracted from the narrative. The 

pre-coded variables were coded by an expert panel consisting of a Senior QPS researcher, 

Acting Superintendent, Inspector, and Senior Constable. These pre-coded variables were 

verified and refined by the first author. The additional variables were coded based on 

grounded theory and previous research on officer injuries and were discussed and refined 

with subject matter experts. Consistent with previous studies, where coding categories were 

not mutually exclusive the most serious was coded (Alpert & Dunham, 1997; Bazley et al., 

2009; Bazley et al., 2007; Garner et al., 1995). 

5.2.4 : Dependent variable. 

The focus of the study was officers who sustained an injury as a direct consequence 

from a police use of force encounter. Brandl and Stroshine (2012, p. 263) identified three 

types of injuries: assaults, suspect-related injuries (injuries sustained as a result of suspects 

resisting arrest), and accidents. An ‘officer injury’ was therefore defined an injury that 

occurred as a result of assault or due to the suspect’s resistance during a police use of force 

encounter and not as a result of an accident (i.e. trip and fall). Accordingly, the dependent 

variable for this study was whether or not the officer sustained an injury as a result of the 

police-citizen encounter where 0 = no officer injury reported and 1 = officer injury reported. 

5.2.5 : Independent variables. 

This study focused on what type of situations and with what type of suspects resulted 

in officer injuries. Furthermore, the study examined the relationships between officer injuries 

with the types of officers, how they assessed the situation, and what level of force they used 

in response to suspect resistance. Thus, events were coded for variables relevant to the 

situation, suspect, officer, officer decision-making, and relative force. 

Situational variables. 

Situational variables included temporal, location, and crime event characteristics (See 

Appendix C). Temporal characteristics included season, day, and hour. Location 

characteristics consisted of the police district (Brisbane or Toowoomba) and the setting 

(private or public space). Finally, crime event characteristics coded the incident type (minor 

incident, serious incident, social disturbance, or person with mental illness/suicidal intent), 
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number of officers (single unit or multiple officers), and the number of suspects (single 

suspect or multiple suspects). 

Suspect-related variables. 

Four suspect-related variables were coded; gender, age, alcohol/drug consumption, 

and suspect behaviour which was coded into three categories (belligerent, physically 

aggressive, or if the suspect displayed/threatened/used a weapon). 

Officer and decision-making variables. 

Individual variables coded included general characteristics of the officer (gender, age, 

and rank) and the presence or absence of 11 decision-making ‘rationales’. There were three 

variables in which officers stated that their decisions of force were based on a fear to persons 

involved: fear the suspect would self-harm, fear the suspects would harm the 

victim(s)/bystander(s), or fear of harm to the officer themselves or their partner(s). Five 

rationale variables emerged relating to the suspect. Officers reported force decisions based 

on the suspect’s alcohol/drug consumption, demeanour, build, criminal history, and presence 

of a weapon. Additionally, officers’ narratives about force decisions were sometimes based 

on situational factors including the number of suspects at the scene, proximity between the 

officer and the suspect, and the suspect being a person with mental illness. 

Relative force variable. 

To calculate the force level used by officers taking into consideration the suspect’s 

behaviour, relative force was coded using the force factor model developed by Alpert and 

Dunham (1997) and adapted for the QPS (Queensland Police Service, 2012b). The relative 

force factor is calculated by subtracting the level of suspect resistance from the level of force 

used by the officer (refer to Appendix B). This results in a force factor score ranging from -6 

to +6. However, a police-citizen encounter can be a dynamic event involving a number of 

actions and reactions. Therefore, we used Terrill’s (2003) method of first coding the force 

factor of individual ‘sequence interactions’, from which an assessment of the sequence 

outcome is then made. A ‘sequence interaction’ is a pairing of suspect resistance and 

subsequent officer action. Once the force factor for each sequence interaction was coded, 

these force factor scores were then recoded into one of the three categories; ‘Lower’ 

(comprised of scores -2 to -6 to reflect that the officer used less force than the suspect), 

‘Commensurate’ (comprised of scores -1, 0, and +1 to reflect that the officer used a similar 

force level to the suspect), and ‘Higher’ (comprised of scores +2 to +6 to reflect that the 
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officer used more force than the suspect)14. The sequence interactions were then transformed 

into an overall ‘sequence outcome’ according to Terrill’s (2003) Resistance Force 

Comparative Scale. When officers consistently used commensurate relative force across all 

sequence interactions, the ‘sequence outcome’ was coded as commensurate. When officers 

used lower relative force (or a mix of lower and commensurate force) in sequence 

interactions, then it was coded as a ‘lower sequence outcome’. Conversely, when officers 

used higher relative force (or a mix of higher and commensurate force) in sequence 

interactions, then it was coded as a ‘higher sequence outcome’. If the sequence interactions 

involved both higher and lower relative force, then it was coded as mixed sequence outcome 

and excluded from analysis (consistent with Terrill (2003)). One case was excluded on this 

basis. 

5.2.5 : Analyses. 

The report (police-citizen encounter) was the unit of analysis for this study. First the 

data were analysed to explore descriptive trends, using chi-square to explore the relationships 

between the independent variables and the dependent variable of officer injury. Next, 

binomial logistic regression tested the variables with significant associations identified by 

chi-square analyses as predictors of the likelihood that police-citizen encounters resulted in 

the officer sustaining an injury. 

5.2.6 : Limitations and strengths of the data. 

The study used official data recorded by officers; therefore, the data are from the 

police perspective. Although additional variables were extracted from the narrative, the data 

are constrained by the information contained within the “official” records (what was 

reported). The data are only inclusive of significant use of force events and cannot be 

generalised to all police injuries. Variables were coded conservatively for a more valid study 

which resulted in some variables considered to be an underestimation. For example, 

decisions about force and the suspect’s alcohol consumption were often alluded to within the 

narratives, however unless these were explicitly stated, they were not coded as present. 

 
 

 

14 It is important to note that a positive (or ‘Higher’) score does not necessarily indicate unnecessary 

or unreasonable force. In some circumstances officers may need to use more force than the 

suspect in order to control/contain the situation (Alpert & Dunham 1997). However, if officers’ 

use too much force or too little force, dire consequences may result – it is these extremities that 

are of most interest [name deleted to maintain the integrity of the review process]. 
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Nevertheless, the data are an official account of the event and is subject to a high level of 

scrutiny by police and their oversight body. For these reasons, the data provide a valid and 

reliable source of information regarding significant police encounters. 

5.3 : Results 

Police officers who had sustained injuries represented a large proportion of the SEMS 

reports. Of the 202 encounters, 89 (44.06%) officers reported sustaining injuries as a direct 

result of the police-citizen encounter. Table 3 shows that a wide variety of assaults led to 

officer injury. 

 
Table 3. Frequency of Officer Injury Circumstance and the Injured Body Part 

 
  Injured Body Part   

Circumstance of Officer Injury    Total 

 Head/Face Limbs Torso Unknown  

Kicked/Punched/Head-butted 28.09% 3.37% 3.37% 1.12% 35.96% 

Spat on 16.85% 0% 0% 1.12% 17.98% 

Bitten 0% 10.11% 0% 0% 10.11% 

During Scuffle 1.12% 6.74% 2.25% 0% 10.11% 

Stabbed/Hit with Weapon 2.25% 4.49% 1.12% 1.12% 8.99% 

Combination - Kicked/Punched + Bitten/Spat 6.74% 1.12% 0% 0% 7.87% 

Scratched 2.25% 1.12% 0% 0% 3.37% 

Unknown 0% 0% 0% 0% 3.37% 

Other 2.25% 0% 0% 0% 2.25% 

Total 59.55% 26.97% 6.74% 3.37%  

 
The most frequent type of officer injury was sustained due to the suspect using 

physical force with some part of their body (such as hitting, kicking, or head-butting the 

officer) (35.96% of the injuries sustained). The next most frequently occurring injury 

involved the potential exchange of body fluids (bitten or spat-on) representing a total of 

28.09% of the sustained injuries15. In addition to these two main categories, another 7.87% 

of officers’ sustained injuries as a result of both these categories combined (being 

kicked/punched/head-butted and bitten/spat-on). Other injuries included the officer being 

 

15 Spitting was considered an injury due to the potential for viral infection. The reporting system 

deemed injuries as significant if the injury required medical treatment. Hence, majority of the 

‘spitting’ encounters resulted in officers being tested for infection (outcomes of contagion were 

unable to be collected from the data). Additionally, despite the low risk of infection occurring, 

the potential for infection typically causes work-related anxiety (Dunleavy et al. 2012, Flavin 

1998) 
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stabbed or hit with a weapon (8.99%), and sustaining their injuries as a result of a ‘scuffle’ 

(10.11%). Three encounters involved the officer being scratched. Two cases were coded as 

‘other’; one involved a potentially contaminated blood soaked tissue being thrown at the 

officer’s face and the other involved a door being slammed in the officer’s face. For three of 

the reports, there was not an adequate amount of information to extract the type of injury 

sustained by the officer. 

Where on the officers’ body the injury was sustained varied depending on the injury 

type. Officers most frequently sustained injuries to the head/face (59.55%). When an officer 

was bitten by a suspect, this always occurred on the officer’s limbs (such as arms and hands). 

When the suspect spat on the officer, the officer’s face was always the target with the 

exception of one case. When the officer was kicked/punched/head-butted, the injury mostly 

occurred to the head. Other injuries sustained by the officers are detailed in Table 3. 

5.3.1 : Situational factors. 

Table 4 shows that when officers sustained injuries, it mostly occurred in a public 

space (68.24%) rather than a private space (31.76%) (2 (1, n = 202) = 6.80, p = .009 with 

continuity correction). There was also a significant association with the type of incident and 

officer injuries (2 (3, n = 199) = 6.80, p = .018). Examination of the residuals found that this 

association was mainly driven by officers sustaining less injuries than expected in encounters 

with persons with mental illness/suicidal intent (standardised residual = -.95, corresponding 

to an alpha of .05) compared to minor incidences, serious incidences, and social disturbances. 

There were no significant associations between officer injuries and other situational 

variables of temporal characteristics (season, day, and hour), policing district, number of 

officers attending, and number of suspects involved in the encounter. 

5.3.2 : Suspect-related factors. 

There was a significant association between officer injuries and the suspects’ gender 

(2 (1, n = 202) = 8.42, p = .004 with continuity correction). Examination of the residuals 

found that this association was mainly driven by officers sustaining injuries with female 

suspects (standardised residual = 2.14, corresponding to an alpha of .05). There was also a 

significant association with the suspects’ behaviour (2 (2, n = 197) = 75.43, p < .001). 

Examination of the standardised residuals found that injuries occurred more often than that 

expected with physically aggressive suspects (standardised residual = 4.62, corresponding to 

an alpha of < .001). In contrast, when officers sustained injuries, it occurred less than 
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Table 4. Chi-Square Associations with Officer Injuries 

 
Variable Category 

 
Situational 

 

 
 

Officer Sustained 

Injury x2 df 
No Yes 

 

 

 
p 

value 

Temporal Season Summer 20.35% 16.85% 1.51 3 .681 

  Autumn 30.97% 29.21%    

  Winter 29.20% 37.08%    

  Spring 19.47% 16.85%    

 
Day Weekday 50.44% 47.19% 0.10 1 .751a 

  Weekend 49.56% 52.81%    

 Hour Day (0700-1800) 30.97% 23.60% 1.01 1 .315 a 

  Night (1900-0600) 69.03% 76.40%    

Location Police District Brisbane 48.67% 59.55% 1.95 1 .162 a 

 Toowoomba 51.33% 40.45% 

 Setting Private 51.33% 31.76% 6.80 1 .009 a 

  Public 48.67% 68.24%    

Crime Event Incident Type Minor Incident 14.16% 25.58% 10.08 3 .018 

  Serious Incident 12.39% 12.79%    

  Social Disturbance 53.98% 55.81%    

  PMI/Suicidal 19.47% 5.81%    

 Officer Numbers Single Officer 8.57% 15.79% 0.95 1 .328 a 

  Multiple Officers 91.43% 84.21% 

 Suspect Numbers Single Suspect 78.00% 72.73% 0.40 1 .526 a 

  Multiple Suspects 22.00% 27.27% 

Suspect-Related  

Gender 

 

Male 

 
92.04% 

 
76.40% 8.42 1 .004 a 

  Female 7.96% 23.60% 

 Age 30 and Younger 53.57% 65.17% 2.29 1 .130 a 

  31 and Older 46.43% 34.83%    

 Suspect Behaviour Belligerent 37.84% 8.14% 75.43 2 .000 

  Physically Aggressive 22.52% 84.88%    

  Weapon 39.64% 6.98%    

 Substance Use No 63.72% 76.40% 3.19 1 .074 a 

  Yes 36.28% 23.60%    

Officer  
Gender 

 
Male 

 
88.07% 

 
87.64% 

 
0.00 

 
1 

 
1.000 a 

  Female 11.93% 12.36%    

 Age 35 and Younger 47.22% 46.07% 0.00 1 .985 a 

  36 and Older 52.78% 53.93%    

 Rank Constable 49.02% 39.22% 0.95 1 .329 a 

  Higher Ranking Officer 50.98% 60.78%    

Decision-Making  
Proximity 

 
Absent 

 
87.61% 

 
97.75% 

 
5.70 

 
1 

 
.017 a 

  Present 12.39% 2.25%    

 Suspect Build Absent 86.73% 96.63% 4.86 1 .028 a 

  Present 13.27% 3.37%    

 Suspect Demeanour Absent 77.88% 91.01% 5.36 1 .021 a 

  Present 22.12% 8.99%    

 Suspect Weapon Absent 87.61% 97.75% 5.70 1 .017 a 

  Present 12.39% 2.25%    

 Fear of Harm to Bystander Absent 82.30% 95.51% 7.08 1 .008 a 

  Present 17.70% 4.49%    

 Fear of Harm to Officer Absent 75.22% 94.38% 12.01 1 .001 a 

  Present 24.78% 5.62%    

Relative Force        

 Relative Force Lower 1.94% 32.00% 35.67 2 .000 

  Commensurate 62.14% 60.00%    

  Higher 35.92% 8.00%    

a with continuity correction 
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expected with suspects who displayed/threatened/used a weapon (standardised residual = - 

3.39, corresponding to an alpha of < .001) and suspects who were belligerent (standardised 

residual = 3.11, corresponding to an alpha of < .01). There were no significant associations 

between the suspects’ age and officer injuries. 

5.3.3 : Officer and decision-making factors. 

There were no significant associations between officer characteristics (gender, rank, 

and age) and officer injuries (refer to Table 4). However, there were some significant 

decision-making factors. Five decision-making factors16 were excluded from the chi-square 

analyses as they contained low frequencies of less than 10. Officers sustained injuries 

significantly less than that expected when they considered the following factors when making 

decisions about force; proximity, suspect’s build, suspect’s demeanour, or weapon possession 

(refer to Table 4). Furthermore, officers sustained injuries significantly less than that 

expected when officers stated a fear that the suspect would harm them (or their partner). The 

standardised residuals indicated that this significant finding was mostly driven by this 

category (standardised residual = -2.50, corresponding to an alpha of .05). Finally, there was 

a significant association between officer injuries and officers stating that a fear of harm to the 

victim/bystander was a factor in their force decisions (1, n = 202) = 7.08, p = .008 with 

continuity correction). Standardised residuals revealed that the significant findings were 

mostly driven by officers who stated this fear and officers not sustaining injuries 

(standardised residual = -2.02, corresponding to an alpha of .05). 

5.3.4 : Relative force. 

There was a significant association between relative force and officer injuries (2 (2, n 

= 153) = 35.67, p < .001). Standardised residuals indicated that officers sustained injuries 

more than that expected in encounters where they consistently used less force than the 

suspect used in resistance (standardised residual = 4.17, corresponding to an alpha of < .001). 

Conversely, officers sustained injuries less than that expected in encounters where they 

consistently used more force than the suspect’s level of resistance (standardised residual = 

2.58, corresponding to an alpha of < .01). 

 

 

 

 

 

16 Rationales of Substance Use, Criminal History, Suspect Numbers, Person with Mental Illness, and 

Fear of Self-Harm 
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5.3.5 : Binomial logistic regression results. 

A binomial logistic regression was conducted to analyse the variables’ ability to 

predict the likelihood of officers sustaining an injury as a result of the police-citizen 

encounter. Only those variables with significant chi-square associations with the dependent 

variable were included. The study was interested in the contribution of each category as they 

built to form a police use of force event, therefore, the categories were entered in four steps. 

First, only situational factors of the event were examined. Next, factors relating to the 

suspect were added to the regression. As there were no significant chi-square associations 

between the officer variables and injuries, these were not included in the regression model; 

therefore, the third step added the officers’ responses to the situation and suspect in the form 

of decision-making. Finally, the level of force the officer decided to use relative to the 

suspect’s resistance was added to complete the police use of force event. 

The data satisfied the assumptions required for a binomial logistic regression analysis. 

Outliers were identified and the analysis was conducted with and without outliers which 

resulted in no significant differences; therefore, the outliers were retained. Using Tabachnick 

and Fidell’s (2013) formulae (N > 50 + 8M), requirements for a recommended sample size 

were met. 

The first step examined the contribution of situational variables to predict whether the 

officer sustained an injury as a result of the encounter. Specifically, it measured the setting 

(private17 or public) and incident type (minor incident5, serious incident, social disturbances 

or person with mental illness/suicidal intent). Overall, the first model was statistically 

significant 2 (4, 151) = 15.04, p = .005 (see Table 5). Hosmer and Lemeshow goodness of 

fitness test also indicated support for the model. The analyses found that between 9.14% and 

13.24% of the variability was explained by this set of variables. In addition, when this set of 

variables was included, the model was able to predict 68.21% of the cases, which was an 

improvement over the baseline model that correctly classified 67.55% of the cases. The odds 

ratio indicated that encounters in a public space were almost three times more likely to result 

in an officer sustaining injuries than encounters in a private space. On the other hand, the 

odds ratio indicated that encounters with suspects with mental illness/suicidal intent were 

81.67% less likely to result in the officer sustaining injuries. 

 

 

 
 

17 Reference category 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Table 5. Binary Logistic Regression Models of Officers Injuries 
 

 
Variables 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

 
Log 

 
SE 

 
Wald 

 
p 

Odds 
Ratio 

 
Log 

 
SE 

 
Wald 

 
p 

Odds 
Ratio 

 
Log 

 
SE 

 
Wald 

 
p 

Odds 
Ratio 

 
Log 

 
SE 

 
Wald 

 
p 

Odds 
Ratio 

Location Public 1.02 0.39 6.97 .008 2.78 0.68 0.48 2.00 .158 1.97 0.78 0.52 2.30 .130 2.19 .97 .58 2.78 .096 2.65 

Incident 
Type 

Serious 
Incident 

-0.35 0.64 0.30 .584 0.71 0.13 0.88 0.02 .886 1.13 0.06 0.91 0.01 .951 1.06 -1.29 1.20 1.17 .280 0.27 

Social 
Disturbances 

-0.52 0.50 1.08 .299 0.59 -0.25 0.61 0.17 .684 0.78 -0.09 0.65 0.02 .886 0.91 -.30 .67 .21 .649 0.74 

PMI/Suicidal -1.70 0.76 4.92 .026 0.18 -1.12 0.99 1.25 .263 0.33 -0.95 1.04 0.83 .362 0.39 -1.62 1.12 2.07 .150 0.20 

Constant  -0.80 0.50 2.53 .111 0.45                

Gender Female 
     1.73 0.76 5.25 .022 5.63 1.69 0.80 4.47 .035 5.39 1.43 1.00 2.04 .153 4.18 

Suspect 
Behaviour 

Physically 
Aggressive 

     
3.13 0.68 21.27 .000 22.75 3.26 0.78 17.51 .000 26.14 2.74 .94 8.44 .004 15.54 

Weapon      0.29 0.93 0.10 .756 1.33 0.23 0.96 0.06 .807 1.26 .10 1.16 .01 .929 1.11 

Constant       -3.00 0.87 12.04 .001 0.05           

DM-Weapon Present           0.58 1.21 0.23 .668 1.68 1.16 1.28 .81 .367 3.18 

DM- 
Demeanour 

Present           
-0.98 0.78 1.60 .210 0.38 -1.08 .81 1.76 .185 0.34 

DM- 
Proximity 

Present           
-0.35 1.15 0.09 .769 0.71 -1.53 1.55 .98 .323 0.22 

DM-Build Present           -1.52 1.25 1.48 .226 0.22 -1.05 1.28 .68 .410 0.35 

DM-Fear 
(Officer) 

Present           
-0.57 0.79 0.52 .454 0.56 -.29 .79 .13 .715 0.75 

DM-Fear 
(Bystander) 

Present           
0.89 1.00 0.79 .375 2.44 .89 1.06 .70 .402 2.44 

Constant            -2.98 1.00 8.83 .003 0.05      

Relative 
Force 

Lower                3.33 1.17 8.14 .004 28.02 

Higher                -1.00 .77 1.69 .193 0.37 

Constant                -2.51 1.20 4.39 .036 0.08 

Model Chi - Square c2 (4, 151) = 15.04, p = .005 c2 (3, 151) = 49.96, p < .001 c2 (6, 151) = 8.46, p = .206 c2 (2, 151) = 15.68, p < .001 

Cox & Snell R Square 0.0948 0.3498 0.3853 0.4459 

Nagelkerke R Square 0.1324 0.4883 0.5377 0.6223 

Model Correctly classified 68.21% 82.78% 81.46% 86.75% 
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The second step added the suspect-related variables of gender (male5 or female) and 

suspect behaviour (belligerent5, physically aggressive, or weapon) to the situation and was 

statistically significant 2 (3, 151) = 49.96, p < .001. The Hosmer and Lemeshow goodness 

of fit test also showed support for the model and 34.98% and 48.83% of the variability was 

explained by this set of variables. When this set of predictor variables were included, the 

model was improved and was now able to predict 82.78% of the cases. However, the effect 

of setting and incident type did not maintain significance when the suspect-related variables 

were added. The odds indicated that encounters with suspects who were physically 

aggressive were almost 23 times more likely to result in officers sustaining injuries than 

suspects who were belligerent. Additionally, the odds revealed that encounters with female 

suspects were almost two times more likely to result in the officer sustaining injuries 

compared with encounters with male suspects. 

At step three, the officers’ decisions based on the situation and suspect were added 

but did not significantly improve the model. The final step added relative force 

(commensurate5, lower, or higher) and the model was statistically significant (2 (2, 151) = 

15.68, p < .001, which was also supported by the Hosmer and Lemeshow goodness of fit test. 

Between 44.59% and 62.23% of the variability was explained by the full set of variables. 

When the final predictor variable was included, the model was able to predict 86.75% of the 

cases, which was an improvement over the previous models. Although the effects of suspect 

gender did not maintain significance in the final model, physically aggressive suspects 

remained a significant predictor of officer injuries. The odds now indicated that encounters 

with physically aggressive suspects were more than 15 times more likely to result in officers 

sustaining injuries. In addition, the odds indicate that encounters where the officer was using 

relatively less force than the suspect was using in resistance were 28 times more likely to 

result in the officer sustaining injuries than encounters with relatively similar levels of force. 

5.4: Discussion 

This study provided a holistic and up-to-date examination of officer injuries during 

police use of force events in an Australian police agency.  It examined not only the 

interaction between the situation, suspect, and officer, but also the officer’s response to these 

situations by examining their decision-making and the force they chose relative to the 

suspect’s resistance. Overall, the strongest predictors of officer injuries were encounters with 

physically aggressive suspects and encounters where the officer consistently used lower force 

relative to the suspect’s resistance. These findings have implications for the way researchers 
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examine officer injuries and the way agencies train and prepare officers for police-citizen 

encounters. 

5.4.1 : The nature of officer injuries. 

Almost half of the encounters in this study resulted in the officer sustaining an injury. 

This high frequency is consistent with previous research (Health and Safety Executive, 2013; 

Prenzler, 2012) that suggests law enforcement is one of the most dangerous occupations. 

However, the frequency in this study is higher than previous studies. This is not surprising as 

the data reflects the significant police-citizen encounters rather than being representative of 

all police use of force encounters. By their very nature, these more serious encounters are 

more likely to involve dangerous circumstances. Also consistent with previous research were 

the types of injury sustained by officers (Brandl & Stroshine, 2012; Ellis et al., 1993; 

Mayhew, 2001). Most commonly officers were punched/kicked/head-butted, followed by 

being spat-on which usually occurred to the head. These types of injuries are indicative of 

opportunistic assaults. That is, suspects were causing harm to officers by using their own 

body. The implications of knowing how officers are being injured can help prepare officers 

for potentially dangerous encounters. To address the physical nature of the encounters, 

officer preparedness may be achieved by training practices that include defence techniques 

for targeted areas (such as the head) and avoidance strategies (such as tactical withdraw and 

proximity awareness).  Policing agencies could explore further protective clothing for 

targeted areas. Importantly, though, officers would benefit from programmes that provide an 

awareness and understanding of potentially dangerous circumstances. The regression models 

tested highlighted a number of factors that were predictive of injuries and so could highlight 

such danger potential. 

5.4.2 : Predictors of officer injuries. 

First, the ability of situational factors to predict officer injuries was examined. 

Although Violanti et al. (2013) found officers were more likely to sustain injuries at night, 

conversely, the present study found that when taking a multivariate approach, temporal 

factors were unrelated to officer injuries (consistent with Covington et al. (2014) who also 

used a multivariate approach). The disparity in findings suggests that there may be additional 

factors that influence officer injuries other than working night shifts. 

The current study did find that public spaces tended to be potentially dangerous 

situations for officers compared to private spaces. While previous research has examined the 

influence of location on officer injuries, previous studies tended to focus on whether the 
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incident occurred in or outside a licenced venue (Covington et al., 2014). Insights into the 

locations where officers are sustaining injuries may provide valuable information about the 

potential dangers and decisions required in public and private spaces. For example, police- 

citizen encounters in public spaces have different elements to encounters in private spaces 

which require different decisions about force (see Fyfe (2005) for a discussion on police use 

of force encounters in public settings). Public spaces may require officers to control the 

situation more urgently due to the number of by-standers who potentially may become 

victims. Officers’ decisions about force may be influenced by the visibility of an encounter 

in a public space (such as media and social perceptions). Furthermore, public spaces tend to 

be more open and difficult to contain a situation than private spaces. 

Officers were also less likely to be injured in incidences involving persons with 

mental illness or suicidal intent compared to minor incidences (such as vehicle intercepts, 

theft/stealing, and other minor incidences). It is often thought that incidences involving 

persons with mental illness are dangerous. Indeed, research has shown that officers may 

interpret persons with mental illness as dangerous and are more likely to use higher force 

levels (Fyfe, 2000; Ruiz & Miller, 2004). However, the current study’s findings indicate that 

officers in these types of incidents were less likely to incur injuries. Alternatively, officers 

may be more prepared in these incidents and, consequently, less likely to sustain injuries. For 

example, Queensland police officers receive additional training for these types of incidents. 

The Mental Health Intervention Project (MHIP) involves targeted training in de-escalating 

situations involving persons with mental illness to reduce the risk of injury to emergency 

service members and suspects (Queensland Police Service, 2013a). While early research 

examined the effects of the incident type on officer injury (though mostly focusing on the 

social disturbances), recent research has not. Examining the effectiveness of training 

programs (such as MHIP) could help to identify tactics that may be successful in other high- 

risk incident types and circumstances. Decision-making research that explores what factors 

officers are considering dangerous and their decision about force will help to clarify if 

officers are approaching different incidents with different tactics and therefore reducing the 

likelihood of injury. 

Second, the study examined the effects on officer injuries of adding suspect-related 

factors to the situation. Interestingly, when suspect-related factors were added to the 

multivariate analysis, situational factors no longer contributed significantly to officer injury, 

independent of other factors. Instead suspects’ gender and behaviour were the only 
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significant factors in whether an officer sustained an injury. This would suggest that it is not 

the situation per se that poses a risk of injury, but who the officer is encountering in that 

situation. Similar to Covington et al. (2014), officers were more likely to be injured with 

female suspects. Furthermore, the present study’s results indicate that suspects who are 

physically aggressive are more likely to inflict injuries on officers (consistent with the 

findings of Smith et al. (2007)). Officer preparedness for potentially dangerous suspects 

could be enhanced by scenario-based training techniques that vary with the suspect’s 

characteristics and behaviour (such as the inclusion of female suspects and suspects who are 

physically aggressive). While suspect gender did not maintain significance in the final 

model, the effect of physically aggressive suspects did. Additionally, the final model 

revealed that the best predictor of officer injuries was the response of the officer to these 

circumstances. That is, officers who consistently used less force than suspect resistance were 

more likely to sustain injuries. This highlights the need to take a multivariate approach to 

gain a complete understanding of officer injuries. Particularly, to include a relative force 

measure that examines officers’ response to suspect resistance. 

In summary, while public spaces and female suspects may pose potentially dangerous 

circumstances for officers, ultimately, physically aggressive suspects and officers’ force 

response best determined officer injuries. This suggests that officers may be using lower 

relative force levels with females, and in public spaces – which in turn, may result in officers 

sustaining injuries, but that physically aggressive suspects pose the risk of injury independent 

of the force level imposed by officers. In support of this proposal, Hine et al. (2016b) 

identified predictors of lower and higher relative force to find that officers were more likely 

to use lower relative force with female suspects. Interestingly, they also found that officers 

tended to abstain from using higher relative force with physically aggressive suspects. 

The predominant finding that officers who used relatively lower force were mostly at 

risk of being injured appears, on the face of it, to support the traditional ‘thin blue line’ 

notions of ‘crime fighter mentality’; that is, the police cultural perspective that the role of 

police should be performed aggressively (such as ‘enforcers’) and never back down from 

citizen resistance to authority. This notion stems from police coping with danger by being 

suspicious in order to pre-empt possible threats and needing to ‘one-up’ citizens (Terrill et al., 

2003a). However, it is important to note that these findings do not necessarily mean that 

officers should simply use more force in an encounter to prevent injuries. Indeed, in our 

analysis, higher levels of officer force did not significantly reduce the odds of injuries 
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occurring.  Furthermore, Alpert and Dunham (2004) highlight that there is a trade-off 

between how much force officers should use without causing injuries to the suspect. 

Research needs to explore ‘reasonable’ and ‘acceptable’ force levels that ensure the safety of 

both officers and suspects. Indeed, the key may lie in preparedness and the use of alternative 

force methods. As indicated earlier, the officers in the current study may have been more 

prepared with enhanced training in situations involving persons with mental illness or 

suicidal intent, thus less likely to be injured. There have been similar conclusions about the 

role of preparedness in previous relative force literature. For example, MacDonald et al. 

(2003) suggested that officer preparedness may explain their findings that the lowest levels of 

relative force were found in violent encounters while the highest levels of relative force were 

used in non-violent encounters. Additionally, using alternative methods to force in dangerous 

situations may reduce injuries. For example, Queensland Police Service (2009) review of 

Taser usage found incidences where Tasers where considered but not deployed, and the 

situation was mostly resolved with the use of tactical communication or police presence. In 

addition, an examination of police thinking about the use and avoidance of force found that, 

in a dangerous situation, officers spoke about using ‘control and contain’ strategies (Baker, 

2009). Hine et al. (2016b) also found that officers were abstaining from using higher relative 

force with potentially dangerous suspects that were physically aggressive or had a weapon. 

This challenges the traditional ‘thin blue line’ notions; rather than approaching the encounter 

with a forceful approach, officers themselves may reduce the risk of injury by de-escalating 

the situation. This in turn has implications for cultural change, with the avoidance of injury 

reinforcing the use of de-escalation methods over suspicion and pre-emptive force. Indeed, 

the above findings suggest that this may already be the case in some of these samples. 

Research should look towards the benefits of de-escalation and alternative tactics that 

potentially prevent the need for force. In turn, officer injury research would benefit from 

elaborating on the effectiveness of alternative force methods and best ways to prepare 

officers for encounters in order to prevent or reduce the dangerousness of policing. 

Other findings from the current study show that, consistent with previous research 

(Covington et al., 2014; Paoline III et al., 2012), individual officer factors were not related to 

the risk of sustaining injuries. While the regression model found that decision-making factors 

were not good predictors of officer injuries, some were found to have a significant bivariate 

association. It should be noted that the data on decision-making factors may not have 

provided a complete understanding due to the availability of information. The reports did not 
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require officers to record their decision-making factors about force and consequently officers’ 

decisions were not always clearly stated in the reports. The constrained secondary data, 

coupled with the cautious approach to coding, only provided a limited exploration of the 

topic. Further research could focus on the factors officers consider during police use of force 

encounters, how they make decisions, and what factors impede this process to gain a more 

complete understanding. 

5.4.3 : Limitations and future directions. 

This study used a multivariate analysis to identify predictors of officer injuries 

sustained as a result of police use of force encounters.  However replicate studies with 

various data sources and samples are needed to assess the robustness of the findings. There 

were a number of limitations due to the data source. The data only included records of 

significant events of police use of force and was secondary data and therefore only 

represented officers’ reported perceptions about events (for example officers’ decisions about 

force). Outcomes of the event were limited by officers’ knowledge a short time after the 

event when the report was written. For example, while officers often reported that hospital 

treatment was sought (for x-rays, virus infections, etc.), the outcomes of the treatment were 

not known. The body of knowledge would benefit from further information of injury 

outcomes from surveys, interviews and medical records about the seriousness of the injury. 

Research that focuses on officers’ decision-making would inform and clarify reasons for 

choosing force options. Understanding how and why officers make decisions will clarify 

incident type findings (for example, whether officers believe encounters with persons with 

mental illness are high risk or are if officers feel they are more prepared for these types of 

encounters, thus avoiding injuries). Furthermore, decision-making research can inform 

training and policies for potentially dangerous situations. Additionally, knowledge of the 

factors and responses involved in successful encounters that do not result in injuries would be 

a beneficial complement to the sample studied here. A stronger focus on encounters that 

result in successful outcomes could provide lessons on best techniques and tactics. 

5.5 : Conclusions and Implications 

This study explored situation, suspect, and officer aspects of a police-citizen 

encounter. Furthermore, the study examined officers’ decision-making and the force level 

chosen relative to the suspect resistance and how these variables impact on whether an officer 

sustained an injury. This study found that while certain situations and suspects may pose a 

level of dangerousness for officers, ultimately it was how an officer responds to the 
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circumstances that determined whether an officer sustained an injury. Therefore, officer 

training needs to have a strong focus not only on identifying potentially dangerous 

encounters, but also on how to respond to such circumstances; that is, officer decision making 

on when, and how to, use force. These findings also have methodological implications for 

officer injury research by indicating the need to incorporate into the research design both the 

specific characteristics and how officers’ respond. Theoretically, the findings indicate the 

need to go beyond individual and situational perspectives and examine the responses of 

officers relative to the suspects’ behaviour. By gaining a better understanding of the 

circumstances in which officers sustain injuries, we can better prepare officers going into 

such potentially dangerous situations and prevent injuries from occurring in the first place. 
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Chapter 6: Study 3 - Exploring Police Use of Force Decision-Making Factors 

While the first two studies provide insights into what is occurring during police use of 

force encounters and the outcomes of these encounters in terms of dangerousness, the next 

study takes a closer look at the factors influencing officers’ decisions about force. To do this, 

it takes a qualitative approach to provide depth and detail to the research project. Study 3 

examines conversations between recruits and trainers in which recruits explain their force 

decisions. It explores the decisions made by officers in a realistic and tactile environment by 

gathering the thoughts and decisions of recruits directly after partaking in a use of force 

simulation. The following abstract provides a summary of the study. 

While there is a well-established body of research on factors associated with police 

use of force, little is known about officers’ force decisions. Officers are increasingly called 

upon to explain and defend their behaviour towards citizens, particularly where force is used. 

This study is one of the first to explore police use of force decision making, examining the 

factors that influence force decisions in a physical and dynamic environment. The sample 

consisted of 91 police recruits who had undergone scenario-based training for their final use 

of force skills assessment. Immediately after the scenario exercise, recruits discussed their 

performance and decisions about force with a trainer. These debriefs were recorded and 

content analysed for the study. Results show that recruits were considering situation and 

suspect factors in their force decisions. Moreover, recruits were using these factors to assess 

the threat level and the suitability of force types. These findings provide insights into what 

officers are basing their force decisions on and why they are making these decisions. This 

has implications for understanding force decisions of officers in the field as well as policy 

implications for force guidelines and models. 
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6.1 : What Were They Thinking? Factors Influencing Police Recruits’ Decisions About 

Force 

As part of their role, police need to gain control of, and compliance from, offenders. 

In such circumstances, officers need to decide whether to use force, and if so, the type and 

degree of force. Making these decisions can be difficult during such dynamic and complex 

situations. Officers need to consider the force options available and weigh up the possible 

outcomes by making assessments of risk (Council of Canadian Academies and Canadian 

Academy of Health Sciences, 2013). Poor decisions have the potential to cause serious harm. 

Too much force may cause physical, financial, or psychological harm to all those involved, 

while too little force may cause the situation to escalate, risking harm to the community 

(Alpert & Dunham, 2004; Hine, Porter, Westera, & Alpert, 2016a; Hine et al., 2016b; Lersch 

& Mieczkowski, 2005; Wolf et al., 2009). The present study examines the factors that 

influence officers’ force decisions to gain a better understanding of why officers make the 

decisions that they do, using data from recruits of the Queensland Police Service (QPS), 

Australia. Improved understanding of these decision-making factors will help to inform 

police use of force training and policy for force encounters, as well as any resulting inquiry or 

investigation of officer use of force. The sections below first examines the body of 

knowledge on influential factors of force decisions. Next, the paper outlines police use of 

force policies, which shape when force is acceptable to use.  Third, the paper reviews 

decision models provided by policing agencies that help guide officers’ force decisions 

before presenting details of the current study. 

6.1.1 : Police use of force decision making. 

Police use of force literature has identified a range of factors associated with police 

officers’ use of force that may provide some insight into officers’ force decisions (Adams, 

2005; Riksheim & Chermak, 1993; Sherman, 1980; Terrill & Paoline III, 2010). The nature 

and type of force used by officers can be explained by officers’ assessment of threat. Force is 

rarely used and, when it is, usually falls on the lower end of the spectrum (Adams, 2005). 

One of the best predictors of force is suspects’ resistance (Alpert & Dunham, 1997; Bazley et 

al., 2009; Hickman et al., 2015; Hine et al., 2016a; Hine et al., 2016b; Terrill, 2005; Terrill et 

al., 2003a; Worden, 1996b). Further, studies that take suspect resistance into account find 

officers generally use less force than suspect resistance in high-risk situations with high-risk 

suspects (Alpert & Dunham, 1997; Alpert et al., 2004b; Hine et al., 2016b; MacDonald et al., 

2003; Terrill, 2003; Terrill, 2005; Wolf et al., 2009). For example, Hine et al. (2016b) 
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examined official police reports in Queensland, Australia, to identify predictors of police use 

of force relative to suspect resistance. The best predictors of relative force were all suspect 

related (gender and behaviour). Officers were less likely to use higher levels of relative force 

with physically aggressive suspects and suspects with weapons, and were more likely to use 

lower levels of force with female suspects. These findings suggest that officers may be 

placing weight on suspect factors in assessing threat levels and when making force decisions 

rather than officer, location, or other non-suspect factors. However, it remains unclear why 

officers abstain from using higher levels of force in potentially dangerous circumstances. 

Hence, while the police use of force literature has identified factors predictive of force, we 

know little about why officers are deciding to use the levels of force they do. 

An international project explored police officers’ views and attitudes about the use of 

force (Stenning et al., 2009). The study included seven countries and involved delivering an 

unfolding vignette to focus groups that allowed for several decision points. The scenario 

involved a routine encounter by two officers who approached a parked car and later involved 

a police pursuit eventuating in a confrontation involving firearms. Similar to the use of force 

literature, which finds officers abstaining from using higher levels of force, the project found 

officers across a number of countries were cautious in their approach to the situation with a 

general consensus that force should be avoided (Waddington et al., 2009). Further, officers 

spoke about the importance of controlling the situation as well as their own reactions. 

However, while this project did explore police officers’ views and attitudes about their 

actions, it did not examine the specific situational and suspect cues that influence force 

decisions. 

Other research has explored the importance of encounter context in police use of force 

decision making. Fridell and Binder (1992) and Binder and Scharf (1980) proposed that the 

final decision to use (or not to use) deadly force is based on a contingent sequence of 

decisions and behaviours. The ‘information exchange’ phase was found to be the most 

critical phase of an encounter for deciding whether to shoot or not (Fridell & Binder, 1992). 

During this phase, verbal interactions may result in a suspect becoming angrier and non- 

compliant; or can alternatively calm the suspect who in turn becomes compliant (Fridell & 

Binder, 1992). In the ‘final frame’ of deciding whether to shoot or not shoot, Fridell and 

Binder (1992) found that encounters in which the officer decided to shoot more often 

involved suspects who ran away, physically assaulted the officer with their hands, or shot a 

firearm. Conversely, decisions not to shoot were more likely due to the context (such as 
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having cover to protect the officer). Hence, in making shooting decisions, while the most 

critical phase of an encounter relied on officer communication skills and suspect compliance, 

the final decision to use or not use deadly force was dependent on the context of the 

encounter. The importance of context in force decisions was also identified by Mitchell and 

Flin (2007). Using a questionnaire provided to officers after a simulated firearms training 

exercise, the researchers identified cues within the scenario (that officers assess and respond 

to) to be critical in making shooting decisions, while briefing information did not influence 

firearms officers’ decisions to shoot. These findings suggest that decisions about force are 

dependent on the cues taken from the situation and the suspect, and the officer’s perception of 

threat in these circumstances. 

The relationship between perception of threat and police use of force has been well 

established within the policing literature. In Australia, Davies (2015) found the perception of 

threat to be a key theme in New South Wales Police officers’ decisions to shoot or not shoot. 

The QPS also acknowledges the importance of threat assessment and provides guidance to 

officers in assessing threat by using the acronym ‘POP’; Person, Object, and Place 

(Queensland Police Service, 2016a) however it omits details about how these factors should 

be assessed. Holmes, Reynolds, Holmes, and Faulkner (1998) provides more insight into 

what these factors might be. They examined 662 Ohio officers’ perceptions of threat using 

vignette surveys. The researchers found officers perceived high threat situations as those 

where the mobilization type was reactive in nature (rather than proactive) and involved 

serious offences. Officers perceived high-risk suspects as those who were of a larger build, 

actively resisting, and whose demeanour was abusive and violent. Conversely, officers 

perceived female suspects as a lower level of threat. While Holmes et al. (1998) provided 

insight into officers’ perception of risk, the surveys did not provide the complexities of real 

world police use of force scenarios. Hine et al. (2016a) used police data to examine actual 

threat to officers in terms of officer injuries in real world police use of force encounters. 

They found that officers were more likely to sustain injuries in public settings, with 

physically aggressive suspects, and female suspects. These findings are interesting when 

considering previous use of force research found that in some of these circumstances officers 

were abstaining from using force (Hine et al., 2016b). These findings combined suggest 

officers may be considering some circumstances as less threatening; and in turn choosing to 

use lower levels of force which result in officer injuries. However, despite previous research 
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providing insights into the perceptions of threat and actual threat posed to officers, why 

officers are choosing to use the force that they do in these circumstances remains unclear. 

Perhaps the most comprehensive study to date that examines the factors that influence 

officers’ force decisions was conducted by Davies (2015). Davies (2015) analysed officers’ 

force decisions using ‘shoot / do no shoot’ virtual training simulator scenarios. A sample of 

372 New South Wales (Australia) police academy students were armed with two force 

options – oleoresin capsicum (OC) spray and replica Glock pistol - to produce a single force 

type outcome (shoot or do not shoot). The study involved three phases; pre-simulation 

survey, post-simulation survey, and an interview with 15 participants three to four months 

after graduating the academy. While each phase highlighted a number of factors that 

impacted officers’ decisions, results across each of these phases indicate a number of 

consistent key themes that influenced officers’ force decisions; threat/safety, justification for 

actions, and situational factors. While Davies (2015) is one of the first to explore factors 

impacting on officers’ force decisions, the study was limited to the most extreme force type; 

shoot or do not shoot, leaving decisions about other less severe force options still unclear. 

Additionally, Davies’ (2015) study was conducted in a virtually simulated environment. 

While there are strengths in studying force decisions in a controlled environment, simulations 

lack the hands-on, tactile, experience of physical suspect resistance. 

6.1.2 : Police use of force policy. 

Legislation, policies, and force models guide officers’ force decisions. Law defines 

under what conditions officers’ are legally justified in using force against another person. 

White (2001) proposed that policy is an effective tool in controlling force discretion 

(particularly deadly force) while Davies (2015) examined influential factors to find 

‘justification’ was a key decision factor in deciding to shoot or not shoot a suspect. The use 

of force is usually legally acceptable when the force used by an officer is ‘reasonable’ and 

‘necessary’ in order to perform their duties. The Graham v. Connor (1989) case in the US 

established the ‘objective reasonableness’ standard for evaluating officers’ acceptable force 

levels, which allows police to use force when necessary to effect an arrest. In the UK, the 

Police (Conduct) Regulations (2012) outline that officers are only to use force to the extent 

that it is necessary, proportionate and reasonable; while in Australia, the Commonwealth Act 

(Crimes Act 1914 (Cth)) s3ZC states that officers cannot use more force than necessary and 

reasonable to make an arrest, and that the officer cannot do anything that may cause grievous 

bodily harm or death unless the officer reasonably believes that it will protect life or prevent 
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serious injury to themselves or others. ‘Reasonable’ and ‘necessary’, however, are both 

subjective and lack clear definitions for practical purposes. The act also relies on an accurate 

assessment of the risk or threat posed by the suspect. The appropriateness of an officer’s 

decisions about force then becomes reliant on the officer’s ability to justify their actions. 

Policing agencies offer various use-of-force policies and procedures to further assist 

officers in their decision making. For example in Queensland, Australia (the site of this 

study), the Operational Procedures Manual (OPM) outlines that officers should consider that 

all use of force must be authorised, justified, reasonable/proportionate/appropriate, legally 

defensible, and tactically sound and effective (Queensland Police Service, 2016a). Hence, 

this is what officers are required and expected to be considering in making force decisions. 

The manual also provides further guidance to officers by noting the factors that officers 

should consider when making decisions about force, such as the physical attributes of the 

suspect, the location, the possibility of situational change requiring an increase or decrease in 

force, the possibility of injuries to all parties involved, the necessity for an officer’s rapid 

response to prevent the escalation of an incident, and needs to satisfy the SELF18 test 

(Queensland Police Service, 2016a). However, these factors are also vague and more specific 

details would provide better guidance for officers. For example, which physical attributes of 

the suspect should officers be considering in force decisions, and how should they be 

considering these factors (i.e. should a suspect’s build, age, gender, or race be considered as 

potentially dangerous or less threatening)? 

6.1.3 : Police use of force models. 

In addition to legislation and policies, officers are frequently provided with use of 

force models to guide their decisions. These models set out the available options and then 

offer varying levels of prescriptiveness in how to choose between them. In general, use of 

force models used by policing agencies tend to be depicted as a diagram and fall into two 

groups; linear or circular (situational) models. Linear models tend to be incremental 

(sometimes depicted as a matrix) and are the most common model adopted by policing 

agencies in the US (Terrill & Paoline III, 2013). Linear models typically describe and 

measure force on a continuum. On the lower end are verbal commands or open hand tactics 

 
 

18 The SELF test was designed by the Ethical Standards Command to guide officers in ethical 

decision-making to help ensure decisions withstand Scrutiny, Ensure compliance, and are 

Lawful and Fair (Ethical Standards Command, 2011) 
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while the more lethal measures of force, including firearms, are at the upper end. Linear 

models use a matching criterion to aid decision making; that is, a suspect’s level of resistance 

is identified and the matching level of force is to be selected (Desmedt, 1984; Graves & 

Connor, 1992). If the matched force fails to control the suspect, officers can then escalate to 

the next level until the situation is contained. 

Linear models, however, have been criticised (Hamdorf, 1991; Hoffman, Lawrence, 

& Brown, 2004; Peters & Brave, 2006). First, they imply that officers need to start at the 

bottom taking a sequential approach by working through each step to the top. These 

impressions tend to encourage an escalating, rather than deescalating, level of force to be 

used (Hamdorf, 1991; Hoffman et al., 2004; Peters & Brave, 2006). Vague terms within the 

models or overly complicated models have also led to problems (Peters & Brave, 2006). 

Finally, the models have been criticised for not integrating the dynamic nature of police- 

citizen encounters or encompassing all the elements of an encounter (Hamdorf, 1991; 

Hoffman et al., 2004; Peters & Brave, 2006). For example, Peters and Brave (2006) suggest 

that the matched criteria for an actively resisting suspect may differ when considering all the 

characteristics of the suspect (i.e. force required in an encounter is likely to differ for an 

actively resisting 90 year old grandmother versus a 25 year old professional boxer or a 10 

year old girl). Finally, Terrill and Paoline III (2013) found variations across US departments 

in the inclusive content of each level and the order of the levels. Thus, there is no consensus 

on which options are the most appropriate responses. Overall, the model has difficulty in 

allowing for the dynamic nature of police-citizen encounters and the additional factors 

involved. 

In contrast, situational models are usually depicted circularly, reportedly providing 

officers with greater flexibility in choosing between the various options available (Terrill & 

Paoline III, 2013) and are the dominant choice in Australia, as well as other Commonwealth 

countries. Unlike incremental models, situational use of force models are not restrictive to 

matching particular approaches to particular circumstances; instead, situational models allow 

the choice of multiple options (Queensland Police Service, 2016a, s14.3.2, p. 10). However, 

situational models have been criticised for allowing too much choice, being described as a 

‘spin the wheel’ approach, suggesting choice could be based on random factors (Hoffman et 

al., 2004, p 2). Consequently, this ‘any option’ approach lacks guidance to officers in 

deciding which type of force to use and justifying why the option was chosen. 
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6.1.4 : The present study. 

To date, factors that influence force decisions have not been examined in an 

environment that is reflective of the dynamic and tactile environment of the real world. The 

present study aims to address this gap by utilising role-play scenario based training. This 

presents a physical, ‘hands-on’ environment, but scenarios and suspects’ behaviour are able 

to be controlled to provide consistency of experience. The study explores factors that 

influence force decisions regarding all the force options available to officers, such as hand 

tactics, batons, OC spray, Tasers (CEW weapon), Firearms, etc. The utilisation of recruits for 

the sample offers a number of advantages. Davies (2015) highlights that gaining a recruits’ 

perspective helps to inform the effectiveness and efficiency of training. In addition, at this 

point, recruits have acquired all the training and experience required to become operational 

field officers – hence, after passing their assessment, this sample will indeed be making real 

world force decisions. Furthermore, by using recruits, they are less likely to be influenced by 

police cultural issues. Overall, the present study will provide a better understanding of how 

and why officers reach decisions about force; which in turn, translates to understanding their 

force behaviour in the field. This knowledge is not only pertinent to inquiries into officer 

behaviour after an incident occurs, where officers may be called upon to justify their 

behaviour, but will also inform training and policies to best prepare officers for potential use 

of force encounters. 

6.2 : Method 

6.2.1 : Data source. 

The sample consisted of recruits from the Queensland Police Service (QPS), 

Australia. The QPS recruit training program is a 25-week curriculum involving core skills 

and values, guided practice, and developed practice (Queensland Police Service, 2012a). 

Relevant to this study, the program involves firearms, accoutrement, and operational skills 

and tactics training. The QPS adopts a situational use of force model that allows a number of 

available options rather than a series of escalating tactics. As part of their final assessment, 

recruits partake in use of force role playing scenarios (scenario-based training). Immediately 

after the scenario, recruits are debriefed by a trainer and asked to explain their decisions and 

actions. It is these debriefs between trainers and recruits, captured by audio recordings, 

which are analysed for this study. 
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6.2.2 : Sample. 

QPS trains recruits in a number of ‘intakes’ that are staggered throughout the year. At 

the time of this study an intake comprised 96 recruits. To obtain a sample that was as 

comprehensive as possible, all QPS recruits in one intake were invited to participate. This 

resulted in the participation of 91 recruits with data collected between December 2012 and 

February 2013. Participants’ age ranged from 20-46 with an average age of 28. The sample 

consisted of 76.52% male and 23.48% female. 

6.2.3 : The scenarios. 

The study utilised the existing training scenarios of the QPS recruit training program. 

The training scenarios were designed by QPS training staff to be as realistic as possible. 

Recruits were provided with a minimal amount of information before entering the scene, 

therefore entering an ambiguous and unfolding situation. During the scenario, recruits were 

working in real time. All use of force options were available to recruits (refer to Appendix D 

for force options available to Queensland police officers), although for safety reasons, some 

of the accoutrements were replaced with simulated versions (for example, non-firing 

firearms, OC spray without the active agent, Tasers that do not electrify when deployed). 

Recruits took part in two different scenarios (Domestic Violence scenario and Disturbance 

scenario (refer to Appendix E for scenario details)) in pairs, each taking the role of ‘lead 

officer’ for one scenario. ‘Suspect’ role players were either trainers or recruits themselves, 

which allowed for variations of suspect characteristics (such as gender, age, build, etc.). The 

scenarios were scripted in terms of suspects’ behaviour with authors’ observations that role 

players were reasonably consistent in behaviour and reactions. All scenarios commenced 

with recruits using communication skills and the role-playing suspect provided slight 

resistance by not cooperating with the recruits’ directions and verbal commands. Scenarios 

ended with recruits handcuffing and searching the suspect. 

6.2.4 : Debriefs. 

Since it would be obtrusive and unrealistic to ask recruits to talk out loud their 

decisions during the scenario, debriefs were conducted immediately after the scenario while 

thoughts were still current. The debriefs involved recruits explaining their decisions and 

justifications for using force to a trainer. Debriefs were audio recorded with the recruits’ and 

trainers’ permission. Recordings ranged from three minutes to 40 minutes with an average of 

15 minutes and were transcribed by one of the authors for analysis. 



Use of Force 111 
 

6.2.4: Analysis and coding. 

The data were analysed using a systematic content analysis approach that was 

purposive in nature. To gain a comprehensive and reliable data set, all transcripts were coded 

by two of the authors. A code book was based on broad themes from the previous literature 

such as force decision, force level, force type, and influencing factors of suspect 

characteristics and situation characteristics. Themes were then refined into specific factors 

from the data with the inclusion of definitions. These factors were coded in a framework of 

sequential interactions; that is, each pairing of suspect resistance and officer force throughout 

the encounter. This recognises that the role plays involved a number of interactions between 

the recruit and role player, each of which required a decision. Thus, each recruit was coded 

according to all decisions made. The two authors compared, discussed, and refined the 

coding and codebook until agreement was made. 

Force decisions. 

Force decisions were coded as the decision to use or not to use force as well as the 

decision to use higher or lower levels of force. 

Force options. 

Force options coded consisted of the force level based on Alpert and Dunham’s 

(1997) force factor model adapted for QPS (refer to Appendix B) and the force type based on 

the options available to QPS officers (refer to Appendix D). As all scenarios commenced 

with recruits using communication skills and ended with the suspect being handcuffed, 

communication skills and restraining accoutrements were not coded. For similar reasons, 

police presence was also not included in the coding scheme. 

Influencing factors. 

Aspects were coded as an influencing factor if recruits specifically stated them as reasoning 

for their force decisions. This included situational factors (such as incident type, location, 

visibility, and the number of persons involved) and suspect factors (such as build, gender, 

intoxication, and behaviour). 

With the scenario as the unit of analysis, the absence and presence of all constructs 

were coded using NVivo software to code, manage, and organise the data. The Majority of 

the debriefs involved discussion of both scenarios in the one debrief session. Coding was 

able to identify recruits were discussing 45 domestic violence scenarios and 41 disturbance 

scenarios; there were two transcripts that did not identify which scenario was being 

discussed. 
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6.3 : Results 

The analysis of officers’ debriefs revealed that despite being presented with similar 

suspect resistance initially, recruits decided to use various force options and force types. 

Recruits reported a wide range of situation and suspect factors that influenced these force 

decisions. Some factors were associated with recruits’ decisions to use force (or to use higher 

levels of force) while other factors were associated with recruits’ decisions not to use force 

(or to use lower levels of force). The first section describes the recruits’ initial reason for 

using force and the force level and types chosen. The initial force chosen then determines 

how the scenario unfolds and the second section describes the force level and types used 

throughout the remainder of the scenario, and the number of sequence interactions needed to 

control the situation. Finally, the situation and suspect factors that influenced force decisions 

are examined. 

6.3.1 : Initial decisions about force. 

All scenarios commenced with recruits using communication skills and concluded 

with the suspect being handcuffed and searched. Recruits expressed two main reasons for 

their initial use of force (rather than remaining with communication alone) as being legally 

defendable. First, recruits initially used force to move the scenario along in order to prevent 

the continuation or repetition of the incident. 

 

“It felt like ages, we got into a circle where we were getting nowhere [with 

communication], and I thought ‘we’ve got to put a stop to this’, so I said, ‘we are 

going to detain you and take you down to the station’ and I indicated to [partner] 

‘let’s do it [use physical force] now’.” (Recruit #22) 

 
“[I used force] to prevent the repetition and continuation of the offence.” 

(Recruit #113) 

 
Second, recruits reported the need to use force in order to detain and effect an arrest. 

 
“[the] Decision was to go in and to detain him. To take him away to the station 

for a DV application. So that’s what we did, I gave the nod and me and my 

partner went in initially one on each side.” (Recruit #122) 
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Despite recruits’ being presented with the same initial suspect resistance; that is the role- 

playing suspect responded by not cooperating with recruits’ directions and verbal commands, 

recruits were choosing various force levels and force types (see Figure 4). Most recruits 

opted for hand tactics in attempting to gain control of the situation (89.87%), however other 

recruits decided to use higher levels of force by selecting to use accoutrements (force level 

four = 6.33%). Some of these recruits chose to present their Taser (1.27%), while others 

elected OC spray (3.80%), and one recruit chose to use a baton (1.27%). However, a number 

of recruits decided to use an even higher level of force (force level five = 3.80%) in response 

to the suspects’ slight resistance and actually deployed their Taser (3.80%). Hence, although 

recruits were presented with the same initial suspect resistance, recruits were deciding to use 

various levels and types of force. This in turn; determined how the scenario subsequently 

unfolded. 

6.3.2 : General force findings. 

Throughout the overall encounter (aside from verbal commands and directions) 

recruits were mostly using hand tactics in attempting to control the situation (70.80%). 

Sometimes recruits decided to use a higher level of force (force level four = 17.70%; force 

level five = 11.50%) by choosing Taser (15.04%), OC spray (8.85%), or baton (5.31%). 

While recruits were mostly able to control the encounter19 after only one sequence 

interaction (i.e. one pairing of suspect resistance and officer force) (72.15%), the highest 

number of sequence interactions was six. The decisions to use force, when force was used, 

and the types of force used were similar in both the domestic violence scenario and 

disturbance scenario, therefore the following sections report on the combined findings unless 

stated otherwise20. The next section examines the reasoning behind the recruits’ force 

decisions which centres on situational and suspect factors. 

 

19 i.e. force tactic was successful and the suspect complied 

20 Descriptive analysis found domestic violence (DV) and disturbance scenarios to contain similar 

decisions. Both scenarios were mostly contained after the first sequence (DV = 60.29%; 

Disturbance = 80.85%) however while all disturbance scenarios concluded after a maximum of 

three interactions, DV scenarios had one encounter that concluded after four interactions, and 

one encounter that concluded after six interactions. Recruits were mostly choosing hand tactics 

(level three) in both scenarios (DV = 64.71%; disturbance = 76.60%) and similar proportions for 

level four force (DV = 19.12%; disturbance = 14.89%) and level five force (DV = 13.24%; 

Disturbance 8.51%). 
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6.3.3 : Situational factors that influence force decisions. 

Recruits reported a number of situational factors that influenced their force decisions. 

These included the type of incident, the location type, and the number of persons involved 

(such as bystanders or officers). 

Incident type. 

The seriousness of the incident type was a reported factor in recruits’ decisions to use 

force and which force type to use. In particular, recruits assessed the domestic violence 

scenario as a high threat incident while the disturbance scenario was considered as less 

serious. Assessments of high risk indicated justifications to use force or to use force options 

considered as higher levels of force. In the domestic violence encounters, recruits described 

that the violent nature of the offence was an indication of the suspect’s capabilities of violent 

behaviour; further, that this violent behaviour may then be directed towards officers. 

 

“[Initial threat assessment was] fairly high because he has just beaten his wife 

outside, she’s covered in blood, so you know … I mean you can see he has the 

capability to do that.” (Recruit #1) 

 
Conversely, while the suspect in the disturbance scenario was displaying physical 

aggression, recruits considered this less threatening because the aggression was directed 

towards an object, not a person. Less threatening circumstances were used as reasoning for 

not using force or using force options considered as a lower level force type. 

 

“It was just a door, not a person … He was aggressive in total but what I was 

saying was there was no immediate danger to another person.” (Recruit #39) 

 
Hence, recruits were determining threat not only based on suspects’ demeanour in the 

moment, but also on their capability or likelihood to cause harm to a person. 

Location. 

Location was primarily mentioned as a factor in decisions in the sense that the nature 

of some location spaces limited the suitability of force options. Particularly the number of 

people present and openness were limitations of public spaces due to residual effects (for 

example secondary OC spray) and the inability to contain the incident (for example the 

inability to control passers-by from becoming unintended participants). 
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“The place [outside nightclub], being a public place there were certain 

accoutrements that may not have been the best option if things got really rough 

because it was a public place.” (Recruit #16) 

 
Conversely, the confined nature of private spaces also limited force options – hence, 

influencing force type decisions – though for similar reasons. Recruits were concerned about 

secondary effects in confined spaces and the ‘unknown’ of who else may be in the house and 

enter the room (becoming unintended participants). 

 

“I didn’t want to use OC spray because we’re in a confined space [room in 

house] and the chance of getting secondary [spray] for my partner would be 

more.” (Recruit #13) 

 

 

Location was also considered in terms of risks posed. Suspects’ houses were often 

considered as high risk due to ‘unknown’ factors within the house (for example it was 

unknown if there were weapons or other people in the house), which in turn, provided 

justifications to use force or higher force options. 

 

“My risk assessment was high risk because we were going into a bad guy’s house 

so it’s his world essentially … We don’t know what’s in there.” (Recruit #122) 

 
Visibility/accountability. 

The visible nature of public spaces was one of the biggest location concerns for 

recruits. Recruits were concerned with how the public would perceive the use of force, 

which influenced the recruits’ decisions to avoid using force or certain force types. 

 

“That would depend greatly on who’s around. Obviously, people are going to be 

watching – there’s not going to be an empty street. The person who called it in 

will be watching as well out of interest.” (Recruit #125) 

 
“I was worried about the public perception of us dragging him away from the 

wall.” (Recruit #23) 
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Recruits were thinking about the potential ramifications of the act of force being witnessed; 

for example, recorded video footage that focused only on the act of force and not the context 

of the situation. 

 

“Because CCTV and there’s been a fight, they just focus in on – they don’t care 

about that [what lead to the use of force] – they are just going to see you punch 

him” (Recruit #110) 

 
However, the concern of visibility/accountability was also expressed in private space 

encounters. For example, one recruit decided not to use Taser or OC spray due to the 

potential of being filmed; instead the recruit opted to use hands-on tactics. Retrospectively, 

the recruit thought that even hands-on tactics may have been viewed negatively, and in 

hindsight, the best approach may have been more commands and communication. 

 

“After he’d beaten his wife, you could then argue serious – threat of serious 

injury – maybe go to Taser or caps spray.  My issue with that would be if there’s 

a video camera on, we’ve got two cops walking in and talking to a dude who’s not 

offering any actual resistance and we’ve just Tasered or sprayed him. So, we 

could in retrospect may’ve gone down the path of giving commands and then 

maybe seeing if he would’ve complied.” (Recruit #1) 

 
Persons involved. 

Finally, the number of persons involved influenced recruits’ force decisions. The 

presence of bystanders influenced recruits’ force decisions in terms of restricting force 

options. As previously mentioned, if bystanders were present, some accoutrements would be 

inappropriate due to the potential harm of residual exposure. 

 

“Potentially OC spray if there was no-one else around but being outside a bar, it 

may not have been an option.” (Recruit #68) 

 
Recruits expressed concerns that bystanders may pose a risk by becoming involved in the 

situation and assaulting police. This indicated a sense of urgency to use force and influenced 

decisions about the force option in order to rapidly control the situation. 



Use of Force 118 
 

“Like I said, it’s a public place. There’s obviously innocent people around, his 

mates could be around. And if it does escalate, it could be an issue to either his 

mates coming in or other public around or anyone could be interested, if anyone 

has a beef, they might just decide to get on the band wagon.” (Recruit #134) 

 
The number of officers present influenced force decisions. If more officers were present 

compared to the number of suspects, the situation was considered a lower level of risk with a 

reduced need to resort to higher levels of force. 

 

“Well, I thought we could’ve used at that stage OC spray, but looking at the 

person – suspect - and myself and [partner], we outnumbered him … so I felt that 

going in hands-on would probably be the best option without trying to escalate, 

without using OC spray or Tasering him.” (Recruit #23) 

 
6.3.4 : Suspect factors that influence force decisions. 

Suspect build. 

Suspect factors influencing recruits’ decisions included build, gender, intoxication, 

and behaviour. Suspects’ build was one of the most prominent factors that influenced 

recruits’ decisions about force. Suspect build was also one of the first factors recruits were 

considering, sometimes before entering the scene. Recruits were particularly concerned 

about suspects who were of a larger build than themselves. 

 

“Honestly – when I first saw him I thought he is a big guy and if this turns bad I 

will consider using Taser. Just cause he’s so big.” (Recruit #71) 

 
“If it was a big unit that I was up against, it’s another different story – it’s even 

more justifiable what I did.” (Recruit #1) 

 
Force type was chosen based on the size of the suspect in relation to the recruits’ own build. 

For example, if the suspect had a smaller build than the recruit, then this was considered a 

lower risk; whereas larger built suspects were considered high risk. 

 

“We ended up going hands-on. With the size of my partner, we quickly realised 

that that wasn’t going to work. My partner’s only a smaller stature officer. So 

quickly resorted to Taser to bring the offender down.” (Recruit #119) 
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Recruits also expressed the difficulties in controlling larger suspects, which impacted on the 

effectiveness of some force options. 

 

“His size. Yeah – was a big factor … Because of his size, if we could 

incapacitate him in any way that was certain with us having a better chance 

against him.” (Recruit #147) 

 
Suspect gender. 

Almost all recruits that encountered a female suspect stated that they chose their force 

options based on the gender of the suspect. Recruits considered female suspects to be less 

threatening and therefore did not see the need to use higher levels of force than they would 

with male suspects. 

 

Trainer: “Why not choose OC spray or Taser?” 

Recruit #68: “Taser, I didn’t believe there was any risk – or serious risk of 

injury for Taser. OC spray could have been the option but at the time I felt that 

open hand tactics we could try first … she was female.” 

Recruit #67: “I felt, for me, she was female.” 

 
 

“Because she was a female and I didn’t consider it necessary to go for a baton or 

anything else at that stage.” (Recruit #83) 

 
However, recruits expressed uncertainty in tactics for controlling female suspects and 

difficulty in using force options, especially hands-on tactics. 

 

“If it was a male offender, you would probably go quite a bit harder … [with a 

female offender] you sort of didn’t sort of know what level to amp things up to.” 

(Recruit #55) 

 
Suspect intoxication. 

Intoxicated suspects were considered as high risk due to the unpredictable and 

irrational nature of intoxicated people. Recruits expressed that some force options may be 

ineffective with intoxicated persons and therefore not chosen. 
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“Threat assessment straight away, he was drunk. Possibly using drugs as 

[people] do nowadays out and about. So, thought straight away OC spray 

wouldn’t have the same effect on him so I would say it would be a high threat 

straight away. His pain tolerance could be a lot higher.” (Recruit #2) 

 
Suspect behaviour. 

Disposition. 

Recruits often commented on the disposition of the suspect, describing suspects as 

‘aggravated’, ‘angry’, ‘agitated’, or ‘not happy’ however these were only descriptions of the 

suspect rather than explicitly stated as decision factors about force. However, when recruits 

identified the suspect as ‘aggressive’, they also identified this as an influencing factor in their 

decision. Most recruits stated that aggressive behaviour was a high-risk factor which 

influenced their decision to use force and the level of force used. 

 

“Because he was aggressive. There was a threat to me and to my partner if we 

went hands-on.” (Recruit #39) 

 
Subsequently, recruits expressed that this aggressive behaviour raised concern for the risk of 

injury to themselves or their partners which justified using higher levels of force. 

 

“At the point, I was considering nearly everything. Like Taser would have been 

appropriate given risk of serious injury. If he had decided to turn around and 

take that aggression out on myself or my partner.” (Recruit #113) 

 
Although some recruits stated that aggressive behaviour alone was not a justifiable reason to 

use force; or by itself, was not considered as a high-risk factor. 

 

“She was aggressive but she wasn’t overtly violent. So to my assessment, there 

was no risk of serious injury.” (Recruit #77) 

 
“We could see he clearly could get aggressive but he wasn’t giving us anything 

that would allow us to use a use of force option, like OC spray or something.” 

(Recruit #1) 
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Proximity (distance between officer and suspect). 

Recruits demonstrated an awareness of their positioning in relation to the suspect and 

they tried to maintain a safe distance. 

 

“Yeah – me and my partner walked in, triangulated well and both had good 

distance to the subject and ourselves. And we could both see each other and were 

talking and looking at each other at the same time.” (Recruit #123) 

 
“Every time he tried to approach us, we told him to stay where he was, don’t 

approach us any closer.” (Recruit #1) 

 
If suspects breached what was considered to be a ‘safe’ distance, then recruits determined this 

to be dangerous behaviour indicating the need to use force. 

 

“He advanced towards me … in a quick manner, he could have easily had gotten 

me.” (Recruit #1) 

 
Close proximity between recruit and suspect also resulted in suspects being able to physically 

assault recruits which in turn resulted in recruits needing to choose higher levels of force. 

 

“I was obviously too close because he grabbed me, which then resulted in having 

to use a Taser which I suppose could have been avoided.” (Recruit #1) 

 
When rationalising their use of force, recruits often considered the breach of safe distancing 

coupled with other factors such as the suspect’s aggressive behaviour. 

 

“He was quite aggressive, a lot of pacing coming towards us, so that’s when I 

started [to grab the OC spray].” (Recruit #1) 

 
Recruits expressed the difficulties in controlling a situation in which the ‘safe’ distance is 

breached. Difficulties included limited force options due to residual effects and potential 

harm to themselves/partner by the force type they were using. 

 

“I didn’t consider using my Taser just because at the distance that we were to 

him, it would not have been a safe option for me and my partner or the subject.” 

(Recruit #122) 
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Finally, proximity also presented time restrictions which limited force options. Recruits 

expressed being unable to not only retrieve the accoutrement, but also activate the 

accoutrement when suspects were too close. 

 

“Because at the time if I had’ve considered stopping to get out the OC spray, this 

is OC spray, because of the distance that we covered closing him down so to 

speak, I feel that he would have actually run through us and made an exit for the 

door possibly.” (Recruit #122) 

 
6.4 : Discussion 

The present study is one of the first to explore officers’ decisions during use of force 

encounters in a physically dynamic environment. Results showed recruits were considering 

both situation and suspect factors in decisions about whether or not to use force and the level 

of force to use. Situational factors that influenced recruits’ force decisions were the 

seriousness of the incident, location, and the number of people involved; while suspect 

factors were suspects’ build, gender, intoxication, and behaviour. Moreover, within these 

findings, it was evident that recruits were using these factors to assess threat and suitability of 

force type. These findings provide insights into why officers are making the decisions that 

they are and have implications for education and training practices in how officers assess 

threat along with policy implications for decision-making models. 

The present study’s findings of risk are consistent with Davies’ (2015) pre and post 

virtual simulation study and Holmes et al.’s (1998) study of risk perception, as well as more 

general use of force research such as Hine et al. (2016b). However, this study has extended 

previous research to identify specific situation and suspect factors that recruits actually 

articulate influenced their force decisions. While there were variations in the force outcomes 

in terms of the type of force chosen, the factors influencing recruits’ decisions remained 

fairly consistent; that is, there were no extreme opposing views. Any differences were mostly 

due to variations in suspect characteristics (such as gender and build) and officers’ perception 

of threat and what they deemed as an appropriate response in terms of force type. 

Situational factors that were associated with recruits’ decisions to use force (or to use 

a higher level of force) were those assessed as posing high threat. These were reported 

offences that recruits considered as serious, when there were less officers involved than 

suspects, and when bystanders may be present. In addition, suspect factors that were 

considered a threat were suspects who were of a larger build than the recruit, intoxicated, 
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aggressive, and who breached a safe proximity with the recruit. Conversely, situational 

factors that were associated with recruits’ decision not to use force (or to avoid using higher 

levels of force), were those perceived as less threatening, including where reported offences 

were considered as less serious, and when officers outnumbered suspects; less threatening 

suspect factors were smaller build and female. Additionally, recruits were concerned about 

the visibility of the location - that is the potential for being witnessed and recorded which 

influenced their decisions not to use force or to use lower levels of force. 

Findings of suspect build and demeanour are consistent with Holmes et al.’s (1998) 

perceptions of risk study that also found officers assessed larger build and aggressive 

suspects as high risk. However, the present study’s findings suggest that perceptions of risk 

associated with ‘aggression’ may not always be consistent across officers. For our recruits, 

subtleties were evident between the target of the aggression (whether person or object) and 

the acceptability of aggression alone being justifiable for the use of force. These differences 

in perception resulted in different responses. These subtleties help to explain why some 

officers choose different force options under similar circumstances in the real world. The 

differences in perception are most likely as a result of individual differences between officers 

and training differences. Future research should examine outcomes of various scenarios to 

identify best approaches and techniques. These findings also highlight the need for regular 

training scenarios where officers can practice and experience various circumstances and 

various outcomes. 

Conversely, our recruits typically evaluated female suspects as lower threat, which is 

consistent with Holmes et al. (1998). This is concerning in light of Hine et al.’s (2016a) 

finding that officers were more likely to sustain an injury with female suspects. This suggests 

that officers are underestimating the dangerousness of female suspects; and in turn, being 

injured. This incongruity highlights the need for further research into what constitutes ‘high 

risk’ factors. Clearly identifying high risk and low-risk factors can then inform education and 

training as well as policies and guidelines to aid officer decision-making. 

In addition to using situation and suspect factors to assess threat, recruits also used 

these factors to establish the suitability of force type. Recruits described that in certain 

circumstances, some force types were unsuitable or ineffective. QPS policy does state that 

force should be ‘tactically sound and effective’ but says little beyond this general statement. 

The results of the present study suggest that the effectiveness/suitability of a force type plays 

a broader role in decision making. This lends value to situational force models that allow for 
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various options and greater flexibility rather than incremental models with a matching force 

type that prescribes the response. However, as outlined in the literature review, situational 

models could also provide too much choice and make decisions time consuming in rapidly 

changing situations. Officers’ decisions about force may benefit from clearer policies and 

guidelines outlining the strengths and limitations of each force type in various circumstances. 

Further research into officer decision-making processes will help to identify the extent of this 

problem. For example, whether officers are thinking analytically by weighing up each force 

type individually, which can be time intensive, or intuitively making decisions based on 

instinct and experience. 

Overall, decisions about force are guided by policies and procedures. Even though 

recruits were not specifically stating ‘policy’ as a rationale for their decisions, the factors they 

were attending to and the way they were using the factors align with policy messages. In 

particular, applications of force by Queensland Police need to be authorised, justified, 

reasonable/proportionate/appropriate, legally defensible, and tactically sound and effective 

(Queensland Police Service, 2016a). The results show that recruits were justifying their 

decisions to use force or higher levels of force in terms of risk posed by situation and suspect 

factors. Recruits were also using these situation and suspect factors to assess risk in 

explanation of force as reasonable, proportionate and appropriate. Legally defending their 

use of force, recruits stated two main reasons; to prevent the continuation or repetition of the 

offence or to apprehend the person. Finally, recruits were also using the situation and suspect 

factors to assess if the use of force was tactically sound and effective.  Despite providing 

some guidance to officers in their force decisions, current policies may lack clear guidance in 

how to assess threat levels. Further, policy effectiveness relies on training procedures and the 

trainers themselves - establishing clearer decision-making factors will help officers to better 

assess situations in order to make optimal decisions about force. 

6.4.1 : Limitations and Future Directions. 

Future research should seek to overcome the methodological limitations experienced 

by this study. First, while recruits in this study were exposed to live role-plays, with hands- 

on interactions, in their debriefs many noted ‘imagined’ situational factors affecting their 

decisions, such as the likelihood of bystanders, despite these not actually being present in the 

scenarios. While such comments support the fidelity of the scenarios, regarding their ability 

to invoke this level of consideration, this relies on the capacity of the recruits’ imagination 

which may differ across individuals. The body of knowledge would benefit by expanding 
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the research into real-world scenarios that would be inclusive of more variables such as the 

inclusion of bystanders and physical obstacles. This could be achieved with the introduction 

of new technology such as body-worn cameras and drones to provide an objective 

observation of real-world incidents. 

Second, the participants for the study were recruits which provided a mid-range 

experience level and a unique perspective to inform the effectiveness and efficiency of 

training. However, the inexperience of recruits may also potentially limit the findings. 

Future research should examine the decisions of more experienced officers. Previous 

research identifies that knowledge is gained and decisions are made quicker and more 

intuitively with experience (Klein, 2008). More experienced officers draw on their wealth of 

previous experience to provide more accurate assessments and informed decisions. Future 

research should expand on the factors that impact on decisions such as decision-making 

processes and impairments to decision-making. Understanding how officers make these 

decisions (in terms of processes) can inform best practices for training and policies. 

Additionally, any decision-making research is reliant on the participant’s ability to 

articulate their decisions. The results clearly show that participants were able to articulate 

their decisions and the factors considered. However, it should be noted that recruits often 

expressed reasoning in the form of why they did not do something else, rather than explaining 

their chosen action. While humans’ ability for meta-cognition is often criticised (e.g. Berry 

and Broadbent (1984) and Nisbett and Wilson (1977)), on inspection of the data, it appeared 

this was due more to trainers’ questioning form than recruits’ ability to articulate. 

Independent interviewers would provide a more objective data set that reduces biases and 

would be less likely to prompt answers. 

6.5 : Conclusion 

While research is providing a broad understanding of police use of force, little is 

known about why officers are making various decisions about force. This study explored 

officers’ decisions during police use of force encounters. It found that recruits were making 

force decisions based on situational factors (the type of incident, location, 

visibility/accountability, and persons involved) and suspect factors (build, gender, 

intoxication, and behaviour). Moreover, recruits were making force decisions because they 

were using these situation and suspect factors to assess threat and suitability of force type. 

The findings of this study have implications for understanding police use of force decisions 

made in the field such as assisting with inquiries and investigations. Further, this knowledge 
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can be applied to officer training and policies, and guidelines for use of force models. It is 

proposed that while officers are assessing key situation and suspect factors of threat, 

misconceptions (or at least differences of opinion) possibly exist about the levels of threat. 

For example, officers may be underestimating the dangerousness of certain circumstances 

(such as female suspects). Further research is needed to clearly identify high/low threat 

circumstances, which can then inform officers to assess potential dangerous scenarios. 

Training exercises that integrate variations in these high threat factors will in turn better 

prepare officers for potentially dangerous police use of force situations. The present study 

also identified that recruits are aware that not all force options are suitable to all 

circumstances. This highlights the need for policies and use of force models that provide 

various force options that can be applied to various circumstances. Additionally, officer 

training should be inclusive of all force options available to them, and educate officers on the 

strengths and limitations or each force option. 
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Chapter 7: Study 4 - Exploring Police Use of Force Decision-Making Processes and 

Impediments 

The fourth study focuses on how police are making decisions. It examines the 

decision-making style of officers with a particular focus on whether police are making 

decisions analytically or intuitively. Identifying the process by which officers make 

decisions can inform policies and training so that they are more aligned with this process. 

Furthermore, Study 4 explores the impairments to this decision-making process. To do this, 

the study utilises the same data source as the third study taking a qualitative approach in a 

naturalistic environment. The following abstract provides an overview of the study. 

As part of their duties, police regularly engage with citizens which sometimes results 

in officers using force. However, little is known about officer’s decision-making processes. 

The present study explores police decision-making during force encounters. The study took a 

naturalistic decision-making approach to analyse debrief sessions between 91 recruits and 

their trainers that occurred directly after partaking in a use of force assessment scenario. 

Results show that recruits’ decision-making was more aligned with an intuitive style rather 

than an analytical style of decision-making. Furthermore, recruits reported experiencing 

perceptual, cognitive, and physiological impairments that influenced the way they assessed 

the situation, and impacted their ability to execute successfully force techniques. The 

findings provide valuable insights into both the theoretical knowledge around police decision 

making and how officers are making use of force decisions in the field. This has implications 

for policies and procedures, such as whether they are aligned with actual decision-making 

processes, as well as use of force training and education that could reduce the effects of 

decision-making impairments. Overall, the findings inform best practice for preparing 

officers to make decisions during police use of force encounters. 
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7.1 : Exploring Police Use of Force Decision-Making Processes and Impairments Using 

a Naturalistic Decision Making Approach 

Recent social movements questioning police use of force (such as ‘Black Lives 

Matter’ and ‘Hands Up, Don’t Shoot’) have emphasised the public demand to understand 

better police decisions. Police encounters that result in force are high-risk situations that 

evolve in rapid, dynamic and stressful conditions. Poor decision-making can lead to 

potentially dire consequences such as injury, death, and subsequent civil liability and unrest. 

Previous use of force literature has focused on factors associated with force, and the 

outcomes of force, while paying little attention to how officers make force decisions. This 

study examines the process police officers use to make decisions about force in a simulated 

training scenario. The findings provide insights into how officers make decisions in the field, 

thereby providing a platform for training, policy and procedures on use of force decision- 

making that can be used as a model in all police agencies. 

Before providing the details of the present study, a review of the literature on what 

officers are likely considering when making decisions, and the factors that influence force 

decisions prior to the encounter (such as priming and expectancy effects) is provided. This 

review shows that, while researchers are beginning to understand what is occurring during 

use of force encounters and when officers are making decisions about force, little is known 

about how they make those decisions. Next, decision-making processes are reviewed. This 

review highlights that an emerging approach to analysing decision making, Naturalistic 

Decision Making (NDM), provides a useful approach to examining police decisions about 

use of force. 

7.1.1 : Factors influencing police decisions. 

While it is difficult to know and examine what someone is thinking, there has been 

some progress in understanding factors that influence police decisions. Some police 

researchers have examined factors that affect officers’ decisions to engage in law 

enforcement activities. For example, studies have examined officers’ decisions to stop and 

question some citizens and not others (Alpert, Dunham, Stroshine, Bennett, & MacDonald, 

2004a; Phillips & Sobol, 2012). More specific to use of force decisions, researchers have 

examined the effects of policy to find that it is an effective tool in controlling discretionary 

decision-making about the use of deadly force (Ferdik et al., 2014; Fyfe, 1979; Fyfe, 1981, 

1982; Terrill & Paoline III, 2016; White, 2001). While this research shows ways of 

controlling force decisions, Stenning et al. (2009) explored decision making in more detail to 
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examine officers’ actual thoughts about the use of force. Their examination of officers from 

seven different countries found commonalities in the way officers justified force (such as the 

legal responsibility to make arrests and as a legitimate response to suspect resistance). 

Furthermore, Davies (2015) surveyed recruits to gain clearer insights into the factors that 

influenced officers’ use of force decisions. That study found threat/safety, justification, and 

situational factors all influenced officers’ decisions to shoot or not to shoot. Most recently, 

Hine, Porter, Westera, Alpert, and Allen (Under Review) found recruits were considering 

suspect and situation factors when making decisions about force and, moreover, were using 

these factors to assess threat and suitability of force type. While these findings provide 

insight into what officers are thinking about, and indicate that a variety of factors about the 

person and the situation might predict what an officer might be thinking, or how they might 

act, it remains unclear how officers are making these actual force decisions. 

Binder and Scharf (1980) proposed that the decision to use force (or not use force) is 

not singular, but rather based on a series of choices. They suggested the final decision is 

contingent upon a sequence of decisions and reactions. The notion of temporal unfolding of 

decisions is evidenced throughout the policing literature (Bayley, 1986; Fyfe, 1988; Sykes & 

Brent, 1983; Terrill, 2003; Terrill, 2005; Toch, 1996). This highlights the dynamic nature of 

police use of force encounters in which there are several decision points throughout, with 

information and choices made at prior stages impacting decisions at later stages. While these 

findings show that decision-making is a process, further knowledge is needed about this 

process at the individual level so that insights are gained into how officers make the decisions 

that they do. This will inform best practice to prepare officers for decisions during police use 

of force encounters. 

Outside of the use of force arena, some police research has explored how early 

information can influence decision-making processes by examining the effects of priming 

and expectancy prior to encounters on arrest decisions. Johnson (2009) found officers were 

more likely to make drug arrests if they perceived that their agency prioritized and rewarded 

them. Using vignettes, Johnson (2013) found that when officers were primed for a negative 

affect (by thinking about a personal family conflict), they were more likely to make an arrest 

compared to officers primed for a positive affect (by thinking about a happy personal family 

experience). However, Mitchell and Flin (2007) found that ‘threat’ versus ‘neutral’ briefings 

given prior to firearms training simulation exercises had no significant influence on officers’ 

decision to shoot or not to shoot. While such research sets an initial stage to understand how 
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influences provided before the event can affect the decision outcome, a gap in knowledge 

remains as to how officers process information when making decisions during the force 

encounter; particularly, the style of decision making (such as considering all options before 

making decisions or basing decisions on instinct). 

7.1.2 : Decision-making processes. 

Klein (2008, p. 457) describes making a decision as ‘committing oneself to a course 

of action where plausible alternatives exist, even if the person does not identify or compare 

these alternatives’. While a variety of decision-making processes have been proposed within 

the literature, the dual process model has dominated decision-making research (Brown & 

Daus, 2015; Evans, 2008; Kruglanski & Orehek, 2007; Wang, Highhouse, Lake, Petersen, & 

Rada, 2015). This model consists of two processes labelled as ‘intuitive’ and ‘analytical’ 

(Behling et al., 1980; Hunt et al., 1989; Stanovich & West, 2000). An intuitive style of 

thinking is unconscious, automatic, quick and effortless in nature.  It involves recognising 

and identifying cues, then matching them to patterns organised in the individual’s long-term 

memory (Allen, 2011; Sinclair, 2010). This process is often described as a ‘gut feeling’ 

(Evans, 2008; Kruglanski & Orehek, 2007) or a ‘hunch’ (Kenneth, 2010). For example, 

nurses described a sense of ‘knowing’ the best course of action that was gained by 

experience, which reflects similar findings in other professions such as physicians and 

biologists (Agan, 1987).  Evans (2008) reviewed the literature and identified 13 various 

labels attached to the intuitive processing style including System 1, automatic, and impulsive, 

among others. Her review also identified 23 attributes associated with an intuitive decision- 

making style including unconscious, implicit, automatic, low effort, and rapid, among others. 

Intuitive decision-making uses heuristics (or schemas) which speed up the decision- 

making process. A number of heuristics have been identified by the research. For example, 

when using a Satisficing heuristic, the person considers each option one-by-one and then 

chooses the first adequate option, discontinuing the decision-making process (Simon, 1957). 

Elimination by aspects is a style that uses categories as a process of exclusion (Tversky, 

1972). For example, in deciding use of force options, an officer might first consider whether 

to use lethal or less-lethal options. Once eliminating one of these groups (for example lethal), 

the officer further decides on the next level; for example, physical combat or use of 

accoutrements, and so on.  Hence, the officer categorises options and works through a 

process of elimination. The Representativeness heuristic involves decisions being based on a 

typical scenario and is described by Tversky and Kahneman (1971) as having two main 
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elements; the first being how representative the subject is to the population, and the second 

being how it reflects the typical encounter. The Availability heuristic involve basing the 

decision on information that is at the forefront of our minds (Tversky & Kahneman, 1973). 

Similar to availability heuristics is the anchoring approach. This heuristic bases the decision 

on previous events using a reference (anchor) point; that is, using previously established 

information as an anchor with which to compare the current situation (Tversky & Kahneman, 

1974). While heuristics can lead to rapid decision-making, they are often considered to lead 

to errors and biases. However, just because a decision is made using heuristics, does not 

necessarily mean it will be inaccurate; more often than not, intuitive decision-making leads to 

fast and accurate decisions (Cohen, 1981). 

In contrast, analytical decision-making is a more conscious, time-consuming and 

effortful process that involves weighing up all options individually and choosing the best 

(Kahneman & Lovallo, 1993). Evans’ (2008) review of the literature found that various 

labels were attached to analytical decision-making including System 2, controlled, rational, 

systematic, and reflective amongst others. Attributes found to be ascribed to analytical 

decision-making include conscious, explicit, controlled, high effort, and slow, amongst others 

(Evans, 2008).  Analytical decision-making is often considered to lead to correct and 

optimum decisions. However, it has also been suggested that this style may be a hindrance in 

situations where rapid decision-making is required and complex tasks are involved (Allen, 

2011). 

While research has generally agreed that intuitive and analytical decision-making 

styles exist, there has been a general debate around whether these two styles lie at either end 

of a continuum or are two distinct categories that operate independently. For example, Choo 

(2009) suggests that decisions fall somewhere on a continuum between analytical and 

intuitive decision-making styles, while Allen (2011) submits that a more complex interaction 

exists between intuitive and analytical decision-making and that both styles of decision- 

making may work simultaneously and in support of each other. A meta-analysis by Wang et 

al. (2015) found that intuition and analysis were uncorrelated, supporting the view that 

intuition and analysis are independent rather than two styles at either end of a continuum. 

7.1.3 : Naturalistic decision making (NDM). 

Regardless of whether analytical and intuitive decision-making are two distinct 

categories or fall on a continuum, during high-pressure situations such as police use of force 

encounters, it is unlikely that officers have the luxury of making slow, considered analytical 
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decisions. Instead, it is more likely that officers make decisions during these high-pressure 

situations based on intuition and, as discussed later, experience (Alpert & Rojek, 2011; Dror, 

2007). However, it can be difficult to study an officer’s thoughts and decision processes in 

situations where force is used as it is difficult to understand truly what someone else is 

thinking. Traditional decision-making studies have relied on questionnaires (such as the 

General Decision Making Style questionnaire developed by Scott and Bruce (1995)) 

administered to people in the safe environment of an office, room, or even their own home 

(Orasanu & Connolly, 1993; Zsambok & Klein, 1997). However, the environment can make 

a difference in decision-making and decision-making research; that is, people may make or 

explain decisions differently in a real-world setting (with all the pressures that may entail) 

rather than an artificial environment. 

A relatively recent approach that may be useful to apply to police use of force 

decisions is ‘Naturalistic Decision Making’ (NDM). This approach attempts to understand 

thought processes in a more dynamic natural setting (Klein, 2008). NDM highlights eight 

elements that distinguish it from the more traditional experimental approaches to 

understanding decision-making (Klein, Orasanu, Calderwood, & Zsambok, 1993; Zsambok 

& Klein, 1997). First, NDM acknowledges that in a naturalistic setting, problems are often 

complex and ill-structured, rather than the well-structured problems typically seen under 

traditional experimental conditions. Second, the natural environment is usually uncertain and 

dynamic, not static and simulated as in traditional experimental settings. Third, the goals in a 

natural environment are often shifting and competing, compared to the typical clear and 

stable goals in traditional study environments.  Fourth, naturalistic environments often 

depend on a series of decisions, actions and feedback loops rather than one simple decision. 

Feedback loops occur as new information is received, and decisions are reassessed, altered 

and actioned, which in turn, impacts on the situation (Diehl & Sterman, 1995). Fifth, 

naturalistic decisions usually involve time pressures, and high stakes (sixth), compared to a 

traditional (laboratory) environment where the participant usually has ample time to complete 

tasks and the consequences of those decisions are not enacted. Seventh, decisions do not 

usually involve a single person in a natural environment; there are usually multiple people 

making multiple decisions during the one event. Finally, experimental environments usually 

involve isolated incidents, while a natural environment also includes, for example, 

organisational goals and norms for consideration. 
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The NDM approach has been used to study decision-making in a variety of settings 

that are characterised by these eight elements; for example, emergency rooms, aviation 

environments, military operations, and firefighting scenarios (Klein, 2008). Police use of 

force encounters would also present many of the same features (Alpert & Rojek, 2011). 

Police-citizen encounters are ill-structured and shrouded in uncertainty; police cannot be sure 

of what or who to expect upon arrival at a scene, or what new elements will be inserted as the 

encounter unfolds. Police-citizen encounters are unfolding and dynamic situations. The 

discretionary powers given to officers and the number of available force options indicate that 

such situations contain shifting and vague goals. Police are often under time pressure to 

resolve the situation before it escalates. Such encounters may result in serious consequences 

(such as injuries, death, and public unrest); and thus, involve high stakes. There are multiple 

players involved in police-citizen encounters and can include not only the officer and the 

suspect, but also fellow officers, victim(s), and bystanders which all need to be taken into 

consideration when making decisions. In addition, officers need to meet the organisational 

goals, meet legal requirements, and follow procedures. Finally, the unfolding and dynamic 

nature of police-citizen encounters suggests that such situations involve unstable conditions. 

Such conditions are likely to affect the way that officers are able to make decisions. 

Therefore, to understand decision-making processes in intense situations such as police use of 

force encounters, it is important that they are examined under similarly intense (more 

naturalistic) circumstances. 

As noted earlier, it is unlikely that officers would be able to make slow, analytical 

decisions in situations that lead to them using force. The NDM approach proposes that 

experience plays an important role in enabling people to make quick, intuitive, decisions by 

categorising information, such as by using heuristics.  Indeed, scholars suggest that intuition 

is built on prior experience, where experts are those that can draw from a rich catalogue of 

patterns from previous experiences (Klein, 2015). An expert, therefore, tends to operate at a 

highly intuitive and subconscious level compared with a novice. Greitzer et al. (2010) outline 

that a highly-experienced person does not need to consider all options, while a moderately- 

experienced person relies on more rule-based decisions (such as, if x occurs, then y follows); 

finally, novices rely on a more analytical approach. Essentially, NDM takes a knowledge- 

based approach; that is, people are said to base decisions on their prior knowledge and 

experiences. The higher the level of knowledge and expertise, the more intuitive the 

decision-making process becomes; leading to more accurate and rapid decision-making. 
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NDM proposes the Recognition-Primed Decision (RPD) Model to explain how 

experts can make rapid decisions without the time-consuming need of comparing all options 

(Klein, 1993). The model is based on the idea that decisions are made by matching current 

situations to past situations; that is, typical situations involve typical actions. Recognition has 

four aspects; goals, cues, expectancies, and actions.  Experts use mental simulation to 

imagine the outcome of an action. If the mentally simulated outcome is successful, then the 

action will be chosen and implemented; alternatively, if the mentally simulated outcome is 

less than successful, then the action will be modified. The model suggests that, rather than 

looking at all possible options in making a decision, experienced individuals select the first 

workable option (similar to satisficing heuristics). Thus, experts look for cues that provide 

expectancies and identify typical types of reactions in that type of situation to make an 

extremely rapid decision. In their long-term memory, people are looking at similar situations 

to match. On the one hand, if a situation matches a previous pattern, then the decision is 

made to follow the same course of action (Zsambok & Klein, 1997). On the other hand, 

atypical situations are more complex and depend on a feedback-action process. This suggests 

that, if officers are encountering similar situations that they have encountered in the past, then 

they will act more rapidly using an intuitive process; conversely, if officers encounter a new 

situation, then this will take longer to access and process relying on a more analytical 

approach. Hence, the model is in part intuitive (the use of pattern matching) and in part 

analytical (the use of mental simulation). It also highlights the importance of variations in 

training to prepare officers for rapid decision making in the variety of situations that they will 

encounter in the real world. 

7.1.4 : Impairments to decision making. 

Stress may impact how decisions are made and produce impediments to decision- 

making.  Several factors throughout an encounter can affect officer performance (the 

accuracy and efficiency of decisions). There are three main stress responses that impact 

policing; perceptual, cognitive, and physiological (Andersen & Gustafsberg, 2016; Arnetz, 

Arble, Backman, Lynch, & Lublin, 2013). Perceptual impairments involve distortions in the 

body’s sensors due to the fight or flight response in times of stress; for example, experiences 

of tunnel vision or auditory exclusion (Andersen & Gustafsberg, 2016). Time can also feel as 

though it is slowing down and sounds may be amplified or softened (Andersen & 

Gustafsberg, 2016). Perceptual impairments can impact how officers perceive the situation— 

how they hear and see the circumstances. Interviews with 80 officers who had shot citizens 
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in a total of 113 incidents revealed that almost all officers had experienced altered 

perceptions – most commonly officers experienced diminished sound, tunnel vision, and time 

distortions (Klinger, 2004; Klinger & Brunson, 2009). More broadly, this may also include 

issues of situational awareness; for example, an officer may narrow their attention to one 

particular aspect of the encounter to the exclusion of seeing and hearing other crucial 

information. NDM research has highlighted the importance of situation analysis stating that 

someone’s course of action ‘inextricably depends on how they understand the situation’ 

Kaempf, Orasanu, Zsambok, and Klein (1997, p. 11).  Cognitive impairments include 

memory deficits such as how stress influences an officer’s ability to encode, store and recall 

information from memory. This can impact how officers make logical decisions, including 

their ability to draw on stored information such as training techniques and tactics (Johnson, 

2008). Finally, physiological impairments affect fine motor skills due to the body’s adrenalin 

response to fight or flight in times of stress. While this stress response helps to improve gross 

motor skills (running, punching/kicking, etc.), the increase in heart rate and respiration can 

counteractively decrease fine motor skills such as coordination and accuracy (e.g. the fine 

motor skills needed in precision shooting) (Everly & Lating, 2013; Johnson, 2008). 

Physiological impairments can, therefore, impact how officers physically react – their ability 

to use force, which in turn, affects their decisions about the use of force. Identifying 

impairments to officers’ decision-making can assist education and training practices to 

control them, or prevent them from occurring, and, in turn, reduce their impact on decision- 

making during police use of force encounters. 

7.1.5 : The present study. 

The present study explores police use of force decision-making. While previous 

literature has identified, what circumstances are involved in police use of force encounters 

and when police make force decisions, the present study aims to address what we don’t know 

- how officers are making force decisions. Understanding the processes by which officers are 

making decisions about their use of force will advance our knowledge and provide insights 

into why officers are making the decisions that they do. In turn, these insights can inform 

policy makers and trainers as to best practices for preparing officers for police use of force 

encounters. 

The present study explores police recruits’ decision-making processes and 

impairments. Recruits provide an interesting population as they possess a moderate level of 

experience—while they are more experienced than the average citizen (as at this point they 
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have received all the training required to be operational officers), they do not yet possess real 

world experience. The present study is one of the first to examine how police make use of 

force decisions in a naturalistic environment, therefore, the use of recruits also provides a 

baseline from which future research can explore the effects of real world experience on 

decision-making. As proposed by NDM, it is suggested that under uncertain and time- 

pressured circumstances of police use of force encounters, police are more likely to make 

intuitive decisions (rather than slower, systematic analytical decisions). However, due to 

their lack of real world experience, recruits may not yet be able to rely fully on intuition. 

Instead they may still use rule-based decisions and match circumstances to their previous 

training and experiences. 

7.2 : Method 

7.2.1 : Data source. 

The data consisted of audio recordings of debriefs between Queensland Police Service 

(QPS) recruits and trainers, in which recruits were asked to describe their force decisions and 

actions in relation to a simulated scenario. As part of their final assessment (at the end of 

their 25-week training program), recruits partake in two use of force role-playing scenarios 

(described below). The debrief session took place immediately after the scenario while 

information and decisions were still fresh. The debrief recordings were on average 15 

minutes long, ranging from three to 40 minutes, and transcribed by one of the authors. 

7.2.2 : Sample. 

All recruits from one intake (96 recruits) between December 2012 and February 2013 

were invited to participate which resulted in the informed consent of 91 recruits. The data 

consisted of mostly males with 23.48% female, which is reflective of the proportion of sworn 

officers in Queensland. The average age was 28 years of age (range from 20-46 years of 

age). 

7.2.3 : The scenarios. 

The role-playing scenarios formed part of the existing assessment for QPS recruits 

and were designed to be as realistic as possible to high-stakes police use of force scenarios. 

During each scenario, recruits interact with a role-player in real time to provide a tactile and 

responsive environment reflective of the real world (as opposed to vignettes or virtual 

simulations). Officers were verbally briefed with a minimal amount of information before 

entering the scene; therefore, entering an ambiguous and dynamic situation. Recruits were 

tasked with resolving the ‘incident’ and were able to respond using any of the force options 
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provided by the QPS (see Appendix D), although, for safety reasons, some of the 

accoutrements were replaced with simulated versions (such as rubber batons and non-firing 

firearms). Trainers or fellow recruits played the role of a suspect. Role-players escalated or 

de-escalated their behaviour in response to recruits’ actions but this behaviour was scripted to 

ensure a degree of consistency. All recruits participated in two scenarios (domestic violence 

and disturbance) in pairs alternating the role of lead officer (see Appendix E for details). 

Adding to the high-stakes environment was the fact that the recruits were being assessed on 

the situation and must pass in order to graduate from the academy. 

7.2.4 : Analysis and coding. 

Thematic analysis of the debrief transcripts was conducted using NVivo software to 

manage and organise the data. Coding was conducted by two authors who double coded all 

transcripts and agreement was reached. A code book was developed from the previous 

naturalistic decision making (NDM) literature. Broad themes included decision-making 

processes (analytical and intuitive styles) and decision-making impairments (perceptual, 

cognitive, and physiological). To identify decision-making processes, all force decisions 

were first identified as the unit of analysis. Then, the force decision was coded (see below). 

Impairments were extracted independent of the force decision and then broken down into 

perceptual, cognitive, and physiological impairments. These are described below. 

Force decisions. 

Force decisions were coded as the decision to use or not to use force, or to use higher 

or lower levels of force. Force was defined according to the QPS force options (see 

Appendix D)21. 

Decision-making processes. 

To establish decision-making styles, themes of ‘analytical’ and ‘intuitive’, 

respectively, were searched for.  Force Decisions were coded as analytical when officers 

were systematically considering all possible options. Analytical decisions were coded 

according to Evans (2008) analytical attributes based on previous research. Decisions were 

coded as analytical if recruits’ descriptions indicated that they were conscious, explicit, 

controlled, slow, reflective, logical, sequential, or were high effort. In addition, to capture the 

analytical part of the RPD model, mental simulation was coded if the recruit described 

imagining the outcome before deciding on their actions. 

 

21 All scenarios commenced with presence and communication skills and ended with the suspect was handcuffed 

and searched, therefore, these force options were not included in the coding 
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Conversely, intuitive force decisions were coded if the recruit described an automated 

response such as a ‘gut feeling’ or a ‘hunch’. In line with Evans (2008), decisions were also 

ascribed to intuition if they were deemed unconscious, implicit, automatic, rapid, or low 

effort. In addition, intuitive decisions are based on pattern matching and heuristics. 

Therefore, intuitive decisions were further broken down to include heuristics, such as 

satisficing, elimination by aspects, representative heuristics, availability heuristics, and 

anchoring. ‘Pattern matching’ also captured the intuitive part of the RPD model and were 

coded when officers described recognising similar features of the present encounter to those 

of past experience. 

NDM proposes that experience plays an important role in intuitive decision-making. 

Experts are said to draw from prior experiences while novices rely on rule-based decisions. 

Therefore, to identify the role that experience played in the recruit’s decision making, prior 

experience and rule-based decisions were coded. Previous experience was coded when 

recruits referred to using previous experiences in making decisions (such as their training, 

previous occupational experiences or other life experiences); and rule-based decisions when 

recruits expressed decisions were based on an ‘if, then’ decision-making process. 

Decision-making impairments. 

Decision-making impairments were coded as perceptual, cognitive, and physiological. 

Perceptual impairments included reported experiences that could be considered evidence for 

sensory distortions. This also included broader situational awareness issues where recruits 

focus on one aspect of the encounter to the exclusion of hearing or seeing other aspects. 

Cognitive impairments were coded if the recruit described memory deficits or errors in their 

logical thinking, while physiological impairments were coded if fine motor skills were 

reportedly affected. 

7.3 : Results 

7.3.1 : Decision-making processes. 

Examination of how recruits were making decisions found that there were no 

occurrences of recruits using an analytical approach to their force decisions (where all force 

options were considered systematically). Of the decisions coded, 51.35% considered one 

alternative option, 29.73% considered two alternative options, and 18.92% considered three 

alternative options from the eight22 possible options available for coding purposes. There 

 

22 All scenarios commenced with presence and communication skills and ended with the suspect was handcuffed 

and searched, therefore, these force options were not included in the coding 
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were no occurrences of recruits describing that they considered four or more options when 

making their decisions. For example, the following recruit described considering the use of a 

Taser, and ruled out the use of OC spray, and actually decided to use hands-on tactics. 

 

“Honestly, when I first saw him I thought he is a big guy and if this turns bad I 

will consider using Taser. Just cause he’s so big. But we were kind of really 

close weren’t we and he wasn’t facing us so I thought hands on, let’s just do it. I 

didn’t want to use OC in case there’s heaps of people around.  That’s mainly 

what it came down to. I was there, and I just wanted to get in and do it.” (Recruit 

#71) 

 

Because recruits were only considering a small number of force options, this suggests they 

were using an intuitive approach when making decisions about force. A small number of 

recruits also described an automated response reflective of intuitive decision-making. When 

discussing the successful execution of force, recruits described not realising how the result 

had happened. These recruits spoke about how smooth, quick, and natural it felt, but not the 

actual logistics of the manoeuvre. 

 

“I think it just happened so quick. It felt really, really smooth. He wasn’t giving 

us his arm. He fell pretty quickly but next thing I remember is going for his arm 

and having him in an arm lock and that all happened probably in what feels like 

30 seconds.” (Recruit #2) 

 
Many of the recruits’ responses provided evidence that they were relying on a variety of 

heuristics as part of this intuitive approach. A deeper examination of the heuristics used, 

shows evidence of recruits using ‘elimination by aspects’ where recruits used categories as a 

process of exclusion to make their force decision. For example, sometimes, recruits spoke of 

‘accoutrements’ (categorising Tasers, OC spray, baton, firearm, etc.) in terms of eliminating 

them all as a force option. 

 

“At that point, we deemed it was appropriate to go open hand tactics – there was 

nothing really raising the threat level for an accoutrement at that point.” 

(Recruit #16) 
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In addition, there was evidence to suggest that recruits were using ‘satisficing’ heuristics in 

their decisions. Recruits would select the first workable option under the time-pressured and 

difficult situations. 

 

“So, it was pretty much an option of hands-on. If that didn’t work, we could have 

gone to an accoutrement.” (Recruit #22) 

 
Recruits were also using ‘availability heuristics’ to make decisions. For example, in response 

to the trainer’s question about how well the recruits had executed a manoeuvre, the recruit 

responded that they had previously performed the same manoeuvre in similar circumstances 

during training the previous day so it was fresh in their memories. 

 

“Because we’d done a similar scenario in the practice ones where we had the 

role player up against the wall and she was just squirming with her legs.” 

(Recruit #21) 

 
While these findings indicate that recruits used an intuitive approach to make use of force 

decisions, the above quote illustrates that recruits were also using pattern matching to make 

intuitive decisions; in particular, matching the current situation to previous situations during 

training. In addition, most recruits described the use of mental simulation to envision how 

the encounter would unfold, as proposed by the RPD model. The use of mental simulation is 

conscious and deliberate, which reflects the analytical part of the RPD model. While recruits 

did not use an analytical approach to systematically consider all options, they did use 

analytical thinking in the form of mental simulation. 

 

“I considered that if I’d sprayed [OC Spray] him, it would have antagonised the 

situation – he may have come at us anyway leaving us no choice but to take him 

down. I thought eliminate the OC spay and Taser and go straight for closed- 

hand tactics.” (Recruit #122) 

 
Reflecting their experience level, recruits demonstrated a reliance on rule-based decisions. 

That is, recruits assessed that if the suspect behaved in a certain way or a certain situation was 

presented, then a particular type of force should be chosen.  For example, the following 

recruit explained that they would use a different type of force (i.e. hands-on or OC spray) 
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depending on the different circumstances (i.e. intoxicated or presence of bystanders 

respectively). 

 

“I would have started with presence and communication skills, but given that he 

was kicking the walls, then there may be a bit more of an aggressive use of force 

maybe. The hands-on, given that he had some drink. Potentially OC spray if 

there was no one else around, but being outside a bar it may not have been an 

option.” (Recruit #68) 

 
Recruits’ responses suggest they also drew on prior experiences such as previous occupations 

or police training (like the previous quote where the recruits drew on their experience of 

training). One recruit explained that they were able to provide clearer directions than other 

recruits because they were able to draw on their previous experience as a life guard, and 

therefore, were able to verbally control the situation rather than relying on accoutrements in 

their force decisions. 

 

“I used to be a life guard, and talking to a lot of tourists, telling them where not 

to swim, I used to use my hand.” (Recruit #22) 

 
While another recruit talked about childhood experiences when describing their approach. 

The recruit explained that when they were unable to successfully execute a manoeuvre (due 

to the suspect being sweaty), they drew on their experiences of school yard wrestling. 

 

“Yeah, I ended up improvising and going back to the school yard.” (Recruit 

#108) 

 

Overall, most of the time recruits were considering only one or two alternative force options. 

This lack of systematic consideration of the full range of alternatives, as well as evidence that 

heuristics were in use, suggests that recruits were using intuitive decision-making. 

7.3.2 : Impairments. 

Recruits reported experiencing impairments in all three areas (perceptual, cognitive, 

and physiological) during the scenarios. However, most often recruits reported experiencing 

cognitive impairments. Each is discussed below. 
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Perceptual impairments. 

Perceptual impairments can impede officers’ abilities to assess the situation; that is, 

what they see and hear. A small number of recruits suffered failures of situational awareness 

similar to tunnel vision, where they focused on a particular aspect of the encounter ignoring 

other important information. For example, one recruit described focusing on the suspect’s 

behaviour to the extent that it resulted in providing incorrect identifying information. 

 

“I stuffed up on the date of birth, wholly and solely because I was more looking 

at his mood, his positioning and his stance and the rest of it and not paying a 

huge amount of attention to what he was saying. Personally, for me, I’ve got to 

pay a lot more attention to what the person is saying as well as their physical 

stance.” (Recruit #145) 

 

While another recruit explained that the situational awareness failures of their partner who 

was focusing on one of the suspect’s arms resulted in their partner’s unawareness of the rest 

of the suspect’s body (such as the legs) which could potentially result in officers being kicked 

and injured. 

 

“[Recruit #1] sort of grabbed the arm and was just looking at the arm and wasn’t 

looking at what his legs were doing or what his head was doing.” (Recruit #2) 

 
A small number of recruits experienced auditory exclusion—they did not hear crucial 

information that was being said either by their partner, the suspect, or the trainer. The 

consequences of auditory exclusion are exemplified in the following case. The recruit was 

using hand tactics to control the situation however the manoeuvre was becoming potentially 

dangerous and started to put the role-playing suspect at risk of being injured. The trainer 

(and others) attempted to intervene however the recruit did not ‘hear’ the warning to stop. 

 

“But we were all yelling at you. There was three of us yelling at you to back off 

and for whatever reason you didn’t hear it because it does get like that, so try and 

listen.” (Trainer to Recruit #139) 

 
Cognitive impairments. 

Cognitive impairments can impede officers’ ability to recall memories that can help 

with decision making during the scenario such as training and tactics. Mostly, recruits 
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reported memory malfunctions during the encounter such as reporting having a ‘mind blank’. 

For example, one recruit ‘blanked’ on both their partner’s name and their own name. 

 

“In both [scenarios] you forgot my name, you were like Constable umm and you 

forgot your own name.” (Recruit #108) 

 
Other examples of memory malfunctions during the encounter included recruits not realising 

how they got to a certain point, or forgetting how to execute a manoeuvre or procedure. 

 

Trainer: “And what did you notice about your Taser?” 

Recruit #13: “I didn’t take the end off of it?” 

Trainer: “Before that. Bearing in mind we spend goodness knows how many 

hours...” 

Recruit #13: “I probably didn’t turn it on or something...” 

Trainer: “You didn’t turn it on, which is why the role player swiped at it, …. 

You’re fortunate that in the last split second you realised you hadn’t turned it on 

and you went bang bang almost in a simultaneous movement and you managed to 

activate it just as he was about to sweep it out of your hands. So you weren’t even 

conscious of that fact?” 

Recruit #13: “No” 

 

Physiological impairments. 

Physiological impairments can hinder fine motor skills and the ability to execute force 

techniques and use accoutrements. This can restrict their decision options (i.e. inability to 

successfully execute a manoeuvre, which, therefore, is not considered as an option) or the 

effectiveness of the decision outcome. Recruits reported suffering physiological symptoms 

such as rushes of adrenalin, shortness of breath, tiredness, dry mouth, and shakes.  One 

recruit described that, because they were so ‘amped up’ and rushing forward with the 

procedure, they forgot to do part of the standard procedure. 

 

“I think I just got so amped about it with the adrenalin pumping. I raced in and 

after I started, I thought shit, I’ve forgotten something here.” (Recruit #69) 
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Another recruit explained that physiological impairments affected their ability to 

communicate. This resulted in time delays and a shift in their focus, affecting the decision- 

making process. 

 

“Yeah for me, a dry mouth and its odd and it kind of turns into Ghandi’s flip 

flop23 – it’s just weird.” (Recruit #122) 

 
The effects of physiological impairments to successfully execute force manoeuvres was 

described by one of the recruits. The recruit described that, due to the stress response of 

shaking, they were unable to successfully execute their force technique chosen and therefore 

needed to change tactics. 

 

“It could have gone better. It was partly my fault. My knee was shaking so 

much, because my knees shake when I’m stressed and my hand was shaking a 

bit.” (Recruit #1) 

 
Hence, most recruits reported perceptual, cognitive, and physiological impairments during 

the scenarios and provided insights into the consequences of these impairments. For 

example, consequences included the potential of being misinformed resulting in incorrect 

assessments of the situation, potential use of excessive and unnecessary force, or the failure 

to successfully execute force tactics and accoutrements which could result in injury to 

officers or suspects. Yet some recruits experienced no or minimal impairments. For 

example, one recruit, when asked if they found it difficult under the stress, replied: 

 

“No – I certainly think I’ve received sufficient training to do that. And the more 

you do it, the better you get at it. And the more experience you get under your 

belt, it will become second nature to you anyway.” (Recruit #122) 

 
This recruit highlights the importance that experience plays. Experience not only aids in 

rapid decision-making, but may also help to manage the stress of the event and allow for 

clearer information processing. 

 

 

 

 

 

23 Ghandi’s flip flop is slang for the effects of a dry mouth 
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7.4 : Discussion 

The present study explored how police make decisions about using force. Overall, 

results showed that recruits were using a decision-making style that was more aligned to 

intuitive rather than analytical decision-making processes. This was evidenced by automatic 

unconscious decision-making and the use of pattern matching and heuristics. However, 

recruits were using mental simulation to envision the outcome, which is consistent with the 

RPD model and indicative of analytical thinking.  The findings also revealed valuable 

insights into impairments of the decision-making process. Recruits described perceptual, 

cognitive, and physiological impairments, with some resulting in potentially dangerous 

situations or inappropriate uses of force.  These findings provide insights into how officers 

are making decisions about force in the field and can help inform the development of 

appropriate policies, procedures and training. The findings also demonstrate the benefits of 

scenario based training to allow recruits to practice and make mistakes in ‘safe’ environments 

and where they can reflect on their decision making. 

7.4.1 : How were recruits making decisions? 

During the role-played use of force scenarios, recruits appeared to be using an 

intuitive decision-making process. There was no indication that recruits were using a slow 

and sequential process reflective of analytical decision making to consider all options before 

making a decision about the use of force. The results did indicate that recruits were using 

pattern matching and heuristics to make decisions about the use of force as illustrated by the 

RPD model. The intuitive approach adopted by recruits is consistent with the proposition 

that during uncertain and time-pressured circumstances, people are more likely to make 

intuitive decisions (Alpert & Rojek, 2011; Dror, 2007; Klein, 2008). However, also 

consistent with the RPD model, recruits were using mental simulations to envision the 

outcomes of using various options. This process is deliberate and analytical in nature. 

Hence, overall officers were using a blend of intuitive and analytical decision-making by first 

relying on heuristics (intuitive) and then using mental simulations (analytical) to envision 

outcomes before making their decision. This blended style of decision-making is consistent 

with research that suggests rather than intuitive and analytical decision-making falling on 

opposite ends of a continuum, they are individual decision-making styles that can work 

together (Allen, 2011; Klein, 1993; Wang et al., 2015). 

NDM research (and the RPD model) highlights the importance of expertise in 

intuitive decision making. Recruits were relying on rule-based decisions. This is consistent 
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with Greitzer et al.’s (2010) description of a moderately experienced person. While recruits 

are more experienced than the average citizen, and those in this study had received all the 

training and experience required to be active field officers, they had not yet gained field 

experience. This suggests that the training did provide some experience for officers in 

preparation for fieldwork elevating them above novices. However, to become intuitive expert 

decision makers, further training and practice are required. 

If police are using an intuitive decision-making style, a mismatch exists between real 

world decision-making and the systematic approach recommended in policies and 

procedures. Allen (2011) highlights that, in typical policing legislation and policies, imposed 

rules and guidelines are structured towards analytical decision-making. The expectations are 

for police to use and justify decisions based on careful, rational, analytical decision-making 

and not on intuitive gut feelings. For example, Queensland police officers are trained using 

the Situational Use of Force Model in which officers are encouraged to consider all options 

(Queensland Police Service, 2016a). Allen (2011) found that, despite being provided with 

information and instructions that encouraged compliance of analytical decision-making, 

officers still used intuitive decision-making styles. The findings of the present study support 

the view that applying the traditional analytical decision-making theories to policies are likely 

to be ineffective in use of force scenarios. Considering all options may be difficult and even 

impossible in high-risk environments due to the time pressure, task complexity, and 

environmental uncertainty. This has implications for how policies and procedures are 

constructed. In order to best prepare officers for potential use of force encounters, use of 

force policies and training procedures should acknowledge and aid intuitive decision-making 

during potential use of force encounters. In the present study, there was evidence of recruits 

applying heuristics to speed up the decision-making process. The use of heuristics may be 

helpful in bridging the gap between the analytical style wanted in the policies and the 

intuitive style that is likely to occur during actual use of force encounters. 

7.4.2 : What were the impairments to decision-making processes? 

In support of the NDM context of the scenario-based training utilised in this study, 

recruits reported feeling under stress and experiencing a number of associated impairments. 

Impairments to decision-making processes may help to explain unnecessary or excessive 

force used by police unintentionally. Recruits expressed experiencing perceptual, cognitive, 

and physiological impairments. Moreover, the study showed potential consequences of these 

impairments. 
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Perceptual impairments can influence the way police hear and see the situation 

(Andersen & Gustafsberg, 2016). Kaempf et al. (1997) highlight the importance of 

accurately assessing the situation as the course of action is selected based on this assessment. 

Perceptual impairments can lead to misinformation and an incorrect assessment of the 

situation. For example, the present study found recruits experienced auditory exclusion and 

perceptual awareness failures similar to tunnel vision. In turn, these impairments could lead 

to an undesirable outcome, such as the use of excessive force or injury. 

Cognitive impairments can influence memory (Johnson, 2008). The present study 

found that recruits experienced ‘mind blanks’ and memory malfunctions. Such impairments 

show the potential risk for errors that result in losing control of the situation or placing 

themselves at risk of injury. Further, the impact of stress on memory can result in the 

inability to remember simple tasks and decisions. 

Finally, physiological impairments can influence police performance to successfully 

execute force techniques and accoutrements during use of force encounters (Johnson, 2008). 

Recruits in the present study suffered from shortness of breath, rushes of adrenalin, dry 

mouth, and shakes. These impairments resulted in some recruits being unable to successfully 

execute force techniques. In turn, physiological impairments can impact the decision options 

available and the outcome of those decisions. Furthermore, such impairments may result in 

officers being unable to control the suspect, requiring an escalation of force. 

The impairments found in the present study provide insights into why officers may 

make poor decisions resulting in the use of too much or too little force. Due to perceptual, 

cognitive, or physiological impairments officers may be unaware of the extent of their use of 

force in controlling a situation, and may be unintentionally using excessive or unnecessary 

force. During police use of force scenarios, officers are more likely to make decisions 

intuitively; such impairments can impede on this process. 

7.4.3 : Implications. 

These findings highlight the importance of education and training for police. Police 

need to learn all available options and the strength, limitations, and suitability of each. In 

doing so, schemas (heuristics) can be made and called upon when in high-pressure situations 

to guide decision-making. This will limit their decision-making to only considering relevant 

options – not every option. Furthermore, officers need to develop the skills to use the 

different force options implicitly so valuable mental resources (that could be used to make 

use of force decisions) are not dedicated to operating the equipment. This means that skill 
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development and simulating real life conditions need to be continually conducted once 

foundation skills are learnt. 

To prepare officers properly for potential use of force encounters and to reduce the 

effects of decision-making impairments, police should be educated about potential 

impairments and trained to control or reduce them. For example, stress reduction techniques 

may decrease the likelihood of experiencing the stress response and associated effects. 

Officers who practice stress reduction techniques and visualise optimal performances are 

found to have lower SNS arousal while listening to audio of critical incidences than officers 

who do not practice these techniques (Andersen et al., 2015; Arnetz et al., 2013). 

Furthermore, Andersen and Gustafsberg (2016) used a randomized control trial to find that 

officers who were provided with a programme designed to control psychological and 

physiological stress during critical incidents performed better and made a greater number of 

correct force decisions than officers who did not undertake the programme. 

Additionally, the findings show the value of ‘live’ training and debriefing to provide a 

safe environment for officers to be able to make mistakes and to be able to consider them and 

understand their behaviour and decision-making. Frequent and repetitive training of use of 

force scenarios is needed that is inclusive of a wide variety of variables in order to best 

prepare officers for such circumstances. Further, Rajakaruna et al. (2016) found that the 

focus of training should shift from performance and assessment to one that continually 

develops skills by practicing and learning.  Situations that differ from the typical scenario 

take longer to process (Belmore & Hubbard, 1987) and officers who are slower in reacting 

are at risk. Hence, variations in training will help to develop a wider range of experiences to 

draw from resulting in faster decision-making. Furthermore, the more exposure to the stress 

inoculation effect of these live conditions, will reduce negative stress responses in real-world 

encounters (Andersen & Gustafsberg, 2016). Therefore, educators and trainers should 

consider incorporating training methods that increase officers’ awareness (Bargh, Chaiken, 

Raymond, & Hymes, 1996) and provide officers with a wide variety of both typical and 

atypical training scenarios. 

7.4.4 : Limitations and future directions. 

This is one of the first studies to explore police use of force decision-making and 

impairments. Future research should replicate and expand the present study to examine the 

decision-making processes of experienced officers and in real world situations. Officers who 

are experienced may be even more likely to make decisions rapidly and rely on intuitive 
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decision-making. Such studies can provide further insights into the heuristics being used, and 

their outcomes, which in turn, will inform best practices for future training and policies. 

Measuring decision-making processes is difficult as it relies on the person’s ability for 

meta-cognition. The present study’s results show that recruits were able to articulate their 

decisions to some extent, but it is unknown to what degree this truly represents their internal 

processes. However, while some people are better at metacognition than others, most people 

with normal intelligence are able to engage in metacognitive regulation (Livingston, 2003). 

However, future research could explore other methodological approaches to decision-making 

measurement to overcome the present study’s limitations. For example, the study was limited 

to the reliance on officers’ retrospective reports. Like anyone’s memory for events, these 

reports are open to bias (e.g. self-justification, rationalisation) and other attributes resulting 

from the fallibility of memory (e.g. forgetting, misinformation). In doing so, a more robust 

body of knowledge that provides insights into decision-making processes can be formed. 

7.5 : Conclusion 

This study explored recruits’ decision-making processes and impairments during use 

of force scenarios and found recruits were primarily making force decisions intuitively. This 

has implications for how policies and procedures are constructed. As officers are likely to be 

using intuitive decision-making processes during potential use of force encounters, policies 

and procedures that rely on systematic and analytical styles of decision-making may be 

counterproductive. Furthermore, the study found that recruits experienced perceptual, 

cognitive, and physiological impairments during the encounters. These impairments affected 

how recruits perceived and assessed the situation, how they thought about the situation, and 

their ability to perform successfully force techniques and use accoutrements. These 

deficiencies could potentially result in unintentional excessive or unnecessary force as well as 

potentially dangerous situations such as injury to officer or suspect. Education and awareness 

about decision-making impairments as well as training for stress reduction can potentially 

reduce the effects of decision-making impairments. Overall, our findings if put into practice 

can help prepare officers for potentially dangerous situations, and hopefully de-escalate 

encounters and reduce the use of force. 
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Chapter 8: Thesis Discussion 

Police use of force encounters can be volatile and unpredictable events that often 

require officers to make difficult decisions about force. This thesis aimed to identify how to 

better prepare officers for making use of force decisions during police-citizen encounters. 

While there is a growing body of policing research that informs the circumstances in which 

officers’ use force, there is little to no research that focuses on the decision-making during 

these encounters. In making decisions about force, officers look for situational cues, 

therefore, the thesis focused on individual and situational factors associated with police use of 

force. To do this, the thesis used a mixed methods approach, with two different sources of 

data analysed quantitatively and qualitatively, respectfully. From the four studies that were 

conducted, it was evident that certain suspect and situational factors contributed to police use 

of force decisions and outcomes. Moreover, it was how the officer assessed and responded to 

these suspect and situational factors that played a substantial role in the outcomes of police 

use of force encounters. These findings shift the focus from previous police use of force 

research that examines discrete and common individual and situational factors, to a more 

holistic approach inclusive of officers’ responses to these situations. These findings have 

implications for how to best prepare officers for potential police use of force encounters. For 

the way researchers examine police use of force, the way officers are educated and trained 

about force scenarios, and the policies and procedures that guide officers in use of force 

decisions. 

8.1 : Overview of the Findings 

While the results of each of the four studies have been previously discussed in detail, 

this section provides a summary of each of the studies and how they combine to inform the 

overall thesis question of how to better prepare officers for making decisions about using 

force. Study 1 (Chapter 4) quantitatively analysed official police incident data of significant 

events involving police use of force. First it provided an overview of what such events look 

like in terms of individual and situational factors (for example, who is using force, who the 

force is used against, and what situational factors are involved). This showed the frequency 

and proportion of events that involve different force levels as well as common factors 

officers’ face (these factors are discussed in the next section, Section 8.2). Second, Study 1 

identified predictors of police use of force when taking the suspect’s resistance into 

consideration. It found that officers were abstaining from using higher levels of force or were 

using lower levels of force, in particular, with physically aggressive suspects, suspects with 
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weapons, and with female suspects (who almost always possessed a weapon). It was 

concluded that officers could be underestimating the risk of danger in these circumstances 

and choosing to use lower levels of force. Therefore, to determine the dangerousness of these 

circumstances, the second study (Chapter 5) examined if these circumstances were predictive 

of officer injuries. Study 2 found a number of suspect and situation factors that increased the 

odds of officers sustaining injuries.  These included incidences that occurred in public 

settings with physically aggressive and female suspects.  However, the best predictor of 

injury was the level of force the officer used in relation to the suspect’s behaviour. This 

suggests that, while some factors do pose a danger, how officers respond to those factors 

determines whether they will sustain an injury. 

The third study (Chapter 6) took a closer look at officers’ decision making regarding 

force to identify the role of those factors that Study 2 suggested indicated danger. Study 3 

used a qualitative approach to analyse police recruits’ decisions about force in scenario-based 

training, as discussed with trainers. Recruits were indeed considering suspect and situation 

factors when making decisions about force, and were using these factors to analyse the 

degree of threat posed and the suitability of the force type to inform their decisions. 

However, recruits in Study 3 were not considering all the factors that were found to be 

potentially dangerous in Study 2. Furthermore, some of the potentially dangerous factors that 

were found in Study 2 were considered as less dangerous factors by recruits in Study 3 (i.e. 

female suspects). This helps to explain why the officers in studies 1 and 2 may have chosen 

the level of force that they did, and why some of them were injured. 

Finally, the fourth study (Chapter 7) aimed to identify how police were making 

decisions about force. Study 4 found that recruits’ decision making was more aligned with 

intuitive decision-making processes than analytical decision-making processes.  Recruits 

were using short-cuts (such as heuristics) to make decisions, which may explain why, in 

Study 3, they were not considering all potentially risky situational factors. Further, the study 

found that police were experiencing perceptual, cognitive, and physiological impediments to 

their decision-making. These may impair decision making and further explain cases where 

officers’ risk assessment and resultant force decision may not be optimal; leading to disparate 

levels of force (compared to levels of resistance) and potential injuries. Study 4 also suggests 

that a disparity may exist between expectations in policing policies and procedures, and 

actual police decision-making. 
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This section has provided a summary of the studies’ findings, which in turn, has 

provided insights into how each of the studies inform one another. The remainder of this 

chapter synthesises the results in more detail to provide an overall model of the officer 

decision-making process in use of force encounters and a discussion of the implications, as 

well as limitations, of the thesis contribution. 

8.2 : The Process of Police Use of Force Decision Making 

With the four studies aggregated, the present thesis reveals that, while specific factors 

(such as suspect and situation factors) influenced police use of force, beyond these factors, it 

was the officers’ choice of response to these factors that shaped police use of force outcomes 

(at least in terms of injury). Figure 5 illustrates the thesis findings to show how police were 

making decisions during police use of force encounters. The model proposes that, first, 

police were assessing the encounter. They were focusing on certain situation and suspect 

cues to assess threat and assess the suitability of force type. Based on this assessment, police 

were choosing their force response. In some cases, as an outcome of this decision, officers 

suffered injury. The findings of this thesis suggest Police use of force encounters were 

shaped by the cues officers were focusing on, how the decisions were made, and in some 

cases impairments to these decisions. Each element of the model is discussed in turn below 

by drawing on the findings from across all four studies. 
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8.2.1 : Assessment. 

Initially, the police use of force encounter involves the officer assessing the 

circumstances they are faced with. Previous research has established that this is a crucial step 

in the decision-making process both within the policing literature (Binder & Scharf, 1980; 

Dror, 2007; Mitchell & Flin, 2007) and the decision making literature (Allen, 2011; Sinclair, 

2010; Zsambok & Klein, 1997). For example, Binder and Scharf (1980) outline the various 

situational cues that officers look for at each of the phases (i.e. suspect behaviour and 

location factors). Similar to previous research, the present thesis found that situational and 

suspect factors were associated with officers’ use of force. However, the present thesis has 

extended previous research to identify the predictors of disparate relative force (lower or 

higher than levels of suspect resistance) and that newly-trained officers were focusing on 

particular cues that signal to them the threat level. Furthermore, the thesis identified that 

officers were not only assessing situations for risk, but also the suitability of force options. In 

this section, first, the threat cues are discussed followed by the suitability of force options. 

Study 1 explored a sample of ‘significant events’ involving police use of force. 

Descriptively, these events most frequently involved male officers with young male suspects 

who were behaving belligerently, in incidences of social disturbances involving only one 

suspect with multiple officers, and occurred at night time and on weekends. While previous 

research has mixed findings regarding suspect age and gender, this thesis is consistent with 

findings of Croft and Austin 1987; Horvath 1987 and Sherman 1980 that find younger males 

more often receive force. However, these findings can be explained by societal theories that 

find young males more often commit crimes (Wolfgang, Figlio, & Sellin, 1987) and, 

therefore, are more likely to come into contact with police. These findings also make logical 

sense that young fit suspects are more likely to engage with physical force than, for example, 

a 90-year-old grandmother (refer to Study 3). However, only four of these variables were 

significantly associated with the level of force used by officers in these encounters. Although 

the sampled use of force events most frequently involved male suspects, female suspects 

were actually significantly associated with the use of less force. Hence, these findings 

highlight the important cue of suspect gender in police use of force encounters. It was found 

that incidences in the Brisbane policing district with young suspects who were physically 

aggressive and had weapons were also found to be associated with disproportionate relative 

force (the level of force associated with and predictive of these variables will be discussed in 
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the next section – 8.3.2. Response). The statistical relationships suggest that these may be the 

cues officers are paying attention to when choosing their level of force. 

Study 2 then explored the outcomes of use of force decisions in terms of officer 

injuries. The findings from Study 2 can provide insights into whether officers were assessing 

cues appropriately. Similar to Study 1, descriptively, officer injuries most frequently 

occurred to male officers, inflicted by young male suspects who were physically aggressive, 

in incidences of social disturbances involving only one suspect with multiple officers, and 

occurred at night time in the Brisbane policing district. Additionally, officer injuries were 

occurring more often in public spaces and when officers used lower levels of relative force. 

However, only these latter two variables (public spaces and lower relative force) were found 

to be significantly associated with officer injuries.  Like Study 1, female suspects and 

suspects who were physically aggressive were also found to be significant predictors of 

officer injuries. The consistency of the significance of these two factors in both Study 1 and 

Study 2 highlights the importance of these particular factors in police use of force encounters. 

Furthermore, the descriptive and significant bivariate findings from Study 2 indicate that 

these are important cues in the decision process. In this study, they are linked to the outcome 

of injury rather than the use of force. This may call into question the appropriateness of the 

assessment of these cues in making force decisions. 

The recruit debrief data in Study 3 enabled exploration of officers’ assessment of 

cues. Recruits in Study 3 were looking for cues of threat when assessing the situation 

regarding the need to use force and how much force to use. In particular, officers were 

looking for typically dangerous circumstances such as the seriousness of the incident, if the 

officer(s) were outnumbered or physically outmatched, and assessing the suspect’s 

disposition for aggressive or erratic behaviour. Interestingly, these officers in training were 

focusing on the seriousness of the suspected offence in assessing threat level (see Study 3, 

Chapter 6), with the domestic violence scenario considered to be high-threat. Indeed, the 

significant events analysed in Study 1 (Chapter 4) most often involved officers responding to 

social disturbances. As previously mentioned (Study 3, Chapter 6), research consistently 

finds disturbance incidences are typically dangerous (Garner & Clemmer, 1986). For 

example, a recent report found that the highest number of officer fatalities per call-out type 

were for domestic disputes (Breul & Keith, 2016). Indeed, recruits in Study 3 were 

highlighting that the mere physical nature of these incident types indicate the suspect’s 

capability of being violent and potential to be violent. The recruits in Study 3 were provided 
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with the incident type before entering the scene. This suggests that recruits may have been 

assessing the risk based on the incident type and, perhaps, setting up expectations of how the 

event would unfold. This is consistent with Binder and Scharf’s (1980) ‘anticipation’ phase, 

as outlined in Section 2.3.4, where officers are assessing the potential dangers they may 

encounter. While this may be a good in terms of officer preparedness for risk, however may 

have possible negative connotations in terms of ‘framing’, which could lead to bias in the 

ways events are then interpreted based on the information given and how the information is 

framed. 

Situational cues within the encounter were also relevant to risk assessment. Recruits 

were assessing the persons involved (see Study 3, Chapter 6). If officers outnumbered 

suspects or the suspect was a smaller build than the officer, then the situation was considered 

as low-threat; the reverse was also true (if suspects outnumbered officers or the suspect was 

of a larger build, then the situation was considered as high-threat). Recruits were, therefore, 

assessing these factors relative to themselves. While some previous research has suggested 

that officers working alone need to use more force than the suspect (Kappeler et al., 1994; 

Walker, 2011; Worden, 1996b), other studies suggest that police use higher levels of force 

when there are multiple officers involved (Friedrich, 1980; Sherman, 1980). Given the 

finding that recruits were assessing suspects relative to themselves, it is possible that these 

discrepancies in previous research could be explained by officer-level variation in relative 

risk assessment. Future research should attempt to control for officer factors when looking at 

the effects of suspect on force (e.g. not just the size of the suspect but the suspect size relative 

to the officer). 

The behaviour of the suspect was also relevant to perceived threat. Study 1 showed a 

significant relationship between suspects with weapons and the relative level of force, while 

both Study 1 and Study 2 showed significant relationships between suspects who were 

physically aggressive and relative use of force and officer injuries, respectively. This 

suggested these may be cues of risk. In addition, Study 3 showed that recruits saw 

intoxicated suspects and aggressive suspects as high-threat (refer to Study 3, Chapter 6). 

Intoxicated suspects were assessed as being a high-threat due to their unpredictability and 

inability to reason. These findings make logical sense – situations where officers are 

outnumbered, outsized, and with suspects who are unpredictable and aggressive are high-risk 

situations; and are also consistent with previous perception of risk studies such as Holmes et 

al. 1998 who also found that officers perceived high-risk suspects as those who were of a 
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larger build, actively resisting, and whose demeanour was abusive and violent. Overall, 

officers were assessing the encounter by looking for high-threat situation and suspect cues. 

The cues that officers were looking for were those that are typically considered dangerous 

circumstances. 

In addition to looking for situational cues for assessments of threat, newly-trained 

officers were also assessing the situation regarding the suitability of the various force options 

available to them. In particular, when assessing suitability of force options, officers were 

assessing if the force type was reasonably appropriate and tactically sound (refer to Study 3, 

Chapter 6). For example, officers were assessing suitability of force type for options being 

reasonable, proportionate, and appropriate. As force is legally acceptable if it is reasonable 

and necessary, this assessment is crucial when making decisions about force. Thus, recruits 

were using situational cues and their related perception of the risk/threat posed to make a 

judgment as to the appropriateness of using force, and the level of force reasonable to use, for 

the circumstances. As discussed, study 1 found officers were using lower relative force with 

female suspects, which suggests officers may view female suspects as low risk. Study 3 

showed that recruits did indeed assess female suspects, as well as suspects of small build, to 

be low threat, while the seriousness of the incident type (such as domestic disturbance) and 

suspects who were of a large build were considered as high threat. This in turn impacted their 

assessments of whether and how much force was warranted. Thus, while Study 1 showed 

these factors to be important predictors of force level, study 3 informs that this is likely 

driven by assessments of reasonableness based on perceptions of threat/risk. 

Furthermore, when assessing force options to be appropriate, recruits were 

considering the location in terms of visibility and accountability. This was not measurable in 

Study 1 through the significant event data, but the debriefs analysed in Study 3 (Chapter 6) 

evidenced that being witnessed (such as by bystanders and technology – such as 

smartphones) weighed on recruits’ minds when making decisions about force, and in turn, 

affected their willingness to use force. Particularly, recruits were concerned about external 

perceptions of reasonableness. Recruits were concerned that the public would perceive the 

use of force to be improper by only focusing on the act of force rather than the context of the 

situation. This influenced their decision by causing them to avoid using force or certain force 

types and to re-evaluate their assessment of reasonableness. Research has previously 

identified the importance of accountability and oversight agencies in reducing the frequency 

of police use of force and associated complaints (Lersch & Mieczkowski, 2005; Prenzler et 
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al., 2013; Queensland Criminal Justice Commission, 2000). New technology, such as body 

worn cameras and smartphones, has also been shown to have similar effects (Brown, 2016; 

Farrar, 2013). That research has suggested that increased accountability may reduce 

inappropriate force by officers and alter their behaviour. The recruits sampled in Study 3 

were particularly concerned with public perception. While this may have a positive effect on 

officers’ decisions (i.e. re-evaluating appropriateness of force to avoid improper uses of 

force), alternatively, officers may be overly concerned with how the use of force is perceived 

and, in turn, place themselves in danger by not applying enough force to control the situation. 

For example, Study 2 (Chapter 5) found that the strongest predictor of officer injury was 

officers who used less relative force than the suspect resistance. 

In addition, recruits assessed some force options as being unsuitable. Some locations 

were deemed unsuitable for various force types; for example, the use of OC spray in a 

confined or crowded space was deemed unsuitable due to possible residual effects. 

Intoxicated people were cues for some force options (such as OC spray) which were assessed 

as unsuitable. In addition, while relative size has previously been highlighted as a cue for 

assessing risk, it also affected the choice of option used. Officers were assessing force 

options such as hand tactics as being unsuitable for use with suspects who outsized the 

officers, due to their inability to effectively apply such options. The next section discusses 

the impact of the assessment on response in more detail. 

8.2.2 : Response. 

Once officers have assessed the encounter, they then choose their force response. 

Previous research has highlighted that this is an interactive process (Terrill et al., 2003a). 

That force can be used within several sequence interactions of action and reaction. To 

accommodate for the interactive process, this thesis took into consideration the dynamic 

nature of police use of force encounters by including both suspect resistance and temporal 

coding in its measure of level of force; thus, measuring the level of officer force relative to 

suspect resistance across an encounter. Study 1 (Chapter 4) revealed that officers were 

responding to encounters by mostly using similar force levels to suspect resistance and, over 

a 40-month period, there were no cases of officers using extreme higher or lower relative 

force. However, a small percentage of cases did involve some disparate force; both higher 

relative force and lower relative force. This differs from previous relative force research that 

generally finds officers more often use lower levels of relative force (Alpert & Dunham, 

1997; Terrill 2003; 2005; Wolf et al. 2009). However, the difference is most likely due to the 
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present study’s focus on significant events. The present thesis finds that, consistent with 

previous research (Alpert & Dunham, 1997; Terrill 2003; 2005; Wolf et al. 2009), officers 

were mostly able to control the encounter after only one or two sequence interactions (pairing 

of force/resistance). Sequence interactions that involved disparate force always occurred in 

the early stages of the encounter, while the later stages of the encounter all involved 

commensurate levels of force. This might suggest an officer’s sense of urgency to 

control/contain a situation that might escalate. 

Interestingly, while recruits in Study 3 were looking for cues of dangerousness in 

assessing threat, Study 1 (Chapter 4) revealed that officers were responding to some of these 

dangerous circumstances by abstaining from using higher relative force or using lower 

relative force. For example, officers in the significant events were abstaining from using 

higher relative force with suspects who were physically aggressive and suspects with 

weapons. Physically aggressive suspects were also shown by Study 2 to be related to officer 

injuries, and recruits in Study 3 knew that this factor presented risk. However, despite this, 

officers in Study 1 were actually responding by using similar or lower levels of force. This 

suggests that, either the officers in the significant events did not have the same risk 

assessment as the recruits, or they appropriately assessed the situation as high risk but their 

response may have been inappropriate. In contrast, analysis of the significant event data 

(Study 1) revealed that officers were responding to female suspects by using lower force 

relative to the resistance displayed. Indeed, this was one of the best predictors of lower 

relative force. In addition, the scenario debriefs (see Study 3, Chapter 6) suggested that 

recruits were assessing female suspects as low threat. This would suggest that the assessment 

of low threat posed by female suspects may explain the lower levels of force employed. 

However, the significant event data (see Study 1, Chapter 4) also showed that, the majority of 

the time, female suspects possessed a weapon, which heightened the dangerousness of the 

situation – yet officers were still responding with lower levels of force. Further, Study 2 

showed that female suspects were predictive of officer injuries. Hence, while officers were 

considering suspect gender, they were interpreting this cue incorrectly, or not taking 

additional cues into consideration. This highlights the importance for officers to not only 

attend to multiple critical cues, but also to assess them correctly in order to respond 

appropriately. 

In addition, the thesis found that newly trained officers were primarily responding to 

use of force scenarios instinctively by using their intuition to make decisions (see Study 4, 
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Chapter 7). Recruits were basing their intuitive decisions on heuristics; matching 

circumstances to previous experience. This intuitive style of decision making is consistent 

with Naturalistic Decision Making (NDM) research that finds during dynamic and time- 

pressured situations, people use intuition to make decisions (Klein, 2008). The use of 

intuitive decision making may explain some of the findings from Studies 1 to 3. For 

example, the use of short-cuts (such as heuristics) may explain the focus on and response to 

particular cues. Furthermore, Section 2.3.2 outlined that the use of heuristics may lead to 

errors and false ways of thinking (i.e. gambler’s fallacy, sunk-cost fallacy, etc.). Hence, 

officers may have experienced processing errors which lead to their decision. While the use 

of heuristics results in rapid decision making, if officers are lacking experience with 

circumstances (especially potentially dangerous circumstances), then they may not be able to 

make rapid and optimum decisions. Hence, it is essential for officers to continually and 

regularly develop schemas to draw from during time-constrained and volatile situations of 

police use of force encounters. 

Finally, officers may experience impairments which influence how they respond. For 

example, impairments to the decision-making process such as perceptual, cognitive, and 

physiological impairments can shape the outcome of police use of force encounters. The 

thesis found evidence for all three impairments, as described by the recruits during their use 

of force training scenarios (refer to Study 4, Chapter 7). If officers are perceiving the 

situation incorrectly, thinking illogically, are unable to retrieve essential information from 

their memory, or unable to successfully execute force actions, then their response may be 

inappropriate. These findings provide insight into unintentional use of inappropriate force. 

Furthermore, they highlight the importance of educating officers about impairments and 

practicing techniques to reduce their impact. To some degree, whether a response is effective 

and appropriate can be indicated by the outcome. While it is acknowledged that ‘good’ 

decisions can still lead to ‘bad’ outcomes, this thesis argues that it is important to explore 

what might have led to negative outcomes, in order to highlight whether decision making 

could have been improved. The outcome of force is the subject of the next section. 

8.2.3 : Outcome. 

The force used by an officer will have consequences for those involved. This thesis 

focused on the outcome to the officer, in terms of injury, as this is under-researched and may 

offer insights into ways in which officer decision making may be improved regarding their 

assessment of, and response to, an encounter. The previous sections have discussed how 
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officers attend to cues in order to make judgements regarding the threat or risk posed in a 

situation and the suitability of force as a response. However, this process can be affected by 

attention to, and interpretation of, cues, heuristics used in order to process information and 

reach a decision, and perceptual, cognitive and physical impairments brought on by the 

pressures experienced during the encounter. While the thesis did not assess appropriateness 

of force responses, some inferences can be made from the synthesised results of all four 

studies and previous literature. 

Study 2 showed that 44.06% of the significant events sampled involved officers being 

injured.  Injuries ranged from being spat-on to being kicked and punched.  These injuries 

were most often occurring to the head/face. Study 2 (Chapter 5) found that officers were 

sustaining injuries in public spaces with female suspects and suspects who were physically 

aggressive. However, the multiple regression showed that the level of relative force was the 

most significant predictor of an officer injury (other factors lost statistical significance in the 

model when this variable was introduced). Specifically, using a lower level of force relative 

to suspect resistance predicted injuries to officers. This suggests that the level of force may 

be inappropriate for the level of risk, or ineffective in its execution. The results from Studies 

1 and 3 helps to contextualise this. The officers in the significant events (Study 1) were using 

less relative force with female suspects and the recruits explained in their scenario debriefs 

(Study 3) that they considered female suspects to be less threatening. Therefore, incorrect 

risk assessment of cues and underestimating the dangerousness of situations may result in a 

force response that is too low to control the situation, which may increase the likelihood of 

the officer sustaining an injury. 

However, it should be noted that this does not necessarily mean that officers should 

simply use more force to avoid injuries. Indeed, using higher relative force did not 

significantly affect the outcome of officers sustaining injuries (i.e. using higher force did not 

predict injury avoidance). It should also be noted that not all injuries can be explained by 

inappropriateness of responses, and indeed, some injuries may be unavoidable. 

8.2.4 : Example. 

The above sections have outlined the process of assessment, response and outcome in 

relation to police use of force that is informed by the results of this thesis. This section 

provides an illustrative example of how this process may apply using the variable of suspect 

gender. The thesis found that, in some situations, police seem to be underestimating the 

threat posed by certain circumstances (assessment) and, in turn, choosing to use lower levels 
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of force relative to suspect resistance (response). As a result of this decision, they were more 

likely to sustain injuries (outcome). While the majority of suspects in the significant events, 

and role-playing suspects in the training scenarios, were male, suspect gender recurred as 

important for use of force decision making throughout the studies. Previous studies have 

provided mixed findings regarding suspect gender and police use of force. Research has 

generally found either no effect between suspect gender and use of force or that males are 

more likely to be the subject of police use of force (Friedrich, 1980; Horvath, 1987; 

Queensland Criminal Justice Commission, 2000; Sherman, 1980). This thesis revealed 

interesting findings regarding suspect gender that have not previously been highlighted. 

Although there were only a small number of encounters involving female suspects, one of the 

most consistent and significant findings throughout the thesis has been the importance of 

female suspects in police use of force decisions and outcomes. The thesis found that police 

were considering female suspects to present a low degree of danger and therefore choosing to 

use lower levels of force than the level of resistance those suspects were displaying. In turn, 

officers dealing with female suspects were more likely to sustain injuries. Figure 6 provides 

an example of why this could occur. Officers may have been focusing on female suspects as 

being low threat and ignoring other cues such as the suspect’s weapon possession. The 

officer’s inexperience with female suspects may suggest that the officer did not have 

adequate schemas to draw from on which to base heuristics, which also led to a slower 

response in interpreting these cues and choosing a course of action. As the event unfolded, 

the lack of experience in this type of situation would have added to the officer’s stress 

response creating perceptual, cognitive, or physiological impairments to their decision 

making. For example, Study 4 found that officers most commonly suffered from mind 

blanks. If officers are already inexperienced in situations with female suspects, mind blanks 

about how to handle the situation may also occur. Hence, the officer may have experienced 

cognitive impairments such as forgetting how to execute a manoeuvre. These findings 

highlight the need for police to be aware of the potential dangers of encounters (such as 

female suspects and physically aggressive suspect) and also well practiced in how to respond 

appropriately. 
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Figure 6: Police use of force decision-making process – female suspect example 

 

 
8.3 : Implications 

Ultimately, the thesis aimed to identify how to better prepare officers for making use 

of force decisions during police-citizen encounters. The thesis revealed that the process of 

police use of force decisions first involved assessing the situation, then responding to their 

assessment, resulting in the encounter outcome. It also identified factors that shape this 

process. Overall, the thesis highlighted the importance of officers’ assessment of the 

encounter and their response. The findings of this thesis have theoretical, methodological 

implications for use of force research and practical implications for preparing officers. 

8.3.1 : Theoretical implications. 

Theoretically, future research needs to go beyond individual and situational 

perspectives to examine that of the officers’ assessment and response. The thesis has shown 

that, while some individual and situational factors are important in the decision-making 

process, moreover, it is how officers are assessing these cues and responding to them that has 

a greater influence in officers’ decisions about force and the outcomes of these decisions. For 

example, Study 1 indicated that officers were responding to individual and situational factors 

by abstaining from using higher relative force. Study 2 found the best predictor for injuries 

was how the officer responded (i.e. when using lower levels of force, officers were more 

likely to sustain injuries). Study 3 revealed that officers were using the individual and 

situational cues to assess perceptions of threat and suitability of force option in making their 

force decisions. Study 4 found officers were responding by using intuitive decision-making 
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processes and were experiencing perceptual, cognitive, and physiological responses that 

impaired decision-making. Furthermore, the findings from all four studies combined, 

revealed in Figure 5 that the key elements of the police use of force decision-making during 

encounters are assessment, response, and outcome. Therefore, future research needs to 

capture the officers’ assessment and response to properly conceptualise police use of force 

decision making. This can be achieved by using the model in Section 8.3 as a framework for 

future research to conceptualise the overall process of police use of force decision making 

and to examine how each stage impacts on the next. For example, the model demonstrates 

that police use of force outcomes can be shaped by different factors at each of the stages. For 

example, the particular cues that officers are focusing on and the correct assessment of those 

cues can impact on the officer’s response. In addition, how officers are making those 

decisions and the impairments to the decision-making process can also impact the outcome. 

Research that focuses on each of these stages can aid in best practices at each point in order 

to aid officers to make optimal decisions. 

8.3.2 : Methodological implications. 

The findings of this thesis also have methodological implications for use of force 

research. The thesis has revealed the importance of taking a multivariate approach that 

incorporates both specific characteristics of the situation and officers’ response.  For 

example, the stepwise method of Study 2 highlighted that, while certain factors are important, 

when controlling for all factors, it was the officers’ response that was most significant. In 

addition, the model proposed in Figure 5 illustrates that police use-of-force decision making 

is a process and that decisions can be shaped by a number of factors throughout the process. 

The model can be used as a conceptual framework for further research that seeks to 

understand police use of force decision making. The stages of the model can be used to 

construct variables in hierarchal blocks of each stage to understand both the overall process 

and how each stage impacts on the next (such as using structural equation modelling). 

Furthermore, the thesis has highlighted the importance of understanding police use- 

of-force decision making in the complexity of real-world environments. NDM research has 

shown that decisions are made differently in unpredictable and dynamic situations (Orasanu 

& Connolly, 1993; Zsambok & Klein, 1997). Study 3 shows recruits were using intuition to 

make decisions about force. This approach to decision making is incompatible with what 

policing organisations generally recommend in policies and guidelines. The study also 

revealed the impairments to decision-making processes that can occur using a physical and 
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tactile environment. This finding suggests use of force decision making needs to be 

conceptualised in similar environments (such as a tactile and physically responsive 

environment) rather than from decisions made in laboratory environments that do not possess 

these factors. 

8.3.3 : Practical implications. 

In making decisions about use of force, officers first assess the situation. For decision 

making to be effective, police need to be able to quickly identify high-risk situations and 

know which cues to look for. Research has demonstrated the importance of policies in 

providing guidance and boundaries to how officers’ respond (Ferdik et al., 2014; Fyfe, 1979; 

Fyfe, 1981, 1982; Terrill & Paoline III, 2016; White, 2001). While this thesis identified some 

important cues for officers in police use of force encounters (see Section 8.2.1), further 

research is needed to clarify and refine what high-risk circumstances and cues officers should 

be looking for.  This will in turn enable the development of explicit policies and guidelines 

for officers rather than providing vague and imprecise terminology. Policies that are able to 

clearly outline high-risk circumstances where force is considered as acceptable and 

reasonable will provide better clarity for officers in the field about dangerous encounters, 

improving decision-making. 

To further assist with officers’ decision-making processes, policies and procedures 

could better align with the intuitive decision-making style that is likely used in the field. This 

will allow officers to make more rapid and concise decisions. This thesis found that recruits 

were using heuristics to make decisions (see Study 4), however, research generally finds that 

policies are designed for analytical styles of decision making (Allen, 2011). Policies could 

support intuitive decision-making styles by incorporating heuristics to make sure that 

decisions in the field are consistent across officers and based on evidence (rather than officers 

forming their own mental short-cuts based on incorrect assumptions or fallacies). Policies 

that provide guidance on the strengths and limitations of each force type suitability in certain 

circumstances can aid in forming heuristics so officers can rapidly eliminate or include force 

options in particular circumstances. 

Educating officers about the perceptions of risk and potentially dangerous 

circumstances would assist them to execute their duties in numerous ways. Education and 

training to officers about force option suitability (strengths and limitations) in various 

situations will better prepare officers for making optimal decisions about the type of force to 

use. Furthermore, by being able to match situations to force options suitability, officers can 
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form schemas that bolster intuitive decision making. This can aid officers to make rapid 

decisions during the time-constrained and volatile situations of police use of force encounters.  

Education about the processes of decision-making and stress related impairments can bring 

awareness to ensure effectiveness of decisions. For example, as presented in Study 4 

(Chapter 7), research has shown the benefits of practiced stress reduction techniques in 

reducing stress responses. Furthermore, officers who are educated about stress reduction 

techniques will be better able to avoid their effects (Andersen & Gustafsberg, 2016). 

Training that does not stop at the recruitment level, but is regular and inclusive of a variety of 

situations and variables (such as gender, behaviour, etc.) will aid in keeping officers up-to- 

date and ensure key information remains available. 

Additionally, the thesis revealed the importance of scenario-based training where 

officers can practice and make errors in responses in order to learn and build rapid and 

optimal decision-making processes. Regular and repetitive training in physically responsive 

and tactile environments that are as realistic as possible will help prepare officers for real- 

world encounters. Training scenarios that contain a diverse range of variables will help 

officers to build mental schemas for rapid decision making and help reduce the effects of 

stress. 

8.4 : Limitations and Future Research 

The present thesis is one of the first to examine police use of force decision-making 

processes. The mixed methods approach enabled the study of police use of force decision 

making through both official data and exploration of recruits’ thoughts regarding their 

decision making. However, while the methodology has its strengths, there are potential 

limitations of the findings that should be noted. The limitations of each study have been 

previously discussed in the relevant study chapters, so this section will focus on the broader 

limits within which the contribution of the findings can be understood. 

The thesis utilised two data sources in an attempt to overcome the limitations of each. 

The first two studies drew from an official data source of police significant events. The 

official reports were secondary data and, therefore, constrained by the information contained 

within the data. Hence, some of the cues officers used may not have been reported by them 

and therefore could not be identified at the assessment stage. For example, suspect ethnicity 

was not able to be measured because this section was often left incomplete by the officer. 

Further research that utilises different methodological approaches (such as surveys or 

observations) would be able to identify factors that were not able to be included in the current 
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thesis. Furthermore, this focus on significant events meant that not all police use of force 

events were captured. Examining other use of force events may reveal further insights into 

the relative force used, the decisions made, and the outcome of the encounter. Expanding the 

focus of the present thesis to include a broader range of use of force events, not just 

significant ones, may provide further insights. Despite this limitation, the data provided an 

official account of real-world police use of force events that was able to capture all 

significant events over a 40-month period. Another limitation of the significant event data 

source is that it was designed for scrutiny of the event but not necessarily the officers’ 

decision making. Thus, while the official data provided some insights into the decisions of 

officers, based on the factors that were present and statistically associated with outcomes, it 

did not provide a thorough understanding of their decision-making process. The second data 

source (training scenario debriefs) was chosen to address this limitation. 

The second data set (training scenario debriefs) of the thesis, utilised in Studies 3 and 

4, drew from discussions about recruits’ performance in role-playing exercises that were 

analysed qualitatively. This enabled a deeper understanding of the decisions involved by 

allowing recruits to explain their judgments and reasoning about their use of force and their 

decision-making process. The debrief data contained recruits’ reports about their thoughts 

and justifications for the use of force used. Measuring someone’s thoughts and decisions is a 

difficult task that relies on the person’s ability to remember, understand and express their 

own decisions. Similar to other research on decision-making processes, this thesis relies on 

participants’ ability to remember and articulate how they made a decision. Research 

generally shows that most people with normal intelligence are able to articulate their thoughts 

and engage with metacognition (Livingston, 2003). Furthermore, the thesis was able to draw 

on previous literature to place meaning and interpretation onto participants’ dialogue (see 

Study 4, Chapter 7 for more details). Nevertheless, decision-making in police use of force 

encounters is an under researched area and the body of knowledge would benefit from further 

research. This may include replication of the study or interviews conducted by qualified 

independent researchers who are trained to extract officers’ thoughts and decisions in a 

reliable manner. For example, scenarios in which officers are able to talk out loud their 

decision-making process. However, while previous decision-making research has typically 

relied on surveys and hypothetical scenarios, this thesis was able to gain deeper decision 

making insights by capturing officers’ decisions using interviews about their actual 
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performance. Gaining insights into the decision-making process can inform better training 

techniques and inform policy construction so that it is aligned with best practice. 

Decision making styles can be affected by experience (Klein, 2008). While the use of 

recruits in this sample provided valuable insights, they do not have all the training and 

experience of officers who are operational in the field. Research has shown that experts are 

able to draw from their experience to make rapid decisions during high pressured situations 

(Klein, 2008). Therefore, research that focuses on experienced officers, rather than less 

experienced recruits, may provide valuable insights into the cues and heuristics that are most 

beneficial during police use of force encounters. Furthermore, recruits are unlikely to have 

been influenced by police cultural issues that may affect their decision making. For example, 

in an examination of policy, White (2001) found that although policy is effective in 

controlling discretionary decisions about deadly force, the policy can be outweighed by the 

personal philosophies of the chief. 

While the scenarios were ‘live action’ incidents for the participants, they were 

artificial role-playing exercises; as such, they are not a true reflection of real-world events. 

For example, the role-playing exercises only focused on two incident types rather than the 

wide variety that would be faced in the real-world. However, the scenarios were physically 

tactile environments that were as realistic as possible. This was evidenced by the levels of 

stress and related impairments that recruits reportedly experienced during the scenarios. 

The findings of this thesis produced a model to explain the process of police use of 

force decision making. However, it is important to consider this model in the context of the 

above data limitations. In addition, while the thesis finds that officers were assessing the 

suitability of force options, this thesis did not actually measure the strengths and limitations 

of each force options. However, this area has been well researched in the policing literature 

(see for example Adedipe, Maher, and Strote (2013)).  The present thesis examined injuries 

to officers as the outcome of interest, due to the lack of research in this area. However, use of 

force incidents can have a variety of outcomes, some positive and some negative. Positive 

outcomes may include successful arrests and situational control while negative outcomes may 

include cases of excessive force and unsuccessful arrests. It is possible that the factors 

measured and identified here as relevant to officer injuries are also relevant to these other 

outcomes (for example an officer who is unable to successful control the situation may 

sustain an injury in the process). Further research could test that proposition by examining 

other data sources (such as trial outcomes and arrest reports). Further, a positive outcome of 
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a police-citizen encounter may be the absence of a need to use force, particularly in incidents 

that could be identified as ‘potential’ use of force encounters or ‘near misses’. Identifying 

practices or factors in these situations may indicate good practice for de-escalating, or 

preventing escalation. For example, the present study’s findings, in conjunction with 

previous research, highlight the importance of understanding officer gender differences in 

police use of force encounters. For example, understanding why police use of force 

encounters less often involve female officers and what tactics female officers are choosing 

that may result in successfully deescalating the situation. What female officers are 

considering and why they make the decisions that they do may provide insights into 

alternative practices to reduce the number of encounters involving force. 

8.5 : Conclusion 

Police use of force encounters are dynamic and unfolding events in which officers 

need to make rapid decisions about force. These decisions can have major consequences 

including physical, psychological, societal, or organisational harm. It was, therefore, the aim 

of this thesis to understand officer decision making in order to offer support for optimising 

these decisions. The thesis took a multivariate, mixed methods approach to understanding the 

decisions made by police during use of force encounters. This thesis goes beyond previous 

research by using a multivariate approach drawing from multiple sources to provide a deeper 

understanding of police use of force decisions. Previous policing literature, commonly 

suggests that the suspect is the most important factor in police use of force outcomes and that 

characteristics of the officer are generally not good predictors of police use of force. But the 

present thesis shows that the core factor predicting force and the outcomes of force is instead 

officers’ assessment and response. While there are certain situation and suspect factors that 

influence police use of force encounters, above all, it is how an officer assesses the 

circumstances and responds to them that determines the outcome of police use of force 

events.  Accordingly, in order to best prepare officers for making decisions about force 

during police-citizen encounters, there needs to be an evidence base upon which policies and 

procedures can draw in order to clearly outline high-risk circumstances and provide workable 

heuristics that officers can apply in the field. Education and training should not just focus on 

dangerous circumstances, but also how to respond to these circumstances in varied and 

challenging contexts. 
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Appendix A: Study 1 - Description of Variables 
 

Variable Categories 

D
V

  
Force 

Relative Force  Lower 

 Commensurate 
 Higher 

  

 

 

 
Force 

Type of Force  None 

 Restraining Accoutrement 

 Open Hand Tactics 

 Closed Hand Tactics 

 OC Spray Presentation 

 Taser Presentation 

 OC Spray Deployment 

 Taser Deployment 

 Firearm Presentation 
 Firearm Deployment 

In
d
iv

id
u

al
 V

ar
ia

b
le

s 

 

 
Officer 

Gender  Male 
 Female 

Age  35 and Younger 
 36 and Older 

Rank  Constable 
 Higher Ranking 

Officer Decisions 

(Rationales) 

Self-harm  

 

 

 Absent 

 Present 

Fear of Harm to Victim/Bystander 

Fear of Harm to Officer 

Substance Use 

Demeanour 

Build 

Criminal History 

Suspect Weapon 

Suspect Numbers 

Proximity 

PMI (Person with Mental Illness) 

S
it

u
at

io
n
al

 V
ar

ia
b
le

s 

 

 

 
Temporal 

Season  Summer 

 Autumn 

 Winter 

 Spring 

Day  Weekday 
 Weekend 

Hour  Day (0700 to 1800) 
 Night 1900 to 0600) 

 
Location 

Police District  Brisbane 
 Toowoomba 

Setting  Private 
 Public 

 

 

 

 

 

Crime Event 

Incident Type  Minor 

 Serious 

 Social Disturbances 
 PMI/Suicidal 

Multiple Officers  Single Officer 
 Multiple Officer 

Multiple Suspects  Single Suspect 
 Multiple Suspect 

Suspect Behaviour  Belligerent 

 Physically Aggressive 
 Suspect Weapon 

Substance Use  Yes 
 No 

 
Suspect 

Gender  Male 
 Female 

Age  30 and Younger 

 31 and Older 
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Appendix B: Relative Force Factor Model Adapted by QPS (2012, p.9) 
 

Score Officer Behaviour Score Suspect Behaviour 

1 No force. Officer used typical 

verbal commands. 

1 No resistance. Offender was 

cooperative and followed all verbal 
instructions. 

2 Slight force. Officer used strong 

directive language and/or minimal 

physical force to encourage the 

offender to cooperate and follow 
directions. 

2 Slight resistance. Offender resisted 

the officer’s actions, 

directions/verbal commands or fled. 

3 Gain control of offender with 
hands. Open Hand, Closed Hand 

Tactics and Restraining 
Accoutrement. 

3 Moderate resistance. Offender 

impeded officer’s movement or 

resisted cuffing or placement in a 

car. 

4 Gain control of offender using 

methods including 

accoutrements. Officer deployed 

(used) a baton or presented (drew) 

and/or deployed (discharged) OC 

Spray at offender or presented a 
CEW. 

4 Assaultive or high resistance. The 

offender violently struggled, 

physically assaulted or threatened to 

assault (with apparent means) 

5 Discharged a Conducted Energy 

Weapon. Officer deployed 

(discharged) a CEW or presented 

(drew) and/or deployed a firearm at 

offender. 

5 Displayed, threatened or used a 

weapon. Offender displayed a 

weapon to officers, threatened to 

use a weapon (including firearm), or 

used a weapon (including bodily 

fluids* but other than a firearm) 

against officers, or drove a vehicle 
in the direction of officers. 

6 Discharged service firearm. 

Officer deployed (discharged) a 
service-issued firearm at the 
Offender. 

6 Discharged firearm. Offender 

deployed (discharged) a firearm at 

officers. 

*As the resulting charge following deliberate exposure to blood or bodily fluids is Serious 

Assault, this scenario is considered to involve the use of a weapon. 
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Appendix C: Study 2 - Description of Variables 
 

Variable Categories 

D
V

 

Outcome 
Officer Injury  Officer did not sustain injury 

 Officer sustained injury 

S
it

u
at

io
n

al
 

 

 

 
Temporal 

Season  Summer 

 Autumn 

 Winter 

 Spring 

Day  Weekday 

 Weekend 

Hour  Day (0700 to 1800) 

 Night (1900 to 0600) 

 
Location 

Police District  Brisbane 

 Toowoomba 

Setting  Private Space 

 Public Space 

 

 

 
Crime Event 

Incident Type  Minor Incident 

 Serious Incident 

 Social Disturbances 

 PMI/Suicidal 

Officer Numbers  Single Officer 

 Multiple Officers 

Suspect Numbers  Single Suspect 

 Multiple Suspects 

S
u

sp
ec

t-
R

el
at

ed
 

 
Suspect 

Gender  Male 
 Female 

Age 
(m = 30.11) 

 30 and Younger 

 31 and Older 

 
 

Behaviour 

Suspect Behaviour  Belligerent 

 Physically Aggressive 

 Weapon 

Substance Use  Yes 

 No 

In
d

iv
id

u
al

 

 

 
Officer 

Gender  Male 

 Female 

Age 
(m = 35.87) 

 35 and Younger 

 36 and Older 

Rank  Constable 

 Higher Ranking Officer 

 

 

 
 

Officer 

Decisions 

(Rationales) 

Proximity  

 

 
 

 Absent 

 Present 

Build 

Demeanour 

Suspect Weapon 

Substance Use 

Person with Mental Illness (PMI)/Suicidal Intent 

Criminal History 

Suspect Numbers 

Fear of Harm to Victim/Bystander 

Fear of Harm to Officer/Partner 

Fear of Self-Harm 

F
o

rc
e  

Force 

Relative Force  Lower 

 Commensurate 

 Higher 
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Appendix D: Queensland Police Force Options 

Force options available to Queensland police based on the situational use of force model 

adopted by the Queensland Police Service (Queensland Police Service, 2016a). 

 
 

Presence The presence of a uniformed officer at the scene 

 

Communication Skills 

 

Verbal directions and conversations to persuade 

compliance 

Situational Containment Restriction of access - may include creating 

barricades, lockdowns, etc. 

Tactical Withdrawal Strategic retreat to remove safely from situation 

 

Restraining Accoutrements 

 

Use of restraining accoutrements such as handcuffs 

to restrain the subject 

Open Hand Tactics Blocking, restraining, joint locks, pressure points, 

pain compliance. Does not include punching, kicking 

Closed Hand Tactics Includes punches, kicks, knee strikes, etc. 

 

Baton 

 

Impact weapon 

 

Oleoresin Capsicum (OC) Spray 

 

Gas spray that can result in eye swelling, temporary 

blindness, pain, etc. 

Conducted Energy Weapon (Taser) Stunning device that produces an electric shock that 

can result in temporary muscle contractions and 

incapacitation 
Firearm Service issue firearm 
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Appendix E: Use of Force Scenarios 

 
 

Domestic Violence Scenario 

Recruits were briefed that a victim had attended the police station to make a domestic 

violence complaint and an address was provided. The scenario involved the recruits 

attending the address to investigate the complaint. The scenario is designed to require the 

recruits to detain a suspect for domestic violence. All scenarios commenced with recruits 

using communication skills and the role-playing suspect provided slight resistance by not 

cooperating with recruits’ directions and verbal commands. The suspect displays this 

resistance verbally only - without any physical threats or assaults. The suspect concealed a 

knife in their boot which was designed for recruits to locate and recover during the search of 

the suspect. Suspects are then scripted to respond based on recruits’ decisions; to physically 

resist any contact by recruits, but to comply with the deployment of OC spray (i.e. being 

sprayed) and the presentation of firearms or Tasers. 

 
Disturbance Scenario 

Recruits are briefed that the scenario involves reports of a person under the influence of 

alcohol creating a disturbance outside a nightclub. When recruits arrive at the scene the 

suspect is banging on the wall demanding to be let back into the nightclub to collect their 

belongings. All recruits initially used communication skills however the suspect ignores 

officers’ directions and verbal commands. As above, suspects are then scripted to respond 

based on recruits’ decisions; to physically resist any contact by recruits, but to comply with 

the deployment of OC spray (i.e. being sprayed) and the presentation of firearms or Tasers 

(CEW weapon). 


